CHAPTER 4:	INFORMATION AND TECHNOLOGY





Two information issues concerned the Committee during its inquiry - firstly, the ineffectiveness of the dissemination of information to rural communities on trade liberalisation policy and, secondly, information to exporters and potential exporters on export market opportunities.  Trade liberalisation issues suffer a credibility problem (as discussed in the preceding chapter) and poor communication strategies have compounded the difficulties in informing Australian primary producers of trade reform issues.


In its visits to primary producers and their representative organisations, the Committee found that lack of relevant information is a major barrier to expanding export opportunity.  The lack of information appears to be two-fold - firstly, there is some lack of understanding about trade liberalisation and its benefits for Australian producers.  Secondly, in many industries there is lack of specific market information and how to access it - current commodities prices, new market opportunities, and information on how to export.  The National Farmers Federation (NFF) told the Committee:


There is no substitute for as much information as possible being available to people. What I find with a lot of people who are involved in exporting is that they run up against the first barrier that they hit that is a problem, and they do not know where to go to get information about how to deal with it – whether it is a commercial problem or a government to government problem.� 


The Queensland Government also had this view:


Firms need good quality information on emerging opportunities, and competitors activities, to be able to benefit from trade reform. Lack of marketing information is, however, frequently cited as a significant constraint to the development of new markets by small to medium sized enterprises (SME's). ... Unlike large firms which can employ specialists to gather and analyse data on which to base production and marketing decisions, agribusiness SME's do not have the necessary time or resources to adequately do so, because of day to day business pressures.� 


The way in which producers receive information is vitally important to communicating the benefits of trade reform, and the resultant opportunities.  The Committee found that as information was passed through the supply chain to primary producers it became more distorted and less valuable.  The various sources of information, and their effectiveness in communicating to primary producers information on trade reform and export opportunities, are examined throughout this chapter. 


The Department of Primary Industries and Energy (DPIE) told the Committee of research commissioned under the Delicatessen Program of the Supermarket to Asia strategy to determine how information on Asian market opportunities is communicated to food producers and the relevance of this information to their needs.  In particular, the study is assessing whether the information currently available is in a form that producers can readily use and apply to their own circumstances.  Initial conclusions of the research show that although there is a lot of information in the public domain it is restricted to broad product �
areas and is usually not specific enough for rural producers to make any viable commercial decisions.  The information that is available frequently focuses on agronomic suitability rather than the value or nature of the commercial business opportunities.  The research is continuing.


This preliminary finding was reinforced during the Committee’s meeting with representatives of rural women’s organisations.  The women told the Committee that government publications are often written in jargonistic, bureaucratic style, not aimed at people with limited previous knowledge of issues such as international trade reform.  They said it is important that information be made relevant to small businesses, and that the opportunities arising from trade reform are clearly highlighted.


The Committee was also told of the time pressures facing Australian farmers and producers. Information must be in a readily accessible form, easily comprehensible and relevant in its application to farming and production practices. The Committee believes that the failure of most information to meet this criteria is one of the major problems of current communication strategies.





Commonwealth Government information sources


While information exchange is well developed at the government and policy creation level, this information is less accessible to industry groups, discussion networks and the media.  The providers of information necessarily must edit and filter information to meet the needs of its target audience.  It is a specialist task requiring solid marketing expertise.  The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) has produced a number of publications on trade reform, however, not one of the producers the Committee met with indicated they had received any government publication on trade liberalisation.


Government agencies asserted that primary producers must take some responsibility for finding information themselves.  The Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) told the Committee:


To some extent it is important for individuals who want to take an interest in these things to make sure that they are as well informed of these things as they can make themselves because this information is out there in the public arena.�


The Committee recognises that producers have a responsibility for keeping abreast of developments in agricultural policy.  A major concern at the present time is that primary producers do not seem to be accessing relevant information.  Ms Vicki Dickman, Project Development Officer, GrowZone Development Network, told the committee during the meeting with representatives of rural women’s organisations that producers had not received much useful information on trade reform.  She said there have been standard press releases from DFAT but nothing that has been targeted towards rural communities.  Ms Dickman, who also works with the Australian Country Information Service (ACIS), said that, in most cases, government information is not in the context that people understand.  It tends to be very jargonistic and uses many acronyms.  People find it isolating and do not see the relevance of it in their own particular day�to�day operations.


�
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade


DFAT is one of several sources of trade related information.  It produces a number of publications on international trade reform, and has a comprehensive internet site providing links to other trade information. However, DFAT admitted that it is not competently getting this message to primary producers and could present its message better.�  When asked how they disseminate information, the Department told the Committee that they produce publications, speak at functions, put out press releases and meet with industry groups.  Mr Graeme Thomson, Principal Adviser, Trade Negotiations Division of DFAT, told the Committee of his personal efforts to communicate with farmers:


Over the last week I have been very active in a public dimension. I spoke at a platform in Melbourne put together by the Victorian government. There were producers present at that. Last Friday I was with the New South Wales Premier in his food forum communicating this same message. Tomorrow I am appearing and delivering a speech at a major international oilseeds convention in Sydney.


For many of us in Foreign Affairs and Trade, this is a regular occurrence. The minister obviously is very much engaged in meeting with people. Any positive news is almost invariably put in a press release. Ministers put news in speeches. There is a major enhanced effort going on. Today the minister is appearing at the National Press Club with the sole objective, as I understand it, of reaching out to producers and the public generally about the importance of trade and the progress that is being made.�


In terms of announcing new market opportunities, DFAT is reliant on indirect communication, via the media, for contact with producers:


There is the ministerial release. There are appearances on things like Country Hour. I am accessible, and other colleagues are accessible to the media. There is the Land newspaper, the Queensland Country life¾you name it; they are all on our agendas. Sometimes you are disappointed. I know on many occasions the journalist has said, ‘The editor cut it out,’ or has cut the article in half. There is a problem.�


The Committee was unimpressed with the Department’s lack of commitment to following-up media reports to assess the effectiveness of the communication effort.


The Committee was advised that DFAT relies heavily on its Minister and Parliamentary Secretary to promulgate information on trade liberalisation at the grassroots level.  However, time constraints alone limit the capacity of Ministers to do justice to the responsibility for being the primary conduit for information on trade reform between government and producers.  This reliance on the executive of government and press releases is an unsatisfactory approach to communicating with grassroots producers on vital issues of market information.


The Committee commends DFAT on its publication Trade Liberalisation: Opportunities for Australia which succeeds in presenting the trade liberalisation arguments in simple language.  Unfortunately the clear and concise message contained in this booklet still does not reach Australian primary producers.  The Committee understands that most of the 3000 copies of the booklet were distributed free of charge to overseas posts and libraries.  Only approximately 200 copies of the second print run have been sold.  DFAT also published a small pamphlet accompanying the booklet, titled Trade Liberalisation: How Australia Gains, which conveys the information in an easy-to-read format. The NFF referred to this pamphlet in evidence to the Committee:


DFAT have produced that little blue and orange pamphlet, which is excellent. It shows in graphic picture form what the situation is, that Australia has not been a faster reformer than many other countries, and that we are in amongst the pack.�


Notwithstanding commendations from the peak farming organisation, the DFAT pamphlet contains trade liberalisation information at a very general level.  It is not targeted at the primary industry sector.  The Department should commit itself to a more proactive role in publicising to rural communities the reasons for Australia’s aggressive trade liberalisation policies.  It should also reconsider the $15 price for the booklet.  As part of a more proactive role, it should build on its communication efforts to date and ensure that its messages receive the attention of individuals in rural communities.  A more suitable approach would be for the Department to place less faith in the media for carrying stories of trade reform and to develop a proactive strategy itself for using the media to its advantage.


Department of Primary Industries and Energy


DPIE is another major Commonwealth government agency involved with trade liberalisation issues, with particular responsibilities for primary producers.  It uses a number of communication tools, including publications by ABARE and the excellent PIEnet internet site, which is the most frequently accessed government internet site in Australia.�  


DPIE operates the Countrylink service, aimed at providing government information to rural and remote dwellers. Countrylink offers five major services:


A 1800 telephone Answer Line (calls are free). 





The Rural Book, which is an up-to-date guide to Commonwealth services and programs.  Copies are available on request, free and post free, to country people.


 


A shopfront/display that visits country shows and field days. 





Community Information Stands located with community groups as a local source of information and pamphlets. 





A video lending library that lends, free of charge, videos covering a wide variety of topics of interest to country people.  





The 1996/97 DPIE Annual Report indicates that the Countrylink program is successful in reaching a large audience:


The Countrylink Program provided access for rural people to information on Commonwealth Government services and programs by: answering 61,609 enquiries on the 1800 phone Answerline; distributing 20,000 copies of The Rural Book, a guide to the major Commonwealth Government services and programs, which is also available on the Internet; distributing leaflets and brochures through some 270 Community Information Stands operated by community groups around Australia; providing face-to-face information with a Countrylink Shopfront at 11 rural shows and field days; and lending out 356 information videos from a free video lending library.�


While the service carries a wide range of government information, its main purpose is to provide information on government support mechanisms such as income support measures, and programs aimed at helping rural/remote dwellers.  As such, it has not been a primary source of information on agricultural trade reform.  There is considerable scope for trade policy information to be included in the Countrylink program as  a means of disseminating the information to rural communities.


DPIE operates ACIS, which aims to improve rural people's access to information on Commonwealth programs and services.  ACIS assists community groups, local government and other organisations to provide Commonwealth Government information and assistance on a face-to-face basis.  It provides a “one-stop shop” for information on Commonwealth Government services for people in rural and remote communities.  Currently 19 ACIS sites operate throughout Australia.


A major element of the DPIE Delicatessen Program (referred to in paragraph 4.5 above) is to provide assistance for pilot projects involving selected groups of producers, for the development and marketing of new, high value, niche markets such as Asian vegetables and herbs, and helping producers market their product.  When the pilots have been completed in the next twelve months, the Department plans to disseminate information on these project outcomes, as a way of demonstrating to producers the opportunities available in niche markets which have been opened through trade liberalisation.�  The Department has also published a book of case studies on actual Australian agribusiness experiences, as an initiative under the Supermarket to Asia strategy.  The book, Competitive Performance, provides 13 examples of successful businesses which could serve as management models for other enterprises investigating export opportunities.


The Department relies heavily on its Ministers to promote trade reform issues through the media.  As indicated in relation to DFAT, a heavy reliance on this approach is unsatisfactory and requires re-evaluation to ensure messages on trade reform and market opportunities are delivered effectively.  The Committee believes a greater contribution is required from the Department to inform - in meaningful ways - the public in regional areas on trade issues.


DPIE appears to already have several different programs which could be applied to deliver information on trade liberalisation policy and opportunities, including its own public relations section which manages a press and radio service supplying news stories to regional radio stations and newspapers.  A discrete strategy should be developed within DPIE for actively managing news on trade reform for primary producers.


Austrade 


Austrade aims to help Australian companies prepare for exporting, assist their entry into new markets, and identify major opportunities overseas.  It also provides financial support to exporters.  Austrade’s role in information dissemination is more business-oriented than DFAT or DPIE, which tends to concentrate on policy issues and country-to-country issues.  Austrade focuses on finding specific markets for specific Australian exporters and providing them with marketing assistance.  Austrade boasts nearly 100 offices in 67 countries, making its access to overseas market information unparalleled by any private sector operation.  Detailed market information is provided to companies on a commercial basis.


Austrade provides another opportunity to demonstrate to primary producers the opportunities for them created by trade liberalisation.  At the moment, full advantage is not being taken of this opportunity.


Supermarket to Asia


An independent company, Supermarket to Asia Ltd, has been established to supply support services to the Supermarket to Asia Council and provide many of the Supermarket to Asia products, such as commodity updates, newsletters, market profiles and regional export forums.  Supermarket to Asia Ltd produces market profiles for particular food groups, and information on how to find government help on exporting. The food group market profiles, and similar information such as a quarterly newsletter and special research reports, are only available at a cost, which the Committee believes may act as a deterrent to availability.  The Supermarket to Asia Council has also published the “Market Access Guide” which provides contact information and background to the international trading system.


Emerging from the Supermarket to Asia program have been regional initiatives designed to improve export performance from the local regions.  The Committee met with representatives of the Murray Region Supermarket to Asia Forum - an industry-based and industry driven initiative involving key players in the Murray region. The Murray region includes extensive agricultural production and value added food processing industries.  Over 50 per cent of the region’s processed food production is exported overseas.  Among the Forum’s objectives are the removal of impediments to exports and the creation of opportunities to export.  The Forum is trying to build critical mass in the region’s agricultural business and develop their export focus by examining methods of providing marketing information, contributing to market access issues, becoming involved in electronic marketing initiatives and networking agribusiness suppliers into a quality chain.  


In a similar move, the Centre for Export Excellence was opened in the Yarra Valley region of Victoria in February 1998 as a non-profit venture following initial funding from the Commonwealth government.  The Centre provides advice to local businesses on how to select and research overseas markets, how to finance trade, ensure payment, transport goods and access government assistance programs.  The vision of the Centre is for overall excellence on production, post-harvest treatment, packaging, transport, distribution and marketing to enable business in the region develop a reputation for quality.


Under the Supermarket to Asia Program, 32 regional export forums were held around the country in 1997, with more scheduled for 1998.  These forums are regarded by the Supermarket to Asia Council as a cornerstone in its communication program.  DFAT commented on the workload undertaken as part of this activity:


The Supermarket to Asia Council, through their executive director, has been doing a lot of work taking the Supermarket to Asia Council out to the producers. He has run something like 40�plus seminars across Australia, usually in association with the local federal member, and David Brownhill [Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Trade] has been doing a lot in that regard too. Officers of the department [DFAT] are engaged in this process.�


DPIE identified these forums as a useful means of communicating and developing an export culture with primary producers.  The Australian Horticultural Corporation (AHC) took a different line and said that, despite the forums, the message from the Supermarket to Asia Council is still not getting through to many producers:


The feedback we get from the horticultural industry, despite the 30-odd regional and country workshops that they had, is about the lack of information, and that is not a criticism of STA necessarily.  It is just that the people out in regional Australia are not aware of what Supermarket to Asia is trying to achieve.�


The forums attracted a total of 1400 attendees, including current and potential exporters, government representatives, industry and regional associations, service providers and media.  The Committee is impressed with the effectiveness of the Supermarket to Asia’s regional export forums held to date.  The forums provided opportunities for interaction between leading and potential exporters and attracted emerging exporters who may not have travelled outside the region to attend at a capital city venue.  They also provided feedback to the Supermarket to Asia Council on impediments and issues facing exporters.  Outcomes of these forums have been compiled and published as Regional Export Forums: Promoting an Australian Export Culture.





Need for a co-ordinated approach


The Committee has noted that government, industry groups, networks and individuals have all initiated information campaigns for primary producers but in its visits to producers at the grassroots level, the Committee found a dearth of information relevant to their business interests. It is vital that information is coordinated across all levels of government and industry, and designed to reach producers at the ground level with maximum effectiveness. As outlined by the Queensland Government, an effective communication strategy is vital:


Effective two way communication between industry, the States and the Commonwealth is essential to transmit information about issues such as development in the trade arena, export requirements and impediments, changes in regulatory requirements, etc. Thus, producers and exporters as well as policy makers will be kept informed on developments.�


There are government communication programs aimed at informing primary producers about trade liberalisation, and how they can benefit through new trading opportunities.  However, the overwhelming evidence when speaking to producers at the grassroots level is that the message is not getting through. There is a lack of co-ordination across the trade and primary industry portfolios, resulting  in unclear, bureaucratic or irrelevant messages for producers.  There is no suggestion that trade reform issues are managed within departments as part of a proactive strategy.  Rather, the bureaucracy relies on �
Ministers to announce initiatives and hopes, in a “hit and miss” approach, that the messages will be picked up by the media and received by the public.  The Committee recommends that:


(10)	(a)	the Departments of Foreign Affairs and Trade and Primary Industries and Energy, in consultation with professional marketing expertise, adopt a strategic approach for disseminating information on trade liberalisation and export market development;


	(b)	this strategy fully consider the use of written and electronic media as a means of broadcasting information on trade liberalisation and marketing opportunities.


The Committee considers the Supermarket to Asia regional export forums have been an effective means to bring together a wide range of people with interests in agrifood exporting.  There exists an opportunity for the collective wisdom, expertise and enthusiasm within these groups to be more fully developed.  The regional export forums have successfully provided for the transfer of information between government and exporters.  The Committee endorses the proposal of the Supermarket to Asia Council that these forums develop into permanent groups, or Regional Export Clubs, for the exchange of information on a number of trade-related issues.  The clubs would partly fill the gaps in information transfer between the grassroots and government, created in part by the substantial restructuring of agricultural extension services over the past ten to fifteen years.  


The export clubs could have a broader area of interest than the Asian region and the Supermarket to Asia Council should continue to be involved in the further development of its regional export forums.  Seed funding to establish more broadly based export clubs is likely to be required.  The government can have a proactive role in providing this seed funding and, in doing so, can act as a catalyst for export clubs.  There is scope for export club members to pay a subscription to cover club activities and to contribute to the cost of receiving trade and market information.  The export clubs would be based on membership from a range of agrifood industries and therefore should not encounter commercially confidential restrictions.  Essentially, the clubs would exist to discuss export issues related to primary industries and would need to meet on a quarterly or six monthly basis.  The Committee recommends that:


(11)	(a)	the Commonwealth government encourage facilitation of groups along the lines of Export Clubs focussed on changes to trade, and based on the regional export forums of the Supermarket to Asia Council; and


	(b)	the purpose of these groups be to provide an opportunity for local agrifood exporters and potential exporters to interact with each other, to communicate with government on trade and marketing issues, and to disseminate information to producers.





�
Industry information


Industry groups play a significant role in informing farmers about trade policy issues, market opportunities, commodities prices and other relevant information. Industry groups cover a variety of purposes, as well as a wide range geographical areas and sectors of Australian agriculture.  Types of industry groupings that have such an information role include:


peak bodies such as the NFF, state farmer organisations and commodity councils;





statutory marketing authorities; and 





industry groups with membership comprised of individual primary producers, such as Rice Growers of Australia.





The Committee found varying opinions on the ability and willingness of industry groups to communicate positive messages about trade liberalisation. DPIE told the Committee:


What we have tended to find is that some of the industry associations, whether they are multisectoral or single commodity focused organisations, are not all that keen to put the message out there as strongly as we would like...they have a diverse membership in some cases and the message of trade liberalisation is a positive one for some members and a negative one for others.�


The NFF told the Committee that limited resources did not enable them to produce pamphlets and other information, and they rely on government departments to provide information that the Federation can distribute to members.�  As the major national farming organisation, the NFF is often quoted as the “industry perspective” by the media.  Through this avenue, the NFF communicates its position on trade reform to primary producers - for example, through its Cairns Group Farm Leaders meeting, which ran parallel to the official Cairns Group Ministers’ Meeting in April 1998 in Sydney.


The NFF advised the Committee that it has discussed the distribution of an “NFF video” as a means of sending information to producers and planned to distribute a booklet “for farmers, in the language of farmers, on why trade liberalisation is good for agriculture.”  The NFF realises that the issue of communicating with farmers on trade liberalisation requires a new approach, based less on economics and more on sociology.�  


Other groups are also seeking a more grassroots level approach to communicate directly with producers.  In 1997, the AHC in association with the Australian Apple and Pear Growers Association, ran meetings in all apple growing regions, aimed at all 2500 apple growers in Australia.  However, only a total of 300 growers attended the meetings, despite �
the fact that locals had organised the meetings. The AHC concedes there is a substantial element of apathy among producers to actively seek information:


There are people who just do not want to come to meetings, do not want to read the industry newsletters and who do not even listen. We use the Country Hour to get messages across, and all sorts of things, as well as regional television.�


Mr John Baker, then Managing Director of the AHC told the Committee that the indirect audience is likely to be wider than at first glance:


The best communication is from farmer to farmer, and  I am sure that, from that 300, there would have gone out at least a significant number of the messages that were presented either by us or by the other people who were there.�


The AHC has identified the special audience characteristics of horticultural producers.  It told the Committee that it has improved its communication strategy by presenting information more suitably to attract the attention of growers.  For example, growers told the AHC to provide information and reading material in the winter rather than the summer, when harvesting is in full swing.


The Committee was told that some industry groups are using technology such as fax and internet to provide current market information to their farmer members. The cotton industry provides daily faxes to farmers outlining daily market prices for cotton. Other groups, such as the NFF, use the internet to provide market information or links to relevant market sites (as discussed later in the chapter).


Most industry groups seem keen to work with government to provide relevant information to primary producers.  The Committee believes information originating from a variety of sources including government, industry groups, networks and the media will attach greater credibility to the information, and achieve a much larger audience reach.  The Committee is concerned that insufficient partnership activity has been undertaken between industry and government in providing information to the public on trade liberalisation.  Government departments claim it is the responsibility of industry groups to inform their members, while industry groups claim they do not have the resources to undertake large scale information campaigns.  Yet it is imperative the support for trade liberalisation among primary producers does not wane.  It would be doubly tragic to lose that support from rural communities because of a lack of communication.  The Committee recommends that:


(12)	the Departments of Foreign Affairs and Trade and Primary Industries and Energy involve industry groups and statutory marketing authorities in the development and implementation of information and communication strategies relevant to particular industries on trade liberalisation issues and market development opportunities (as proposed in Recommendation 10).





�
Networks


Rural networks across Australia are another source of information exchange and dissemination.  As a general term, ‘network’ refers to an organisation that promotes self-help and self-reliance, and exists to “exchange information ... to improve productivity and to share resources.”�


The importance of rural networks for information flow has become increasingly recognised by DPIE:


...those producers who are involved in networks have a higher propensity to be export focused than those who are not involved in networks. That is quite a useful means of communicating information about opportunities down at the producer type level.�


The Committee discussed the flow of communication with the management of Vicseeds Pty Ltd, a business network of more than 40 pasture seed producers across Victoria.  It informed the Committee that information is disseminated to producers through monthly newsletter and regional group meetings, in addition to regular board meetings.  Board members are responsible for information exchange to shareholders within their region.  


Riversun Pty Ltd is another example of a business network operation encountered by the Committee with particular emphasis on communication between shareholders.  The following extract from the DPIE publication, Competitive Performance, describes the communication issues within Riversun:


Constant communication (telephone and facsimile) is viewed as a key action for maintaining network unity.  All important communications are relayed to shareholders who are also involved in management by being kept informed of day-to-day activities.  Emphasis is placed on participation by all members in decisions.�


Rural women have developed their own social and industry networks to communicate, using letters, newsletters, fax and the internet to stay in touch and disseminate information.  Rural women’s groups across Australia include Australian Women in Agriculture, the Rural Women’s Network, issues-based groups such as the Queensland Landcare Movement, and industry-specific women’s groups such as the Dairy Women’s Network, and Women in Wool.


The dissemination of information provided to networks is magnified as it is dispersed among shareholders.  Information providers from industry organisations and government should be aware of the opportunities in networks for wider broadcasts of information on market opportunities and trade liberalisation issues.





�
Media


As in other sectors of Australian society, the rural and remote population relies heavily on the media for general news and information, as well as specialised information on agricultural issues.  Specialist rural media include the ABC’s rural radio network, weekly rural television programs and a large number of regular regional newspapers, magazines and industry journals.


The Committee was told that the ABC’s Countrywide and Countryhour radio programs are an important source of information for farmers, and one of the mediums most used by industry groups to communicate their message.�  ABC also produces the weekly Landline television program, which has industry profiles, commodity information and weather reports. 


Support through favourable media publicity adds credibility to messages coming from government and industry groups.  If farmers read a message in a government pamphlet or industry magazine, and then hear an article on Countrywide, the message is more likely to receive serious attention.  Journalists need to be kept better informed of the benefits of trade reforms and aware of the issues in the liberalisation debate.  As part of the proposed proactive media strategy, Government and industry should accept a joint responsibility to ensure journalists are knowledgeable and comprehend the economics of trade reform issues. The Committee recommends that:


(13)	a key element of the strategic approach proposed in Recommendation 10 be the provision of detailed information and special briefings to journalists and the rural media.





Internet potential


Internet communication is recognised as having enormous potential for rural and remote dwellers, in many capacities.  Currently, it is estimated that around half of all Australian farmers own a personal computer.  Australians have one of the highest rates of internet usage in the world, currently at 1.4 million regular users.�  Despite access problems, computer ownership on farms has grown rapidly, encouraged by more affordable hardware and the development of software suitable for agricultural businesses and better access to training.  In broadacre farming, 44 per cent of farmers owned computers and 93 percent of those used the computer in the management of their business.  Twenty-four per cent of broadacre farmers had modems attached to their computers.  In 1996-97, over 70 per cent of specialist grain producers who had a modem used their computer to access the internet and send and receive email.�  An NFF Online Services Project connecting 1000 farm families to �
online services throughout rural and regional Australia showed people in rural and regional areas accessed the Internet for close to seven hours per month on average, compared with their urban counterparts who average about 6 hours a month.�


Building business opportunities


The internet’s potential for agriculture is its ability to facilitate information and communication.  For rural and remote dwellers using the internet, the “tyranny of distance” will no longer be such an obstacle to their business.  Government is recognising the potential of internet to save on administration costs, through developing services such as on-line funding application forms and information.  An example of the internet’s potential uses for primary producers is found in a survey undertaken by DPIE in 1996.  In the survey, producers identified three key areas they saw as vital for expansion of their business:


marketing;





research and development; and





establishing alliances.�





Most of the producers visited by the Committee were not yet undertaking internet marketing, or using the internet as a main source of market information.  However, research by the Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation (RIRDC) indicates that Australian farmers are beginning to use internet for marketing information and advice.  A Tasmanian beef cattle producer told RIRDC:


When you ask a question, a dozen replies will come back. There’s lots of free information available from consultants online. I have been able to increase my knowledge of beef marketing, where it is marketed, and predict some price fluctuations.�


The internet also provides producers with the ability to access research and development information relevant to their particular industry - the AHC told the Committee it was working with the Horticultural Research and Development Corporation (HRDC) to publish its product description manual on the internet.  Elders Pty Ltd has published a synopsis of HRDC research projects on its website.  The internet also allows the rural/remote community to establish alliances, in both a formal business sense and by creating an informal social network.


The internet also has the potential to become an important tool in the establishment, management and monitoring of network ventures, particularly in their ability to work together to penetrate niche markets and undertake value-adding. 


�
Information dissemination


The internet provides an invaluable source of information for primary producers to access a wide variety of information, from general information about agriculture in Australia and current government policies, through to specific information on commodities prices and market opportunities. Examples of the type of information available include:


Research and Development and Agricultural Departments 


Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) - www.its.csiro.au


US Department of Agriculture - http://ffas.usda.gov


Australian Dairy Corporation - www.dairy.com.au/adc


Commonwealth Department of Primary Industries and Energy - www.dpie.gov.au


Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service - www.dpie.gov.au/aqis/homepage/aqishome.html


Queensland Department of Primary Industries - www.dpi.qld.gov.au/


Primary Industry and Resources South Australia - www.pir.sa.gov.au/


Landcare Web - www.agfor.unimelb.edu.au/lcweb/lcweb.html


Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries - www.dpif.tas.gov.au


Victorian Department of Natural Resources and Environment - www.nre.vic.gov.au/


WA Agriculture - www.agric.wa.gov/


Weather


Bureau of Meteorology - www.bom.gov.au


The Long Paddock - www.dpi.qld.gov.au/longpdk/longpdk.htm


SILO (weather information for agriculture)  - www.bom.gov.au/silo





Commodity Prices and Markets


F@rming Online - www.rpl.com.au/farming


Sydney Futures Exchange - www.sfe.com.au


Elders - www.elders.com.au


Wesfarmers Dalgety - www.wesfarmersdalgety.comau


Finance


Australian Stock Exchange - www.asx.com.au/


Commonwealth Bank - www.commbank.com.au


National Australia Bank - www.national.com.au


Westpac - www.westpac.com.au


News


Farmwide Eureka! - www.farmwide.com.au/eureka


Australian Broadcasting Corporation - www.abc.net.au


Financial Review - www.afr.com.au


CNN - www.cnn.com/


@griculture Online - www.agriculture.com


F@rming Online - www.rpl.com.au/farming





�
The above list is a small sample of the agricultural information available on the internet.  Two extremely useful internet guides for Australian farmers are found in the RIRDC publications What’s on the Web Now for Australian Farmers (December 1996) and The Australian Farmer’s Guide to the Internet (December 1997).  An important feature of the internet is that users have the advantage of being able to tailor information to their needs, through use of search engines, internet pages from their particular industry group, and details of specific market opportunities through electronic trading.


The Committee is also aware of the emergence of internet email discussion groups such as WE-link, which enables communication between people from a range of backgrounds to discuss agricultural and rural issues, especially those of particular interest to rural women.  This type of network, is informal, informative, and available to anyone with access to an internet service.  The Committee regards this communications approach as an invaluable method of exchanging information.


Access and infrastructure


While the internet has much to offer rural producers, its potential can only be fulfilled where services are available. The Committee was told that internet access is by no means available, or affordable, to many rural communities.  DPIE recognised this in its submission to the Joint Parliamentary Committee on Public Accounts and Audit Inquiry into Internet Commerce:


If primary industry enterprises are to take advantage of the developments in internet commerce, there needs to be an efficient internet market, able to offer services at the best price. The best way to ensure a cost-effective service is to have maximum competitiveness in the markets for hardware, software and services.�


During trials of the NFF’s Farmwide On-Line Project, it was discovered about two-thirds of rural families participating could only connect at speeds below that taken for granted by capital city users.�  Some users in rural areas are required to pay STD rates, instead of local call charges, to connect to an Internet Service Provider.


In 1996, the Minister for Communications, the Information Economy and the Arts initiated a review of the standard telephone service in Australia, with the aim of determining if the current universal service obligations (services which must be available to all Australians) should be revised to take account of new technologies.  The December 1996 report of that review recommended that:


Digital data capability should be reasonably accessible to all Australians on an equitable basis wherever they reside or carry on business by 1 January 2000. The digital data capability should provide a platform for access to a range of services such as fax, email, access to the Internet, electronic commerce and educational applications.�


�
Under the Telecommunications Act 1997, Telstra is required to extend the availability of telephone line services (64 kilobits per second ISDN channel or a similar service) to 96 per cent of the population by June 1998.  By the end of 1998, this implementation must be reviewed to determine if digital data services (a minimum of 64 kilobits per second ISDN) should be included in Telstra universal service obligations, thereby requiring the services to be provided to all Australians.�


While the ISDN cable can carry an internet service, it is slow.  By comparison, broadbanding (using optical fibres or Hybrid Fibre-coaxial Cable) currently being rolled out in metropolitan areas transmits data up to 50 times faster than over a standard 64 kilobits per second ISDN cable.  To effectively access ISDN, a consumer must be within 5 kilometres of an exchange.  Currently 3.7 per cent of Australian residents are beyond this range. A further three per cent of residents cannot access ISDN because they use digital radio communication systems.�


The Committee supports concerns by rural and remote dwellers concerns that they cannot access internet and other new technologies, because of lack of adequate communications infrastructure.  Rural and remote communities may apply for Commonwealth Government funding to provide or upgrade information technology services, through the $250 million Networking the Nation project administered by the Department of Communications and the Arts and the Agriculture - Advancing Australia policy administered by DPIE.�  Networking the Nation has provided around $50 million to about 90 projects across Australia to May 1998.  The Committee welcomes these initiatives.  However, to fully succeed there must be community awareness of these programs, and the resources to prepare application documentation.


Over the next two and a half years, Farmwide Pty Ltd, a company owned by the State farm organisations of the NFF, will be undertaking a number of initiatives to improve the effective use of online services in remote, rural and regional Australia.  The Farmwide Regional Access Network (FRAN) has received $5.55m from the Federal Government’s Regional Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund (RTIF) to extend quality, affordable online services to Australians living in non- metropolitan areas.  Building on the success of the Online Services Project referred to in paragraph 4.55, the FRAN project will undertake a number of trials of specific telecommunications technologies across Australia.  Farmwide is in the first stage of this project and the first of a total of 2500 focus group users should be online by late 1998.


The Committee noted the announcement by Telstra in May 1998 of its satellite strategy designed to address the gap in telecommunication services between urban and rural areas.  At the launch of its satellite strategy, Mr Gerry Moriarty of Telstra said, “The result is that our customers will be able to surf the internet from rural Australia with levels of throughput similar to the performance offered to city customers on ISDN links”.  However, �
the service comes at a higher cost - around $50 per month in addition to normal internet service provider fees and a one-off charge of about $1000.  Mr Moriarty said those using the satellite technology would receive full value through better access to the internet and faster download speeds which were unavailable to city users.�


The Committee recommends that:


(14)	(a)	the Commonwealth Government include in its telecommunications Universal Service Obligations a requirement that all Australians, regardless of location, have access to communications infrastructure of a standard sufficient to enable internet connection and communication at a reasonable cost; and


	(b)	as part of the information strategy proposed in Recommendation 10, the Commonwealth Government ensures the media is made aware of and encouraged to publicise government grants available to upgrade rural and remote telecommunications infrastructure.


Training


An important part of extending internet capability is the provision of training to enable its full use.  According to the government’s Agriculture - Advancing Australia policy, research has shown that there are strong links between education and training and the levels of productivity, profitability and innovation achieved by individual farm businesses.�  As part of the Agriculture - Advancing Australia policy, the government is replacing existing training under the Rural Adjustment Scheme with the FarmBis program.  Through FarmBis, farmers will be given financial contributions towards the cost of training in skills development, farm business and financial planning, farm performance benchmarking, quality assurance, risk management, rural leadership development, marketing and natural resource management.


The Committee welcomes the FarmBis initiative, but is concerned that for remote farmers, the cost in time and travelling expenses to attend such training courses could prevent many from participating.  The Committee believes that coupled to a commitment to provide internet services to all Australians, there must be adequate training available.  The Committee therefore recommends that:


(15)	the Commonwealth Government’s FarmBis program includes provision in its funding arrangements for primary producers living in remote regions to have the costs of participation in training courses subsidised to an equivalent level as those attending from non-isolated regions. 





�
Electronic commerce and electronic trade


Electronic commerce


Electronic commerce is a process whereby transactions are completed by electronic means, using a telecommunications medium.  The term “electronic commerce” can be taken to include transaction completed by fax, electronic data interchange (EDI), internet or the world wide web.  DFAT has recently published a book on electronic commerce’s impact on trade and has identified electronic commerce as a major issue:


...because of its potential to transform the way large chunks of world trade are undertaken. Electronic commerce is still in its infancy, but is the fastest growing type of international, value added trade. Estimates of the potential global value of Internet transactions by 2000 vary wildly, but most lie in the range of US $100 billion to US $150 billion per year compared with around US $3 billion currently.�


As outlined above, the internet provides many opportunities for primary producers to gather information on world markets and opportunities for export.  There is potential for computer technology to increasingly allow primary producers to market and sell their product electronically.  DPIE has recognised the potential of electronic commerce for primary producers:


Agriculture and resources will still rely on the physical handling of, on the whole, relatively bulky, large volume products. This means that these sectors will not, for example, achieve the benefits of low-cost, instantaneous delivery that providers of services based on intellectual property will achieve. However, agriculture will benefit relatively more than other sectors from:


reducing the additional organisational costs that arise from the fact that supply is drawn from small, remote, disaggregated enterprises, and


the greater potential savings from better inventory and supply-chain management of bulky products (in particular, for time-sensitive food products).� 


Furthermore, greater direct contact between producers and customers will foster a better understanding of market requirements.


DFAT has uncovered several examples of Australian primary producers running their business via electronic commerce. One farming business in northern Victoria produces Asian vegetables, herbs and fresh fruit to meet top-end demand (such as restaurants and hotels) in Singapore and other Asian markets.  Each evening an electronic order is received from an agent in Singapore outlining the next day’s produce requirements. The farmer emails the transport company in Melbourne telling them the next day’s freight requirements to Singapore.  In the morning, the fruit and vegetables are picked and packed, and sent chilled to �
Melbourne at 10am, going on a plane to Singapore by 5pm the same day.  Payment is made electronically, directly into the grower’s bank account.  According to DFAT:


The key element of this mode is that the whole process takes just 24 hours from receipt of order to delivery to market, and full payment is made within that timeframe.�


Electronic commerce again raises the problem of rural and remote dwellers being disadvantaged because of lack of access to appropriate technology and infrastructure. This is recognised by the OECD in its 1997 report on electronic commerce:


The issue of information “haves” and “have nots” is a crucial one for Electronic Commerce, and it applies to individuals as well as countries and regions, especially in the newly industrialising and developing world.�


Coupled with this is the need to enable primary producers to use an electronic commerce system.  The NFF told the Committee:


The technology is not the difficult part. The difficult part is getting people to actually understand it and use it... It is part of developing a real export culture in some of these things in a professional way that needs to be heavily supported to get people up to speed and using these things.�


Austrade is developing an electronic commerce platform, from which Australian producers will be able to conduct trade internationally but it will not be the only option available to Australian exporters.


Electronic trade - UN Trade Point Development Centre


The United Nations (UN) has become involved in electronic commerce through its development of a Global Trade Point Network.  The UN defines its involvement as electronic trade, rather than commerce, because they merely provide the forum through which trading can take place - the UN itself does not buy or sell products.  The UN runs the Global Trade Point Network, designed to allow traders all over the world, particularly small to medium enterprises, access competitive trade-related information services, and to enhance efficiency of trade. 


The Global Trade Point Network is part of the Trade Efficiency Initiative launched by the Eighth Session of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in February 1992. A Trade Point Development Centre is based in Melbourne, and the Committee was briefed on the Global Trade Point Network, and its potential for primary producers, by representatives of the Development Centre.


The purpose of the Global Trade Point Network is threefold:


to bring together, under one physical or electronic “roof”, all sectors in international trade.  These will include representatives of each country’s sectors of customs, banking and finance, transport and freight, and insurance;


to provide trade-related information such as market opportunities, potential clients and suppliers, trade regulations and requirements; and


to provide a global gateway to trade - the Global Trade Point Networks will be linked world-wide, enabling international trade transactions to be completed in one step.


An important feature is that the Global Trade Point Network is decentralised - each country or region’s Trade Point holds data at the national level only, and provides a link to the Trade Points in other countries or regions.  As such, the Network is not controlled or monitored by the UN. 


The Global Trade Point Network uses several information technologies to conduct trade.  One of the most widely used avenues of access to Network is its internet site, through which electronic trading and other relevant information is exchanged.


 A major concern connected with internet trade is security of information and transactions performed on-line.  To eliminate security concerns, the Trade Point Centre requires traders use a Secure Electronic Authenticated Link (SEAL).  Buyers and sellers cannot trade through the Trade Point Network unless they utilise a SEAL.  To be eligible to use a SEAL, traders must submit to an accreditation process.  This includes an audit to establish the company’s identification, nature of product, and capacity to trade (its financial limitations).  Once accreditation is gained, traders may use the Global Trade Point Network to conduct transactions.


Upon receiving accreditation to SEAL, traders will be issued with a smart card, which will connect to their personal computer (via a smart-card reader plugged into the mouse outlet).  The smart card will hold information on the trader’s identity, SEAL accreditation, and capacity to trade (similar to the current credit certificate).  Trade Point Networks charge traders around A$30 to become accredited to use SEAL.


The system holds great potential for Australian primary producers.  The Global Trade Point Network acts as a kind of bulletin board, showing daily markets for products.  By gaining SEAL accreditation, producers can receive daily emails showing market opportunities for their specific product and conduct trade electronically.


SEAL accreditation also includes accreditation of individual computers, thereby allowing for kiosks to be established in rural and remote locations.  This would allow individual producers, or cooperatives, to access the Trade Point Centre and conduct trading, through a SEAL accredited computer kiosk. 


The Committee was told that Australian business is not yet taking best advantage of the opportunities offered by the Global Trade Point Network even though the Trade Point Development is located at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology.  The Committee believes that the Network provides an excellent opportunity for primary producers to access new markets and recommends that:


(16)	(a)	the Departments of Industry, Science and Tourism, Foreign Affairs and Trade, Primary Industries and Energy and Communications and the Arts, in consultation with industry and statutory marketing authorities, explore the �
potential benefits to agrifood exporting arising from the development of the United Nations Global Trade Point Network; and


	(b)	report back to the government on opportunities to promote the electronic trading service to existing and potential exporters.


Electronic commerce, facilitated by trade networks such as the UN Global Trade Point Network, provides an exciting opportunity for Australian producers to market and sell their product on the world stage.  In a developed export culture, the Committee believes opportunities to exploit the full potential of electronic commerce would be taken up at a much faster rate than has been the situation in Australia to date.
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