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A BETTER PLAN FOR PRIMARY INDUSTRIES

Australia’s agricultural industries play an essential role in the economy as a major source of exports and as the economic base for most of rural and regional Australia.

Improved access to international markets is a key to developing the customer base for Australian agriculture and fisheries.  Under a Labor Government access to markets for agriculture will be a central consideration in international trade negotiations at all levels.

Trade in low value added commodities is becoming increasingly competitive and more difficult to sustain.  A Labor Government will undertake a transition to more effective and competitive strategies for enhanced value adding in the bulk commodity sectors.

If farmers are to maximise the return from their efforts they must have a fully developed understanding of the total pathway to the consumer.  Labor will develop a range of research and development structures and markets strategies to ensure producer involvement from farm gate to end user.

Australian producers must be able to satisfy consumer need for complete reassurance on matters of food quality and safety.  A Labor Government will develop a comprehensive model of national food safety and quality assurance.

Primary industries are particularly exposed to changing natural, environmental, economic and social conditions.  Labor will refine the process of developing and implementing national responses to deal with short term crises such as disease outbreaks and climate problems.

A Labor Government will ensure that Australia’s primary produce is protected by a fully resourced national quarantine system which will accept a pro-active responsibility for representing Australian quarantine interests at all levels.

KEY INITIATIVES

Value Adding Audits

Labor will:

· Provide $12.8 million over 3 years to:

-   carry out a regionally based national audit of opportunities to value add to agriculture for the purposes of export development and import replacement; and

-   to build on this audit by employing up to 50 regional facilitators.

Climate Change Audit

Labor will:

· Provide $3 million over three years to conduct a scientific, historical climate change audit.

National Water and Salinity Strategy

Labor will:

· Provide $1.5 million over three years to develop a national water and salinity strategy.

Quarantine and Food Safety

Labor will:

· Develop a comprehensive model of national quality assurance and food safety that enforces international best practice at all points in the chain.

· Earmark $1.5 million each year for small grants which may be needed to facilitate industry adjustment in line with this model.
· Investigate the feasibility of establishing a national quarantine service, to manage food and policy standards, import food products and develop quality assurance programs.

Trade Policy

Labor will:

· Undertake to fully consult with each primary industry sector during the course of international trade negotiations having direct relevance to the particular industry.

Pork Industry

Labor will:

· Impose provisional safeguard measures in line with World Trade Organisation rules to limit pig meat imports and provide immediate relief to Australian pork producers; and

· Provide $8.1 million over three years (commencing in 1998-99) to assist the industry to increase export processing capacity.

Marketing our Products

Labor will:

· Examine and promote a range of corporate structures which will include single desk and consolidated marketing bodies such as nationally managed cooperatives.

Strategic Intervention

Labor will:

· Apply its policy of strategic intervention to value adding in the primary industry sector.

Research and Development

Labor will:

· Retain the current matching grant for research and development levies paid by producers; and

· Seek to expand the R& D base by facilitating stronger awareness in capital markets of the potential of high quality research in this sector.

Rural Leadership

Labor will:

· Initiate a full inquiry into the ownership, management and marketing structure of the meat industry;

· Convene an urgent wool summit of key stakeholders and will take back to Cabinet a plan that gives growers and other stakeholders a clear and firm set of policy directions;

· Take immediate action to provide assistance to pork producers;

· Establish a Prime Minister’s Country Task Force that will have a direct brief from the Prime Minister to consult with each primary industry sector; and

· Ensure that relevant Ministers meet with representatives of peak councils in regional centres when appropriate.

Diesel Fuel Rebate

Labor will:

· Retain the Diesel Fuel Rebate and other primary industry exemptions.

THE HOWARD GOVERNMENT’S ATTACK ON PRIMARY INDUSTRY

A record of failure

Primary industry policy has been the source of much embarrassment for the Howard Government and the source of much disappointment for the people of regional and rural Australia.

The Howard Government has seen farm profits drop by 80 percent in its first term of office.

The Advancing Australia Package

The centrepiece of the Howard Government’s primary industry policy is the so-called Advancing Australia package.

Within a day of its launch the National Farmers Federation said only $30 million of the $500 million program was new money, and that was mainly re-badged Labor programs slashed from previous budgets.

The stand-out hoax in the package was the funding for “mum and dad” to hand over the family farm to their children.

Mr Anderson claimed 10,000 family farms would benefit.   It was then discovered that the Government had budgeted for only 600 families.   The NFF declared that it was almost impossible to qualify for assistance.

The meat inspection disaster

Mr Anderson’s attempts to privatise export meat inspection services have also been a disaster.

Both the United States, which continues to demand Government-certified meat products, and Australian processors, who faced increases of up to 300 percent in their costs, rejected his plan.

Mr Anderson was forced to back down but not before his reputation and that of the Howard Government were badly damaged.

Sugar tariffs gone

In Opposition the Coalition gave an unequivocal guarantee to leave the sugar tariff in place in line with the agreed GATT schedule.

In Government Mr Howard and Mr Anderson scrapped the tariff costing growers $29 million.

Chicken, Pork and Salmon under threat

The Howard Government is prepared to sacrifice these key rural industries in the name of free trade.

Mr Anderson all but approved the importation of chicken meat without proper quarantine controls in place.   Labor in the Senate had to do Mr Anderson’s job for him and fix up the protocols applying to imported chicken meat.

Mr Anderson has ignored the serious injury done to thousands of pork producers by cheap imports and has failed to act to protect their legitimate interests.

He has also forced the salmon industry to defend itself against pressure by inviting countries to apply to import product into Australia.

Meat, Wheat and Wool Restructuring

In the late 1980s Labor commenced the process of assisting the farm sector to relate directly to international markets and reducing government and domestic consumer subsidies for export products.

In attempting to continue Labor’s reforms Mr Anderson has managed to create major splits between producer groups in all the key sectors in the process.

The Wool Stockpile

The Howard Government’s decision to freeze the wool stockpile was a simplistic and narrow response to a complex problem that ignored the wishes of the vast majority of woolgrowers and the reality of the market place.

The Coalition ignored the fact that Wool International is legally obliged to sell the stockpile and any freeze would require legislative amendment.

Mr Howard was not game to recall Parliament to fix the problem.

Supermarket into Asia – A lost opportunity

An enormous amount of work both by the Labor Government and industry - through the Food Into Asia Program to grow Asian markets for our food production - has been wasted by the Howard Government.

Mr Anderson’s failure to carry on this plan properly through the Supermarket into Asia program is another lost opportunity for primary producers.

The Howard Plan for Rural Australia – A New Tax

The Coalition’s GST will hit low-income primary producers hard.

Australian Tax Office statistics demonstrate that 70% of primary producers either operate at a loss or have such low profits that they do not pay income tax.   Therefore they cannot be compensated for the GST by cuts to income tax.   Yet these battling families will have a GST on almost every item purchased by the family.

The Coalition’s claim that the transport industry will pass back to the primary producer, processor or supermarket all fuel savings represents a substantial act of faith.

This is in direct contrast to the failure of benefits to flow to the consumer from either the scrapping of the sugar tariffs or in States where milk prices have been deregulated.

Without every cent of fuel and other business savings being passed on, food prices must rise by much more than the estimates provided in the Government’s GST document.

The GST requires complex paperwork that will produce no benefit to farmers but will add to their costs.

LABOR’S INITIATIVES

Value Adding Audits

Labor believes that an intensive effort must be directed at value adding to re-establish agriculture as a thriving industry providing a strong base for the rejuvenation of Australia’s country towns.

Implementation of Labor’s $12.8 million value adding plan will begin immediately after the election.   It will take the form of a regionally based national audit of opportunities to value add to agriculture for the purposes of export development and import replacement.

Labor will build on this audit by employing up to 50 regional facilitators to co-ordinate and develop these primary products, promote brand recognition and regional identification and build economies of scale for value added commercial activities in the agriculture sector.

Climate Change Audit

Labor has demonstrated a long-term commitment to best practice in resource and environmental sustainability.

We intend to bring working science much closer to the stakeholders, particularly primary producers. We will establish science as the arbiter of questions related to resource sustainability and quarantine matters.

Labor will provide $1 million to develop a planned response to the prospect of long term climate change through a scientific, historical climate change audit to identify those areas that are marginal or at risk of climate induced failure. The current El Nino event is stark evidence of this need.

Labor will also maintain its demonstrated commitment to environmental and degradation issues established through groundbreaking programs such as Landcare and Murray Darling 2000 plan. 

National Water and Salinity Strategy

Water is a critical social, economic, environmental and political issue almost everywhere in regional Australia.   Despite the fact that governments have been talking about it for one hundred years Australia doesn’t yet have a national water strategy.

 Labor will commit $500,000 each year to develop a National Water and Salinity Strategy, which will incorporate and extend the work being done by the Murray-Darling Commission. 

Labor will also provide an incentive through the expanded Infrastructure Rebate Scheme to facilitate major upgrades of water systems including the  public irrigation channel delivery system.  This project will be a cooperative effort between all levels of government, users of the system and those in our community who understand the problems and wish to play a role.
This represents an opportunity for innovative solutions to the increasing demand of intensive agriculture and the dire need to restore river flows and a balanced environment in badly degraded areas 
Quarantine and Food Safety

Labor is committed to the development of a comprehensive model of national quality assurance and food safety that enforces international best practice at all points in the food processing chain.

Labor will earmark $1.5 million each year for small grants which may be needed to facilitate industry adjustment in line with this model.
Labor will investigate the feasibility of establishing a national quarantine service, to manage food and policy standards, import food products and develop quality assurance programs.   This would allow AQIS to focus specifically on defending the Australia’s borders from quarantine threats.

Trade Policy

Labor is committed to improving Australian rights and access to agricultural trade.

A Labor Government will continue its tradition of creative leadership in preparation for the year 2000 GATT round to ensure Australia’s trade opportunities are maximised but also key domestic industries are not seriously damaged by unfair imports.
Pork Industry

A Beazley Labor Government will impose provisional safeguard measures in line with World Trade Organisation rules to limit pig meat imports and provide immediate relief to Australian pork producers.

It will also provide $8.1 million over three years (commencing 1998-99) to assist the industry to increase export processing capacity.

Marketing our Products

Labor intends to take a fresh look at the way we sell our products  - locally and internationally.   The benefits to be gained from producer involvement in the total pathway from farm gate to consumer will also be explored.

Labor will examine and promote a range of corporate structures that will include single desk and consolidated marketing bodies such as nationally managed co-operatives.

To this end a Labor Government will:

· retain the wheat industry single desk;

· retain and develop the sugar industry single desk; and

· support the NSW Government in its public interest decision to allow the NSW rice industry to retain its present marketing structure and single desk.

Citrus

Labor will assist the citrus industry in the promotion of fresh fruit juices as a component of healthy diet by removing the wholesale sales tax applied to these products, as announced in A Fairer Tax System with No GST, Labor’s tax reform policy.

Research and Development

Labor will retain the current matching grant for research and development levies paid by producers.   We will seek to expand this base by facilitating a stronger awareness in Australian capital markets of the investment potential of high quality research in the Australian primary industry sector.

Rural Leadership

All sectors in agriculture and fisheries are looking for clear and strategic leadership in the face of dramatically changing market conditions.   Labor will provide this leadership. 

A Labor Government will ensure its consultative process with rural Australia covers state and regionally based organisations as well as their Canberra based peak bodies.

Labor believes the peak organisations must rethink their policy approach. It is essential that dialogue between peak bodies and a Federal Labor Government is pitched at policies and expressed in terms which can easily be communicated and considered by the producer on the ground.

Labor will ensure that Cabinet meets regularly in regional centres throughout Australia and will seek to meet with peak industry organisations in those regional centres.

Taxation

Labor’s tax package provides a major new tax benefit in the form of a tax credit that a large proportion of low-income farm families will benefit from.   The new tax credit is unique in that it will be paid to low income earners even where they pay no income tax.

Labor will continue to provide diesel fuel rebates and tax exemptions that farmers currently enjoy, such as complete exemption from wholesale sales tax.

COSTING OF LABOR’S INITIATIVES


98-99
99-00
00-01
01-02
TOTAL



Value-adding audits and facilitators
0
3.4
3.4
6.0
12.8

Climate change audit
0
1.0
1.0
1.0
3.0

National water and salinity strategy
0
0.5
0.5
0.5
1.5

Quarantine and food safety
0
1.5
1.5
1.5
4.5

Trade policy
0
0
0
0
0

Pork industry assistance
2.7
2.7
2.7
0
7.8

Marketing our products
0
0
0
0
0

Citrus
0
0
0
0
0

Research and development
0
0
0
0
0

Rural leadership
0
0
0
0
0

TOTAL
2.7
9.1
9.1
9.0
29.9
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