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PRELIMINARIES
OVERVIEW

In reviewing the I|literature on the management 0
awe at the depth of scholarship held by scientists and others who have committed their

knowledge to paper over at least the past five decades. The ten pages of references in

Appendix 7 are a fraction of the available sources Not least is The Royal Society of
Queensl andds o andscppe bldalthofaQueaemsliad02 of 258 pages co-edited by

Past President Dr Julia Playford. Scientific knowledge has far outstripped the capacity of the

policy community to apply that knowledge towards a sustainable future for the pastoral zone.

Can yet another paper achieve anything at all? One can only hope.

One looks in vain for any adequately funded forum to translate the enormous body of
available scientific knowledge into property -specific terms for landholders, or policy -specific
terms for parliamentarians and other thought leaders.

Deriving from evidence of both poor land conditio n and systemic financial hardship in
Queensl andds rangel ands, the purpose of this re
Qu e e n s Ipastordldasdholders in return for a refreshed contribution to regenerating and

maintaining these landscapes.

The Stateds broad acre past or al desvironmesntaleconsmicst ai n e
sociecultural and institutional. The regressive trends cannot be resolved within the frame of
referencepr evai |l i ng wi t hppliny cQumeretyn: dsed opbdrofeee markets, small
government budgets, big mining or infrastructure projects as the main source of regional
employment and disregard of the environmental limits to economic development and

production.

Even i f eedrdssiva therdsdeveredregarded as manageable or unimportant, climate
change, with unknown and probably widely varying consequences across the inland,is
coming; and this will force comprehensive adjustment upon all stakeholders. No model to
prepare for this emerging reality is know n to exist.

! Adjunct Research Fellow, Centre for Governance and Public Policy, Griffith Univekdiyess inquiries to
g.edwards@agriffith.edu.auThis paper is not written in the capacity of President of The Royal Society of Queensland.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scientific evidencei s t hat the |l and condi t i onssobbptinGauaece ns |l and

deteriorating . The pressure of gazing by stock and kangaroos is not being relieved sufficiently
in the periods between droughts to maintain the resilience of these landscapes. Neglect of
catchment health costs the community dearly, though the effects are delayed and often
indirect.

This evidence parallels economic evidencethatt he f i nanci al heal t h
indu stry is also suboptimal and deteriorating. A high proportion of rural properties carry
financial debt that cannot be serviced through income earned by producing commodities of
food and fibre. The prices that farmers receive for many commodities are capped by
international prices set in US dollars, but their costs are set in Australian currency and rise
according to the cost of living so they have no ceiling. Primary producers are reduced to being
price takers squeezed by competition between middlemen and retailers within Australia, and
yoked internationally to a national bipartisan commitment to nearly unconditional free trade
and free foreign investment.

In pursuing competition policy, since 1 995 governments have deliberately preferenced the
interests of consumers in cheap food products over the interests of producers in receiving a

fair return for their labour and investment . Producers instead are lectured to reduce costs to
remain competitive. Reducing costfor farmers means investing less in the regeneration of

the natural capital asset on which their enterprises are based as these expenditures can be
deferred.

of
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The resultant of these forces means neatiprdly grazi e

cannot look to market forces to reimburse them adequately for the cost of producing
commodities sustainably, let alone for the cost of regenerating landscapes that need rest and
restoration. After a run of dry years, many farmers have nothing left in reserve. This is not to
deny that some grazing businesses are reliably profitable, use advanced technology, are
managed by optimistic, energetic and enterprising operators and are actively working towards
sustainability. In the unimproved pastoral rangelands as defined here, however, this does not
describe the typical enterprise.

Indirect evidence of rural financial distress appearsin statistics of rural employment. The latest

update from the Queensl|l and Gd¢208)rhasmenaniinal $autht i st i c i

unemployment rate of 62% and rising. This is a Depression-era statistic.

The Stateds broad acre past or al desvitonmentaleconemicst ai n al

~

sociecultural and institutional. Let 6 s check why @ oncall ifrenis svithauta n

adequate policy response. The indicators of environmentaldistress are well known to scientists
and conservation groups, but the conservative media demonises experts who present this
evidence; and opinion leaders in politics lack the scientific literacy to recognise the urgency.
Indicators of financialdistress are absorbed by private debt which can pile up behind a privacy
screen and be attributed to personal business incompetence. The main indicator of
macroeconomidistress, gross domestic product, GDP, is totally inadequate for tracking the
rundown of built and natural capital. Sociecultural distress surfaces in the police, health,
Centrelink and prisons b udgets where it is attributed to personal failure and in unemployment
statistics where it is attributed to malingering . Finally, distress in the public institutions that

grapple with management of pastoral lands, notably the Landcare and NRM groups, is
masked by the valiant efforts of volunteers who burn themselves out trying to cope with stop -
start grant funding which is never adequate to confront the root causes of unsustainability.

Here is a solution.
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Most farmers (feedlots aside) are managing not just a food factory but a complex natural

system of land, water, atmosphere, vegetation and animals. If managed protectively, it will
produce not only a marketable commodity but wha
s e r v Dfceshsi, clean water,cabon st orage, wildlife and -0t her
support systems.

Farmers are usually not reimbursed for managing these essential elements of our landscapes

as they are considered to be free gifts of nature. But it costs money, time and effortto keep
these systems in good condition & by preventing erosion, controlling weeds and vermin,
repairing previous degradation, maintaining ground cover. If farmers were paid to produce

these ecosystem services, they could derive a reliable source of incora at times when they
canot produce commodi t firea flobde Suahupayeents fwvould nob heg h t
handouts or subsidies: they would be payments for tangible products that landholders
generate, now usually without recompense.

The arguments for and against using taxpayerso f
are well known. On the one hand, the general public has a deep well of sympathy for rural

landholders, who are the custodians of mostofour & at e 6 s | apnoducesourifobdaande |,

uphold our cultural @ushdtraditions.

On the other hand, there is an element of injustice in offering bailouts to farmers yet not for
example to city-based manufacturers who are likewise driven to failure by policy settings
beyond their control, like free trade.

Economists nearunanimously oppose subsidies because they are adamantthat businesses

should stand or fall on the basis of their commercial success without intervention by
governments. However, the markets in agricultural commo di ti es dond6t conf orn
theories of perfect commercial competition. The production markets, the commodity markets

and the land asset markets are disconnected.

A number of concepts must be unpicked to establish a firm logical foundation for any remedial
action. 6Sustainability® and @bpetyaightsidahd termpd ar e
tenure. Landholders enjoy certain rights conveyed by the title that permits occupation, but

these are matched by a duty of care and other obligations to the society that legitimises and
recognisestheir title.

Clarifying what the 6duty of care® means is a p
services which might justify reimbursement to landholders. The paper gives no support to

paying landholders to abide by the law d unless the common law not to cause any damage to

anyone else's property and the statute law not to cause environmental harm were both to be

applied literally and strictly. This doesn't happen. If indeed they were so applied, almost no

landholder could comply. The intersection between free market forces and the general
environmental duty sets the canvas for an impasse for which there is no current policy

soluton. Thi s is analogous to the dilemma within Lar
should be disbursed to private commercial businesses, a dilemma unresolved after 35 years.

In other words, it is unfair to expect graziers to manage to a stardard of environmental
sustainability that cannot practicably be achieved through environment -blind market forces
alone. This gives theoretical support for some extra-market payment in return for a contracted
commitment to upgrade the standard of land management.

Further, over State leasehold land, the State as landlord has a largely unrecognisedand rarely
exercisedobl i gati on to periodically make good the



consequence of tenant so oc cupaot some form Tohpubklic st r eng

contribution to regeneratingt hi s proportion of the rural | andsce
land area.
The economic value added by investing taxpayersbod

shown to typically far exceed the economic benefits of, say, large transport infrastructure
projects, at present a major sink for public funds. Public budgets are paying the cost for
suboptimal land management, but this happens by disconnected stop-start programs such as
Great Barrier Reefrescue and the repair of silted up rural infrastructure rather than through
more efficient preventative programs .

Two major challenges bearing upon pastoralists make a brandnew approach to rural
sustainability imperative: climate change and unserviceable rural debt. Both are now pressing
themselves into public and rural consciousness. Both are already well recognised in the rural
community but yet to gain traction with policy makers . The proposed scheme being an extra-
market payment, cannot entirely overcome those challenges, but can make a modest
contribution to strengthening the resilience of Queensland pastoralists in facing them.

A scheme like this does not need to be administered by governments. Queensland is covered
by 14 regional community catchment bodies that have already been accredited to administer
state and federal grant programs.

Precedents are available. In 2008 South West Natural Resource Management, the regional
NRM body based at Charleville, successfully ran a pilot stewardship program in the pastoral
mulga lands. The objective was to reduce grazing pressure at the critical time when drought -
breaking rains arrive and native pastures need time to regenerate. In return for regular
monthly payments, participating landholders surrendered their right to graze stock for a
defined period. They retained their sovereignty and responsibility for every other aspect of
their enterprise. More than 10 per cent of the pastoralists within the study area expressed
interest in the scheme. Participants were chosen by tender.The public interest was served by
improving the health of the catchment & less erosion, more infiltration of rain, more regrowth
of native tussock grasses.

Any pay ment for ecosystem services logically should be contributed by the beneficiaries,
which includes all Queenslanders (so can be procured via general taxation) or consumers of
food and fibre (so can be procured by a levy on consumption). There are several logical
sources of funds for a stewardship scheme. First, the payments could be structured around
carbon management. Carbonrich soils are more productive, erode less and make more
efficient use of rainfall when it comes.

Second, payments could be toggled with Centrelink entitlements. A back -of-envelope

calculation suggests the cost of an effective stewardship program might not be much greater

than the welfare outgoings now distributed to support distressed families in inland Australia.

And of course, stewardship payments have dignity & they are real reimbursements for real

production, not handouts. Farmers understand ste war ds hi p: that 6s what they

T hi r dustairability levy dof a few cents could be added to the price of a litre of petrol, or a
half percent to the top tier of income tax. Fourth, a simple line item could be created in the
state budget, just as there is for police, education and health.

Several procedural steps must be taken before payments can be made under a stewardship
schemeof this kind. The first is to negotiate a bipartisan commitment to support a scheme for
twenty years. The second is tosettle on a source of secure recurrent funding. The third is to
grant a mandate to a coordinating agent that has the confidence of the rural community to



administer the scheme. Rural trust in the Queensland Government as a benevolent agent has
been so damaged during the era of downsizing and restructures that this coordinator arguably

best lies outside government. The regional natural resource management bodies are themost

suitable candidate in sight.

The fourth procedural step is multilateral , consultative landscape planning, overseen by the
coordinator, that translates scientific, practical, cultural and policy knowledge into guidelines
for each catchment and sets the context for property-scale management planning that in turn
can specify desired practical works. The fifth is a property-specific voluntary accreditation
scheme that negotiates commitments, specifies standards to be reached andcalculates
payments.

Finally, a strong research capability must be re-established. Scientific and policy research is
required. into the implications of climate change, the meaning of duty of care, carbon stocks
and flows and how sustainability in all its dimensions can be achieved. Given that the

rangelands cover most of the continent, rangeland management should be embedded in the
training of agriculturalists and veter inarians.

This paper does NOT recommend:

A subsidies for production;

A compulsory property management planning;

A access to graziersd books of account ;

A new rural debt or loan subsidies;

A welfare payments;

A encumbrances on | andhol derso title;

A new regulation (except upon consumers or taxpayersas necessary to raise revenue);

A compensation for lost property rights (as it would not restrict property rights);

A a general policy on clearing vegetation (should be dealt with under law and consensual
property plan ning);

A  payment for site works that would or shoul

of care.

Nor does this report assign blamefor the current poor condition of pastoral Queensland to the
graziers. The scheme honours the role of pastoralists as producers of both commercial and
non-market products and services In any case, even if all their previous management was
faultless, global warming for which they cannot be blamed will force a comprehensive rethink
of their pasture management and business models. Nor d oes it blamegovernments of either
major persuasion, for the current canvas is a resultant of many forces and events over more
than a century. Rather, it challenges governments to solve the twin problem of poor land
condition and economic unviability that have resulted from a range of disparate forces

Contrary arguments advocating reliance on market forces or avoiding costs to government
budgets overlook the vital role farms play in maintaining the health of our land. A healthy
countryside has both private and public benefits. Even if we assume that market forces will
take adequate care of the private or commercial aspets of farm production, by definition
market forces will ignore the non -commercial production.

Farmers without adequate discretionary income cannot be expected to tend for those elements

of t heir production system thatsyddredt droetswnron

adequate discretionary income, then a system of direct payments is required. Otherwise the
soils and rivers and pastures of our state will continue to suffer, along with the well -being of
the people who manage them on our behalf.
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Sceiety elects representatives and pays taxes to enable governments to solve collective
problems on its behalf. Despite overwhelming scientific consensus developedover more than
30 years, this twin problem has not been solved and it is the duty of governments to solve it.

As a non-partisan, non-activist, multi -disciplinary learned society, The Royal Society of
Queensl and on behalf of Queensl andds scientists
scientific and financial evidence that the current economic model by which pastoralists are

reimbursed through market forces is unsustainable, that it is incapable of accommodating

rapidly advancing climate change, that it is imposing heavy unfunded liabilities on the future

economy and that a new approach is both vital and urgent.
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PART |: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Scope and purpose

The witty obser va&twiuonnc,am@eni bey oud rreddfrequently heard in rural
Queensland asserts that graziers cannot be expected to manage their properties in an
environmentally sustainable manner unless they can be financially sustainable. Like all such

popular slogans, there is a core element of validity, but the real situation is more nuanced. An

unprofitable business by definition does not have sufficient cash flow to invest in maintenance

ofthose capit al assets that dagenérdteincome. Butlebusinbssest t er
dninedtheir capital and survive by running down their assets or accumulating debt. While
depreciation of the hard infrastructure (fences, waters, plant and equipment) is obvious and

takes first call on available cash flow, depreciation of the land surface is not always apparent

and is more easily deferred.

A more robust observation would be &ou must be green to remain in the blackd A business
relying upon natural capital assets must maintain those in healthy condition if they are to yield
commodities on a sustainablebasis. The underlying biochemical processes that drive a healthy
landscape are mostly the same that drive animal production.

The evidence indicatesthat many pastoralists in Queensland do not receive sufficient income
from commodities to maintain profitability while simultane ously restoring and maintaining
their pastures into a healthy condition. If this opinion is borne out by evidence, then the
objective of policy should surely be to move producers from red to green so that they can
remain sustainably in the black.

The areaof focusisQu e e n s lramgeldnidsthe broadacre unimproved native grasslands and
woodlands on which grazing of sheep, cattle or goats is the primary land use. They are
commonly of relatively low fertility or low and erratic rainfall or both.  We use the terms
pastoral landss a synonym and use pastoral zongvhen referring to the entire region, including

the towns, as shown in Figure 1 Although the principles presented could also be applied to
the more fertile and better-watered cropping and grazing country closer to the east coast,
farmers and graziers there face different environmental and economic constraints and greater
flexibility to vary management practices. The analysis here could apply to rangelands in other
states, such as the Western Divison of New South Wales.

The report first review s the evidence of systemic deterioration in land condition , social health

and economic prosperity in Queens!| sadadsl for angel
reimbursing pastoral landholders in accordance with their contribution to regenerating these
landscapes.

The paper is short on practical details of the model but long on the theory and principles that

lie behind it. This is deliberate, because the practical details can be managed more or less

readily by skilled operatives if they have secure employment and secure funding. Most

powerfully lacking at the present time is a theory robust enough to counter the prevailing
market-driven model of prosperity which is careless of the fate ofindividual producers and of

the natural assets on which their livelihoods depend. Rural Queenslanders aspire to the ideal

of a permanent population, regular income, reliable civic services andas har e i n Austr
prosperity and progress. Market-focused policy undermine s all of these conditions.

From the date of European colonisation, A u st r a | popul@ten grew urdiln ahigh point

in the 1950-1960s. Thereafter, with increased mechanisationt he past opopulatiorz one 6 s
investment and services relative to urban areas have been in steady decline, except as referable

to mining and in some locations, tourism. Custodianship of these vasttracts of landscape falls

13



to fewer and fewer people. This is just one indication that business-as-usual reliance on market
forcesis inadequate.

The most worrying aspect of this analysis is that our societydoesm dt seem t o be | ear
history or scientific research. That is, long experienceon-farm as well as very extensive science

is simply overlooked, so episodes of degradation recur and the underlying causes remain

unresolved. As long ago as 1988the Warrego Graziers6 A s s 0 waseldiming (based on 20

previous yearsd work by DPI and CSIRO) that the mulga lands were being managed
unsustainably .

A depressing observation reached by the authors as they worked through the policy and
scholarly literature was that a staggering volume of thoughtful and well -informed science
based reports has gathered dust in the past three decades or more. For example, a fully
justified recommendation for a stewardship incentive scheme was included lucidly in the
Went worth Gr olrgaking regprt af 2002d

oPay farmers for environmental services (clean water, fresh air, healthy soils). Where we
expect farmers to maintdand in a certain way that is above their duty of care, we should
pay them to provide those sdmdyi ces on beha

The inability of our system of govern anceto remedy broadscale land degradation can hardly
be better described than by Toyne and Farley (2000):

OA clear deficiency with the policy enviro
articulate its place in the bigger picture. Structural adjustment, market systems,
macroeconomic policy and economic incerdanesall disconnected from Landcare policy.

So too are issues such as State government responsibilities, regional structures, service
provision dmvd. i ncentives. o

The Australia Institute in the preface to Toyne & Farley wrote thatitis hopedtherepor t o0 may
act as a circuit breaker. The hand wringlheag has
sameplaintive hope can be expressed today.

Citizens elect governments and pay taxes so thatsystemic problems are solved. Unprofitability
and land degradation in the pastoral zone are problems that have not been solved. The current
economic and biophysical condition of our pastoral lands is testament to inadequate
governance and a myopic, accountancyled approach by the central agencies to their
responsibilities. The production markets, the product markets and the land asset markets are
all disconnected. The causes of market failure are systemicand the remedies must lie outside
the market: the market is a legal and social construct and cannot heditself.

Dictionary

Ecologically sustainable developménthe concept explained in the intergovernmental National
Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development 198#ch is Queensland Government policy.
Al so see iiydustainab

Economicis used to describe macro-economic conditions; financial describes conditions at the
scale of the enterprise. Mainstream economicsneans the currently dominant neoclassical
macroeconomic interpretation. Neoliberakm is a pro-business, antirenvironmental political

ideology based on and shaped by mainstream economics that disparages public sector activity
and approximates the Australian term economic rationalism

Ecosystem serviceme useful services delivered by healthy environmental assets. They are
supplied when natural assets (soil, plants and animals, air and water) are converted into goods
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or services that humans need or value. For example, the transformation by plants, fungi,
worms and bacteria of the raw ingredients of water, sunlight, carbon and nitrogen into fertile
soil is an ecosystem service. Other examples include pollination, moderation of river flows,
regulation of climate and insect pest control.

Farming embraces all agricultural production, including pastoral and cropping activity and
intensive animal husbandry . We refer to the broadacre producers and their families as graziers
or pastoralistsor, when considering land ownership, landholdersLandholdersncludes owners of
freehold land and lessees

Land sometimes includes, sometimes excludes (depending on context) all the biophysical
resources of a landscape, includingsoil, water, vegetation, fauna and minerals.

Landcareis the name of a specific naticnal program of outreach and land repair; but with
| owe r ciaasea gérlerdlised term for a land-focused ethic of protective management.

Rangelandsare extensive unimproved pastoral lands. They generally include the native
grasslands, scrublands andwoodlands which cover a large proportion of the arid and semi -arid
regions of western Queensland and the monsoonal lands of northern Queensland. These lands
are generally unsuitable for cropping. The rangelands occupy some 81% of Australia and are
populaly known as O6the outbackd.

Concepts such as stewardshiprequiring more expansive elucidation are explained in the text.
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