The Future Of Australia’s Agriculture Is Up To Us

The future of Australia’s agriculture is largely up to us.  

We have the knowledge. The economic power.  The democratic power. And the moral power to allow Australia’s agriculture to be sustainable.

But if our actions speak louder than our words, most of us do not want Australia’s agriculture to be sustainable.  And, if I am brutally honest, that may include me.  It may even include you.

Like the irascible Veruca Salt in Willie Wonker and the Chocolate Factory, who said “I want it and I want it now”, for many of us the success of modern industrial society means “We want, therefore we have.” With much of Australia’s wealth having been metaphorically shorn from the sheep’s back, the health of our agriculture is linked to the health of our nation.

The interesting point is that beyond a point of having enough, having more is not appearing to make Australian’s happier.

Australians, by and large, are large and buy large. As the Australian Bureau of Statistics announced on Monday, 54% of us Australians are overweight or obese.  And, as Clive Hamilton documented in his book ‘Affluenza’, Australian’s are increasingly buying more food and wasting more of it. 

Yet despite this, as far as I see, a recurring theme in solutions is growth, growth and more growth.  Growing more. Selling more.  Exporting more.  Importing more. Economic growth and the material fed into its furnace to fuel it appears to be a given.  But can growth go on forever?  The answer is self evidently no.  But it is an answer we’d rather not hear.

Apart from some contrarian turtles with a theory about the world being built on the back of more turtles, most people now accept the Earth is round and surrounded by a thin wafer of oxygen and nitrogen we know as our atmosphere.  

While we get an almost limitless flow of energy from a bright star around 150 million kilometres away, all the other materials we need to live for the coming centuries are already with us.  And, apart from some of the compounds we transform into gases, the wastes we produce need to be processed or stored in our environment.  Why then have we appeared to become so transfixed with economic growth as a goal, even though we instinctively know that the rate at which we consume our resources and modify our environment is at times greater than nature can cope with.

For readers of the German social theorist Max Weber around the beginning of the 20th century, our modern obsession with economic growth was no surprise.  Max Weber, who had a strong desire to provide a liberal theory that would knock the emerging Marxist theory on its head, did some very serious thinking about how liberal democratic societies such as ours operate.  Max Weber predicted, correctly in my view, that the appearance of certainty and measurability provided by ‘profit and loss’ statements would offer an irresistible means of measuring the success of a venture.  

Weber’s observations continue to ring true.  An agricultural venture is largely measured by its ability to turn a profit.  With growing corporate control and vertical integration of Australian agriculture, profit and loss statements read many kilometres from the farm gate are increasingly dictating what goes on within and downstream of those farm gates.   

Consumers across the world, you and I, are increasingly using their spending power to communicate their preferences to both family farms and large corporations about what they want those farms to provide. 

Governments and bureaucracies have a major role in what the ground rules are for what is in the ground.  But increasingly less so.  Both Liberal and Labor governments have sown their commitment to moving power from our Parliaments to the world’s corporate boardrooms.  

Free Trade rather than Fair Trade means markets are given more and more power to regulate themselves.  And measure, guide and regulate themselves primarily according to economic criteria.  As Max Weber identified a century before the striking of the Australia-US Free Trade Agreement, the success of economic criteria through the profit and loss statements will invariably percolate towards being the primary criteria for judging success of an activity.  

If energy is sufficiently cheap, planes and ships will cross the oceans to where greater economic gain can be achieved. Bottled water from France and concentrated orange juice from Brazil.  The sometimes one-sided benefits of increased international free trade have allowed us to consume imported goods locally with ever increasing ease.   In the process, valuable non-renewable energy is wasted, and rich countries increasingly command resources according to their superior ability to pay.

My suggestion for helping the planet move towards a more sustainable way for feeding its inhabitants, human and others, is to ask us to consider applying our ethics as a welcome companion to our economics. 

I am asking us to think about how much we have let bean counters bore into our everyday thoughts.  I am asking us to take back the power to chose the world that we want.  And that we hopefully want for the other people, animals and plants we are fortunate enough to share the planet with. 

For me, a good future for Australian agriculture it is not a matter of technology or science, of knowing something more, or discovering something new.  While these are important factors, in reality we already know most of what we need to know.  We simply chose to subsume that knowledge to the dictates of profits.  As an example, the benefits of genetic engineering appear to be accruing with the large multi-national owners of the patents of the plants, many of which we once collectively had access too. 

The survival of Australian agriculture, and agriculture across the globe, is a matter of ethics.  It is a matter of exercising our power to choose.  From my limited view, those choices are important.

I spent a short time working on a cattle station in the Kimberleys in 1989 in northern West Australia.  The stations I worked on were huge.  One station was so large, that the trip to the front gate was 54 kilometers, and the only way to muster the cattle was by helicopter.  That year, low beef and high fuel prices meant that it cost more to take the stock to market than you would get for them.

That equation is not as unusual as many of us realize.  Australian agriculture has developed into an extractive industry.  Through intensive farming practices on variable quality soils we have increasingly mined our relatively old and thin soils to grow the food and fibre we live with.  Some people describe it as mining our natural capital.  Agriculture mines the soil in the same way that companies such as BHP-Billiton mine iron ore.  

What we are increasingly seeing is that we are also mining our rivers of the scant amounts of water they now carry. And we are consuming the wealth gifted to us in Australia’s biodiversity by farming and deforestation at a rate that natural systems are having trouble replenishing. Even without taking into account the uncertainty climate change bring.

And we are also extracting much more from the people who live on the land than many of us are comfortable with.  It is obvious to many of us that people in rural communities are struggling under a number of pressures.  Pressures that mean younger generations who choose to leave the family farm are less likely to return than ever before.

Is importing or exporting the answer?  Increasing exports is certainly invoked by economists as a way of increasing our standard of living.  And importing is an effective way of getting something more cheaply than local costs allow or something that is grown in conditions not available here.

While there is no doubt that in some circumstances importing and exporting food makes sense, there is little doubt that as a general rule of thumb, that the further food and fibre travels between where it is grown and where it is consumed, the more energy is used.  

And energy is growing more expensive on two fronts.  More expensive to purchase as its readily available fossil fuel forms become more scarce.  And more costly as the impact of human induced climate change increases.

Enough of the problems.  How about some ideas that any of us are capable of considering.  For me, a good start is Peter Singer’s five principles, from ‘The Ethics Of What We Eat’ for how we eat.

1. Transparency: We have a right to know how our food is produced.

2. Fairness: Producing food should not impose costs on others

3. Humanity: Inflicting significant suffering on animals for minor reasons is wrong.

4. Social Responsibility: Workers should have decent wages and working conditions

5. Needs: Preserving life and health justifies more than other desires.

These are principles we can each apply in what we do and also perhaps, what we ask of others.

Governments and corporations could spontaneously do a great deal.  But history suggests they are not a good bet.  They have shown a strong predilection to a conservative script, increasing dictated by market driven logic.

So while many of us would like to, and some of us may continue to chose to, I’d counsel us to begin our efforts with those we can influence the most: you and I. Why?    Nurturing a more sustainable future through politics is more difficult than many of us realize. 

Pursuing material progress supported by apparently limitless resources was what governments were assumed to do.  Failing to facilitate material progress and development weren’t particularly good electoral platforms.  ‘Can do’ politicians that facilitated material progress were more likely to be re-elected.  Re-elected politicians were more likely to implement policy than un-elected politicians.  Successful politicians were therefore less likely to question the ability of our environment to sustain our lifestyle.

Let’s stop looking to John Howard, Kevin Rudd, Lynn Alison, Bob Brown or George Bush.

They are unlikely to provide the leadership if we are unable to give it ourselves.

They aren’t in control.  We are.  Many of the 20 million of us.  In China it is 1.3 billion, perhaps 1.45 billion if figures released recently are believed.  

I do believe however it is us who have gained the most from the productive capacity of the planet, and for whom most of Maslow’s needs are satisfied, who have the greater capacity to contribute than those for whom survival is a more urgent goal.  

I therefore reject as absurd the immature idea supported by our Prime Minister in relation to climate change that we will only contribute to a sustainable future when everyone does.

How then do we make the progress I think we need?  Some simple suggestions I have include: 

· Consider reading a copy of Peter Singer’s book The Ethics of What We Eat.

· Consider what it says.  

· See if you can find other good ideas and share them with the willing.

· See if you can afford to buy a fortnightly box of organic food from a local food co-op as I have begun to do.

· Try avoiding a supermarket or two.

· By local if you can.

· Try buying what’s in season if you can.

· Try growing some veggies.

· Try doing things that help you feel more comfortable about your impact on the planet.

· Try being good to others that do so also.

Thank you for taking the time to think and for being good enough to care.
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