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OVERVIEW 

The Future Directions for Rural Industries and Rural Communities stream brought together close to 100 
Australians whose common objective was to promote a better social, economic and environmentally 
sustainable future for remote, rural and regional Australia. Before the summit the stream participants were 
asked to consider the following questions: 

• Who will the future generation of farmers be? 

• What can be done to better enable rural and regional economies to thrive? 

• What can be done to maximise land use productivity while simultaneously minimising land 
degradation? 

• How can we extend the lessons learned from a generation of land care programs? 

• What are the options for dealing with increasing areas of marginally productive land? 

• What support do farmers need in order to prepare for climate change while ensuring that Australia 
remains agriculturally productive in 2020? 

The challenges and ideas raised by the stream participants reflect those communities and industries in 
remote, rural and regional Australia—they are diverse, wide-ranging, and well-disposed to the making of 
improvements. 

Looking ahead to 2020, stream participants identified a wide variety of challenges that could be tackled in 
future efforts to support Australia’s remote, rural and regional communities: 

• Participants expressed deep concern that urban Australia mostly holds a negative perception that is 
thought to be inhibiting remote, rural and regional Australia. 

• In remote, rural and regional Australia itself, stream participants widely agreed that access to services 
and physical and social infrastructure lacked overall parity with urban Australia. 

• For remote, rural and regional Australia to both maintain its activities and to grow successfully, it also 
needs a sustainable natural resource base. Participants recognised that farming is integrally linked to 
the natural environment and that action is needed to help ‘the practitioners to become the greatest 
advocates’ of environmentally sustainable practices. 

• Acknowledging that farmers are the principal landholders in Australia, participants felt there should be 
rewards for maintenance and improvement of the environment whilst also observing that there could 
be opportunities for remote, rural and regional Australia to use its natural resource base to contribute 
to Australia’s responses to climate change. 

• New research and development, particularly its on-ground extension (that is, learning activities 
organised for rural professionals from different disciplines to encourage innovation), was deemed 
critical to effective adaptation to and achievement of the broad array of environmental, productivity 
and services challenges. 

• Participants thought the ability of remote, rural and regional Australia to competitively gain access to, 
connect with and supply products to other parts of the nation, as well as the world, was constrained by 
deficits in infrastructure and unnecessary regulatory burdens. The challenge of providing improved 
infrastructure and new technology in the areas of transport, communication, education and water for 
remote, rural and regional Australia is considered a crucial priority for improving productivity  
and efficiencies and taking advantage of new opportunities. 
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• Capacity to deal with change at both a business and individual level needs to be enhanced in rural 
and regional Australia.  All levels of education need attention, especially in the area of sustainable 
food, fibre and environmental services at a tertiary level.  Improved capacity will enable change in 
other areas such as research and development and economic growth to improve options in rural 
communities.  

These challenges emerge from and underpin the discussions detailed throughout this chapter. 

PROCESS 

Discussions began with the co-chairs of the stream offering some participants the opportunity to give a 
one-minute presentation on the one big idea that they had brought to the summit. Following this 
introductory session, participants were able to choose to be involved in one of four sub-groups: 

• agriculture 

• rural communities 

• infrastructure 

• small to medium enterprises, tourism, and research and development. 

Every individual then had the opportunity to give a one-minute presentation to their sub-group on the big 
idea they had brought to the summit as well as the 2020 outcome they hoped would be achieved should 
their idea be implemented. Within each sub-group the various ideas offered by participants were grouped 
together where there was alignment, and these grouped ideas were reported back to stream participants. 
All ideas were then ranked to determine the level of support for each. 

The co-chairs drew on the collective ideas to identify an overarching ambition and five priority themes that 
were subsequently discussed by the groups. Some of these discussions were encapsulated in a final 
presentation by the co-chairs to all summit participants at the closing plenary session, detailed in the co-
chairs’ initial report.  All key discussions and ideas are further detailed in this chapter. 

OUTCOMES AND IDEAS 

The agriculture sub-group 

Outcome: improve our ability to service our domestic and global food and fibre markets 

The outcome sought is to improve—through harmonisation of regulation and coherence of policy—remote, 
rural and regional Australia’s ability to service its domestic and global food and fibre markets in a 
responsible way. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.1 Removal of regulatory food and fibre supply chain impediments and export services 
impediments. 

4.2 Harmonisation of state and territory regulations; action by government to remove impediments 
associated with access to drought assistance. 
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4.3 A lessening of the regulation costs imposed on the food processing sector. 

4.4 Streamlining the regulation of water markets. 

4.5 Provision of matching government incentives under ‘mutual obligation partnerships’ for activities 
that deliver broad community benefits for remote, rural and regional Australia. 

 

Outcome: productivity and applied research and development 

The outcome sought is for Australian agriculture to achieve an annual total factor productivity 
improvement of 3.5 per cent by 2020. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.6 Agreement on what the ‘drivers’ of productivity are by a broad range of stakeholders, so the 
drivers can then be benchmarked and measured. Each driver would require a government 
action agenda to facilitate industry improvement and to deliver progress. 

4.7 Integrated research, development and extension for adaptation to climate change, to streamline 
and integrate investments across institutions (such as at CSIRO, government departments). 

4.8 Removal of current impediments to adjustment—namely government subsidies that prevent the 
adjustment required to grow resilient businesses, both intellectual and economic. 

 

Outcome: sustainability within Australia’s resource constraints 

The outcome sought is seamless integration of agricultural production and natural resource management 
practices and policies. This was expressed by one of the participants: ‘Our 2020 farm would be highly 
productive and produce a variety of products; the producer would also be paid for wetland conservation 
and carbon sequestration; it would be resilient to climate change; and it would be supplying energy to the 
national grid’. Investing in integrated research and development is crucial to achieving this outcome. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.9 Management of farms with inputs different from those currently used so as to achieve new 
outputs—for example, carbon sequestration. 

4.10 Creation of a new national body, which could notionally be called a Landscape and Carbon 
Commission, to implement national policy, research and development, ecosystem programs 
and the governance of associated markets, and coordination of regional delivery of programs 
and extension. 
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Outcome: food security 

The outcome sought is ‘development of a national food security plan for Australia. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.11 Establishment of a government unit to consider national and global food security matters and 
develop and implement new policies. 

4.12 Examination of projected national food demands and the production systems required to enable 
sufficient food production to continue to be achieved within Australia’s environmental and 
resource constraints. 

4.13 Promotion of healthy food to tackle societal problems such as obesity and measures that 
ensure human capital is retained in remote, rural and regional Australia. 

4.14 Future policy being careful not to create food shortages by providing more favourable incentives 
for agriculture to participate in carbon markets. 

4.15 Assessment of the crucial role of honey bee pollination in food production and adequate support 
for the honey bee industry. 

4.16 Implementation of safeguards and building of industry capacity to preserve the genetic diversity 
of our plants and animals, including protection from exotic disease incursions through 
biosecurity measures. 

 

Outcome: a vision for rural Australia 

Two outcomes were sought in relation to the vision for rural Australia: an improved relationship between 
consumers and producers on the management of natural resources in the production of food; and 
Australian producers being trusted producers of food, fibre, environmental services and shelter. 

The main ideas for achieving these outcomes were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.17 Gaining consumer trust through the pursuit of sustainable production. 

4.18 That the federal agriculture portfolio be transformed into a ‘ministry for food, fibre, environmental 
services and shelter’ to better reflect the products remote, rural and regional Australia provides. 

4.19 A willingness on the part of consumers to pay more for sustainably produced food. 

4.20 ‘Each child should be required to produce a real or virtual primary product’ in order to better 
understand its origin and appreciate the effort and resources needed to produce it. 
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Outcome: rural promotion 

The outcome sought is the creation of a strategy document that underpins promotional activities on what 
remote, rural and regional Australia is all about and the opportunities that it offers. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome concerned development or enhancement of the attributes  
that would be promoted, as follows. 

 

Outcome: finance and investment 

The outcome sought was expressed thus: ‘By 2020, to build a globally successful and vibrant agricultural 
industry using Australia’s natural endowment and talented human resources to supply our growing world 
markets’. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

 

IDEAS 

4.21 Production of safe and healthy food. 

4.22 Skilled people across all age groups who are passionate about working and living in sustainable 
and profitable parts of remote, rural or regional Australia. 

4.23 Occupational training programs that support urban–rural migration and are backed by a diverse 
range of industries. 

4.24 Promotion of remote, rural and regional Australia and its sectors within schools. 

4.25 Promotion of remote, rural and regional Australia’s cultural virtues—including Indigenous culture 
and the arts. 

IDEAS 

4.26 Improved water security for existing users. 

4.27 Provision of additional water infrastructure—including new dams—across Australia through a 
national program funded jointly by government and the private sector. 

4.28 In already established agricultural regions, deliver innovative, efficient and cost-effective water 
savings and modernisation programs. 

4.29 Fulfilment of the significant potential of north and north-west Australia, so that Australia can be 
‘the food bowl of Asia’. 

4.30 Encouragement of Australia’s growing superannuation and investment funds to invest in these 
ideas. 

4.31 Restructure 22 faculties of agriculture across the country into a smaller number of faculties with 
centres of excellence as the focus. 

4.32 Invest in human capital by strengthening regional high schools and post-secondary education 
facilities to limit the flow of rural children moving to the city for education. 
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The communities sub-group 

Outcome: connected individuals and communities 

The outcome sought is the creation of vibrant remote, rural and regional communities to which people are 
drawn. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.33 Funding support for community events and subsidisation of the insurance costs of holding these 
events. 

4.34 Cutting red tape in general and setting minimum red-tape targets when new policies for dealing 
with climate change are introduced. 

4.35 Removal of the requirement for public liability insurance for community groups, to enable them 
to hold functions and social events, which are often ‘the life blood of rural communities’. 

4.36 ‘Communities having a say in what happens’. 

4.37 Funding for business coaches. 

4.38 Encouragement of volunteering. 

4.39 Encouraging people to create their own opportunities through a mentoring and coaching 
initiative that ‘helps people to help themselves’. 

4.40 New mechanisms for facilitating greater involvement of non-government organisations, as well 
as the arts and volunteer sectors, in the development of policies for remote, rural and regional 
Australia—particularly new climate change policies. 

4.41 Improvement of technology infrastructure, to allow ‘jobs to be done from anywhere’. 

 

Outcome: labour 

The outcome sought is the attraction of labour to remote, rural and regional Australia, including the 
development and retention of skilled people. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.42 A skills audit of remote, rural and regional areas to identify labour and skills shortages and 
provision of training opportunities in communities where there are labour and skills shortages. 

4.43 Facilitation of migration from urban areas to remote, rural and regional areas. 

4.44 Establishment of partnerships between different industry sectors in remote, rural and regional 
communities, to attract, support and retain labour—including provision of business mentoring 
schemes between urban and remote, rural and regional Australia. 
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Outcome: parity of access 

The outcome sought is parity of access for remote, rural and regional Australians to a wide range of the 
nation’s services and resources. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.45 Establishment of a rural social inclusion board. 

4.46 A Productivity Commission audit to examine parity of access between urban and remote, rural 
and regional Australia to quality health, education, housing, transport and social services as well 
as other community services and professional resources. 

4.47 Enactment of a ‘charter of parity on essential services for remote, rural and regional Australia’. 

4.48 An ‘easy entry, gracious exit’ approach to non-hospital health facilities, which could be owned 
by bodies such as local governments or divisions of general practice and staffed by those 
bodies and individual general practitioners. 

 

Outcome: education and training 

The outcome sought is a renaissance of remote, rural and regional Australian communities. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.49 Establishment of a mentoring exchange program between urban and remote, rural and regional 
Australia that targets students, trainees, young people, professionals and business people. 

4.50 Showcasing of remote, rural and regional communities by way of promotional drives—could be 
called ‘the Bush Blitz’. 

4.51 Funding of change management and leadership programs in remote, rural and regional 
Australia and development of a national strategy for rural education that establishes a ‘tertiary 
access allowance’ and certain waivers against higher education loans for remote, rural and 
regional students. 

4.52 Tertiary graduates having their higher education loan debts reduced by seeking voluntary or 
paid employment in remote, rural and regional areas. 

4.53 Expansion of scholarship schemes to cover further education and other accredited training for 
remote, rural and regional students, trainees and apprentices. 

4.54 Expansion of online education in tertiary and secondary schools to ensure that courses are 
accessible to remote, rural and regional people via virtual classrooms, online tutors and 
mentors, e-learning tele-education centres, and better use of hard infrastructure such as ‘school 
buildings for out-of-school-time use’. 

4.55 Government funding to establish a national body for remote, rural and regional education. 
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4.56 Conducting comprehensive physical assessments of all remote, rural and regional children 
aged 4 years to ensure early detection of potential behavioural and learning difficulties before 
the children start school. 

4.57 Case conferencing with school teachers and health professionals to better meet the needs of 
children at school with conditions that impair their learning. 

 

Outcome: positive image 

The outcome sought is a positive image of remote, rural and regional Australia. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

 

Outcome: standardisation of regulation and services 

The outcome sought is standardisation of regulation and service provision across Australia. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.62 Policy making at the local and regional level. 

4.63 Abolition of state governments, with them being replaced by regional provinces, as outlined in 
the 1920 Australian Labor Party regional provinces map (see Figure 4.1). 

4.64 A requirement that a rural impact assessment be carried out for all new policy measures. 

4.65 Introduction of a long-term stewardship incentive scheme for private landowners for the 
provision of ecosystem services. 

4.66 Development of a national policy and strategy to promote a profitable remote, rural and regional 
Australia. 

4.67 The conduct of research into the most efficient way of moving water around Australia.  

4.68 Development of a website (with a mail-out version for those without internet access) that 
provides an illustrative map of Australia that progressively charts climate change impacts. 

 

IDEAS 

4.58 Supporting communities in developing their own social and marketing strategies to facilitate the 
relocation of people from urban Australia to remote, rural and regional areas. 

4.59 Development of tourism opportunities. 

4.60 Development of a national marketing strategy that promotes agriculture and rural careers as 
rewarding compared with other career structures and other advantages such as affordable living 
and diversity of enterprise. 

4.61 The hope of attracting people from urban to remote, rural and regional areas was encapsulated 
by one of the participants through the following anecdote: ‘Over 40 years ago I was a city 
convert relocating to the middle of nowhere to start my own pastoral enterprise, and I know that 
there are so many city converts yet to be converted. This is my dream and vision—that we 
reverse the drift, revitalise the bush, because the outback is the heart of the nation’. 
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4.69 Establishment of a national system for registration of medical professionals. 

4.70 An upgrade of the Pacific Highway to dual carriageway along its entire route. 

 

The infrastructure sub-group 

Outcome: new and upgraded rail infrastructure 

The outcome sought is a national transport system that provides a competitive advantage for all 
businesses in remote, rural and regional Australia. 

The main idea for achieving this outcome was as follows. 

 

Outcome: regional development 

The outcome sought is development of comprehensive infrastructure that is able to service production and 
supply chain enterprises in all parts of remote, rural and regional Australia. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.72 Development of locally appropriate regional infrastructure that is informed by an enterprise 
service strategy. 

4.73 Creation of economic zones that are underpinned by tax incentives, including measures that 
allow for accelerated depreciation, income splitting and allowances for access to education, 
health and housing. 

4.74 Incentives for private sector investment; government provision of infrastructure in northern 
Australia—particularly water-related infrastructure—to facilitate further development of the 
agriculture, mining and other sectors. 

4.75 Use of geothermal energy to pump water from northern to southern Australia. 

4.76 Protection of infrastructure and investments from natural and human-induced disasters through 
government provision of multi-peril insurance. 

4.77 Upgrading and building of new national highways interconnecting remote, rural and regional 
Australia. 

 

Outcome: harmonisation of national regulation, licensing and standards 

The outcome sought is harmonisation of national regulation, licensing and standards that govern surface 
transport and agriculture and food production. 

IDEA 

4.71 Immediate and sustained investment in Australia’s intramodal and intermodal transport 
systems, targeting rail as the short-term imperative. 
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Participants said that significant border anomalies exist for trucking and there are several areas of 
different rules and requirements, adding to accident potential and inefficiency: 

• different ‘fatigue management’ rules between states, including a 16-hour driving out limit in some 
states versus a 15-hour limit in others 

• different rules applying to ‘modular B triple combination’ modern truck units 

• mass limits or HML vary, most notably with New South Wales imposing a 3-tonne lower limit than 
Queensland on the same trucks using the same designated category roads 

• performance-based standards once obtained in one state do not apply nationwide 

• low loaders face a costly and cumbersome set of variations from state to state and in the Northern 
Territory 

• critical differences in width and height of loads (for example, for hay bales and industrial loads) across 
the states. 

The main ideas for achieving greater harmonisation were as follows. 

Figure 4.1 Australia as 31 provinces 

 

Source: Australian Labor Party (1920). 

IDEAS 

4.78 The Commonwealth making incentive payments to state governments in line with their progress 
with reform. Significant progress should be achieved within 12 months, with further progress built 
on each year until 2020. 

4.79 Abolition of the states and territories and their replacement with amalgamated regional councils, 
which could potentially be modelled off the 1920 Australian Labor Party regional provinces 
map—see Figure 4.1. 
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Outcome: a work and skills program for foreign workers 

The outcome sought is to redress the workforce and skills shortages in remote, rural and regional 
Australia. 

The main idea for achieving this outcome was as follows. 

 

Outcome: training and mobility 

The outcome sought was expressed as: ‘By 2020 all remote, rural and regional Australians will no longer 
be disadvantaged in their educational opportunities and outcomes when compared with their metropolitan 
counterparts’. This outcome would assist with the attraction and retention of a well-trained workforce in 
remote, rural and regional Australia. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

 

The sub-group dealing with small-to-medium enterprises, tourism and research and 
development 

Outcome: education and awareness 

Two outcomes were sought: that every Australian understands the primary role of remote, rural and 
regional Australia for the production of food, energy, water, environment and security benefits; and 
improved consistency in the delivery of research outcomes. 

IDEA 

4.80 Establishment of a workforce and skills program that enables foreign workers to come to 
remote, rural and regional Australia for up to two years, to work under an Australian industry 
instrument. 

IDEAS 

4.81 Provision of clear educational pathways and partnerships for young people to gain access to 
quality educational and vocational outcomes locally. 

4.82 Incentives for education and training such as reduced higher education loan debts. 

4.83 Business and tax incentives such as reduced income tax rates. 

4.84 Incentives targeted at recruiting and retaining health and education professionals in remote, 
rural and regional Australia. 

4.85 Improved professional development opportunities. 

4.86 Increased access to technology. 
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The main ideas for achieving these outcomes were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.87 Provide education on research and development results, including on-the-ground extension. 

4.88 Inclusion of rural studies in a compulsory national education curriculum. 

4.89 Long-term funding for research, including its extension, that goes beyond the current short-term 
bidding cycles. 

4.90 Funding for the delivery of research extension services through application of a tiered levy on 
agricultural product customers such as supermarket retailers—and applied so that the levy 
cannot be passed on to consumers. 

4.91 Investigation of the likely impacts of climate change on remote, rural and regional Australia as 
well as the likely adaptation requirements. 

4.92 Facilitation of further community debate on the use of biotechnology in the production of food. 

 

Outcome: empowerment 

The outcome sought is an empowered remote, rural and regional Australia that is itself supportive of and 
recognised for sustainable primary industries, business, tourism and social capital. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.93 Establishment of interactive learning centres of excellence, which could be provided by satellite 
technology to allow high-quality education and training relevant to any field of expertise to be 
‘zoomed in’ to remote, rural and regional communities. 

4.94 Facilitation of local 2020 summits to empower communities and to inform the development of 
regional prospectuses to guide future development and support bids for funding. 

 

Outcome: successful and diverse remote, rural and regional economies 

The outcome sought is the achievement of successful and diversified remote, rural and regional 
economies that produce new opportunities for investment, generate employment and attract new 
residents. 

The main ideas for achieving this outcome were as follows. 

IDEAS 

4.95 Creation of a ‘flying business-mentoring squad’ of successful business people who volunteer 
their time—say, 12 days a year—to provide business and management coaching on the ground 
to small to medium businesses in remote, rural and regional Australia. 

4.96 Creation of an online regional business network, funded through advertising revenue, that offers 
online discussion, the exchange of ideas, sharing of resources and a job-matching service. 

4.97 Development of a national renewable energy policy that is focused on providing investment 
opportunities and associated benefits for remote, rural and regional Australia. 
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KEY IDEAS 

After the four sub-groups had presented their ideas the stream participants scored the ideas using a scale 
of one to five, with one indicating strong disagreement and five indicating strong support. The scoring did 
not reveal any single idea with consistently low support; the majority of ideas recorded a high level of 
overall support. 

The following ideas received the greatest degree of support from stream participants. 

IDEAS 

• Harmonisation of national regulation, licensing and standards that govern surface transport and 
agricultural production 

• Seamless integration of agricultural production and natural resource management practices and 
policy—including creation of a new national body that could notionally be called a Landscape and 
Carbon Commission. 

• A strategy for removing the barriers and providing incentives to gain access to quality education 
services for remote, rural and regional Australia. 

• Attraction and retention of a well-trained workforce in remote, rural and regional Australia via the 
provision of clear educational pathways and partnerships for young people to gain access to quality 
educational and vocational outcomes locally; incentives for education and training such as reduced 
higher education loan debts; business and tax incentives such as reduced income tax rates; 
incentives aimed at recruiting and retaining health and education professionals; improvement of 
professional development opportunities; and increased access to technology. 

• Immediate and sustained investment in Australia’s intramodal and intermodal transport systems, 
targeting rail as the short-term imperative. 

• A joint government and privately funded national program to provide investment in water 
infrastructure in Australia’s established and underdeveloped agricultural regions. 

• An improvement in the relationship between consumers and producers of food, including each child 
being required to produce a real or virtual primary product in order to better understand its origin and 
appreciate the effort and resources needed to produce it. 

• A renaissance in remote, rural and regional communities via a mentoring program between urban 
and remote, rural and regional Australia that targets students, trainees, youth, professionals and 
business people and the showcasing of remote, rural and regional communities by way of 
promotional ‘Bush Blitz’ drives. 

 

4.98 In the face of pressures from lower rainfall and corporatisation of farms, special effort needs to 
be made in remote, rural and regional Australia to facilitate new entrants into tourism business 
and to support tourism product development.  

4.99 Provide greater opportunities for local and artisanal food and wine production to support local 
and national tourism industries.   
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• Development of a national food security plan for Australia’s national security—including an 
examination of projected national food demand and the production systems that would be needed to 
allow sufficient food production to continue to be achieved within Australia’s environmental and 
resource constraints—and introduction of appropriate safeguards and the building of industry 
capacity to preserve the genetic diversity of our plants and animals and protect them from exotic 
disease incursions through biosecurity measures. 

• Removal of the requirement for public liability insurance for community groups, to enable them to 
hold functions and social events, which are often ‘the life blood of rural communities’, so as to create 
vibrant remote, rural and regional communities to which people are drawn. 

• Establishment of interactive learning centres of excellence, which could be provided by satellite 
technology to allow high-quality education and training relevant to any field of expertise to be 
‘zoomed in’ to remote, rural and regional communities. 

• A skills audit of remote, rural and regional areas to identify labour and skills shortages and provision 
of training opportunities in communities where there are labour and skills shortages. 

 

AMBITIONS 

The co-chairs of the stream drew on the groups’ collective ideas, as detailed, to distil an overall 2020 
ambition, which was as follows: 

The development of strategies for fostering food security and the future sustainability and productivity 
of remote, rural and regional Australia has been the focus of the Future Directions for Rural Industries 
and Rural Communities stream’s discussions. The group identified two challenges of particular 
importance in developing such strategies: first, building on the strengths and contributions of our 
remote, rural and regional communities; and second, the development of strategies for the efficient 
provision of infrastructure and services outside our cities. 

It is, however, relevant to note that there were many ambitions advanced within this discussion stream. 
For example, this ambition received strong support: ‘Our 2020 farm would be highly productive and 
produce a variety of products; the producer would also be paid for wetland conservation and carbon 
sequestration; it would be resilient to climate change; and it would be supplying energy to the national 
grid’. This particular vision could be realised if seamless integration of agricultural production and natural 
resource management practices and policy were achieved. 

PRIORITY THEMES 

The co-chairs identified five priority themes that encompassed the diverse ideas of the group: 

• the challenges posed by climate change, with particular emphasis on its impacts on the food, fibre and 
forestry value chains 

• nationwide harmonisation of regulation, standards and enforcement 

• development of incentive schemes to promote environmentally sustainable behaviours and strategies 

• attraction, recruitment and retention of people, families and businesses to remote, rural and regional 
communities 

• broad parity of access to infrastructure and services for remote, rural and regional Australia. 
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On the Sunday of the summit the co-chairs began by presenting these five priority themes to the members  
of the stream. 

Minister Burke addressed the participants and asked, for his own ministerial purposes, that they give two 
particular policy areas consideration as part of their deliberations: 

• How can Australia further unlock the key drivers of productivity in remote, rural and regional areas? 

• When government assistance is given, where do participants believe it should be targeted and where 
do you think current targeting has been less than ideal? 

PRIORITY THEME DISCUSSIONS 

After the co-chairs’ Sunday presentation the stream broke into four sub-groups to further refine four of the 
five previously identified priority themes, focusing on advancing ideas that supported the themes. The 
discussions concluded with a presentation to the full stream. What follows is an outline of each sub-
group’s final presentation. 

Theme 1: the challenges posed by climate change, with particular emphasis on its 
impacts on the food, fibre and forestry value chains 

Australia needs to develop comprehensive and detailed future climate scenarios for remote, rural and 
regional areas. 

These will provide the basis for analysing the risks and opportunities for remote, rural and regional 
industries and their communities. Once this understanding is achieved, it is crucial to invest in measures 
that allow farmers and remote, rural and regional communities to effectively and efficiently adapt to the 
impacts of changed climate. 

These measures need to be underpinned by education and capacity building for people who will be 
required to manage and implement the response measures. An emphasis throughout this continuum of 
research, development and education needs to be on participatory processes involving all key 
stakeholders. 

It is essential that Australia has a nationally integrated and coordinated resource, development and 
education approach across all remote, rural and regional industries and sectors. The primary driver will 
need to be a whole-of-government alignment of policy coherence in relation to all factors that affect the 
increasingly complex competition for carbon, water, land and energy. 

Theme 2: nationwide harmonisation of regulation, standards and enforcement 

Remote, rural and regional communities go beyond state borders. 

Without progress on harmonisation Australia will not have productive remote, rural and regional industries 
by 2020. Nationwide harmonisation and standardisation are urgent. This should include uniform 
regulation, licensing, standards and enforcement for land transport, food, agriculture, client services and 
promotion to our export markets. State regulatory reforms will be achieved through federal government 
incentives and penalties linked to the rate of progressive reform. Future infrastructure investment 
decisions should be approached from a national perspective. As part of this there must be broadband 
access for remote, rural and regional Australia. 
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Theme 3: development of incentive schemes to promote environmentally sustainable 
behaviours and strategies 

If we are to achieve ‘productivity for 2020 sustainability’, agriculture and natural resource management 
policies should not be implemented in isolation from each other. 

The current ‘silo approach’ to policy should be avoided. Effort is needed to establish rewards and 
recognition for environmentally sustainable behaviour. There should be a review of ‘economic 
mechanisms for agriculture and the drivers behind them’ to achieve both profitability and environmental 
management. A framework should be developed to facilitate mechanisms that recognise areas in remote, 
rural and regional Australia that are currently undervalued—for example, stewardship payments for 
managing non–income earning services such as remnant vegetation management. Although some of 
these non–income earning services might already be supported in part, there is a need to create markets 
for other non–income earning services that are currently not being rewarded. 

Synergies need to be achieved because ‘current economic settings are distorting signals back to 
producers (for example, land values tend to reflect the land’s productive capacity)’. Perverse outcomes 
are being delivered by exceptional circumstances assistance ‘because farms need to be failing to be 
eligible for support’. Alternative approaches to exceptional circumstances assistance should be pursued 
against the concept of mutual obligation and recognition of the productive and environmental sustainability 
of the producer. Future decisions about exceptional circumstances assistance would ideally be made 
against a producer’s holistic farm plan that ‘shows you are a growing business’. 

The producer’s holistic farm plan would cover such items as enterprise profitability and viability, the long-
term sustainability of the resource base, skill and knowledge requirements, and succession planning. 
Alternatively, a higher education loan–like scheme could be introduced to provide exceptional 
circumstances assistance, which could also include in-built incentives for producers to hone their 
knowledge to better deal with exceptional events, which would in turn reduce the value of repayments. 

New participatory approaches to research, including on-ground research extension, are needed to help 
the ‘practitioners to become the greatest advocates’ of environmentally sustainable practices. It is judged 
that the most effective way of generating on-ground change is by having producers actively involved in 
participatory approaches to research since ‘farmers are often first order innovators’. 

Theme 4: attraction, recruitment and retention of people, families and businesses to 
remote, rural and regional communities 

Research, programs and incentives are needed to enable remote, rural and regional communities to be 
more vibrant and diversified. 

A wide-ranging strategic national program should be developed, and it should have a regional 
implementation focus. It would promote remote, rural and regional Australia as a place to live and conduct 
business, with a national roll-out of the Victorian government’s Make it Happen in Provincial Victoria 
campaign as a possible option. Under the strategic national program the promotional campaign would be 
supported by incentives designed to help remote, rural and regional businesses attract skilled and semi-
skilled employees, as well as unskilled people willing to undertake training, and help with equivalence 
recognition and the bridging of overseas qualifications for migrants. A strategic national program could 
also fund training in customer service for remote, rural and regional businesses—particularly those 
involved in tourism-based activities. 
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A strategic national program could also seek to remove barriers and provide incentives to gain access to 
quality education services for those already residing in, or those that can be attracted to, remote, rural and 
regional Australia. Better access to a broad range of quality education and training is needed for every 
age group. This includes expansion of online, electronic and other technologies that allow access to 
quality education and training from a distance; establishment of virtual centres of excellence in regional 
towns through satellite technology; the ability for recent tertiary graduates to ‘work off their higher 
education loan debts’ under both paid and voluntary employment if they choose to reside and work in 
remote, rural and regional Australia; incorporation of rural studies in a compulsory national education 
curriculum; improved allowances for remote, rural and regional populations to gain access to further 
education and training away from home; and greater funding for all tertiary institutions to integrate 
perspectives of, and opportunities in, remote, rural and regional Australia into relevant courses. 

There is much concern about the disparity in community services between urban and remote, rural and 
regional Australia. In the first instance, the Productivity Commission should audit the parity of community 
services in remote, regional and rural areas compared with those in urban areas. On the presentation of 
the results, action should be taken by governments to redress the identified inequities in community 
services. 
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