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Senator O’Brien asked: What happens with proposals regarding new areas? How are they treated?

Answer:

New areas applying for Exceptional Circumstances (EC) assistance will continue to be processed under the existing EC arrangements. These arrangements were agreed by the former Agriculture and Resource Management Council of Australia and New Zealand in March 1999 and will continue to apply until all agriculture ministers agree to alternative policy arrangements. 

Senator O’Brien asked: [I know there were a range of changes to EC put forward by officials.] Will some of those changes be put in place in the short term or is it a package which is dependent on the states agreeing to the dollar-for-dollar proposal? So it is a package? Could you check that and confirm that on notice?

Answer:

State/Territory and Commonwealth officials have developed the EC reform proposals since late August 2000, at the request of Commonwealth and State Ministers. These proposals were presented at the first meeting of the Primary Industries Ministerial Council (PIMC) in May 2002 in Hobart. Minister Truss also presented a Commonwealth position at PIMC, which was closely related to the officials’ proposals. 

The proposals confirm the current EC criteria and are aimed at promoting a more cooperative and streamlined approach to EC. Key changes would include earlier consultation with affected communities, joint Commonwealth-State/Territory assessment and decision-making processes, a streamlined four-week assessment phase and better-targeted EC business assistance. Changes in the nature of the existing EC processes to significantly increase the role of State/Territory Governments would be reflected in changes to the funding arrangements for EC business support. The Commonwealth and the States/Territories currently fund EC business support on a 90:10 basis respectively. The Commonwealth position included 50:50 funding for EC 

business support. The Commonwealth will continue to fund 100 per cent of welfare assistance under EC.

PIMC Ministers agreed in-principle to Minister Truss’s proposals but did not agree to his proposal for joint funding of EC business support. The Commonwealth Government’s position is that these funding arrangements are critical to any proposal that involves joint responsibility. The proposed funding arrangements would increase the States’/Northern Territory’s share of funding from 4 per cent to 17 to 20 per cent of total EC funding. On this basis individual elements of the proposed reform package will not be implemented in the short term. 

Minister Truss wrote to State/Territory Treasurers (as agreed at PIMC in May 2002) seeking to finalise agreement on EC reforms, including appropriate funding arrangements, as a matter of urgency.

Several elements of the initial Commonwealth/officials’ proposal have been implemented. Ministers of the former ARMCANZ met in August 2001 and agreed that “EC buffer zones” may be considered in the assessment of EC applications. Buffer zones may be put in place where farms outside but within reasonable proximity to the defined EC declared area can demonstrate that they are affected by the same conditions as those within the defined EC area. In these situations NRAC may provide advice on EC implementation arrangements regarding individual farmers when making its recommendations on applications. ARMCANZ Ministers also agreed that States/Territories could use predictive modelling data to demonstrate likely crop losses in an EC area to enable the timely flow of assistance to farmers in an EC area.
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