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BLEWITT, Mr Arthur William, Chief Executive Officer, AgriFood Skills Australia  

WILSON, Mr Robert, General Manager, AgriFood Skills Australia  

Committee met at 09:10 

CHAIR (Senator Back): The committee will now commence its inquiry into higher education and skills 

training to support future demand in agriculture and agribusiness in Australia. I welcome representatives from 

AgriFood Skills Australia. Information on parliamentary privilege and the protection of witnesses and evidence 

has been provided to you. The committee has your submission, for which I thank you. I invite you to make an 

opening statement, at the conclusion of which the committee would be keen to put questions to you.  

Mr B lewitt :  We welcome the opportunity to contribute to the inquiry. This is an important activity and, as you 

probably know, this is a critical time for our industry. There will be enormous global opportunities for the next 10 

years, with great markets, great commodities and great products. Importantly, one of the constraints will be the 

availability of suitably high-level skilled people throughout the industry.  

We do a national environmental scan annually, which is a contemporary assessment of what industry wants. In 

our industry we have 880,000 workers across agriculture and food, with about 300,000 in agriculture. Of those, 

about one-third of the agricultural workersðthat is, about 100,000 peopleðwill turn 65 in 2018, so there is a 

hitch point there. About half of our research scientists will also retire at that time. That is a great concern to us, 

principally because of the drop in interest in agricultural science as a degree. Our industry has grown up on good 

science. We continue to need it. With the sophistication of science coupled with globalisation, it is even more 

important that we have good science connections. We would like to talk through that. 

The industry is changing dramatically and there is a lot of discussion now about structural adjustments for 

other industries, such as the car industry. We think agrifood and agriculture particularly has been changing like 

that for many yearsðsilently but quietly. Importantly now there is a new ownership model coming in, with lots of 

overseas investorsðbanks and corporatesðand of course there are 180,000 enterprise family based farms. That 

has introduced some new models. They are moving with their feet. They cannot get the right people. There is a lot 

of contracting being adopted by those more sophisticated businesses. There is a contractor model out there not 

unlike the mining model, where they will buy people at the top of their skills, in terms of their peak capability, 

employ them as contractors and importantly run a lot of those businesses. So a move in that direction has 

advantages. One is that you get very good skills and you get them when you want them at the capability that they 

have. The disadvantage is that it does 'disincentivise' careers for young people moving into agriculture because 

employers are aiming at more mature and well-trained people.  

Having said that, we are pushing for vocational training in schools right through to higher education, and we 

give a big emphasis in agrifood to higher education in agriculture and people getting degrees that suit the industry 

needs. In our submission you will see that, whilst there is a significant decline in a number of degrees in the 

traditional areas, particularly agricultural science, there is an uptake in New-Age courses that students want to do 

and that industry wants them to do. These include natural resource management, biodiversity and business skills. 

In our discussion with universities we have encouraged them to give ready articulation between vocational 

training and higher education, and importantly that has now happened, particularly in the regional universities, 

which are more keen to get students than some of the big eight. We are also pushing and getting some acceptance 

of this document, which gives a pretty good indication of emerging industry needs and requirements for skills. 

We now share that information with universities, which, in three cases, are trying to absorb some of that material 

into their agricultural science degrees. So, if you are doing a Bachelor of Rural Science degree at UNE, they are 

talking to us about what other components you might put in it to make it more attractive to both employers and 

students, such as business skills and sustainability, as we mentioned. So they are happening. 

I think universities nowðprobably  for the first time that I have seen for a whileðare interested in talking to 

us about what industry wants. They have a practicality in offerings now, particularly regional universities, so that 

they get students and the students get what they want and industry gets what they want, and obviously that builds 

a relationship. Some of those universities are using agrifood, including UWS and Sydney, which is a large one, to 

do that and also to get links to industry which we are helping them with. So that is a nice match. Also, as we do in 

vocational training, we try to get in with vocational providers to deliver what industry wants. That has fairly much 

been achieved to some extent, although vets are fairly slow in adopting. We are now trying to do that with 

universities as well to ensure that they have the capability to listen to industry. It helps them, it helps students and 

obviously it helps our industries do better. So they are some of the things we do. 

The other thingðalways of great concern with our industriesðis about having decent jobs. You can have 

students train from vocational training and you can have them in education, but unless there is a job out there that 
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satisfies them they will not apply. We are pushing for two things: creating decent, well-designed jobs, in 

agriculture and agrifood, and also becoming what we call employers of choiceðbeing a good employer, someone 

you would want to work for. That is very important to young students, who have so many options. I am on the 

board of the Primary Industry Centre for Science Education, and this is looking at young students to persuade 

them to go in to do primary industry as a tertiary qualification rather than medicine or something else. We met 

with 20 of those in Canberra a little while ago and we asked them what they would need to go into the primary 

industries to work, and they said they would need a good job. Those people, while they are in year 11 and 12, are 

still looking to have a job to go to and they will switch their choices depending on the availability. So it is good 

jobs and good employersðattractive employers who know what they are doing. That means that they know how 

to treat people, how to engage them, how to let them grow and contribute all their skills to the job. So they are 

some of the issues. 

The other areas is that we are developing a national strategy. We have been engaged by what used to be called 

the Primary Industries Ministerial CouncilðI think it is now the standing committee on primary industriesð

through DAFF to develop a national skills and workforce development strategy for the country. This is not 

AgriFood Skills doing it; it is actually for the nation, and about agriculture in particular. That is being led by 

DEEDI in Queensland and the Western Australian equivalent in primary industry, so they are two key states 

which we are working with. DEEDI is the lead agent and we are the broker doing the deal and the actual 

development of the document. But that will also set a scene for very strong agricultural pursuits, with the target 

being government, industry leadership, and also communities and regions.  

The other thing I should say is that we put a lot of our effort into regional Australia, and you have probably 

heard that from us before. We have run an outstanding exercise in Narrabri in central New South Wales, where 

the community and industry jointly worked together on a cross-industry basis between mining, agriculture and 

retail. That has now been going for three years, and we are now concluding that exercise. It has shown 

tremendous characteristics. One is that it helps those groups select a job to track people across those diverse 

industries rather than just to agriculture, because it would not work. You have miners such as Rio, BHP and 

others in the same room with retailers and agriculturalists and, importantly, they are making decisions as a region. 

The success of that has led to thinking about the design of jobs and doing business training for employers to 

ensure they are capable and better employers. Importantly, that has now stretched out to Moree, Gunnedah, 

Armidale and other places, because they see that as an attractive model. The Mayor of Narrabri and others are on 

the committee, so that is a really powerful group that sets the scene, I think, for regional Australia, and we have 

put a proposition to government and are revisiting that now to get that adopted across each of the states. It is a low 

cost: 250 grand a year to have someone on site that drives it with local committees. There is a committee of 18 

there which has been intact for three years, because they get more out of it in terms of growing their industry and 

their region and we obviously provide them with technical advice and have a person on the ground. 

I think that is probably where I would leave it. I would be happy to answer questions, but the mission of 

AgriFood Skills is to ensure that they have sustainable businesses, meeting the rapidly changing needs not only in 

structural adjustment but in the way we market, the way we sell and the impact of the internet on training, which 

is quite profound, and importantly to cross the diversity of our activities, which gives us a fairly good space and a 

good knowledge of what is going on out there. 

CHAIR:   Thank you. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Your submission notes that there is a potential risk of depletion beyond critical mass 

between 2013 and 2018. Can you just elaborate on thatðflesh that out a bit. 

Mr Blewitt :  Sorry? 

Senator GALLACHER:   There is a potential risk between 2013 and 2018 that Australia's regional workforce 

will become depleted beyond critical mass. 

Mr Blewitt :  Simply because of ageing and also retirements. A third of the agriculture workforce will turn 65 

in that period; half of our scientists will retire in that period. We do not see any way at the moment to attract 

others to replace them, and that is our key concern. Obviously the stuff we do is around developing, attracting and 

retaining young people to go there and keeping existing workers there, which is also an issue, and of course there 

is the competition that they have with the resources industry for good people. Interestingly, as you are probably 

well aware, farmers are very attracted to miners because they are good operators, good managers and good 

decision makers. The reason we are working with miners in Narrabri is to share that issue and help us to help 

them. There is another program we have going there, and in fact it has been successful in Western Australia. We 

did some work in Morawa in the wheat belt. During the drought a lot of the wheat farmers there were dependent 

on mining jobs for six months of the year to retain their existing activities. So we are looking at that, but we are 
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also looking at pools of labour in the areas where you can attract a pool of labour. It is not just high level skills 

that are important. I also met with some cattle men in Rockhampton a few months ago and they said, 'It's great for 

you guys to talk about high-level skills and technology and geneticsðwe want thatðbut we still want people to 

load our cattle on trucks and to round them up and stuff like that.' So I think there are those two bits, but certainly 

the focus is principally on making attractive jobs and secondly on pushing people to get high-level qualifications 

to meet contemporary needs. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Just in provision of skills for the agricultural sector, what role does the CSIRO play 

these days? 

Mr Blewitt :  We have put a lot of effort in to CRCs and RDCs because we think, and they think, there is a role 

for paraprofessionalsðthat is, diplomasðto help with the adoption and extension of research. One of the CRCs 

we work with closely indicated that they had about $100 million worth of research outcomes sitting on their 

shelves. The issue was how you get that to farmers, woolgrowers or whatever it is and dialogue those in a way. 

CSIRO has the same. I spent a lot of my career in CSIRO, and I think that was the issue we had there. CSIRO 

scientists participate in those CRCs. But that is a real challenge for us: to make sure that we can get acceptance 

that you do not have to have a degree to actually help with the extension of research, because there are not enough 

people out there with that. I think that is the challenge we are putting up. But CSIRO has been compatible, 

particularly on the food sideðfood technology and innovation. CSIRO scientists were involved with us in our 

planning processes. We run sustainability workshops with them and they contribute strongly, so they are certainly 

into that space, particularly, and they also work in agriculture through the CRC process with us. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Do you think they should do more? 

Mr Blewitt :  We would always like everyone to do more, but I think there is a recognition now that there are 

problems with doing science in its own right, or doing agricultural science in its own right, without a broader 

understanding of the rest of the supply chain. It is important that they know. I think CSIRO is picking up on that. 

The nature of science has changed dramatically, simply because you just cannot focus on one area without 

understanding the rest of the supply chain. You cannot just focus on biodiversity unless you understand the 

production side of it. Dr Jim Peacock, who is the former Chief Scientist and was chief of plant industry in CSIRO 

for many years, was talking through that recently with us: that contemporary science requires the diversity of 

thought both across the spectrum, with what all components of it can do, and through partnerships. You cannot do 

enough on your own, and I think that is what we try to do. Certainly CSIRO has appreciated our involvement in 

getting more closely involved in the broader job front with industry, particularly the food industry, rather than just 

isolating themselves out away of that. So I think that is valuable. 

Senator GALLACHER:   My only knowledge really is just observations of, say, the South Australian grain 

industry and things like that. It is quite true that a lot of those people have sought work in mines for six months of 

the year and then come back for the harvest. Is it true that the business and the peaks of labour are cyclicalð

obviously you do not employ people for the full yearðand that there is a requirement for labour for harvest or 

vintage, or whatever it may be? If you throw in the breaking of the drought, but before that the long periods of 

drought where the labour requirements were possibly lower, has that impacted on your statistics at all? 

Mr Blewitt :  It has indeed. The other issue is a lot of talk about shortages. I saw a release yesterday that said 

we have 100,000 vacancies out there. We probably have, but, if you just think about the composition of those 

vacancies, you would have a whole lot of seasonal workers, a whole lot of casuals, a whole lot of backpackers and 

a whole lot of people in jobs and then higher level business managers. So, if you break that down, we think there 

is probably a real job requirement for about 10,000 to 20,000 workers. The other bits are satisfied by the 

contractors I mentioned earlier, where people are now opting for that. That is obviously skills. Secondly, a lot of 

work is done by seasonal labour. It is all important, but you just need to segregate them a bit more clearly, rather 

than just talking about 100,000 lots, because we cannot do much about the casual stuff. We are doing a bit of 

work with SkillsOne, which is a body that looks after the internet, on moving the Harvest Trail model to include 

casual labour so that you can get some schedule in that process to get it structuredðbut they seem to survive. 

So it is those components. We focus, obviously, on getting people into the jobs, but if we can help the other 

way we will do that as well. Right from the start, we are doing a lot of work in vocational training in schools to 

get kids interested early so that they might think about agriculture, which they do not, typically, unless they are 

jolted into doing so at the school level. People tell us it should be happening at years 4, 5 and 6. We are doing it at 

about years 9 and 10 because we cannot get to that stage. We do all of those thingsðand similarly with the 

PICSE modelðto try and entice people to think about agriculture as an alternative option. 

Senator GALLACHER:   What is the Indigenous participation rate, and are there any programs to elevate that 

or encourage that, particularly in areas where there are obviously people? 
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Mr Blewitt :  That is a very important one and of great interest to us. In fact, this week we have one of our 

managers in Katherine running a program. It is really focusing not so much on getting them into jobs but on 

mentorship and coaching. There was some Western Australian work done about three years ago with the mining 

industry to get them into mining companies. The only way it worked was when you gave them a coach to help 

them stay there, think about the job and also talk through some issues that they confronted. We are doing that with 

25 people in Katherine this week, showing them the skills of doing a job, working, the ethics of work and all that 

and, importantly, linking it to a coaching arrangement whereby you have someone to call on for the first three to 

six months to help you sustain yourself. The retention rate of that in jobs for Indigenous people is about 80 per 

cent. The normal retention rate is much lower than that. 

It varies between states. In the Northern Territory obviously there would be a higher proportion of Indigenous 

people; I think it is about 30 per cent. But, more broadly, across the country I think we employ about seven or 

eight per cent as part of our workforce. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I did hear that there was a proposal to export camels to the Middle East and that the 

Indigenous people, particularly in those areas, were probably the people best suited to handle those things, load 

them onto trucks and the like. Is that a skill set that is out thereðloading cattle, loading camels? Do you go out 

and try and educate people into that workforce? 

Mr Blewitt :  It is. Also, we were in Darwin about a year ago, and one of the things that the Indigenous group 

there as well as the department of education put to us was that they were trying to start up community businesses. 

They were talking about sustainable vegetable gardens and rounding up camels, donkeys and wild pigs, I think, 

looking at ways they could harvest those. We think it is a pretty tough call, but they have certainly got the skills, 

whether or not they can make it commercial. I think they were even talking about having a small abattoir around a 

couple of communities. That is quite complex because of the sophistication of skill needs in abattoirs and the 

management and regulatory processes, but they are looking for ways to create businesses that are located near 

their communities. We have ongoing discussions about that. I think there are ways to do it and we will help where 

we can, but it depends a lot on what their motivation is and also how complex it is. We talk closely to government 

about that. 

Senator RHIANNON:   I missed some of your opening remarks, so I am sorry if I am asking about territory 

you have already covered. We often hear about the challenges people face in finding work in rural areas, often 

because of the lack of other services and what I suppose you would call cultural opportunities. I was interested in 

your commenting on any thought that has been given to that. Obviously I appreciate that it is quite a broad 

question. I would also like to explore with you the issue of pay rates and job security because they also seem to be 

factors that result in young people coming to the cities and coastal areas. 

Mr Blewitt :  The Narrabri model I talked about has probably generated a lot of this material you have got. 

There are a few criteria. One is that we try to get families to regions. It is a bit like fly in, fly out. If you go out on 

your own, you come back; and, secondly, you do not stay there for too long, you might stay there for 18 months. 

The ultimate aim is to get families to go there and to get businesses to go there. Obviously, as well as people, you 

want businesses to go there. One of the issues about familiesðand the Narrabri people did a review about thisðis 

that you have got to find jobs for the spouses as well. It is no use just bringing in the male or female partner to be 

the local shire engineer unless you can get a job for their spouse. So they are now looking for that. Secondly, they 

demand the same sorts of facilities and cultural capabilities that you have in Sydney or Melbourne. It is 

sometimes difficult to replicate, but that is the expectation. The three issues are spouse jobs, student education 

and, importantly, community activities. 

We know it works in Narrabri and those communities. We think that it is a viable model for communities with 

over 10,000 people and communities that typically work fairly well together with their neighbours. In 

communities smaller than that, or more disparate or isolated, that model will not work. So I think that is one of the 

issues. All of those things are pretty much replicated. Their desire for jobs is the same as anyone else's, and their 

desire for accommodation, education, support and community activities is strong. As I said, it depends on the size. 

If you have got a community of 40,000 peopleðlike Dubbo, Orange, Bathurst and similar places in Victoria and 

elsewhereðthey sustain themselves and they have enough oomph to create all those activities. It is the ones that 

are on the marginsðanything below 10,000ðthat we think are quite hard. Narrabri, for example, has about 

10,000 people but, importantly, it has three or four communities close byðMoree and othersðthat add to the 

dimension of that. 

Senator RHIANNON:   I notice that more 457 workers are coming into more of these areas. Do you attribute 

that to a whole range of factors? Is pay one of them, and the issue of job security? 
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Mr Blewitt :  I think it is. Bear in mind that we have got 180,000 farmers out there running small enterprises. 

Often they are on their own with a family venture, and obviously that is why they mostly rely on contract labour 

these days to do their business. Importantly, pay is an issue. We talk the talk in that we say you need to be a good 

employer, create attractive and challenging jobs, and offer competitive rewards. That is the ideal. Those that are 

capable of doing that do that and do it very well. You can see the companies that really flourish in that sort of 

environment. The others struggle. Importantly, I do not think you are going to get the people you want unless you 

pay them adequately. There is a bit of a difference in the regions in terms of costs and other things which impact 

on this. You probably do not need a Sydney wage but you do need to have some reflection of that. 

The other thing we talk about is: 'Why don't you think about a package rather than just money. 'Why don't you 

think about the farmhouse you are giving them free and the use of the farm ute to drive the kids to school. Think 

about that.' Certainly we are trying that at Narrabri and they are thinking of offering that. In fact, one wheat 

farmer there offered someone 100 hectares to play with as they likeðto grow their own crops and do what they 

like with it. Those are the sorts of incentives they can offer. It does not cost them much but, importantly, it does 

allow you to keep very good people. Pay is an issue but I think there are other ways to handle it. The differentials 

between living out there and living here are getting narrower, but that is an issue as well. 

Senator RHIANNON:   I think you just mentioned that you found that, in those areas where there are award 

wages and good conditions, they have greater workforce retention. Is that how you put it? 

Mr Blewitt :  I do not know the answer to that but I think the big retention issue is around the differential 

between what we can pay, even if we paid the full award, and what others are offering. 

Senator RHIANNON:   I ask that because I am wondering whether, if that was the case, any assessments have 

been made of that. It would be very informative. We all have our own anecdotal experience. My question really 

was: has there been any study to make that assessment of how to best retain this workforce? 

Mr Blewitt :  Certainly the work we do indicates that if they have a good job then that is the first thing. People 

will stay in a job if they like it, if they are growing in it and, importantly, if they are seeing some investment in 

their development. We have been fairly hostile to some of our industries which said, 'We just want this person to 

come in and work in the dairy, work in the dairy and work in the dairy.' We have had others say to us, 'We've got 

talent, but they never let us near or let us understand the business we're in. Why don't we get involved in 

discussing markets, prices or whatever?' So we are putting that out. One of the things you can do is that if you 

create a good job that gives them challenges and gives them a chance to contribute and learn then you have a 

much better chance of holding them. So I think money is important, but it is probably two or three down the track 

from the top end of it. 

Senator RHIANNON:   I just want to move on to the issue of the image, because one of the key issues is about 

attracting more people to undertake courses and how we can ensure that that is ongoing. Some of the industry 

submissions recognise a stereotypical and poor image of the agrifood industry and have said that that needs to be 

addressed. I was just interested in how the industry image is often listed as a high priority in many industry 

reports, quite separate from what we are talking about here. I think of that and then think about what is going on 

with some of the big supermarket chains, with the extraordinary shift in recent timesðyou are even seeing it to 

some extent with McDonald'sðwhere they are talking about how they go about their crops, the welfare of the 

animals and those sorts of ethical issues. It is not just of interest to the consumers; it is often of real interest to 

people who have an interest in pursuing this type of work. So I was just wondering how you see this issue of 

image and how it should be responded to. 

Mr Blewitt :  There are some complex issues there. Certainly industry image is a key focus of ours. As we 

discussed before, young people determine their journey depending on what is on offer, how attractive it is to them 

and how they can grow in it, so we are doing a lot of work with that. But I think a lot of that is about whether you 

are a good employer and talk it up rather than talk it downðwe have a habit of doing the latter. The issue around 

ethics is not just about welfare now; it is more than that. It is ethics, it is understanding and it is that holistic sort 

of approach. An enormous amount of energy goes into that. 

I think we also discussed recently the amount of internet learning that goes on. People are not doing courses, 

but they are pulling down lots of information by the day and by the hour, particularly the younger generation, in 

how they are running their business. I think that is a great education. We are fairly critical of some of the public 

providersðthe TAFEs and othersðbecause obviously they are driven by markets and we obviously have a lot of 

thin markets. So we are looking for far more flexibility in the delivery of courses, if you like, rather than 

qualifications programs. A lot of our people do not need full qualifications, but they do need skills and they need 

adaptability and capability to move from one sort of activity to another. 
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I think one of the things about the large retailers is that they do demand a strong supply chain compliance. If 

you are going to be in that supply chain, you need to understand the track and both sides of it. I recently saw the 

regulatory requirements of an abattoir for dealing with a producer, and it went to 28 pages, including having an 

assessment of your dog done regularly and, if it gets ill, having a vet see it as a matter of course, not as a matter of 

requirement. So they are issues that they are across, because they have to be if they are going to stay in business. I 

think the bigger ones and the merging of those can handle it better because it is expensive, but certainly the 

smaller producers are going to have to keep up to stay in business. So we give them a lot of support, but a lot of it 

is cultural. A lot of it is changing the way you do business and also thinking about your product from farm gate 

through to table and all the various mixes of that. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Thanks very much for that. My recollection when I read your submission was that the 

issue of promoting animal welfare principles did not really come through that strongly, so I was interested 

because you have spoken about it quite clearly there. We are addressing here the issue of education and training, 

and that is just one aspect of it, but I would be surprised if people did not agree that it is something that is 

becoming increasingly important to many people. So I was just wondering: did you feel that that was lacking 

there, and is there a lack of understanding in the industry about how to take this forward and integrate it into the 

work? 

Mr Blewitt :  To answer that last question first, I do not think there is a lack of understanding. I think they 

know they have to do it; the issue is how. I am involved in one of the DAFF animal welfare committees. We work 

closely with them on what is happening and we try to stay a step in front. The issue is that all of the training 

packages have now been updated to include animal welfare aspects, and we update those through a continuous 

improvement process. That is the formal bit. The next bit is to ensure that they get delivered in training courses 

and that the people delivering them understand. That is what we are doing now. We are making sure that the 

contemporary training package meeting all the changes that are happening is reflected in the training that is 

delivered on the ground. 

I think industry, the peak industry bodies and their regulatory bodies, are doing a lot of work. Other groups that 

do a lot of work in this area are the landmarks and the elders, who put out a lot of material on their expectation 

because they are handling stock and they carry some responsibility as well. There are good things happening. 

There is a lot of work to do and there is a lot of education to go on. But, at the end of the day, people change and 

they have to. If you are going to sell products into the marketplaceðand that is what they are trying to do nowðit 

is a matter of how, it is a matter of delivering more flexible training and courses, as I mentioned, and also looking 

to update people. You just cannot go and do a qualification now, whether it is a degree or anything else, and 

expect that you do not need to be updated. There are a lot of internet groups working out. There are a lot of 

community groups around chemicals, for example, and chemset arrangements. They tend to do things on that 

front. But, importantly, there is a lot of activity going on. They have to stay in front of it. I think a lot of the 

younger people are staying that way through the internet. That is probably not an entirely legitimate way to do it 

but, importantly, we have started. The capacity is there to do it. There are a bunch of compliance points along the 

way to ensure you do, and we are helping where we can through education and formal training systems and also 

encouraging groups to share information between themselves. 

CHAIR:   Mr Wilson, can I go to you. The role of this committee is to make recommendations as part of its 

report. What more do you believe can be done at the primary and secondary school level to put agriculture, 

agribusiness and agrifoods in front of younger children who actually do appear to be making their decisions even 

at primary and late primary level as to where they are going to go in their careers? From your observation study, 

what more can we do? 

Mr Wilson :  It is very interesting. I spent 10 years working for the minerals industry around that very issue. I 

have to say, compared to the agrifood industry, the minerals industry is doing much better. While at AgriFood, we 

have been much more proactive in getting into the area of school education, particularly around getting students 

access to qualifications while at school. We have put a partnership together in three statesðQueensland, South 

Australia and Western Australiaðwhere we are working with state departments. We are providing matching 

funding to increase the number of schools offering agricultural education and to increase the number of students 

who have access and the number of teachers who have training. What we tend to find in agricultural education is 

that every time a teacher retires it seems to be an opportunity in many cases for schools to close down the subject. 

It is very expensive to run and to have an agricultural wing of the school and principals have to make decisions 

around funding as to what they can offer and what they cannot. 

As an example, in Western Australia we have five schools that are now offering a Certificate I in AgriFood 

Operations. They are five schools that have not offered agrifood qualifications in the past. We are doing a lot of 
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work around that. I cannot give you enrolment numbers because the students have just gone back to school, but 

we will have that information soon and can certainly supply it. In Queensland we have students undertaking 

certificate II and III in agriculture and rural operations. Since we have been in partnership we have had an 

additional eight schools join the Queensland agribusiness academy, which looks at cross-curricular arrangements 

and puts agriculture into all subjects. So if you are doing maths you might look at agricultural examples. We think 

this is pretty important because we are finding that students are not talking about ag ed or agricultural jobs as a 

place to go in the future. Unless we do a lot of work there and get the exposure, we are quite concerned that with 

the ageing workforce we will not have a workforce coming through to replace those. 

South Australia is a little different; our partnership there is around food. In the four schools we currently have, 

we have seen an enormous increase in the interest from students. Without the teacher professional development 

and the support of the states to upskill the teachers, we just do not have anywhere to go. There is certainly a lot of 

good work going on, but I think more can certainly be done. 

CHAIR:   Are we not best servicing the agriculture related industries in terms of traineeships and 

apprenticeships? Is there a move towards funding going into apprenticeships? The agricultural industries do not 

lend themselves to formal, longer term apprenticeships but shorter term skills traineeships? I heard you make a 

comment earlier about traineeships. 

Mr Blewitt :  We are very keen on traineeships and, importantly, we also have some work going on with a 

cadetship to try to drive that process from school through to VET, or to university, and to get some support. We 

are driving that really hard with a particular focus on agriculture. It is a one-off thing but that is the go. Kids see 

that as an opportunity to get to understand that. We talk to the schools, to vocational training and to the state 

government. That is one of the ways. 

The issue for us is skill sets. They are important. There are 87,000 people now enrolled in vocational training. 

Only 20 per cent ever finish those things. That has gone up by 7,000. There were 80,000 two years ago and now it 

is 87,000. People are going in and doing what they want, but they are also running with their feet in that they get 

what they want out of a course and that is enough to do a job and get a job, but then they pull out. That is fairly 

expensive. In one of our recommendations in our latest scan, which will be released in a couple of weeks, we are 

saying that you need to find a skill set. If you did that, you would allow people to use a skill set as a pathway to a 

full qualification. That might entice them to do it. So we are driving at. We are also driving the career pathway. 

That has been cleaned up well. The university have come alongside with articulation. We are also trying to get 

them to build their degrees to suit us.  

Traineeships, cadetships and recognition of prior learning are all important. We would like to see more funds 

go into that. Currently, a review is going on by DEEWR into accelerated apprenticeships and our proposal is to 

broaden the scope of apprenticeship benefits beyond just the trades to some of our jobs. Some of the jobs in 

horticulture, amenity horticulture and agriculture are just as sophisticated and require just as much training but 

they do not attract the benefits. We are putting in a submission to drive that so we get a much more even 

distribution of resources, as well as the benefits that go with that. Those are some of the things that we are doing. 

There is always a difficulty with thin markets. However, we are over that argument and now we have to drive it as 

a commonality across the country, which we are doing. 

CHAIR:   We always hear about discrimination against the so-called older workersðand we need to be a bit 

careful about what constitutes an older worker. People in their early 50s and onwards no longer have that concern 

about the educational needs of their children, because generally, in most instances, they are already through their 

education and into their careers. Is there an opportunity at the moment that is being lost? Are there people who are 

not able to find employment because of their age who would be very employable in agriculture and agribusiness 

in rural and regional areas who would be quite happy to not necessarily to permanently leave the city but 

undertake the seasonal work that is required? A lot of the work is no longer so physically demanding. We no 

longer have to pick up bags of wheat and bags of super; it is all bulk. Is there an opportunity to start to direct 

those sorts of people who are feeling they are being left behind in the workforce? 

Mr Blewitt :  Yes, a very strong one. I heard the other day that we are now calling the mature age workers the 

new blackðwhatever that means. Importantly, they are the new workers that we want to use. An example is in 

your state, Chair. A lot of work in the rock lobster industry is putting them in boxes and processing them. Up in 

the north-west, around 70 or 80 per cent of that work is done by mature age workers. Interestingly, one snippet 

that is talked about is that they stop work after six weeks because that is when the tax threshold cuts to another 

level. That is coincidental.  

We see it as important. In fact, a group called Costa, a very large producer of blueberries in northern New 

South Wales, have something like 2,000 workers picking blueberries, the majority of whom are older workers. 
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They go there and they can work as hard as they like or they can have a picnic, and work for an hour a day. It is 

all piece-rate work. They see those people as a key source of workers. I think it is a key source for us. We have 

got older workers out there now and we need to retain them. The other thing I mentioned earlier is people taking 

up business opportunities, with retired dentists and others leaving Sydney and wanting to go out there and start 

businesses. It is our role to try to help them understand what they can do out there to add real value. So it is a key 

market for us and one that is very capable and obviously very fit these days, even though they might be 70 or so. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Thank you very much for your submission. I just want to know where in the tables you 

have provided the ag eco grads are. Are they in your agribusiness stats? There were a lot of science courses 

obviously, but I was wondering more about those grads. 

Mr Blewitt :  There has been a lot of push about the fact that ag science is disappearing and therefore no-one is 

doing it. What they are doing is contemporary courses that suit their thinking and their culture. Ag science is 

something they do not jump at anymore. We can all discuss the reasons for that. We have got two angles. One is 

to say to the people doing ag scienceðand we spoke to UNE and Charles Sturt and Deakin recentlyð'Why don't 

you look at your bachelor of rural science? It is still popular but people are now demanding other things. Think 

about what students want in that. Think about what our industries are telling us and our students are telling us in 

this document we put out annually, and factor in some other issues. Make it more attractive as an end product that 

you can take and get a job with.' Students are not going to do anything for nothing. They want a job at the end. 

That is the first thing. 

The second thing is that we see that there is still a lot of energy going into agriculture through this. We recently 

saw a man called Dr David Lamb at UNE, who is a physicist with four PhDs in physics working with him on 

looking at satellite technology to count animals, find out where they are and also look at the nutrition in the land 

they are working on. He is doing agricultural science. There is a lot of that happening and students are wanting to 

do that. Despite the fact that bachelor of ag science is sliding and has gone off the boil, they are doing other things 

with different sorts of degrees that are still contributing to agricultural science. That is the issue we wanted to get 

through. I do not have any clear understanding about where they go, but it seemed to us that this is an array of 

degrees that people are doing that is relevant to our industry if people happen to chose that. Sometimes you have 

just got to accept the fact that students just do not want to do it. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Sorry, I meant more commerce degrees with an ag major. 

Mr Blewitt :  Yes, business skills are critically important and that was one of the things that we talked to them 

about: get business skills in there, get sustainable businesses in there and get them to think about how they are 

going to operate their business in due course. 

Senator McKENZIE:   You made some comments about a good job and I was going to ask what that looked 

like. You have fleshed that out. I actually met an environmental scientist who is working in ag research because 

he has got the technical skills. He is a second year chemist. He has not even finished his bachelor yet. He loves 

rock climbing. He is living next to his favourite rock and loves that on the weekends and is a chemist by day. Are 

we doing any work around quantifying those social and cultural things that draw the human beings that choose to 

live outside of metropolitan cities? Are we trying to quantify those things other than the wage look like for those 

types of people? 

Mr Blewitt :  I think I mentioned earlier that they want the Canberra conditions wherever they are. Sometimes 

you can replicate that and sometimes you cannot. The communities that are doing well are those that actually try 

to do that. They have got a community atmosphere. They have enough theatre or whatever it is they need to see 

and they try to do that. Also, families want good spouse jobs and good education for the kids. We did a return on 

investment exercise and it showed two things. One is that, if the things that were done there go to plan, there is a 

3.2 per cent productivity increase for the region. Perhaps the more important finding was that there would be a 33 

per cent reduction in the number of people who left that region. Two hundred people do their HSC in that place 

every year and up till now they have just got on two buses and left for Sydney. Now they are doing traineeships 

and cadetships, getting them started in things so that they can say that they are doing a reasonable job. That is the 

trick: to find ways to keep them there. It is about jobs and families and, importantly, finding some incentive. 

Senator McKENZIE:   You made a comment in your submission about there being inadequate incentives for 

RTOs to operate efficiently in thin trainer markets. You have made several comments about that. What would a 

better incentive environment look like? 

Mr Blewitt :  There are two things. First, it is obviously uneconomic in some places to do it. But there has been 

a bit of change in thinking. For critical occupations, no matter how short the number, if you desperately need 

someone then we have to find some way to train them. There has also been a slowness in taking up that 
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opportunity by some of the public providers. What they are being overtaken by is people learning off the internet. 

They are doing it very cleverly. They are running great businesses. The information thereðand you have all 

looked at thisðis just spectacular. So you have a two-fold thing taking place. They are helping themselves. Some 

of the bigger players are moving to a contractor model in which people have already got training, so they do not 

have to worry about training people. Importantly, there has to be far more adaptability. There have to perhaps be 

some incentives for TAFEs and others to put the needed programs in place. Agriculture is expensive to teach. To 

do vet science at university costs the same price as medicine. We are pushing that. It will come about. But they 

have to get good teachers on the ground and use e-learning more effectively as well. 

Senator BOYCE:  I want to follow up firstly on your comment, Mr Wilson, regarding the agribusiness 

academy. Could you on notice provide us with some more information about the academy, what it does, how 

many students it has and so onðthe usual data that tells us what a great job you are doing and perhaps some other 

thoughts on how it might be even further improved. 

Mr Wilson :  The agribusiness gateway schools model followed on from the one that I set up around the 

Queensland Minerals and Energy Academy. The whole purpose of it is to get a cross-curricula focus on 

agriculture in those specialised schools. Students can then enrol in those schools knowing that if they go to an 

agribusiness school they will come across agribusiness at some stage during their time at that school. Some of the 

schools that we are partnering with have, for example, all students in grade 8 doing agriculture education. That is 

a big leap, because they are getting exposure. That is very important, because if we are going to build numbers, 

capacity and class sizes we have to get them early. Unless we get them early, the numbers tend to fall off as you 

go further up the year levels. We can send some information through the committee about the good numbers that 

we are generating through that. 

Senator BOYCE:  You also have a fairly powerful ally now in the Governor-General. I noticed that in her 

Australia Day speech she mentioned exactly that topic. You have covered in some detail the non-completion rate 

for training and said that it is because there is a mismatch between how the training or education is offered and 

how people want to undertake it. Is that the main reason for non-completions? Is there anything else that should 

be concerning us there? 

Mr Blewitt :  I am sure that there are other reasons. That is the one that jumps out at us, because that is what 

we hear. One of the key recommendations in our latest advice from industry is to provide funding for skill sets. 

But there are other issues. Access probably becomes more difficult. Students may get what they want for other 

reasons. There are other reasons, but we have not looked at them closely. But it is low. The typical rate is about 

40 per cent and some of the apprenticeships get up to 70 or 80 per cent. This is very low; 20 per cent is very low. 

Senator BOYCE:  You are down to 20 per cent. 

Mr Blewitt :  Yes. That is very low. 

Senator BOYCE:  Is there anyone doing any work on why? 

Mr Blewitt :  We are challenging ourselves to find out why. It is quite hard to suss that out without doing big 

surveys. And it is like that across the country. Some programs get higher levels. Were you have a requirementð

such as having to get a qualification to get a meatworkerðthere are completion rates of between 80 per cent and 

90 per cent. Where it is not absolutely required to get or stay in a job, you do what you want. Secondly, our 

industries often do not need full qualifications, so they probably do not promote it as much as they should, either. 

Senator BOYCE:  I notice that you have recommended that the Commonwealth increase funding to develop 

clear articulation pathways between VET and higher education. I thought that the Commonwealth had probably 

been putting funding into doing that for maybe 20 years now. What needs to happen that does not happen? 

Mr Blewitt :  I think it is probably not so much funding as being an issue about the culture in universities. The 

big eight are not terribly interested because they get enough students anyway and, importantly, they do that. The 

regional universities have come along, so I think articulation is pretty much achieved. In places like Charles Sturt 

if you do a vocational training certificate IV you can get some recognitionðif you do a diploma you can get a 

year. That is what really matters to us. So I think we have done enough of that. 

The second spoke in our wheel is to try to get them to vary some of the course offerings to include things that 

are more relevant than they used to be. They are thinking about that. So, I think articulation has probably gone 

adequately down the track because it is driven by universities, at the end of the day. We asked them for their most 

selfish reasons for doing it, and it is to get more students. UWS, which is a very large university in Sydney, is 

doing it because it gets more students. They will do it, but clearly there are some issues around it. There is great 

disquiet in universities sometimes with the lack of assessed gradings in vocational training, so there is a bit of a 
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risk. Our view is to try them and let them do a diploma and see how they go. If they do well at that, give them a 

chance to try something else. 

CHAIR:   Time has beaten us. Thank you for your evidence. Can I ask that you provide to the secretariat any 

information you can on the Narrabri programs, so that we can study that more closely. 

Mr Blewitt :  I will just add one thing. When talking about training one of the initiatives the government has 

been doing for the last couple of years that has been highly successful is the Productivity Places Program, where 

they are targeting training at higher level skills and keeping existing workers. That is very helpful to us. We have 

done well out of it. Importantly, talking about higher level skills, in 2010-11we put out 1,200 of those places and 

40 per cent went to diplomas. That is a suggestion that what this committee is on about is important to us. Both 

diplomas and higher level qualifications are being demanded by industry at this stage. 
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BLOOM, Mr Geoffrey Michael, Executive Director, Rural Skills Australia  

CORNISH, Mr Wayne Alwyn, Chairman, Rural Skills Australia  

[10:02] 

CHAIR:   Thank you for your attendance and for your submission. Would either of you like to make an 

opening statement? 

Mr Cornish :  I am from the Adelaide Hills in South Australia. I am a practising farmer growing several 

commodities. I am here in my capacity as chairman of Rural Skills Australia. Thank you for allowing us to speak 

to you this morning. It is one of a number of opportunities we have been able to take over the years. As we say in 

our submission to you, we just wonder when things will actually change for the real better. There have been 

improvements, admittedly, but you would have to say that sensational improvements have been taking a long time 

to drag out of the woodwork. The culture for change in the education and training area is right now. Our 

organisation hopes to be in the forefront, with others, of trying to bring on those changes and to help to implement 

them. 

Our organisation is a not-for-profit one. We have staff in every state and we try through our experience and our 

abilities to service the needs of rural and regional communities by giving them a hands-on approach more than an 

academic style of approach. It has worked very successfully. We have mounted a number of submissions and 

projects over the years that have been very useful. Some of them have been very well received by the rural 

community. It is disappointing, as I said earlier, that the changes that we would all like to see have not been as 

apparent as they must be if this area is going to change. Some of that is about money, of courseðmatters always 

are. But a lot of it is about culture shifts, about doing things differently and about them actually being much more 

meaningful to rural communities in particular than they have been in the past.  

What is also very importantðand my organisation takes this responsibility on itself very seriouslyðis the 

linkage we have between school age children and industry in general. The people that we have based in our states 

carry out that function as one of their major activities. The interface between industry and particularly 

metropolitan schools is not good. It is particularly hard to service because people change all the time. You can 

spend a lot of effort and time getting a careers adviser up to speed only to learn that that person has left very 

shortly after you have spent a lot of time and effort. We believe there are things in that area in particular that can 

be made better. There is real evidence to suggest that the only way that you make real improvement in this game 

is to be face-to-face with the participants and to be face-to-face with potential employers. There is nothing that is 

quite as misunderstood as education and training as far as rural employers are concerned. That, again, is a cultural 

matter and it is one of those things that we put a lot of effort into changing through activities with NFF, state 

organisations and others.  

Our organisation is not made up of a batch of farmers; whilst I am one, we also have people from the AWU, as 

we did when our organisation was established some years ago. It is a cross-section activity manned by cross-

sectional people, if you like, and so we are able to touch bases with all of those areas of relevance where those 

things become important to us.  

CHAIR:   Senator Rhiannon, would you like to start the questions. I will ask my colleagues to be fairly brief 

and your answers the same so that we can cover a lot of ground.  

Senator RHIANNON:   Thank you very much, Mr Chair. From your opening comments, I get a sense that 

there has been quite a bit of frustration with how things are played out. You said that you feel that the culture for 

change is right now. So I am just wondering what your priorities are, because we still have so many of the 

challenges in terms of career paths. We spoke earlier about the cultural change that is needed in terms of job 

security. There are so many things that need to change. We know it is not all going to come immediately, and in 

developing education courses we need to be mindful of these wider issues that have become obstacles. Where 

would you put the priorities?  

Mr Cornish :  Bearing in mind that there always need to be standards and, in this case, they are called 

competency standards, I think they remain the backbone and presumably always will. But within that system there 

is a crying need for more flexibility to meet industry's needs. Our industries generally do not or cannot cater for 

educational activities that go on for a long period of time. They are much more able to accept shorter snapshots of 

training so that there can be a cumulative effect arriving at whatever point the student wishes to arrive.  

Senator RHIANNON:   Could you give us a time frame of 'short snapshot'? I assume you are saying small 

snapshots over a period of time.  
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Mr Cornish :  Yes. I think that is where the flexibility comes in. Both the employee and the employer need to 

be able to determine that end point. Gone should be the daysðunfortunately, they are notðwhen an RTO or 

somebody from academia comes along and says, 'This is what is good for you.' We need a system which is able to 

allow the participants within that system to say, 'This is what we need and how can you best furnish a result for 

us?' 

To answer your question more directly, flexibility in the system might mean two or three days of acute activity 

and then quite long breaks or it might mean taking a selection of modules or blocks of a particular set of activities 

and carrying them out in a short space of time and then being able to build on them. So the people that are 

actually in the course system are more determinative of how they go about practising.  

Senator RHIANNON:   What comes through in a lot of the reports I have just read from industry as well as 

some of the submissions is this issue that there is in fact a poor image of the agrifood industry. For a lot of 

peopleðparticularly young peopleðit is not so attractive; they look to the bright lights on the coast and all that 

sort of thing, so there is a lot of competition here. How do you think that issue can be addressed, because it would 

seem to be significant?  

Mr Cornish :  There is really only one way that can effectively be addressed. I am as guilty as anybody, I 

suppose, because I have been in the agripolitical system as well. If you pick up any research document that a kid 

might be looking to interest themselves in as far as taking a career path in agriculture or horticulture, it is all 

gloom, doom and disaster. Once you get past page 2 or 3 you might read some better stories. Admittedly, since 

the end of the drought, some those experiences have improved. But by and large, and I am talking as a farmer 

now, it is our own industries' fault for talking ourselves down. Why would people want to come and join us when 

we are so good at telling them really that they should not? That cultural change is coming about again, because as 

the rural society changesðand it is changing all the timeðthose things are becoming better. There are very, very 

strong career paths and opportunities within our industries collectively and we just need to be more proactive and 

get the good messages out there as well as some of the stuff that you would read in the Weekly Times and the 

Stock Journal and so forth. 

Senator RHIANNON:  I suppose where I am coming from in relation to training packages is again just 

thinking of young people. There is an extraordinary shift. There is certainly still an attraction of a rural lifestyle, 

but many people do these days have an interest in animal welfare, the ethics of the land et cetera. How do you 

think those issues can be built into this important change we are talking about?  

Mr Cornish :  As Arthur mentioned to you previously, there are things that are being undertaken on the formal 

side of training regimes, but there are other things which are happening just because it is absolutely essential that 

they do. Farmers are not complete fools. They recognise that animal welfare issues and so forth are uppermost in 

the minds of the community. From a practical point of view, farmers know very well that the only money that can 

be made out of livestock comes out of happy, contented livestock. So it is about getting that message across and 

building the bridge, because there are protagonists on each side which are not terribly helpful to the cause in 

general. It is about meeting somewhere in the middle and allowing the education system, whatever that might be, 

to provide for itself within the system as well.  

Senator RHIANNON:   Thank you.  

Senator BOYCE:  Mr Cornish, you spoke earlier about education and training being misunderstood by 

employers. Could you explain to me what you mean by that?  

Mr Cornish :  I spent many years as Vice President of NFF and as President of the South Australian Farmers 

Federation and stood in many town halls addressing people. The very quickest way to send them to sleep was to 

talk about education and training. As soon as you get off that subject and get on to something a bitð 

Senator BOYCE:  Meatier, perhaps.  

Mr Cornish :  Yes, people liven up again. But it is a very difficult issue to come to some common level at with 

a big group of people. Once you get them one-on-one it is easier. Our industry, the training industry, suffers 

usually from the use of acronyms. It uses acronyms and people do not know what we are talking about. It happens 

accidentally; once you become used to using them they just roll off the tongue. People that are wanting to 

understand what this whole business is about just get lost in the verbal malaise. It is something which our 

organisation has been trying to correct for some time in the way that we confront people, I suppose. 

Senator BOYCE:  So you are trying to get support from potential employers for education and training in the 

sector or you are trying to get people to see that they should have education and training? I am not quite sure. 
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Mr Cornish :  We do both. We are at both ends of the scale. We are certainly acutely aware of the importance 

of being involved with farmers to make them aware of what is available and how they can be involved with the 

processð 

Senator BOYCE:  It is perhaps an inbuilt bias against things that are not practical? Is that part of what we are 

talking about here? 

Mr Cornish :  It is largely different. Twenty years ago things were very different to the way they are now in 

the education and training system. Perhaps not at the sharp end of the systemðthe more academic endðbut in 

the traineeship and apprenticeship area and the basic skills area things have changed light years in a very short 

space of time. The rural community is, I believe, having a little bit of difficulty keeping up with what is available 

and how they can access it. Once they understand it clearly and they get through all the acronyms and they cut all 

the crap out of the way, they become very interested very quickly. 

Mr Bloom:  Can I add something there. We have got a network of education and training advisors. We have 

one in each state and one in Darwin. Their role is to talk one-on-one with farmers. When they explain what a 

traineeship isðthat they can actually hire their own son or daughter or pick their own person and sign them up 

and tell them where to go to sign up that trainee, where any off-the-job training will take place and what wages 

they have got to pay themðthey know how the system works. 

Senator BOYCE:  But that is a rather slow business if you are going to be doing it one on one around 

Australia, though, isn't it? 

Mr Bloom:  Yes, but we do that at field days and wherever else. Despite the fact that the department has spent 

a lot of money promoting apprenticeships and traineeships, I still get people ringing me thinking that once you 

have signed up an apprentice that you have got him even though you go brokeðthat you cannot move him 

somewhere else. They do not have that depth of knowledge of the system. 

Senator BOYCE:  You talk also about the fact that some programs have distorted the training market and 

inflated and increased the nominal cost of qualifications. Could you give me some detail on thatðgive examples 

of what you mean there please? 

Mr Bloom:  PPP has been available for the last couple of years, and that has been funded very well from the 

Commonwealth through the states and now some of the Commonwealth money is actually going to the skills 

councils. A lot of people have gone in that have got recognition of prior learning and the cost per certificate, 

whether it is a certificate IV or certificate III has been set at a very high rate. 

Senator BOYCE:  Because they have that prior learning they are not using the whole package. Is that what 

you are saying? 

Mr Bloom:  Some of it has come in very well. But providers might come in and if they are training someone 

who has all the skills, they do not have to be there too long to pick up $8,000 a head or something. So these 

benchmarks have been set and that has pushed a lot of the numbers up at the higher level, which is good for our 

industry because we are all for people getting their skills recognised. But the rates they have been set at is quite 

high. You compare that to a traineeship. We also made mention that in New South Wales  the New South Wales 

government has cut the rate for the off-the-job training for a certificate II trainee in agriculture back to $1,200 to 

the provider. That is from $2,100. The net effect of that is no provider will deliver that training. 

Senator BOYCE:  What should happen to fix that problem? 

Mr Bloom:  The states somehow should be told to up the rate so that we can put people in certificate II. 

Senator BOYCE:  I mean with the ones that are overcharged. 

Mr Bloom:  That money has already gone into the system. 

Senator BOYCE:  But how do you fix it for the future, if you are saying it is a problem? 

Mr Bloom:  What we are saying is that that has set the benchmark. 

Senator BOYCE:  So it has distorted the market? 

Mr Bloom:  Yes, it has distorted it slightly. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I note that you have mentioned there should be downloadable training courses. I am 

intrigued as to your success with training in that environment. In a transport environment a lot of people have 

lower literacy and numeracyðthey are not unskilled people, and if prior skills are recognised there is no issueð

but in the training environment I wonder if there is any success with that. Do you have examples of where that has 

been successful? 
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Mr Bloom:  I will give you a bit of background to our rural skills online. I came across this online system 

which was a locally developed product in Victoria. It consists of two websites; it has a training tracker and all the 

resource material that backs up the training package. It was one of the best systems I have seen, and this was 

probably four or five years ago, so we applied for some project money through DEEWR and did some trials. In 

the first one we trialled some certificate II VET in schools students and we trialled some certificate IV existing 

workers through that system. We have developed the resources. We own the system, or get access to the system 

through a fee, and then we partner with a registered training organisation. They deliver the qualification using our 

online system. 

We use the online system to deliver the formal part of a training course. We understand there has to be quality 

at the end of it and they have still got to be able to demonstrate that they can drive the tractor or muster sheep or 

whatever, so it is a mixture of on and off the job. What it does is that, where there are thin markets, it allows a 

student to login and do a lot of his formal training online rather than having to go and sit in a classroom. It is 

available 24/7 so they can do it in their own time. 

Senator GALLACHER:   You are having success with that model? 

Mr Bloom:  It has been very successful. We are gradually building up our resources. We have resources from 

certificate II right through to diploma level and higher. We do not have a lot of staff but it is certainly going well. 

We have something like 16 providers now signed up to our system, some in the last 12 months. The South 

Queensland Institute of TAFE has come on board. Kimberley TAFE, in the Kimberley, has come on board. I 

think it is something for the future. The more resources and assessment material we can build into this system that 

is of quality, the better we are going to go with it. And, of course, it saves people having to write their own 

resources, because with every new training package that comes out people say, 'Well, where are the resources to 

back the delivery of this competency?' It is about sharing at a very reasonable cost, through what we charge them 

to access the system. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Can you touch briefly on the experiences in Canada and New Zealand and what 

they may be doing to address these labour market problems? You mentioned that briefly at the back of your 

submission. Perhaps you could take on notice to give us any information you have on that. 

Mr Bloom:  Yes, I will. 

Mr Cornish :  I am not familiar enough with the Canadian experience to be able to comment on that, but I 

think the New Zealand model does offer some opportunities because it goes a long way towards the things that I 

mentioned earlier about giving greater levels of responsibility to the participants, both students and employers. 

There is also a whole range of flexibilities in their system which we do not have here at the moment. So we have 

looked at it. I know that the Australian government looked at it some four or five years ago now, but it is 

something which needs to be taken a little more seriously here in Australia, because it does have some elements to 

it which could be very useful to our position. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I only have a couple of questions. My primary question goes to page 15 of your 

submission. You mention the Industries Development Committee Workforce, Skills And Training Working 

Group, established in 2008. It produced a final report in 2009, so two years ago. There were lots of 

recommendations and again they were things that lots of people have been saying across all sectors of agriculture 

for a long time. I am wondering if you could give the committee your perception of how we are tracking as a 

group, as a nation, towards outcomes around these recommendations. 

Mr Cornish :  I chaired that activity. It had tremendous outcomes. 

Mr Bloom:  I think she is talking aboutð 

Mr Cornish :  Sorry. What year was itð2008? 

Senator McKENZIE:   The report was produced in 2009. 

Mr Bloom:  The one Wayne is talking about was from 2002, when we did a nationalð 

Senator McKENZIE:   Yes, and I think Senator Back has that one covered. 

Senator BACK:  I do want to take you back to that eventually. 

Mr Bloom:  That report which you mentioned was written towards the end of 2008 but was not released until 

some months later. 

Senator McKENZIE:   October 2009. 
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Mr Bloom:  But there was absolutely no follow-up from DAFF. We were mentioned in there as working with 

certain organisations and we never received any written advice or anything. It is a bit hard when you get a 

reportð 

Senator McKENZIE:   And there was no follow-up. 

Mr Bloom:  and there was no follow-up, yes. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I noticed that in recommendations 3 and 4 there were specific time lines in 2010 for 

addressing the gaps. As a participant and someone who was going to be involved in the delivery of these 

recommendations, you had no communication from the department about this. Is that normal process? 

Mr Bloom:  We have seen a lot of government reports and if they are making recommendations you would 

think that they would write to us and say, 'We think you can be involved. There's some assistance if you need it.' 

So that was a bit disappointing, I thought. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Fair enough. 

Senator BACK:  Mr Cornish, I noticed that you chaired that review and the report to the then minister, 

Minister Kemp. You said yourself that, regrettably, 10 years on it could legitimately be asked: has anything really 

changed? Would you care to take us through that process and perhaps expand a little bit on the question you asked 

and the reasons why? 

Mr Cornish :  The people who were involved in that process were all very active in the industry and they 

identified a whole gaggle, if I can use the word, of areas where things could be improved. Not only did they moan 

that it could be better but they put up propositions for how to make it better and how to deal with it. It has been 

immensely disappointing that nothing has come from that. 

That is not a process that took place in isolation, let me say. There are truckloads, literally libraries full of stuff 

that has been paid for by government one way or another where people have gone through a project process, made 

submissions and gone through inquiries. We live in hope that something is going to come, but frankly it does not. 

That is the really frustrating part about getting this change, which is urgently required, because our industry and 

our regional and rural communities are difficult to service. We understand that. They are different, which 

unfortunately some bureaucrats do not quite get. But nevertheless it is not impossible to bridge the impasse. 

Those things which have been identified not only in our report but in myriad others, I suspect, do not seem to 

receive the credibility that they should, firstly. Secondly, there should be some really strong efforts made to 

correct the deficiencies that have been clearly identified. I hope that answers your question without going into the 

nitty-gritty detail of the report recommendations one by one. 

CHAIR:   We may ask the secretary to research it or whatever. I think it would be very interesting for this 

committee to have the executive summary and recommendations from that 2001 study. 

Senator BOYCE:  Perhaps we could just photocopy them, Chair. I was being cynical. 

CHAIR:   Sure. You actually said at the conclusion of your submission that many have demonstrated a 

willingness to actively participate in appropriate government initiated activity, looking forward to addressing it, 

and the active involvement of senior industry representatives on that original working group clearly demonstrates 

their interest. I think it would be very interesting for this snapshot in 2012 to actually go back and see what you 

said in 2001 and to really analyse what is still relevant, what still needs to be done. That could give us some 

guidance in some aspects of this hearing. 

Mr Cornish:  We would be delighted to furnish you with that report. One of the things which came from that 

process or was part of that process indeed was a function we carried out ourselves funded by DEEWR. We put up 

an electronic careers advice process called On Track online for a potential participant or somebody who wanted to 

know something of our industries with a whole range of different identities and industries within industries. A lot 

of them were covered, not all admittedly because we could not quite make the dollar stretch that far, but that was 

accepted unanimously across Australia with great relief and it gave us great pride to be associated with it. I had 

the pleasure of launching it at an NFF convention in Carnarvon and at that stage I had to every quarter give an 

education and training report. That is one of the moments where everybody went to sleep. But when I launched 

this in conjunction with some other people the whole room just came to life. That was a turning point in terms of 

the culture around NFF and their interest in education and training. That has been a wonderful resource. I only 

wish we could find the money to update it and carry it forward. That is just one of the positive things which came 

out of it. There are a whole range of things which have not been touched or have not been dealt with properly 

because there does not seem to have been sufficient interest in the outcomes. 
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CHAIR:   Sure. But the tool we have in 2012 that you did not have in 2001 is access to the internet and the 

enormous amount of information with the speed and the availability. 

Mr Cornish :  Yes, and I think we have probably a little more excitement around the whole area where people 

would be a little more prepared today to listen and take notice and perhaps be active rather than where they were 

back in 2001. 

CHAIR:   Also particularly in terms of your making a point about this flexibility of allowing the employer and 

employee. I do not know if it was in your submission or someone else's submission that within a farming family 

younger members of the farming family or more appropriate members of the farming family can pick up the skills 

that are necessary for the contribution they make in the overall running of the family business. 

Mr Cornish :  Absolutely. There is a great opportunity for groups of farmers through the collectives that they 

have in different regions and districts to be able to come together and to take advice from organisations like ours 

and agri-food and others that can assist them in moving forward. The proof again is there. We do not have to go 

back to square one and try and find out how to do this; there was a program in Australia called FarmBis some 

years ago and in some states, not all, it worked particularly well. It allowed those collectives of interested people 

who wanted to upskill or to participate in education and training and never had done it before to be involved. It 

was enormously successful and some of the object lessons that came out of that should have been kept and built 

on and introduced into the more formal system in some fashion. 

CHAIR:   Could I take you to an area that is completely unrelated to what we have been talking about, and that 

is the whole question of agricultural extension. Many years ago, departments of agriculture at state level were 

very actively involved in extending information to the farming sector. We all trooped out at field days, we all 

spoke, et cetera. The universities were involved to some extent in either organising extension activities or 

participating in them. Even CSIRO would do so. It seems to me that all three of those agencies and institutions 

have actually departed the scene. Is this an area of concern to yourselves? It used to be a great avenue for 

improving rural skills at a very practical, local level. Who is filling that void, or does the void need to be filled? 

Are there now other online mechanisms by which participants can actually get the information they used to get at 

field days through agricultural extension? 

Mr Cornish :  I lament the passing of those days as wellðall the activities that we could engage in. But as a 

practising farmer we have had to find other ways to glean that information. The agronomic information that we 

need that used to come from departments and others generally comes from consultants now, and perhaps 

agribusinesses which may have on staff the relevant competence to be able to give you advice. Doing that online 

is also gaining momentum; I would suppose that 50 per cent of the information we get would come online and 50 

per cent would come face to face. But those days will never be reinvented, I am afraid. I do not think we will ever 

go back to that area where departments of agriculture around the country will be in a position to provide that 

advice, and I think farmers recognise that and so they form relationships the best way they know how. If you are 

in the top 20 per cent of the farming community you are probably engaging most acutely with them. Then it 

dissipates as you slide down that scale. The information can still be gleaned. I think one of the real problems is for 

the bottom 50 per centðunderstanding how they can access it and how they can make that information available 

to themselves. It is there if you are able to glean it. 

CHAIR:   There were also forums where agricultural researchers got up and presented their information and 

then interacted with the community who would ultimately use the benefit of their research. That is also gone. We 

are now hearing that far fewer people want to become involved in agriculture research. Is that part of the reasonð

that researchers feel disengaged and therefore it is no longer of interest to them? 

Mr Cornish :  They certainly do. They feel unloved when it comes to propelling their findings into the 

community. There are no vehicles left anymore to do that in the way that they used to. Although I have to say that 

HRDC, Horticulture Australia, GRDC and those bigger organisations generallyðnot as a rule but generallyðput 

about 10 per cent of their project funding aside for that extension process, whatever that might engage. 

Sometimes those things are done on a very formal basis where it is a travelling circus that goes around Australia 

and delivers, and other times it might be more personal and on a more one-on-one basis. It depends on the project 

itself and the size of the industry. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I am interested in your comments around school based training and about the rigour 

surrounding the assessment of those programs. Do you want to make any further comment or extend on your 

comments about that? 

Mr Bloom:  It depends on what the student's background is. If he has grown up on a farm and he does a 

certificate II in agriculture as part of year 11 and 12, I believe that he come out with a full certificate II. But it 
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depends on where he has come from. He would lack the practical experience unless he has spent all of his 

holidays out there on a property. Therefore he would just about get through that, but he would have to be topped 

off when he went into the industry. What I have trouble with is people signing them up into certificate IIIs. As 

you are well aware, certificate III is trade level. We see in other trades that people do four-year apprenticeships. 

They are going through school based stuff and then allegedly coming out with a certificate III. The consequence 

of that is that they are going to walk into a job in the industry and they will not be competent to do the job. Say 

you have somebody on a dairy farm. Certificate III would go over two, two and a bit or three years or whatever it 

might be. They have probably been through three lots of calving. The first year might have gone fantastically, but 

the next year there might have been a lot of problems. That is why I am commenting on that: we should be 

looking closely at what these people can deliver. 

Senator McKENZIE:   As I travelled around regional Victoria over summer, I was hearing about residential 

programs et cetera and people, whether they are studying agricultural science or obviously doing cert IIIs through 

school, needing that on-the-ground, over-time experience. 'Skill', by definition, in a lot of places means something 

physical and something practised and learnt, so that takes time in a certain place and space to be able to develop. 

So I am just wondering about the role of residential or extended on-farm time through these packages. You are 

obviously advocating more on-farm time. 

Mr Bloom:  That is right. I have no problem with it as long as that person is competent at the end of the day, if 

they are up to cert III. But I find it quite difficult in the amount of timeðI think they allow about 120 hours each 

year within the schools for the formal part of itðto deliver a certificate III in a school. They might be able to do it 

in other occupations, but I do not think they can do it in ours. I can make another comment about some other 

projects we have done with the schools. Would you be interested in that? 

CHAIR:   Time might beat us. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Could you provide those on notice. 

Mr Bloom:  Yes, we could do that. 

Senator McKENZIE:   That would be fantastic. Thank you. 

CHAIR:   You mentioned this ONTrack site. We are interested in knowing the fate of it. Did it fall apart? 

Where is it now? Who ran it? What would be the interest level in re-establishing it or an updated version of it? 

Mr Bloom:  We still have CD-ROMs of it, and we also have it on our website. We have taken parts out of it 

and put it into separate industries, but if you look on our website under 'agrifood careers' then you will find it 

there. 

Mr Cornish :  We can send some discs up when we send the other material. I am sure you will find it 

interesting. But industries, like everything else in the community, move on. What was really relevant back in 

2001 or 2003 is probably a bit off the pace now. 

Senator BOYCE:  But it is not so much the content; it is the existence of it. 

Mr Cornish :  Yes. We would ideally like to upgrade that and bring it into 2012. 

CHAIR:   The topics raised have been very interesting. I thank you very much for your participation. 

Proceedings suspended from 10:43 to 11:00 
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DUGGAN, Mr Brian, Manager, Workplace Relations and Legal Affairs, National Farmers Federation 

LINNEGAR, Mr Matt, Chief Executive Officer, National Farmers Federation  

CHAIR:   Welcome. The committee thanks you for your submission. Would you like to make a short opening 

statement before we go to questions? 

Mr Linnegar :  Yes, thank you. Australian agriculture faces a range of challenges, not the least of which 

includes climate change and global food shortages which are increasing labour and skills needs in agricultural 

industries. Securing an adequate supply of suitably skilled labour is vital in optimising Australia's agricultural 

productivity. Improving the skill level of the agricultural workforce is essential to enhancing innovation, 

strengthening competitiveness, boosting resilience and developing a large capacity for the industry to capitalise 

on opportunities and contribute to global food security. 

A number of factors inhibit the agricultural industry in filling demand for workers. These include labour 

competition from other industries, poor promotion of the industry including some negative messages about 

agricultural working conditions, an ageing population and declining rural population. Impediments to meeting the 

industry's skills shortages include low levels of industry participation in educating and training, low numbers of 

undergraduates and graduates in tertiary agricultural courses, poor awareness of agricultural career pathways and 

the limited capacity of the current educating and training system to deliver innovative training solutions. 

Other constraints in addressing labour and skills shortages in the agricultural industry relate to the limited 

availability of detailed labour and skills data for the sector and clearly evaluated contemporary labour and skills 

needs, less than effective engagement of Indigenous Australians, youth, women and migrants in agricultural 

employment and limited workforce planning in human resource management capabilities in many agricultural 

enterprises. 

Although government, industry, educating institutions and career service providers are responding to labour 

and skills shortages in agriculture at national, state and indeed regional levels, the approaches are somewhat 

fragmented and uncoordinated. In our submission to this inquiry, we have focused on strategies to facilitate a 

more coordinated and collaborative approach across government and industry to address the major workforce, 

skills and training issues affecting the whole agricultural supply chain, those being improving collaboration and 

coordination across government; improving communication and engagement between industry, educators and 

government; adopting integrated and strategic approaches to developing and implementing solutions; increasing 

workforce participation in agriculture; building workforce planning and human resource management capabilities; 

improving data on the supply and demand of labour skills in agriculture; and, greater industry ownership and 

responsibility. 

The outcomes being pursued by NFF are as follows: firstly, the establishment of a national agrifood policy 

research centre; secondly, the formation of an interdepartmental committee and maintaining commitment to the 

Primary Industries Educating Foundation. We believe proactive mechanisms are required and we note last 

month's media reports in both the Canberra Times and the Age estimating that 'labour shortage is costing farmers 

$150 million a year'. Without government acting, this figure will without doubt increase in coming months and 

years. When considering the range of occupations affected, our submission in closing is better framed as both a 

labour and skills shortage call to action to government. 

NFF has been proactive in addressing this growing industry concern by convening an industry roundtable in 

Canberra for Friday this week. We anticipate in excess of 60 agricultural industry leaders from across Australia 

will be attending to discuss and formulate workable solutions. I undertake to provide the committee with the 

outcome of this event and welcome any questions you may have. 

Senator McKENZIE:   In your submission you make three comments about what you expect industry, the 

government and the system to do. Could you expand on your comments about what the system should do around 

redirection of state government funding and RTOs? 

Mr Duggan:  Framing that issue in the formation of the national workforce development funds, it is perceived 

that the funding is moving away from the states to being controlled by the new productivity agency that will take 

effect from July this year. The feedback we are receiving from our members is that the state funding, the 

employer incentives, is inhibiting the take-up of traineeships across the industry. It is hoped that that will be 

overcome through the control of finances at the federal level through the department of innovation. The incentives 

will be to pick up VET sector employees, whether they be existing workers or new entrants. 



Wednesday, 1 February 2012 Senate Page 19 

 

EDUCATION, EMPLOYMENT AND WORKPLACE RELATIONS REFERENCES COMMITTEE 

Senator McKENZIE:   We have also been hearing today, and in other submissions, about the protracted 

discussion of this issue. I think the NFF is particularly well positioned to comment on the fragmentation of this 

conversation from an industry perspective. Do you have any comments around that? 

Mr Linnegar :  We recognise the issue you have raised, and this inquiry is an important step in addressing 

them. From my brief experience so far, the sector seems to be fragmented into the higher education side and the 

schooling side. And that is also the way it seems to have panned out in our sector in terms of the groups that are 

trying to address the issue. So, not surprisingly, we have said that these groups need to come togetherðand they 

are coming together, at least initiallyðto find out if there are better ways. It does not mean we have to lump 

everything into one body but it does mean much better coordination and cooperation between those two sectors 

and in how the industry then attacks those issues through the two sectors and the bodies that are trying to do 

something in those areas. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Do you have any comment to make about the final report on workforce training and 

skills issues in agriculture which was delivered in October 2009? Maybe you could take that on notice. 

Mr Linnegar :  We may have to! 

Senator McKENZIE:   No problem. 

Mr Duggan:  Is that the DAFF secretariat report to primary industries? 

Senator McKENZIE:   Yes, to the Ministerial Council. 

Mr Duggan:  As we understand it, that has not been actioned The IDC and the research centre are in that 

report, and we reiterate our calls for the establishment of those. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Have you received any communication around the recommendations that were made 

from that? 

Mr Duggan:  We have put a request to DAFF to find out exactly where they are up to, but we have not had a 

reply. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Do you have a comment or a view on the role of the CSIRO in the agricultural 

sector? Should that role be expanded? 

Mr Linnegar :  In terms of education and training? 

Senator GALLACHER:   Or in terms of fulfilling some of the skills gaps. 

Mr Linnegar :  The CSIRO could perhaps play a part in helping highlight some of the opportunities in the 

sector. One of the things we have just been talking about is opportunities in agricultural science. Indeed, in 10 or 

20 years time, a lot of the generation that have been trained in agricultural science will have come and gone. So 

perhaps there is a role there. But is there a role more broadly for CSIRO? I am not sure. I do not see what role 

CSIRO could play to help highlight this issue, other than what we have just spoken about.  

Senator GALLACHER:   Is there a bridge between some of the scientific developments and the actual 

application? Is there a use for the developmental role of the CSIRO? Is it being put in place? 

Mr Linnegar :  I guess there is. It would be focused more on that tertiary sector. Perhaps there are inroads that 

they can make and connections with universities and others in that sector to help, not just in terms of opportunities 

for employment but also transition between university and job opportunities. Perhaps there is a role there. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Are there any examples of successful Indigenous participation, and are there any 

examples in Canada or New Zealand which give us a way forward? 

Mr Linnegar :  As far as I am aware, there are some successful examples around the cattle industry in 

Northern Australia of Indigenous participation. There are other programs, for instance those run by groups like 

Mission Australia, that source and connect indigenous Australians with employment opportunities more broadly 

in regional Australia rather than perhaps only in agriculture. They are a couple of examples that I can think of off 

the top of my head. I am not aware of programs overseas and their success at this point.  

Mr Duggan:  If we can take that on notice, we can come back to it. I am aware of some of the programs, but I 

do not know the names or the timeframes. I can come back to you on that one. 

Senator GALLACHER:   So what would be the indigenous participation rate? Do you have any idea? 

Mr Linnegar :  In terms of percentage or numbers? I do not know the answer to that. We can take that on 

notice.  

Senator GALLACHER:   How is the shortage of graziers affecting the ability of grain farmers to make the 

necessary productivity gains? 
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Mr Linnegar :  Grain farmers specifically? 

Senator GALLACHER:   Yes. 

Mr Linnegar :  I think that the shortage of graduates is a problem right across the sector. It is obviously not 

restricted to the grains industry, but no doubt they are feeling the same thing as the rest of the industry. What we 

are seeing, and we have heard this from the Deans of Agriculture, is that we know about the gap now and how 

large that gap is, and there are places there that are not being filled. There are obviously employment 

opportunities that are being filled by somebody, but they are not people who are agriculturally trained. 

What effect does that have, and how does that link to the productivity gains? There are a couple of things there. 

One will be focused on the agronomy side of things. We have all seen that shift from publically provided and 

government advice to farmers and agronomists et cetera to advice that is largely being provided by the private 

sector, so that advice is coming from a different direction to what it once was. What does that mean in terms of 

overall productivity? I think it means that those people are getting both their advice and, potentially, their 

products and services through the same agencies. What that means on-farm is one thing, but what it means in 

terms of the science behind that is probably more the issue. Are we getting the publically-funded broader advice 

filtering through which stems from that science? It probably has more to do with that and with investment in 

research and development in agriculture more broadly than it has to do with the advice on-farm or how farmers 

are faring because of that. 

Senator GALLACHER:   You have a comprehensive position favoured to us. If you could have one thing out 

of all of those recommendations, what would you say government should do? 

Mr Linnegar :  I think it would be to establish the centre we have noted there. There are three key things that 

we called for there, but if the national agrifood policy research centre were the one thing that came out of it, that 

is what we would be seeking. 

Senator BOYCE:  Recommendation 1 in your submission mentions yet again the simplified articulation 

pathways, which have been brought up by a number of people. There has certainly been a lot of work in this area 

in the past, but what still needs to happen to simplify these pathways? 

Mr Duggan:  Effectively, the government model is one-size-fits-all, that being that training packages result in 

qualifications. Industry is calling for skills sets where employees can take training as needs be at an operational 

level. The career paths that are open in agriculture are varied, so there needs to be a clear linkage through skills 

sets training packages through the VET system into the tertiary system as employees and employers require. A 

simple entry and exit model, which is the one-size-fits-all, is not appropriate. I am sure you are hearing that 

message, because I have read many of the submissions. 

Senator BOYCE:  Yes, we are certainly getting that message, but not a lot of people are suggesting to us how 

to fix it. I thought the modular approach had arrived in TAFE. Has it? 

Mr Duggan:  To give you a specific example, the training package has endorsed skills sets, but there is a 

whole bureaucracy behind getting an endorsed skills set out of the training package. To wit, under the National 

Workforce Development Fund it is proposed that employers will put a workforce plan to the Industry Skills 

Council to get funding. One of those would be to take appropriate units of competencies from training packages 

that are usable in the industry or in the enterprises. These would overcome the low completion rates in the current 

VET sector. 

Senator BOYCE:  We had evidence earlier that the low completion rates were very much about the fact that 

what was on offer was not what the students wanted. In fact, students were doing the bits they wanted and then 

leaving. Do you think that is one of the reasons for the low completion rates? 

Mr Duggan:  May I suggest to you that it is evidence. Industry is going around the blockage in the system, that 

being employees doing the units or competencies they want to do and then not completing the course. We suggest 

that is evidence of what industry wants. 

Senator BOYCE:  Where does this leave us in terms of people coming out of a recognised formal 

qualification? How do you see that working? 

Mr Duggan:  The proposal that government has under the new system is that all RTOs will have a trainee 

number and they can take that number and port it around various RTOs. That is suggesting skills sets over a 

period of time and not a set traineeship, which is an issue as well for industryðset periods of time, nominal 

completion hours. The transportability of partly completed courses would allow trainees or employees to finish a 

qualification when it suits them, not when the funding is available. 
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Senator BOYCE:   You mentioned that there is potential for the education system to be reoriented back into 

the ownership of industry. Could you describe what you see that looking like and what the advantages or 

disadvantages of it would be from your perspective? 

Mr Duggan:  With the new system coming out we foresee there being a knowledge gap between employers 

and the bureaucracyðhow to access the national workforce funding; how do you go about getting trainee 

incentives? There needs to be more information provided to employers in line with business plans. The current 

proposal as it is at the moment is that AgriFood deals directly with employers to develop a workforce plan. We 

think more resources need to be put into the sector to assist employers on the ground work out where their labour 

needs are going to be in five or 10 years time, not just on a cycle to do with government funding. 

Senator BOYCE:  So you would see advantages in industry running the education system. Are there 

disadvantages? 

Mr Duggan:  There are disadvantages because industry will be focused on productivity gains in the short term, 

but we think there would be limited disadvantages if the training bureaucracy engaged more with the farmers on 

the land over the RTOs, the Industry Skills Council and the DEEWR and department of innovation people. There 

seems to be a language of its own on the training and vocational side which is not filtering down to the enterprise 

level. 

Senator BOYCE:  And how should that filter down? 

Mr Duggan:  One possible solution is a go-between. Rural Skills Australia has officers on the ground who 

interact with employers, as do other employer groups such as AiG and ACCI. If that initiative were expanded, it 

would be a way for the educational professionals to interact with the employers directly. 

Senator BOYCE:  There seems to me to be a disconnect between some of the images around farming and 

agribusiness as being shrinking, dying industries. I notice you have a section in here on succession planning for 

family farms and things like that. There is that idea that we have a shrinking industry but there is a lack of 

workforce going forward, which suggests a growing industry. Can you try to flesh out for me why that perceived 

disconnect exists and what we should be doing to overcome it? 

Mr Linnegar :  For a whole range of reasons it exists. Firstly, as we said there, as an industry we have not done 

enough to promote what is actually happening in agriculture at the moment. So I think there is a view out there of 

the proverbial hayseed out of the side of the mouth when nothing could be further from the truth in terms of the 

levels of proficiency and technology required in modern agriculture. 

The other thing is that we are seeing shrinkage in the number of farmers who are continuing to farm but 

obviously there is an increase in the size of those operations and the scale of those operations. So whilst there are 

shrinking numbers of farmers, within the service industries, supply industries and others associated with 

agriculture we are seeing, notwithstanding droughts and other things we have seen over the last decade or so, 

growth. Also, when we look to the global situation in terms of food supply and demand and the need for security 

and diversity within our own country in terms of agricultural enterprises, that is where the growth is. 

As we said before, at the same time we have seen that declining interest in being involved in agriculture the 

small amount of effort being put in to ensure that agriculture stays on the radar in school curriculums has been an 

uphill battle. So I can see where the perceptions have come from. It is really now that the sector is taking stock in 

terms of what is happening and trying to find ways to put more effort into promoting what is actually happening. I 

think a lot of it is more about perception than it is about reality. 

Senator RHIANNON:   You mentioned the diverse skill base that so many farmers have and need these days. 

Your submissionðand certainly in some of the material before the inquiry, and what is around generallyð

addresses the issue of the disjunct between the skills base and the image that many Australians have when looking 

at this sector. Could you explore the image of life on the land and seeking a job and working in the agriculture 

sector? It seems that this image is something that can hold people back from pursuing a career here and from 

seriously considering the personal satisfaction that that could get. I am interested in how you are addressing that 

because it seems to be very relevant in terms of how the courses and the changes that we are talking about are 

taken forward. 

Mr Linnegar :  As we mentioned before, there is the Primary Industries Education Foundation and there is 

another focused on the tertiary education side through a group called PICSE, and there are a range of other 

groups, universities and others in the sector, who are doing their utmost to present a better image and make those 

connections through to the education sector about the opportunities that are there. Part of the reason, at least, in 

my view, for this inquiry getting off the ground was that those efforts to date have not been good enough in terms 

of success rates. 
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Senator RHIANNON:   Do you think we have been on the wrong track or is it that not enough resources have 

been put in? Do you think we have the right ideas but we are not doing enough or are we on the wrong track? 

Mr Linnegar :  I think it is more the former than the latter. Having said that, as we mentioned here, there are 

always ways and means to improve the way we are going and the track we are on. There simply have not been 

enough resources put into this to turn the corner and start to change some of those views. 

Senator RHIANNON:   I do not want to open the live export issue, but I think it is worth reflecting on it. All 

of us on the committee were inundated with emails. We all know what a huge issue it became. Unfortunately with 

a lot of things in political life these days, it seems like there is a huge division. A lot of us felt the division. 

Farmers are for live exports and then there are the other people. It was not like that at all. I always felt that there 

was much more common ground regarding a deep commitment from people and certainly from the farming 

community about the welfare of livestock. But there was this image of whether animal welfare is a priority. There 

are also the ethical issues which are very important, particularly for a lot of young people. What degree of 

prominence should these issues be given considering there is a perception of a divide? How should those issues be 

integrated into the courses and how do we address the image problem? 

Mr Linnegar :  Regarding the focus on issues which I regard as being closer to social licence more generallyð

connecting consumers with their food might be another way of explaining thatðfrom an NFF perspective and 

from my experience of talking to a lot of industries and parts of the sector, that issue is very much in the forefront 

of people's minds at the moment. This rural-urban divide, if you want to call it that, is not actually a divide, as I 

see it. It is not people in cities saying, 'I do not really like farmers or what they do;' it is more a question of 

experience and knowledge: 'We are not aware of what they do. We do not have any aunties or uncles on farms, so 

we do not have that experience.' In our sector, we have recognised that to try to make a difference there are 

various sectors putting resources and time into trying to change views and behaviours for their own sectorðand 

they need to do that. What is required in the longer term is a far more team agriculture effort, if you want to call it 

that, to try to address these issues. The problem that we are finding is that we believe it is an issue from an 

agriculture perspective. We are trying to reach out to our city cousins to provide a greater understanding and have 

a discussion with them about it. When a very small percentage of Australia's population tries to reach out to a 

much larger percentage of the population, the resources required to do that, as you can imagine, are quite 

substantial. We need to be smarter and find some pathways that make it easier to connect with the urban audience, 

which is over 80 per cent of our population these days. It is not going to be on the front page of the paper. This is 

not how it is done. So it is front and centre and certainly front of mind at the moment. Efforts are underway right 

now to improve that right across the sector. 

Senator RHIANNON:   To go to something a little bit more specific, considering there have been enormous 

changes in TAFE in terms of how it operates and its funding, I am interested in how that has affected the 

availability and access to certificate courses and whether this is something you engage with very much. 

Mr D uggan:  User choice is an issue that RTOs being opened up to competition will no doubt have to get 

across, such as TAFE. Also, on the tertiary side, the uncapping of fees or incentives for tertiary students to enter 

into particular qualifications, is going to be an issue for educators to overcome, particularly when the salaries on 

exit are not on the higher end. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So do you see that mainly as an issue of resources or is it policy changes that are 

needed? 

Mr Duggan:  We would suggest that, where an industry has attrition away to the mining industry and the 

higher salaries, government would need to offer employer incentives and also student incentives to enter into 

these courses. 

Senator RHIANNON:   How advanced is your work on that? 

Mr  Duggan:  We have had some input into the deans of agriculture on the tertiary side and we will wait and 

see how it plays out in the VET sector considering the number of changes that are actually underway at the 

moment. We had a meeting with DAFF and the department of innovation last week to discuss these issues. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So these are ongoing discussions are they? 

Mr Duggan:  Yes. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Is there anything more that you would like to share with us about that in terms of any 

recommendations we should be picking up to assist in that area? 
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Mr Duggan:  I suppose I would just reiterate that our proposal for the RDC affectively forms a working group 

to work through these issues. I would not suggest that the current changes in the VET sector will show any 

evidence that we could present to the committee today. That will come over a period of time. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Okay. We will come back to that. Thank you very much. 

CHAIR:   Gentlemen, in your executive summary you made the observation that as Australians we abrogate 

our responsibility to future generations if we do not provide them with the mechanisms to understand and excite 

them as to the value of food and fibre production. We have touched on this. There is an interesting disconnect 

between the production and the consumption, which seems to be a wide void. Yet almost the most popular thing 

on television these days are actually programs associated with processing that food and putting it in front of 

consumers. Politics and politicians are driven by the community. It seems to me that possibly governments of 

both persuasions over the last 10 or 15 years have not perhaps allocated the amount of time, effort, resources and 

concentration that the industry and the sector deserved, with the whole issue of food security, not just in Australia 

but in the Asia-Pacific region, and the Millennium Development Goals, the first of which was to halve poverty by 

2015, which we have absolutely no capacity to do. What would your recommendation to this committee be about 

how we can re-engage the parliamentary political process in putting this whole issue back in its rightful place in 

the centre of proceedings and not out on the periphery? 

Mr Linnegar :  Perhaps you have touched on it, Senator. The avenue to that is probably through a focus on 

food, in which agriculture, of course, plays a pretty vital part. As to how that translates to the political process, we 

have seen latterly from the government a focus on the National Food Plan, which I think is a positive start, a 

positive way to go, but it is how that translates right through the value chain that becomes pretty important to us. 

Having a showcase in Parliament House of what we can produce and getting relevant parliamentarians to connect 

through that way, through their stomachs, might be one way of doing it! But I think, perhaps more seriously, we 

need to take that concept a whole lot further. Starting with food I think is probably the avenue, and it is probably 

the avenue through to consumers as well. 

CHAIR:   The reality is that it is not just an agricultural issue, is it? It is a defence issue. Most of the conflicts 

around the world at the moment have their origins in the availability of reliable food. It is a trade issue in terms of 

free trade agreements. I gave a paper two weeks ago in Tokyo on food security in the Asia-Pacific. The average 

age of Japanese farmers is 67 years, yet they still have all these restrictive practices associated with food imports. 

Japanese people came to me and said, 'If we don't stop this we're going to starve.' We are not engaging with this. 

It is a foreign affairs issue. I congratulate your organisation for being as active as you are out there in the releases 

that you put out, but it just seems to me that we need first to raise the profile in this place from all sides and see it 

flow, because if we do not it will be on the periphery. Is that reasonable? 

Mr Linnegar :  I think it is entirely reasonable. Let us not forget that it is also an issue about access to land, 

resources, water and a whole heap of other things. It has just never been approached as an issue of: can we 

continue to feed ourselves, provide high-quality, fresh product and play a role in feeding the rest of the world, and 

what does it take to actually achieve that end? We have got so used to having plentiful food here that development 

takes place and food might be right down the bottom of the agenda when we are considering that. I think that 

between the Food Plan, the issues of the Murray-Darling Basin Plan, mining and coal seam gas, the trade issues 

you mention and a whole host of others there is a growing recognition that some of this needs to start with food 

rather than finish with food as a focus. So I agree with where you have come from. 

CHAIR:   What, if anything, can industry do to try and bring some influence to the university sector now, at the 

tertiary level, to reverse this trend or at least arrest the trend of the decline in agriculture and agribusiness courses? 

We know what government can do and we know that throwing money at things might work, but can industry be 

more vocal at senior decision-making levels in the university sector in impressing on them the need, even if the 

per capita value does not seem to be as high as it is for students in other faculties? Is there anything industry can 

be doing better? 

Mr Linnegar :  Yes, there is. As you probably know, we have been engaging with the university sector to start 

that process or to do more there. I think Brian may wish to comment, but you have said yourself that the 

agricultural science course that I did is no longer there. It is simply not there. It is not offered. I guess either we 

rail against that and try to get these things reinstated or we seek greater flexibility so that agriculture becomes a 

more prominent part of other science and related courses. Perhaps that might be another way to go. But, Brian, 

you may wish to comment. 

Mr Duggan:  The obvious suggestion would be career paths, with industry engaging with students at a very 

early stage, through primary, secondary and into tertiary but then also into careers so that there is a clear outcome 

when you finish your tertiary qualification. That would be an easy fix. It is effectively all the parties sitting down 
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and working a roadmap through or making the titles more attractive to the younger generation. That is some of the 

feedback that we have received, that the job titles are in the past and not in the future. We need toð 

Senator BOYCE:  Can you give us an example of that, Mr Duggan? 

Mr Duggan:  By way of example, the current titles in the pastoral award include 'farmhand'. There are no 

catchy titles. The deans have recently launched a new website which is aimed at doing that. I suppose it is about 

attracting generation X and generation Y to a title and a career in the industry. 

Senator BOYCE:  'Crop development assistant' or something like that; is that what we need? 

Mr Duggan:  Yes. The training packages and modern awards are very much in the past, whereas industry has 

different, more progressive titles they are suggesting. 

CHAIR:   Just following on from that topicðand we will hear from the Primary Industry Education Fund 

todayðon Friday evening I sat and listened to 25 presentations from the young people who had gone through the 

PICSE program in Perth. You always hear how agriculture is not sexy. These 25 young people were jumping out 

of their skin with the enthusiasm with which they had spent the time together and separately working on neural 

pathways in sharks and having their hands on electron microscopes. One of them had done a stack of work with 

one of the scientists on bee populations and the social fabric. That is something that we need to work on 

collaboratively to get rid of this nonsense about agriculture being boring and not sexy. 

You were talking about flexibility earlier. In our own state in Western Australiaðand obviously in other states 

it is the sameðit is fly-in fly-out. Are we missing an opportunity in the sense that when the people are flown out 

they have time on their hands? The vast majority of them that you speak to know very well why they are thereð

they are there to get $300,000 or $400,000 together, hopefully, and do something else with it. In many instances it 

is the first time they have been outside urban Australia and they really enjoy their experience in rural and regional 

Australia. Is that an opportunity, training wise? We could be directing a lot of these people towards picking up 

skills and training in agriculture, both in their fly-out time and particularly once they leave the mining industry 

and could look to this form of employment? Is that something that anyone has looked at? 

Mr Linnegar :  I am not aware of whether anyone has looked at it in any detail, but I definitely think it is an 

opportunity. They get, as you say, experience in and familiarity with the regions they are going to. It is also what 

Brian referred to earlier in terms of flexibility. We need to be more flexible to take advantage of those sorts of 

opportunities, even down to people doing conservation volunteer work, going out of Sydney and Melbourne onto 

farms and into regions, to feel good about doing something. From one end of the scale to the other I think there 

are opportunities there, but I am not aware of anybody greatly looking into that area. 

Mr Duggan:  We had a meeting in November with Minister Evans and we proposed the establishment of a 

training organisation outside Australia to feed into the Pacific seasonal workers scheme because there are the 

same issues that were before the Senate in the minerals industry with the fly-in fly-out. With the recent approval 

by the government of the Pacific seasonal workers we perceive that, if government were to be proactive in 

training overseas workers to enter the market job-ready, it would ease the uptake and the ongoing system. We 

found the government's decision was very much welcomed, but we seek to engage with government to finetune 

that. 

CHAIR:   Time is against us, but it is obvious from the breadth of questions there is a lot to be gained. On 

behalf of the committee I thank you very much for your presentation. 
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LEVERS, Mr Ron, Operations Manager, Grain Producers Australia 

MAILLER, Mr Pete, Chairman, Grain Producers Australia  

[11:45] 

CHAIR:   I welcome representatives from Grain Producers Australia. Thank you for the submission you made 

to this inquiry. I invite you to make a short opening statement, at the conclusion of which I will ask for questions 

from my colleagues.   

Mr Mailler :  I will make a brief opening statement. Grain Producers Australia is the current representative 

organisation for the grains industry, providing oversight to the GRDC under the PIERD Act. I guess GPA is 

stepping through an evolution in advocacy in agriculture to try to create some pathways for more direct 

engagement of primary producers and to improve the relationship that we have in Canberra with that grassroots 

community.  

To the issue at hand, listening to the previous presentation and the questions asked I really saw a glimmer of 

hope. Underneath the issue we are dealing with are fundamental issues around productivity and profitability of the 

agricultural sector. We talk a lot about competing for workforce. We talk a lot about our ability to provide 

remunerations on the same capacity or basis or level as competing industries. The thing that we see as front and 

centre and as being of prime concern is the fact that we are in fact working on declining terms of trade, very tight 

margins, with a huge amount of pressure to reduce our input cost. For a long time the primary production sector in 

terms of the farming community has been dealing with that, but that is now flowing through the entire supply 

chain. So increasingly we are hearing about post farm gate sectors telling us how much trouble they are in and 

how tight their margins are, which is putting a lot of downward pressure on one of our biggest inputs, which is 

labour. We actually have a fundamental issue to deal with in terms of how we present agriculture to the 

community, how society values it and how we then encourage a bit of a change in culture to improve the return to 

the farming sector generally.  

That flows into a range of issues and we have identified the same issues. I am sure you have heard it all before: 

declining numbers of agriculture graduates, rationalisation of coursesðit keeps going on and on. I think there is 

that gap of understanding about what we require, what career paths exist in the bush and how we apply skill sets 

that were not targeted or created for agriculture specifically to solve agricultural problems. I think really we look 

at the opportunities in terms of lifestyle in the bush and how that is valued and perceived. There is a major gap in 

terms of understanding of what can be delivered in a rural community. It flows back through to making those 

linkages to young people at an earlier age and making sure that they actually make the link between what they 

might like to do and how that might be applied in the sector.  

There are another couple of things which are probably front of mind. Obviously when we talk about education 

and training in agriculture it is not a one-size-fits-all. When we talk about a level of competence which is required 

as opposed to a recognition of formal qualification and then we go through to higher education, where the formal 

qualifications become very important in terms of providing surety around the quality of service or skills that are 

being provided to the sector, it is very difficult to have a conversation that addresses all those issues at all levels. 

In fact it does not. As a primary producer my primary concern is competence on my operation on the farm; I do 

not much care about the piece of paper. But I tell you that basic numeracy and literacy is a major issue facing the 

sector. The fact that agriculture is seen as a safe haven for people who cannot read and write is a major concern 

and it is a major impediment to productivity. In the last year on my own farm I can put poor numeracy and 

literacy down to costing me about $100,000 in lost productivity. 

CHAIR:   Could you just explain to the committee how you have arrived at that sort of notional figure? 

Mr Mailler :  I had a 'competent operator' who failed to be able to read a chemical label and applied the wrong 

chemical to a paddock. Basically he put a selective herbicide to control grasses onto a wheat crop and killed the 

wheat crop in that field. That was an immediate loss of incomeðno recovery. 

In just summing up the opening statement, I heard some of the comments I have heard this morning in relation 

to the role of agriculture in terms of the public good and the national interest. I think that is something that we 

have been struggling to try to communicate more proactively for quite a while. I a strong agricultural sector in 

Australia is actually a key security issue; it is about providing stable trading partners. We feed 60 million people. 

We only need to feed 24 million people at home but the other 40-odd million people absolutely require our 

product. The biggest issue we face is that no-one is prepared to pay for it. So we have a balancing act between the 

social imperative that says we have got to provide safe, affordable food to everybody and then we have the 

commercial reality in that the terms of trade have declined to such an extent that people are being chased out of 

the industry because there is no reward. So we need to work on profit drivers to encourage behaviours and 
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provide solutions to workplace training and capacity. That is something that I think underpins the whole 

discussion at this stage, and I cannot divorce to in my head. 

As a very brief background, I hold a Bachelor of Agricultural Science and I regard myself as a farmer. I 

certainly do not think that the way I operate my business fits the stereotype of farmersðand most of the people I 

work with it does not fit either. We have really got to get a whole lot better about how we present that. Anyway I 

will take questions. I am more of a questions person. Thank you for that. 

Senator GALLACHER:   To go back to your point about the lower levels of formal education. What are the 

solutions there? What do you see as improving that? 

Mr Mailler :  In terms of graduates and courses offered? 

Senator GALLACHER:   No, I am talking mainly about employees with low levels of formal education. Are 

there any training packages, web based training or anything that is going to improve that situation? 

Mr Mailler :  There is actually a problem in that people do not necessarily respect educationðnot just 

employers; there is an issue that a lot of people do not think they need it. We really struggle with that. It is not 

anything to do with agriculture; it is actually a fundamental issue around educationðhow it is valued and where 

people see it might lead. The linkages in terms of pathways to careers and opportunities, we need to do a better 

job in terms of helping people understand why you need to learn something. I strike it all the time in young people 

who come through our farm. They do not recognise that they need to be able to do basic things. Basic skills are 

not required to drive a tractor or do some fencing or do whatever it is that they happen to want to do. When you 

look at a lot of the RTOs, they are actually based on providing education to people who do not meet the minimum 

requirement for numeracy and literacy. We have actually set up a culture saying it is okay not to be able to 

perform those basic tasks. It is not an agricultural issue. It is a fundamental issue. 

Senator GALLACHER:   I actually asked this question inadvertently of the previous submitter. 'The shortage 

of graduates affecting the ability of grain farmers to make necessary productivity gains.' Can you elaborate on 

that? 

Mr Mailler :  I certainly can. Recently some stats have come out that suggest that there are 4,000 positions 

advertised and is only 1,000 graduates. We know there is a shortage. What we are seeing is that some of those 

positions that are graduate positions are being filled by people with diplomas or less. There is a lack of key 

understanding about the fundamental process involved in some of the decisions that need to be made. Whilst I do 

not necessarily regard my training in plant physiology as being front of mind, I know that when I talk to someone 

who has not got that basic training they don't get it. It is a problem in terms of understanding how to manipulate 

the system and how to make well-informed decisions. 

Agronomy is probably one of the key areas where we are seeing a major shortage of I will not say 'trained' 

people, that is not the right word, because I think there are very competent people out there who do not 

necessarily hold a degree, but there is a lack of depth of understanding of the issues at hand. At a producer level 

that is a big issue, but a far greater issue facing us now is that we do not have access to bright minds in the R&D 

sector in the way we should. We have a major issue in retaining those bright minds in Australian agriculture, 

including the agricultural sector. In terms of productivity losses it is not just the immediate farm management 

issues that we are trying to resolve but also the long-term solutions to the problems that we are striking and how 

we continue to drive productivity or at least protect the level of productivity that we have. 

One of the big issues that I see is, to get into the jargon, the gen Y attitude that you have a transient career and 

you can try all these different things and you have eight different careers in the span of your life when, in terms of 

the provision of services to agriculture, you need a journeyman type attitude. The plant pathologist or 

entomologist or plant breeder does not pick it up in six months and change in two years; these people hone their 

skills over 30 or 40 years, you get the best value out of them after 20 years and then you spend the next 10 years 

trying to train the next guy through so that you do not step back. The risk to agriculture is huge because we do not 

get that clear pull-through, and, typically, the way we fund a lot of that work, because of the decline in 

government investment in the R&D sector in particular, is that these people are funded on projects and have two-

to-five-year tenures, and you cannot get a 30-year career that works on a two-to-five-year tenure. 

We fundamentally need to rethink how we ensure that we have access to those resources. The private sector is 

doing some of that but not enough, because the Australian agricultural industry is not big enough collectively to 

muster the resources. So we are really trying to piggyback off international investment where there is an economy 

of scale which allows that investment. 

Senator GALLACHER:   What would be the single most important outcome that could come out of this 

inquiry? 
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Mr Mailler :  I think a broad awareness of the nature of the industry. The disconnect between producers and 

educators and policymakers is something we need to try to pull together, because I do not see that there is a 

simple solution to this or a short term fix, and I do not think that throwing money at it is going to solve the 

problem in the short term. We have to get a fundamental shift in what is public good for investment in agricultural 

careers. Who is the primary beneficiary of it? The reality is that it is not farmers but the community as a whole 

and, if we cannot get that recognition into the discussion, we are not going to get a solution. 

Senator GALLACHER:   What is the role of Viterra and similar organisations from your perspective? Should 

they be more proactive in this area? 

Mr Mailler :  I think they should be. One of the things we highlighted is that the breadth of skills required in 

the sector is huge and that these guysðsome of the bigger corporates and particularly the multinationalsðhave 

an excellent ability to identify the breadth of skills that are required and to highlight them. When we talk about 

agricultural training we are not just talking about down on the farm; we need people who are competent in 

commerce and people with skills in a whole range of issues which do not necessarily meet initial primary 

production concerns. The Viterras of the world have the ability to provide a commercial pull-through there. They 

can identify value, and, because of the diversity of their business and the synergies they have, they can create 

pathways and career paths for people. I think that is really valuable. 

Senator BOYCE:  I am also interested in this area of the shortage of graduates. You say that there are 4,000 

jobs advertised for agriculture graduates but less than 1,000 students graduating each year. You have mentioned 

people with lower qualifications going into jobs, but, if you have 4,000 jobs and 1,000 people, what happens in 

reality? 

Mr Mailler :  People shiftðthey will go from one job to another, and they may not necessarily be replaced in 

the role they leave. One of the big things we have seen is that government agencies used to house a lot of 

agronomy capacity, but that has been wound down over time and a lot of those guys have gone to other jobs. It is 

the same with a lot of the R&D providers and the way that that works. There has been a general shift from public 

sector jobs to private sector jobs. 

Senator BOYCE:  So in fact it is not just this year's graduate crop that has been taking up those jobs. 

Mr Mailler :  Filling the positions, that is correct. What you have got is an ageing population out there, and you 

can only shuffle the deck so many times before you run out of cardsðand that is where we are at. It is not just an 

ageing farming population; it is an ageing population, in terms of skills and competence, providing services to 

that farming community. That is a big issue.  

Senator BOYCE:  You have given us some examples of productivity. One example was of something that 

might have happened by error. I am not talking about that particular example but it is possible that someone 

would just grab the wrong bottle or bag in a different circumstance. I am trying to get to the bottom of why 

someone with lesser qualifications assisting on a farm is going to affect productivity on that farm . 

Mr Mailler :  I could fill up the whole session talking about that. One of the biggest problems we have is that 

often there is a need for basic labour. Quite often I find that, if there is not a basic level of competence in the 

people employed to do the job, I spend a lot of my time helping those people to do the job, which means that I am 

not able to get on with the work that I need to do. When we have a reasonably high turnover of staff for those 

kinds of jobs we find there is a lot of micromanagement going on to make sure things are done well. That is a 

problem. 

Senator BOYCE:  So the lack of stability of the workforce is part of the problem. 

Mr Mailler :  It is, and it does not just exist on the farm. For example, retaining diesel fitters for services to 

agriculture is a major issue. Every time our local mechanical service have to replace staff they then need to retrain 

those people on their systems and how they work, so that is lost productivity straight away. Typically they are 

being lost to the mining industryðvery much so. So there is that issue. Also, when you are actually managing the 

day-to-day operation of the business there are incredible gaps in terms of the competence of the people and what 

they can and cannot do, not just on the basic stuff but also on the more advanced issues about how you manage 

situations. So if the primary operator is not there, quite often things just stop, though stopping is probably better 

than having them keep going. 

Senator BOYCE:  The primary operator being the owner or manager? 

Mr Mailler :  Yes. So that is a big issue. On top of that we are seeing productivity losses particularly as farms 

have got bigger and we are seeing a bit of an increase in the amount of contracting services being provided, 

outsourcing operations. A couple of years ago the cotton industry was terribly exposed because it did not have the 

capacity to harvest the crop, so the picking season was extended by several months. If we have a big season right 
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the way down the east coast again, what we will see are problems with harvest. We saw that two years ago: 

massive crop losses because we just could not move machines and get the job done. So lack of capacityð 

Senator BOYCE:   Was it your submission that mentioned losses of up to 10 per cent? 

Mr Mailler :  No, it was not our submission, but I would support the assertion. I have not quantified it but it 

certainly presents major issues for us. Just being able to access people to get jobs done in a timely fashion is a 

problem, especially when we have issues with timeliness, which is very valuable. 

Senator BOYCE:  Timeliness is an issue for you in a way it may not be quite so much in some other areas. 

Mr Mailler :  That is correct. The grains industry particularly is exposed to that harvest risk. Also, for every 

day you delay planting, for whatever reason, there is a significant loss in production on the basis that you have 

shortened your growing season; it flows through. I guess we took a more anecdotal approach to the proposition; if 

you want that sort of data I am sure GRDC would have some pretty useful figures. 

Senator BOYCE:  I think we have been given evidence on that but, if not, we can follow that up with you, 

thank you. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I want to follow up the comments you made about how we fund research in this 

country. It is a particular passion of mine so I am glad you raised itðit has given me an excuse to do so. I just 

wanted you to expand on those comments. I think you made that comment in relation to developing career paths 

as researchers so we have that sort of knowledge for the public good. I want more of an explanation about that 

and also about the role of government funding. Can you tell us about the way we fund it, the types of research, 

what is researched, the role of industry in making those decisions and the role of pure research aside from thatð

thinking of the things we haven't thought about before? Who does that work, who pays for it and where do we 

have the critical mass of thinkers to do it, particularly those focused on our climatic conditions, soil, topography, 

culture et cetera? I am happy for you to take that on notice if you would like, or you can speak now. 

Mr Mailler :  I can provide some comments. The grains industry has just been through a strategic planning 

process, so there is a national RD&E strategy in place around what research needs to be done, identifying how we 

fund it and what we do with it. What we have seen over a significant amount of time is a massive decline in 

public funding for research generally. As I said, we have gone to a project type scenario and we see that 

researchers are looking at cost recovery operating models, which is a real challenge for a lot of researchers 

because they are not typically running business units. They are researchers and there is a different skill set 

involved. 

I think the national RD&E strategy is a very valid attempt to resolve some of the issues we face. It is really a 

case of assigning core competencies to key regions and trying to provide stability for research around particular 

fields of expertise in one location on an ongoing basis. I think that is a good start. The problem is that we still 

need to address the total quantum of funds being allocated. When we talk about the RDC model, there is a certain 

amount of resourcesðmoney for growersðbeing allocated there. Growers need to be involved so we get the best 

bang for our buck out of that. But managing an RD&E investment portfolio is like managing any other portfolio. 

You have a certain amount of high-risk, long-range investments that you hope might pay off one dayðthat is the 

blue sky stuff that we have not done yetðand it goes all the way down to capacity building and making sure that 

we provide training packages and things that meet immediate requirements to protect productivity on the farm. 

At this stage the RD&E strategy being rolled out requires ongoing commitment from state agencies and 

coordination with the federal bodies as well. It is problematic. Hopefully we can keep that on track and salvage 

what we can out of what used to be. People refer to the golden era of agriculture still coming. I think 20, 30 or 40 

years ago, because of the investment and commitment to agriculture, was probably our golden era. 

Going forward, we need to resolve this issue of who is the primary beneficiary. That was one of the biggest 

challenges we had in the RDC Productivity Commission review. There was this assertion that farmers were the 

primary beneficiaries of everything, and the reality is we are not. The consumer is the primary beneficiary of 

every bit of agriculture research we do in Australia and we need to make that recognition stick. I did not really 

answer the question completely, but I think the challenge we face is how we provide stability around the research 

centres that are being established to create a platform that encourages people and provides a career pathway. 

The other thing we need to be doing really hard and fast is trying to attract a level of competence from overseas 

to provide enough mentoring and guidance to the next generation of researchers, to make sure that they are in fact 

world class and are not impeded by staying in Australia and working in Australian conditions. Australia's ag 

sector has been punching well above its weight in terms of innovation and its capacity to solve problems that 

other people do not have, and also to solve problems that other people do have, because we have solved our 

problems. So the support we provide right through the developing world is, I think, pretty important and, indeed, 
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some of the work we have done in terms of conservation farming systems is making a huge difference in a broad 

cross-section of other countries. 

CHAIR:   With regard to your comment earlier about returns to the farmer, you have quoted one of the 

speakers at the Australian Grains Industry Conference late last year as saying, 'Strong growth in food, feedstocks, 

biofuels along with increases in the middle-class populations in China and India should keep agriculture 

commodity prices high for at least the next decade. Australia is in the box seat.' We know that we have got 1.9 

billion more people to feed in the Asia-Pacific region by 2050. We know, as this particular keynote speaker had 

said, that diets are changing in those two populous countries and that the staples they once relied on are not going 

to be relied on anymore. It all looks very bright for Australian agricultural producers including grain producers.  

You are quite rightly identifying these developments at the momentðand obviously we know the reasons: 

currency value et ceteraðbut can you give us your views on how you think grain producers are going to meet this 

challenge of feeding this huge extra number of people, let alone the ones who are there now, with their changing 

diets given all of those restrictions we now know we have got that we did not have in the green revolution of the 

sixties? 

Mr Mailer :  I could really go to town on this one. As a farmer, I have a bit of an issue with the supposition that 

our job is to feed the world. There are big challenges ahead in terms of how we feed the world but it is 

counterintuitive to suggest that what we should be doing is producing more and more and more in Australia. 

There are several schools of thought about the opportunities for Australian agriculture. One is about 

differentiation and providing a better quality product and extracting a premium for it. The situation we have at the 

moment is that we cannot get our product out of the country in a timely fashion without major investment in 

infrastructure and logistics networks and the whole gambit. So the idea that we are going to lift productivity on an 

ongoing basis is pretty flawed at the moment with the current thinking.  

I think the solution to agricultural decline in terms of trade in Australia has, for a long time, been to lift 

productivityðso we just produce more. Eventually you run into a wall, and I think that we need to start thinking 

very carefully about how we position ourselves in terms of feeding the world, and regional security and stability, 

because I do not think that we can sustain the kind of productivity gains that are required at the moment without a 

significant shift in what drives that productivity.  

The reality is that profit is the major driver for productivity and we are not seeing that happen. I think that the 

same commentator would argue that current grain prices are quite high. I know that in real terms the current 

wheat price is no better than it was in the late 70s. So we have got a bit of a fundamental problem in how we 

assess what is a good grain price and what is a good return to producers. If we want to attract sharp minds that are 

going to solve the productivity dilemmas that we face into the future, we need to make this somewhere that is 

attractive to be and, whilst I accept that there is an increasing demand, one of the reasons we are seeing low wheat 

prices at the moment has nothing to do with the currencyðit has to do with the fact that the countries that 

typically buy our product just cannot afford it.  

I do not see that problem being solved in the immediate or medium term. I think we have some more 

fundamental issues about how we support production in the country. These issues underpin our ability to create 

pathways and encourage specific agricultural training. In the short term we have to be smarter about how we find 

those talented people and how we apply them to agriculture. I am not trying to be dour and down and say that 

there is no future here. I think there is a bright future for agricultureðin fact I would not be in it if I did notðbut 

I do not think that the way it is discussed at the moment is really highlighting what that opportunity is or 

providing any pathways to the solutions that we need. 

CHAIR:   So if we take the combination of the things that you have been talking aboutðthe erosion of those 

laterally-thinking brilliant minds, the perception in urban Australia of agriculture, the costs of inputs such as 

fertiliserðthere is a body of thought that suggests we have the opportunity to rethink a lot of soil science and 

agronomy. We know from strip grazing and cell grazing et cetera in livestock production that we have 

opportunities for increasing soil fertility and increasing the amount of organic matter and carbon within the soil 

when we apply different techniques to crop productionðbroadacre and others. From where you sit in the whole 

process, is this an area that we need to be examining? Does there need to be industry and government investment 

that has a multiplying effect, including better profitability for farmers and a better perception of the way in which 

farmers husband the land in the minds of the urban communities? 

Mr Mailler :  I think that you are talking about a systems approach to production. We are doing that pretty 

aggressively and pretty innovatively now. It needs to be extended and support for it needs to be extended. It is a 

really big challenge, though, because we are talking about a very dynamic system and how to attack that is a 
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major issue confronting research agencies across the board. It is mammoth in terms of the interactions. How we 

break that down into components and then build it back up again into a systems approach is a difficult question to 

answer. The challenge I throw to people quite regularly is that we are already doing what is essentially best 

practice on the farm because they are the most profitable practices. We know that minimising fertiliser 

requirements, pesticide inputs and disease are keys to driving profit to our business. Profit optimisation is not 

maximising productivity or production. Intuitively, people are moving that way. We probably need a better 

understanding of the system and some more validation research to help guide things. 

One of the things I struggle with is that there is a perception out there that there are these greedy farms doing 

bad things. That is completely wrong. The live cattle trade was a great example. A large number of people 

referred to greedy farmers doing bad things to cattle. That is just not the case on the ground. I do not think that 

anyone who I know goes to work with a view that is that short term. We are all looking for long-term solutions 

and strategies. What we do not see, though, is that married up in terms of investment strategies or policies. That is 

just not there. When we look at government projects or programs to try and improve sustainable farming systems, 

they do not put in place in any of that structure, policy or strategy any kind of discussion about the driver of 

practice change, which is profit. We are running businesses. We have been taught to run businesses. We have 

been told that the government is committed to market based policy. But then we get increasing levels of 

intervention and regulation that runs over the top of that. Then we are told that we have to provide affordable 

food. The two do not quite marry up. We are pretty well off topic now. 

CHAIR:   Not really. 

Mr Mailler :  This is one of the fundamental issues that we are wrangling with as an issue: how do we do this? 

One of the saddest things is that I see great opportunities for agriculture. It does have an excellent future. If we 

make good decisions now, it will have an even brighter future. But I know that probably 80 per cent of the people 

my age who I deal withðand I have worked as a consultant, so I have a reasonable network of growers my ageð

are looking for exit strategies out of the industry. That is a tragedy. We are seeing declining numbers of farmers 

and increasing numbers of corporate operations. While they have a place in the sector, the reality is that they do 

not deliver the kind of stewardship that people need and they do not necessarily provide the long-term solutions to 

production issues that we face. We need to engage and involve innovative and smart problem solvers. We need to 

provide them with the needed skills and support to make sure that we get there. 

CHAIR:   Coming back, if we can, to this question of skills, we have heard from other witnesses that the 

delivery of training packages particularly is just not flexible enough for the agriculture sector, given the 

seasonality and all those sorts of issues that we know confront agriculture. There are issues that confront other 

industries, they are different. Based on an earlier comment that you made, is there scope or demand for, let us say, 

modularised training programs so that the employer and the employee can sit down and say, 'On the one hand, 

this is what I need and, on the other hand, this is what is going to interest me and keep me in the game,' put them 

together and move towards recognised certificates on the completion of certain modules? In other words, it would 

be quite a different structure to the stratified structure we have in training. 

Mr Mailler :  I think it is already happening. The TAFE system and some of the certificate level training that 

goes on is particularly targeted at modular type competencies. Indeed, I went out and picked up modules through 

TAFE for welding capacity and things like that in my early days as a farmer to make sure I had the skills 

necessary to do my job. So we are already doing that. I think industry is demanding that. Even at as basic level as 

chem search certificates and demonstrating basic competency in components, it is all there already. I think there 

needs to be a bit more discussion about what the competencies are. It is pretty easy to teach people how to do 

something; it is really difficult to teach them why you do it. That is the thing that I think we miss a lot in training 

young people who are unskilled labourers. If they know why you are doing something you get a lot more 

competence around the job. So we spend a lot of time explaining to staff why we are doing something and why it 

is important to do it the way we have asked to have it done. That is something that we need to work a lot harder 

on. There is a bit of a propensity for training providers to get the numbers through and just get them out the door 

with a tick. 

CHAIR:   It is just about the how rather than the why. 

Mr Mailler :  Yes. I think that is a serious issue for us in marrying the delivery of those components and the 

competency we are trying to realise. Anyone can answer the question in the way the instructor told them to, but if 

you do not know why he told you to do it that way you are not going to go and change any practice when you go 

home. That is one of the fundamental issues. It is that basic level of communication we need in policy making and 

providing direction to the industry. It is really a question of why. If we can have the same level of understanding 

when we come and talk about what we need then we will get a much better solution. 
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CHAIR:   Are you satisfied with the structures that are in place for transitioning from skills based vocational 

education training through to tertiary level higher education programs in the agricultural and agribusiness 

discipline? Are you satisfied that that is seamless or do you not see it asð 

Mr Mailler :  I do not think that it is seamless. I am probably not grasping the question exactly. Can you just 

elaborate on what you are looking for me to comment on. 

CHAIR:   There is a perception that agriculture is one discipline that should lend itself to a person being able to 

move relatively easily from an interest in it to a qualification in, say, the VET sector at a skilled level. They 

develop that interest and realise they have the nous, which they probably did not think they had earlier, and they 

develop a sufficient interest and want to get into more of exactly what you just saidðthe why rather than the 

howðso that if the opportunity presents and the way courses are structured lends itself to it they can move 

through to a higher education tertiary level qualification. Firstly, is there the demand and, secondly, if there is, is 

it encouraged and is it seamless enough? 

Mr Mailler :  I think there is demand. I can think of instances where people have taken vocational training and 

followed it through to tertiary studies and formal qualifications. I do not think it is seamlessðnot at all. It is as 

much an industry problem as an educator's problem. I do not think, broadly, people are fostered the way they 

should be. As an employer, if I identify that someone has a need or a desire to learn something I try to do 

something about that. But I think collectively across the sector maybe we do not do that well enough. Probably 

there is not a good enough awareness of what opportunities exist. I think there are increasing numbers of people 

who leave school with no ambition for any kind of post secondary school education who pick up different skills at 

different levels and find they do enjoy learning after a few years and maybe find their way back to part-time 

external studies and then turn it into something else. I think there are components and modules in core 

competencies that are offered that way now, and some of the universities are doing a better job with that, but it is 

not seamless and probably not well understood. That is a bit of an unqualified comment. 

CHAIR:   It tells me what I needed to know. Thank you. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Who is most at risk in this skill shortage? Who will be the first casualties if it is not 

addressed? 

Mr Mailler :  The first casualties will be the primary producers. Ultimately everything in the supply chainð

and I call it a supply chain because I do not think we are really striving for extra valueðpasses back to the 

producer. Where you put more pressure on down the line on service providers and the margins are tighter, it just 

flicks back to what the farm gate price is. If we cannot resolve some of these issues and our productivity suffers, 

you will see attrition of farmers. Even to the level of encouraging primary producers to get better skills, there is 

just no room for it. There is no time for it. There are not enough resources spare. I think that is where it is 

crumbling a bit now. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Just quickly: what does the reputation of, say, the Yorke Peninsula for producing 

excellent grain or wheat actually mean? Do you get more loaves of bread out of it or do you get more consistency 

in a tonne? Do you get a premium? For what reason? I just do not know. 

Mr Mailler :  It is a great question. I think it is one of the dilemmas we face going forward. We can get into a 

whole discussion about the grain supply chain and marketing. Quality should deliver a premium. When people 

talk about excellent quality wheat, the reality is that millers have different requirements across the board, 

depending on what they are trying to produce, whether it is biscuits or different types of breads, flat breads, sweet 

buns or whatever it happens to be. Each area in Australia has the capacity to produce excellent quality wheat in 

terms of the fact that it is of uniform quality, it meets a particular market specification, it is dry, it is free of 

weevils, it is free of pesticides and it is free of all those things. 

Quality is a really interesting idea, if you like. There is a quality of wheat produced in parts of South Australia 

that ends up making excellent frozen dough for Subways in Korea or somewhere else. All this stuff goes on. We 

produce wheat in the north that has a particular quality for yellow alkaline noodle production in Japan and 

demands a premium in the marketplace. It is a bit of an abstract thought because it depends on the market that you 

want and the quality of the grain that you have. 

We have a serious problem in Australia now in that the integrity of the quality of the grain is not being realised 

and maintained and the value of that quality is not being captured well enough. There are issues there, and we 

need to do something about that to ensure that maximum value is achieved and that we provide a clearer profit 

signal. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Thank you very much. That has really provided a lot of springboard for our thoughts. I 

just want a brief comment on the use of offshore labour in the grain industry. 
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Mr Mailler :  As long as there is a level of competence, we will take the labour from anywhere and welcome it. 

I do not know if that is what you are asking me, but I think it is something that we should be exploring. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I know that the harvest in North America occurs and people all rush to go over thereð

all the young ones love all thatðbut I am just wondering whether we have a similar sort of thing. 

Mr Mailler :  We do. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I do not know how many offshore workers we have working in our grain industry. 

Mr Mailler :  Quite a lot. At the moment you will find that the number of Irish backpackers out there doing 

that job is astounding. Irish labour is one of the biggest imports we have at the moment. Backpackers fill a huge 

role. It is not the best way to do it. There are some service providers out there who provide basic training to 

backpackers to give them some entry into the workforce. Typically, it is grossly unskilled labour. It is good for 

seasonal work. There are a lot of backpackers driving tractors at planting and driving headers at harvest time. It is 

not necessarily meeting all our requirements but it is the best solution we have at the moment. 

Senator McKENZIE:   That is backpackers, but what about a more organised solution? I was talking to 

horticulturalists over summer that have Pacific islanders. 

Mr Mailler :  There was some talk about extending the Pacific islander scheme, I think, to provide seasonal 

labour in the grains industry too. I do not know that it has been rolled out. I think there is definitely an opportunity 

there, in terms of bringing skills in to do the job, and we need to look at that. I think, though, that the issue I have 

talked about of a high turnover of staff and the productivity losses in that is a challenge. If you have contractors 

who take on those staff and then take them from the top of the country to the bottom in a work cycle, you do not 

lose that productivity gain, but as an individual farmer it is hard to get the best out of that system. I think there is a 

way to do it but we need to refine that a little bit. 

CHAIR:   Thank you very much, gentlemen. That has been most informative. 

Proceedings suspended from 12:30 to 13:29 
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SMYTH, Dr Barry, President, Australian Veterinary Association 

CHAIR:   I welcome Dr Barry Smyth, President of the Australian Veterinary Association. Thank you very 

much for the submission the association has made to the committee. I invite you to make a short opening 

statement, at the end of which I will ask my colleagues to put any questions to you.  

Dr Smyth:  I thank the committee for allowing the Australian Veterinary Association to appear before you. 

We are the national representative body for veterinarians in Australia. Australia has about 10,000 veterinarians 

and 4½ thousand of them are members of our association. We represent veterinarians who work in a whole range 

of different occupations related to veterinary science. We look after companion animals, government services as 

well as the livestock industries, which are the subject of these hearings.  

We offer services that involve working on individual animals as well as maintaining herd health programs in 

the livestock industries. We look after audit programs for animal welfare standards in the various livestock 

sectors. We look after preventative health programs and also look at treating individual livestock plus working 

dogs and horses that are on rural properties. We are involved in farm consulting to improve animal welfare and 

therefore productivity. Because we are regularly on farms, we are first-line surveillance and response for any 

infectious diseases that might happen. We also monitor for toxicities, nutritional deficiencies and so on. 

Government veterinarians, some of whom are members of our association, are also critically involved in 

biosecurity and quarantine inspection and certification for exports and are also involved in activities related to 

veterinary public health programs. Our members share their expertise with clients on a daily basis. We work with 

all industries to help maintain and improve animal welfare standards and we respond to animal diseases on a 

regional basis or in major outbreaks.  

Our concerns are that there appears to be a maldistribution of veterinarians in Australia, a relatively low 

number in non-metropolitan areas and a relatively high number in metropolitan areas. The other thing would be 

increasing student debt. The veterinary course is a five- to six-year course. Tuition fees can range up to about 

$250,000. For the university there is a gap in funding of about $7,000 to $8,000 per place annually. That is an 

impost on the faculties when they have several hundred students each. They are areas that we see need to be 

looked at and we need to find ways to attract and retain veterinarians in rural areas to serve the farming industries. 

We also need to try to help students who incur a significant debtload while doing the course. Thank you.  

Senator RHIANNON:   Do you feel the perception that there is a neglect of animal welfare in some aspects of 

agricultureðthat has obviously been illustrated recently in how the live export trade has been viewedðand 

sometimes in high-intensive animal use industries? Do you think this affects the attitude of sections of the public 

towards the agricultural industry? 

Dr Smyth:  I think perceptions are in some cases reality. There is no doubt that if you are going to have good 

animal welfare standards imposed that takes active management. It takes a lot of education and knowledge about 

normal behaviours and requirements for animals. Certainly the general public is not in contact with livestock 

industries on a regular basis, so they usually do not have a good basis of knowledge to judge what happens in the 

livestock industries.  

Senator RHIANNON:   Would you feel that that would flow on to the willingness of students to consider 

working in the industry, especially in areas requiring high levels of education where ethical issues may be of 

concern? 

Dr Smyth:  We think that ethical issues are of paramount importance. There is no doubt that, when students 

take on a degree course in veterinary science, initially when they start the course they are not fully appreciative of 

all the ramifications of dealing with animals. We do note that these days there are specific programs in veterinary 

science degrees that deal with animal welfare as well as ethics, so it is something that is taught to students. 

Whether it puts them off applying, I do not know. I think these students seem to be pretty passionate about 

wanting to get involved in veterinary science and help animals. I think these days they are far more aware of 

ethical issues than they have been in the past. 

Senator RHIANNON:   With the students who are studying vet science, do you think that because of these 

perceptions, real or otherwise, that may be a factor that could limit them moving into agricultural areas of work? 

Dr Smyth:  I think there is no doubt there is a spectrum of attitudes among the students. We do know that 

certain students do have ethical dilemmas during the course, for example, doing certain invasive procedures on 

animals. Certainly there is a perception among some students that they would rather work in companion animal 

and small animal practice in the cities, rather than having to deal with many of the welfare issues they might 

encounter in the livestock industry. Yes, it is a factor for some people. 
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Senator RHIANNON:   Is it a factor that you think should be addressed to help ensure that there is a balance in 

terms of where veterinary students move to with regard to their work when they graduate? 

Dr Smyth:  I think that is addressed during the course. There is provision made for students who do not want 

to engage in invasive procedures on animals during their course. There are provisions made for them to get 

education using non-animal models to gain those skills. So there is provision. Obviously they still have to go 

through the same registration process as everybody else, but there is provision during the course and there are 

career paths for people to pursue with a degree in veterinary science that do not necessarily involve livestock 

industries. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Thank you. I was also interested that the association argues that animal welfare 

strategies must be practical and enforceable. Could you expand on what you mean by that? 

Dr Smyth:  We think there needs to be attention paid in animal welfare standards to make sure that they are 

based on good scientific evidence, well-researched evidence, so that the standards can be based on good evidence 

and not something that does not stand up to scrutiny. The other issue is enforcement. There is no doubt that, at a 

jurisdictional level, we consider that there is probably not sufficient resources to enforce the standards that are 

already in place, so we see that enforcement is a potential area for improvement. 

Senator RHIANNON:   To help me understand, would you be able to get down to specifics of where there are 

animal welfare strategies that are not being enforced? 

Dr Smyth:  The issue is gaining evidence really. When evidence is made available, yes, enforcement does take 

place. But our experience is that often animal owners are reluctant to make complaints to the right authorities and 

reluctant to provide good evidence so that investigations and then maybe prosecutions can be launched. We think 

it should be easier for animal owners to make complaints when their animals are not treated properly. There is no 

doubt that animal welfare organisations also have a role to play in making known where animal welfare standards 

are not enforced properly. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Getting down to the specifics of vet studies and then thinking of the career path that 

vets will be taking, I am interested in exploring here the opportunities to encourage vets to move into agricultural 

areas and for that to be a potential career path. Do you see that more needs to be done within universities, that 

different programs need to kick in when they have actually graduated or that there is a continuum of responsibility 

with different authorities? 

Dr Smyth:  I think there probably is a continuum of responsibilities. We think that one of the ways to ensure 

that veterinarians and potentially other professionals will go and work and remain in rural areas is to select 

candidates for courses who have a background in rural areas. That seems to be a situation in the medical 

profession as well as the veterinary profession. If you select people from a rural background, that seems to be a 

way to ensure that they will remain there. The other issue is that of course everybody has the same course at 

university but after university there need to be, we believe, incentives to encourage people to go and work in rural 

areas and also to remain there. This is an international problem. It is a global problem. It happens in all developed 

countries, even in relatively geographically small countries like the United Kingdom and New Zealand; they have 

problems getting veterinarians to go and stay and work in rural areas. These have been addressed. In the United 

States, I think about 17 of the states have student debt reduction programs to encourage veterinarians to go and 

remain in rural areas. In New Zealand a payment system has been introduced recently whereby, if a new graduate 

goes and works in a rural area for a minimum of three years, they get a payment of $30,000 and, if they remain 

for five years or more, they get a $50,000 payment. So those are two methods that can be considered. In South 

Africa the federal government pays the veterinary business to employ new graduates as long as the new graduates 

are employed in community service work like vaccination programs, desexing programs and monitoring for 

zoonotic diseases and so on. 

If we look at the Australian situation using those as models, we think that one of the things that should be 

considered here is perhaps relief of HECS debt. In other words, if a person goes and works in a rural practice area 

for a number of years, they would have a reduction in their HECS debt. We think that would be a relatively low-

cost way of providing a good incentive for people to remain in rural veterinary practice. 

Senator RHIANNON:   With that lower suggestion, has that proposal been made by the association to the 

government? 

Dr Smyth:  I think we have mentioned it, but we have not gone into any details yet. But certainly it has been 

mentioned. 

Senator RHIANNON:   So for our inquiry that is something that you think would be quite important? Very 

important? 
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Dr Smyth:  I think it would be very important, and not just to veterinarians. A lot of professional occupations 

have difficulty retaining people in the rural areas, and we think that is something that could be considered not just 

for veterinarians but for a lot of other occupations as well. 

Senator RHIANNON:   My knowledge of the veterinary industry is not great, and maybe job security is not an 

issue, but is that something that people moving into the agricultural sector who are trained in veterinary science 

may be concerned about? 

Dr Smyth:  Certainly economic factors do impose on veterinary businesses, and certainly we know that during 

prolonged droughts and so on there is a marked decrease in the workload for veterinarians in rural areas. So, yes, 

it does impact on the ability of a practice to have a workforce and maintain it in the long term, particularly if there 

are external factors that impact on the veterinary business. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Thanks. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I just want to go to gauging your perspective on how we could increase the number of 

vets graduating in this country. 

Dr Smyth:  At the moment in Australia we have seven veterinary schools. We have about 3,000 undergraduate 

students. Currently we graduate 500 or so students annually, and when the new school at Adelaide comes on 

stream next yearð2013ðwe think that the number will be close to 600. So we do not think there is a supply 

problem in Australia. We have three times as many veterinary schools per head of populations as comparable 

countries. We have seven in Australia for 22 million, which is one veterinary school for every three million. In 

North America it is about one for every 11 million, in New Zealand it is one for every 4½ million and in England 

I think it is one for every seven million. So we do not have a deficiency of veterinary schools. If we look at 

veterinarians per head of population in Australia, we have one of the highest concentrations, if not the highest, of 

graduate veterinarians per head of population of any country. So we think the current system is supplying 

sufficient graduates. We see that in non-metropolitan areas there is a problem of demand and retention of people. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Could you explain what sort of promotion of working in regional areas is done when 

you are doing your degree. Is there a unit on regional vet science, or is it something that they do through their 

placement program? 

Dr Smyth:  Both. During the course you do studies on all animal species, which includes all the farm animals: 

cattle, sheep, pigs, poultry and so on. So you do that as part of your course anyway. Also, there are extramural 

studies, and part of that has to be in a rural practice area. During the course there are two aspects: the lectures and 

tutorials, plus the practical side of it as well. 

Senator McKENZIE:   And some of that has to be done in a regional area? 

Dr Smyth:  Yes. 

Senator McKENZIE:   The other thing I wanted you to do was expand on the debt forgiveness program, which 

you have done, so thank you. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Dr Smyth, please do not take this question as indicative of my position but what 

would you say to the proposition that we should just let the market sort it out? If you have a racehorse worth 

$100,000, you get a vet. What is the difference with anybody else in the community that needs a vet? 

Dr Smyth:  The situation with a veterinarian is that you probably get the most comprehensively trained 

biological scientist to graduate from a university. I do not think any other course imparts the breadth and depth of 

skills that you get in a veterinary science degree. As a veterinarian you are trained to deal with a whole range of 

different management and disease situations in all animal species. Nobody else has those skills. There are some 

persons who do work that has traditionally been veterinary work. Cattle pregnancy testing is an example, and in 

horsesðto take your pointðequine dentistry is an example. Certainly there is basic training and basic techniques 

are learnt by those practitioners, but the veterinarian has the comprehensive skills to deal with any situation, not 

just the basic ones. 

Senator GALLACHER:   But how do you distribute those in the right places? Shouldn't the market just sort 

that out by offering wages or salary able to attract people away from a veterinary practice of 17 poodles and King 

Charles spaniels? 

Dr Smyth:  The situation here is that people who own companion animalsðcats and dogsðare prepared to 

spend several hundred dollars a year on an animal. I think the average spend across cats and dogs is something 

like $300 or $400. But if you look at horses and particularly farm animals, the owners have much more of an 

economic mindset as to whether they see value in spending money on a veterinarian. Of course, if they have a 

very valuable stud animal, they are more inclined to get a veterinarian to come along, but if it is a production 
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animal they are going to weigh up the cost of getting the veterinarian there versus the potential other outcomes. 

We think that not having veterinarians on farms deprives farmers of access to the complete skills that a 

veterinarian has. Granted, there need to be economic considerations. And one of the reasons that some areas of 

the world will never be able to sustain veterinarians is that there are not enough animals there to give them a 

consistent workload. 

But, to go back to what we said at the start, there is a considerable debt load on students these days, and you 

start off in a veterinary practice with a salary of around the mid-forty thousand. Of course, we do have an animal 

care and veterinary services award, which provides a baseline, and the pay rates there for veterinarians employed 

in a practice ranges from about $20.90 to $29.60 an hour, and that is gross. So salaries start fairly low, but the 

bigger problem we find is that down the track, after maybe eight or 10 years when you are taking on fairly senior 

responsibilities in a veterinary practice, you tend to hit a salary ceiling of about $80,000 to $90,000 a year and 

you do not get above that. Jobs at $150,000 to $200,000 a year as employed veterinarians just do not exist. If you 

are practice owner with a lucrative practice you can earn that sort of money. If you undertake a lot of other 

extensive training and obtain specialist qualifications, you can maybe start to earn that sort of money. But 

certainly the gross takings of veterinary practices are not sufficient to provide very high salaries. The salaries are 

not what they should be for the skill levels that are provided.  

Senator GALLACHER:   Given all of that, what are the implications for efficiency in the rural sector? 

Dr Smyth:  What we need to do as a profession is better market our skills and show farmers how we can 

enable them to improve their productivity and their animal welfare and therefore improve their economic 

outcomes. There are a lot of other factors that impact on the ability of farmers to afford expertise, but we think 

our profession and the farming sector could work better together on that so that farmers have a better 

understanding of the complete package that a veterinarian offers. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Are there any veterinary services provided by state or federal departments which 

confuse the marketplace in terms of cost? 

Dr Smyth:  The government services tend to look mostly at welfare issues and disease investigations. They do 

not really impact on what a private veterinarian would offer clients. 

CHAIR:   Going back to your point about distribution of veterinarians in Australia being heavily weighted in 

favour of metropolitan areas, are you familiar with the undergraduate programs? Are there programs within the 

undergraduate courses at universities, particularly the metropolitan universities, dealing with issues like 

agronomy, soil science and the plant, animal and soil interrelationship? For example, are there programs 

emphasising, as you just indicated, the whole farm approach rather than just the veterinary approach to the farm 

or to what the farmer might perceive to be their problem with a crook animal or number of animals? 

Dr Smyth:  There is an increasing realisation that you need to take a whole-of-farm approach to production 

animal systems. If you go into the more specialised, livestock parts of the faculties, yes, you will get a more in-

depth exposure to pasture budgeting, fertiliser requirements, pasture growth and those sorts of things. 

Traditionally that has not been emphasised but I think these days, with the realisation that we really need to 

improve the skills of veterinarians who go into rural areas, that is definitely improving, but it has got a ways to go. 

CHAIR:   I just wonder whether undergraduates, while they are going through their courses, are already 

discriminating against rural practice or returning to agricultural areas in favour of companion animal practice 

simply because the skewing of the courses tends to head them in that direction. 

Dr Smyth:  The majority of our veterinary faculties are in or around capital cities and the caseloads in those 

veterinary schools tend to be skewed, as you say, towards companion animals rather than farm animals. But, to 

give examples of some of the schools, Charles Sturt at Wagga has farms right on the university campus and the 

University of Melbourne sends students to dairy practices at Maffra and Timboon, so they have to go out of the 

city based practice to see rural practice. There is certainly some exposure in most of the university faculties, but 

we probably need to look at more specific programs for students who have a desire to go and work in rural areas 

rather than companion animal areas. Maybe in their last year or two, when they do their placements, we can 

enable them to have a much greater proportion of the work in rural areas rather than in companion animal areas. 

CHAIR:   From a community and government expenditure viewpoint, obviously veterinary schools are very 

expensive to maintain but is Australia at risk because of the relatively low number of people practising veterinary 

science in rural, regional and remote Australia? 

Dr Smyth:  We think that Australia potentially is at great risk. If you have veterinarians going out and visiting 

farms, the veterinarians are not just looking at the individual animal or the group of animals, they are looking at 

the whole production system. So they are far more likely to recognise maybe the introduction of a new disease or 
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something like that while they are on the farm than, say, another less skilled person would be. So we think that 

farmers and potentially Australia at large are at risk from not having veterinarians out there doing the observation 

and passive surveillance that should be done on a whole range of areas. It is something that the profession takes 

very seriously when they do visit farms, that they look at the whole production system and not the individual 

animals. So this is part of the area where veterinarians can provide consultative advice and preventative medicine 

programs and also notify departments of unusual outbreaks or occurrences and then get additional expertise in if 

necessary. 

CHAIR:   I am picking up the point which you have made and my colleagues have questioned you on, the 

relief of HECS debts. The obvious question that a government would ask is: 'Why should we relieve the HECS 

debt for such a student? Where is the greater communal benefit?' My recollection is that between Geraldton, on 

the mid-west coast of WA, and Darwin there is one government veterinarian, at Broome. Would you explain for 

the committee's benefit where that might be seen as a potential risk to Australia's economic wellbeing? 

Dr Smyth:  We think that the wind-down in government veterinary services has been a real concern over the 

last 15 or 20 years. As you say, there is nowhere near as many people out there doing monitoring and surveillance 

work as there used to be. If we get exotic diseases in Australia they will probably come in through one of three 

ways. One is through a quarantine system, and there is already monitoring to prevent that. Another is through 

passengers. There are already Customs and quarantine officers involved in monitoring that. The third one is entry 

through illegal boats or aircraft or something like those landing in those areas. If a disease gets in those areas with 

a very low number of surveillance officers, veterinarians in private practice or in government, there is likely to be 

a wide spread of that, whatever it happens to be, before it is ever picked up. So we think that to monitor and 

prevent this happeningðor if it does happen to pick it up at the very early stages when you have got the greatest 

chance of controlling and eradicating an invasive species or diseaseðyou really do need people constantly 

looking at animals and animal populations. We do have surveillance with herds and flocks around the country but 

they are only in specific areas. They are regularly tested but the millions of other animals that are out there are 

often not looked at very much at all. 

CHAIR:   Does the association have an understanding, for example, of what the cost to the Australian economy 

would be if we got foot-and-mouth disease? Have any figures been prepared for that? 

Dr Smyth:  My understanding is that the latest was about $2 billion to $3 billion in the first month and, I think, 

$16 billion in the first year and then it would carry on from there. So it would be a massive impost on the farming 

sector and therefore obviously on the taxpayer too. 

CHAIR:   And on exports. One of the issues that the committee is addressing in the terms of reference is the 

declining number of scientists who are participating in research in agriculturally related disciplines. Is this 

something that the veterinary profession and the Veterinary Association are observing? For example, are there 

difficulties in attracting high-quality staff to teach at the universities? Is there a difficulty in attracting high-quality 

researchers for animal related or livestock related research in CSIRO or pathology laboratories? Is this something 

that we are observing or not? 

Dr Smyth:  I think there has definitely been a reduction in the skills involved in the diagnostic areas of 

veterinary science among virologists, pathologists, bacteriologists and so on. There is definitely an increase in the 

age group of those specialists and they are increasingly getting towards retirement age but they are not being 

replaced. It appears that those sorts of specific areas have not been as well funded and resourced so they have not 

been seen as an attractive career path for younger graduates. I think that we need to publicise more the very 

important work that those people do. There have been some tremendous achievements by Australian scientists in 

those areas over the years and they are viable career pathways but the opportunities are fewer than they used to 

be, so we think that there does need to be an increased emphasis on attracting people into those areas with more 

specific training programs in those specific specialties. 

CHAIR:   So would you see that as being government driven or government and industry partnered? In a sense 

what advice would you give to this committee in terms of recommendations it might make to actually turn that 

trend around and re-establish a more sustainable research community? 

Dr Smyth:  There was a program initiated through Animal Health Australia, which is an industry-government 

partnership. The Cattle Council put in some money towards that a few years ago, and this was specifically aimed 

at establishing training places for people to do advanced researchðPhD degrees and so onðin pathology, 

bacteriology and so on. I do not know if that has progressed but certainly there is a lot of public good in having 

those skills in Australia. There is also a lot of use for industry in having those skills readily available. I would see 

that there should be both an industry and government partnership involved in that because both sides benefit. 
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CHAIR:   I will go back to a question that Senator Rhiannon asked and, again, it is in our terms of reference. It 

relates to this perceptionðparticularly by kids in urban communitiesðof agriculture and therefore of careers in 

agriculture and residing in non-metropolitan Australia. From your experience, having been in all of those worlds, 

what do you see as being viable options for government, industry and the farming community to reduce that gap 

and improve those attractions for young people to go into agriculture related disciplines and areas? 

Dr Smyth:  Traditionally, the farming community has not been good at publicising itself in what it does nor its 

importance to Australia. It is critical that Australia has a consistent, safe and reliable food supply. The farming 

community tends to farmðproduce foodðbut it does not tend to publicise very well what it does. It has not 

traditionally been very media savvy in getting those messages across. Its opponents obviously are very good at 

using the media to manipulate public opinion, and there has definitely been a realisation in the past six to nine 

months by the farming sector that it needs to come together and get the common message out there that there is a 

lot of good stuff happening in rural Australia. It is a good, healthy lifestyle and it is vital for Australia that we 

have reliable and viable farmers using good animal welfare methods to produce safe food. That message needs to 

be got out there. It is not being resourced very much by the farming sector at all and, once again, with the 

realisation that it needs to do that, it is now looking at actively getting programs in place where it can publicise 

the good that it does. It is up to the farming communities and industry bodies to get that message out there; 

nobody else is going to do it for them. 

CHAIR:   I have a final question which is, I suppose, partially related, and that is to do with feral animals. Do 

you think that the wider community understands the impact that feral animals have on the Australian environment 

and on Australian animals? For example, I was at a cattle station on Australia Dayðwhich did not ingratiate me 

very much to my wife, being our wedding anniversaryðand they were talking about the impact of wild dogs and 

the fact that not only is there no sheep industry left in that pastoral area but the cattle-calving percentages are 

down and our native species are also now at risk. Is this an area that you believe veterinarians can or should have 

a role in, and is it an area in which the wider community should be alertedðthat is, the risk associated with 

biosecurity? 

Dr Smyth:  Yes. As far as the general community is concerned I do not think they have any appreciation at all 

of the number of feral animals we have in Australia. I think we have a million camels, over one million horses, 

600 million rabbits, and the list goes on. We know that feral horses reproduce at 20 to 30 per cent annually; 

effectively their population doubles every three to four years. So if we have a million horses today we will have 

two million in three or four years time. All of those animals have a massive impact on our native flora. They 

literally eat billions of kilograms of native flora annually, and for every kilogram they eat they probably drink 

three or four litres of water so we have billions of litres of water that we cannot use elsewhere. They also impact 

on not only the flora. Because they are impacting on the flora, they affect our native fauna. Our native animals are 

impacted on because they have competition for their natural environment. As you said about the dogs, sheep and 

calves, there is a real animal welfare issue created for domesticated livestock from the impact of these feral dogs, 

foxes and so on. So, yes, there is a massive problem. The community is largely unaware of the impact on our 

environment. If Australia is fair dinkum about climate change, that is an area we really should be looking at 

because it is really impacting on our flora and fauna. 

As far as the veterinary profession goes, there are veterinarians who are involved in the Invasive Animals CRC 

programs. We have a wildlife special interest group within our association. So there is quite a lot of awareness 

within the profession about potential problems created by feral animals, but it is going to take a considerable 

community-wide effort to get those animals back inside a fence where they should be to prevent them having this 

devastating impact on the environment. 

CHAIR:   Thank you very much for that, Dr Smyth. We appreciate your submission very much and your 

attendance this afternoon. 
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STOCKWIN, Mr Ben, Executive Manager, Primary Industries Education Foundation 

[14:07] 

CHAIR:   Welcome. On behalf of the committee, thank you for your submission. I invite you to make a short 

opening statement. At the conclusion of your remarks, I will invite members of the committee to put questions to 

you. 

Mr Stockwin :  Firstly, I would like to thank the committee for the opportunity to present and share some 

insights the foundation have gained in the last 22 months since we became operational. We believe we are 

uniquely placed as the peak body for primary industries education in schools to provide the committee with an 

overarching view of higher education and skills training as it relates to attraction from within the schools sector. 

Just under two years ago I was a primary school principal in the northern suburbs of Hobart, Tasmania. 

I think it is safe to say that in the time I have been in this role one thing I have learned is that the primary 

industries sector understands about as much as schools do about the primary industries sector. I think 

these two points are undoubtedly linked. The theme I would like to touch on briefly in my opening 

statement is that, if the primary industries sector is to attract and retain a suitably skilled and diverse 

workforce, the following needs to occur: learning about the primary industries sector needs to start early; 

best practice needs to be identified and matched to the needs of mainstream schools and teachers; and 

government needs to provide initial investment in quality whole-of-industry initiatives for schools that 

involve programs that have already been shown to work. We believe the research supports the fact that 

investment in primary school in primary industries education needs to start much earlier than occurs at 

present. 

For the primary industries sector to thrive and adapt to the challenges the next 50 years will present, two 

things will need to exist: an informed community that understands and is supportive and proud of its food 

and fibre producers and an increased number and diversity of people seeking a career within the sector. 

For a community to appropriately debate the merits of contentious issues such as water usage, live exports, animal 

welfare or genetic engineering, for example, they have to possess a decent base level of knowledge built up over 

time through the school system. One cannot expect a quality community debate about the cotton industry in 

Australia, for example, when nearly half the year 10 students questioned in our recent Australian Council for 

Educational Research survey believed cotton socks were an animal product. Likewise, 10 per cent of first-year 

undergraduate students in a recent University of Sydney survey believed beef counted towards their vegetable 

intake.  

A similar long-term approach is necessary to attract students to a career within the sector. Numerous surveys 

have indicated that students make their career choices much earlier than earlier thought. Consensus appears to be 

that around 40 per cent of students determine their preferred careers while still in primary school. How can a 

student envisage a career in an industry about which they know nothing outside of cliched storybooks? Surveys 

also point to the influence parents have on children's choice of career. This highlights both the vicious cycle we 

find ourselves in and the importance of a long-term strategy and vision. If parents go through school without 

appropriate exposure to primary industries education, how can they guide a choice for their children in this area?  

For a long-term vision to be successful, we need to understand the needs of teachers and work with them. 

Primary industries education needs to be both a context for all learning from kindergarten to year 12 and as an 

optional specialist subject within high school. However, mandating primary industries education for all schools is 

not an appropriate option. Neither is the continued production of centralist, expert driven, single industry 

produced resources blindly mailed out to Australian schools, as is currently the case.  

At the recent Australian Council for Educational Leaders national conference, their President, the current 

Director-General of the ACT Education and Training Directorate,  Dr Jim Watterston, presented the list of current 

policies that every principal in Australia is required to implement to meet their ongoing funding requirements. 

This list was more than a dozen new separate policies and initiatives. How will primary industries get a look-in? 

We need to make sure that, whatever we do, we make it easier for teachers to do their work.  

By matching primary industries education with a teacher's needðfor example, the implementation of a new 

national curriculumðwe are confident of high levels of uptake. If supported appropriately, teachers will teach it. 

One hundred per cent of primary school teachers and 91 per cent of secondary school teachers questioned in our 

recent survey believed it was either very or somewhat important that students learn about food and fibre 

production. In addition, our current network includes over 2,000 teachers from across Australia, representing 600 

individual schools.  
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However, more support is needed to engage Australia's 9½ thousand schools. Whilst the foundation has 

undertaken a national stocktake of existing resources for schools in Australia and commissioned a national survey 

of student and teacher knowledge and attitudes, there has been virtually no research to better understand how the 

primary industries sector might positively influence the mass of teachers and students towards better appreciating 

what the primary industries can and do offer.  

A parallel example of what may work is the Australian Academy of Sciences' excellent teacher resource, 

PrimaryConnections, which sought to turn around the lack of quality in teaching and learning related to science in 

primary schools, which in turn was identified as a reason for the decline in undergraduate science enrolments. 

Within five years of the publication of this resource it is now being utilised within 74 per cent of Australian 

primary schools. The reason for this success was that it met the needs of teachers.  

Initial government investment in school education related to primary industries is required. At present 

government investment in school based primary industries education is at about two per cent of the level of 

government investment of other school based programs, such as the Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden 

Foundation or the Financial Literacy Foundationðtwo per cent. A decision to invest at similar levels such as 

those two examples would raise the status of primary industries education in schools, provide appropriate 

resourcing at a time when teachers are looking for resources to assist them in the implementation of a national 

curriculum and also provide incentive and encouragement to attract further industry funding.  

Before I conclude I would like to draw the committee's attention to the existence of a similar organisation to 

ours which has been operating in the UK for nearly 10 yearsðFarming and Countryside Education, also known 

as FACE UK. We stay in regular contact with each other to share learnings and insights. They recently conducted 

their own survey which benchmarked the views of children aged seven to 15 on food, farming and countryside 

issues. The survey was received after our submission was lodged and we are happy to make it available to the 

committee. One finding of the survey was that only seven per cent of students surveyed believed IT skills were 

necessary skills for a farmer to have. Also, its conclusions were similar to our ownðthat is, student and teacher 

understanding was low, they wanted to improve this but did not know how. Thank you again for the opportunity 

to address the committee. 

CHAIR:   Thank you for that introduction. Senator Gallacher, would you like to start off the questions. 

Senator GALLACHER:   The challenge before you is quite significant. How are you going to get children or 

rural workers interested in vocations in that area when, as we have just heard, the pay for a trained vet is $40,000 

per annum? That does not compare with what a truck driver can earn in rural Australia. 

Mr Stockwin :  I believe at the moment, because there is such a low knowledge about careers, it is around 

providing a positive example of what a career in the primary industry sector looks like. That is one such example, 

but there are also dozens of others. I heard other questions from the committee this morning focusing on the rural 

workforce. NFF data shows that approximately half the careers in the primary industry sector are urban based 

careers, so it is around presenting the whole gamut of careers available within the industry. For example, our own 

network in the industry includes people from farmhand positions through to the international commodities 

manager at Westpac Bank. All of those are primary industry related careers that need to be presented in a positive 

light. At the moment that understanding and knowledge is just not there, and students are not aware of what 

choices, if any, are available to them. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Is it true that rural families, particularly farming families, who are educating their 

children are moving out of the area, that you are not retaining those people as well? 

Mr Stockwin :  I am not in a position to comment on that. One comment I hear fairly often is that bequeathing 

a family farm to your own children can be a form of child abuse. However, I think that illustrates that sometimes 

the industry itself can be its own worst enemy, so it is about promoting what a modern career in the primary 

industry sector looks like. For example, the recent survey I touched on earlier indicated that only 57 per cent of 

students linked scientific research to farming and only 45 per cent of students saw farming as an innovative 

practice. Clearly, from just the brief time I have been in this role, that is certainly not the case. 

Senator GALLACHER:   From your association's perspective, what is the most important outcome you would 

seek out of this committee's deliberations? 

Mr Stockwin :  I think the raising of it on the agenda, as Senator Back mentioned earlier, would be a primary 

outcome that we would seek. Another would be the importance of this issue over the next 50 years in terms not 

just of skills and workforce but also the food security issues. Also, the general acknowledgement that whatever 

initiatives take place need to start from very early on in schooling, not just commence in years 11 and 12, as is the 

case now. As we have heard from a couple of presenters already today, our own industry can sometimes talk 
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down the industry, there are negative reports within the media, and then we have initiatives tapping kids on the 

shoulder in years 11 and 12 saying, 'Why don't you come and work for us? That is clearly not working at the 

moment. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Your organisation is of the view that intervention is required and that the market 

will not sort this out? 

Mr Stockwin :  Yes. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Obviously teachers are keen to make it happen. What curriculum resources are actually 

available at present for teachers to use? 

Mr Stockwin :  We undertook a national stocktake, which is available on our website and I can make it 

available to the committee, has identified over 1,000 individual resources available from 450 separate locations. 

So it is not necessarily the case that there are not things out there. But it is very difficult for teachers to find them, 

some of them are not matched to the needs of teachers and it is very piecemeal. A lot of the funding from industry 

has been spread so thin it is almost ineffective. The initiatives that we have found to be the most successful and 

most liked by teachers are also the least sustainable because they are dependent on very insecure funding sources 

or they are dependent on a local champion. Once the funding source dries up or the champion moves to another 

school or gives up their career, the initiative goes as well. 

Senator McKENZIE:   One potential way is to access university and student teachers if as they come through. 

I am wondering what your foundation is doing in connecting with academics and teacher training at universities. 

Mr Stockwin :  At this stage it is very early days for us. We are running on a very low budget at present. We 

do have as part of our membership of the Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture so we are planning around 

ways that that can occur. In looking at initiatives such as the Pixie program, which supports scientists moving into 

schools, we are running through the existing list of resources I mentioned, providing some quality control to those 

resources and promoting those we see as being successful to schools so that they can achieve a broader audience. 

Senator McKENZIE:   In your prior life as a school principal, did you have ideas around infrastructure which 

is required to get not only teachers but obviously young people engaged in all things agriculture? I was lucky 

enough to attend a school which had a farm, but given the experiential learning opportunities that this particular 

area of the curriculum would supply, do you have any comment about the investment in infrastructure at the 

school level or university level in the teacher training courses which might be required to make this happen?  

Mr Stockwin :   It is a very contextual issue based on each school. As an ex-teacher you know that each 

context is different and has its own needs. One size fits all in resourcing may not necessarily be the case but it is 

around the engagement of teachers to provide them with support and knowledge so that they can develop things in 

their local context but what I have seen is very varied. I have seen some of the farms that the WA agriculture 

colleges have of hundreds if not thousands of acres through to schools effectively growing their own fruit and 

vegetables for their parents in a $4 hay bale. It is many and varied but it is around providing teachers with the 

knowledge, understanding and skills that they can then pick something that is suitable for their context. 

Senator McKENZIE:   And why not Victoria? You are in Queensland and New South Wales. 

Mr Stockwin :  When you say 'we', the way the Primary Industries Education Foundation is structure is that 

there is me and a board of directors. I have an office split between Canberra and Hobart and at the moment we are 

more about facilitating existing initiatives and making them discoverable in one place. As I said, we are running 

on about 15 to 20 per cent of the budget we would like to have. I would love to have an office and people in 

Victoria and in every other state of Australia as time permits, but at the moment we are identifying a very low 

cost and effective way to do what we can. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I notice your membership of the RDC and it seems to be the thematic of the day, the 

fractured nature of our commodity groups and all the conversations and people who want something to change 

and getting it all together. I notice your membershipðyou have some but not all. Is that something which needs 

to happen? The NFF submission made reference to that. 

Mr Stockwin :  The RDCs were originally conceived as the primary industry membership based on a number 

of factors. For research and development, which has been touched on today, the 'e' in the extension seems to have 

dropped off their core business. Every RDC is different, as you are aware. They have their own individual drivers. 

Some see themselves as being purely research based and will not consider school education. Some of them are 

more marketing in nature and broad based collective approaches such as ours do not necessarily ring any bells. 

We have five of the 15 RDCs as members and even that level has been difficult to attain. A lot of them do not see 

it as their core business. Talking about what outcomes we could have from a committee such as this, the clear 
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articulation from the minister that investment in school education by the RDCs is an appropriate use of the co-

funded dollar would be a wonderful outcome as well. 

CHAIR:   Can you take us through again where your humble funding comes from? 

Mr Stockwin :  We are a membership based organisation. One of our members is the Department of 

Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries, although that funding arrangement finishes this financial year and at this stage 

it is looking as though that may not continue. We have Meat and Livestock as a member, Forest and Wood 

Products as a member, the Fisheries RDC, Cotton Australia and the Australian Egg Corporation Limited. They 

are our industry members. We also have education members who pay a very small membership fee, and they are 

the Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, the National Association of Agricultural Educators, and the CB 

Alexander Foundation. 

CHAIR:   How long has the foundation been in existence? 

Mr Stockwin :  We have been in operational since April 2010. The first board was appointed in September 

2009. 

CHAIR:   You have heard the evidence this morning. The information you have given us in terms of at what 

age children make decisions or at least get indicators, that is new information to my way of thinking. As you say, 

the general view of the past has been that kids make their decisions halfway through secondary school. You are 

saying that 40 per cent of children make the decision in primary school. As always on these committees we are 

looking forward to considering evidence and then trying to work through what sorts of recommendations we 

would make to the government of the day. There is universal view that we are, hopefully, at the bottom of a 

trough. Someone made the point about critical massðif it goes much lower. Take a three- or four-year vision, 

would it be represented in every state and territory? Would that be the next aspirational goal for you? 

Mr Stockwin :  No, not necessarily. There is myself and a board. However, whatever funding comes through 

the door we always aim to keep the foundation's base as operationally small as possible so whatever funding we 

do have can be put towards providing real results and real resources for teachers. We have developed an online 

web portal called primezone.edu, developed by Education Services Australia, which is a government owned 

business which also produces the website for the Australian Curriculum. We are working with them and we have 

built some fairly strong capacity into that to future-proof it over the next five or six years.  

What we would like to see within two to three years is that website populated with as many quality resources 

as are available. That is looking at what resources are currently available rather than developing our own, which 

will come intern once we have done the gap analysis. But it is around identifying what works, making it 

discoverable in one place and helping it meet the needs of teachers. So referencing it to the Australian 

Curriculum, making sure that a teacher can go on there and find what they need within two or three clicks.  

We are at a stage where we can make the technology work for us, so we do not need to have people physically 

based in each state. However, it is one thing having resources available on the site, but it is that face-to-face 

interaction with teachers that is going to make the difference. As Senator McKenzie will know, improvement in 

education can only go as fast as teachers will let you. I often joke about teachers having the God complex, and 

being a teacher I can say thatðunless they are all knowing or all powerful about a subject they just won't teach it. 

So it is around providing resources in the one spot and making it easier to find as well is being able to provide the 

teacher professional development that tells them and informs them how to deliver it and how it can meet their 

needs. 

CHAIR:   Can I take you to the point you made about who influences decisions by children. Obviously they 

themselves, their parents and teachers. Around Australia this week and next week we are going to have an 

opportunity that is going to go missingðit has for years and it could go on for years. That missed opportunity is 

the number of new teachers who are going to go into rural areas to start teaching for the first time. Very often they 

are new to teaching. They will in the main either be neutral about going to the country or they will be negative 

about going to the country. The experience we all have is that there will be little interaction with the local town or 

community. If they form a team and play basketball of a night time for heaven's sake do not beat a team of locals! 

Halfway through the year it will be winter. The blokes might have a game of footy, the girls might play hockey or 

whatever. There will be no engagement with the local community in those towns into which they are going. If I 

am wrong, you two tell me, but I know I am not wrong.  

A phenomenal opportunity exists, doesn't it, at practically no cost, to have the city or the town shire council 

participants working with the local principals at the primary schools and/or high school to actually welcome these 

new teachers to the communityðfirst of all, socially. Secondly, it would be to actually engage with them about 

what is the nature of the industry in which they are going to teach, and the subjects that will be in front of them 



Wednesday, 1 February 2012 Senate Page 43 

 

EDUCATION, EMPLOYMENT AND WORKPLACE RELATIONS REFERENCES COMMITTEE 

will be products of that local community, and I am speaking now of the farming community. It is at almost no 

cost because you have put the cost onto local governments and local communities. Imagine a scenario in which 

new teachers are actually welcomed so that they are given the opportunity to engage with leaders in the local 

community, which leads to them being invited, either as a group or as individualsðand possibly even with a 

mentoring program if it workedðto be able to put their feet into agriculture in those small communities or intoð

if there is some agriculturally related industry going on like seed cleaning, local machinery manufacturing or 

fertiliser provision through the local stock agentðsituations so that the experience for them becomes a positive 

experience. So they pick up something of the industry so that inevitablyðas you say, there is the god factorð

once they do feel a bit confident about it they might actually start feeding it into the education programs. If 

nothing else, when they leave that country town or that country experience and go back to cities to teach they are 

going to have a very different attitude to take to city kids about the experience they had in rural Australia while 

they were teaching. Is that an opportunity that you believe we are missing now? Do you believe that is an 

opportunity that, with the engagement of all the others in these small country communitiesðthe local 

governments, the chambers of commerce and industry et ceteraðwe could actually harvest? 

Mr Stockwin :  Absolutely. The best learning that takes place is contextual. Some have suggested that the 

reason for high levels of disengagement in education by rural and regional students is the fact that there is no 

relevance in the curriculum delivered in local schools and it does not actually reference to what is occurring 

outside the school grounds. You are absolutely correct in your observations. To take it a couple of steps further, it 

is about being able to influence teacher training, for example. So while these teachers are going through 

university it is about being able to have ready-made units of work that they can implement depending on what 

area they are going to, so if they are going to a grain-producing area they know where to get resources on grain 

and that is also so if they are going to cattle or dairy areas and so on. I have mentioned the organisation, Farm and 

Countryside Education. One of the magic wand things that we would love to do in the future is replicate an 

initiative that they have begun which is, for want of a better phrase, a farmer accreditation program where they 

have an online list and database of primary producers who are willing to host teachers and their students. They go 

through the OH&S issues with the primary producer, which is absolutely critical for a teacher nowadays, and they 

also provide a very simple scaffold to the primary producer about the sorts of things to mention to kids who are 

this high or that high. So that is something that works really well and I would imagine that it would dovetail 

nicely into what you have just described. 

CHAIR:   I asked the question because I could imagine there would be an enormous amount of in-kind support 

for that. In Western Australia make one phone call to Co-operative Bulk Handling and I bet you that they would 

fall over themselves to make the resources available. I have no doubt that farm machinery manufacturers or 

retailers or stock firms would too and local governments would because local governments know that they should 

be doing a lot more for what I would call 'itinerants' instead of having that 'we' and 'they' mentality. I ask that 

because as I was reading through your submission again it really came to me that if teachers do influence children 

at the time. If teachers who have been in the country go back to the city and then have an influence, negatively or 

positively, for years to come the friendships forged at that time should or could actually have quite a profound 

impact over time. 

Mr Stockwin :  Absolutely. There are two points on that. The first thing is that you will find that, of those 

teachers that go back to the city schools, often all you need is one champion within a school to kickstart a 

program. Also, one thing is that when we look at a stocktake of the resources that we have the intention of that is 

to avoid the mistakes of the past. A program or a facility such as you describe would need some sort of 

coordinating body to ensure that it continues, otherwise we will see good intentions go by the wayside when one 

or two people move on or people who are a champion of it change and so on. There would be a fantastic uptake. 

We were talking about the difficulties of engaging some of the RDCs in such a program, and part of their 

limitation is that they have limited strategic plans of three, four or five years in focus, when we are talking about 

long-term visions, and they refer back to their stakeholders. However, we have found that the closer you actually 

get to the levy-payer, the stronger the support is for programs such as ours because at the end of it they want to be 

understood, they want to be liked and they want the Australian community to be proud of what it is that they are 

doing. So I am sure there will be no shortage of people taking it up. 

CHAIR:   There is this concept now of regional development authorities around Australia that in many 

instances are looking to where their business might lie. I can see a synergy in those areas. It is probably the first 

time that committees such as this one have seen much of the information you have provided. I think it is timely. 

Thank you. 
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Mr Stockwin :  I have another point on that. The information is there, but the fact is that from an education 

angle there is nothing new in that. It is appreciated that you have enjoyed it. In the last couple of days it has been 

brought to our attention that DEEWR's own recent project, a national career development research projectðand I 

will forward this to the committee after todayðhas identified exactly the same conclusions as we have put in our 

submission which are around when students make their decisions, which is critically within that primary school 

area. That research project has been recently published. 

CHAIR:   Senator Rhiannon, in his opening comments Mr Stockwin told us that in a survey 60 per cent of kids 

thought that cotton was an animal derived product and that 10 per cent of university undergraduate students 

thought that beef protein was actually part of their vegetable protein intake. Do you have any questions on that? 

Senator RHIANNON:  Yes. Thanks very much to the foundation. It has been informative and it certainly 

gives us some hope about how things can be turned around. I was very interested in how you set out the very 

strong association between animals and primary industries. I think we have all seen examples of that ourselves. 

You set out how strong the care for and love of animals is and how it can be can bring people to this education 

path and this work. I am interested in your comments about the perception that animal cruelty in some of our 

agricultural methods may affect the choices children make about their education and their careers. Do you think 

that seriously addressing animal welfare in these industries may go some way to turning around people's decisions 

about their career path? 

Mr Stockwin :  Absolutely. From my perspective as an educator, animal welfare issues are absolutely critical. 

As a foundation, when we commence the production of our own resources rather than shying away from 

contentious issues, such as whether it is live exports or animal welfare in the farming situation, we want to 

support the teacher with balanced, factual information that allows them to have the conversation in the classroom. 

It is those areas of contention that make wonderful teaching and learning opportunities within a classroom. It is a 

real-world problem that adults have been struggling with and have no clear answer for that students find 

interesting. As part of our network, we have had initial engagements with groups such as the RSPCA and Animals 

Australia about how we may do that in the future. But that is certainly an area we are keen to tackle hopefully 

once we are in a position to develop our own resources. 

Senator RHIANNON:   You touched on this issue to some extent, and it is certainly something that has struck 

me strongly since I have been considering the work of this inquiry, and it goes to the negative images and the 

associated stereotypes. This has been a strong theme coming through. I am interested in addressing those 

problems. I am also interested specifically in the skill shortage that we are facing and how the negative image 

may impact some areas more than others. Could you go into that a little deeper than the witnesses before? I am 

not being critical of them; I did not ask them the question. 

Mr Stockwin :  Again, it comes back to supporting teachers with quality, factual information that they can 

deliver in their classroom. I alluded to and then touched on briefly in my opening address the fact that because 

there is a lack of quality resources readily available for teachers two things occur. Either it is not taught at all and 

so therefore students have no perception outside cliched story books and the historical view of what modern 

agricultural, fishery or forestry practice looks like, or they fall back on their own personal bias and their own 

backgrounds and so on. So I believe highlighting innovative, positive practices from the primary industries sector 

and promoting those through school education is one way. 

I thought myself quite learned and as educated before I stepped into this role, but in the last 22 months some of 

the innovative practices, particularly in the area of sustainability that primary producers are involved in, have just 

amazed me. I know as an educator they would make fantastic units of work to teach and the students would be 

very informed. I think by presenting that at age appropriate levels from kindergarten through to year 12, students 

will then determine that it is not back wood, low paying, dirty work, although there will still be some of those 

roles, which will appeal to some people. It is a modern, technologically advanced, environmentally sustainable 

practice in many cases and I think those are the positive examples that we do need to present. 

Senator RHIANNON:  Thanks very much. Obviously related to that is this issue of ethics education and how 

we integrate that into the course. Ethics can be taught in a whole range of ways and, when we are talking about 

image, I think that what we are trying to grapple with is what our responsibilities are to these other sentient 

beings. Often people are grappling with ethical issues without calling it ethics. Is how you are picking that up as 

educators and helping integrate that into courses, because that in turn can help address this image problem, being 

addressed in some way? 

Mr Stockwin :  In very piecemeal practices and, I would say, in individual isolated cases. What we would see 

isð 
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Senator RHIANNON:   Sorry to interrupt, but does that mean that the initiative is more dependent on who the 

educator is rather than coming through in a coordinated way? 

Mr Stockwin:  At present, yes. I will reflect on my own experiences as principal of Bruny Island District 

School off the south coast of Tasmania. This is where I got the bug for it. I inherited a Hampshire Down sheep 

stud when I took on the principalship of the school and was told, 'You can do anything to the school, but just do 

not get rid of the sheep stud.' We Bruny Islanders are a very diverse community. We had third and fourth 

generation loggers and farmers. We had a large proportion of people living alternate lifestyles and retirees, 

wealthy retirees from Sydney and Perth predominantly. One such activity we undertook was that we raised on the 

school farm pigs for meat. I had had experience previously in using an approach called community of inquiry, 

which is a philosophical approach to use with children. Through our own network among the teachers we invited 

a lecturer in philosophy to come down from the University of Tasmania and guide us through a few things. We 

had among the group students who, as I said, were third and fourth generation and raised their own pigs on their 

own farms and so on. We had students in the class who came from vegetarian and vegan families and so on. The 

level of debate and interest and discussions that happened in a group of 9-, 10-, and 11-year-olds took me by 

surprise. That is one example of how I saw it work when I was involved in it. 

Broadly speaking, the foundation's role is around facilitating and coordinating the things that we know are 

working well. In that instance, it would be identifying a practice that perhaps is working well and looking around 

how we can make that a model and discoverable to teachers in other parts of Australia. 

Senator RHIANNON:   On that ethics issue, would you feel that developing that in a more coordinated way, 

with it becoming a theme of the work, would help address the image issue that the industry is facing? 

Mr Stockwin :  Yes. 

Senator RHIANNON:   Excellent. 

Senator McKENZIE:   This is my last question. The foundation is mentioned a lot in the final report on 

workplace training and skills in agriculture, handed down in 2009. I just wanted to provide you with an 

opportunity to make comments on that. You are tasked with a few things to do through a lot of recommendations, 

and I am just wondering (a) how it is all going and (b) where it is all at? 

Mr Stockwin :  Specifically, there are two that we have focused on because they highlighted us as having the 

coordinating role. Recommendation 2 is around improving the access to materials, resources and so on. We 

launched our one-stop web portal, primezone, towards the end of last year. That currently has 50 to 60 resources 

for teachers on there. We currently have around 400 ready to upload, waiting to go. Unfortunately, what we are 

waiting on is further funding to enable us to do that. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Have you heard from the department about that funding to implement these 

recommendations? 

Mr Stockwin :  They have funded us for the past three financial years. It is implicit that that funding is to assist 

us in doing that as well as the other tasks that the foundation is charged with. However, the funding can only 

spread so far. In terms of recommendation 2, we have launched the one-stop web portal; we have undertaken a 

national stocktake of resources, which I mentioned before, and updated that twice; and we also commissioned the 

Australian Council for Educational Research to do that national benchmarking survey. That was in part funded by 

the DAFF contribution. However, as I have mentioned, that is as far as we go with the funding that we do have. 

With recommendation 4, which is around monitoring the efforts to improve initiatives in this area, again we are 

hamstrung by the funding that is available to us. We have updated the stocktake. We have provided quality 

assurances around some initiatives that are occurring. The report itself mentioned over 134 separate initiatives in 

training. Being one person who only commenced in April 2010, I have to say there is a limited amount that we 

can actually do. Again it comes down to a funding issue. 

We have had discussions and some coordination with some of the bodies mentioned, such as AgriFood Skills. 

We are in regular contact with AgriFood Skills Australia and Rural Skills Australia and we are currently 

developing a memorandum of understanding with PICSE to discuss how we may operate. The foundation itself is 

a broad-brush for Australia's 9½-thousand schools and every student within them, and PICSE is around explicitly 

looking at tertiary-bound science students. So we consider that if we are successful doing what we are doing we 

will create a bigger pool and a bigger catchment of students who will go into the PICSE program. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Recommendation 6 specifically says to report back to the Primary Industries 

Ministerial Council in late 2010. Did that happen? 
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Mr Stockwin :  No. We are currently looking at engaging with the Primary Industries Ministerial Council to 

provide them with an update. We are looking for an appropriate time to engage with them and bring them our 

view of the land so far. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Excellent. Thank you. 

CHAIR:   Thank you, Mr Stockwin. Time has beaten us. Thank you again for your submission and for 

appearing. 

Proceedings suspended from 14:47 to 15:00 
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LIVINGSTONE, Dr Simon, Principal, Marcus Oldham College 

 

Evidence was taken via teleconferenceð 

CHAIR:   Thank you very much for your submission and for your willingness to appear before the 
committee today. Would you be good enough to introduce your submission and I will then invite questions. 

Dr Livingstone:  I have been principal at Marcus Oldham College for the last 10 years. Our submission has 

briefly identified a number of areas that we think need discussion or investigation within the inquiry. We attract 

students from all around Australia. We are the only independent higher education provider in Australia. We have 

been operating for 50 years. Only 30 percent of our students come from Victoria. We are in a niche market here, 

where all of our courses are business management. We have agribusiness programs, farm management programs 

and an equine program. I am happy to answer any questions you may have. 

CHAIR:   Before going to my colleagues, could you give us your view on why it is that Marcus Oldham now is 

one of the only traditional agricultural colleges, if not the only one, in its own right offering tertiary level 

programs in agribusiness and agricultural management? You have had a chance to watch that over a period of 

time. You have watched the government owned, university run colleges go by the wayside as their own identities. 

Could you give an opinion as to why you think that has been the case and what the impact has been? 

Dr Livingstone:  We are governed by quite a large a board of 16 members that are very passionate about the 

organisation. I think there has been a real commitment by the organisation over this first 50 years. Because we 

have been independent, we have been managed solely by that board. We have not been influenced necessarily by 

outside bodies that have said that we should be offering these sorts of courses or these sorts of programs, so I 

think there has been real strength in the governance. We have an incredibly passionate alumni from all around 

Australia that really believe in the place and I think that has held us in good stead.  

I believe we have been progressive as far as some of the educational initiatives. We moved intentionally out of 

the VET sector years ago, although we have always written our own curriculum, and moved strategically more 

into higher education over the last 10 years. We believe that farmers and business managers now and into the 

future will need a degree in their various disciplines, so we have put a lot of effort into that. I think we have got 

some core values here that have related well to industry.  

All of our students need to have practical experience, certainly in agribusiness and farm management, before 

they come to us. So they finish grade 12 and all have to work on farms. Many of our students have worked for a 

number for years before they come to us. Our students have been well regarded in industry for having these 

practical skills and also the tertiary qualification, and I think they are pretty well rounded. As I say, we are in a 

niche market which is to educate the best farm business managers in Australia, so we do not claim to be offering 

scienceðchemistry, physics, biology or anything like that. We are a business college. I think it has had a 

significant impact nationally. When our graduates go back to their communities, I think a lot of them perform 

well and are leaders in their communities. The neighbours see what they are doing and that then feeds into our 

enrolment.  

CHAIR:   Thank you. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Dr Livingstone, what percentage of your student cohort are international students? 

Dr Livingstone:  Only a small number. Why that is, I am not so sure. We have not invested a lot of marketing 

into overseas countries. We have done a little bit in our equine grant. We have got five or six international 

students coming each year but it has not been our focus in agribusiness or in farm management. 

Senator McKENZIE:   In your submission on the impacts on agricultural research you mentioned two issues 

that I would like get some more comment around. One was under the heading of 'University research and doctoral 

outputs'. There you talk about 'soft money' and the constant search for grants in order to remain employed and the 

impact that has on long-term career development in research. Would you like to flesh that out a bit more? 

Dr Livingstone:  Sure. At the college we do not proclaim to be researchers although we have started a centre 

for the study of Australia, employed in part by academics from other universities who live locally. We have tried 

to be involved in practical research and to write journal articles and so forth to get into publication. That has been 

working quite well and we are going to invest some more money in that area. A lot of research is obtaining grants 

and using that money and then wondering where the next lot of money will come from. I do not have the data but 

most of us have read about agriculture and it being behind as far as research and innovation potentially into the 

future, and that is a real concern. Also, I think that there are some issues that need to be considered now rather 
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than later with the young academics going through university who are going to go on with some agricultural 

science. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Thank you. The submission goes on in the next section to say that 'apart from a certain 

hijacking to political interests of the serious research on agricultural production and business the number of 

people involved and the financial commitment has declined'. Could you flesh that out a bit more for us? 

Dr Livingstone:  One of the things I am considering there is where the dollars are best spent. Certainly in our 

area down here we have got the Birchip Cropping Group and we have had Southern Farming Systems. The 

Birchip Cropping Group would have to be a fantastic example of farmer based research. They have had some 

very good staff there and some very good research projects that have created some value throughout Victoria. I 

would say Southern Farming Systems certainly has been there in the past. It is about where the money is 

allocated, how it is best distributed and, of course, at the end of the day getting that knowledge back to be applied 

by farmers. 

Senator McKENZIE:   That brings me to my final point, and we have heard about it from a lot of people today 

and in submissions, and that is the research that is being conducted through the RDCs, universities et cetera. 

Some of the comments you made about the old role of state departments of agriculture in disseminating that 

informationðthat researchðto the 80 per cent of farmers that are not employing a private agronomist to assist 

them with their business were quite interesting. Do you have any recommendations for us or information you 

would like to feed in about that? 

Dr Livingstone:  One of the things is that most research papers you read are by their nature quite scientific and 

take a fair bit to digest and really understand. I tend to find that even a lot of the leading farmers in Australia are 

very good operators. Some have university degrees, some have diplomas. Most do not have postgraduate 

qualifications but if you look at the education levels of the farm sector compared with other sectors, it is well 

below other sectors in the community. To get the best out of research and to get more farmers taking up 

technologies and research, I see those education levels and the type of research and the way that research is 

presented to farmers to get better outcomes. Farmers do not tend to sit around and read research journals. They 

want to see how it is applied, they want to see farmers in their district uptaking technologies and then sit back and 

say, 'Is that making a difference?'  

Senator McKENZIE:   In your opinion, anecdotally, is that happening out there in the regions at a local level? 

Are we having the resources on the ground to disseminate that information? 

Dr Livingstone:  The Birchip Cropping Group is a good example. I know of young graduates who have been 

through colleges like Marcus Oldham and are in their own communities working together. Groups have come 

together and they say, 'Okay, how are we going to address this? What are the technologies? How can things be 

improved?' But that comes through this next generation of young people through education, through being 

confident in what they are doing and through wanting a career in farming. Farming is a business and it is quite 

difficult to get a good return. There is only probably a top percentage who are genuinely making good money, so 

there are some challenges there. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Thank you. My final area of interest is: you are training farm managers, whether to go 

back onto their own property or to go into the corporate farming sector. From your experience of your own 

graduates and their approach to animal husbandry and welfare management of their livestock: do you have any 

comments you would like to make about the calibre of people who are coming out of Marcus Oldham? 

Dr Livingstone:  I saw that in the comments for your inquiry. It is obviously going to be more topical. Our 

students see a lot of top business managers around Australia. They go to New Zealand on study tours, they go 

right through Victoria and South Australia talking to top business managers, and they learn a lot from them 

obviously about how livestock are treated, productivity gains and so forth. So I would say with our graduates that 

they are very conscious that if they are going to make money in farming and do a good job of it, obviously 

livestock husbandry is going to be right at the forefront. When we look at PETA and these organisations, I think 

our students understand the role that they have and that continuing role and influencing agriculture. Rather than 

necessarily fighting all of these areas, think about how it can be managed. There are always going to be threats in 

the business. Whether they are in a piggery or whatever, how can they run that and comply with animal welfare. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Thank you. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Dr Livingstone, the question I have asked a number of submitters today is: do you 

believe that the case for intervention by the government is compelling or should the industry be left to sort it out? 

I note with interest your article along with Peter Smith. I wonder if you want to crystallise some of those 

sentiments and place them on the record. 
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Dr Livingstone:  If we are talking education, one of the things I see is that I think there are too many providers 

of ag education in Australia. I said in that article that we have got 39 universities and 12 offer agricultural 

education. I would say that most of those ag faculties are struggling. If we look at the number of farmers we have, 

that has declined over time. I do not think it is necessarily a concern that we have got too many supplies. I would 

rather identify through the school system, the vet sector and also higher ed how all of those players are linked 

nationally, because they all have different roles. There is certificate I in the school sector through the TAFE sector 

into higher education. If you go into a medical faculty or a law faculty or a vet science faculty or whatever at 

university, it is very hard to get in and there are lots of students and so forth. But that is not the case in agriculture. 

I think that agriculture is seen as the discipline not to studyðthere are not many students there, staff lose morale, 

universities do not make money and so forth. 

I would also say that ag scienceðand this is just my own viewðhas always been a popular course. Certainly 

many decades ago it was incredibly popular, but I think business is becoming more important or just as important. 

Ag scientists go on and do careers and PhDs and so forth in that science area, but business certainly has a role. As 

far as intervention and the marketplace is concerned, the market has ultimately always operated. We are a fee-

paying institution, and we are audited by all the state government and federal government audits and so on. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Your last paragraph in the article Unis leaving the land? states:  

é education of people on the land was a national priority. It worked for us then. We need to take effective action that makes 

agricultural educationðalong with agricultural careers, lifestyles and incomesðsufficiently attractive to ensure a supply of 

new entrants. 

Where do you see the government or perhaps the deliberations of this committee being best directed? 

Dr Livingstone:  It is a hard question. One of the things that I think is apparent is that, though reducing HECS 

or whatever on agricultural courses has been done, it has not necessarily led to more students. I am trying to read 

up a bit more on maths and science and the problems they have had with getting entrants, because they might be a 

little bit similar to agriculture. Government intervention by reducing HECS debts for those who want to study 

agriculture I do not think has worked. I think students need to want to study. It is a big investment, whether you 

do a Bachelor of ag science or a course with us here, so how do you encourage young people to take on a career 

in agriculture? 

One of the things I am sensing is that, with the universities becoming uncapped now, more universities are 

going to be embarking on offering agricultural courses. I am tending to see that a little bit here in Victoria, but I 

am not sure where the students are going to come from. I know that the world population is growing and that, if 

you talk to people in Ireland and so forth, their agricultural courses are full. So I think we will get there, but not 

within the next 10 years or so. 

We focus a lot on quality here. We have small numbers, but we try to provide good quality. Sometimes in 

larger organisations with smaller numbers that is hard to do. How do we convince young people to embark on a 

career in agriculture? I suppose you have heard about careers counsellors and how we can get into the schools and 

fix in some of those programs that are underway. We have farm owners who tell their children that they should 

not go into agriculture. I think we will start to see that, due to the marketplace, as food becomes more important 

and maybe becomes more expensive, those who are in agriculture are going to have a wonderful opportunities. I 

do not have the answer there, but I think federal money or intervention needs to be wisely targeted rather than be 

given to all the universities out there that want to be part of agricultural education into the future. 

I talked about scholarships here, and we offer a lot, but they vary as to their uptake and the number of people 

who apply for them. Sometimes you wonder why, when we have scholarships worth, say, $20,000, more people 

do not apply for them. I think it has something to do with the parents not encouraging their son or daughter to go 

into agriculture, or maybe the student is out working on a property and does not have time to address the criteria 

of the scholarship or whatever. So we are spending a fair bit of time now thinking about how we can get higher 

uptakes of scholarships. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Your assessment there could easily mirror, for argument's sake, the transport 

industry, which has negativity in terms of new entrants and struggles to get younger people involved in transport 

and logistics. In light of that, are there any particular persons or organisations who are champions for agriculture 

and display best practice and are successful at encouraging younger entrants? 

Dr Livingstone:  I reckon there is a whole lot of single operating farmers that do a fantastic job. We have got a 

practical year whereby all of our farm management students go out there. They are employees for the year and 

they have to do two major case studies and they work with farmers around Australia. Many farmers are really 

championing that. They invest in and mentor young people. They have got very well-run properties. On the other 
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scale is a lot of pastoral companies, and we talk about family farms getting smaller and the pastoral companies 

buying up more land and so forth. I worked with pastoral companies for a long time, for eight years, on properties 

in Queensland and in the Northern Territory. I do not know that they invest as much in young people. I think there 

is an opportunity there if that is the way that agriculture is tending to go, that some of the large pastoral 

companies really invest in the people management side. It is hard to get young people into those businesses to 

work with educational providers. Quite often with a labour shortage young people go into the mines and farmers 

and pastoral companies get worried about losing staffðand if only we can change that culture a bit so that we 

actually invest in a young person and we get them training and we get them a diploma or an associate degree or a 

bachelor's degree and they work with that company and we build up a profession so that it is a good profession to 

be in. But it is about: 'You do need education and we're going to support you through that'ðI think that would be 

a good way forward. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Does your college attract students from urban areas seeking to establish careers in 

agriculture? 

Dr Livingstone:  Yes. We need to do more there. It is quite hard. Traditionally we tend to get students that are 

off properties, they have known about the college and they want to go back onto the family farm. It is quite 

difficult to get urban students into an agricultural college. It is probably more so at the certificate level. It is quite 

hard to get them at the degree level. We do not get many, but we might just have to work a bit harder there. 

CHAIR:   It has been put to the committee that one of the issues associated with young people not being 

pointed to a career in agriculture is a perception that agricultural education and research has not moved much 

beyond the processes of fertilisers being put in and obviously the costs associated with production et cetera. So 

there is a wonderful opportunity to be moving more towards biological methods of agriculture with methods to 

return carbon to the soil and to take a more holistic approach in the grazing context, and that is well understood 

with strip grazing or pulse grazing. So it is about relating that to the non-livestock areas of production. First of all, 

do you think students are turned off by their perception of how agriculture is practised? Secondly, is it your 

college's experience where you do or do not expose students to these varying approaches to agricultural 

production? 

Dr Livingstone:  It is a good question. We certainly do work in the classroom and then we take students out to 

see things. We get people to come and talk to our studentsðguest lecturers and leaders in their various fields. We 

are different from university. They get a lot of exposure to leading people and to technologies. So for most of our 

students agriculture is quite exciting. They have worked on farms and suddenly they come here and we take the 

blinkers off. They might be cattle people from around Longreach and Barcaldine and suddenly they come down 

here and are looking at all the intensive agriculture through Victoria and so forth. So it is about broadening their 

experience. One of the things is that the image of agriculture still is not good, and I do not know when that is 

actually going to change. When you see any media coverage of farmers it is obviously quite often not the best and 

I think some further work needs to be done in the media. 

There is this is issue of buying land and land ownership. If you are a young person and you are interested in 

farming, how are you going to buy a farm? If you want to set yourself up it can be quite difficult. So I think it is 

educating students that it is not just land ownership. Here are all these other areas. I think, too, when you think 

about what does a doctor do, what is a lawyer do, what does an accountant doðall of society have a fair grasp of 

what those people do. But if we say you are a farmer or a grazier or you are studying agriculture then the 

population really does not have a very good idea about what that person does. And I think farmers are not 

particularly good at showcasing their skills and knowledge. I think this will change and I think the likely federal 

review is certainly one good step there. But there is quite a good of work to do in those areas. 

CHAIR:   In the section which you have headed up 'Attracting young people' you have given three areas in 

addressing this: to communicate the business opportunities; identifying and developing financial pathways into 

farming; and presenting an image of agriculture as complex and sophisticated. The witness before you was from 

the Primary Industries Education Foundation and was presenting some data to us of the ignorance. He said in a 

survey of  a New South Wales University that 10 per cent of undergraduate students thought that the protein from 

beef was actually a vegetable protein, and I think 60 per cent of schoolkids thought that cotton was a fibre derived 

from animals.  

Where you sit as the principal of Marcus Oldham, you have indicated these as priorities. Do you believe that it 

is at the primary and secondary school levels that we need to be trying to have these three influences you speak 

of? Is it to parents, is it to teachers? Where do you think the best bang for the buck is? Secondly, what would be 

your recommendation to this committee as to how it would be achieved? 
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Dr Livingstone:  I think all along those chains. For people to come to Marcus Oldham, they start to think 

about that in about year 9 or 10. That is where they start. As far as educating young people about what cotton is, 

milk and all of these sorts of things obviously it is in the primary school now. It is always where are the resources 

going to come from and how is it best spent. It probably needs to start in the secondary type level.  

One of the incredibly powerful roles is that of the careers teachers and careers counsellors. I have gone and 

spoken to some in Tasmania and South Australia and so forth and it is surprising how little that they know about 

agriculture and the opportunities there, and that is what they do for their livingðthey are teaching students and 

they are giving students advice. So if there was a program there where there were some education, in a good way, 

of agricultural teachers whether it is through their curriculum or whether it is through their training, and those that 

are giving advice as far as careers to understand where agriculture sits. It is not just all those other professions that 

are probably a bit more sexier than agriculture. In the Australian Year of the Farmer and so forth there are some 

things that are happening there, but it is going to be quite a long-term process. Why can't we showcase some of 

our really good primary producers? Instead of them sitting up against an old broken-down ute, you have got a guy 

with a nice suit up against the BMW with things going pretty well in agriculture and agribusiness. He has got 

good practical, he has tertiary training. There are those people out there, so it is a bit of an image problem. The 

National Farmers Federation and the Victorian Farmers Federation, all those bodies, need to contribute to that 

image as well.  

CHAIR:   There has been a lot of commentary on the decline in investment in research and departments of 

agriculture and even CSIRO are changing their priorities away from agricultural research. You gave us a very 

good illustration of that. You mentioned your centre for the study of rural Australia and the difficulty you have 

had in attracting suitable recruits. Can you explain that to the committee? 

Dr Livingstone:  The centre has only been running a few years and has a reasonably small budget. We have 

tried to work out how we can contribute not only to our students learning but to the wider Victorian community. 

We have run forums here and they are on our website. We invite farmers in from around the district. We ran one 

on supply chain management and we have one coming up in March on carbon. We have a whole series here that 

are free for farmers. It is about getting farmers to come to the college and be engaged with really good topics. We 

have some work to do to relay that information out through the web page in the future. But I think there is a role 

to engage with farmers and to get them interested in education, even if it is only on short courses and these sorts 

of information areas. We have done some research here and put it through the Australian Farm Journal, some of 

the equine journals and so forth. The Australian Farm Institute is doing some good stuff. I agree with their work. 

With some of those articles they probably need to work out exactly what their target is. I think that is a good 

publication, but when you look at the publications available to agriculture there is not a lot that farmers use. There 

is a lot on the web and so forth, but there are some opportunities there as well. 

CHAIR:   You made the observation that you felt there were too many providers of agricultural education. Do 

you mean that there is an opportunity for programs to be developed by fewer institutions and for people to be 

provided with both external studies and contact with academics periodically so that there are fewer programs of a 

higher quality that are administered more centrally? Is that what you are getting at when you say there are too 

many providers? 

Dr Livingstone:  Yes. If you went to nearly every agricultural institution in Australia, but specifically 

universities, it would not be easy getting student numbers. So it is about a smaller number, quality and getting 

better graduates that suit the industry needs because there tends to be a disjoint there. My view has always been 

that students quite enjoy travelling. Our students come from interstate. There is also some learning in those areas. 

A fair bit of work has been done on online and external delivery, but I do not know that that works particularly 

well with those working in agriculture. If you have been working on a farm all day and you then have to come 

home and work online to get through your qualifications, it sounds good and it works well in other disciplines, but 

I do not think it works particularly well in agriculture. I always think that farmers lead fairly lonely lives on the 

farm and to be able to get away and personally develop from interaction with other students and from a residential 

environment before they go back and spend the rest of their life on the farm would be a wonderful way to learn. It 

is not just the knowledge they are gaining at the college; it is about personal growth and development. I think 

there could be some work done in encouraging young people to embark on higher education and also to think 

about mentorsðnot necessarily just going to the local provider. I think we need mentors in the communities to 

identify young people who have some prospects and to say, 'You don't just want to go home onto the family farm. 

Take some time off. Go overseas or do some study but broaden your pool of understanding and personal 

development.' How that is supported is, as I say, through the rural communities themselves. It does not all had to 

be government money, careers counsellors, teachers or agriculture. 



Page 52 Senate Wednesday, 1 February 2012 

 

EDUCATION, EMPLOYMENT AND WORKPLACE RELATIONS REFERENCES COMMITTEE 

I also think there is a lot of untapped human talent in rural communities. For a lot of people who should be 

taking ag education but do not they did not like school. To be successful you do not have to have been the highest 

achiever at school. A mentor could say, 'I think education would really benefit you.' Then when they have got an 

education they can go back onto the farm and into their communities and that adds real value to rural 

communities. I think people can play a role in that area. 

CHAIR:   Do your graduates demand ongoing education formally or informally and, if so, how do you deliver 

that? 

Dr Livingstone :  We have started a graduate certificate and a graduate diploma of agribusiness external and in 

part that was to keep our alumni up-to-date by strong learning. Some of our graduates do further study. A lot do 

not, but what you do find is that because they have had an undergraduate experience they are pretty quick to go to 

short courses, to field days and to catch up on the latest technology and all of those things. So it might not be 

formal education but they are certainly progressive in seeking information and talking to lawyers, accountants, 

agribusiness advisors and bank managers. They have a bit of confidence that they can do that and that is 

important. 

CHAIR:   That concludes the questions we have. Again I thank you for your submission and for the time you 

have given us this afternoon. 

Dr Livingstone:  I would really have loved to be up there. I just could not today. I think your inquiry is 

excellent timing and I am happy to be a part of it. 

CHAIR:   Thank you very much, Dr Livingstone. 
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BAIGENT, Mr Karl, Assistant Director, Policy Section, Policy and Analysis Branch, Higher Education 

Division, Department of Innovation, Industry, Science, Research and Tertiary Education 

WARBURTON, Mr Mark, Higher Education Division, Department of Innovation, Industry, Science, 

Research and Tertiary Education 

WHITE, Ms Linda, General Manager, Industry Workforce Branch, Department of Innovation, Industry, 

Science, Research and Tertiary Education 

CHAIR:   Welcome. I remind witnesses the Senate has resolved that an officer of a department of the 

Commonwealth or a state shall not be asked to give opinions on matters of policy and shall be given reasonable 

opportunity to refer questions asked of the officer to superior officers or to a minister. This resolution prohibits 

only questions asked for opinions on matters of policy and does not preclude questions asking for explanations of 

the policies or factual questions about when and how they were adopted. The committee has received a 

submission from the department. Because of recent machinery of government changes, you have been called to 

give evidence as experts on tertiary education and vocational education and training. I invite you to make a short 

opening statement at the conclusion of which I will invite members of the committee to put questions to you. 

Ms White:  We had not planned to make an opening statement other than to point out to the committee that 

when the DEEWR submission was put forward, information from Mr Warburton and my areas of the department 

were included in that submission. So we will be able to answer your questions and will be delighted to take your 

questions on the areas in which we have expertise. We may not be able to answer questions that are in other parts 

of the DEEWR portfolio and I am not sure whether other officers from that department are appearing before the 

committee. We will do our best to answer what we can for you, but we certainly contributed to our parts of the 

submission. 

CHAIR:   Thank you. Should there be gaps, I am sure they will be picked up in a later hearing. Senator 

Gallacher, would you like to commence the questions for the department. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Thank you, Chair. In your submission there are a number of areas where you 

indicate significant investments over three years: $19.1 million on page 142, $42.5 million also on page 142. Can 

you give us an indication of the success, the participation rates or the improvement in participation rates from 

unemployment to employment in those regions? 

Ms White:  We are not in the area of the department that deals with the labour market statistics. That is 

actually still in DEEWR. 

Senator GALLACHER:   We have heard all day that there is low engagement in the agricultural workforce. Is 

there anything that you can point to where there is progressive improvement in participation or education? 

Ms White:  I certainly have statistics here for vocational education and training and participant numbers and so 

on. Would you like me toð 

Senator GALLACHER:   We would certainly like to hear the government's view, the actions taken and the 

success thereof. 

Ms White:  I am looking at data here for the National Centre for Vocational Education Research, the agency 

which provides information on the vocational education and training sector. I could probably provide this to the 

committee because it is public data and it can be collected from the NCVER. I have some figures here for the 

certificates that are in the agriculture sector. There is a range of them from animal care certificates through to 

agriculture, horticulture, conservation and land management for instance. Probably the main one is the certificate 

that does deal specifically with agriculture. If I look at the student enrolments there, I can see that from 2002, 

which is the first year of statistics I have here, there is a total of 9,913 enrolments in the various certificate levels 

from certificate I right up to diploma and higher. If I look at 2011, which will be the latest data, I can see 11,793 

enrolments. So we can see that the number of enrolments in vocational education and training has increased and if 

I look at the trend I can see that it increased into 10,000 or so up to 2006, went down slightly in 2007 and 2008 

and then continued to increase from 2009. 

Senator GALLACHER:   On page 138, paragraph 5, it says the government has committed $690 million to 

regional higher education, training and research infrastructure through the Education Investment Fund, which 

provides support for regional students. Can you describe the outcomes there and in particular has there been any 

improvement in Indigenous participation in that commitment? 
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Mr Warburton :  The $690 million is expenditure from the Education Investment Fund. There has been a 

range of different funding rounds of different orientations. By and large they are funding infrastructure 

collaborative arrangements between the VET and higher education sectors, so there is a range of things. I could 

take on notice and give to you details of the projects that have been funded. They will all be at different stages. 

With some of them when the government has committed to those projects the expenditure can occur over several 

years, so for some of them it would be difficult to indicate what their outcomes might be and what impact they 

might have had on student participation. It is not in my branch but I can get you some additional details and, 

where possible, information on the outcomes of those projects if that would assist the committee. 

CHAIR:   In that same vein and on that $690 million, could you indicate in the information that you provide 

back to the committee, Mr Warburton, whether any of that $690 million was actually earmarked for regional 

higher education in agriculturally related areas or whether it was $690 million for higher education training and 

research in regions generally. 

Mr Warburton :  Yes. 

CHAIR:   Secondly, for those that you are able to tell us about that have or are to be funded, could you give us 

some indication as to any of those that actually have been approved to provide that in the agriculturally related 

disciplines. 

Mr Warburton :  Yes, no problem. 

Ms White:  Chair, I have just realised that the figures that I quoted before for the agriculture students are for 

Australian apprentices, so they are the NCVER figures for the trend in Australian apprentices in agriculture. 

CHAIR:   So those were those 2002-on figures? 

Ms White:  Yes, that is correct. I apologise. I have just noticed 'Australian apprenticeships' on the top of that 

page. 

CHAIR:   Thanks, Ms White. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Is there data indicating that we are facing a critical skills shortage in the 

agribusiness area? 

Mr Warburton :  DEEWR, the department that we were formally part of, does a range of research into skills 

shortages that it keeps on its website and there is a reference there. It certainly has identified specific shortages in 

agricultural areas. For instance, for agricultural scientists and consultants it has clearly identified that there are 

shortages. For agricultural technicians the picture is somewhat less clear because of the very wide diversity and 

the different sorts of tasks that are undertaken. I think that research also helps inform matters such as the skilled 

occupations list, which is used for immigration purposes in the areas of skills shortage. For instance, you will find 

on that list, and it is also available on the website, items such as agricultural engineers, environmental engineers, 

agricultural consultants, agricultural scientists, foresters and veterinarians. Criticality is not a matter that I can 

comment on, but the employment department has clearly identified shortages in those areas in the more 

qualitative material that it gets, so when it identifies shortages it then tries to contact employers. The sense that it 

was ascertaining from that more qualitative work was that shortages occurred not so much for entry-level people 

into occupations but in areas where employers' needs were for experienced staff. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Can you describe the process associated with the funding to deploy 34 regional 

education and jobs coordinators and what stage it is at? Is it fully functional? 

Ms White:  That sits in the other part of DEEWR; it is in the regional area of DEEWR. I do know that the 

RESJs, as we call them, are on the ground and working in regional Australia. My understanding is that they are 

departmental officersðpeople who are in regional areas and who work with stakeholders in those regions to 

address regional needs. They have quite a broad remit which goes from looking at early childhood right through 

to schooling and into skills and higher education, so they have quite a broad scope of function. 

Senator GALLACHER:   Perhaps, Chair, it would be appropriate if we got a briefing note that from the 

respective department. 

CHAIR:   I think it would be. 

Ms White:  We could get information for the committee from our colleagues in DEEWR for you.  

Senator GALLACHER:   Thank you. 

Senator McKENZIE:   We have some lists for completion rates for domestic students for 10 years around ag 

and enviro et cetera. I am just wondering about the number of international students who are studying those, both 

at the undergraduate and postgraduate level, given that our higher education system over the last 10 years has now 
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swung heavily to demand-driven and the importance of international students on the decision-making processes of 

universities in terms of the dollars they bring in. 

Mr Warburton :  The tables in the submission are the domestic students. I have total students, which includes 

those domestic students as well asð 

Senator McKENZIE:   So, if I take one from the other, I will get the international students? 

Mr Warburton :  Absolutely. I have them for 2010. In 2010, there were 18,464 students enrolled in that broad 

field of education. There were 3,773 completions in 2010. I do not have the commencers; I only have the total 

enrolled. 

Senator McKENZIE:   That is fine. 

Mr Warburton :  No, hang onðI think we do have the commencers for 2010. It is 6,893. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Is it possible, on notice if required, to have that broken down from postgrads, such as 

doctoral students? As I am out on the ground, I am hearing that there are a lot of doctoral international students in 

ag and enviro, and I am just wanting to see some information about that. 

Mr Warburton :  We could give youð 

Senator McKENZIE:   I just want the breakdown between undergrads and postgrads. 

Mr Warburton :  Would you like it for total or domestic? 

Senator McKENZIE:   I would like domestic and international. 

Mr Warburton :  Okay, we will give you full figures. 

Senator McKENZIE:   You do the sums, and I will get the data. Are you able to comment on the trades 

training centres? 

Ms White:  That sits in our schools area, but would you like us to take something on notice and get some 

information for the committee? 

Senator McKENZIE:   Yes, the trade training centresðhow many are in the regions and the types of courses 

being offered specific to the areas our committee is looking at. 

Ms White:  No problem. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Ag units of study received the highest rate of government higher ed funding. We also 

give HECS breaks to those studying it, and what we have heard today and in our submissions is that it is not 

making a lot of difference in terms of uptake. I was wondering whether we had looked overseas at what is 

working over there in terms of attracting young people to agricultural science and environmental science. 

Mr Warburton :  Just a comment, you said we give HECS breaks. 

Senator McKENZIE:   What is it called now? Is it HELP? 

Mr Warburton :  HELP, yes. So in terms of the subsidy under the Commonwealth grants scheme? 

Senator McKENZIE:   Yes. 

Mr Warburton :  They get the highest rate of subsidy. A student studying agriculture is in the band 2 HECS 

contribution and there are circumstances in which some students who are working in some areas of agriculture 

can get a HECS-HELP benefit. That is a bit of a mixed picture. If they have done science and maths, agricultural 

science is not included in that. They can get the benefit but the benefit applies if they are working in some areas 

of agricultural science. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Yes. What I am trying to say is that we do all these things to try and assist this to 

happen and to make it happen. What we have heard is that it is extremely expensive to run these agricultural 

science courses. I am wondering about it internationally and if we have looked overseas to see if they are having 

similar difficulties and to see some of the solutions that they might have adopted  to address their workforce 

issues in agricultural training. 

Mr Warburton :  We are not aware of any specific research along those lines. It could have occurred and we 

would not have been aware of it. But, off the top of my head, I cannot help you; I am sorry. 

Senator McKENZIE:   That is all right. I might type that one up and submit that on notice, if that is okay. I 

now refer to the priority occupations list. 

Mr Warburton :  Is that the skilled occupations list that I was referring to before and that is used for skilled 

immigration purposes? 



Page 56 Senate Wednesday, 1 February 2012 

 

EDUCATION, EMPLOYMENT AND WORKPLACE RELATIONS REFERENCES COMMITTEE 

Senator McKENZIE:   I knew what that one was. I have underlined this one as I was reading the submission 

and was thinking about if this was a different thing or the same thing. It is on page 140 of the submission and it is 

at the bottom paragraph at 'National Workforce Development Fund'. 

CHAIR:   It is on page 4 of your submission, Mr Warburton. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Yes, it is on page 140 of our papers. So I am referring to the bottom paragraph. 

Ms White:  Yes, Senator, I have found it. The National Workforce Development Fund does have a rather long 

list of qualifications on it. It is an occupational list and it is for recipients to put forward applications under that 

list. I did not bring a copy of that list with me but I can provide that to the committee. It is a public list. It is up on 

our website. It is based on the research from that labour market area of DEEWR and the surveys that Mr 

Warburton talked about before, so it is certainly based on that analysis. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Okay and thank you, Ms White. 

CHAIR:   Can I go back, please, to the agriculture units of study that receive the highest rate of government 

higher education funding, being $19,542 per Commonwealth supported place in 2011 through the grants scheme. 

Can you explain what that means? Does that mean that in each of the years of agricultural science a full-time 

student attracts $19,500 in funding to the institution where they are studying? Is that what that means? 

Mr Warburton :  That is correct. All of these rates are in equivalent full-time student terms, so using 'full-time 

student' is good. The direct government subsidy is worth $19,542. That is what we pay the university. That 

student would have a maximum student contribution amount. As for the student contribution amount, it is up to 

the university to charge whatever they choose between zero and the maximum. Most tend to charge at the 

maximum. The maximum is $7,756. 

CHAIR:   Is that figure a figure over the $19,500? 

Mr Warburton :  Absolutely. That means the total funding envelope for a full-time studentðor otherwise 

called a student placeðis $27,298. 

CHAIR:   The balance of that figure over and above the $19,500 is presumably the tuition fee that the student 

pays. 

Mr Warburton :  Yes. With Commonwealth supported places we call it the student contribution to distinguish 

it from a full-fee-paying place, but effectively it is the fee. The student can pay it directly or they can take out a 

HELP loan to that value. If they take out a HELP loan to that value we literally pay that amount for the student to 

the institution, so the institution receives the $27,298. 

CHAIR:   Would there be on a web page somewhere that equivalent figure for different university courses? If 

it is available we do not need to be asking you to provide it, but I would just be interested to know what the fee is 

for a student studying law or accounting or arts or veterinary science or whatever. 

Mr Warburton :  You could quite readily find the maximum fees on the Going to University website. You 

would be able to download a table that gave you theð 

CHAIR:   Would that total fee identify the Commonwealth supported figure: the equivalent of the $9,500? 

Mr Warburton : We can provide you a table. That might beð 

CHAIR:   If you could, it would certainly saveð 

Mr Warburton :  We will give you that across all the disciplines. 

CHAIR:   Thank you. Did the MyUniversity website hit the target of January? Is it up and running or not yet? 

Mr Warburton :  It will be in March. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I see how you can search on the MyUniversity website, but geography and regional 

location is not one of those. So if you want to study at a regionalð 

Mr Baigent:  It will have information by campus, as I understand it, and by what courses are available at each 

campus, so effectively it covers regional areas. 

CHAIR:   The bottom of page 2 of the submission says that the 2010-11 budget had a provision of $20 million 

under the Rural Tertiary Hardship Fund. Are you able to tell us or take on notice whether or not that sum of $20 

million was actually taken up, and can you tell us what the application number was? In other words, were there 

many more applicants than there were funds available? I would be most interested in knowing the extent to which 

those funds did provide assistance to the students in the target group. If you could do that, I would appreciate it. 

Mr Warburton :  That is fine. That remains in DEEWRðit is coming with usðso we will take it on notice 

and get back to you. 
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CHAIR:  All right; I will not be asking it in estimates, I suppose! In some evidence given earlier in the day, 

comments were made that in many trades and other disciplines apprenticeships are the most appropriate and best 

form of training, be it a plumbing apprenticeship or hairdressing or whatever. The point made by several 

witnesses was that, in agriculturally related disciplines, apprenticeships are not appropriate in the sense of the 

seasonality and the need for actual skills training in a certain area. In fact, we were told by one of the witnesses 

that there is a completion rate of about 20 per cent in many formal traineeships because the person enrols, they get 

the skills that were actually needed for the task at hand and then they tend to drop out because other components 

are not of interest to them at that stage. 

Is there a trend in fundingðand I am not asking you for policy development but for what is happening, if you 

are able to tell meðtowards more formal apprenticeships in the allocation of funds, or is the allocation of funds 

still along the lines of apprenticeships where they are most appropriate and traineeships where they are most 

appropriate? 

Ms White:  Certainly apprenticeships and traineeships is a model where a person does theoretical training 

coupled with on the job training. You were talking about the traditional trades where a person is in an automotive 

workshop and they are learning to be a mechanic and they go off to a provider and do classroom based study or 

simulator study and then they come back and practise it on the job. Traineeships are probably much more flexible 

and usually go for a much shorter period of time although everything is competency based these days and has 

been for a number of years. I have read most of the submissions and I can see that the industry is sayingðand this 

is what you referred to, Senatorðthat people are appearing to want to do building blocks, and I think that is the 

sort of terminology that was used in some of the written submissions. If we think about the COAG targets, what 

we are trying to do is get people full qualifications, so we actually do want them to finish and get a full certificate 

III and above. That is certainly where we are wanting to go in terms of COAG and of halving the number of 

people who do not have a certificate at that level. 

In terms of funding, people call it skill sets and I do not know whether the term skill sets has been used in the 

hearings today. There are different sorts of skill sets. Certainly there are endorsed skill sets that sit in training 

packages. If we have a look at the ones that are in the agriculture industry that sit under the agrifoods skills ISC, 

we see there are 109 endorsed skill sets within their training package. They are things where people are doing a 

number of competencies. This is where people in industry have sat with the Industry Skills Council and said, 

'Look, here's a grouping of units that we think sit together and are short, so you are not doing a full qualification.' 

In terms of funding, some states and territories who are the main funders of the delivery of vocational education 

and training may fund skill sets. In our new National Workforce Development Fund, which is the one where we 

referred to the priority list earlier, we do fund skill sets, those ones that are in training packages. We fund them in 

cases where people already have a qualification, because we are looking for people to get the certificate III 

qualification. I actually have in my folder the list of all the ones in the agrifoods package, and they are in all the 

training packages. You can do something like manual handling, for instance, or basic chainsaw operations. They 

are those sorts of things and they are endorsed units that have been through a process. So there is funding 

available for those, but it would be targeted at people who already have skills. 

CHAIR:   Can I ask you this as an extension of that, and it is certainly in line with what the questions were this 

morning. Does it exist now or is there the capacity for somebody in the agriculturally related disciplines to 

actually undertake an agreed number of these skill sets, complete them successfullyðpresumably they are given 

some sort of a rating in terms of their complexity and the number of hours et ceteraðand, having achieved a 

certain number of points or hours of the skill sets, be then entitled to some degree of certification? As a rider to 

that, I can understand a scenario in which the authorities might say that 'included in that module or approach we 

require a certain number of core or essential skill sets or modules but the candidate can actually complete the 

certificate by successfully completing a multiple of other skill sets'. 

Ms White:  The vocational education system is based around units of competency and there is no reason why 

theoretically a student cannot go and enrol in several units of competencies and do those competencies and be 

deemed competent. A registered training organisation would issue them with what is called a statement of 

attainment. So over time they could build up units of competencies in a particular qualification and they would 

get credit for the statements of attainment that they had and be awarded that qualification. That could be over a 

long period of time. In terms of skill sets themselves and those ones in endorsed training packages, I am certainly 

not an expert on training packages and I am not sure yet whether they are aligned to the AQF, which is what all 

the units of competency would be aligned to, but an RTO would need to have on the scope of registration the 

qualification that sits behind those skill sets. So these endorsed skill sets that I spoke about are linked to the 
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training packages and my understanding is that an RTO would issue something to that person to say that they 

have completed that skill set. 

CHAIR:   A statement of attainment or achievement? 

Ms White:  Attainment. Only a registered training organisation can issue such a certificate. 

CHAIR:   As you say, they have got to be aligned with the AQF, which I understand. That would appear to be 

a mechanism that this committee could look at further and get some further advice on. It may well end up serving 

the needs of the employees and the employers and at the same time maintaining the integrity of the overall VET 

sector in terms of qualifications. 

Ms White:  I think there are lots of skill sets in the agriculture one. I can see the sorts of ones the industry have 

said that they need. They are in peak reproduction and all sorts of things. Other people want to do things like just 

pluck a unit of competency from one particular qualification and one from another and they may not join up to 

eventually form a certificate as such, but if it is a proper unit of competency they will have a statement of 

attainment that is recognisable across Australia. 

CHAIR:   That is right. I understand that. I have no other questions. 

Senator McKENZIE:   I have a question on the Primary Industries Education Foundation. On page 2 of your 

submission you say it was established in 2008 and brings together the education and training sector, some 

industry and some government bodies to try and pull together, at the primary and secondary school level, this 

conversation that we are trying to have. We know what it is and you have stated what it is. Can you flesh out that 

paragraph a bit more for us in terms of the department's perspective on it? 

Ms White:  I am not personally familiar with the organisation but I thought their submission was interesting so 

I did ask for a bit of information about what the organisation is. It did look like an organisation that is a 

foundation and has a number of industry partners. I notice that the Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture is 

one of their stakeholders and also Meat and Livestock Australia and so on. It appeared to me when I read their 

submission that it looked like they may have originally have had some Commonwealth funding, perhaps through 

the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry. 

CHAIR:   That is correct. 

Ms White:  As far as I am aware it is not funded from vocational education and training, nor higher ed by the 

sounds of it. 

Mr Warburton :  No. 

Ms White:  Whether it does receive some funding from our schools area, I am not sure. Do you want us to see 

if we can find that out? 

Senator McKENZIE:   It would be fantastic if you could find that out. 

CHAIR:   It seemed to me that there was a tremendous opportunity for synergy between these 34 regional 

education skills and jobs coordinators and this Primary Industries Education Foundation, which is obviously very 

thin on the ground. 

Ms White:  We will find out when we talk to that regional area whether there is some link between those two 

programs if you like. 

Senator McKENZIE:   And the RDCs, because I know they have got some RDCs involved and it would seem 

that a variety of RDCs have identified industry skills shortages for their own industry and are taking a variety of 

approaches on how to address that. 

On industry collaboration, we have heard a lot today about PICSE. Enid Blyton references aside, I was 

interested, as a Victorian senator who is passionate about regional areas, that Victoria is actually not one of the 

places in our Commonwealth where PICSE is active. It obviously collaborates with universities, regional 

communities and local primary industries to do exactly what we want, which is to attract people to tertiary 

science. We have seen in my home state a retraction in the number of ag colleges et cetera over time. Is there 

some way to flesh out the whys and the wherefores of that fact that I do not know about? 

Mr Wa rburton :  The whys and wherefores of why Victoria is not involved? 

Senator McKENZIE:   Of why it is currently active centres located in New South Wales, Queensland, South 

Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania. I am sorry I am being parochial but I am a senator. 

Mr Warburton :  I have a recollection of asking this question last year, but I cannot recall the answer. 

Mr Baigent:  I suspect it is a matter for the PICSE organisation and whether anyone from Victoria has either 

asked to be involved or been invited to be involved by the PICSE group. 
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Senator McKENZIE:   Is your department in charge of the funding of PICSE? 

Mr Warburton :  We did provide the funding. It was one-off project funding under the Diversity and 

Structural Adjustment Fund. That funding ran from 2009 to 2011. My recollection of the response that I got last 

year when I inquired as to why there was nothing in Victoria is that, broadly, there had been attempts to have 

parties in Victoria involved but they had failed to get an interested party to work with. I can see if we have 

something on file that might flesh out for you, but we may not. I will check. 

Senator McKENZIE:   Thank you. 

CHAIR:   That concludes our questions. I thank you for your appearance today and answering questions and 

for agreeing to take on notices those questions that are now in other areas. We are most appreciative. I also thank 

other witnesses who have appeared today. That concludes today's proceedings. 

Committee adjourned at 16:17 
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