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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The Council of Rural Research and Development Corporations (CRRDC) welcomes the 
Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper process as a timely opportunity to set the future 
direction for Australian agriculture, including rural research, development, extension and 
marketing (RDE&M), in the coming decades. 
 
Our response to the Issues Paper focuses on the key question posed in relation to the RDC 
model: How can industries and governments better identify, prioritise and fund research, 
development and extension? (Identified under Issue Six: Improving the competitiveness of 
inputs to the supply chain). We also respond to secondary questions about the current R&D 
model, how additional funding should be spent, and the role of Research & Development 
Corporations (RDCs) in primary industries. While we recognise the Government is focusing 
the Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper particularly on the agricultural sector and 
excluding fisheries and forestry, those industry sectors are covered by the RDC model and 
any discussion about the model applies equally to them. 
 
As RD&E underpins innovation and productivity in primary industries it is more significant 
than its focus in the Issues Paper might suggest. Future policy settings for rural RD&E will 
have impacts on many aspects of the sector, and a direct bearing on most of the topics 
outlined in the Issues Paper, in particular (1) Ensuring local and global food security, (2) 
Decision-making for improved farm-gate returns, (4) Increasing the competitiveness of the 
sector and its value chains, and (8) Enhancing agricultural exports.  
 
The rural research and development corporations (RDCs), which are a mix of statutory 
authorities and industry-owned companies (IOCs), are a long-standing partnership between 
industry and Government to plan, invest in, manage and evaluate RD&E that delivers 
economic, environmental and social benefits for rural industries and the nation. They 
prioritise, coordinate and integrate the needs of industry and Government and align the 
capabilities of research providers responsible for primary industries RD&E. The underlying 
robustness of the RDC model and its importance in bringing the requisite innovation to the 
future of Australian primary industries were convincingly argued during the 2010 
Productivity Commission inquiry, and accepted by Government, which has remained 
strongly committed to the model and has increased its funding commitment. 
 
The CRRDC and the rural RDCs welcome a bold and ambitious vision for Australian 
agriculture, which will largely be achieved through investment in innovative technologies 
and their adoption. As the leading drivers of innovation in agriculture, the expertise and 
deep knowledge of these organisations can be harnessed to work with Government in 
envisioning an ambitious and realistic future for Australian agriculture, and, importantly, 
then delivering it. We urge Government to draw on the capacity of the RDCs to help 
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envision the future of Australian agriculture, based on our expertise in innovation, and to 
use the RDC model as the mechanism to deliver this desired future. 
 
Public RD&E accounted for nearly a third of broadacre farming’s productivity growth 
between 1952/53 and 2006/07. Continuing investment in RD&E, including international 
collaboration, is essential in developing the innovations needed to address future challenges 
and increase productivity, which are two of the preconditions for farm gate profitability. The 
links between competitiveness, productivity and profitability are complex. While 
productivity improvements are identifiable and controllable (and within the remit of the 
RDCs), direct profitability increases are not. The RDCs are only one component of Australia’s 
Rural RD&E system which also includes the Commonwealth, state and territory 
governments, CSIRO, universities and private industry.  
 
Australian public RD&E shows consistent and long-term strong returns on investment, as 
shown in numerous evaluations drawing on a wide range of techniques and measures. The 
consistently high returns suggest that there may be under investment in public rural R&D, 
and that Australia would receive substantial benefits from additional investment. 
 
The current RDC model is successful in advancing innovation in rural RD&E and providing 
return on investment for industry and Government. It links Government, science, producers 
and processors, and aims to create value chains within agricultural supply chains. While the 
RDCs are accountable to industry and Government we have a degree of independence and 
flexibility. We have a solid track record of striking the appropriate balance between public 
and industry benefits. 
 
Research, development and extension are part of a continuum which stretches from the 
identification of a problem or challenge, to the investigation of causes and responses, 
development of potential solutions and ultimately adoption of a new technology or 
improved management practice. The RDCs understand this continuum and invest at all 
stages to unlock the value of R&D for the benefit of producers, Government, the community 
and the environment.  
 
Under recent legislative changes the RDCs are now all able to carry out industry marketing 
activities1, if their industries agree and support the collection of a separate levy to fund the 
work. Marketing can help to close the RD&E loop, connecting producers to consumers 
through the supply chain. There is also the possibility of future collaborative marketing 
efforts that can help tackle some of the serious challenges facing agriculture, including 
public disconnection, negative perceptions, and the access to future labour and skills in 
agriculture. 
  

                                                
1 Not all of the rural RDCs intend to carry out marketing activities. 
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Public sector investment in Australian agricultural R&D will form the backbone of the system 
for the foreseeable future. The fundamental market failure conditions that prompted the 
establishment of the RDCs have not changed. The broadening to all RDCs of Commonwealth 
matching-funds arrangements for voluntary contributions is a positive step towards 
leveraging additional private investment in rural RD&E. But, with many the RDCs already at 
their matchable cap limit, this mechanism on its own is unlikely to generate a significant 
increase in private investment. 
 
The CRRDC is pleased to see the Government’s recognition of the need for greater 
investment. We recommend that the commitment of an additional $100m over four years 
to rural RDCs should be focused through a small number of large programs to achieve the 
greatest outcomes, rather than be allocated widely to multiple small projects. The RDCs 
welcome the opportunity to work with the Government to design and implement well-
targeted and effective cross-sectoral research addressing key challenges such as how to 
effectively extend R&D in the 21st century. We also strongly encourage the Government to 
consider ways to leverage its investment.  
 
Areas for further exploration include the need for quality supply chain data in agriculture 
(including data collection to assist RD&E performance assessment and reporting) and ways 
of streamlining the regulatory burden so that more of the RDCs’ resources can be put to 
RD&E. 
 
The CRRDC appreciates the opportunity to respond to the Agricultural Competitiveness 
White Paper Issues Paper. We are keen to work with Government to set a bold and 
ambitious future direction for Australian agriculture, underpinned by innovation. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The CRRDC and the RDCs welcome the Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper process as 
a timely opportunity to set the future direction for Australian agriculture.  
 
We note the breadth and scope of the numerous issues raised within the Issues Paper. Rural 
RD&E is specifically mentioned as part of Issue Six, which poses the question: How can 
industries and governments better identify, prioritise and fund research, development and 
extension?  
 
Further, the Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper Task Force has posed the following 
questions to rural RDCs in relation to the Agricultural Competitiveness Issues Paper: 

 We are interested in your views on the current R&D model – and whether you think 
there are changes that are needed.  

 We are interested in how the $100 million over four years that the Government 
committed to prior to the election might best be spent.  

 We are interested in the role of R&D Corporations in extension – particularly in light 
of the changes that have occurred in this area over the last decade or so.  

Accordingly, our response focuses on these key questions in relation to the RDC model, 
raising some additional points at the end. However it is important to note that RD&E 
underpins innovation and productivity in agriculture, and therefore is more significant than 
its appearance in the Issues Paper might suggest. Future policy settings for rural RD&E will 
have impacts on many other aspects of the industry and have a bearing on many of the 
topics outlined in the Issues Paper. 
 
Primary industries provide a necessary and sustainable foundation for our society delivering 
real benefits to the Australian community, including our food and fibre, timber, 
employment, and management of some 60% of the Australian land mass. They are vitally 
important to Australia’s economy. Australian farms and their closely related sectors 
generate some 12% of Australian Gross Domestic Product (NFF, 2011, p. 4). Australia’s 
farmers are among the most self-sufficient in the world. Government support for Australian 
farms represents just 4% of farming income. By comparison, according to the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), in Norway it is 61%, in Korea it is 52%, 
in the European Union it is 23%, in Canada it is 17%, and in the United States it is 9% (NFF, 
2011, p. 9). Australia has been able to compete on an uneven international playing field 
through its efficiency gains in new technologies and farm management practices, 
underpinned by research and development.  
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We agree with the Government that agriculture in Australia has a bright future and 
significant opportunities. But the future is not something we can be complacent about. It 
needs to be designed if we are to reach our potential. For Australian agriculture to reach its 
full potential, it requires smart people doing smart things and using smart technology. RD&E 
will play a critical role in enabling this to happen. Achieving the desired future for agriculture 
will require efficient and effective investments in rural RDE&M in the coming decades. 
 
The rural RDC model is a critical partnership between Government, industry, and science, an 
investment in future prosperity that drives innovation, increases productivity and delivers a 
high return on investment. A key question for the rural RDCs in the Agricultural 
Competitiveness Issues Paper is ‘How can industries and governments better identify, 
prioritise and fund research, development and extension?’ 
 
In the simplest terms, it is the role of the rural RDCs to identify, prioritise and fund RD&E 
(along with marketing) and these organisations hold significant expertise in what innovation 
can really deliver and the investment required to achieve strong outcomes.  
 
It has been comprehensively demonstrated that the rural RDC model does this very well and 
provides a high level of value for Government. While we recognise the Government is 
focusing the Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper particularly on the agricultural sector 
and excluding fisheries and forestry, those industry sectors are also covered by the RDC 
model and any discussion about the model applies equally to them. 
 
We urge Government to draw on the capacity of the CRRDC and the rural RDCs to help 
envision and plan the future of Australian agriculture, and to use the RDC model as one of 
the key mechanisms to deliver this desired future. 
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OVERVIEW: ROLE OF THE RDCS AND THE CRRDC 

The rural research and development corporations (RDCs), a mix of statutory authorities and 
industry-owned companies (IOCs), are a long-standing partnership between industry and 
Government to plan, invest in, manage and evaluate RD&E that delivers economic, 
environmental and social benefits for rural industries and the nation. They prioritise, 
coordinate and integrate the needs of industry and Government and align the capabilities of 
research providers responsible for primary industries RD&E. Charged with addressing the 
economic, social and environmental sustainability of our primary industries, the RDCs take 
into account whole production and supply chains, from the producer through transport, 
storage, processing and marketing of intermediate and consumer products, within 
community and environmental contexts.  
 
The RDC model and portfolio delivers a balance so that RD&E investments have high 
relevance to industry, address Government priorities and optimise efficient, effective and 
appropriate expenditure of levies and taxpayer funds. The model is robust, flexible and has 
been successfully tailored to suit the requirements of Government and industries large and 
small. The core element of the Rural RDC model is the partnership approach between 
industry and Government resourced through levies on production and matching 
contributions from the Commonwealth. Industry is strongly represented on organisational 
boards and other advisory and decision-making forums, and the requirements of 
Government are managed through statutory funding agreements and legislated planning, 
reporting and accountability processes. 
 
The RDCs are also critical to the successful implementation of the National Primary 
Industries Research, Development and Extension (RD&E) Framework, which was developed 
through the then Primary Industries Ministerial Council (PIMC), and directly involves the 
Australian, state and Northern Territory governments, the rural R&D corporations, CSIRO, 
and universities. The aim of the framework is to encourage greater efficiency, effectiveness 
and collaboration, and promote continuous improvement in the investment of RD&E 
resources nationally. The framework provides the structure and institutional arrangements 
needed to strengthen national research capability and better address cross-sectoral and 
sectoral research and development. In practical terms, this means the RDCs are proactively 
working with stakeholders to leverage resources, improve alignment with the states and 
reduce duplication. 
 
The organisational focus of the RDC model at the industry and commodity level enables a 
high degree of collaboration and engagement with industry to maximise relevance of the 
research program, and a nimbleness that means the RDCs can quickly identify and respond 
to emerging issues. Our approach is highly regarded domestically and internationally as a 
way to identify, prioritise, fund and deliver rural R&D.  
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RD&E is a major driver of the agricultural sector’s capacity to innovate and respond to 
challenges. The rural sector employs leading edge technology across a range of fields such 
as gene technology, spatial imaging and geo-positioning, remote sensing, microbiology and 
materials handling. RD&E has been the major factor in strong productivity growth over 
several decades, through which the sector has withstood the effects of declining terms of 
trade and increased international competition to increase its contribution to the Australian 
economy.  
 
The role of the CRRDC is to support and facilitate the RDCs to fulfil their broad purpose 
where action by any of the individual organisations would be impossible, impractical, 
inefficient or ineffective. The CRRDC provides a mechanism for the RDCs to harness the 
strength of their combined resources and networks, aggregate intelligence, amplify and 
disseminate messages and engage with common stakeholders. In particular the CRRDC 
operates on behalf of all RDCs to promote, strengthen and provide advocacy for Australia’s 
highly regarded rural RDC model, the research investment and the benefits delivered. The 
CRRDC structure also provides an opportunity for Government to work collectively with the 
RDCs to envision and deliver the desired future for Australian primary industries. 
 
The CRRDC notes that evidence of the strength of the RDC model was demonstrated in 
extensive detail in numerous submissions to the 2010/2011 Productivity Commission Inquiry 
into Rural Research and Development Corporations, including those we submitted (Council 
of Rural Research and Development Corporations, 2010a, 2010b) and while we refer to 
some of the material from previous submissions, our intention in this submission is to move 
forward rather than revisit the same arguments.  
 
Key point: The underlying robustness of the RDC model and its importance in bringing the 
requisite innovation to the future of Australian agriculture have been convincingly 
demonstrated and accepted by Government.  
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STRENGTHS OF THE AUSTRALIAN RDC MODEL 

In the two decades since they were established, the RDCs have proved to be a successful 
model for advancing innovation in rural RD&E — especially in the presence of market 
failure. They have enabled productive partnerships for Government and industry investment 
in science, producing significant benefits to RDC investors and other stakeholders. They are 
internationally unique in combining joint linkages to science, the supply chain (including 
producers and processors) and Government. 
 
Some important characteristics of the RDC model are:  

 It is focused on influencing the full range of interactions along the innovation chain, 
rather than focusing on generating new knowledge for its own sake. This results in 
applying significant resources to translating research outputs into practical outcomes 
and government policies.  

 RDCs have established strong collaborative relationships within their respective 
industries, ensuring RD&E is appropriately focused. 

 RDCs treat RD&E as an investment in economic, environmental and social benefits to 
their respective industries and to the people of Australia.  

 RDCs are required to conduct their activities in accordance with strategic plans and 
annual operating plans that are endorsed at Commonwealth level.  

 RDCs ensure that a balance is achieved between the respective Government and 
industry priorities.  

 RDCs are fully accountable to their major stakeholders and to the wider community.  

 In addition to their collaboration on specific RD&E matters, RDCs work closely 
together on policy issues to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of the national 
application of rural RD&E.  

 

The hallmarks of successful R&D include: 

 The best people applying their skills, knowledge and experience to address critical 
challenges 

 Diverse investment portfolios that spread risk and have an eye on future 
requirements as well as those of the present  

 Investments that extend through a pipeline from basic discovery to adoptable 
innovations and implementation  

 A high degree of relevance to the end users, increasing the likelihood that the R&D 
will ultimately be adopted.  
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The RDCs have delivered good R&D for more than 20 years. Engagement with (and funding 
from) industry helps ensure the relevance. Competitive processes deliver value-for-money. 
Governance arrangements are well established to provide accountability.  
 
A key feature of the RDC model is the involvement of industry directly in the process of 
determining whether, and at what rate, a levy should be raised. This industry responsibility 
draws with it an industry commitment to the RD&E process and to the utilisation of the 
funds.  
 
Another fundamental feature of the RDC model is its focus on individual industry supply 
chains. RDCs look widely at the supply chains for their industries and find the most pressing 
barriers to greater productivity and efficiency in producing and delivering products to 
consumers. An underlying principle is that agricultural supply chains should operate as value 
chains, where all participants in the process of adding value to the raw materials and selling 
the finished products to customers, work in synergy to deliver the maximum value for the 
least possible cost. It is a basic economic reality that the benefits of productivity gains at any 
point in the supply chain are distributed widely to all participants, from producers to 
consumers; and the RDCs’ research effort acknowledges this reality. 
 
The industry focus of the RDCs has important consequences in terms of obtaining industry 
commitment to levies and research programs. It also makes the processes for distilling 
research priorities, defining the research tasks and promoting adoption more relevant and 
manageable for industry. The RDCs benefit from the strong support of industry and close 
integration with it, which sustains support for the levies and for the broadly focused 
research programs. Industry commitment to RDCs also facilitates, in return, effective 
communication of research results and adoption by industry. A degree of commitment and 
trust between industry, the RDCs and Government has evolved over the life of the RDCs, 
which has been an important contributor to the success of the RDC model.  
 
In addition, RDCs have responsibilities to conduct research that has environmental and 
social benefits for the wider community, that promote sustainable resource use, and that 
respond to research priorities advised to the RDCs by the Federal Minister for Agriculture. 
The balance between these research areas and priorities is documented in the strategic 
plans and annual operating plans of each RDC, which are subject to varying levels of 
endorsement at the Commonwealth level.  
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Compared to other nations, innovation in Australia is heavily reliant on public sector 
research providers such as universities. However such organisations tend to have a primary 
focus on science and discovery, with only limited capability for market-focused applied 
innovation. This puts innovation efforts within Australia at a disadvantage compared to 
other nations with greater private sector capabilities. Through their applied research 
funding, the RDCs have the potential to encourage innovation processes that are more 
responsive and effective in technology, and product and process development, thus 
operating as innovation change agents. 
 
Since the Productivity Commission Inquiry, a number of changes to the RDC model have 
been put into place. The National Primary Industries RD&E Framework has been reviewed 
and the parties agreed to continue to work together on how it can be improved and 
strengthened. The Rural Research and Development Legislation Amendment Bill 2013 was 
passed by Federal Parliament on 12 December 2013, extending the scope and range of 
activities the statutory authorities can undertake. Under the new legislation, the statutory 
authorities have the opportunity, like the industry-owned corporations, to carry out 
collective marketing activities if requested by industry and using funds raised from industry. 
The Government has also extended the availability of matching funding for voluntary 
contributions to RDCs as a way of encouraging private investment in RD&E. These changes 
are still in the early stages of implementation, and outcomes are yet to be seen. 
 
Key point: The current RDC model is successful in advancing innovation in rural RD&E and 
providing return on investment for Government. It links science, the supply chain 
(including producers and processors), and Government, and aims to create value chains 
within agricultural supply chains. RDCs have a degree of independence, as well as 
flexibility, involvement in the innovation process, and a track record of striking the 
appropriate balance between public and industry benefits. 
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A VISION FOR AUSTRALIAN AGRICULTURE 

The Agricultural Competitiveness Issues Paper (and the Government’s pre-election 
statements) suggests that the desired future for Australian agriculture is that it realises its 
full potential as one of the five pillars of the economy through innovation, productivity, 
investment and trade. As part of this vision, the White Paper process focuses strongly on 
improving farm profitability and revitalising rural communities. 
 
The potential for achieving this desired future exists, though success is not certain. 
Agribusiness has been identified by Deloitte Australia as one of three sectors that could 
grow more than 10% faster than Global Gross Domestic Product (Deloitte Australia, 2013, p. 
18). The driver is the projected huge growth in demand for higher value food products, in 
Asia and beyond, and the opportunity lies in applying technological advances that enable 
farmers to increase yields from poor soils and semi-arid conditions.  
 
According to Deloitte, to take advantage of the rapid increases in global demand meeting 
domestic comparative advantage, business and Government will need to take bold steps in 
the coming decade in:  

 More effective promotion to the world of Australia’s safe, fresh and abundant 
produce  

 Thinking laterally and investing in developing new areas of business, including 
aquaculture and algae, and new regions of the country 

 Investing in technologies and implementing new policies and approaches to make 
Australia a world leader in producing value from semi-arid land 

 Making agribusiness attractive again to graduates, and enhancing the education 
provided  

 Attracting the capital that will be required to manage the coming enormous 
transition from family-owned to corporate farms, and the accompanying 
generational change 

 Improving the quality and quantity of infrastructure available to the agribusiness 
sector, including roads, rail and ports (which are also in demand among miners) 
(Deloitte Australia, 2013, p. 23). 
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These variations on a future vision for Australian agriculture are shared broadly across the 
industry. The Blueprint for Australian Agriculture, which consulted some 4000 farmers, 
agribusinesses and agricultural stakeholders, proposed the following as its vision statement 
for Australian agriculture 2020 and beyond: 

 The Australian agriculture sector is a world leader in providing high quality food and 
fibre for a global population using innovative technologies and sustainable natural 
resource management. It is productive, profitable, innovative and valued for its 
environmental, economic and social contribution to Australian life (National Farmers' 
Federation & Sefton & Associates, 2013, p. 12). 

However this vision for the future is not assured. According to the National Strategic Rural 
R&D Investment Plan, in the coming decades Australia’s rural sector will face considerable 
challenges including climate change, as well as a need to concurrently increase productivity 
while maintaining the resource base for future generations. Meeting these challenges will 
require long‐term transformation of the rural sector (Rural Research and Development 
Council, 2011, p. 3). As agricultural industries are already well aware, success in agriculture 
requires not only innovation, but the ability to respond quickly and flexibly to an 
environment of increasing complexity, volatility and uncertainty.  
 
The visions above are bold, seeking to transform agriculture (in reality and in perception) 
from making a relatively minor economic contribution today, returning it to one of the top 
five sectors in the country, and facing the significant environmental and competitive 
challenges that are likely to arise in the coming decades. They are, of necessity, high level 
and broad in scope. They share the assumption that significant increases in productivity will 
be achieved through innovative technology and not at the expense of the natural resource 
base. They presume that challenges such as resource constraints can be overcome through 
the application of innovative technologies.  
 
Applying innovation is, therefore, central to achieving these future visions. This means that 
the rural RDCs, as key players in bringing about innovation in agriculture and as the leading 
discovers and sharers of innovative technologies, must play a key role in setting and, more 
importantly, delivering the vision of Australian agriculture in the future. 
 
The rural RDCs, which are in the unique position of being independent of research facilities2, 
are flexible, nimble, and proactive as well as responsive to the needs of industry and 
Government and emerging challenges. As a group they hold extraordinary knowledge, vision 
and expertise. As part of their strategic planning process, they have each set out ambitious 
visions for their own industries, which collectively contribute to the overall direction of 
Australian agriculture. While their own visions may be broad, they are rooted in the specific, 

                                                
2 With the exception of Sugar Research Australia, which is a research provider as well as research investor. 
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detailed knowledge of each industry’s direction, and the innovations that are likely to come 
to pass. 
 
There is as-yet unexplored capacity for this group to be greater than the sum of its parts, 
and to bring their specific knowledge to the table and collaborate on building an overall 
vision for Australian agriculture, based on a deep understanding of what innovation can 
really deliver, and its likely future directions. The CRRDC, as the representative body for the 
RDCs, is one mechanism that could be used to enable this collaboration, though other 
approaches would also be possible. 
 
Key point: The CRRDC and the RDCs welcome a bold and ambitious vision for Australian 
agriculture, which will be achieved through innovative technologies. As the leading drivers 
of innovation in agriculture, the expertise and deep knowledge of these organisations can 
be harnessed to work with Government in envisioning an ambitious and realistic future for 
Australian agriculture, and, importantly, then delivering it.  
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RD&E AND PRODUCTIVITY GROWTH IN AGRICULTURE  

The Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper Issues Paper clearly sets out the importance 
of productivity growth to agriculture and the role that RD&E plays in this. It is important to 
note that the RDCs are only one component of Australia’s Rural RD&E system which also 
includes the Commonwealth, state and territory governments, CSIRO, universities and 
private industry.  
 
We note that innovation has underpinned agricultural competitiveness over the past 
decades, allowing Australian farmers to remain competitive in the face of declining terms of 
trade. Australian public RD&E directly accounted for nearly a third of the productivity 
growth experienced in Australia’s broadacre farming sector between 1952/53 and 2006/07 
according to an ABARES analysis (Sheng, Gray, Mullen, & Davidson, 2011, p. 5). The authors 
note that their study ‘lends support to the argument public investment in agricultural 
research and development has been critical in driving agricultural productivity growth in the 
past and highlights the important role it could play in countering the expected adverse 
effects on broadacre farm productivity of changing climate, increasing water scarcity and 
other resource constraints, and to meet the demand for food from a growing world 
population’ (Sheng, Mullen, & Zhao, 2011, p. 1). 
 
We also note that the links between productivity, competitiveness and profit are complex 
and not easily separated. There is a strong emphasis on farm gate returns in the Agricultural 
Competitiveness Issues Paper, and it is important to be aware of the broad distinction 
between productivity and profitability and the ability of RD&E to influence them. According 
to ABARES (then ABARE), productivity refers to the ratio of the quantity of outputs and 
inputs, whereas profitability is dependent both on quantities and prices (both output and 
input prices) (Mallawaarachchi, et al., 2009, p. 22). Changes in the terms of trade (the ratio 
of output price to input price) therefore have significant implications for profitability. Given 
that the terms of trade are largely out of the farmer’s control, the main opportunity for 
long-term profitability growth remains productivity growth. For example, in Australia it has 
been observed that over the past 40 years, consistent productivity gains in agriculture have 
allowed farmers to mitigate the effects on farm profitability of a relatively consistently 
falling terms of trade. In the long run, improvements in productivity remain the key driver of 
farmers in achieving growth in (or maintenance of) profitability (Mallawaarachchi, et al., 
2009, p. 22). In considering agricultural policy, it is important to note that translating 
productivity gains into profitability requires individual business decisions. Productivity 
improvements are identifiable and controllable (and within the remit of the RDCs), but 
profitability is not. 
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The taskforce considering agriculture in NSW notes that two thirds of innovation in 
Australian agriculture is driven by international research and one third by domestic research 
and extension. It says ‘The taskforce encourages all parties to recognise that investment in 
research and development, including through international collaboration, is a key enabler 
for the industry. The taskforce therefore supports a continued major role for Government in 
the funding of research and a re-examination of the RD&E sector to achieve best use and 
integration of investment’ (NSW Department of Primary Industries, 2014, p. 15). 
 
Key point: Public RD&E accounted for nearly a third of broadacre farming’s productivity 
growth between 1952/53 and 2006/07. Continuing investment in RD&E, including 
international collaboration, is essential in developing the innovations needed to address 
future challenges and increase productivity, which are two of the preconditions for farm 
gate profitability. The links between competitiveness, productivity and profitability are 
complex. While productivity improvements are identifiable and controllable (and within 
the remit of the RDCs), direct profitability increases are not. 
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EVALUATION OF THE RDC SPEND 

The 2009 evaluation of the impacts, effectiveness and returns on investment by Australian 
rural RDCs (Council of Rural Research and Development Corporations Chairs, 2010) shows 
significant and consistent benefits from investment by the RDCs across a range of activities 
they participate in.  
 
There were 59 individual programs evaluated in 2009, representing $676 million in RDC 
investments. These programs covered a range of investments from forestry, meat, fodder 
crops and soil biology to education in dairy and fisheries resource management. They 
involved applied research, extension, capacity building, and information management. The 
programs were independently evaluated using a standardised cost benefit analysis 
methodology that was applied consistently across the RDCs.  
 
The results show a strong return on investment, with a benefit cost ratio of 2.36 after five 
years and 5.56 after 10 years. The return rises to 10.51 after 25 years. That is, for every 
$1.00 invested, $10.51 is returned after 25 years, largely consistent with the results from 
2008, which showed that for every $1.00 invested, $11.00 was returned (Council of Rural 
Research and Development Corporations Chairs, 2010, p. iv).  
 
Importantly, these results show that pay back on the investment dollar is quick, with 60% of 
projects showing a positive net present value by year five and 77% positive by year 10. This 
means that there is a low risk of the innovation becoming obsolete, or industry 
circumstances changing, before the costs of the project can be recouped. Obsolescence in 
this context means the risk of adoption falling short of expectations as producers switch to 
newer innovations.  
 
This is not an isolated finding. Extensive academic effort has been devoted during more than 
half a century to empirical measurement of the returns from public investment in rural R&D, 
taking into account the difficulties inherent in evaluating the exact contribution of R&D to 
projects where there are significant time lags before benefits are delivered. These 
examinations have looked at specific projects and at aggregate national investment, have 
used a range of sources of data, have analysed investment periods up to a century, have 
looked at returns over periods of more than 50 years and have used a wide range of 
techniques and measures of the returns. The broad conclusion from the substantial body of 
economic analysis of investment in publicly funded rural R&D, both globally and in Australia, 
confirms that returns are very high (Council of Rural Research and Development 
Corporations, 2010b, p. 17). The results also indicate the positive returns continue over the 
10 year and 25 year timeframes, with the high and consistent rates of return at the program 
level suggesting that there may be under investment in rural R&D.  
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The CRRDC has concluded from these analyses that: 

 There are considerable barriers that either discourage private capital investing in 
RD&E and/or prevent private investors from capturing the benefits of the RD&E that 
produce these high returns (or even a portion of the benefits sufficient to deliver a 
commercial return) 

 Australia’s rate of investment is far below the point at which marginal returns equate 
with marginal costs. Consequently, Australia would receive a very substantial payoff 
from additional investment in rural RD&E. 

 
Key point: Australian public RD&E shows consistent and long-term strong returns on 
investment, as shown in numerous evaluations drawing on a wide range of techniques 
and measures. The consistently high returns suggest that there may be under investment 
in public rural R&D, and that Australia would receive substantial benefits from additional 
investment. 
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THE ROLE OF RDCS IN EXTENSION 

Extension and adoption are fundamental components of investment in rural research and 
development to ensure the translation of R&D to practical application along the supply 
chain. However, the extension landscape in Australia is changing. In many industries 
extension of R&D to producers has traditionally relied on locally or regionally-based 
personnel employed by state or territory governments. These extension officers could work 
one-on-one or with small groups of farmers to identify R&D of relevance in the local context 
and undertake trials testing ideas and demonstrating new practices. But, particularly as 
state government resources have been withdrawn and consolidated, the traditional 
extension model is under pressure. State and territory governments are playing a smaller 
role and the private sector is an increasing source of services.  
 
This has left a gap in the innovation pipeline between the activities and responsibilities of 
the RDCs to ensure R&D findings are adoptable and promoted, and the capacity and 
opportunity for industry to actually adopt them. This has implications for the RDCs, for while 
extension is one part of the R&D process, providing extension services is not the core 
business of the RDCs (with the exception of Sugar Research Australia). The gap in extension 
services needs to be recognised, and funded or otherwise resourced. 
 
The RDCs recognise that R&D not leading to an improved technology or practice being 
implemented is a wasted effort. Extension and adoption is a process that focuses on 
achieving changed practices by end-users (rural industry enterprises, local government and 
landholders) from the implementation of new technologies. It recognises that other users of 
R&D, including consultants and advisers from public, private and community organisations, 
extension officers and natural resources management organisations, all potentially have a 
role in the translation of R&D outputs.  
 
The National Primary Industries RD&E Framework, recognising this importance, has included 
extension as a core element in the overall framework. This will flow on through the 
implementation of both industry and cross-sectoral strategies under the framework.  
 
The RDCs also recognise that capacity-building for industry through extension, training and 
education are key factors in adoption and that investment in these areas must be allocated 
at the same time that investment is being considered for R&D. The RDCs are adapting to the 
changing extension environment and continue to investigate ways for focused and 
coordinated investments in this area. Gaining a picture of the broader capacity-building 
environment is helping to identify opportunities for both collaborative and individual 
initiatives that build skills and capacity in the areas of science, research and innovation.  
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Within the RDC model there are strong examples showing how extension has been 
integrated into R&D projects, such as the ‘CottonInfo’ project from the Cotton Research and 
Development Corporation (CRDC), and Dairy Australia’s new extension model. Development 
and delivery of extension and adoption activities is now being embedded within research 
programs, as opposed to being separate activities delivered after the fact. 
 

Case Study – CottonInfo 
 

The ‘CottonInfo’ industry joint venture between CRDC, Cotton Seed Distributors Ltd and 
Cotton Australia was established in 2012 as a five-year commitment to resourcing and 
managing the program to achieve three strategic goals:  

 Improved industry practices  

 Improved communication of research  

 Improved responsiveness to support farmers and to meet industry needs.  

Through this unique partnership, a team of 25 people (on-ground regional development 
officers, researchers who are technical specialists in their specific fields, and the myBMP 
(best management practice program) staff), are delivering research outcomes directly to 
cotton growers, and the supporting industry: agronomists, consultants, researchers.  
 
Integral to the joint venture is the continued industry-wide commitment to myBMP – the 
industry’s long-term initiative for best practice cotton production. Between 2008 and 2010, 
conversion of the cotton industry’s old paper-based Best Management Practices manual 
into a web-based system myBMP was completed and launched at the 2010 Cotton 
Conference. myBMP is positioned as the principal RD&E information delivery system for 
farmers and their advisors and has capacity to certify best-practice production and 
performance of the Australian cotton industry.  
 
myBMP offers a transformed way for growers to be able to: 

 Access the latest information from research via the CottonInfo team under 11 
modules  

 Compare their practices with standards that would enable them to meet legislative 
requirements, as well as industry standards  

 Apply best practice knowledge to lift their farm performance above industry 
standards 

 Apply for an industry audit to seek BMP certification for their farm. 

The CRDC believes this joint industry initiative provides an excellent model for integrating 
extension and delivery into R&D. 
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Case Study – Dairy Australia’s new model extension 
Collaborating with government and private organisations to bolster dairy farmer 
success 
 

The roles and responsibilities in extension delivery are changing dramatically as 
environmental challenges are increasing and financial constraints bite harder. But the need 
to effectively and efficiently support the translation of research output into on-ground 
improvements has not diminished. 

Dairy Australia’s response has been to pursue a new model with the state government 
agencies to deliver extension services to the nation’s 6400 dairy farmers and focus on 
projects that are best placed to achieve the longest-lasting and most profitable outcomes. 

Dairy Australia’s extension services are working strategically to: 

 Build sustainable businesses into the long-term 

 Create a business-focused dairy culture 

 Deliver farmer profit. 

Dairy Australia officers are based in all eight dairy regions around the country, enabling 
them to base activities on local requirements. They work with the best and most 
appropriate across-industry partners from the collective, public, private, vocational 
education and training sectors on a case-by-case basis.  

Extension projects such as Feeding Pastures For Profit, Focus Farms, Countdown 2020 and 
discussion groups involve hundreds of dairy farmers and are run through the collaborative 
efforts of Dairy Australia’s Regional Development Programs and the state governments.  

These projects are not only supporting the growth of an industry on the cusp of rapid 
change, they are bringing tangible benefits to farmers businesses.  

 

 

Key point: The RDCs recognise that though providing extension services is generally not 
their core business, extension is integral to the delivery of R&D outcomes, and there are 
numerous notable successes to date (such as ‘CottonInfo and the new extension model for 
dairy), involving end users in information delivery systems directly linked to R&D.  
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THE ROLE OF RDCS IN MARKETING 

The passing of the Rural Research and Development Legislation Amendment Bill 2013 has 
opened the way for the statutory authorities, like the industry-owned corporations, to carry 
out collaborative industry marketing activities if requested by those industries and using 
funds raised from industry3. Funds raised for marketing are not subject to Government 
matching.  
 
In a broader sense, the potential for incorporation of marketing into all RDCs’ 
responsibilities expands the possibility for new activities that address some of the key 
challenges for the agricultural sector, namely: 

 That supermarkets and mass media, rather than agriculture, have become the 
‘owners’ of the ‘food’ space in popular culture, while most consumers do not 
connect agriculture with where their food and fibre originates 

 That negative perceptions about or reactions to the industry can spread quickly and 
have real and significant impacts (e.g. the live export of animals), and agriculture has 
not necessarily succeeded in maintaining strong community support and a licence to 
operate 

 That agriculture is projected to face significant labour shortages and is having 
trouble recruiting both skilled and unskilled workers. 

 
The end results of these challenges are serious for the industry – not only in the withdrawal 
of the social licence to operate in certain areas (related to animal welfare, environmental 
sustainability, biotechnology, food health and safety, etc.) but also in the flow-on effects 
such as rural labour shortages, falling numbers of students studying agriculture and negative 
perceptions or low awareness about careers in agriculture. 
 
While the results of this broadening of activities are not yet being felt (as significant 
stakeholder work will need to be done in most cases to build support for collaborative 
marketing efforts), it nevertheless sends an important message, which is that research, 
development, extension and marketing are linked. The addition of marketing ‘closes the 
loop’ between the producer and the consumer, allowing information and messages to move 
both ways through the supply chain. Marketing is a function that can inform R&D 
investments, identifying changes in consumer expectations and improving the flow of 
information up and down the supply chain. 
 
Considering RDE&M as an integrated loop introduces a different perspective on investment 
through the RDCs. While annual investment in RD&E through the RDCs is some $500 million, 

                                                
3 Not all of the rural RDCs intend to carry out marketing activities.  
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it rises to some $750 million per year when marketing contributions from industry are 
considered. With support of industry this figure could lift higher. 
 
The CRRDC notes that there has been discussion of the concept of ‘Brand Australia’ in the 
White Paper process and we would be keen to see this explored further. The value of 
developing Brand Australia in relation to agriculture lies not only in engaging with 
international markets, but also in developing a sense of ‘Team Australia’ within and 
between industries, emphasising the fact that within agriculture we are on the same side. 
Brand Australia could become a banner that brings together the components of the supply 
chain, so that rather than being driven only by the immediate needs of the individual 
businesses or organisations within the system, there is also a focus on working together to 
capture greater benefits for all. We note in the case study below, the use of ‘Australian 
Seafood’, building on the existing power and recognition of the ‘Made in Australia’ logo, as 
an example. 
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Case Study – Seafood marketing 
 

While implementing a stakeholder engagement strategy to gauge industry support for 
collaborative seafood marketing efforts, the Fisheries Research and Development 
Corporation (FRDC) is already testing out the waters of joint marketing and promotion 
activities. 

Establishing partnerships with other players in Australia's food and wine industry is 
becoming an important part of the FRDC’s education and public awareness strategy. This 
included participating in the 2013 Savour Australia wine festival in Adelaide, working with 
Wine Australia. 

Savour 2013 was one of the biggest wine forums held in Australia. The four-day business 
event brought together over 700 wine, food, retail and restaurant people from across the 
globe – including from China, UK/Europe, the US and Asia. Wine Australia’s request for 
local seafood and other produce for event lunches and dinners to help showcase the wines 
on offer provided an opportunity for the FRDC to help educate international and domestic 
visitors about Australian seafood. 

The culmination of the seafood experience was a grand tasting and providores’ market on 
the last day of the event, where FRDC worked with more than a dozen seafood industry 
suppliers and producers to deliver tastings including prawns, sashimi, Pacific oysters, 
Australian blue mussels and trout caviar. The team took the delegates through each of the 
tastings, explaining the differences between species, cuts and origins. The success of the 
event has led to future national and international partnership opportunities between FRDC 
and Wine Australia. 

The FRDC has also been involved in negotiations for the use of the iconic stylised kangaroo 
of the ‘Australian made’ logo, with the words ‘Australian Seafood’, the first time the logo 
has been licensed for a particular product category. Producers, retailers and wholesalers 
will be able to pay a fee and use the logo on Australian produced seafood. Ninety four per 
cent of Australians recognise the logo and 85 per cent trust it over other country of origin 
labels. It is tightly protected and the approval process for ‘Australian seafood’ required an 
intensive review process by government departments and the ACCC. 
 

 
Key point: The 15 RDCs have the capacity to collect levies for and carry out collaborative 
industry marketing, if their industries agree. Such marketing can help to close the RD&E 
loop, connecting producers to processors to consumers through the supply chain. This 
raises the possibility of future collaborative marketing efforts between commodities and 
across the whole industry that can help tackle some of the serious challenges facing 
agriculture, including public disconnection, negative perceptions and access to future 
labour and skills in agriculture. 



 

 

 

 

 

Rural R&D Corporations               April 2014 26 

PRIVATE INVESTMENT IN RURAL RD&E 

The CRRDC supported the Australian Farm Institute (AFI) to carry out an analysis of private 
sector investment in rural R&D in Australia, and the factors that private sector investors 
consider significant in making investment decisions. The report found that there is no 
consistently used definition of agricultural R&D in Australia or internationally, making it 
difficult to make accurate comparisons and assessments. However, depending on the 
definitions and categories used, the estimates of the share of private sector R&D in total 
national agricultural R&D are 35.5% (if compulsory industry levies are excluded from the 
definition of private investment) or 50% (if compulsory levies are included). The authors 
concluded that these figures are, in fact, much closer to OECD averages of private R&D 
investment than previous estimates (Keogh & Potard, 2010, p. v).  
 
The AFI research concluded that the major factors encouraging R&D investment were the 
uniqueness of Australian agricultural systems (necessitating research under Australian 
conditions), the high rate of innovation adoption by Australian farmers, and the interaction 
between the public and private sector R&D activities. The major factors discouraging private 
sector R&D were regulations and costs and uncertainty associated with product registration 
processes (especially relative to the size of specific markets in Australia) (Keogh & Potard, 
2010, p. iv).  
 
The report found that the following initiatives could provide further incentives to increase 
private sector agricultural R&D investment in Australia: 

 Improvements in laws protecting the ownership of intellectual property 
 Removal of restrictions on the development of genetically modified (GM) crops and 

the rationalisation of GM crop R&D approval processes 
 Availability of the Australian R&D tax concession 
 Continuing and increasing investment by rural R&D corporations in agricultural R&D 
 Streamlining chemical registration and approval processes to create greater 

certainty of outcomes and to ensure registration requirements are commensurate to 
risk (Keogh & Potard, 2010, p. v). 

 
As discussed in its Productivity Commission submissions, the CRRDC believes that private 
investment in rural RD&E in Australia is unlikely to be sufficient on its own to underpin an 
effective research effort. Public investment needs to form the backbone of the rural R&D 
system for the foreseeable future, though private investment has a role to play and should 
be encouraged. 
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To maintain an effective research effort requires professional skills across a range of 
scientific disciplines in plant, animal and aquaculture sciences, soils, environmental sciences 
and biotechnology. To be available in the long term these professions need to have a critical 
mass that will sustain teaching facilities and provide career paths for professional scientists. 
Physical resources in laboratories and specialist equipment are also required within 
reasonable proximity of the areas where research is conducted. To be effective, both human 
and physical resources must be spread geographically, sufficient to cover the diverse range 
of regional ecotypes in which production is conducted in Australia.  
 
Maintaining this capability is a financial challenge, but also has a significant human 
dimension. For a decade or more, Australian universities have been reporting declining 
enrolments in agricultural science courses, raising concerns about the future availability of 
trained scientists in many disciplines. In addition, there is a strong disincentive for 
universities to collaborate with industry on research. One of the major drivers of university 
behaviour, the University Research Block Grants, rewards academic publication far more 
highly than it rewards industry collaboration through cooperative research centres (CRCs), 
which means academic researchers are actively discouraged from such collaboration 
(Cooperative Research Centres Associations, 2014, p. 5). A system that increased 
collaboration between industry and the universities could also increase private investment 
in R&D. 
 
Further pressure has been placed on career prospects in rural sciences by state 
governments taking steps to limit their financial exposure to staff salaries and entitlements. 
This has substantially diminished the job security offered to many professional scientists and 
significantly diminished the reputation and attractiveness of the professions.  
 
In addition, Australia forms a relatively small proportion of world production for most rural 
commodities. This has implications for certain fields of rural R&D typically undertaken by 
the private sector, such as development of new pesticides, herbicides and veterinary 
medicines. This research is generally conducted by large multi-national companies with 
research centres based in North America or Europe. These concentrated global R&D 
programs give rise to follow-on R&D in Australia that is predominantly privately funded and 
performed. This is principally adaptive research to, for example, establish efficacy under 
local conditions.  
 
Australia has opportunities to participate in some elements of this research, but 
participation is dependent on the receptiveness of the domestic commercial and regulatory 
environment. The domestic regulatory environment, for example, has harmed Australia’s 
capacity to participate in plant breeding using modern gene technology. For example the 
conflict between science-based, federal regulation of genetically manipulated plants 
administered by the Office of the Gene Technology Regulator, and state government bans 
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on growing such products, has made Australia an unattractive location for the major multi-
national gene science companies to conduct research.  
 
The CRRDC notes that one of the changes brought in by the Rural Research and 
Development Legislation Amendment Bill 2013 is the capacity for the RDCs raise voluntary 
matched contributions for R&D. This means that additional private investment in RD&E 
through the RDCs can be matched by Government funding, up to the level of the 0.5% cap. 
While this is a positive development, the majority of the RDCs are already at the limit of the 
cap. Therefore this incentive on its own is unlikely to leverage significant further private 
investment. Reviewing the impact and level of the cap could be considered as a way of 
leveraging private investment. 
 
Key point: While public sector investment in Australian agricultural R&D will form the 
backbone of the system for the foreseeable future, existing private sector investment is 
likely to be both higher and closer to OECD averages than previously believed. Many 
specifically Australian conditions work against higher levels of private investment in rural 
R&D, and some initiatives could make these conditions more attractive. The initiative for 
RDCs to raise voluntary matched contributions is positive but in practice most of the RDCs 
are already at their cap limit so this mechanism is unlikely on its own to significantly 
increase private investment. A review of the cap could be considered. 
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THE SPENDING OF ADDITIONAL FUNDING 

The Issues Paper acknowledges that total national investment in rural RD&E has been 
stagnant for some time. According to ABARES, the effect of stagnant funding for RD&E since 
the 1970s on productivity growth only began to become apparent in the mid-1990s, due to 
the time lag of several decades for the impact of R&D investment to show up in agricultural 
productivity. ABARES identified a downturn in total factor productivity growth in the mid-
1990s and suggests it has been caused by a combination of adverse seasonal conditions and 
stagnant public R&D expenditure since the late 1970s (Sheng, Mullen, et al., 2011, p. 1). The 
ABARES report concludes that although R&D is just one factor contributing to agricultural 
productivity growth, the innovations needed to address changing climate conditions and 
future resource constraints in 2050 and beyond are likely to result from investments made 
in agricultural R&D today (Sheng, Mullen, et al., 2011, p. iii).  
 
The CRRDC is pleased to see the Government’s recognition of the need for greater 
investment in rural RD&E, and its commitment to allocating an additional $100 million over 
four years through the rural RDCs. We believe that an approach which focuses on major 
programs addressing specific challenges and activities, rather than spreading the funding 
broadly throughout the RD&E system, has a better chance of successfully delivering a 
productivity step change. The RDCs welcome the opportunity to work with the Government 
to design and implement well-targeted and effective cross-sectoral research addressing key 
challenges such as how to effectively extend R&D in the 21st century. Across the sector 
there are strong examples of how the RDCs have contributed to increased returns for 
industry through application of R&D findings in real world situations.  
 
The RDCs are broadly of the opinion that the Government’s additional funds could be 
allocated at least partly to a program examining effective delivery of extension across a 
range of different industry and geographic contexts. The program could involve developing 
and trialling new frameworks that provide the basis for communication, alignment, 
coordination and collaboration between RDCs, and public and private extension service 
providers, with a view to improving the transfer of research knowledge and the adoption of 
new technologies. Given the White Paper’s focus on farm gate profitability, such a program 
could be focused on that proportion of producers who have the capacity to increase 
profitability, rather than spreading efforts across all producers. The program should draw 
together the Commonwealth, state agencies (as they continue to have a responsibility for 
extension), and the RDCs for a broad ranging consideration of the future of extension 
services in Australia and how to build better linkages between research outcomes and 
extension. 
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Additionally, we strongly recommend that the Government consider the leveraging 
possibilities for this funding which could substantially increase the overall investment, and 
suggest the RDCs provide a useful vehicle to achieve this aim.  
 
Key point: The CRRDC is pleased to see the Government’s recognition of the need for 
greater investment. We recommend that the commitment of an additional $100m over 
four years to rural RDCs should be managed through large program investments to 
achieve the greatest outcomes, and allocated to effective and well-targeted cross-sectoral 
research such as the investigation of extension frameworks and models for the 21st 
century. We strongly encourage the Government to consider ways to leverage its 
investment.  
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OTHER ISSUES  

The need for quality data 

A key requirement for the RDCs is a timely and free flow of information up and down the 
supply chain. The flow of such market information back to producers is a precondition for 
them to make business decisions in response, and thus this is a driver of profitability. The 
RDCs also require industry-specific data to measure the impacts of RD&E. We note the 
current Agricultural Statistics Review by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and ABARES, 
which has recently reported the preliminary findings. A number of the RDCs have made 
submissions to the review. We welcome the next stage of this project to work with 
stakeholders on reducing the burden on respondents and improving data quality. 
 

The compliance burden for RDCs 

The RDCs, as investors of public and private funds, must be transparent and accountable for 
their spending. However, the regulatory burden on the organisations is high, meaning that 
some of these funds flow to administration and compliance rather than to RD&E. We 
believe there are opportunities to streamline the processes and reduce the burden of 
compliance while still delivering accountability.  
 
Key point: Areas for further exploration include the need for quality supply chain data in 
agriculture, and ways of streamlining the regulatory burden so that more of the RDCs’ 
resources can be put to RD&E. 
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CONCLUSION 

The CRRDC and the RDCs welcome the opportunity to respond to the Agricultural 
Competitiveness White Paper Issues Paper. We are keen to work with Government to set 
and deliver a bold and ambitious future direction for Australian agriculture, underpinned by 
innovation. 
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