chapter 1:	introduction





Trade liberalisation negotiations receive intermittent coverage in the Australian media and expressions such as the “Cairns Group” and the “Uruguay Round” are familiar expressions to Australia’s agricultural community.  This media coverage alone does not serve to provide sufficient information about the implications and the opportunities associated with the on-going process of trade reform.  It is not apparent to farmers that the widely predicted benefits of trade reform have, or can be, turned into extra on-farm income.


The maximum possible benefits from agricultural trade reforms that the Uruguay Round agreement make possible will not be achieved unless the right policies and programs are introduced.  It also requires a positive response from Australia’s farmers and processors. Such a response is unlikely to be wide spread or truly effective unless people in rural and regional Australia have up to date relevant information and understand how they can utilise that information to adapt current practices in order to benefit from recent changes.  


As discussed in chapters 2 and 3 of this report, agriculture remains a major component of the Australian economy with an increasing proportion of produce exported.  The growth in exports has coincided with the Uruguay Round process but it cannot be said that there has been a concerted or strategic approach in Australia to fully capture the potential benefits of the trade reform process.  Sectors of Australian agriculture have been involved in exporting for a long time but many producers have not yet embraced a strong export culture.  


Trade reform will facilitate greater participation in world markets but will also expose domestic producers to greater competition.  There is a risk that the lack of an export culture and a domestic preoccupation with the difficulties created by competition will see Australia fail to achieve the potential benefits of agricultural trade reform. Trade reform not only makes the development of an export culture possible - it also makes such a development a necessity.


In June 1996 the Minister for Primary Industries and Energy agreed to refer to the Committee an inquiry into the benefits to Australia’s primary industries of international agricultural trade reform.  The Committee took the view that this reference required it to determine why some industries were successful in expanding exports while others seemed either to be struggling to export or not responding to the apparent opportunities. Attitudes and awareness were identified at the outset as being crucial to this question but other issues such as infrastructure and government support were also seen as significant.


The role of Government will be important in providing regional Australia with the impetus to capture the benefits of the Uruguay Round. Some of the issues the Committee therefore identified for consideration included:


the need for governments to develop and expand agribusiness education;





mechanisms for identifying emerging demand trends as the reforms take effect;





policies that will assist regional Australia capture the benefits of the agreement; and


information regarding opportunities for farmers and processors that will arise from the agreement.





Under the terms of reference of this inquiry the Committee examined a number of issues that arose out of the conclusion of the Uruguay Round and their impact on regional Australia and Australia's primary industries. In particular, the Committee considered policy initiatives and possible programs that will help ensure that the potential benefits of trade reform are realised.


For the Committee to make any progress with the inquiry it was necessary to discover what attitudes growers and processors have towards the benefits of trade reform and whether a lack of support or understanding was preventing them from recognising emerging export opportunities.  It was also necessary to look closely at the effectiveness of information and education programs of Commonwealth government agencies to ensure that the efforts are timely and effective.  A lack of information could inhibit the achievement of the benefits of agricultural trade reform just as effectively as negative attitudes.


To this end the Committee advertised the inquiry widely in the rural press and invited submissions from the general public.  It also asked major producer groups, marketing authorities  and all the state and territory governments to make submissions.  The initial response to this request was disappointing - perhaps reflecting the cynical attitude to trade reform that is evident in the rural community.  A list of submissions received by the Committee is attached at Appendix A.  This lack of response was overcome by the Committee conducting a series of inspections and discussions in all the States.  In each case the Committee met with a cross-section of rural producers and processors involved in well established and emerging industries.  Discussions were also held with representatives of peak bodies, marketing authorities, women’s networks and governments.  Representatives of some peak bodies, authorities and Commonwealth government agencies were asked to give evidence on the public record.  A full list of public hearings, inspections and informal discussions is attached as Appendix B. 


The Committee’s conclusions and recommendations set down in this report are based very much on the views it formed during the discussions with producers and processors around Australia.
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