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Key Messages
· In order to achieve any sort of change in water usage, those people going to be affected by such change need to be fully engaged in the process, and need to be assured of the security of their investments. Decisions about what is appropriate use of water and what is inappropriate use can not be made by government without full and inclusive community engagement and analysis of the best scientific evidence. This submission proposes a model of community engagement that seeks to achieve positive outcomes for all those involved.
· What water users are currently doing, in terms of maximising and improving water use efficiency, needs to be taken into account when considering the use of rural water resources.  Also, the many environmental initiatives that are currently in development and implementation need to be acknowledged and considered. This submission outlines several of the initiatives currently in place in the rice industry and the benefits they are delivering in terms of environmental improvement and water use efficiency.
· Industry has invested a lot of time and money into research and development of efficient water use and environmental measures, as well as infrastructure and market development, and has the potential to continue in this direction. Without security of resource however, this work and investment threatens to be wasted.  
· The benefits of irrigation are many and varied – these need to be taken into account when considering any change to water use. The crops that are grown under irrigation sustain not only a nation, but many people across the world. Irrigation provides a secure economic base for many Australian communities and ensures prosperity and longevity of our regional areas.
· Governments need to work in partnership with industry and water users, not against them, or in a heavy-handed manner. The only result of such actions would be conflict.

1.
The Rice Industry

The rice industry encompasses the Murray Valley of NSW and Victoria and the Murrumbidgee Valley of NSW. Typically, around 150 000 – 160 000 hectares are sown to rice in October of each year across this region producing an average of around 1.2 million tonnes of rice annually. The industry has a farm gate value of around $350 million and total value (export earnings, value-added) of over $800 million. Including flow-on effects, it is estimated that the industry generates over $4 billion annually to regional communities and the Australian economy.

Rice growers have individually invested over $2.5 billion in land, water, plant and equipment and collectively invested around $400 million in mill storage and infrastructure through the Ricegrowers’ Cooperative Limited (SunRice) and the Rice Marketing Board of NSW. The industry is the backbone for our regional communities generating around 21% of total regional income and 18% of total regional employment (Leslie et al, 1992).
The rice industry has also invested significantly in environmental improvement and impact reduction as part of its efforts towards better natural resource management and environmental stewardship. 

2.
The RGA

The Ricegrowers’ Association of Australia Inc. (RGA) is the collective voice of rice growers in Australia. RGA represents over 1700 voluntary members in NSW and Victoria on a wide range of issues.

As much of the Riverina region has been built upon rice, and rice is still the mainstay of many towns today, it is important that RGA members have strong and effective representation. RGA fulfils this role by representing and leading growers on issues affecting the viability of their businesses and communities. Importantly, the RGA also looks to lead its members through a process of improved environmental management.
3.
Security & Engagement
Before addressing the Terms of Reference of this inquiry, it should be noted that in order to achieve improvements or changes in water usage, those that are affected by such changes must be assured of the security of their access to the water resource.  They must also be consulted and included in the decision making processes.

3.1 Water Property Rights

Until governments, in partnership with affected parties such as irrigators, achieve what COAG set out to do in 1994 – adequately define a water property right, it will be impossible to introduce changes to water usage without conflict.

Those landholders that were granted access to water, by government, to produce food and fibre products must be assured of their rights to continue production. They must be assured of their futures and that any changes that are made are positive changes. Any changes must be made in consultation with those affected and must deliver real outcomes for the environment, promote sustainable on-farm practices and maintain or improve the economic viability of farm businesses and the industry.
3.1.2 Equity Shift – balancing competing needs

The recent report to COAG from the Water CEOs group (2003) recognises that “there is a very significant economic value in having stable rights to water.” The RGA and peak irrigation and farm groups have recognised this, referring to this “value” as the need for security of their asset (water access) and over the asset (NFF, 2002). The nation’s financial institutions have also recognised the 

need for this asset security in lending to the irrigated agriculture sector. The RGA strongly supports striking a balance between the need for asset security and measures to improve environmental health in the interests of inter-generational equity.

Individual irrigators require asset security for long-term whole farm (including business and environment) planning. They also require this security in order to service mortgages, secure loans and enter into leasing arrangements with financial institutions. Communities reliant upon irrigation require the collective asset security of individual irrigators to underpin investment, secondary industry and employment within regions. 
The broader community also requires asset security in the form of continued access to water for environmental needs. If there is a shift in this equity away from the individual irrigator to the community or vice versa then there must be a point at which this “shift” is financed.

There are a number of ways this shift can be paid for. One way is through direct compensation or adjustment assistance. Compensation should be part of a suite of measures in addressing diminished equity but not the only answer. The RGA believes that to move away from automatic compensation, governments should give careful consideration to a planned approach to managing equity shift.

Such a plan should involve employing a suite of strategies and actions to address long-term landscape and community needs. In keeping with the policy position of the RGA that environmental improvement in our rivers must commence with better management of environmental water and regulated systems, these measures must include infrastructure improvement (e.g. constructing multi-level off takes, fish passage) and creating efficiency savings (on and off-farm). Provided preferred environmental outcomes can be identified then these methods can combine to address outcomes. For instance a preferred environmental outcome may be improved wetting and drying cycles for targeted wetlands. Through the above measures “saved” water can be directed to wetlands at appropriate times through lowered fill channels.

Neither of these methods removes water from productive and efficient use through irrigation. Similarly other measures such as sourcing philanthropic contributions and voluntary buy-back from willing sellers only removes water from those who are unlikely to use it for a productive purpose and are likely to be less efficient users.

3.2 Engagement

Governments must involve the community in decision-making, particularly where these decisions have a marked effect on livelihood. There is an increasing realisation from governments that if there is to be an inclusive pathway between policy and implementation then the policy itself must find widespread acceptance from the community. Unfortunately this realisation has not always been transformed into effective engagement in NRM policy setting with many communities across irrigated regions expressing dissatisfaction with the fumbled attempts to date. Governments now have an opportunity for true engagement with the community on crucial issues such as property rights and water usage – they only require the capacity to deliver and the courage to follow through.

To achieve more effective engagement governments must urgently consider a move from traditional policy development (ministers and departments delivering information-based engagement) to a participatory approach. This change in direction should not be construed as a threat to representative democracy, but as a means to enrich it.

The RGA’s case for greater stakeholder involvement in the policy development framework is based on the OECD (2001) publication on strengthening government citizen relationships. This paper lists better public policy, greater trust in government and stronger democracy as reasons to strengthen this relationship. The paper also notes that a stronger relationship will encourage more active citizenship in society and will lead to more transparent and accountable governments.


3.2.1 The OECD Framework

The OECD, in developing an analytic framework to compare best practice case studies across OECD countries, has classified citizen participation into three broad classes: information, consultation and active participation. As participation shifts from information to consultation to active participation there is an increasing level of citizen involvement and influence in policy making.

Information: a one-way process in which governments provide information for citizens. It includes both passive access to information to citizens on demand and active dissemination of information through the web or other media. 
Access to accurate, timely information is important in developing trust and confidence in any policy making process, particularly where there may be differential impacts on stakeholders or where views are divided. This information should not only relate to content information but should also make transparent the processes involved in decision-making. 
Consultation:  a two-way dialogue in which the government asks for and receives citizens’ feedback on policy proposals. It is based on a prior definition of the issue by government on which citizens’ views are sought. Governments define the issue, determine the questions and manage the process. Information is central to public consultation.

Consultation is used to draw on expertise and experience that is external to government (i.e. individuals, groups and non-government organisations) on new or reforms of existing policy, and to review and evaluate existing policy and initiatives.

Active Participation: a relationship with government in which citizens actively participate in defining the process and content of policy development and implementation. It acknowledges equal standing for citizens in the setting of agenda, developing policy options, and shaping policy dialogue, although the responsibility for policy formulation rests with government. 
This type of engagement – Active Participation – has been called for by the RGA for some time. The RGA has called for a process commencing at the formative stages of policy development with multiple opportunities for engagement through the process and to the evaluation stage.

Citizen engagement is appropriate when considering policy, legislation, programs or services that are expected to have a broad and significant impact on citizens, involve conflicts or require difficult choices, that explore emerging issues which require considerable learning from governments and citizens and which wish to build common ground by reconciling competing interests (PCO, 2002). This view strongly supports the need for governments to move to participatory engagement in the case of Water Property Rights and Rural Water Usage. A participatory approach could result in a better policy for all without the risk of protracted legal action.
4.
TOR 1: Current Rural Industry-Based Water Resource Usage
There is no question that the Australian rice industry is a major user of water. In fact, it is the industry’s most vital resource. Without water, there would be no rice grown. Our farmers recognise the value of water and this is reflected in the fact that they grow a high quality crop that produces enough rice to feed 40 million people across the world a meal a day for an entire year.

4.1 Strict Guidelines for Rice-Growing

Rice can not be grown just anywhere and by anyone. Rice growing is carried out under strict guidelines set out in the Rice Environmental Policy administered by the NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation and developed in conjunction with the industry. The aim of the policy is to reduce 


ground water accessions, thereby preventing water table rises and resultant water logging and soil salinisation. 

The policy consists of the following elements:
Soil texture and land classification: Rice can be grown only on approved soils. These are identified through EM31 and soil textural analysis of samples bored at grid intervals across the paddock. This identifies any underlying sand beds or other areas where water may pass into the watertable. More than three metres of heavy, continuous clay is required for unrestricted rice growing. If soils prove lighter and permeable, then rice production is limited or excluded. 

Most areas of suitable soil types with secure access to water supply are now developed. 

Hydraulic loading: No more than 30% of the approved rice area on a farm in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area can be used to grow rice at any one time. In the Murray Valley there is a limit to water use of 4ML / ha across the whole farm, which equates to around one third of the farm being used at any one time for growing rice. This ruling provides even distribution of water over the landscape and balanced hydraulic pressure on the water table. 

Target rice water consumption: Irrigation water is fundamental to successful rice growing as the region only receives around 400mm of rain each year. Water charges are the largest single cost for growers, so farmers attempt to minimise their use of this resource. 

A target water consumption level for rice growing has been set and severe penalties are imposed if this level is exceeded.  Rice field sizes are measured by aerial photography and satellite imagery. This is compared with records of irrigation water used during the rice growing season. Measurements are undertaken by the Department of Land and Water Conservation, but the costs are met by rice producers as part of their water account. 
Permit to grow rice: Long established rice farms have been provided with a farm plan showing suitable soils and maximum permissible area. These operations do not need to apply for a permit annually.
Landholders in areas new to rice growing must lodge an annual application with the DLWC. For large areas exceeding 100ha or per 972Ml surface water entitlement a Review of Environmental Factors must be submitted.

It should be noted that rice is the only agricultural crop to have such rigorous restrictions applied. It should also be noted that the industry is supportive of these restrictions and has been involved in their development.
4.2 Maximising Water Use

The water rice farmers use is put to more than one use. Rice is harvested while the ground is still quite moist and the residual moisture that is in the soil profile is used immediately by the planting of a winter crop such as wheat or other grains. In this way, water is used to its maximum efficiency. This unique system of rotation is recognised world-wide as being one of maximum efficiency and productivity.

In 2002, the RGA Annual Conference set the industry a water use efficiency (WUE) target :
By 2020, the industry target for WUE from the rice-based system is 2 tonnes of product per ML.

What this means is that rice farmers will aim towards growing 2 tonnes of product from each Ml of water. This may mean a tonne of rice per Ml, and then a tonne of another grain using the residual moisture in the soil from that same Ml of water. Areas of some rice farms are already able to achieve this target because of the introduction of new technologies and increased efficiencies. The industry’s extensive research and technology is now aimed towards achieving this target industry-wide.
4.3 Improving Water Use Efficiency

Over the last twenty years, rice farmers have increased their water use efficiency markedly. For example, in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area, average water use per hectare decreased from around 15Ml/ha in 1980 to 12Ml/ha in 2000. At the same time, rice yield rose from below 6T/ha to 10T/ha. Water productivity, or average tonnes of rice grown per Ml, increased from below 0.4T/Ml to around 0.8T/Ml in the same period of time (Lewin, 2003). This increase in water use efficiency is due largely to the crop yield increasing as a result of improved management and the introduction of new rice varieties, as well as a decrease in the volume of water used.
The industry will continue to pursue options to improve upon these advances.

4.3.1 WUE Research
The rice industry has invested, and will continue to invest, millions of dollars into research and technology that will increase water use efficiency. Areas of research include (Lewin, 2003):

Improved yield through breeding better varieties: There is a substantial amount of research being undertaken into breeding varieties of a shorter duration and increased yield. As recently as February 2003, a new variety called Quest was launched. Quest has the potential to use around 10% less water than other varieties due to its shorter growing season. It does this while maintaining or improving on the yield levels of Amaroo, the most common and highest yielding rice variety.

Improving cold tolerance of varieties is a major focus of the breeding program. If rice is more tolerant to the cold temperatures received at night in summer, less water is needed to insulate them from the cold. Over the next five to ten years, we can expect to see significant improvements in cold tolerance of rice varieties.

Improved yield through better management practices: Advances in precision agriculture have opened up enormous potential for improving the yield of many crops, including rice. Remote imaging technology and yield monitoring allows for yield limits to be recognised and remedied.
Research on seedling establishment, weed control, disease effects, nutrients and better targeting of nitrogen management are all assisting to improve yield, and hence water use efficiency.

Non-ponded rice culture: Research is being conducted into growing rice on beds with non-permanent flooding. Research on delayed flooding is also taking place and shows promising results.
Other crops in the system: As mentioned earlier, many farmers utilise residual moisture by planting a winter crop following rice harvest. Research is continuing into this process to ensure the maximum gains can be maintained for the entire cropping system.

Other actions: Other measures to improve water use efficiency that are being undertaken or researched include limiting drainage and reducing percolation.


4.3.2 Other WUE measures:

Education: In addition to research, education plays a major part in improving WUE. Farmers hold regular discussion groups with NSW Agriculture agronomists and other technical extension providers to communicate new techniques and maintain best practice. 
Whole Farm Planning: Whole farm planning is another key element. Land forming using laser levelling ensures the most efficient use of water. Around 95% of farms have commenced landforming and half the farms have completed their program. Farmers have precise control over the flow of water on their land. High points which may hinder water flow and low points which may cause water to remain in the field are removed. 


Planning also involves managing water use. Rice fields are only ponded for the minimum time and water use is stopped prior to physiological maturity of the crop, so the rice plant utilises all the water available.  

4.4 Water Use “From Paddy to Plate”

Compared to the production of other foods, water is used efficiently to produce a rice crop. Professor Wayne Meyer (1997), using precision weighing systems to measure water use by various irrigated crops, identified that 1kg of dry paddy rice uses 1550 litres. In comparision, 1 kg of wheat requires up to 750 litres, maize up to 630 litres and soybeans up to 2200 litres. Compare this to beef, which requires 50 000 – 100 000 litres/kg, or clean wool which requires 170 000 litres/kg, and the difference is startling. However, people do not generally see beef or wool production as high water users because the water use is somewhat hidden, whereas rice is a visible user of water. So even though it is visible, it is not as great a user of water as some commodities.
As described in Section 4.3 above, rice water use has decreased over the last few years, so the figures of 1550 for rice is even less today than at the time of Professor Meyer’s research in 1997. Using the average water use efficiency figures for 2000, as outlined above (0.8T/ML), it can be calculated that 1kg of paddy rice required 1250 litres of water in 2000. This is an improvement of 20% in three years.

4.5 Economic Benefits of Rice-Growing

Farmers take many factors into account when choosing what crops they will plan or what enterprises they will engage in. Water availability is not the only factor. Rice growers do not grow rice just because the water is available. They grow rice because it makes good economic sense to do so.

The return to farmers as a percentage of retail price of rice is 44% for rice farmers (SunRice, 2000) as opposed to 23% for milk, 4% for bread, 17% for apples, and 21% for beef (SMH, 2000).

The main reason for this healthy return is the vertical integration of the rice industry. All rice grown in NSW is processed and marketed by SunRice, a co-operative which is wholly owned by the growers. In this way, growers have ownership of the entire supply chain and so costs normally associated with ‘middle-men’ are eliminated and all proceeds from the business are passed back to the grower.

The practice of actually growing rice is very cost efficient. We often see figures quoted in the media stating the financial return per Ml is very low for rice compared to other crops. We dispute this, and quote NSW Agriculture’s Farm Enterprise Budget (2002) which indicates a return of $110 per Ml, based on an average yield of 10 T/ha and a return of $260 /T – which is the price SunRice have indicated as the minimum return.

Rice growing is not a labour-intensive practice. One farmer can manage an entire rice farm on his or her own. This reduces the cost of production, compared to other more labour intensive cropping and / or horticulture, and hence increases the economic return to the rice grower.

Rice is generally considered by farmers to be a low risk enterprise. Provided that access to water is secure for the entire growing season, farmers are generally assured of being able to harvest a satisfactory crop. Weather factors do have an influence of course, but given that the Riverina region generally has favourable growing conditions over summer, in most years the weather will not negatively affect the yield.

So in making the decision whether to grow rice, a farmer will take into account more than the $return/Ml, and will consider other factors that make rice farming the viable industry it is today, and will continue to be into the future, provided access to water is secured.





4.6 Flow-on Benefits of Rice-Growing
It is not only rice farmers themselves who benefit economically from growing rice. There are 63 regional communities in the south of NSW that depend on the rice industry for economic prosperity and sustainability. The rice industry represents approximately 21% of regional income and 18% of regional employment in the NSW Riverine Plains (Leslie et al, 1992).

The rice industry provides employment for around 8000 people, the majority of whom are in regional centres. It generates hundreds of millions of dollars for the local and national economy.

SunRice, the co-operative wholly owned by rice growers, is recognised as being one of Australia’s most successful agri-businesses. Its survival, and the livelihood of its 1000 employees, depends on the survival of the rice farmers themselves and the continuation of the growing of this staple food.


4.7 “Higher Value Use”
“Moving water to Higher Value Use” is something we hear bandied about political and environmental circles. What exactly does this mean? Politicians and others claim that it takes ‘x litres’ of water to grow $1 worth of a particular product, and ‘y litres’ to grow another, and then compare the products to each other. Is this what is meant by “higher value use”? How can $1.00 worth of rice (equivalent to more than a serving of cooked rice) be compared to $1.00 worth of wine (about ½ a glass of wine)?  They simply cannot be compared. If rice growers were all to transfer their water use to growing grapes, would wine still be considered a “high value” product? No – the oversupply would decrease its value dramatically. 

However, the rice industry is not in the habit of criticising other crops and do not intend to do so here. We simply point out the variety and the impracticalitly of comparing two totally different crops, in this case a staple food (rice), and a luxury item (wine). There is a place for many different irrigated crops in this nation. In fact, diversification has always been a successful component of any irrigation area.  In the Riverina, rice should remain part of the mix of successful enterprises.
The success of the rice industry has come about as a result of over 50 years of investment in research and development, infrastructure, development of markets domestically and internationally as well as on-farm practices and regional initiatives. This type of investment means that farmers are not in a position to change their crops from year to year, to whatever may be considered “high value” at the time.

5.
TOR 2: Options for Optimising Water Resource Usage for Sustainable Agriculture


The irrigation industry in southern NSW, including rice, offers some very good examples of managing our water resource sustainably by looking at an integrated approach to management. Land & Water Management Plans are a model of community involvement and engagement that have proved to be very successful in promoting and implementing on-ground change that has benefited the region.

Other environmental initiatives such as those being pioneered by the rice industry are proactively  addressing the issue of sustainability and, having been designed by the farmers themselves, are practical and serve to make real change that benefits the farmers involved, the industry and the region and its environment.

The rice industry has taken a long-term view on sustainability issues from an industry, community and environmental perspective. There are several ways to enure it remains sustainable by employing best practices, maximising efficiency and maintaining productivity while caring for our natural resources.
A number of rice industry initiatives are outlined below. These are ways in which the rice industry is ensuring its sustainability and that its water usage is optimised now and into the future. 

5.1 Water Savings
By investing in new technology on-farm, such as laser levelling, recycling systems and other irrigation-related equipment, rice farmers have been able to make substantial savings in their individual water use in recent years. Adoption of new technologies is increasing all the time and so further water savings will be achieved.
Water savings are also a focus of the irrigation companies responsible for water delivery. The irrigation companies in the rice growing area – Murrumbidgee Irrigation, Coleambally Irrigation Co-operative Limited, and Murray Irrigation Limited – have all put in place practices and infrastructure to facilitate water savings. Water metering equipment is being updated, and channels and other infrastructure are being upgraded to ensure a minimum amount of losses occurs.

Other initiatives to achieve water savings include the Pratt project, the feasibility of which is currently being studied in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area.


5.2 Land & Water Management Plans

In addition to infrastructure improvement, the irrigation companies are implementing Land and Water Management Plans (LWMPs) across the irrigation areas. These  LWMPs have been designed with extensive farmer input and are being implemented with guidance from the community, environmental groups and, of course, the farmers themselves.

The development of LWMPs should be regarded as a model of Integrated Catchment Management. All the elements that make a successful program are present – extensive community consultation, community support by way of involvement in its development, implementation and through financial investment and the scope of the program in its aims – wide enough to encompass the whole region, but practical enough to be able to make changes that make a difference. 

The aims of the LWMPs include to educate farmers and provide incentives for them to undertake on-farm improvements, to enhance the biodiversity of the region, to make water savings in the region and to address drainage and salinity issues.

The whole community, including the farmers and the urban community, are investing money into these LWMPs as they will bring improvements to the region as a whole, not just to individual farms. Millions of dollars have been invested across the three main irrigation areas by farmers, community and government. The level of investment from all sectors of the community is considerable. In the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area for example, landholders are contributing more than $231 million in both cash and in-kind, the Commonwealth and State Governments are injecting $50.2 million dollars and local councils $4 million.

The design and implementation of LWMPs has been a very successful process and one that has intimately involved the landholders. Some of these LWMPs are now under threat because of their relatively low prioritisation under the Catchment Blueprints. To have such successful programs, that have delivered real on-ground change, abandoned, would be an insult to those that have worked so hard on their development. It would be a backward step in implementing the measures of environmental
improvement that will ensure sustainability of the region.

5.3 The Rice Industry’s Environmental Initiatives
Over the last few years the rice industry has developed a suite of environmental initiatives that are designed to assist landholders to enhance our environment and minimise the industry’s ‘footprint’ on the landscape.

The environmental initiatives have been designed by rice farmers, with involvement from various government agencies, environmental groups, non-government organisations and irrigation companies.

The main areas of focus are as follows:


The Greenhouse Challenge: The rice industry is one of the few agricultural industries signed on as a member of the Federal Government’s Greenhouse Challenge program. We have developed a Greenhouse Strategy for the Rice Industry, the first of its kind in Australian agriculture. This strategy identifies the potential causes of greenhouse emissions and offers suggestions to landholders to minimise emissions.
We have also developed an electronic Greenhouse Scorecard which enables farmers to measure their emissions depending on their production levels and management practices.

Restoring the Balance with Biodiversity: Again a first for Australian agriculture, the rice industry has a Biodiversity Strategy & Plan, developed as part of a project funded by the Murray Darling Basin Commission. This strategy outlines a range of activities and tools that farmers can use to enhance and conserve biodiversity on their farms and in the wider region.
Rice Environmental Champions: A five-level recognition program has been developed to assist rice farmers implement the myriad of environmental requirements they face and the other environmental initiatives available to them. As farmers progress through the levels from compliance, to stewardship, to eco-efficiency and to regional sustainability, they receive credit and recognition for their contribution to the environment.
Elements of the Greenhouse Strategy and Biodiversity Strategy & Plan are incorporated into the Environmental Champions program.
The program has been developed by farmers themselves, with the involvement of various organisations including NSW Agriculture, Landcare, National Parks and Wildlife Service, irrigation companies, Department of Land & Water Conservation, the Rice CRC and CSIRO. It is the first time in Australian agriculture that so many players have been brought together to design and implement a program that will meet the requirements of legislation as well as implementing best management practices to achieve environmental improvement and work towards regional and catchment targets.
This proactive approach, which includes landholders from the beginning of the process, is more likely to result in real change than legislation or directive handed down from above. A process that alienates those that are affected by it will not result in meaningful change.

6. 
TOR 3: Other matters of relevance that the committee may wish to inquire into and comment on that may arise during the course of the inquiry, including the findings and recommendations from other inquiries relevant to any of the issues in these terms of reference

Given that the inquiry is still open, and we are not aware of other issues that have arisen, we are not in a position to address this TOR. We are however, pleased to offer comments if there are relevant issues that come to light on which the committee may require further comment.

Yours sincerely,
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LJ Arthur
President
Ricegrowers Association of Australia Inc.
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