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Overview

• Social licence and sustainability recognition

• Risks of current policy vacuum

• What is sustainable agriculture?
– Definitions: Australia

– Definitions: globally

• The Global context

• Who will deliver sustainable agriculture?

• Opportunities for local-regional systems



Social licence

Politics, property rights, regulation, trust building, social responsibility/ accountability. 
Final chapter presents a strategy to defend farmers social licence:  a conceptual 
framework for recognition of sustainable agriculture. 

Trust is at the heart of social licence. Trust based relationships between agricultural 
industry and society (government, civil society/NGOs, consumers) to give farmers the 
freedom to operate. Trust needs to be built and maintained, and takes time. 

Current trust is determined by translation of what is sustainable through voluntary 
sustainability standards (VSS), western science, civil society and government. 

Where is the farmers’ translation of sustainability recognized and validated?

FRDC 2019



Current challenges facing the global 

food system (OECD 2019)

• The global food system is expected to provide 
safe and nutritious food to a population that will 
likely grow from 7.5 billion people today, to nearly 
10 billion by 2050. 

• The agro-food sector also provides a livelihood for 
millions of people. There are an estimated 570 
million farms worldwide today (predominantly 
rural areas), and millions of other people work in 
food-related jobs.

• The global food system also has a large 
environmental footprint. 



Risks of current Australian policy 

vacuum

• International obligations: sustainable agriculture

• Philanthropists & investment banks: sustainable agriculture  

• Growth of socially responsible investing with the Environmental-Social-

Governance (ESG) issues potentially reshaping and reinventing business models

• AMP Capital flagged ‘climate change’ as the top ESG issue globally for 2019

• The State of Sustainable Markets (2018) global report found the ongoing trend of 

sustainable agricultural products are growing at a pace that exceeds markets for 

conventional products. 

• Recognition of the role of Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) in bringing 

positive outcomes (UNFSS)

• In Australia the responsible investment market continues to grow with ESG the 

dominant responsible investment strategy

• Consumer preferences are also aligning with the rise of socially responsible 

investment globally and domestically

• Market value chains requirements are driven by ESG, Corporate Social 

Responsibility CSR) and international obligation commitments of corporations, 

organisations and governments 



Australia’s clean and green reputation is considered a vulnerable brand 

as it is not unique, is poorly differentiated and not something that 

businesses can afford to be overly reliant on (CSIRO 2017). 

Australian agriculture is vulnerable…..

"We (Australia) produce the most environmentally and ethically 

sustainable food and fibre in the world” (Minister for Agriculture May 2019)

AAP FactCheck (2019) concluded that the Minister’s claim that Australia 

has the world’s most environmentally sustainable food and fibre was 

false based on international metrics of:

• Food Sustainability Index

• Environmental Performance Index

• The Coller FAIRR Protein Producer Index

Are these the metrics Australia should rely upon for recognition of 

sustainable agriculture?



Global definition?

To date, there is  still  no international 

benchmark defining what “sustainable 

production”  actually entails. 

There is no universally accepted set of 

indicators to measure sustainability  

performance of agriculture.

(FAO 2011, 2017)



Australian definition

16 Meaning of sustainable agriculture

(1) For the purposes of this Act, sustainable agriculture means the use of agricultural 
practices and systems that maintain or improve the following:

(a) the economic viability of agricultural production;

(b) the social viability and well-being of rural communities

(c) the ecologically sustainable use of Australia’s biodiversity;

(d) the natural resource base

(e) ecosystems that are influenced by agricultural activities.

(2) To avoid doubt, for the purposes of this Act, property management planning in 
relation to the farm unit is taken to be sustainable agriculture.

Natural Heritage Trust Act 1997 (Cth)



Sustainable Agriculture Indicators

Standing Committee on Agriculture and Resource Management 1998





Global 

context



The Anthropocene defines Earth's most recent geologic time 

period as being human-influenced, or anthropogenic, based on 

overwhelming global evidence that atmospheric, geologic, 

hydrologic, biospheric and other earth system processes are now 

altered by humans. 





The need for Planetary 

Stewardship

• In 50 years we tipped from 10,000 year Holocene to the 
Anthropocene. 

• What we do in the next 50 years will determine the 
outcome for the next 10,000 years.

• We are the generation at that tipping point. We were 
alive during that exponential journey that took us here, 
we will probably be alive during the journey that will 
decide the outcome for the next 10,000 years. 

• Emphasizes that sustainable agriculture and 
sustainable forestry are fundamental pre-requisites to 
succeed in remaining in the Holocene….. to lead us 
towards a transformation to sustainability.



International 

Obligations 



Sustainable Development Goals 

‘Sustainable agriculture’ is crucial in the delivery of outcomes within at least 6 of the 17 
SDGs including: no poverty; zero hunger; responsible consumption and production; climate 
action; life below water; and life on land. 



Aichi Targets for Biodiversity (CBD) 

Sustainable use is one of the three main objectives of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity  and underpins the Aichi Biodiversity Targets  in 
particular Target 7: that by 2020 areas under agriculture, aquaculture 
and forestry are managed sustainably, ensuring conservation of 
biodiversity. Recognizing the broad nature of Target 7, progress 
towards its fulfillment will contribute to several other targets, in 
particular targets 4, 5, 6, 8, 13 and 15. 



International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for 
Food and Agriculture

The International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture 
(ITPGRFA) also relies on ‘sustainable agriculture’ to demonstrate outcomes in 
particular compliance with Article 6, which proposes a series of measures to promote 
the sustainable use of Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture (PGRFA) and 
calls upon Contracting Parties to develop and maintain appropriate policy and legal 
measures to that end. 



Paris Agreement 

The role of agriculture in the Intended Nationally Determined 
Contributions (INDCs) of ratified countries including mitigation targets, 
adaptation priorities and greenhouse gas reduction and the need for 
‘sustainable agriculture’ as a more climate friendly system. 



UN Convention to Combat Desertification 

Relies on ‘sustainable agriculture’ to achieve Land Degradation 
Neutrality (LDN) and Sustainable Land Management (SLM) objectives 
and outcomes 



As ‘sustainable agriculture’ cross cuts numerous Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the 
FAO has been given the responsibility for the important SDG indicator 2.4.1 defined as the 
‘percentage of agricultural area under productive and sustainable agriculture’. 

The FAO is developing a methodology inclusive of the economic, social and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable production, with the measurement instrument to be farm surveys 
(to be pilot tested in selected countries in selected regions) with the intention that countries will 
have the flexibility to identify priorities and challenges within the three dimensions of 
sustainability. Sustainable farms would be identified as those that satisfy the indicators selected 
across all three dimensions. 



Government translation

National Strategy for Ecologically 

Sustainable Development (1992)

Intergovernmental Agreement on the 

Environment (1992)

National Strategy for the Conservation of 

Australia’s Biological Diversity (1996)

Agenda 

21

(UN 1992)

Environmental 

Protection  Biodiversity

Conservation Act 

1999

NSW Threatened 

Species Conservation 

Act  1995

Recovery plansListings
Critical 

habitat/ecological 

communities

Key threatening 

processes

Triggers/referrals 

assessments /actions
Threat abatement plans

Scientific committees



Who are the Planetary stewards?



Global migration trends….urban vs rural



Global picture…..

• There are more than 570 million farms worldwide, most of which are
small and family-operated. Small farms (less than 2 ha) operate about
12% and family farms about 75% of the world’s agricultural land.
Family farming is the predominant form of food and agricultural
production in both developed and developing countries, producing
over 80 percent of the world’s food in value terms (FAO 2016, 2019)

• 370 million Indigenous people live in more than 70 states throughout
the world constituting 5% of the global population. 80% of all
biodiversity on the planet thrives in the 22% of global territories home
to Indigenous peoples. The same forces that threaten biodiversity also
threaten Indigenous peoples relationships with country, their health
and wellbeing (Corntassel & Bryce 2012)

• 25% of world’s land surface managed or under tenure of Indigenous
Peoples (Garnett et al 2018)



Australia

25 million

3 people per sq km 

3% First Nations Peoples

URBAN:

90% live in 

3% of 

landscape

RURAL:

10% live in 

90% of 

landscape

Farmers and 

ATSI  

manage 

most of the 

landscape 

Farm ~ 50%

ATSI. ~ 40%

Least farmer support in OECD. 

85,000 farms 
Predominantly family farms. 
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2/3rds of Native Vegetation occurs on land as mapped for Agriculture (ABARES 2012) 



Styles of governance: Government facilitated NGO driven Regional bodies (NGO,

grass roots landholder groups  “Care” groups                                            Corporate or Government style)                 

Paradoxes

Decline in natural resource condition (measurement and lag problems)

The evolution of Community based NRM responses in Australia

1980’s
2018

(93/94)                                              ( 96/97)   (97/98) (01/02)                    2008               2014 

Public investment:     $407,000,000 $ 1,120,153,000             $3,000,000,000             $ 2,000,000,000             $1,000,000,000

(commonwealth only)

Increased farmer stewardship ($3.7 billion per annum): not recognised

Increased Local Government stewardship ($1.9 billion per annum): not recognised

Indigenous custodianship (unknown per annum): not recognised



The current sustainability dilemma………

Property Mgt Vegetation Plan

Land & Water Plan

Biodiversity Plan

Soil Conservation Plan

Pest & Weed Mgt Plans

Rural Adjustment Property Plans

ATO Land Mgt Plans

Nature conservation Mgt Plans

Environmental Mgt Plans

Local Govt Property Plans

Leasehold Property Plans
Community NRM PMP

Land for Wildlife

Land for Forests
Environmental 

Assurance schemes

Codes of Practice

WHS

Quarantine

Biosecurity

Chemcert

Labeling

Value chains

Quality 

Assurance 

schemes

Duty of 

care

Opportunities to trade ecosystem services

Carbon

balance

Offsets



Natural Capital

Recent research shows the value of Australian natural assets has risen

to $6,562 billion (6.5 trillion) as at at 30 June 2018 (ABS 2018).

In 2017-18, land accounted for 90 per cent of the total value of

Australia's environmental assets at $5,921 billion (almost 6 trillion).

The land value alone would equate to $246,708 for every person in

Australia, based on a population of 24 million.

Given the highly urbanized nature of Australia’s population this equates

to $ 5.31 billion of the land value estimated for the collective urban

population and $0.6 billion of the land value for the collective

rural/remote population, and yet the responsibility for caring for almost

90% of the land mass rests with these agricultural and Indigenous

rural/remote communities with little if any cost sharing from the urban

communities.





Progress????

• ABS 1996 Report ‘Sustainable Agriculture in 

Australia’

• Natural Heritage Trust Act 1997: definition of 

sustainable agriculture 

• SCARM 1998: indicators for sustainable agriculture

• EMS in Agriculture 2002 – 2006 

• National Framework

• National pilots

• NRM on Farms 2004-05 and 2005-06 (ABS data)

• Property Management Systems 2005-2006

• National approach across jurisdictions

• Ministerial councils (PI and NRM) CoAG

• National Framework for Property Management 

Systems (shelved from 2007)

• Sustainable Agriculture Policy development (shelved 

from 2007)

• Sustainable agriculture grants (Landcare)





Banking & multi-nationals



Sustainability report





Sustainable agriculture framework

To demonstrate and trade sustainable
agriculture (food, fibre & ecosystem services)
consistent with state, national and
international standards/metrics/obligations
through:

• Property management planning systems
– Legally and scientifically valid

– Governance systems of integrity

– Harmonization

– Government recognition/verification

– Least transaction costs



Harmonization is crucial

While the number of Voluntary Sustainability 

Schemes (VSS) has greatly increased globally, 

the significant variation in the number of active 

VSS across different country-product-markets 

suggests that problems with duplication and 

overlap between standards (and the increased 

compliance costs on suppliers) are likely to differ 

across markets (UNFSS 2018).



Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

Systems & Citizen Science

Translation, Equivalence, Recognition





PROPERTY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM COMPONENTS

Resource Assessment Farm Action Planning

Property Management Plan

Baseline assessment
Property description
Property infrastructure
Baseline natural & heritage 
resources
Conditional assessment
Conditional assessment of 
natural and heritage 
resources
Land suitability
Land use
Land capability

Farm Action Plan

Environmental risk assessment 
& management

Impact identification
Policy development
Risk assessment
Risk management (via 
management action plans)
Document and operational 
controls
Reviews

Human safety Animal 

Welfare

Food Safety and 

OHS

Human safety 
risk assessment 
& management

Farm safe

Food safe

Animal 

Safety

Animal risk 
assessment & 
management

Welfare &
ethics

Economic & Social 

Sustainability

Sustainable agriculture & 

rural communities

Sustainability 
evaluation:

Managerial skills
Socio-economic 
impacts 
Long term real net farm 
income
Succession  planning 
Social capital

Regional NRM baseline data

Conditional assessment data

Farm to Nation data exchange

Regional NRM on-ground outcomes

Community Forestry outcomes

Carbon & biodiversity credits

Environmentally assured farm products

Human and animal safety assured farm 
products

Sustainability assured farm 
products

Environmental Social Economic

MARKETS MARKETS





Sustainable 

Agriculture     

Recognition Systems 

Delivering planetary stewardship from the farm gate

• Farmer led ‘sustainable agriculture’ system

– Definition

– Practice

– Governance 

– Verified by Government

– Equivalence recognition

– Harmonization

• Value chains:

– Regional sustainable agriculture:

• Sustainable food and fibre

• Ecosystem services



Opportunities

• Community defined ‘sustainable agriculture’

– Definition

– Practice

– Delivering planetary stewardship from the farm gate

• Value chains:

– Local-regional

• Group Certification/Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS):

Locally focused quality assurance systems that certify producers based on 

active participation of stakeholders and are built on a foundation of trust, 

social networks and knowledge exchange. PGS represent an alternative to 

third party certification, especially adapted to local markets and short 

supply chains.

– Cooperative/collective? 



Potential Outcomes

• Provide a community-led farm survey system that complies with international 

obligations for demonstrating sustainable agriculture.

– Legally and scientifically valid

• Provide a community-led farm survey system that can demonstrate 

sustainability to the government, the market and the community.

• Provide a system for farmers to establish the baseline of natural resource 

condition of the farm for future monitoring.

• Provide a system for farmers to demonstrate maintenance and 

enhancement of natural capital on the farm for financial institutions.

• Provide a system for farmers to demonstrate their environmental 

stewardship individually and collectively.



Australia urgently needs real sustainable agriculture policy

http://theconversation.com/australia-urgently-needs-real-sustainable-agriculture-policy-

120597

Harmonization of On-farm Metrics for Sustainability Assessment of Australian 

Agricultural Industries

Williams et al 2019 forthcoming AFI journal (spring)

THANK YOU

Jacqueline.Williams@une.edu.au
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http://theconversation.com/australia-urgently-needs-real-sustainable-agriculture-policy-120597

