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Behind Australian Grain is an industry initiative to 
develop a grains sustainability framework by the end of 
2019 which will guide our industry for years to come. 

Our organisations form the project steering committee for 
Behind Australian Grain to represent views from across the 
Australian grains industry. We bring to the table the many 
initiatives already underway to address, demonstrate and/or 
enhance our sustainability and will consider our response to 
the research insights as we progress towards a framework. 

In our view it is imperative that a sustainability framework 
is practical, coordinates and aligns with a range of current 
activities and programs, and facilitates a collective approach 
to address the gaps and opportunities which are identified 
throughout the project. 

We recognise the importance for the grains industry to 
be able to demonstrate and enhance our sustainability 
credentials and see the framework as a way to achieve this.  

It is important that the Australian grains industry is 
sustainable in economic, environmental and social terms and 
our communities and customers understand and trust how 
we are operating.     

We look forward to working together to develop a framework 
through this initiative of Behind Australian Grain which drives 
our sustainable future.

Steering Committee Members
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The Australian grains industry has an opportunity to 
proactively engage throughout its value chain and the 
broader community to chart a path for a sustainable 
future.

In a changing landscape of community expectations, increasing climate variability and global 
competitiveness, many industries, including agriculture, are considering how they can proactively 
chart a sustainable future.

The Australian grains industry are stewards of more than 22 million hectares of Australia’s land 
and use rail, road, ports and shipping to deliver grain to its customers in Australia and around the 
world.1  The activities of the grains industry touch everyone from people in regional communities 
through to consumers in global markets.

How can the industry determine what sustainability means across its value chain? What should 
a sustainable grains industry in 2030 and beyond look like? Answering these questions requires 
listening to the evolving expectations of the broader community and developing a deeper 
understanding of what stakeholders within and outside the industry think matters now and into the 
future.

The Australian grains industry has recognised that now is the time to have this conversation. As 
part of the process, KPMG was engaged to undertake stakeholder engagement and research 
aligned to global standards to identify the sustainability themes of most interest across its value 
chain, from producers to the broader Australian and global community. 

This report provides the basis for ongoing engagement and dialogue with stakeholders through 
Behind Australian Grain, an initiative to develop an industry-wide sustainability framework by the 
end of 2019.

Behind Australian Grain will articulate the best expectations and deepest thinking of the grains 
industry and its stakeholders to determine how it will respond to the opportunities and challenges 
that present themselves.

KPMG commends the collective of grains industry partners on their leadership to develop Behind 
Australian Grain. This is the opportunity for the Australian grains industry to be both ambitious and 
proactive to ensure its contribution to both the Australian community and economy delivers against 
the expectations and needs of stakeholders across its value chain.

1 ABARES 2019, Agricultural commodities: June quarter 2019, Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences, Canberra, 
June. CC BY 4.0.
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Inherent Limitations
This report has been prepared as outlined in the Executive Summary and Research Methodology.  The services provided in connection with 
this engagement comprise an advisory engagement, which is not subject to assurance or other standards issued by the Australian Auditing and 
Assurance Standards Board and, consequently no opinions or conclusions intended to convey assurance have been expressed. 
The findings in this report are based on a qualitative study and the reported results reflect a perception of the Australian grains industry but only to 
the extent of the sample surveyed, being Grain Growers Limited approved representative sample of internal and external Australian grains industry 
stakeholders. Any projection to wider stakeholders is subject to the level of bias in the method of sample selection.
No warranty of completeness, accuracy or reliability is given in relation to the statements and representations made by, and the information and 
documentation provided by, internal or external Australian grains industry stakeholders consulted as part of the process.
KPMG have indicated within this report the sources of the information provided.  We have not sought to independently verify those sources unless 
otherwise noted within the report.
KPMG is under no obligation in any circumstance to update this report, in either oral or written form, for events occurring after the report has been 
issued in final form.
The findings in this report have been formed on the above basis.
Third Party Reliance
This report is solely for the purpose set out in the Executive Summary and Research Methodology for Grain Growers Limited’s information, and is 
not to be used for any other purpose or distributed to any other party without KPMG’s prior written consent.
This report has been prepared at the request of Grain Growers Limited in accordance with the terms of KPMG’s engagement letter dated 1 April 
2019. Other than our responsibility to Grain Growers Limited, neither KPMG nor any member or employee of KPMG undertakes responsibility arising 
in any way from reliance placed by a third party on this report.  Any reliance placed is that party’s sole responsibility.



This report outlines ten material sustainability themes as identified by 
value chain stakeholders including the broader community. The research 
insights provide a baseline for the industry to consider as it develops its 
sustainability framework, Behind Australian Grain.

Sustainability has long underpinned the nature of the Australian 
grains industry. Managing a changing climate through adoption 
of technology, expanding into global markets and meeting 
changing consumer preferences and expectations are but a 
few examples. What constitutes sustainability continues to 
evolve and the industry’s practices must evolve as well.

Expectations are changing

Global trends present the Australian grains industry not only 
with challenges but also significant opportunities. As we look 
at changing consumer value drivers focused on transparency, 
traceability and the environment, we also see the shift towards 
Asia, digitisation, changing demographics and geopolitical and 
regulatory shifts which are influencing how both businesses 
and industries operate. 

The Australian grains industry inherently strives for 
sustainability as its success is dependent on a long-term 
view of the environment and contemplation of the associated 
impacts on its economic and social viability. 

However, as expectations of both the market and the 
community continue to evolve the industry is required to take a 
strategic approach in charting its sustainable pathway.

Competition and complexity is increasing

As a predominantly export focused industry, the Australian 
grains industry continues to face increased competition from 
the Black Sea and South American markets. As a higher cost 
producer Australia is focused on maximising both its natural 
geographic advantage to South East Asia, and accessing higher 
value markets. 

The industry must also consider domestic market needs. 
All markets for Australian grain have expectations that can 
constrain and/or influence practices, but they also provide 
opportunities for innovation to maintain market access and add 
considerable value.

Objective of this research

The objective of this research was to collate the views of 
grains industry value chain stakeholders, both domestic and 
international, internal and external including consumers and 
the broader community, and identify the material themes 
underpinning the industry’s sustainability. 

KPMG used the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Sustainability 
Reporting Standards and the AA1000 AccountAbility Assurance 
Standard to assess and review the value chain stakeholder 
input received via interviews, workshops, surveys, literature 
analysis and a social and online media scan. The extensive 
stakeholder qualitative interview process involving over 200 
stakeholder organisations was combined with the analysis of 
literature from leading authorities on sustainability including the 
United Nations SDGs, significant multinational organisations, 
grains industry peers and stakeholders throughout the 
Australian grains value chain with existing sustainability 
programs. In addition to this, the research also captured a 
global social and online media scan identifying over 900,000 
conversations relevant to the operation and perception of the 
grains industry.

Shaping the Australian grains industry’s response

This research insights report provides the industry with a 
baseline materiality assessment. The Australian grains industry 
is encouraged to review the findings of this report and the 
questions posed to guide the formulation of the sustainability 
framework. 

The Australian grains industry has the opportunity to be 
ambitious in how it responds to the material themes identified 
and this report provides the basis for further discussion 
with key stakeholders around the core components of the 
sustainability framework, how the industry could measure its 
performance and what goals it will collectively choose to drive 
the industry forward.
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The research identified ten material sustainability themes of interest to internal and 
external grains industry stakeholders. The themes were:
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23%

Industry Snapshot

produced annually45 million tonnes 29.1 exported annually
million tonnes

53% Wheat 

22% Barley

8% Canola

17% Other

103,000
People employed in  
grain, sheep & beef farming

226,000
People employed in  
food & beverage manufacturing

grains, oilseeds & 
pulses make up 
24% of total 
agricultural 
exports 24%

wheat makes 
up 55% of  
total export 
volume

55%

hectare22.2 million ha
annual crop area

The Australian grains industry represents  
23% of Australia’s total agricultural production

$11.1 billion
export values (fob)

Source: ABARES 2019, Agricultural commodities: June quarter 2019, Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource 
Economics and Sciences, Canberra, June. CC BY 4.0.
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Overview

1  ABARES 2019, Agricultural commodities: June quarter 2019, Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences, Canberra, June. CC BY 4.0.
2  Ibid

The Australian grains industry (grains, oilseeds and pulses) is 
a leading contributor to the Australian economy. Representing 
23 percent of Australia’s agricultural production, with an annual 
farmgate value of approximately $13.8 billion from an average 
45 million metric tonnes of grain production1. 

Current on-farm productivity is driven by continually improving 
practices including increased automation, targeted formulation 
and application of inputs and advancements in breeding 
technology. The scale of farming operations required to 
withstand risks inherent in grain production are resulting in 
increased farm sizes. Productivity growth has however slowed 
in part due to climate variability2.

Following complete deregulation of the wheat industry in 2008, 
there has been an expansion of both local and international 
participants throughout the grains value chain. Competition 
in accumulation, freight, marketing and processing of grain 
has led to a proliferation of alternative channels to domestic 
and export markets, supplemented by an increase in on-farm 
storage (particularly in eastern and southern growing regions 
that service larger domestic markets). The efficiency with 
which infrastructure and services are deployed to service 
these markets has been a frequent consideration of industry 
stakeholders throughout this research. 

With respect to social licence, the continual improvement of 
existing practices and the industry’s pursuit of the best value 
domestic and international markets must align with community 
expectations. While the current general perception of the 
industry and its practices is anecdotally neutral to positive, 
there are a number of issues and sectors of the industry that 
must consider the findings of this research to ensure the 
ongoing support of the communities in which they operate.

The grains value chain

The Australian grains value chain is complex. For the purpose 
of this research we have grouped stakeholders into categories 
detailed in Figure 1. This highlights there are interconnected 
and overlapping functions and areas of activity in the grains 
industry. 

 

 

Similar to other industries, the grains value chain is becoming 
increasingly consumer-centric, with technology enabling 
consumers to be accessible by all members of the value chain 
for transactions and communication of preferences. 

Production

RD&E

Consumers

Inputs

Community

Storage, Handling
& Logistics

Policy & 
Regulators

Other interest groups

Trade &
 Markets

Processing &
Manufacturing

Throughout this research both internal and external 
stakeholders have consistently identified the need for the 
industry to engage with consumers and the community to 
relay signals for action by relevant members of the value 
chain. Improving the means by which the industry engages 
with these stakeholders forms a key component of the 
industry’s sustainability, providing the basis for it to respond 
to and anticipate changes in demand and expectations of the 
Australian grains industry. 

The Australian grains industry operates pursuant to 
government regulation at a local, state, federal and 
international level. The industry exhibits self-regulation 
through codes of practice and sector specific guides. 
Proactive engagement with regulators to inform and respond 
to the development of policy underpins the viability of the 
grains value chain.

It is also important to note that the Australian grains industry 
operates in the context of the broader community who, like 
consumers, have expectations of the grains industry and an 
ability to influence individual parts of, and the collective value 
chain. The impact of community perceptions on any aspect of 
the industry have the capacity to impact the practices of the 
entire value chain.

Figure 1 Australian grains industry value chain
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What is sustainability?

Sustainability encompasses the environmental, social, 
and economic impacts that the grains industry has on the 
communities in which it operates, its stakeholders, and 
society at large. 

By identifying and addressing issues that impact its 
sustainability, the Australian grains industry can proactively 
support the viability of internal stakeholders while maintaining 
and growing the support of those external, but inextricably 
linked to, its ongoing prosperity. 

Further, an important outcome of a sustainable industry is the 
maintenance of its social licence. This social licence is one of 
the grains industry’s most important assets as it underpins 
the viability of the entire value chain and is discussed further 
in Looking ahead: Social licence considerations.

Why is sustainability important?

More than ever before, Australian agricultural industries are 
considering the need for sustainability at all levels of the 
value chain. Community expectations are driving standards 
and regulation. Sustainability credentials are becoming 
increasingly important to substantiate both continued 
improvement of performance and maintain a social licence 
to operate. Being proactive in anticipating and responding to 
these issues means the Australian grains industry is taking 
ownership of its sustainability.

With an ever-connected consumer, a changing climate and 
increased geopolitical and regulatory tensions the resources 
available to any industry or business remain challenged. While 
global trends present challenges they also provide significant 
opportunities to take a proactive position. 

By undertaking the development of a sustainability 
framework, the Australian grains industry has recognised 
the opportunity to listen to both its internal and external 
stakeholders, including the broader community, to determine 
and identify the current material themes underpinning its 
sustainability. 

Behind Australian Grain will provide the Australian grains 
industry with an agreed approach to managing and enhancing 
the industry’s sustainability, building on the leading practices 
it employs today, while remaining focused on continuous 
improvement and delivering against broader community 

1  Blasco, J., King, A., Santhosh, J., How to report on the SDGs: What good looks like and why it matters, 2018, KPMG

expectations both now and into the future. It will provide 
the industry with an ability to demonstrate its sustainability 
credentials and goals in a clear, transparent way.

Global standards and best practice

KPMG approaches the development of sustainability 
frameworks, including the grains industry sustainability 
framework, via the GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards 
and the AA1000 AccountAbility Assurance Standard (including 
the Five Part Materiality Test). As part of this process and 
research phase, we have considered international frameworks 
to identify and align with best practice sustainability 
principles. We have also identified approaches to sustainability 
at a corporate level where multinational organisations (many 
of whom operate in the Australian grains industry) have 
identified themes and trends relative to the sustainability of 
their operations. 

The development of a sustainability framework for the 
grains industry will provide guiding, aspirational principles 
for sustainable development in conjunction with an inherent 
flexibility, to be interpreted and implemented by value chain 
participants in line with their specific circumstances. 

Additionally, leading frameworks consider alignment with 
global sustainability standards and commitments such as 
the SDGs. During the development of the sustainability 
framework, Behind Australian Grain will map the SDGs 
against the framework to articulate the grains industry’s 
ongoing commitment to sustainability at both a national and 
global level. The SDGs provide guidance and alignment of 
the respective agendas of civil society, private sector and 
governments. 

What does good SDG reporting look like in our experience?

 – Referencing the SDGs in CEO & Chairs’ messages.

 – Reporting on the industry’s impact on the SDGs.

 – Identifying SDGs most relevant to the industry and the 
process by which they were prioritised (in the case of the 
grains industry, through a materiality assessment).

 – Exploring options to quantify SDG impacts.

The Australian grains industry has the opportunity to align its 
sustainability framework and report its ongoing contribution to 
the SDGs as part of Behind Australian Grain1.

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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What purpose do frameworks serve?
Sustainability frameworks serve many different purposes 
across a range of industries and businesses. Frameworks 
are utilised for risk management, guiding strategy and as a 
holistic approach to organisational and industry operation and 
communication. Best practice sustainability frameworks will 
include goals, outcomes and indicators.

To ensure frameworks are adopted they should be developed 
through collaboration with key stakeholders to understand 
the material sustainability themes affecting the industry or 
business to which they apply. This report details the material 
sustainability themes for the Australian grains industry.

The objectives of the Australian grains industry sustainability 
framework, Behind Australian Grain, are to: 

 – establish a baseline for the assessment of the grains 
industry’s performance over time with respect to social, 
economic and environmental goals; 

 – provide internal industry stakeholders with transparent, 
independent information to facilitate stronger engagement 
with the community;

 – maintain and enhance industry profitability by identifying 
best practice principles and opportunities for innovation; 
and 

 – allow for benchmarking of the grains industry against both 
agriculture and non-agriculture sectors to drive continuous 
improvement.

It is appropriate to revisit the materiality process and the 
framework at regular intervals of three to five years. This 
allows for changes in stakeholder issues, sentiment and 
expectations to be identified, and ensures the research 
insights reflect the issues of the day as well as emerging 
trends.

Alignment with peers and stakeholders
The grains industry is integral to the operation of a number of 
Australian agricultural sectors and many industry participants 
operate in a corporate context. Many of these sectors 
and organisations have developed their own sustainability 
frameworks to guide strategy, advocate for their respective 
industry and for use as an instrument to engage with 
stakeholders and the broader community on the activities and 
issues relevant to their specific sector or business operation.

Given the key relationships that exist between the grains 
industry and its peers, and the importance of grain to 
the agricultural industry at large, the grains sustainability 
framework must learn from and align with these frameworks 
and strategic plans to ensure a consistent approach to 
sustainability. 

As each sector has its own specific circumstances, they have 
approached their frameworks in subtle, yet materially different 
ways. For instance, the Beef Sustainability Framework 
takes a whole of value chain approach and is target driven. 
Conversely the eggs framework has a stronger social licence 
and trust focus. Dairy focuses on goals, continuous review 
and improvement of its practices.

Additionally, many of the Australian grains industry’s 
stakeholders including multinational and ASX listed 
corporations have their own sustainability frameworks and 
policies. The grains sustainability framework must also be 
relevant to and aligned with their frameworks without placing 
onerous or additional obligations upon the value chain.

Considerations for the Australian grains 
industry
It is important for Australian grains industry stakeholders to 
identify what it is they want the framework to achieve and 
how it could best add value to their organisation and the 
industry more broadly. Determining the industry’s collective 
level of ambition and appetite for change forms a critical part 
of the upcoming discussion of the draft framework pillars 
with key stakeholders. This will ensure the framework is 
both forward-looking and realistic for industry participants to 
own as they strive to improve their performance against the 
key pillars, goals and indicators that the industry decides to 
pursue as part of this initiative.

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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2012

2014

2017

2018

2019

Dairy

– Enhancing livelihoods
– Improved wellbeing
– Best care for animals
– Reducing environmental impact

Cotton

– Economic
– Environmental
– Social

Beef

– Animal welfare
– Economic resilience
– Environmental stewardship
– People and community

Eggs

– Economic viability 
– Environmental impact
– Animal welfare
– The lives of people

National Farmers’ Federation

– Customers and the value chain
– Growing sustainably
– Unlocking innovation
– People and communities
– Capital and risk management

Behind Australian Grain

Key pillars to be prioritised by industry 
stakeholders, informed by the material 
themes identified in this report

Existing frameworks

Australian agriculture already has a number of sustainability 
frameworks in place. The examples below outline the core 
pillars and themes of the respective frameworks, under 
which prioritised material themes are allocated to guide the 
sustainable development of the relevant sectors.

Figure 2 Existing Australian frameworks and strategies
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Materiality 
Our approach to identifying the key research insights is based 
on the GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards and the AA1000 
AccountAbility Assurance Standard (including the Five Part 
Materiality Test). This process of materiality was implemented 
to systematically identify current and emerging sustainability 
issues that are most relevant to the Australian grains industry 
and its stakeholders. 

AccountAbility’s Five Part Materiality Test is a robust process 
and requires the inclusion of five key elements: direct financial 
impacts, policy-related performance, organisational peer-
based norms, societal norms and stakeholder behaviour and 
concerns. This provides a representative spread of research 
inputs to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 
issues that impact stakeholders and their decisions.

These inputs form the basis of the research undertaken and 
include stakeholder voice via interview, workshops, surveys, 
on-line and social media and document analysis.

Mapping the value chain
In line with the AA1000 AccountAbility Assurance Standard the 
Australian grains industry value chain was mapped to identify a 
representative cross-section of stakeholders. The stakeholder 
map included representatives from across the Australian grains 
industry, agriculture more broadly, international and customer 
representatives, representatives from other interest groups 
including consumer, community, policy and regulation. The 
map was then validated by the project steering committee.

Analysing inputs 
The insights gathered through the research process were 
analysed in the social research software, NVivoTM. The results 
of the analysis established a list of priority themes most 
important to the Australian grains industry’s stakeholders. The 
interrelationships between these themes were also identified 

together with considerations for the development of the 
framework. The priority themes were tested and validated by 
the project steering committee to determine the final material 
themes as presented in this report.

From insights to a framework
From here, the Australian grains industry will develop a draft 
framework that identifies the sustainability pillars where the 
grains industry has the greatest opportunities to contribute or 
influence, based on the material themes. Draft sustainability 
framework pillars will be tested with key industry stakeholders 
during workshops in late 2019. These workshops will also 
facilitate the identification of goals that the industry is willing 
to set and the indicators by which it could, or currently 
does, measure performance in the future. The sustainability 
framework will be finalised post stakeholder consultation and 
launched at the end of 2019.

Stakeholder and
document mapping  

Prioritised list of
stakeholders and
reference documents

Identify sustainability
themes

Material sustainability
themes and research insights

Validated draft framework,
goals and indicators

Australian grains
industry sustainability
framework

Validate 
material themes 

Stakeholder
research 

Validate draft
framework and identify
performance indicators 

WE ARE HERE

Finalise framework 
including industry
goals 

The industry’s response
This research insights report provides the Australian 
grains industry with the results of the materiality process 
and those themes most relevant to the industry’s internal 
and external stakeholders. The Australian grains industry 
is encouraged to review the findings of this report and 
the questions posed to guide the formulation of the 
sustainability framework. 

The Australian grains industry has the opportunity to be 
ambitious in how it responds to the material themes 
identified and this report provides the basis for further 
discussion with key stakeholders around the core 
components of the sustainability framework, how the 
industry could measure its performance and what goals 
it will collectively choose to drive the industry forward.

Figure 3 Research methodology process
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All the themes explored in this 
report were identified and validated 
through a robust materiality 
process. They are provided for 
the industry and its stakeholders’ 
consideration as it strengthens its 
strategic focus on sustainability 
to meet the evolving expectations 
of its stakeholders both in 
Australia and globally. Reflecting 
on and continuing to discuss 
these themes will support the 
development of the Australian 
grains industry sustainability 
framework, Behind Australian 
Grain.

The ten most material sustainability 
themes are presented in this 
report. Although many other 
themes were identified during the 
research and raised during our 
engagement with stakeholders, 
these reflect the most significant 
sustainability themes for the 
Australian grains industry and its 
stakeholders. In this sense, no 
material theme has greater priority 
than another.

Our comprehensive mapping of 
the Australian grains industry 
value chain included the following 
stakeholder groups: 

Internal industry stakeholders: 

RD&E, production, inputs, 
industry (domestic), storage, 
handling & logistics, processing 
and manufacturing, and trade and 
markets. 

External stakeholders:

Community and other interest 
groups, consumers, policy and 
regulators and industry (global).

The grains industry value chain 
is complex and the research 
acknowledges that some

stakeholders may belong to 
more than one group, with 
the interrelationships between 
stakeholders captured where 
relevant in our overview of each 
material theme.

This materiality matrix shows a 
visual representation of the relative 
level of external interest for each 
of the ten most material themes 
against the importance attributed 
to them by the Australian grains 
industry.
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Figure 4 Ten most material sustainability themes
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In this report, we define each material theme and present an overview of the 
key insights identified through the research and engagement with stakeholders. 
These insights are not an exhaustive list of everything that was raised in relation 
to each theme, however they aim to create a shared understanding of the 
issues, opportunities and challenges raised by internal and external stakeholders. 
Selected quotes are included to help illustrate perspectives under each theme. 
Readers are encouraged to reflect on the themes and what this means for their 
organisation and its role in the sustainability of the Australian grains industry.

A changing climate 

The impact of a changing climate and increased weather variability was raised with particular importance by all stakeholders. 
Adverse weather events of varying severity including drought, flood, hail and frosts can all impact the quantity and quality 
of grain production, the entire value chain and the communities in which the industry operates. The research has identified 
the practices the grains industry employs to limit its contribution to climate change and recognises the immense potential of 
the industry to positively contribute to addressing climate change, including opportunities such as carbon sequestration and 
reduction in fossil fuel use throughout the value chain. 

Responsible use of inputs

In the context of this theme, inputs refer to chemicals and fertilisers used to mitigate the effects of pests and disease, and 
provide crop nutrition. It was a complex issue for stakeholders who identified both the critical role inputs play in production and 
environmental stewardship, and the potential challenges posed to market access through overarching concerns around the use 
of inputs. Stakeholder concerns around health and safety of input use were also raised.

Environmental stewardship

Stakeholders across the value chain identified the positive environmental and economic outcomes which result from good 
environmental stewardship. The importance of enhanced biodiversity and better maintenance of natural vegetation was 
also identified by internal and external stakeholders. Industry bodies and growers noted a difference between the broader 
community’s perception and reality of its management of the environment. External stakeholders, including those in the 
broader community, perceived the appropriate use of water to be of importance which provided an opportunity for the grains 
industry to communicate its water use efficiency credentials in a predominantly rain-fed system.
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Enduring profitability

Acknowledging the cyclical nature of grain production, enduring profitability relates to the importance of long-term profitability 
for all participants in the value chain. All stakeholders identified grower profitability as the key to industry viability, enabled by 
the continued adoption of innovative practices to mitigate variability and seasonality of production. Internal stakeholders viewed 
economies of scale and consistency as crucial to their ability to invest in, and benefit from, efficiencies throughout the supply 
chain. The capacity for growers to better manage the complexities of business succession was also identified as a key issue.

Market access & competitiveness

Australia produces high quality grains for consumption by domestic and export food, feed and industrial markets. The ability 
of the Australian grains industry to maintain access to both existing and new markets was perceived to be of the utmost 
importance. All stakeholders observed an increase in consumer and community expectations in relation to food safety and 
responsible sourcing. Internal stakeholders interpreted this theme to include the implications of both tariff and non-tariff barriers 
to trade, and the ability of the industry to be competitive in its supply of grain to valued markets that are supported by long-term 
consumption trends.

A changing consumer

The Australian grains industry must adapt to the highly dynamic nature of consumer trends and preferences, in both food 
and feed sectors. Consumers’ diets continue to evolve, leading to changes in the type of food they eat and how and when 
they consume it. Feed and industrial markets for grains are exhibiting an increased requirement for sustainability credentials 
confirming the environmental footprint of production and the nature of labour and practices within the supply chain. 
Stakeholders across the value chain identified the importance of the grains industry being proactive to anticipate and deliver 
to consumers’ changing preferences, believing the industry was in an excellent position to listen to and meet these evolving 
needs. 

Supply chain assurance

All stakeholders observed this theme to revolve around trust in the supply chain. Trust of consumers and the community in 
the origin of grain and the means by which it has been grown, handled and processed. Internal stakeholders identified existing 
industry processes required to substantiate food safety and biosecurity credentials, or other market access requirements. 
Views on additional whole-of-industry traceability/verification systems and the potential benefits of provenance were mixed 
amongst stakeholders, suggesting that a compelling value proposition was yet to be articulated, particularly given the largely 
bulk nature of grains. Changing consumer preferences and community expectations are driving demand for traceability in both 
domestic and export markets and the grains industry should consider an appropriate response to ensure access to prioritised 
markets.

Vibrant communities

The Australian grains industry plays an important role in the prosperity of rural and regional communities, in particular 
by providing direct and indirect employment opportunities at various points in the value chain. Communities require the 
maintenance of population and jobs in order to sustain social infrastructure and services. Structural changes in the industry, 
such as farm consolidation and corporate farming, rationalisation of grain storage and handling infrastructure, as well as 
automation and technology, were seen as factors impacting regional communities, presenting both risks and opportunities.

Grower health & wellbeing

Health and wellbeing of growers – both individually and collectively – were linked closely to the financial sustainability of 
the industry and grower resilience during periods of low production. On-farm work health and safety (WH&S) was identified 
as a key theme, with practices such as chemical and machinery use identified as contributing to WH&S risks. Further, all 
stakeholders identified mental health of farmers as an ongoing challenge for the industry. Production and profit variability, and 
the remote and isolated nature of grain production all contributed to this issue.

Unlocking innovation

The concept of innovation and the adoption of technology is fundamental to the sustainability of the Australian grains industry. 
Internal stakeholders described the positive impact of new technology in plant breeding, inputs and automation. Internal 
stakeholders perceived there was a need to articulate this benefits of innovation to external stakeholders to balance varying 
levels of acceptance of new market technologies. Maintaining a culture of innovation, that is dynamic and encourages 
entrepreneurship, is vital to the ongoing sustainability of the industry.
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The impact of a changing climate and increased weather variability was raised with particular 
importance by all stakeholders. Adverse weather events of varying severity including drought, 
flood, hail and frosts can all impact the quantity and quality of grain production, the entire value 
chain and the communities in which the industry operates. The research has identified the 
practices the grains industry employs to limit its contribution to climate change and recognises 
the immense potential of the industry to positively contribute to addressing climate change, 
including opportunities such as carbon sequestration and reduction in fossil fuel use throughout 
the value chain. 

The grains industry’s response to a changing 
climate

Stakeholders identified an alignment of interests between 
grain production and responding to a changing climate. The 
use of chemicals to mitigate weeds provides for minimum 
tillage and reduced diesel usage, improvements in nitrogen 
use efficiency, breeding of resilient crops and use of cover 
crops were highlighted as areas where the grains industry is 
already working to reduce its impact on the environment and 
increase the capacity of soil to store carbon. 

Stakeholders across the value chain identified that the 
Australian grains industry, as part of agriculture globally, 
will either voluntarily or compulsorily need to respond to a 
changing climate. This was of particular interest to broader 
community stakeholders. Agriculture will be presented with 
further opportunities to sequester carbon and can continually 
improve practices to reduce its impact on the climate.

Understanding the future climate

Multiple stakeholders noted that for the grains industry to 
remain resilient, members across the value chain will require 
access to more detailed climate projections. Stakeholders 
expressed that growers do not currently have access to 
localised and accurate climate data.

Internal stakeholders noted that climate change has already 
shifted weather patterns causing the industry to reconsider 
typical timings for seeding and harvest, and where various 
grains can be grown. 

All stakeholders identified the use of emerging and evolving 
technology to provide a more detailed understanding of the 
impact of climate change will allow the industry to adapt its 
production practices and make the requisite adjustments 
to the value chain, including the allocation of storage and 
handling infrastructure to receive and move grain efficiently to 
markets while also aiding the planning of grain processors.

Opportunities in carbon sequestration

Stakeholders identified opportunities for the grains industry 
to support global initiatives to limit the impact of a changing 
climate and seek new sources of income through carbon 
sequestration, biodiversity and other public environmental 
services.

External stakeholders recognised the immense potential of 
the grains industry to participate in carbon and natural capital 
markets as these initiatives gained traction with financial 
institutions. This provides an opportunity to diversify farm 
income while valuing the contribution of the grains industry 
to mitigating climate change (and the cost incurred to achieve 
improved outcomes).
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 – All stakeholders believe it is a testament to the resilience of the grains industry that it has remained viable in the 
challenging environment in which it operates.  

 – Research and development will play a critical role in supporting the grains industry through a changing climate, 
providing the industry with the means to continue producing high quality and quantity grain in variable conditions.

 – There is a growing community interest in climate change and the contribution and mitigation strategies of 
industries in addressing the challenge. Internal stakeholders perceived the industry to be exposed to consumers 
who can influence climate change policy responses, including regulations.

 – The scale of the grains industry provides it with an opportunity to make a material contribution to the mitigation of 
climate change through the capture of carbon as one key example.
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Impact on whole of industry profitability

The most significant physical impediments to grain yield are 
water availability and climate variability. Increasing climate 
variability inevitably results in increasing production variability 
which complicates decision making across the entire grains 
value chain.

The flow-on impacts of limited or failed crops and unviable 
planting conditions have consequences throughout the value 
chain and the communities in which it operates. The current 
East Coast drought being highlighted by stakeholders as an 
example of an event which has impacted the profitability of 
storage, handling and logistics providers, as well as traders, 
manufacturers and consumers.

The flow-on impact, to both growers and supporting industries, 
from variable levels of production leading to increased financial 
stress and mental health issues, was highlighted as a key area 
of concern for all stakeholders across the value chain.

Access to capital and risk mitigation tools

The impact of climate-related risks which are not related to 
the physical environment was discussed by stakeholders as 
being poorly understood by the grains industry. Regulators are 
beginning to ask capital providers to consider climate-related 
risks within their lending portfolios, therefore borrowers will 
increasingly be expected to describe their mitigation measures 
to reduce their risk exposure to climate change to access 
capital.

Stakeholders identified that for the grains industry to remain 
resilient in a changing climate, insurance products will need to 
be developed to assist in the management of risks associated 
with crop and income losses caused by natural perils. 

Considerations for a sustainable grains industry
 – How can the industry continue to reduce its footprint across the value chain to limit 

its impact on the climate, demonstrating the industry’s commitment and alignment to 
community expectations?

 – What measures should the industry implement to improve the financial resilience of the 
entire value chain in the context of a changing climate?

 – How can the industry work to ensure new income opportunities are created from carbon 
sequestration and improved soil health?

“Increasingly the response to climate 
change needs to be multi-faceted, 
addressing emissions, mitigation, 
sequestration and deforestation as well 
as adaptation to the expected changes 
of increasing drought, storms events and 
broader risks.”

”If what we care about is lowering CO2 
emissions around the world, the lowest 
CO2 emitted wheat production is what 
we should aim for.”

“There needs to be an understanding of 
what climate change means at a local 
farm level, not regional or global. What 
does 2°c [of warming] mean in terms 
of weather conditions which will be 
experienced on the farm?”

”The variability of the Australian climate  
is becoming more erratic over time,  
[this requires] investment into  
productivity improvement.”

Stakeholder quotes
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In the context of this theme, inputs refer to chemicals and fertilisers used to mitigate the effects 
of pests and disease, and provide crop nutrition. It was a complex issue for stakeholders who 
identified both the critical role inputs play in production and environmental stewardship, and the 
potential challenges posed to market access through overarching concerns around the use of 
inputs. Stakeholder concerns around health and safety of input use were also raised.

Growers demonstrating best practice input use

Growers acknowledged and supported the requirement 
to apply inputs within the boundaries of existing laws and 
regulation including the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary 
Medicines Authority, control of use legislation and relevant 
work health and safety laws. External stakeholders did not 
express views identifying a lack of grower compliance, 
with the research indicating that the industry needed to be 
proactive in demonstrating the rationale behind the use of 
chemicals and reinforcing the industry’s safe and responsible 
use more visibly to the community.

A potential social licence challenge

Stakeholders overall strongly agreed that use of chemicals, 
specifically the external perception of glyphosate, was a 
potential risk to the industry’s social licence. 

A disconnect was perceived to exist between the views of 
metropolitan and regional communities regarding chemical use 
in grains. Growing concerns about chemical residues in food 
and the environment from community, NGOs and consumers 
both in Australia and globally were perceived by internal 
stakeholders to contribute to a tightening of regulation. 
This presented a risk to the viability and environmental 
sustainability of the industry.

The important role of inputs in grain production

Internal industry stakeholders reinforced the rationale behind 
the use of chemicals to control pests and disease in crops. 
Specifically, the application of chemicals such as glyphosate 
provide the basis for minimum tillage farming practices by 
managing weeds and keeping the soil structure undisturbed. 
This allows the soil to retain moisture and nutrients which 
in turn improves the production capacity of the soil and 
minimises erosion, providing an environmental benefit. With 
respect to crop nutrition, targeted and evolving application of 
fertilisers were identified as a key tool to mitigate the effects 
of climate variability. 

Developing alternative solutions 

Some growers felt that the grains industry was beholden to 
the efficacy of fertiliser and chemicals to maintain productivity. 
Many shared the view that a potential ban on glyphosate 
would be a backward step for production, safety and the 
environment.

All stakeholders felt strongly that the industry needed to 
continue to investigate and develop alternative solutions 
to pest and disease management in response to growing 
consumer and community expectations. Suggested 
alternatives included automated and biotechnology solutions, 
which in their own right had community acceptance 
challenges. The major risk of not doing so was identified as 
the potential loss of market access, in particular to major Asian 
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 – Internal stakeholders identified the use of inputs as critical to the efficient and environmentally responsible 
production of grain. Growers reinforced that the use of inputs is both highly regulated and targeted, also being 
incentivised to minimise the use of external inputs due to their considerable cost to business. 

 – Consumers and broader community stakeholders are increasingly concerned about chemical residues in food for 
both human and animal consumption and potential health and safety impacts for those who use them. 

 – Internal stakeholders believed consumer and community perceptions have the potential to impact market 
requirements and the efficiency of the value chain through tighter regulation.

 – The grains industry needs to articulate the rationale behind the use of inputs in the production of grain, including 
both the environmental and economic trade-offs involved.

 – There is widespread support for continued investment in research to reduce and/or improve the efficiency of input 
use, providing opportunities for the differentiation of Australian grains in both existing and new markets.
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and domestic markets and an increased pressure from the 
European regulators across global trade more broadly. 

There was a concern from input stakeholders in particular, that 
banning glyphosate, without viable alternatives to replace it, 
would be challenging for many growers with flow-on effects 
for the entire value chain. 

Industry stakeholders raised the need for investment in 
R&D for chemicals and broader pest and weed management 
options that meets the needs of Australian conditions that 
were also acceptable to the broader community. The relative 
lack of scale of the Australian market was seen as an additional 
challenge for input companies in justifying investment in 
solutions exclusively for the Australian conditions. 

Chemical residues and traceability

Industry organisations described the changing expectations 
of retailers and food manufacturers regarding the traceability 
of chemical residues (and their customer’s perception of 
the same) as an increasing priority and consideration for 
the industry. This was seen by other stakeholders as an 
opportunity to reinforce the existence of, and industry’s 
compliance with a science based system of maximum residue 
limits (MRLs) that apply globally and to specific countries.

Stakeholders across the value chain noted an increased 
prevalence of audits from their customers with respect to 
chemical use and broader responsible sourcing requirements, 
driven by global and local retailers’ requirements. The ability 
to meet these audit requirements increased operational costs 
and stakeholders sought a streamlined comprehensive audit 
process rather than a myriad of individual audits.  

In the stockfeed industry, stakeholders were conscious of 
an increasing need to present their sustainability credentials 
to their customers, including proof of chemical use, not 
necessarily to derive a premium but more a baseline 
expectation.

Considerations for a sustainable grains industry
 – How can the value chain better relay the increasing demands of consumer and community expectations to guide 

investment and research into the improved efficiency and use of inputs?

 – Should the industry more clearly and transparently communicate the current role of chemical use in grains production 
and the alignment of targeted chemical usage with economic and environmental sustainability?

 – What are the opportunities for alternative or innovative practices to support growers to reduce or adapt input use to 
align with changing consumer and community expectations?

“[The grains industry]  
needs to improve its  
farm management  
practices over time to 
meet consumer requirements 
while reducing its environmental impact.”

 “I consider myself well educated but I 
don’t understand how grains are grown in 
any depth [including chemical use].  
If I don’t know, how will others that  
are less educated than me?”

“Chemical use will be an issue for us. If we 
can’t show that we can handle chemistry 
appropriately and safely we will come under 
pressure there. This will restrict the tools 
available to us that underpin profitability.”

“We really need to build the capacity to 
engage with the community and explain 
why it [glyphosate] is used.”

Stakeholder quotes
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Stakeholders across the value chain identified the positive environmental and economic 
outcomes which result from good environmental stewardship. The importance of enhanced 
biodiversity and better maintenance of natural vegetation was also identified by internal 
and external stakeholders. Industry bodies and growers noted a difference between the 
broader community’s perception and reality of its management of the environment. External 
stakeholders, including those in the broader community, perceived the appropriate use of water 
to be of importance which provided an opportunity for the grains industry to communicate its 
water use efficiency credentials in a predominantly rain-fed system.

Demonstrating the industry’s water use efficiency 

The research highlighted the increased focus on efficient 
water use, predominantly by external stakeholders in 
the context of the Murray Darling Basin Plan. Internal 
stakeholders identified the considerable percentage 
(~96percent) of dryland, rain-fed grain production and the 
high level of water use efficiency required to produce valuable 
crops from often limited and highly variable rainfall. 

Environmental stewardship throughout the value 
chain

All stakeholders noted that growers are custodians of the 
land. Their long-term management of the land allows for 
the financial sustainability of the entire value chain and 
contributes to the broader Australian economy. Internal 
stakeholders noted that there will be an increased need for 
research and development to support growers to maintain 
their environmental stewardship while remaining viable, 
especially in an increasingly challenging climate.  

Some internal stakeholders noted that variable crop 
production rates, reduced cash flow and business continuity 
pressures impact growers’ ability to incorporate further 
sustainability activities into on-farm management practices. 
It was also noted that there are still some growers who have 
not fully adopted environmental sustainability best practice 
due to limited financial incentive. 

Internal stakeholders throughout the value chain recognised 
their need to minimise their environmental impact. Themes 
discussed included minimising dust generation during the 
handling of fertiliser and grain, ensuring compliance with the 
use of fumigants and efforts to minimise the use of fossil 
fuels. Input and bulk handling stakeholders were particularly 
mindful of these issues given the close proximity of their 
operations to the broader community, being particularly active 
in ports and regional centres. The ongoing acceptance of their 
activities was perceived to be of great important to ensure 
access to inputs for production and an ability to move grain 
efficiently to market.   

An opportunity to recognise industry best practice

There was widespread discussion within internal industry 
stakeholders about the potential of an industry-wide best 
management practice (BMP) program. BMP programs were 
observed to have been implemented across a range of 
agricultural industries in Australia (including the Queensland 
grains industry) and around the world with mixed success. 
Despite this, many internal stakeholders believed they 
need not be onerous to implement and would consolidate 
sustainability credentials to set a minimum level of 
performance required, be used to maintain market access 
and potentially be leveraged for opportunities in new markets. 
BMP programs were also believed to be of use in articulating 
grower’s commitment to environmental stewardship to 
external stakeholders such as the broader community.
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 – The broader community has increased environmental stewardship expectations of land owners. Due to this, the 
industry will continue to face challenges with respect to its use of natural resources, specifically around the balance 
and trade-off of short-term business profitability verses long-term environmental sustainability.

 – The grains industry has an opportunity to articulate its commitment to natural resource management including 
water use efficiency and management of soil health, highlighting the economic benefit of environmental 
stewardship to the broader Australian community.

 – Internal stakeholders along with the broader community must consider the delivery of ecosystem services that can 
be provided by the grains industry. A tension exists with respect to who benefits and pays for biodiversity.
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Environmentally responsible practices 

Internal stakeholders identified the motivation of growers to 
optimise the use of inputs through targeted application and 
maintaining soil health to prevent run-off of chemicals and 
nutrients. 

The uptake of minimum tillage farming was viewed as 
having positive benefits from both a grower profitability and 
an environmental perspective. It was commented by some 
internal stakeholders that these positive benefits to the 
environment and community (for example dust management 
through reduced erosion) were not effectively communicated 
or understood by external stakeholders. 

Many growers were driven by long-term sustainability and 
a desire to leave the land in a better condition than they 
received it. This was linked to the intergenerational nature of 
many family farms. 

Balancing requirements of the environment and 
food production

While acknowledging the benefits of environmental 
stewardship, stakeholders also described a tension between 
the pursuit of short-term business profitability and long-
term environmental sustainability. The prioritisation of 
crop rotations based on market forces over long-term 
environmental interests was seen by internal stakeholders as 
a challenge for some growers. 

This trade-off also related to the cost of inputs and capital, 
and the need for planning in relation to anticipated increased 
regulation around environmental sustainability.

Valuing biodiversity

A number of internal and external stakeholders noted the 
significant contribution of the Australian grains industry to 
maintaining biodiversity and natural vegetation, however it 
was perceived that more work had be done to promote the 
efforts of industry to maintain and improve the industry’s 
environmental sustainability.

Some external stakeholders believed the industry created a 
monoculture environment. Internal stakeholders identified 
how crop rotations reduced pest and disease resistance, 
assisted the maintenance of soil nutrient levels, with 
associated benefits to production and the environment. This 
distinction was not readily observed by external stakeholders.

Internal stakeholders challenged external stakeholders 
to value increased biodiversity and the effort and money 
expended by the grains industry to enhance it. Internal 
stakeholders believed there was an opportunity to articulate 
the industry’s pursuit of biodiversity and the relief its 
environmental stewardship provided to public funds.

As with carbon sequestration, any opportunities to support 
access to finance and provide complementary income 
streams for land owners through improved biodiversity were 
welcomed by the production sector of the value chain.

Considerations for a 
sustainable grains industry
 – How does the industry balance the trade-off 

between short-term business profitability objectives 
and long-term environmental sustainability 
expectations?

 – How does the industry articulate its positive 
environmental stewardship to consumers and the 
broader community? 

 – Are external industry stakeholders willing to put 
a price on ecosystem services to recognise their 
importance and the opportunities of the grains 
industry to enhance the environment for the benefit 
of the broader Australian economy and community?

“It’s hard to be green  
when you’re in the red.”

“Land stewardship and  
biodiversity is important to  
growers, but the community  
need to invest in and value this 
contribution to ensure it is  
maintained and improved.”

“How can we keep soil health  
(moisture and nutrients) a high priority? 
It’s the factory floor of grain production.”

“[For us] sustainability is making goals 
around a healthy planet - science based 
discussion around the likes of reduced 
GHG in the supply chain, cutting water 
use and not increasing land use area. The 
grains industry has a great opportunity to 
contribute.” 

Stakeholder quotes
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Acknowledging the cyclical nature of grain production, enduring profitability relates to the 
importance of long-term profitability for all participants in the value chain. All stakeholders 
identified grower profitability as the key to industry viability, enabled by the continued adoption 
of innovative practices to mitigate variability and seasonality of production. Internal stakeholders 
viewed economies of scale and consistency as crucial to their ability to invest in, and benefit 
from, efficiencies throughout the supply chain. The capacity for growers to better manage the 
complexities of business succession was also identified as a key issue.

The profitability of growers is key

Internal stakeholders acknowledged that growers perform 
well to mitigate the impact of variable climatic conditions and 
declining terms of trade. Additionally, the need for growers 
and the broader industry to continue to invest in the use 
and development of improved plant breeding, chemicals and 
fertilisers to support production in the face of challenging 
growing conditions.

Growers acknowledged that those who did not innovate 
were unlikely to remain viable in the long-term. Issues such 
as awareness of improved production methods, cash flow, 
access to capital and investment in improved business skills 
were seen as barriers to adoption of innovation that would 
mitigate risk and improve profitability of growers.

All stakeholders recognised the challenge at the core of a 
sustainable industry was to balance the trade-offs between 
economic, environmental and social impacts. Growers have 
a variety of tools at their disposal including the use of inputs 
(herbicides, pesticides and fertilisers), technology (machinery, 
digital and plant breeding) to produce grains as efficiently as 
possible while sustainably managing the natural resource 
base.

Succession planning throughout the industry

Succession planning of farming operations was identified 
as an ongoing challenge by internal stakeholders. Internal 
stakeholders also perceived that volatile profitability and 
traditional ownership structures influence grower and 
business succession decisions. 

The ability of the industry to manage intergenerational transfer, 
often between family members, the employment of staff 
or sale of businesses were seen as crucial to the enduring 
profitability of the industry. This issue was closely linked with 
grower wellbeing, vibrant communities and the attraction of 
skills required to remain a viable grains industry in the future.

Production variability impacting the value chain

As with other sections of the value chain, growers (both 
individual and corporate) identified the need for economies 
of scale in their operations to support long-term viability. 
Increased farm sizes provided opportunities to invest in new 
technologies to achieve greater efficiencies and also increase 
return on investment (with the subsequent downside risks 
of scale also acknowledged). This observation linked closely 
with the aggregation of smaller operations and also the 
perceived negative impact of increasing farm sizes on regional 
communities.  

Internal stakeholders (bulk handlers, logistics providers, 
processors and traders) identified the importance of 
volume to enable their profitability, particularly so given the 
current commoditised focus of the industry. Further, the 
consistency and quality of that volume was seen as critical 
to their operations and the maintenance of relationships 
with end customers and trading partners. Any adjustment 
to the market segments the industry wished to pursue (and 
what grains were grown), would need to be aligned with 
appropriate storage, handling and processing infrastructure 
to ensure the desired value was maintained and enhanced by 
the balance of the value chain. 
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 – The long-term viability of growers is seen by all stakeholders as crucial to the enduring profitability of the whole 
industry.

 – Many internal stakeholders believe that pursuing market value over market share will provide greater support to 
enduring profitability.

 – To grow value, the industry must understand and align production with evolving consumer preferences. The 
industry must collaborate to ensure it can store, move and process grain as efficiently as possible to meet these 
long-term trends.
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Considerations for a sustainable grains industry
 – How will the industry measure enduring profitability across the value chain in a sustainability framework? 

 – What is the potential for additional value capture along the value chain?

 – How can the industry maintain its global competitiveness, especially in the supply chain?

Opportunities for the grains industry

Some internal stakeholders identified that the gains being 
made in yield are diminishing and believed that the industry 
must now also ensure a focus on the value that it gets for, or 
can add to, its production. 

As identified in other material themes, the potential for the 
grains industry to identify new and enduring consumer trends 
was seen to play to the strength of existing systems. The 
exploration of sizeable, high value market segments in South 
East Asia were cited as examples where the industry could 
continue to sell a commodity while leveraging sustainable 
production practices that highlighted Australia’s high 
quality grain. The guidance of world health authorities and 
governments to increase wholegrain consumption as part of a 
balanced diet was also seen as an opportunity for the industry 
which is articulated further in the changing consumer material 
theme.

The increase in containerisation was identified by internal 
stakeholders as an example of value-adding that had risen 
to prominence over the past 10-15 years. This trend was 
highlighted for both its capacity to meet consumer needs for 
high value, segregated grains but also for its ability to provide 
regional employment opportunities.

Digitisation of the value chain was recognised to provide 
efficiencies in planning, transactions and transparency (where 
required) to reduce the cost of operations. 

“We need to stop and think about who 
we are competing against. If we continue 
to produce what we do now, in the next 
10 years we’ll struggle to compete with 
the Black Sea. We need to differentiate in 
some way.”

“We’re hitting a ceiling as to how far yield 
can be pushed, the value the industry 
gets for its production is of equal 
importance.”

“Are we going to have the 
next generation of farmers? 
Or the next generation of 
farm managers?”

 “Value is being lost, or perhaps more 
accurately not being captured. We 
compete on a commoditised basis but 
we may want to shift to a more value-
added system, subject to our assessment 
of where the best value lies.”

Stakeholder quotes
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Australia produces high quality grains for consumption by domestic and export food, feed and 
industrial markets. The ability of the Australian grains industry to maintain access to both existing 
and new markets was perceived to be of the utmost importance. All stakeholders observed an 
increase in consumer and community expectations in relation to food safety and responsible 
sourcing. Internal stakeholders interpreted this theme to include the implications of both tariff and 
non-tariff barriers to trade, and the ability of the industry to be competitive in its supply of grain to 
valued markets that are supported by long-term consumption trends.

Maintaining existing access

All stakeholders recognised the work of the Australian grains 
industry and the government to achieve access to key exports 
that are supported by suitable trade deals. In addition to the 
exploration of new markets, the reduction in tariffs and other 
impediments to trade in all markets is critical to the ongoing 
competitiveness of the Australian grains industry.

Food safety

External stakeholders, in particular consumers and broader 
community stakeholders, articulated clear expectations that 
their food is produced in an environmentally sustainable way 
with minimal chemical residues. 

This is consistent with the views of internal stakeholder’s 
active in international markets, who were responding to 
increased investor, consumer and community pressures to 
supply sustainable, safe products. International markets were 
viewed to respond to consumer and community perception 
when setting MRLs.

Internal stakeholders perceived the risk of chemical issues 
preventing market access to be low, but the resulting 
implications of a breach, to be extremely high. This was seen 
to be an issue for not only growers but the entire value chain. 
This issue was not unique to Australia or grains, applying to 
global agriculture.

Supply chain competitiveness

Competitive supply chains are crucial to the competitiveness 
of Australian grains in key export markets in Asia and Europe, 
and internal stakeholders believed this would incorporate a 
number of facets. 

The structure of domestic competition was seen as an area 
of high priority for bulk handlers and traders who believed 
the industry should consider where and how competition 
was encouraged. This was particularly so given the high 
level of production variability and the subsequent reality of 
underutilised supply chain assets contributing to the overall 
cost of Australia’s supply chains.

Access to cost-effective rail transport was also raised by 
internal stakeholders who identified inconsistent regulation 
and competition with mining sectors in some regions as 
contributing to a lack of supply chain competitiveness. 
The flow on impacts of pressures on investment in road 
infrastructure was also a consideration. 

This was linked to the competitiveness of domestic markets 
(in particular East Coast) where the efficiency of capital 
allocation throughout the supply chain was questioned given 
the complexities and opportunities provided by the domestic 
market, resulting in increased on-farm storage and various 
bulk handling and containerisation facilities. 
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 – The Australian grains industry has access to a range of export markets. The maintenance of this access is critical to 
the industry’s sustainability. 

 – The global competitiveness of both domestic and export supply chains is critical to the sustainability of the industry. 
Competition, access and allocation of capital throughout the value chain is top of mind for internal stakeholders.

 – Increased consumers and community expectations in both domestic and international markets are driving increased 
expectations in food safety and responsible sourcing. 

 – Internal stakeholders believe a sustainable industry will focus on market value, not market share per se. This 
requires consideration of how the industry would support existing domestic and international markets.

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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Considerations for a sustainable grains industry
 – How should the industry strategically respond to growing consumer and community food safety expectations to 

enhance its competitiveness? 

 – How can the industry allocate capital appropriately throughout the supply chain to maintain competitiveness in key 
export markets?

 – How can market access requirements and market signals more broadly be efficiently relayed from industry and 
customer-facing organisations to the rest of the value chain?

Pursuing market value, not share

Internal stakeholders understood growing consumption and 
dietary succession in South East Asia created substantial 
opportunities for the industry. They were also realistic in their 
assessment of the Australian grains industry’s lack of capacity 
to meet this entire demand (both in terms of production and 
through an assessment of competition). Internal stakeholders 
identified a need to identify and develop substantial, 
differentiated markets in this region.

Internal stakeholders identified a need for the industry 
to review and revise grain specifications in line with the 
requirements of export markets. Some of these stakeholders 
perceived the industry to be pricing itself out of export 
markets by producing grades that were not valued by 
the market. These stakeholders noted the considerable 
work being undertaken to re-align classifications with the 
requirements of key markets. Pricing was also perceived to be 
a function of the current drought and its impact on supply.

The opportunity to diversify from the industry’s current 
heavy reliance on wheat exports was considered, following 
more of a Canadian market model incorporating a greater 
proportion of oilseeds and pulses in conjunction with cereal 
grains. It was acknowledged that such a change would require 
significant adjustment to existing production systems and 
the value chain, but would align well with changing dietary 
requirements and growing demand in emerging export 
markets as discussed within A changing consumer material 
theme. Market access risk mitigation aside, this diversification 
of production was observed to provide benefits in terms of 
increased disease resistance and soil health where it was 
feasible from an agronomic perspective.

“We need to look to what the likes of 
China and India will be eating in 10-20 
years’ time to inform the market.”

“There has been a mantra of competition 
at all costs rather than competition where 
it needs to be.”

“Regardless of who pays [for roads] 
(government or private operators), the 
cost will be borne by the value chain.”

“Canola is a great example of how the 
industry can comply with seemingly 
onerous regulation and maintain access 
to a considerable market.”

Stakeholder quotes

© 2019 KPMG, an Australian partnership and a member firm of the KPMG network of independent member firms affiliated with KPMG International Cooperative (“KPMG International”), a Swiss entity.  
All rights reserved. The KPMG name and logo are registered trademarks or trademarks of KPMG International. Liability limited by a scheme approved under Professional Standards Legislation.

Research Insights

22



The Australian grains industry must adapt to the highly dynamic nature of consumer trends and 
preferences, in both food and feed sectors. Consumers’ diets continue to evolve, leading to 
changes in the type of food they eat and how and when they consume it. Feed and industrial 
markets for grains are exhibiting an increased requirement for sustainability credentials 
confirming the environmental footprint of production and the nature of labour and practices 
within the supply chain. Stakeholders across the value chain identified the importance of the 
grains industry being proactive to anticipate and deliver to consumers’ changing preferences, 
believing the industry was in an excellent position to listen to and meet these evolving needs.

The dynamic nature of changing consumer 
preferences

It was well understood by internal stakeholders that the ability 
to adapt to changing consumer preferences was of critical 
importance to the financial sustainability of the industry. 
Constant investment in market and consumer research, and 
new product development have been identified by internal 
stakeholders as an important tool in maintaining growth 
and meeting evolving global and domestic consumption 
preferences. 

Some internal stakeholders believe the grains industry has an 
opportunity to take a more focussed and coordinated approach 
to selecting the consumer preferences the industry is best 
placed to respond to. Internal stakeholders believed this would 
enable the industry to better realise the growth opportunities 
and potential of particular trends, rather than pursuing a 
breadth of markets.

Relaying market signals to the value chain

Internal stakeholders throughout the value chain acknowledged 
that the pace of change is increasing rapidly. To meet this 
change it is increasingly important for the grains industry to 
transfer market signals from consumers throughout the value 
chain as efficiently and timely as possible. The implementation 
of a more collaborative and coordinated approach to sharing 

information will allow for the breeding and production of in-
demand grains.

Opportunities in health, feed and biofuels

Internal stakeholders observed that promoting the benefits 
of consuming grains as part of a nutritionally balanced and 
environmentally sustainable diet would provide opportunities 
for the grains industry. Government and NGOs identified the 
important role grains will play in the nutrition of domestic and 
global markets, with an opportunity to contribute to reduced 
inequality of nutrient distribution throughout the world.

International stakeholders identified increased demand for 
an experience, not necessarily just a product. This provided 
an opportunity for the Australian grains industry to support 
international consumers through the provision of sustainably 
produced grains that leverage the nutritional functionality and 
food safety credentials of Australian grains. 

The development of value-added products and, where demand 
warranted, new varieties of grains was seen to be important 
for the industry to meet new consumption requirements. An 
example that many stakeholders referred to was the need to 
make convenient snack foods for fast-paced consumers. 

Internal stakeholders also believed the increasing sustainable 
sourcing requirements of feed and biofuel markets would 
provide Australia with significant market opportunities.
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 – The need to understand, anticipate and respond to changing consumption preferences is essential to the industry’s 
ongoing sustainability. Improved mechanisms for the transfer of consumer market signals to the value chain are 
crucial.

 – Consumption trends are influenced by a range of factors, including the encouragement of healthy food 
consumption, community expectations around environmental sustainability, price and convenience. All present 
opportunities for the grains industry.  

 – The industry needs to take a strategic approach to its assessment of best value markets, supported by the 
competitive advantages of the Australian grains industry.

 – Consumer trends and regulation changes may lead to significant changes to the feed (increased demand for 
protein) and biofuels (evolution of energy sources) markets.

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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Considerations for a sustainable grains industry
 – How can the grains industry understand the impact of increasing trends of plant-based diets, and the contribution this 

can make to the health of the global population? What are the potential opportunities?

 – How can the grains industry better relay consumer market signals throughout the value chain?

 – How should the industry prioritise changing consumer preferences and who should lead this prioritisation?

Responding to changing preferences

Many internal stakeholders expressed concern that the grains 
industry has taken a reactive approach to consumer trends in 
the past and that this will no longer be a viable option into the 
future.

Internal and external stakeholders also contemplated the 
risks and opportunities that may be presented to the grains 
industry through changing diets and their impact on protein 
consumption. There was uncertainty amongst growers and 
trade and markets stakeholders as to the impact of changing 
diet preferences on the global feed grain market, and what 
dietary succession means for protein demand in key export 
markets 

In biofuels, Australia’s recent ability to meet regulations 
relating to canola were observed to provide access to a 
significant biofuel market in Europe. All stakeholders focused 
on the ability of consumer preferences to impact regulation 
with far reaching impacts for the Australian grains industry 
should it be unable to plan for and implement practice change 
required to meet market requirements. 

Improving dialogue with consumers and the 
community

A number of external stakeholders, particularly from the 
broader community identified their lack of understanding 
with respect to the production of grains and how it moved 
throughout the value chain.   

Internal stakeholders recognised the need for the industry 
to better articulate this process and what this means for 
end products in terms of nutrition and regulated, safe levels 
of chemical use. This was also raised in respect of organic 
production and the need to articulate the difference between 
organic and sustainability, which were often incorrectly linked 
by consumers.

“It is an inescapable fact that food is 
fashion. Producers need to be continually 
innovating with tastes and textures to 
maintain their relevance to consumers.”

“We want the first mover advantage  
to take advantage of these trends.”

“India will be a net importer by 2024… 
what about China and their  
substantial middle class who  
want to eat bread and noodles.” 

“If we look at the macro/global food, diet 
trends, disposable income per head, 
[should we focus on] ‘feeding the world’ 
or determining our segment of the world 
to feed?”

Stakeholder quotes
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All stakeholders observed this theme to revolve around trust in the supply chain. Trust of 
consumers and the community in the origin of grain and the means by which it has been 
grown, handled and processed. Internal stakeholders identified existing industry processes  
required to substantiate food safety and biosecurity credentials, or other market access 
requirements. Views on additional whole-of-industry traceability/verification systems and 
the potential benefits of provenance were mixed amongst stakeholders, suggesting that a 
compelling value proposition was yet to be articulated, particularly given the largely bulk nature 
of grains. Changing consumer preferences and community expectations are driving demand 
for traceability in both domestic and export markets and the grains industry should consider an 
appropriate response to ensure access to prioritised markets.

Existing industry capability

Internal stakeholders identified existing industry processes 
for both export certification and domestic grain trade meet 
the core requirement of ensuring trust in food safety, 
biosecurity and market access requirements. In this 
context traceability is an adjunct to these existing systems, 
standards and processes.

Internal stakeholders perceived that prior to the 
contemplation of further whole-of-industry traceability 
systems to meet increasing consumer and community 
expectations, trust needed to be established within the 
industry to share data across the value chain. Further, there 
needed to be a shared understanding of how value would 
be added for the consumer and across the value chain. 

Provenance and grain 

Internal stakeholders noted that niche grain value chains 
and products would benefit from the certification of their 
provenance, although noting that there was visibility of the 
origin and functionality of grain through Australia’s grain 
classification system.

Closed loop domestic markets in particular were perceived 
to value provenance. The production sector was cautious 
of the interest and influence of retailers in this area as they 
sought ways to differentiate from their competition.

Internal stakeholders recognised the important role that 
product traceability could play in quality assurance for high 
value markets. 

Articulating the value proposition

The question of developing additional traceability systems 
to leverage commercial opportunities and meet additional 
consumer requirements regarding quality and provenance 
were viewed by internal stakeholders as a different 
consideration altogether.

Internal stakeholders believed careful consideration 
needed to be given to the business case for whole-of-
industry traceability systems. Because grains are generally 
a heavily processed product and a staple food item, 
some internal stakeholders met the value proposition for 
increased traceability with some scepticism. Concerns 
were expressed by internal stakeholders about the cost 
of implementing further transparency in the value chain. 
Growers were interested to know how the benefits of 
traceability could provide them with access to specific 
segments of domestic and global markets.
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 – The grains industry has established processes to provide confidence in the trade of grains both domestically and 
internationally that meet food safety and market access requirements.

 – The value placed on traceability in the grains value chain by external stakeholders and the outcomes sought by 
consumers and the broader community will ultimately determine if it is a viable proposition to implement of a 
whole-of-industry system.

 – Increasing consumer and community interest in the origin of their food and how industries and their businesses 
operate impacts across all grain markets. 

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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“People don’t look at bread and think 
about what variety [of grain] it was. 
Traceability in this instance will build 
in inefficiencies and have to place a 
premium that consumers won’t pay for.”

“Global and domestic customers 
have increasing expectations of 
both transparency (open and frank 
communication) and traceability (with 
evidence to demonstrate this) in the 
sector.”

“We are trying to empower people to be 
food citizens, understand where it comes 
from, its provenance and making active 
decisions as consumers….”

Considerations for a sustainable grains industry
 – Are the grains industry’s existing systems sufficient to satisfy increasing consumer and community requirements for 

information on the origin and transformation of their food?

 – How does the industry build trust to share information throughout the value chain? 

 – What opportunities do new technologies and better connectivity present in relation to the supply chain?

Opportunities for additional assurance

Other internal stakeholders were more optimistic about the 
potential of traceability as a source of product differentiation. 
This concept relates closely to the themes discussed in A 
changing consumer, with respect to understanding what 
consumers will value and relaying these signals throughout 
the value chain. 

Internal stakeholders, particularly those processing and 
manufacturing grain products, recognised the changing 
expectations of their customers and the broader community. 
The increasing prevalence of social media was seen to 
increase expectations of transparency, particularly in food 
manufacturing. Packaging was previously the way that grain 
food manufacturers would articulate their claims about 
provenance but stakeholders now acknowledged that the 
story of the product from primary production through to plate 
needed to be accessible to maintain trust.

Animal stockfeed consumer stakeholders would welcome 
the implementation of simplified systems that certified all 
aspects of the grain production to meet increasingly onerous 
end customer requirements including use of inputs and 
responsible labour practices.

Transparency was seen by external stakeholders as an 
opportunity, which may require additional planning and 
investment for the grains industry, particularly where it may be 
perceived to incorporate contentious aspects of production, 
for instance chemicals.

Stakeholder quotes
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The Australian grains industry plays an important role in the prosperity of rural and regional 
communities, in particular by providing direct and indirect employment opportunities at various 
points in the value chain. Communities require the maintenance of population and jobs in order 
to sustain social infrastructure and services. Structural changes in the industry, such as farm 
consolidation and corporate farming, rationalisation of grain storage and handling infrastructure, 
as well as automation and technology, were seen as factors impacting regional communities, 
presenting both risks and opportunities.

Automation and technology 

Increased automation and the use of on-farm technology 
was described as having diverse impacts on the agricultural 
labour force, with stakeholders, particularly growers, industry 
organisations and RD&E, expressing concern that this will 
reduce the need for people in the industry. 

There is a tension between the increase in automation 
across the industry and the impact this had on employment 
opportunities for families and communities. Although farming 
was generally perceived as an industry that would require 
fewer people and jobs over time, an industry that becomes 
increasingly enabled by technology was also seen as a great 
opportunity to help create and grow skilled job opportunities in 
regional Australia.

Central to unlocking these opportunities was the need for 
connected rural and regional communities, where people 
and businesses across the industry can reliably access 
telecommunications and internet in order to shift to a more 
technology-enabled digital supply chain for both commercial 
and social benefits.

Population decline and impact on social 
infrastructure

All stakeholders acknowledged the significant role that the 
grains industry has traditionally played, and continues to play, 
in creating vibrant, resilient rural and regional communities. 

Population decline was described as an indicator or predictor of 
a community’s vulnerability to losing essential services such as 
health and education infrastructure. These were described as 
hard to regain once lost.

Access to and availability of social infrastructure and services 
that contribute to a community’s liveability and enhance quality 
of life, were particularly threatened.

Closure of local businesses, the amalgamation of sporting 
clubs and cultural activities, and reduced viability of local 
schools and healthcare facilities were examples of the impact 
that population decline had on communities. 

Geographically remote communities were seen as facing 
additional challenges in ‘convincing young people’ and families 
to remain in the industry due to perceived community decline. 

Impacts of consolidation

The structural changes in the grains industry, for example 
the consolidation of smaller farms into larger run operations, 
the growing presence of corporate farming groups, and the 
consolidation of storage and handling infrastructure were 
perceived by both internal and external stakeholders as 
contributing to population decline. 

Growers in particular noted that average farm sizes have 
increased dramatically in recent years to achieve scale and 
greater efficiencies. Automation was also seen to contribute to 
and enable the consolidation process through reduced reliance 
on labour.

External and internal stakeholders identified a tension between 
the need to address population decline, particularly in smaller 
towns and the prioritisation of investment in larger regional 
centres that may have better long term growth prospects. 

Internal stakeholders felt that consolidation also offers 
opportunities for further regional employment. The 
establishment of regional value-adding through complementary 
industries such as poultry, beef, malting and milling were 
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 – Supporting vibrant communities was seen as a key theme for all stakeholders. Population decline in rural and 
regional grain growing communities was top of mind, with communities becoming vulnerable to loss of skilled 
workforce and local business closures.

 – Diminishing access to social infrastructure and essential services such as connectivity were seen to impact 
liveability and quality of life in rural and regional communities. This reduced their ability to retain and attract the next 
generation of grains industry professionals.

 – External stakeholders recognised the impact of the grains industry on regional Australia and its role in the future, 
with an expectation that the industry makes a strategic, positive contribution to local communities.

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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considered, along with the example of containerisation that 
has added many regional jobs in recent years.   

While many perceived corporate farmers to have short-term 
interests (relative to traditional growers), internal stakeholders 
also recognised that the nature of the asset class (agriculture) 
meant that their investors were committed for the long-term 
and willing to ride out fluctuations in profitability. This pursuit 
of long-term growth aligned with a need to attract and retain 
a talented workforce both on-farm and throughout the value 
chain.  

Attracting the next generation of grains industry 
professionals

The research process raised a number of challenges impacting 
the ability of the industry to retain and attract the workforce it 
needs.

Stakeholders within the industry strongly emphasised the 
importance of promoting careers in agriculture, and investing 
in programs designed to attract and retain skilled workers, 
especially given competition from adjacent industries such as 
mining.

This was also important in the context of RD&E stakeholders 
who felt that the general community does not have a strong 
visibility of the increasing professionalism of agriculture, for 
example, the growth in career opportunities in agronomy, 
finance and supply chain.  

Stakeholders representing growers, policy and regulators and 
storage and handling perceived that the industry as a whole 
has underinvested in promoting careers in agriculture to the 
next generation of workers and identified opportunities to 
engage with and offer programs for students in secondary, 
tertiary and vocational education.  

Growers in particular, saw an opportunity to better 
communicate the work-life balance and lifestyle benefits 
offered by agricultural careers.  

External stakeholders identified the attraction of indigenous 
youth to career opportunities in grains as an opportunity to 
pursue across regional Australia.

Opportunities for long-term commitment 

The grains industry is seen by internal and external 
stakeholders to have a responsibility to support community 
resilience and in particular the growers, communities and 
vulnerable groups – both in Australia and globally.

There was an expectation that industry and large 
agribusinesses in particular have an important role to play in 
contributing to vibrant and resilient regional communities. 

Traditionally, involvement in sponsorship of sporting clubs, and 
support of schools and recreational activities – in particular for 
children have been well received and were helpful to enhance 
the quality of life offered in small communities, but it was 
viewed more needs to be done in the form of an overarching, 
cross-sector strategy.

Stakeholders external to the industry, including consumer 
and community organisations also saw the opportunity for 
broadening the ways in which industry delivers value and 
support to regional communities. For example, long-term 
commitments to help address the social issues affecting small 
communities, and access to healthcare and mental health 
were seen as critical given their limited availability across rural 
and remote farming communities. 

Considerations for a 
sustainable grains industry
 – What is the grains industry’s true level of influence 

in supporting vibrant communities? Can it work with 
other sectors to provide a holistic approach?

 – Can the grains industry achieve both improved 
productivity and enhanced rural communities? If so, 
how?

 – What are the grains industry’s future workforce 
requirements and how will the industry ensure 
there is appropriate capacity?

“We need regional communities to thrive 
so that we can employ people in these 
regions. The grains industry is pivotal 
here.” 

“My son is coming back to the farm and 
we are concerned the declining social 
fabric will be insufficient to sustain his 
involvement in farming.”

“[Skills development programs] would 
go a long way to maintaining good 
relationships with rural and regional 
Australia, to give people the opportunity 
to stay locally.”

“We [consumers] are expecting 
companies to be taking an active role in 
supporting the vulnerable in the global 
community.”

Stakeholder quotes
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Health and wellbeing of growers – both individually and collectively – were linked closely to the 
financial sustainability of the industry and grower resilience during periods of low production. 
On-farm work health and safety (WH&S) was identified as a key theme, with practices such as 
chemical and machinery use identified as contributing to WH&S risks. Further, all stakeholders 
identified mental health of farmers as an ongoing challenge for the industry. Production and 
profit variability, and the remote and isolated nature of grain production all contributed to this 
issue.

Grower mental health

The mental health of growers was described as a long-term 
challenge by all stakeholders, and linked to multiple drivers 
including production and profit variability, the remote and 
isolated nature of grain production and stress associated 
with farm succession planning. From a cultural perspective, 
internal stakeholders discussed that many growers feel 
discouraged from seeking help related to their mental health, 
and that is exacerbated by the often remote and isolated 
nature of farming.

Growers who are exposed to financial stress and a high 
degree of risk in their business model were perceived as 
being particularly vulnerable to mental health challenges. 
This was linked to exposure to production volatility and the 
increased working capital requirements of modern farming.

Weather events, such as the ongoing drought, were also 
described as having a cumulative negative impact on growers’ 
mental wellbeing – particularly if they have experienced 
successive periods of low production and profitability. The 
severity and length of the current drought was raised as a 
factor that contributes to significant financial and emotional 
stress for growers.

Some internal stakeholders also described how growers 
who cannot afford to purchase new equipment to improve 
their on-farm productivity and efficiency, struggle to maintain 
a profitable business. These growers were seen by some 
external stakeholders to be more likely to sell their business, 
due to ongoing financial stress, compounding impacts on 
mental health.

WH&S

WH&S was also identified as a key theme related to grower 
health and wellbeing. This was discussed in broad terms, with 
the acknowledgement that progress has been made in the 
industry, but some practices were still of concern.  

Practices such as fumigation and the safe use and application 
of chemicals on-farm were identified by internal stakeholders 
as an area that needs careful management to reduce WH&S 
risks.

Internal stakeholders acknowledged the industry has 
improved its approach to managing WH&S risks resulting in a 
reduced number of workplace injuries and fatalities. However, 
the number of on-farm fatalities and injuries continues to be 
of concern to all stakeholders. 

Internal stakeholders noted that there is a need for 
transparency around the presence of WH&S risks, and a need 
for continuing investment in systems to minimise on-farm 
WH&S risks.

How can the industry do more?

Internal and external stakeholders had mixed views on the 
adequacy of the grains industry’s current initiatives to support 
growers to maintain their physical, mental and emotional 
wellbeing. While some stakeholders identified social 
initiatives facilitated in local communities, others perceived 
that the industry has yet to develop a comprehensive or 
coordinated strategy to address mental health challenges that 
impacts growers’ wellbeing. 
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 – There is a need for recognition and strategic planning regarding growers’ mental health, including the understanding 
that business risk, fluctuating periods of production and profit variability are linked to mental health.

 – WH&S is seen as a high priority and important issue on-farm. This includes the safe use and application of 
chemicals, the need for the investment in WH&S as an industry and addressing on-farm accidents and fatalities.

 – There is an expectation that the industry strategically supports growers experiencing mental health challenges, 
given the strong economic contribution and influence of the industry in rural communities.

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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Considerations for a sustainable grains industry
 – How can, or does, the industry measure and continue to monitor grower mental health as part of a sustainability 

framework? 

 – What role could further investment in professional and personal development and support have on grower and 
employee wellbeing?

All stakeholders suggested that grower health and wellbeing 
were, at its root, connected to variable profitability and 
therefore perceived as outside of any key player’s sphere of 
influence. 

External stakeholders perceived the grains industry to 
historically consider mental health as an externality to be 
addressed on an individual and local basis. They detailed an 
expectation that the grains industry increase its support for 
growers who are experiencing mental health challenges. 
These stakeholders questioned the adequacy and fairness of 
the industry’s current approach to supporting growers who 
are experiencing mental health issues.

All stakeholders believed a coordinated response between 
the industry and government services to supporting growers’ 
to manage their health and mental wellbeing was seen as a 
key opportunity to enhance the industry’s social sustainability.

At a local level, this response has, and can continues to, 
provide sponsorship for mental health organisations through 
fundraising and social events, and supporting initiatives by 
local health providers.

From a structural perspective, all stakeholders recognised that 
the industry has a strong economic presence and contribution 
to rural and remote communities. Given this influence, 
external stakeholders perceived that the grains industry 
has an opportunity to take on a level of responsibility in 
terms of providing or facilitating connection to mental health 
services. This was seen as particularly important for smaller 
communities, for example those that lack permanent access 
to government services, such as a Centrelink, or community 
social service centres.

Considering WH&S, internal stakeholders noted that 
assigned safety KPIs for all employees was a strategy to 
improve overall WH&S performance of the industry. These 
stakeholders also spoke to the need for industry level 
investment into WH&S.

“Anything that increases [business] risk 
can contribute to mental health issues - 
suicide, mental health concerns.” 

 “This [mental health] all links back to 
farmer profitability which we can’t 
control.”

“As an industry 
that needs to be 
sustainable, we need 
to own our WH&S 
issues. It’s something 
we’re actually going to 
have to work on, not 
just say we’ve got an 
issue.”

Stakeholder quotes
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The concept of innovation and the adoption of technology is fundamental to the sustainability 
of the Australian grains industry. Internal stakeholders described the positive impact of new 
technology in plant breeding, inputs and automation. Internal stakeholders perceived there was 
a need to articulate this benefits of innovation to external stakeholders to balance varying levels 
of acceptance of new market technologies. Maintaining a culture of innovation, that is dynamic 
and encourages entrepreneurship, is vital to the ongoing sustainability of the industry.

The significant role of innovation in grains to date

Internal stakeholders recognised the significant level of 
innovation the grains industry has shown to date. Adoption 
of plant breeding technology has improved the efficacy and 
targeted application of chemicals and fertilisers, minimum 
tillage farming and automation, thus improving both on-farm 
safety and efficiency of seeding. Harvesting and handling of 
grain were all recognised as crucial to the industry’s economic 
viability while providing improved environmental outcomes. 

Internal stakeholders identified concern at the broader 
community’s negative perception of some aspects of 
innovation, specifically towards food. Establishing a shared 
understanding of the benefits and safety of innovation could 
unlock even greater production efficiency for the grains 
industry.

Education, skills and awareness

All stakeholders viewed it was important to engage early 
with childhood education to inform the broader population 
of the grains industry’s practices. It was perceived that the 
industry struggles to cut through when discussing the trade-
off decisions made in relation to innovation and practices, 
with education viewed as key to increase awareness. Building 
on the theme of education, RD&E stakeholders identified 
skills shortages in the likes of food science were limiting the 
potential of the sector to value-add and adopt new innovation.

External stakeholders believed increased automation was 
and will continue to have negative impacts on regional 
employment. This was balanced by internal stakeholders 
who identified automation as the basis for a re-distribution of 
the workforce with new opportunities in services related to 
technology and innovation.  

Opportunities for the industry

Internal stakeholders believed Australia could provide 
incentives for and remove impediments to investment in 
RD&E that would attract multinational businesses to focus 
on the development of solutions fit for Australian conditions. 
Input stakeholders recognised the critical role they played 
in nutrition and crop management but identified the relative 
size of the market as a constraint to the business case for 
investment.

Internal stakeholders identified an initiative whereby 
multinational grains industry participants would collaborate 
to develop a digital platform that would standardise and 
streamline the flow of information that accompanies 
consignments of grain. Improvements in the efficiency of data 
transfer were observed to provide considerable benefits for 
the grains industry. 

Internal stakeholders identified the use of food science 
to develop new grain food products that could provide a 
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 – The Australian grains industry has a history of and global reputation for adopting innovative practices to maintain its 
competitiveness in an increasingly challenging environment.

 – Ensuring both Australian and international governance and regulations are conducive to innovation is critical for 
ongoing investment in new technologies, practices and systems. This will assist production and the balance of the 
value chain to meet consumers’ changing preferences.    

 – Developing digital platforms to distribute information throughout the value chain is seen as an opportunity for 
increased efficiency and the adding of value. Challenges around data ownership, transparency and the value placed 
on data provided by various sectors of the value chain are top of mind considerations for the industry.

 – External stakeholders have a limited understanding of the capacity of the grains industry to innovate and the 
importance of innovation to its future and that of the environment. Further engagement with the broader 
community around the benefits of innovation is a way to progress this understanding.

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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“There is a high level of commitment [to 
innovation]; adopting new practices has 
made a big difference.”

“Whether it is competition from sea 
freight costs or climate change, the only 
way to deal with it is through technology, 
innovation and science.”

“The technology is there, it’s a question 
of commercialisation. How is digital 
infrastructure built, who pays for it and 
how are the gains appropriately shared?”

differentiated value proposition for consumers on the grounds 
of texture, taste and nutrition. The wealth distribution in 
key South East Asian markets provides opportunities for 
considerable markets in noodles, biscuits and wholegrain 
products. 

Fostering innovation 

Internal stakeholders observed that to truly embrace whole 
of value chain innovation, Australia should develop a more 
comprehensive approach to agriculture and food. This 
approach was believed to allow the industry to mature and 
move past its current commodity mindset.

Internal stakeholders believed a key way to deal with 
increased competition, be it through reduced supply chain 
costs or production efficiencies, was through technology and 
science. As such, the industry needed to aim for innovation-
friendly policy and regulatory parameters.

Internal stakeholders identified that over the past two 
decades, public interest and investment in environmental 
issues has strengthened considerably while the resources 
devoted to agricultural RD&E have declined in all developed 
countries, including Australia. This was perceived to be an 
untenable situation if the grains industry was to continue to 
innovate with headwinds of climate variability and international 
competition.

Plant breeding innovation

Internal stakeholders perceived Australia to have a 
conservative policy with respect to genetically modified (GM) 
crops, with the potential benefits (e.g. drought resistance, 
nutrition) being outweighed by fears from some sectors of the 
community. Consumers of grain in the feed sector identified 
existing guidelines limiting the PBI content of feed products, 
with various organisations often employing stricter limits in 
response to customer concerns.

External stakeholders had mixed views, with some perceiving 
GM to be a means to accelerate the development of new 
grains, and to modify existing grains to improve desirable 
traits. GM was seen to accelerate what naturally occurs 
through the evolution of species, qualified by noting that 
the grains industry had a responsibility to engage with the 
community to build understanding and trust in this technology 
to address reservations expressed regarding the safety of GM 
products for human consumption.

Internal industry stakeholders identified access to gene 
editing technology and other advancements in traditional plant 
breeding as innovation that could unlock greater productivity 
in the Australian climate. Again, communication with external 
stakeholders to articulate the process was identified as an 
important consideration.

Considerations for a 
sustainable grains industry
 – How does the industry engage meaningfully with 

the broader community to maintain and build trust 
in innovation in grains production? 

 – How can the industry inform debate around the 
development of regulation that could impede the 
adoption and implementation of new technologies? 

 – What can the industry do to ensure future 
generations of skilled labour are developed to drive 
industry innovation forward?

 – How can industry encourage access and 
widespread / faster adoption of innovation at all 
levels across the industry?

Stakeholder quotes
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What is social licence?
A ‘social licence to operate’ refers to the ongoing acceptance 
and approval of an organisation, an industry or a technology by 
its stakeholders.  

The concept is used increasingly by organisations and 
industries in Australia and globally to think about public trust, 
relationships with the broader community and responsiveness 
to stakeholders and their concerns. People’s willingness to trust 
organisations and to be vulnerable to their actions has changed 
in recent years as a result of greater access to information (or 
misinformation), social media, recent public trust failures and 
Royal Commissions.

Social licence as a concept has traditionally been used in the 
mining and resources industry, given the critical importance 
that acceptance by local communities has had on its ability 
to operate. It has helped the sector strengthen its focus and 
mitigate its impacts across social, economic and environmental 
sustainability issues.

The CSIRO developed a practical model for social licence in 
this context which consists of three key aspects: procedural 
fairness (the industry is responsive to community concerns), 
distributional fairness (sharing benefits from industry equitably) 
and governance capacity (the legislative and regulatory 
frameworks provide confidence that industry will do the right 
thing). 

Looking ahead, the Australian grains industry can use 
this model to apply a social licence lens when designing 
responses to the material sustainability themes identified in 
this research report.

Responding to the material sustainability 
themes
Identifying the material sustainability themes for the Australian 
grains industry was a critical first step in the process of 
strengthening and building broader societal acceptance for 
grains. The industry now has insights into what sustainability 
areas stakeholders expect responses to. The social licence 
model provides a practical lens for the grains industry to 
consider its response to each of the sustainability themes.

 

Decide to respond with global relevance 

Relevant themes: A changing climate, Environmental 
stewardship, Responsible use of inputs, Supply chain 
assurance, Vibrant communities 

The Australian grains industry is very visible on the world stage 
given its export orientation.  It should consider how to respond 
to its sustainability themes with a global lens. This approach 
should demonstrate its sustainability credentials in line with 
rapidly evolving global consumer and community expectations, 
such as responding to climate change, environmental 
stewardship and supply chain assurance.

Two global multi-stakeholder initiatives (SDGs and the Global 
Reporting Initiative or GRI) act as the benchmark for societal 
expectations around sustainability and what leading practice 
looks like for both reporting and strategic responses. An 
industry-wide response should consider and align with these 
global frameworks (which have been incorporated to this 
research).

Taking ownership of the development of a grains industry sustainability framework 
will involve designing or refining its responses to the sustainability themes 
identified in this report. This provides an opportunity for the industry to consider 
how this process will maintain and enhance its social licence as a result of a 
deeper understanding of internal and external stakeholders’ expectations, whether 
metropolitan, rural or regional, domestic or international.

Looking ahead:

A Sustainable Australian Grains Industry
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Develop stronger relationships and meaningful 
engagement with consumers and communities 
(procedural fairness)

Relevant themes: Responsible use of inputs, A changing 
consumer, Supply chain assurance 

A trusted reputation for the Australian grains industry will 
continue to be influenced by the acceptance and trust of 
Australia’s broader food and agriculture industry, how it is 
governed and how it is seen to engage with and respond to 
important sustainability issues.

Issues including chemical use, food safety and traceability and 
consumer preferences will continue to play out across the 24 
news cycle and across social media, activists and influencers. 
The grains industry has an opportunity to have a more 
meaningful dialogue with consumers, the community and their 
representatives on issues that are important to them, such as 
where their food comes from, how it was grown and its health 
and nutritional value.

In designing its sustainability framework, the industry must 
help educate stakeholders and raise awareness about what it is 
already doing or how it plans to respond to issues and concerns.  

Providing a more balanced perspective and relevant information 
about its progress against a sustainability framework will help 
stakeholders develop informed opinions allowing them to more 
meaningfully participate in a dialogue with industry. 

Developing Behind Australian Grain will help strengthen the 
quality of its relationships and better connect regional farming 
communities with metropolitan stakeholders, especially those 
less familiar with food and agriculture. 

Engage the community on the future of the industry 
(procedural fairness) 

Relevant themes: Unlocking innovation, Vibrant communities, 
Market access & competitiveness 

Innovation, particularly when it comes to food, can be a source 
of concern for consumers and the community.  Building 
a shared understanding of the Australian grains industry’s 
contribution to RD&E, emerging on-farm technologies, food 
science and leading sustainability practices will not only 
support its social licence to operate, but its ability to grow.  It 
also has the potential to inspire and attract the next generation 
of innovators and leaders for the grains industry.

Engaging proactively with stakeholders, including end 
consumers, community organisations and other interest 
groups, students and Indigenous Australia on the issues 
that matter to them for the future, such as technology and 
automation will help the industry look ahead and respond to 
current and emerging issues.

Demonstrate care for industry stakeholders in 
regional communities (distributional fairness)

Relevant themes: Vibrant communities, Unlocking innovation, 
Grower health and wellbeing, Enduring profitability 

As one of the largest users of natural resources including land, 
water and energy, the agriculture industry as a whole is seen 
to have a responsibility towards the growers, communities 
and vulnerable groups within its value chain. Stakeholders 
described the grains industry as having a significant footprint 
and legacy across rural and regional Australia which underpins 
the vibrancy, livelihoods and liveability of these communities. 
Therefore as the industry works through its responses to 
the sustainability themes, it needs to consider the current 
distribution of impacts and benefits and how current themes 
played out will change that. 

Other large industries, in particular mining, have found it 
necessary to invest and contribute to the long-term viability, 
wellbeing and resilience of the communities in which they 
operate when responding to their sustainability issues.

The link between jobs and social licence was seen as key in 
the context of population decline in rural and regional areas. 
Automation and the perceived corporatisation of farming 
businesses are acknowledged as structural changes needed 
to improve the grains industry’s productivity, profitability and 
viability, however the industry is still expected to play a role in 
maintaining and creating jobs. 

Stakeholders will question the fairness of how the grains 
industry distributes the benefits from its operations and 
efficiencies from automation if jobs are lost without building 
a pipeline of new opportunities for its existing workforce and 
the next generation. The mining sector for example, invests in 
closure planning and is exploring the socio-economic impact of 
automation on its workforce. 

What does this mean moving 
forward?
The successful design and implementation of an 
Australian grains industry sustainability framework will 
help demonstrate that the industry can be trusted to 
do the right thing. It will require careful consideration 
of the governance mechanisms required to support the 
level of engagement and responsiveness needed to 
tackle the industry’s sustainability priorities. 

Australian agriculture is currently undertaking a 
broader review of its social licence to operate and the 
Australian grains industry must consider how its efforts 
to maintain and improve its social licence align with 
the findings of this research to support the agriculture 
sector as a whole.
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