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The Changing Relationship Between Private and Public Sector Agricultural
Extension in Australia

Sally P. Marsh und David J. Pusnell, Agricultural and Resource hconomxcs
Umvcmy of Weslern Australia, Nedlands, 6907

Ach ang,ing agricultural extension environment has seen the private sector in Australia
assuming an increased responsibility for the delivery of agricultural information to
farmers. This paper is a "work in progress” report of a project being undertaken, with |
RIRDC funding, to document the public and private seetor organisations involved in
agricultural extension in Australia and the extent of the eo-operation and linkages
between them, It reviews the changing roles of the R & D corporations, the re-
strueturing of the state departments of agriculture and the increasing puvaw sector
involveruent in agricultural extension activities. 1t highlights some of the innovative
approacies that are being taken fo foster the links between the sectors. With regard to
experience {rom other countries, it discusses issues that are ailecting, or have the
otential to affect, the flow of information between the sectors, and hence ultummly
to f.;rme..m
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- Introduction

Over the last decade, economists’ dcas about publxc g(mds, market failure, cmwdmb
out and the mivginal excess burden of taxation have strongly influenced changes in
the role and delivery of government funded agricultural extension. Rapid change is
occurring in all states of Australia except Tasmania where it has already occurred,
These changes follow, and (o some extent mirror, those which have occurred in New
Zealand. The changing agricultural themmn environment in Australia reﬂecib a
world-wide trevd towards the privatisation® of agricultural extension services
‘chnson ef al., 1989; Rivera and Gustafson, 1991; Dancey, 1993). This trend appears

“u be related to factors such as the declining relative i importance of agriculture in the
economy and budget pressures on governments, as well as increasing mflucnce of
economists” theories und prescriptions within government.

.«xgm,ultuml information is increasingly being perceived by policy m;xkers 1o have
‘private-good’ chausteristics, As farming has become more specialised, farmers are
requiring more sophisticates and individually-tailored technical, 1 management and
marketing mi‘mmmicm. Information which is of value only within a local regx(m or

o The mnc&.pt of “pn vmirmmm" is uaed fairly lovsely when applied to the remructunnx, ni‘ agmultumi

- xtenston and can inclirde a viriety of measures other than & full transter of owsiership of the agencyfo

~ ‘he private sector. These ean inciude contracting out {*out-sourcing’) delivery of the serviceto the
, privala Rectar, us wcl) 5 COSE recovery measires undc:mken wimm me. publis sector. ugency




even on « single farm lacks mest or all of the pubhc~good clmmc(enshcﬁ tmdmonully
used by economists to justify gt)vcmmcnt investment in ugricultural extension,
Without this justification, government investment wonld be economically inefficient,
and Rivera (1996) refers to “the onslanght of conservative idealogy emphasising
efficiencies over welfare”, This vefers to the ideological shift by goverpments to
pnnuplu» of *user-pays” and .twwulalnhw Carney (1995) sees the changes in thy
pubhc seclor as going:
..... well bevond one-off privatisations and entails a far more fundamental

alter ation of the reletionship benveen fhe state ard the individual, based upon a

philosophy of liberalisation and ihe primacy of efficiency”, p. 521
Cary (1996), however, considers that while increased efficiency is often touted as the
reason for privatising public sector services, a desire for a reguction in government
spending mquumly lics behind this reasoning,

In the expressed desire to have a beiter (i, more relevant, more efficient, better
targeted) extension service governments have revitalised existing systems and, in
some cases (e.g, New Zealand and Holland), privatised public extension (Rivera,
1996). Policy changes made in the ‘revitaliv *tion"of public seetor agencies h'we
included decentralisation, implenientation of she *purchaser-provider* model?,
instigation of cost-recavery mechanisms, cost-sha-ing, and participation of
stockholders in development of initiatives and in other decisions that affect them, The
gnals of the desired changes (in contemporary jargon) are illustrated in Figure L.

The results of these policy initintives have been increasing private sector par‘tidp‘uion
in the delivery of agricullural extension services. Farmer organisations, co-operatives
and groups; seed, fertiliser and chemical companizs; multi-nationals; matketing
boards; research and development corporations; and university depariments are some
of the many players in the new extension envitonment, As Carney (1995) states:
“The multiplicity of alternative service providers and instingtional
configurations which have appeared in the agricuitural sectors of countries
where public sector retrenchment is reasonably advanced is bu exciting. and
daunting”, p, 521

This paper is a “work in progress” report of a project being undertikan, with RIRDC
funding, to document the public and private sector organisations invoived in
agricultural extension in Australin and to review the exteat of the co-operation and
linkages between them. It briefly considers the re-structuring of the state depstiments
of agriculture and the increasing private sector involvement in agnxwltural extension
activities, and then goes on to diseuss some of the issues we see emerging in the
changed extension environment, We contend that, in some cases, the new systems
introduced in the quest for efficiency seem to have introduced a ngw, arguably greater,
set of inefficiencies, Proponents of reform have not adequately considered market
failure due to the public good charﬁcscushcs of mformauon and dup to transaction
Costs,

® The purchaser-/provider model is based o the theoretical separation of, of distinetion betwesn, the
‘purchaser’ and *provides® of services, The concept Is to create a market in the provision of services,
with the gim of achieving the efficiencies usually nssociated by economist with markets. :

: ;(.3‘



Figure 1. ‘The goals of changes to extension services (Source: Carney, 1995)
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Traditional Delivery of Agricultural Extension in Australia

The major providers of publicly funded agricdlytl,ttral extension have been the state
departments of agriculture or primary industrics. Historically, Australian agricultural

extension has been characterised by an cifective public sector with a strong emphasis

on praduction-based technology transter (Cary, 1993). Matketing and management

advice has not been a large component of the exiension froim the publie sector, being

more the provinee of the private sector, particularly private farm management
consultants.

This emphasis on production-based technology transfer has mieant that there have
been good links between research and extension personne) working within the state
depmmcnm of ag,nrzulmre‘ They were often housed in the same bmldmg, and
researchers running field trials in country areas relied on the active participation of
district advisory officets to oversee their trial work, For example, Marsh (1997)
comments on the close working relationship of tesearchers, extension officers and
farmers in planning and conducﬁmg field trials to overcome carly problems with the
seeding establishment of Tupins in the easiérn wheatbelt in WA, Much pubhc sector
extension has ot need bcr:n prc)biem-mntx‘cd’ (Cary, 1993),



Australia has also had a strong private sector involvemient in the delivery of
agricultaral information, This has been expanding rapidly in vecent years and, in :
particutar, rural resellers and distributors have been playing an increusing roi.. in both
the delivery of product-related and moie general informiation (Prumlcy etal,, 1994).
Table 1 indicates numbers of private sector staff involved in extension as c:;nmated by
Crook. {1994) and published by Pr mslcy et al. (1994),

However, dc\‘pitc this large private sector involverment in agricultural extension, there
is evidence of poor private sector input into public sector policy and research, Ina
report to the research and development coiporations on the role of the priv ate sector in
extension, Prinsley et al. (1994) commern that there has been limited communication
and information flow between the input and output sectors and between the public
sector and agribusiness, with most commnication and exchange of information
oceurring at an informal level based on petsonal relationships. This observation is
supported by Bedbrook (1995) who surveyed 48 (out of 55) members of the
Australian Association of Agricultural Consultants (WA} Inc. and found that 73
percent of those surveyed rated personal contacts as their top information souree

Table 1. Numbers of private staff sector involved in extension (from Crook,
unpublished repott, 1994) :

ComponentGrowps ~  Numbers
Distribution agronomists , i ‘:‘0{)
Distribution sales staff N 5000
Supplier company technical and sales pec)ple full time equivalents | 600
Association of Agriculture Consultants (AAAC) members ‘ 200
Agricultur! Technologists of Australia (ATA) - Lmuwaiiy exclusive i 4
to AAAC) i 150
Rural Counseliors, Greening Australiy, Land Care | g 200
Cotton ‘ ' | T |
Vets not in AAAC o ; ?
Not included - farmer groups, media, breed arid speeml ,ntctust gmup*;,
Acccuntants,BanksandFmam* N A o RSt SRR VR
Total 0" 6’750’7000 :




within Agriculture WA, Bedbrook (1995} also 1'*‘;mrmd that most AAAC(WA)
consultants perce! tveeot that they have very little fuput into Agrienhture WA research
and policy directions (see Table 24 F ﬁy aight pereent had no format links with
rgricultore WA (38 percent werg on Agrmlmn: WA advisory commiftess) and 33
percent thought informal links on a personal Jevel wene satisfactory, Fifty seven
percent had little or no input into Agricalture WA a5 to what rasearch should be
undertaken and the type of information they needed, wWthiough 96 parcent thought it
either important or extremely important that they have that type of input, This finding
encapsulates the challenge that faces public and privitte sector players involved in
agricultural rescarch and exfension.

Table 2. AAAC{WA) consultants’ perception of fc)‘xfmat links with Agticulture WA

% of u.onaultants ;

1. How mefnl are conwltanls lmbs 0 AgW’A, in (crms of information gained by' '
consultants?

Highly useful ; ooz
Quite nseful ' ‘ i ‘ 36
Minimally useful : o 14
Not usaful o 29
2. Amount of mmmm&mn mmultants input inte: A;,rimlturt, WA
High input 6
Some input s o 35
Little pue ‘ ik , ‘ 42
No inpui S o : 15
3. Perceived importanee of input info Agtiy u?ture WA
Estramely important A 44,
In’pm'ids.! ) 48
Don't icm:wfundemded L ' 2
4. Consultols' views on the -iwe!upment (»flomml links
Agree vwith formal Tink proposed. ; - 63
Infornal Yinks sre satisfostory 3
Links should be established burwaen AMAC atd Ag.WA : 21

* Tue Jormal link pmpmd wzia th m AAAQ*(WA) cbuld deeide an eonswltants who would be the o
contress fe dfiferent speciniz areas tnd circulnte this 1ist within Agricultore WA, These constlants

wonid then be.contacted frosn people within Agriculture WA for comment on research, wonm be nctmg i

on sehalf of rmzm(:m'/\). »md wouid give their time free of chnrgtt



Recent Clinnges ka Stave epurtments of sgricetlue and Primary fndustries

Siate Deparinwats of Agreulture have all hudu period of revigw :md rustmcmrmh. In
sume siatas this bselatsviely soplaie g ’E‘mmmm anch BEW), whitle in others it is
stilt s progress (. WA, 5. Quvensland and Victoriad, Sn genesal, the reviews have
resulted i the poliey divections oethined in Figure © being putinto aztlon. There has
been an f:m;sl asis on touteemes”, *purtnersiips witls irdustey” amd ‘market-focussed’
priorities. The Queensiand Department of Primaey Industries (1896), for example,
states that “we v yenrganwsed DPL service delivery structerey in ovderlo ensure
that we can aebieve the [sived] omeomes™, and tists the My fentures of mu new
organisition as:

o fewer luvers nf management

o removal of regfonal meinagemens levels

® focus on servicing individual industries

o dudustry pastaerships through stiaees

o coordinating diross induiries : ; :

The ncwly formed Yictoran Depariment of Notuead Resouwrees and Bovirosment
(DNRE)Y (19967 states that “the shape of the neve Deprartment is heavily influenced by
the mpcclatimz.; of Government und our philosophy of focussing on-customers and
outeomes,' Primary Industeies South Austratin (PISAY bave developed aset of
gulding principles thit tnclude understanding costomers” neads, inereased community
ownership and increased industry ownership, The Journal of Agriculture WA (1995)
quotes thicir CEO saying “the kev to many of the new divections will be a strengthened
partnership between producers, agribusiness and the mmnmﬁ:v fn selting Strategic
direcnons and privrities”.

In many cases the re-structuring process is still underway st wonld be premature to
judge the results too harshly. In addition, o5 noted by both Cary (1993) and if‘amey
(1995), it seems that beyond the ideology of efficiency, aid the sheteric of
effectiveness and accountability, there are also pofitical considerations that atfect
policy directions. In WA, for example, ouls appear to have included regionalisution
for reasons separate o ugrxcultum, and Fv,ee " government expenditure, which is
probably only purtly mlatcd to mcrca«.mg economic efficieney,

The following paints illustrate some of the changes (hat have ﬁccm Ted durm;, 1 the
restructuring process, ‘

a) Indm!rv partner, slups‘ , ‘ :
All state departments of ,xgmuimm are mcwing towards a ”xnmkmadrnvcn" philcsophy ,
of service provision, That is, they espouse to be responding (o the expressed needs of
their clients, and aee seting up formal links with industry to attempt to ensure that
induttry ncedq are met, For exampk,, within Agriculture WA there now exists a range
oc rormahsc “mﬁustry panncrs}ups attached to the 10 *programs’, These

k An amalwmmmﬂ of fiie l)ap.»rm*am nfwwrvmmn and Natural Rc:.oums, Departinent of
Agriculture, Eneryyy and Minesals (excluding Energy, but including Energy Victoria), Office of the -
Valuer General, Office of Geological Survey, Office of the Surveyor General, Lanid ‘Titles Office and -
Office of Geographic Data Covrdinition, g
* e Cereals Partnership Group, for example, conglsts of 4 farmers, 3 processors, 2 privnw consultans
with mirketing nxpuﬁsc, umi me Agm:uitum WA. pmgmm xmnugcr tm* the Cﬁewals rograin,

S
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partnerships have o direet input into the stratepic plunaing process 0 usSess md‘u:%,txy
priorities, formulate the strategie plan and define the program operations. Similar
formalised arrangements are being instiguted in other atalas‘ ; L

b) Adoption of the purchaser-pravider model

All state departmsgnts seems to be moving towards various interpretations of the
purchaser-provider model as an mgamsnuonal stricture, This model ullows for
“activity-based” accounting and this is seen as essential 1o improve accountability,
The implementation of (e purchaser-provider system is being done in different ways,
Within Agriculture WA, program managers ‘purchase’ services (e.g. research hours)
for their speeified program, which are *previded” by personnel who can theoretically
be employed from either within or outside Agriculiure WA. Agriculture WA staff can
liave their time *purchased” by a number of different progeams. There are staff
(currently still employed as *restdunds’s who do not £it the priorities fequirements of
any particolur progran - i.e, they cannot *provide’ the required services. South
Australia have separated their research organisation (South Australian Research and
Development Institute « SARDI} from PISA, which has the responsibility of service
denvery of agricultural information to farmers and industry. PISA now ‘purchases’
required research from SARDI in order to meet their desired d’alivcry outeomes, The
Queensland DP] view their interpretation of the system asa * under?wvidcr model,
with a slightly difference emphasis to the purchuser-provider model” In the latter,
there is more influence from the funder who says “we want this®, zmd someone
provides. The purchaser “buys” and controls the provider, In the Queensland system,
their advisory boards have input into what will be the priorities to provide, rather than
what will be the priorities 10 f“u.nd, :

The formation of industry partnerships and the adoption of the purchuser-provider
model follow & worldwide trend (Rivers, 1996) towards « policy of financial,
structural and managerial decentralisation for public sector agricultural agencies.

¢) Out-sourcing ‘
The adoption of the pumhabcxﬂ,mvxder madnl has enabled the agencies to enguge in
what is called ‘out-sourcing® or the contracting out of services, Agricultural
consultants and contragt staff are now able to he employed to deliver required
extension or reseurch, if it is judged that they can do this more efficiently or
effectively. This is already happening *Que»imm, of efficiency aside, as Cary (1996)
notes, a real benefit associated with outsourcing is that it atteacts privite sector funds
mm arens that were previously the responsibility of the public seetor, -
“,.oone of the attractions of outsourcing for governments is that funding
partnerships can be formed between government and industry, or government
and rural rassarch and deyv (.ldpnwm organisations to jointly fund technology
transfer e ~#s. In Australia in the past it has proven difficult to get such
organise .. vagree to contribute to government delivered extension services,
because - mtributions are seen as allowing the g,avemmenx 1o reduce
Junding ;.- ,mr:wnalely. " opp. 1112 : S

* John ChﬂdSQ]d DFL pcrs comin,



d) Differing degrees of integration or separation of agency responsibilities
State departments of agriculture and primary industries have been re-structured with
various degrees of integration or scparation from landeare/environmental state
institutions and varipus degrees ol research/extension separation, While Victoria, for
example, has just one organn iwon « Department of Natural Resources and
Environment (DNRE}, othiey agencies have kept natural resources or forestry outside
the agriculture portfolio. n SA, extension has been completely separated from
wesearch, with all research now being undertaken within SARDI Such separation
appears 1o run the risk of researchers becoming remote from current farming problems
and farmers® perspectives, Other agencies have maintained their dual
research/extension responsibilities, but have created extension specialists attached to
specific programs.

e} Privatisation

To varying Jegrees all state departments are mc:wmg, towards prwatmzmn (ie.
adopting a "user pays” phiiosophy). This is causing considerable tensions in the effort
to cope with conflicting demands to "get the information out™ and to recover costs of
information seen to have “"private good" characteristics. A general development is
that the public sector 1s statting (o charge for the delivery but not the information.
Services such as Ag-Fax favailable in most states) fit this category, Tasm ania has
gone further towards privatisation than any other state, Prescribed rates are charged
for one-to-one services at rates the Tasmaman DPIF considers compardble with those
charged by pnvutc sector providers.

N A redirection of extension activities

There has been a developing fogus on group-based activities although most agencms
still claim (or concede, depending on their philosophy) thit they will still be doing
“some” one-to-one exteasion, There have been a proliferation of groups focussirg on
both techniology transfer issues (such as Target 10, Toperop, Beefcheque, Right
Rotations, best prictice groups, ete.) and those dealing more with awareness and
management/lifeskills education (such as Farm Management 500, Property
Management Planning in all its guises, Landeare, ete.).

The group focus of agricultural extension is only partly in response to ageney
cutbacks. It also represents 2 change in philosophical approach to extensivy; from the
linear model of technology transfer Lo an appreciation of what hias been termed the
agricultural knowledge and information s~~tem or AKIS (Roling and Engel, 1991).
This emphames the knowledge possessed by, and flows of information between, 1]
the players in the agricultural industry and community: farmers, departments of
agriculture, consultants, agribusiness, rural socicty.

Additiopaliy, under the AKIS model of extension it js appropriate that farmers should
have more conirol over the information that they need und want und how it should be
defivered. Groups are seen as the more appropriate medium (o work in under this
“demand-pull” (as oppoesed to “seience-push™) model of cxtemfon, with ihc extension
officer often playing a role of facilitator, :
“The demand pull approach is initiated by fiirmers idznnfyirxg and dzﬂning
their problems,..In the wider and more representative sense of demand pull
relevant to agricultural extension the solutions to problems defined by farmers



are likely to be within the province of farmers’ control, rather than requirmg
more sophisticated reseqrch...Such an approach can use existing community
knowledge with the extension worker adopting the role of helper rather than the
role of expert.” (Cary, 1993, p. 340)

g) Pain
The restructuring process has not been without pain, and adverse reuctions from
sources both internal to and external from the agencies. For czxample a phone poll
made by the Westera Australian Farmers Federation (WAFF) of its members
indicated a substantial degree of dissatisfaction and uncertainty about the benefits to
farmers of the re-structuring of Agriculture WA (see Table 3). Inan article
identifying the characteristics of sustainable institutions, Gustafson (1994) stresses the
importance of internal support for changes, although admittedly his analysis is based
on changesd extension organisations in third world countries. However, common
sense indicates thai the impacts of chianges o the views, motivation and morale of
internal personnel are important, Gustafson (1994) states that:

“Regardless of the udvantages of the new arvangements, what they replace and

how the changes are implemented can create consicerable problems.” p 127
e goes on to say that the fact that “niost new systems reflect consalidation, reform.
and strengthening extension agencies rather than the creation of entively new ones”
can be both a strength and a weakness in that they baild on already workitg systems,
but make the implementation of changes difficult,

Table 3. Results from the WAFF phone pnll on the restruumu of Agraw‘mm WA
(Source: The Primary Producer, Nov 1996)

% of respondents

Y&j Nn ; Umertain
L AL prcsmt, do you believe the clmnj,e,s © , . ‘
Agriculture WA make it more refevant to yourneeds? 18 75 7

2. At present, do you agree with the increase in y
Agriculture WA's market focus? ¥ 54 11

3, Do you undetstand the business principles of the
funder/puichaser/provider model adopted by ; ,
Agticulture WA? 3 5 5

4, Have the changes adversely affected your ability
to access Agriculture WA officers? , 59 37 4

5. Atpresent, do you believe the industry partnership

groups allow farmers to have adequate input into the

setting of Agriculture WA priorities and thus the ; o
allocation of resources? , : 2 64 14




The re-structuring process does séem to have canised somme ;lr:gree, of staff unceﬁamt,y
within the agencies, When talking t ageney staff it is common fo hiear mmplamm of

“low staff morale’. There hus been a loss of both research and extension expertise, In
WA, for exumple, the chunges have resulted in a situation where there is currently
much more extension expertise in the private seetor than the public sector, This will
inevitably mcan that extension sctivities will increasingly be out-sourced to the
private seetor. OF more ¢oncern, is the Joss of top researchers to areas other than the
agriculture industry. ‘This has been of concern to the Research and Development
Corporations who percerve that the re-strueturing process has resulted in the Toss to
the industry of considerable mte{lmma! cupital ‘owned" by the povernment and
farmers.

Concurrent Developments in the Private Sector

a) A bigger vole in agricultural research and extension

The private seetor has not been slow to grasp the opportunities that have arisen, and a
general observation is tiat st is growing rapidly and taking an increasing responsibility
for service delivery of extension messages, Private consultants in Victoria and NSW
are ajready running Farm Management 500 groups and Pmpmy Munagement
Planning (PMP) groups. In WA, private consutants are involved in the planning that
15 going into the seitng up of the state’s version of Toperop. They will certainly be
delivering some of the extension component of the program, This seems certain w
happen in all states, as the principle of out-sourcing is applied.

The private sector is also starting to do some of the trial work that was previously
done by state departments of agricultuee. For example: PISA has ‘purchased’ the
services of 4 private consultant to run the tials at the Hart demonsteation sites at
Clare; the Cooperative Research Centre for Legumes in Mediferranean Agriculiure
(CLIMA) js running trials in conjunction with the Birchip Cropping Demonstration
Sites (a group owned and run by {armers); Agricultiure WA s reviewing their plant
breeding programs with one possible option being to oat-source this work, Fertiliser
and chemical companies have conducted considerable trial work for many years, and
public seetor agencies are generally pulling out of these research areas. PI%A, for
example, no lotiger puts priority on worlc on erop putrition and weed a(mtml‘

Research and Dcvclopman Corporations are aetavniy courting private sector research,
At the AAAC Annual Conference held in Cunberra in August 1996, consultants were
urged by the R & D corporations to apply {nr research funds. The Grains Research
and Development Corporation (GRDC), for example, saw a major opportunity for
consultanis to play a role under their new emphasis of commissioning and negotiating
research. They saw consultants as having an advantage under the new emphasis
becanse they were 1sed to doing jobs for an outcome rather than 4 mlary, They also
perceive consultants as having better Links to farmers, e:spcuaﬁy leadine farmers, and
$0 being capable of ‘better iar;:,md’ research, GRDC alzo wants to harness the power
of input supplicrs, and is ens oumgmg extension provision in the g g,min industry
through their networks. :

“ Mick Faulkner, Ag‘rilisik., SA. Wrs, Lo
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Input suppliers are inereasingly becoming involved with a broader range of mtmﬁaes:
selting inputs, providing extension and murketing the final ymduct. For exumple,
SBS Rural IAMA has recently announced the formation of a grain marketing
subsidiary, Seed Grain and Biotechnology Australia (S6G8 Australia), which will have
mterests in secd marketing and testing, grain secumulation, price risk management
and biotechnology marketing. The formation of this orgamsation marks 4 new
development i the pran industy i Australia as a private sector organisation
positions itsell o tuke advantage of the opportunities now available in the wake of the
Plant Variety Rights fegislation and the deregulation of grain marketing, As SBS
already conduct trials zmd emplay field agronomists and are well established as
general input suppliers, this puts them in a verticaily integrated position to provide
almost everything except the lund, labour and machinery 1o grow the crop,

There has alvo been an increase in farmer pasticipation in research and extension (e.g.
Birchip Cropping group, Southern Farming Systems) and information reselling (e.g.
Kondinin Group). Groups of farmers suclh as thiese are working with a huge range of
instituiions and individuals from both sectors, and are attracting sizeable funds from R
& D corporations and other corporate spomsors, Cary (1993) noted that:

“....with the development of hwman and infrastruciure resourees, better

educated, smaller groups of homogeneous und geographically concentrated

Jarmers are likely to be bewter integrated with both public and private

institutional knowledge systems and have more extensive linkages with the non-

rieral business sector.” p. 345
Groups such as the Birchip group with ther active linkages with departments of
agriculture, cooperative research centres, universities, private consultants, banks,
chemical, fertiliser and seed companies, snd the surrounding rural community
"ustrate ﬂmr this is indeed happening,

In some states farmer orgamsmmns are playing an important role in the

implementation of nationally funded programs, For example, the Victorian Farmers*

Federation {VEF) is coprdinating that state"s version of PMP known as Farmsmari,

and the Agricultural Bureaus in SA are heavily involved in the implementation of
SA’s Toperop and Right Rotations programs,

b} A bigger input to policy and research priorities ‘

The new emphasis of the state departments on industry garmarshxps means lhai the
private sector (both farmers and agribusiness) will have more influence on public
sector policy direction. Indusiry and regional working groups are in many casesin
their early formative stages and it js too carly fo gauge their effectivendss, but at least
the structures are being put in plice, R & D corporations dre also working fowards
getting more farmer and industry input into their npcratmm@g by their * mgmnal feam’
appm.mh to assessing priorities.

Because of g ;,mmmam wmnmmcm m xm,us,try partnerships, well organised farme:
groups are well placed to play 4 role in the development of new initiatives, The
Agricultural Bureaus in South Australia initiated the AgSA 2000 project, which is
investigating the use of computer and communications technologies forimproved
information aceess by primary pwdmrs and Agnhu%mc%. The Nmonal l‘armers
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Federation is conducting a major initiative to assess the suitahility of Austealia’s rural
telecommunications network to supply farmers with affordable and useful Internet
capability, '

Public segtor agencies haye bcmm@ aware of their changing client base by conducung
target group analyses. As a result of this, public seetor researeh ocganisations have (in
some cases) seen the need to farget the private seetor and are responding. For
example: Agriculture WA is conducting a thece day *erop technical update’ in
February that specifically targets consultants and agribusiness; CLIMA actively
sought involvement with the Birchip group as they were judged to be an active
research and extension medium wha conld provide valuable feedback to CLIMA
researchers’, By conducting target group myalyses public sector agencies are
recognising that there will necessarily have to be diverse extension systems to meet
disparate needs (Rivera, 1995). Identilying these specific needs is a challenge to
public sector providers. .

¢} Other developments

There is aneedotal evidence that state departiments m agriculture are working well
with the private sector, ;mrlm,u,uly at the on-farm level  In Vietoria, for gxammﬁ
DCNR field estension officers® reported that the Toperop program pulls extension
officers from the public and private sectors wgether. “We view input supplicr
agronomists as an extension of the Swan Hill office. We run cooperative field days
with dilferent organisers at different times. None of the urgdmsatmna can be
considered the leader.” Similarly, a private consultant af Bendigo” reports good
cooperation between DUNR and private o nnm!tmh involved in the I"armsmm
program,

The growth of the farmer-run non-profit Kondinin Group is exceptional. From
humble beginnings s the Kondinin Pasture Improvement Group in the 1950's, the
organisation had shanged its name, started independent testing of agrieultural products
and services, and hiad 4500 members by 1990, In 1996 the NSW Farmers® Federation
paid the subscription fee to the Kondinin Group for all its members for one year,
boosting the Kondinin Group's membership by 12,500 to over 26,000. The
organisation now has offices in Perth and Wagga Wagga, with plans to open a
Toowoomba office in 1997, Their considersble interests now include publications (i
monthly magazine, farmer manuals and chilaren's books), research (mainly machinery
orientated), Profarmer (a weekly market-orientated newsletter and fax service), and

b armline (a phone-in information service for a fee). They are now sctively pursuing
their role as an “information reseller”, laving already put together a substantia!
information database which is being added to continually, They huve agreements with
most public sector agencies about information use, are developing electronic '
information transfer capability, and are nepotiating with mmmswd parucs overthe
provision of landeare/natural resourees information.

Lm Mshng, C«LIMA‘ pcm COmm. R,
¥ Rob Sonogais, DENR, Swan Hill; Mait Coffey, DCNR, Horshai; pcrs comim,
® Nigel MeGukian, Bendigo, pers, comin, :




Farmer gmups have initiated and organised their own Rmezuc.h Expos (e.g, groups at

Jerramungup, WA and Birchip, Victoria), These days are not teaditional farmer field
days as the information presented is often from quite complex research and is

presented with little simplification, At the inaugural 1996 Expo at Birchip, the group

had managed to obtain the participation of scientists and consuitants from cooperative

rescarch centres, univetsities, R & D corporations and the state department of

; ag,uu,xlt,nm, as well g i ivate consultants and agribusiness,

The pm'ale sector is showmg, an increasing tendency to invest in extension projects,

oftén in conjunction with state or c.dumlly funded programs. Agribusiness is putting

funds into national and state group exiension projects such as Target 10 and Topetop.
- Aleoa has several landeare-orientated extension commitme s, The Woady Yaloak

catehment project in Victoria is run with the active participadon of farmers, Greening

Australia, the VEF and DCNR, with Alcoa funding, Farmers and co-ordinators of the
project all feel that they have a large degree of Lcmtml more so than with R & D
funds, of the funds allocated hy Alcos (o the project'®,

Issues Arising from these Changes
a) Que. slmnx ragurdwj, m.warc i <'upabzlxlv and information flows

The loss ol expertise in extension, but cspzec:iztl,ly research, from the public sector
following state department restructures is likely to have far-reaching repercussions, R
& D corporations, for the reasons already canvassed, are actively secking privale
sector research, In addition, funding bodies are questioning the infra-structure costs
and “in-kind" contribution estimates of state departments of ;xg;ru,ulture universities
and CSIROs. It seems likely that this will result in {at least in the short term) a drop
in the pcmm'\gc of farmer-levied research funds going to public sector research
agencies, It is possible that there will be a serious loss of top researchers out of
agmultum to overseas or other industries, There is some wndumc that ths is already
oceurring, '

‘The public sector however is still responsible for a great deal of the generation of new

information. For example, Bedbrook’s (1995) survey found that Agriculture WA is

“an important information source o AAAC(WA) consultants, Overall, consultants
believed that 42 percent of the information they used was disseminated from
Agriculture WA When asked to consider different farm management areas,
consultanys estimated that they obtained over 45 percent of inforiation about
agnservation, cropping, and the munagement of livestoek feeding; over 40 percent of
their general animal information: over 35 pereent of information on sprays; and ever
30 percent of information on overall management sirategics 2nd fertilisers from
Agriculture WA, Less of their information in the argas of mawetmg, maehuwry and
finance came from Agmunum WA

“The ability of the private sector to replace pubslic sector reseasch ¢ zpabnlity, without a
subst.mtm& trzm.snmn period, is vcry doubtfil, Atthe 1996 AAAC Conference in

"' C,um Nﬁclwlmn. Wondy Yﬁlb:ik pmjcc‘t’ officer, pets, mmm; .
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Canberra, consultants indieated to GRDC (in response to calls for more private sector
research) that they felt under-resourced, compared to public sector msmutmns, to
undertake large rescarch projects.

There is already substantial research eapability in the private sector in some areas
where the public sector has also had significant involvement (e.g. fertiliser and spray
development and management), but other issues arise when these areas are totally in
the hands of the private sector, These include issues of quality control, fragmentation
of information and the dissemination of information. Research conducted at maior
public sector institutions is subject to a regime of peer review which is vﬂuable in
ensuring the validity of procedures and reasoning,

Experience from overseas Suggests that fmgmwtzmon of information flows can occur
as agriculiural research and extensivn is privatised (Harter and Hass, 1992; Rivera,
1993; Walker, 1993, Schwartz, 1994). There is evidence that this is occurring in
Australia as an increasing amount of agricullural research is condueted for private
clients, with results either unuvails ble for more generat vse or, alternatively, having a
charge attached to their wider disiemination. It iz possible that this will Jead to
greater dunlication of research, and a failare to reeognise that individual research
topics often contribute to overall areas of knowledge, A large responsibility is rapidly
developing for the R & D cmpomtmm 1o docurgng, disseminate and make easily
retrievable the research that s being condueted with their funds by a myriad of public
and privaie seetor players, A further issue for governments pursuing policies that
encourage the privatisetion of research is that, as noted by Carney (1995):

“Once supply is placed in the hands of those with primarily commercial

onjectives, the scope for on-going direct political intervention is substantially

reduced”, p, 524
Commercial corpanies (o not necessarily have to l‘(‘:‘ipdnd 10 political prioritics,
whereas public age sicies are required (o do so, ,

b) Questions about the sustaisubility and efficiency of the new arrangements

In a study of 24 *ixd world agricultural extension programs, Gustafson (1994)
identified a frainework, involving both internal and external factors, that described
institutional sustainability, One of his conclusions was that there needs to be a
sustainability trade-off between institutional complexity (which is not good for
sustainability) and stakeholder support (which Is necessary for sustainability but
contributes to cnmpkxny) There are indica**ons that the new institutional
arrangements being put into practice are complex, and the transaction costs invoived
are considerable and uncosted. Rivera (1996) states that; ;

“The assumptions accompanying decentralisation policies need to be dissected

Jfor their political underpinnings and technical biases, The potential of

decentralising public services is not absolutely certain, and various studies

point to the disadvantages as well as the wivantages of such a decision.” p. 159

The formation of :inc’lustry ndwsoxy hoards at regional and state Jevel adds 1o the
complexity of decision making, As noted by Rivera (1996), a large potential cost of
participation s the upfront financial, time and opporturiity costs to the agency and-
stakeholders of 1dc:nnfym5 and cngdging; Wuth each othen This i pamcularly a
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problen: for non-salaried private sector stukeholders, Problems have been
encountered, for example, with AAAC consuitants” involvement with both NSW
Agriculture and Queensland ppr!!

Out-sourcing, or the contracting out of services, also has the potential to create large
transaction costs, in addition to other inefficiencies, This is particularly so with regard
to the monitoring and evaluation of large national programs. As noled by Cary
(1996}, private sector delivery is perceived as efficient, but can suffer from
inefficiencies that uceur because of vested interests when funding allocation oceurs at
a high level, and administration and monitoring of service delivery occur at o lower
level. Lindner {1993} points out that the relative efficiencies of public and private
sector services is a very under-researched aren, ‘

Watson et al. (1992) argue that because of problems associater! with undercharging
and crowding-out, governments should not charge for services but rather let the
private seetoy pravide services which can be deemed private goods, An informal (and
incugnito) assessment of public and private seetor organisations providing written
information (in response to-a specific query) for a charge was conducted by the one of
the authors. This indicated that public sector organisations are charging substantially
less than commercial organisutions for services of this nature, an observation which
supports the conclusions of Watson er . (19923,

Additionally, there is a potential for problems and inefficiencies to be ereated when
private sector organisational structures are placed on public sector organisations
subjeet to political responsibilities. Kingwell (1994) has explored the consequences
of public sector agencies being foreed into more business-orientated managerial
frameworks, and concludes that because of political influence and the économic
nature of the services produced, the model of munagarialism is deficient when applied
to public sector agencies. As noted by Carney (1995): ; :
“It should ... be ucknowledged that governments are by no means exclusively
dedicated to the pursuit of efficiency or even accountahility und effectiveness,
whatever the rhetoric may be, They are also inferested in generating and
maintaining political support” p. 523

¢) Questions about the gul)lie~gmel nature of ugricultural ugfamzatum and markel
Suilure

The perception of much agriculwral ml‘ormaum as a private good s 4 rcl,mwiy new
developmet, Knmwlcdgp per se has conventionally been seen as the classic public
good, being both non-excludable and non-rival in consumption. 1t has been the
perception of agricultural informatios as a public good, and hence aub_gect to market
failure, that has justified the provision of government extension setvices, The
increasing industrialisation of agricufture has resulted, ameongst other things, in &
questioning of the public-good nature of much agricultural information, with a
consequent eriphasis on the patcntwl for commemwl pmvmon of thcsc services.

™ Keith Brown and Pefer Wylie, AAAC, pets, comm,



Market failure can however orcur with the pmvnsmn of services clearly dcemed to be
private goods. Carney (1995) providcs an overview of situations where markets either
produce sub- ontnmal results (e.g. in the presence of monopolies, because nf
externalities or ignorance that produces poar decision making by consumers), or tail
to develop at afl (e.g. because ef inadequate infrastructure, incomplete supporting
markets or unconducive regulatory environments),

The potcmial for markel failure is f‘uaher enhanced because, whercas some
information can be clearly seen as a privatz good (e.g, specific veterinary advice),
other information is clearly a public good (e.g. catchment hydrology information).
Watson et al. (1992 and others poinf out that there is 4 lot of indistinct ground in the
middle, Agricultural information often daes not fit neatly into unchanging
public/private good categories, It can depcnd on the time and the specific situation,
As Hubbard (1995) states:
“Separation of private and pubiic components of goods and services can be
complex and uncertain, It may depend on a variety of local circumstances and
shifts in prices and expectations, which determine whether the private sector
supplies the service adegquately or not.” p. 30

Furthermore, Lindner (1923) points out that, even if knowledge could be made
excludable (e.g, through the application of intellectual propeity rights), its non«rwal
properties would not be affected. He concludes that this means that:
“...even if perfect intellectual property rights could be designed and
nnplemmled, complete privatisation of rural research and extension would st:ll
incur deadweight efficiency losses due to both under-investment in the
production of knowledge and to under-utilisation of such knowledge as is
produced.” p. 221
He also argues that this means that conventional conclusions about the inefficiencies -
associated with public sector services crowding out the private sector nccd’ not apply
to rural research and extension.

d) Questions about extension methodolaogy and fechnology transfer

As discussed previously, there has been u change in extension ideology from a linear
“top-down” apgroach from scientists to farmers, to an AKIS model of “demand-pull”
information flows, There currently exists a paradigm tension as to whether extension
should be “person-focused” or “technoiogy-focused™, and a tendency to treat the two
(“farmers’-needs pull” veysus “science-push™) as mutually exclusive (Cary, 1993),
Haw&ver; it is incorrect to assume that “technology transfer” necessarily equates with

a fincar model of extension. Technology transfer can veeur very effectively within an
AKIS model, as is illustrated by the success of such programs as Targct 10and
Toperop.

This assamption has spaw:md an increasing emphasis in cxtwmon on the ;
development of human capite] resoutces, The Meat Research Commission (MRC) is
currently sponsoring workshops which focus on human capital development, where
farmers are facilitated through such topics as defining lifestyle goals and recognising
xhexr own hest methods of learning, Those mvoived speak h;ghly of their value, but
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the commitment of R & D funds o pmgmm'a of this nature should be quebzmmd As
stated by Cary (1993): ~
“Except in cases of special disadvantage, it is more dtj]“ cult to argue for ‘
gevernment support for agrendtral adult education inan environment of free,
universal primary and secondary education anet charging for other forms of
technical adult education,” p. 344 '

Frotn all accounts, groups are proving to be, for the most purt, an effective means of
extension. As could be expected, some work more effectively than others, To a
certain extent, the grotp approach has successfully allowad public extension agencies
to denl with what Cary (1996} argues is the challenge they face: "to adequarely frame
technology transfer within the demands for adviee which take account of individual
management contests.” {p. 20y The group approuch however could face o number of
developing problems.

The number of groups that farmers can, and often reed m. participate in is growing
rapidly. The group approach is becoming the major method that R & D corporations
are using to disseminate the results of mscmh that is being conducted with their
funds by an increasing number of privite sector nrgunisaticms. For farmers this means
a plethora of groups, often with high participation costs and possibly a low pay-off, or
at least one which is potentinlly difficult to determine. The problems fuced by
members of groups are those of participation costs, conflicting objectives, raised
expectations, and the co-opting of groups by the powerful and articulate,

Groups are also contributing to the fragmentation of knowledge, Enormous amounts
of farmer knowledge is being generated, but getierally there is poor documentation,
collation and dissemination in a wider framework bcyand the group. Information
flow beyond groups is, o the whole, lacking. This is one of the problems faced by
the Landcare movement, where farmer groups often work on problems in compatative
isolation, with the assistance of relatively inexperienced project officers, The
inexpericnee of many public sector extension personnel working in public good areas
of extension is a cansequence of the loss of experienced personnel to the private
sector during the restructuring process.

There is ulso the potential for conflicting ohjectives and interests to develop between
farmers and R & I corporations as to how groups are to be used. There is evidence
that this is already oceurring, For example, both GRDC and MRC ure very particular
about the goals and aims of Toperop and Prograze proups respectively. Groups are
required to operate under the guidelines outlined to obtain funding. There is some
conceptual difficulty in coming to terms with an extension philosophy that cspouses to
be “farmer-driven”, but only within the confines of imposed “t p-down” goals, This
could eventually prove a problem for funders us groups opt out in order to control

their own d:rccucm.;.
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Conclusions
We suggest there are reasons to be concerned about;

« The de-emphasis of reseatch within the public scetor agencies, especially because
of its public good character and passible efficiencies of size. Unlike the growth in
privaie sector extension that is ocqurring, a rapid growth in private sector research
is not evident '

e The yncritical application of outdated private-sector models of management on the
publie service, ‘

o The apparent rapid escalation of transaction costs in the new institutional
arrangements, and consequent reduction in agtivity and information flows 12 the
public scetor,

e The increasing ability of the R & D corporations to direct state public institutions,
and the emphusis of extension progrims, through their funding, o

o The push for tegionalisation for reasons other than agriculture, with its consequent
loss of good experienced staff who, for o variety of reasons, are not prepared to
shift to rural arcas. ,

o The lick of understanding of the real efficiencies with both public and private
sector information delivery. \

However, it is also evident that there are some positive aspects of the changes that
have oceurred. These include: ok

s A rapid increase in private sector extension, which would indicate that there has
been a degree of crowding otit in this area. L ~

o The increase in private sector involvement in agricultural research and extension,
Thiis has tesulted in un increase in both formal and informal links between allthe
participants in t¢ agricultural industry. This has occurred for  variety of reasons,
from being actively pursued to arising out of necessity. : ‘

o The growth of powerful and knowledgeable farmér groups with the potentiatin
have an effective influence on azricultural rescarch and policy.
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