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To begin – a quick overview of the AFI. We’re the only independent organisation in Australia that focuses purely on agricultural policy. Our role is to deliver quality, objective research that supports profitable and sustainable outcomes for agriculture. Knowledge exchange is a key focus area for the AFI. One of the ways we do this is through partnerships – working with others across the public and private spheres, to dig into the complex policy issues facing the industry. 
I thank the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry in Japan and the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry in Australia for their support of my participation here today, as well as the AFI’s members across agribusiness, farmer representative organisations, research and development corporations and farming systems groups, for their ongoing investment in evidence-based policy.
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SO - At a global agricultural conference I attended earlier this year, former astronaut Mike Massimino described how when viewed from space, Earth’s beauty and fragility are overwhelmingly clear. A thin blue line separates the systems which support life as we know it from everything else. Mike viscerally described the awe this view inspired. 
While this may have been an unexpected way to open an event on ag policy, it was an ideal framing for the conference theme of exploring new frontiers for agri-food system transformation. The event canvassed the messiness of geopolitical turmoil, options for financing farming systems transitions, sustainable productivity, and climate-smart innovation.
Across these high-level discussions, the need to keep our vision for agriculture grounded was clear. [CLICK] … I realised that we must keep our gaze locked on the thin green line….
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….the need to keep our vision for agriculture grounded was clear. 
I realised that we must keep our gaze locked on the thin green line: the natural capital which supports farming, and thus also life as we know it.
Economist Kate Raworth’s concept of the “safe and just space for humanity” reframes sustainability as a balance between meeting human needs and respecting planetary boundaries. It describes the imperative to stay above a social foundation – ensuring no one lacks food, water, or dignity – while staying below ecological ceilings that define Earth’s life-support systems. 
Agriculture sits precisely at this intersection. It is both a steward of the soil, water, and biodiversity that sustain us and the provider of critical nourishment.
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Agriculture is inherently linked to the environmental, social, and cultural health of all communities and economies.
Climate change is an urgent threat to the natural capital on which agriculture depends. 
It has a negative impact on farming as well as the environment – 
and while some agricultural practices can exacerbate climate change, others can create beneficial ecosystems services which have a positive impact.
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Focusing in on those practices is what we mean when we use the term ‘sustainable farming’.  
These are not challenges that belong to the public sector alone – while there is public benefit in addressing the risks to natural capital, there are also clear private benefits to organisations which trade in products created from this capital stock.
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STEWARDSHIP OF RESOURCES
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(CLICK for each - F, M, H, S, I & N) 
Sustainability means taking a big picture view on the interrelated capitals which contribute to the business of farming, not just … money (F), machines (M) and labour (H) but also 
social capital, our relationships with other farmers, our communities, and the global systems in which we operate, 
intellectual capital, or the knowledge we build and can share with each other on farming better, 
And of course natural capital, being the store of environmental resources we use to farm – soil, water, plants and animals
Sustainability approaches consider how these capitals contribute to activities, outputs and outcomes across farming and trading systems. Where is value created, preserved or eroded?

A sustainable farming business [CLICK] is one that looks to future profitability, productivity and continued stewardship of the different resources required to produce food & fibre,
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How Australia uses land:

Land uses have a major effect on Australia's natural resources through 
their impacts on water, soil, nutrients, plants and animals. 
There is a strong link between changing patterns of land use and 
economic and social conditions, particularly in regional Australia.   

ABARES: https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/aclump/land-use 
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I want to note some important context for my frames of reference in our discussions today …

Australian farmers may operate on a different scale to many of our trading partners, but they still farm within constraints and limits, which include access to arable land. 
Agriculture collectively takes up about 55% of our land use. Most of this is extensive livestock production – but much of this uses very marginal land. 
[CLICK] Cropping (which includes wheat, barley, canola, rice etc) uses just under 5% of our land, 
and still in 2024 – a year of reduced production compared w the previous period - Australia sold:
50 million tonnes of winter broadacre crops, 28 MT of wheat and 30 MT of sugarcane

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/aclump/land-use
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This map shows the current conditions across Australia’s productive regions. The dark brown area is exceptional drought – the dark blue is exceptional flooding. Climate change in not an abstract concept to Australian farmers. 
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Aus agri is heavily focused on export. Export-focused also means trade-exposed …
This is particularly important given that we export more than 70% of the VALUE of our produce across a range of commodities – which means a high level of scrutiny on claims of provenance and responsible production.
Maintaining access to markets requires demonstration of proactive sustainability efforts. This demonstration falls largely to PRIVATE OPERATORS in the industry.
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Agriculture’s role on the sustainability frontier means the industry is often subject to competing pressures. 
Establishing sustainable food supply chains is a strategic priority for APEC economies as a central goal contributing to long-term food security, climate resilience, and inclusive economic growth. 
However, decision makers are navigating a wobbling tightrope between productivity, profitability, social benefit and environmental protection. 
Across the APEC economies, [CLICK] population growth, climate extremes, biodiversity loss, and chaotic trade disruptions are threatening agricultural productivity and viability. Sustainable food supply chains aren’t just an environmental imperative—they are a prerequisite for stable markets, trusted trade, and long-term agricultural resilience. [CLICK] 
Private sector investment is critical to achieve sustainable supply chains - but this investment must be enabled and de-risked through well-designed policy and credible frameworks.
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•Shared values: the role of frameworks
•Collaborative research & capacity building
•Industry ownership through RD&E investment
•Place-based ecosystem management
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While we still have much to learn in Australia, I wanted to share some examples of where we see success in private-public collaborations to address the sustainability of agri-food systems. [CLICK]
Frameworks can provide Shared Values and Signals, demonstrating how clarity on shared values can reduce friction and guide voluntary alignment across public and private initiatives [CLICK]
Collaboration through Cooperative Research Centre models, AND
Industry investment in RD&E via the Rural Research and Development Corporations… serve to link private industry funding to industry-good benefits – these also ensure producers have skin in the game and provide a mechanism for sector-led stewardship. [CLICK]
… and Place-based Ecosystem Management..
..where regional planning acts as a bridge between community-led sustainability priorities and national/international environmental goals.
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Let’s look first at Place-based Ecosystem Management, with the NRM Regions Model as an example …
Australia’s Natural Resource Management (or NRM) Regions model comprises 54 regionally based organisations [CLICK] that coordinate efforts to manage soil, water, biodiversity, and other environmental assets in partnership with landholders, governments, industry, and communities.
These regions are geographically defined based on [CLICK] ecological boundaries (not administrative ones), allowing tailored, context-specific strategies.
Each NRM body is an independent, locally governed entity, with strong community and farmer relationships. The network is nationally coordinated to enable strategic alignment and knowledge-sharing across jurisdictions.
NRM bodies receive funding from state and federal governments (e.g. through the National Landcare Program) and increasingly leverage [CLICK] co-investment from private and philanthropic sectors.
The local bodies act as delivery partners for sustainability projects—e.g. restoring riparian zones or protecting biodiversity corridors – and provide practical support to farmers and local groups to implement nature-positive practices.

→ Policy takeaways from this example include: [CLICK] 
That place-based models can unlock private investment by offering credibility, on-the-ground engagement, and reduced transactional risk.
Governments can catalyse private sector participation by investing in trusted delivery mechanisms [CLICK].
And environmental outcomes are stronger when agricultural systems are seen as active stewards, rather than external threats.
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Next I want to talk about 
Collaborative research & development, 
Capacity Building and
Industry Ownership through RD&E Investment
[CLICK to zoom in]
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This messy map provides a snapshot of the Australian R&D ecosystem for ag emissions reduction in mid-2024. 
You don’t have to read all this! It serves as an illustration of the different intersections across public and private R&D in Australia at the time, focused on this issue. 
FYI - The yellow sections denote R&D programs, the green parts are ‘ecosystem segments’ and blue sections are specific organisations, ranging across public and private investment.
[CLICK] Zooming in here, I wanted to showcase the role of Cooperative Research Centres…
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Zooming in here, I wanted to showcase the role of Cooperative Research Centres…
A Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) is a structured research partnership, typically between industry and research organisations, and sometimes government, focused on solving industry-identified problems and developing new technologies, products, and services. These centres are co-funded by government grants, usually for a set period (e.g., 7-10 years) to facilitate long-term collaboration. 
Australia’s CRC program is designed to spark innovation through collaboration, by linking researchers with industry, to solve long-term, strategic challenges. 
The Australian Government’s CRC Grants program provides MATCHED funding for medium to long-term, industry-led research collaborations. We have more than 20 CRCs running at present.
[CLICK for e.g.s]
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Some CRCs relevant to agriculture include the Zero Net Emissions Agriculture CRC, Food Agility, Soils and Fight Food Waste.
These CRCs are co-investing in R&D for climate-smart, nature-positive solutions that deliver both public and private good.
[CLICK] As an example, the ZNE Ag CRC has 73 partners, including industry, education, and government organisations, who pay up to $300,000 AUS per year to participate in – and benefit from – the research program. The collaboration has secured $300 million in funding over 10 years, with the Federal Government's contributing $87 million.
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We also have a unique model for matched agricultural R&D funding in the Rural Research and Development Corporations {CLICK].
The RDCs blend public funding with industry levies to drive innovation and extension. We have 15 RDCs across the agri sector, which invest significant amounts in research for their commodities, including investment in sustainability frameworks.
The RDCs ensure agricultural R&D is not just scientifically sound but also commercially relevant.
[CLICK to zoom out]
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Together these public/private collaborations drive a range of research programs – the yellow boxes on this diagram - across industry, academia, philanthropy and government. And as a reminder, this map only represents the programs specifically targeting agricultural emissions research.
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Moving on to the role of frameworks…
Australia’s agricultural sustainability landscape is rich with commodity-specific frameworks—each tailored to the values, markets and production systems of that sector. These initiatives are critical because they reflect the unique value propositions of different industries, whether that’s low-emissions beef, carbon-efficient crops, or high-tech horticulture. We also look beyond our own ag systems and seek to align our sustainability goals globally.
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The Australian Agricultural Sustainability Framework (AASF) complements these efforts by providing a unifying structure. It doesn’t replace commodity-specific tools—instead, it enables coherence across them, helping to communicate shared principles across natural, social, human and economic capital. 
The AASF is a foundation for alignment — supporting voluntary adoption, consistent messaging, and stronger connections between industry, government, markets and the community
The AFI is the lead author of the framework, within an ongoing project which has been managed by leading representative organisation the NFF and funded by the Australian Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry.
The framework is built on principles, or the ideal states we want to see, and criteria, or the conditions we need to meet to reach those states.
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Zooming in – we can see that the principles or ideal states noted here are ones which resonate across APEC economies….
On the environmental side – reducing GHG emissions, maintaining clean air and investing in soil health are clearly important to us all…
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In the economic principles you can see the emphasis placed on ethical business behaviour, managing biosecurity and supporting industry resilience …
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…and the social dimensions of benefit to communities, looking after people working in agriculture and caring for farmed animals with respect are clearly universal ideals. 
A quick note (**if time**) – these principles may seem self-evident, but it took time and effort to get consensus across the industry on what to prioritise and how to word everything. I often joke it took 2 weeks to write and 2 years to get agreement!






Promote the role of the multilateral trading system 
and transparent, predictable, open, and fair 
markets in regional and global food security.

Promote the transition of APEC agri-food systems 
towards sustainability and resilience through 
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applicable international agreements and 
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Likewise, the APEC Sustainable Agri-Food Systems principles recognise that there is no one-size-fits all approach for agri-food systems policy. I’m sure most of you are aware, but as a reminder - these principles highlight that:

[CLICK] food security is inherently linked to stewardship of natural capital, thriving communities and profitable economies
[CLICK] Ag policies must reflect the unique circumstances of different production systems
[CLICK] Regional cooperation should be grounded in a shared vision and agreed standards
[CLICK] and that open, fair trade is a vital component of stable, functional agri-food systems

Recognising these kinds of initiatives as foundational to future collaboration gives us a head start on finding common ground. We don’t need to start from scratch every time a new sustainability challenge emerges. Much of the groundwork has already been laid: principles have been debated, values tested, and language refined. Rather than recreating the wheel, we can build momentum by drawing on these shared foundations to shape practical, cooperative solutions to complex issues like emissions reduction, land stewardship and market resilience.
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The APEC Principles for Sustainable Agri-food Systems are reinforced in the AFI’s engagements with other stakeholders around the world.
The AFI is a founding member of GFFPI – a collaboration of 4 farm-focused think tanks from Aus, US, Can & EU, which facilitates dialogue in agricultural policy development.
Global participants in a recent workshop run by GFFPI brought some great insights to the table. Some of the quotes highlighted in the paper we published last year resonate strongly with today’s workshop theme, such as [CLICK]:
Keeping markets open 
Encouraging innovation to enable sustainable growth
Avoiding unintended consequences, and
Allowing for flexibility in regional approaches 
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In the end, agriculture’s thin green line isn’t just ecological - it’s practical, economic, and human. It marks the point where short-term gains give way to long-term responsibility. To hold that line, we need practical policy support, innovative solutions that work at the farmgate and beyond, investment across the entire supply chain, and sustained commitment from producers on the ground.
Public-private models like the AASF or CRCs are not the only answer – but they provide a good example of constructive and flexible collaboration, as they don’t prescribe specific outcomes but offer a structure for shared progress.
If we’re serious about sustainability, then public and private sectors must stop circling the same problems from opposite sides. 
We need to co-invest, co-design, and co-deliver—because no one actor can hold the line alone. But together, we can turn it from a fragile thread into a resilient backbone for the future of food.
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