Confidential Communication

March 3, 2003
The Secretariat
Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Committee
Room SG.62, Parliament House
CANBERRA ACT 3560
Dear Senators
I welcome the opportunity to put a submission to the Committee on the Wheat Marketing Act Amendment Bill 2002. I am a grain grower from Dubbo, NSW, who has been actively participating and pursuing urgently needed reforms of Australia’s export wheat marketing arrangements.

Although the current arrangements were set up with the best intentions and industry wide consultation, they have proven to be severely deficient in a number of areas which I sincerely believe is to the detriment of growers.

Currently the Wheat Export Authority (WEA), as the industry regulator, is pathetic and virtually irrelevant to most growers. It was set up under the amended Wheat Marketing Act (WMA) to control Single Desk export of wheat and to monitor and report on AWB International’s (AWBI) performance to the Minister and growers. This regulatory position was there primarily to protect grower interests in the absence of the old Australian Wheat Board. It is not doing this.

It is for this reason that I have a major problem that under the proposed amendment a charge be levied at growers to fund the WEA. This should be strenuously opposed unless the WEA takes an active role as industry regulator in wheat export arrangements. If the WMA needs to be amended to achieve this then this is the opportunity. But full consideration of the WEA’s operating environment is essential if grower interests are to be put before commercial ones. This is the WEA’s true role.

The WEA’s operating environment is routinely involved with AWBI and its parent company and contracted commercial service provider, AWB Ltd. The WEA cannot simply ignore the fundamental conflict that exists where a commercial company with shareholder interests dominates the Board of AWBI, the holder of the Single Desk. Currently it chooses to do so with no acceptable explanation.

The relationship between AWB Ltd and its subsidiary AWBI is central to the current problems in the industry. It has real and measurable implications in the transparency of information and the existence of a competitive supply chain. Both have been highlighted in independent and credible industry reports into the current wheat marketing arrangements put out by Accenture and Kronos.

The WEA’s role in reporting to the Minister, and more specifically, growers, has been nothing short of insulting. Their minimalist and narrow interpretation of the WMA has not only allowed the development of the problems mentioned above but culminates in a Grower Report which is grossly inadequate and generally supportive of AWB Ltd’s commercial interests in providing services to AWBI.

The current funding arrangements for the WEA, which are due to expire are what remains of monies already collected from growers through he Wheat Industry Fund. To date no Government money has been spent however for yet growers are still to see any tangible benefits or accountability.

If the WEA is to be funded in the future it should have the power, resolve and independence similar to other competition regulators such as the ACCC. I put it to the committee that its recommendation to Parliament should be to amend the WMA to this effect, and that the separation of AWBI and AWB Ltd should be considered in any amendment of the Act.

I propose that any levy on growers be matched dollar for dollar by Government due to the broader community benefit of a successful wheat industry. Under no circumstances would a levy on growers be acceptable if reporting and accountability is not improved. This is already costing growers dearly.

In conclusion I urge you to consider the broader implications of simply legislating to fund a cash strapped WEA. Although from the outset, the intentions of the WMA were good, it has most certainly failed growers.

I thank you again for the opportunity to contribute.

Yours sincerely,

Tom Harvey
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Dubbo MS4
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