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IMPLEMENTING AND MAINTAINING NEOLIBERAL
AGRICULTURE IN AUSTRALIA.

PART |
CONSTRUCTING NEOLIBERALISM ASA VISION FOR AGRICULTURAL POLICY

Bill Pritchard
School of Geosciences
University of Sydney

I ntroduction

ince the commencement of the Uruguay Round of teee@l Agreement on Tariffs and Trade

(GATT) in 1986, Australia (along with New Zealarts been the world’s leading advocate for the
liberalisation of agricultural trade. Via the CarrGroup of agricultural exporter countries, it
successfully incorporated agriculture into the WE@stem, and has argued consistently for the
reduction of agricultural tariffs and subsidiesNorth America, the European Union (EU) and Japan.
The economic ideologies and policies advanced bstralia envisage a future for world agriculture in
which the market regulates production and tradd,the role of national governments is reduced &b th
of providing a supportive legislative framework foe private sector.

But how did the Australian Government become sutha@ent convert to the liberalisation of
agriculture, and how have these policy philosoplbesn sustained? Taking these questions as a cue,
this article is the first instalment of a two-pamalysis of the implementation and maintenance of
neoliberal agricultural policies in Australia (gsiccessor is Pritchard, forthcoming). The curretitla
examines the construction of agricultural libettien as a policy vision. Its successor addredses t
guestion of how this policy philosophy has beenansd. Taken together, their specific aims are to
critically examine the interplay of policy developnt and legitimation that has accompanied the
Australian Government’s embrace of agriculturagtddisation, in order to uncover the connection$ an
contexts that frame State actions in this poliogidfii This focus responds to Morgan's (2003:1)
observation that the “crucial nexus of politicgtsndeepest sense—the ‘art of the possible’—liashie
bureaucracies of governance. In other words, thesgdes seek to expose and analyse the detafieof t
ideological and policy rationales that are usedpbgponents to validate the alleged ‘inevitability’,
‘rationality’ and ‘superiority’ of the Australiangaicultural policy experience.

Situated in its broader context, the analysis mrediby these articles asks whether Australia’s
pursuit of liberalisation on the domestic and in&ional agricultural stage really provides a lieggtte
basis for the country’s aspirations to remould glamriculture in its own image. There is a ricinvef
thinking within the policy mainstream of Australinat suggests that the nation’s ‘brave’ pursuit of
agricultural liberalisation has established a ursgakset of policy prescriptions for global agricwé. To
this end, the Australian case has relevance beytsndational significance. If world agriculture is
progressing along a trajectory towards greaterajistion—in this sense referring to the constarcti
of a single worldwide market for agri-food prodwctiand ownership—then developments in Australia
would appear to offer guidance for debates on tharé shape of world agriculture and food. As
suggested in the introduction to a special issut@fjournal Rural Sociology dedicated to Australml
New Zealand, “while there was much to be learnenfintellectual developments in the US, the
Australasian region also had a unique contributiomake”(Burch et al. 1999:180).
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This article, then, tells the tale of how and whysk&alia has embraced agricultural liberalisation
with such fervour. In the early twenty-first centutiberal market ideology is dominant and largely
uncontested within key arenas of Australian agtisal policy formation. The halls of the bureaugrac
and the corridors of the Parliament are each cotadib the ideal of a freer global agriculturalirey
system, on the assumption that the emulation abwislomestically has been a proven success. To
document how this has occurred, relevant concejaaks are firstly addressed that contextualigse th
meaning of ‘agricultural liberalisation’. This i®lfowed by an analysis of how these ideas gained
currency in their intellectual and policy contex®eflecting on this evidence, the last major sectd
this article uses a statist model of governmentabiglur to argue that the Australian Government's
conversion to the liberalisation orthodoxy reflettte ability of a policy community to capture amen
dominate the terms of debate over agriculturalgyolConsistent with this dominance, discourses abou
the ‘inevitability’, ‘rationality’ and ‘national iterest’ of these strategies have been inscribetimwit
policy texts. But as followed up in this articlessaccessor, the construction of these narrativelosse
inherent contradictions that raise questions albdwdther, indeed, Australian agricultural liberaiiga
is in the national interest.

Agricultural liberalisation or neo-liberal agriculture?

Between the 1970s and the 1990s there were fundahwdranges to the role played by the Australian
nation-state in the governance of agriculture.hi@ ¥ernacular, these changes have been described as
representing a process of ‘agricultural liberalmatwhich seeks to construct a mode of ‘neo-lilbera
agriculture’. Indeed, the very title of this arécpresumes that these terms provide an unproblemati
descriptor of this quantum of change. Yet beforecpeding further there is merit in investigate the
meaning and implications of these terms, so thaetisuing analysis is grounded conceptually.

Firstly, the concept of liberalisation does not iynghe diminution or abandonment of state’s
presence. Recent scholarship has disputed nasdtiae assert a ‘hollowing out’ of the state. Aeon
level, the size and institutional scope of statecfions remains considerable, both in Australia end
other developed countries (O’Neill 2005: 63). Atotrer, it is apparent that capital requires the
existence of state functions (notably, upholding thle of law) as a precondition for accumulation
(Weiss 1999). Rather, what liberalisation implissai restructuring of state apparatus that invotees
shift in rationalities and technologies of govegfifHiggins 2002: 164), and changes relating to who
favoured and under what circumstances (Egan 2001).

This is done in accordance with a meta-narrativer@dn 2003) that argues the community’s
interests are best served by creating space farataft times this may involve ‘rolling-back thease’
by way of privatisations and private contractingn @hers it involves ‘roll-out’ policies that exigithe
visible hand of the state through measures to grapital interests (for example, the strengthgmih
intellectual property laws). Either way, these pergs transform but do not abrogate the state’sinole
society. Indeed, recent analysis of the much-hetaflew Zealand neo-liberal experiment’ suggests
that even this landmark exemplar was not a cohesentof programs and policies, but more of a
disparate series of decisions that used the condiszursive umbrella of neo-liberalism to respond in
particular and different ways to a national ecormanisis (Le Heron 2005).

Secondly, liberalisation and neo-liberalism needbé& understood as contested and incomplete
political projects. For O’Neill and Argent ‘neo-gbalism lurks’. It:

presents an agenda of possibilities for those Wthpower to enact change. But this
agenda must be devised and played out in histoandl geographical circumstances
which may compete with the idea of neoliberalisnddtermine the scope of what is
possible (2005: 5)
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This is an important point to emphasise becaus@’ldsill suggests elsewhere (2005: 64), acceptance
of neo-liberalism as fait accompli only servesgelf-actualise’ the project. The evident strendtithe
liberalisation juggernaut notwithstanding, its nfasiations in state action are dependent upon socio
spatial contingencies. Applied to the case of Aalstn agricultural liberalisation, this suggests an
obligation for researchers to investigate the ‘foeground’ practices of liberalisation, rather than
assume its condition. Good examples of such ageadagrovided in work on the strategies and
rationalities of governmentality in policy areaxswas rural development, environmental management,
and drought management (Herbert-Cheshire 2000,; 288®ert-Cheshire and Lawrence 2002; Higgins
2001, 2002).

Theintellectual wellspring for agricultural liberalisation

Implementation of these policy ideologies over aique of a few decades has been a constituent
element of a much broader turnaround in Austrabaonomic philosophy, and this broader canvas
needs to be painted in order to tell the storygfcaltural policy. For much of the twentieth cernytu

the Australian economy was amongst the most predewithin developed capitalist countries. Closely
following Federation in 1901, the ‘Australian settient’ was sealed as a set of principles that dedor
protection to the manufacturing sector combinedhwitage justice’ through centralised wage fixation
(Kelly 1992). This arrangement sought to maximise humber of people employed at high wages,
within the context of a country with rich naturalspurce endowments (Anderson and Garnaut 1987).
For agriculture, this policy paradigm raised thestcof manufacturing inputs (such as chemicals,
machinery, etc) above international market prie@s, thus impacted adversely against competitiveness
Correspondingly however, farmers’ incomes were gaeded by the supportive geopolitical
environment of British Imperialism (providing prigged access for Australian agricultural exports in
the UK) and an extensive set of administrativeri@ations that aimed to construct ‘orderly markets’
by facilitating ‘fair’ and equal prices for agri¢utal products amongst producers. Politically, thiter
aspect of policy was secured by the Country Partyv(the National Party), which for much of this
period was a member of the successive Australiali@m Governments. The Country Party espoused
a philosophy referred to as ‘country mindednesstk@x 1985), which morally equated the protection
of the ‘average farmer’ with the wellbeing of th&tion as a whole (Lockie 2000:17-19).

From the early 1960s, aspects of the Australiatlese¢nt came under ideological challenge from
the so-called ‘second-wave’ Chicago School econopaadigm. This school of thought “adheres
strictly to neoclassical price theory”, advocatéget market’ libertarianism in much of its poligyork”
and is associated with “’economic imperialism’ [relg) the application of economic reasoning to areas
traditionally considered the prerogative of othelds such as political science, legal theory,dnstind
sociology” (Department of Economics, New School \gnsity 2005). Although the genesis of the
Chicago School can be dated from the 1920s, itgenfial ‘second-wave’ took root in the 1960s with
the work of Milton Friedman and George J. Stigldnder their tutelage, the Chicago School of the
1960s and 1970s “maintained itself dead againsta@heept of market failures, reinforcing the... seanc
against imperfect competition and Keynesian econsnfDepartment of Economics, New School
University 2005).

The rise in influence of the Chicago School witthe community of Australian economics affected
the intellectual practice and philosophical ori¢iota of the sub-discipline of agricultural econosjic
with implications for the recruitment of graduaieso the areas of the Canberra bureaucracy dealing
with agricultural policy. The strengthening of teadeas can be illustrated by the Presidential Askks
to the Australian Agricultural Economics Societyeovthe formative years of 1969-72. Through the
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1960s the sub-discipline of agricultural econongesw steadily in terms of weight of humbers and
influence, such that by 1969 the Presidential Adlslfer the Society could claim:

The state of agricultural economics is in markedtcast to that of other fields of
applied economics in Australia. No other group gdplled economists is even
remotely comparable to us in numbers, output orfggsionalorganisation (Parish
1969: 1).

Consistent with the Chicago School praxis of ‘ecoiimperialism’ however, these successes
were interpreted as providing a strategic launciuad for the spread of conceptual tools and methods
into new realms. Justifying the colonisation of jpeipolicy by agricultural economists as being tire
national interest’, the Presidential Address fo89 %vent on to say:

However, it does seem to me that the growth otaljtral economics in this country
has reached the stage where the more significarinauies of scale and
specialisation have been attained, and, in ther&jtane could hope to see members
of our profession, including our newer graduatgsplging their skills to problems of
national importance, or of theoretical interest, they agricultural or other fields... It
would seem to me to be in the national interestoihe if some of our more high-
powered managerial scientists were to move fronveursity departments of farm
management into the Department of Defence; if beskfit experts were to scrutinise
the decisions of the biggest irrigators of them #ike metropolitan water boards; if
more attention were to be paid to the price ofamt gas, even at the expense of less
being paid to the price of wheat; if a Bureau oblin Economics were to poach some
staff from the BAHBureau of Agricultural Economicsjand if those concerning
themselves with problems of wheat- and meat- ggadiere to widen their interest to
encompass the whole field of consumer protectioth etucation (ltalics added)
(Parish 1969: 5)

The call for agricultural economists to ‘go forthdamultiply’ through the Canberra bureaucracy was
accompanied by an increasing self-righteousnessigshthe sub-discipline’s academic leadership. The
Presidential Address for 1970 was focused uporig@epancy between the successes of the discipline
in terms of its incipient power-bases within unsiges and the bureaucracy to reshape the agnmalltu
policy debate, and the reluctance of the farm lofdiythat time) to go along with these new visions.
Yet in explaining this discrepancy, fault was seerie in the attitudes of rural Australia, not the
credentials of academic practitioners:

Many of the farm leaders are highly intelligent adddicated men, who lack the
educational background, supporting staff and tiroebtief themselves properly on
complex economic issues. Most of them have thdigahman’s scorn for a rigorous
analytical approach, particularly when it comes wjih unpalatable answer¢Lloyd
1970: 106)

Viewed in hindsight, it was perhaps not surprisihgt Australia’s farm leadership would embrace an
approach to policy that generated ‘unpalatable arswTaking up this theme in 1971, the Presidéntia
Address suggested:

While agricultural economists have expressed tloeincern about the welfare of
those hurt by the changes taking place in agriceltas elsewhere, | think it is true
that they have also assumed that such mattersdigdide our strict disciplinary limits
and would be dealt with adequately by those morectly concerned. | am not sure
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that we can afford to, or should, make that assionptSome of the research needs
that this suggests will require the skills of sdogists or demographers in
collaboration with economistgHarris 1971: 128)

Yet a year later, such concerns were dealt witmidisively. Looking ahead into the latter part of th
twentieth century, the 1972 Presidential Addressked a vision of the demise of family farming and
the broadening of the policy influence of agrictdlueconomists as measures of success for the sub-
discipline:

Over the middle term from 1978 to 1990, my hopeh&t we will see two

developments. The first is that there will be armstr development of industrial or
large-scale agriculture. This may or may not inebkorporate farming but it does
imply a sizeable swing away from family farmingthe traditional sense... What |
mean by industrialised agriculture is one where #pproach to management and
production is far more ‘industrial’ and profit onged than it is today; and where the
traditional values of rural living and ownership wat for far less than they do among
today’s producers. My second hope is that by 1980w have had a significant

widening in the interests of agricultural economi@illon 1972: 79)

Translating concepts and ideologies into policy practice

These intellectual foundations were applied tolitheralisation of Australian agriculture througtraél
major economic debates. The first of these reladadanufacturing protection, upon which there was a
paradigm shift during the 1960s and 1970s. Thethé 1980s, the Australian Government’'s trade
policies shifted fundamentally towards the advocacynultilateral liberalisation. Finally in the 198,
largely through the enactment of competition politaws, domestic agricultural marketing
arrangements were deregulated in favour of markatiples. Whereas each of these policy spheres
involved separate administrative processes anect@jes, nonetheless they intersected in the seinse
offering a similar policy vision, and therefore tmely involved the same institutions and persdiesi
advocating ideologically consistent positions raggacross these various domains. Taken together,
they broadly illustrate the process described bygon (2003:165-83) that involves ‘policy windows’
being opened via the coupling of policies and pdiby so-called ‘policy entrepreneurs’. As dis@gss

in this section, the oftentimes triumphal narratfe contemporary policy makers that Australia’s
adoption of these policies was both ‘rational’ aimevitable’ obscures the more matter-of-fact
observation that neoliberal agriculture was a pgolitioice driven by ideological insistence within
influential policy communities.

(i) Dismantling manufacturing protection

Sustained criticism of manufacturing protection doegn the early 1960s and was led by the ‘elite
opinion’ of economists (Garnaut 2002:139). Garr(aunhself one of the leading architects in this ghif
recounts that ‘the first breach of the protectibhige’ occurred with the resignation in quiet st of
the Chairman of the Tariff Board, Sir Leslie Melgjl in 1962 (Garnaut 2002:15%)Afterwards, a
changed leadership of the Tariff Board advancedeertiberal line on protection. Prominent advocates
of this position were the (new) Tariff Board Chainm (G. A. Rattigan) and the economist, Max
Corden. Then, in further weight to the changed iopirwithin the Tariff Board, a commission of

! The Tariff Board was an independent agency ofAgtralian Government charged with making recomraginds on
tariff rates. It was restructured and renamed tmbe the Industries Assistance Commission in th®4%the Industry
Commission in the 1980s, and the Productivity Cossion in the 1990s.
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inquiry into the Australian economy (‘The Vernong®e’) documented the impacts of tariffs on price
and cost levels within the economy. As summarige@Garnaut:

By the late 1960s the economic professions wascating import liberalisation with
near unanimity and with increasing sophisticatiofiand] the financial press, led by
the Australian Financial Review, was giving exteasioverage to the Tariff Board’'s
heresy{in promoting liberalisation{Garnaut 2002:151).

Agriculture played an important background contéxt the dramatic shift in professional ‘elite’
opinion in the 1960s and 1970s. Analysis by theifff@oard and its successor, the Industries
Assistance Commission, clearly identified agricrdtas being the major economic beneficiary from
tariff reform. Interestingly however, the Austradiagricultural sector itself took a number of yetrs
be swayed by this opinion. It was only in 1979 tiat National Farmers Federation (NFF) was formed,
and through this institution body and voice wasegivo champion liberalisation. Throughout the 1980s
the NFF was an unapologetic advocate for a libedlieconomy, with its journal Reform playing a
leading role in putting issues into play within theblic arena (Argy 1998:233). By the late 1980s, t
free marketers had effectively ‘won’ the protectidebate. Victory declarations were delivered in the
1988 and 1991 Industry Statements of the Hawke fBavent, which announced a timetable for the
phased reduction and elimination of virtually alkmufacturing tariffs.

(ii) The embrace of multilateralism in trade policy

If agriculture played a background role in the nfanturing tariff debate, it was front and centrehe
evolving debate on Australian trade strategy ofrthé-1980s. During much of the twentieth century,
Australian trade policy was subsumed into the Ingpgolitics of the British Empire/Commonwealth.
The Ottawa Agreement of 1932 accorded Australimn@lwith other Commonwealth countries)
preferential access to the British market for kgyialtural products, and this privileged statusswa
maintained in varied forms until the UK’s entryttee European Economic Community (the forerunner
to the European Union), in the early 1970s. BriasBEC membership presented a major challenge for
Australian export agriculture, which ramified intke nation’s trade strategies during the following
decades.

Changes to Australia’s relationship with the matgkal trading system bear witness to these
challenges. Australia was a foundation member®fGATT in 1947 and historically has played an
influential role in that organisation and its suss@r, the WTO (Capling 2001). Nevertheless, uhél t
commencement of the Uruguay Round in the mid-1980GATT regime had little material affect on
the Australian economy or trade policy, as Austradiid not always take its GATT tariff bindings
seriously” (Garnaut 2002:159). Consequently:
Almost no Australian tariffs were reduced as a lesfithese[pre-Uruguay Round]
GATT negotiations. Our Government saw Australia essentially a developing
country with an infant manufacturing industry. Fnetmore—and this was the main
reason for Australia not reducing its tariffs inetlGATT process—qgiven that Australia
was an exporter of agricultural products (with mamediate prospects of significant
exports of manufactures), it was perceived that hael nothing to gain from
reciprocity when the rounds excluded agricult(@rden 1996:145).

Upon the election of the Hawke Labour Government983, Australian agricultural trade was in an
invidious position. Privileged access to the UK whsiinished, and agricultural trade was largely
outside the ambit of the multilateral system. Neyat markets had been bilaterally opened in Japan
(dairy and sugar), the Middle East (grains and $lkeep) and the United State (beef), but thesedatid
necessarily secure the prospects for the sectom@the first two years of the Hawke Governmehng, t
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new Trade Minister (Lionel Bowen) sought to progrekis problematic position through a more
assertive bilateralism. Nevertheless, this stratagye soon to be replaced by multilateralist sgiate
that sought the inclusion of agriculture within BATT. The first significant manifestation of thigas

a speech by Prime Minister Hawke in Bangkok in Delger 1983 (Garnaut 2002:159). Subsequent
diplomatic effort built momentum for this agendahigh culminated in the commencement of the
Uruguay Round of the GATT in September 1986. Onatimegrior to the commencement of the Round,
Australia hosted a meeting of agricultural expometions with the aim of solidifying a common
bargaining position. This meeting at Cairns (hetheealliance being called ‘the Cairns Group’) fodne
the basis for collective pressure being exertedgycultural protectionist countries via the maitdral
system. In Canberra meanwhile, the bilateralismMahister Bowen was replaced by a stronger
multilateralist ideology upon the appointment (@tel 1984) of his successor, John Dawkins. The new
Minister battled internal resistance—upon the @&fteh anniversary of the commencement of the
Uruguay Round, he confided that his own departrhaadt warned that the multilateral agenda ‘would
end in tears’ (Perrett 2001:50)—before launchirmpmprehensive transformation in the Government’s
position. In his history of this period, Jones (49%) identifies a particular moment that signifibds
shift; a parliamentary speech by Dawkins on 13 NI8§5 in which he “damned with faint praise” his
own Department’s bilateral strategies. Approximatelo years later, the erstwhile Department of
Trade was merged with the Department of Foreigraifdf(to form the Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade, DFAT), and as Jones recounts:

The Department of Trade was not an equal partnethia merger, but was split up
and spread to the four winds... Only the Multilateavision [within the old Trade
Department]went to DFAT unsevered, from which base in DFAToitrished to
generate the dominant trade culture... THtl®e merged DFAT]comprised the
Department of Foreign Affairs and the Multilatef@ivision of TradgJones 1994:17)
(italics added).

This bureaucratic architecture complemented andfaeied Australia’s leadership role in advocating
multilateral agricultural reform within the Urugu@®ound?® Capling (2001:112) suggests that without
access to the financial and practical resourceBFAT, the old Department of Trade “would have
found it impossible to maintain Australia’s diploticaactivism over the eight years of the Uruguay
Round”. The Cairns Group was headquartered in t&rAlian mission in Geneva, and commencing in
the late 1980s, DFAT undertook and sponsored exeresonomic research that sought to quantify the
potential national and global benefits from mutelal liberalisation (side-by-side with comparable
research undertaken by economic units attacheldet®epartment of Primary Industri€sin addition

to the Government's internal economic research lwhpes, there soon emerged an array of external
economic consultants dependent upon the provisi@uch advice to the Government. As elaborated
upon below, an appreciation of this “institutionedpacity” (Capling 2001:110) is vital for an
understanding of the dominance of the multilateraion through the 1990s and into the twenty-first
century.

2 Australia’s leadership role in the Cairns Groupswafended bodily, as illustrated in the followstgry from the Group’s
second ever meeting, in Ottawa in 1987. The Gragpriot determined Chairmanship protocols and AlisBasserted its
right to Chair as founder, while Canada asserted fiost. As Capling (2001:120) relates, the issas resolved when
Dawkins simply pushed Carney [Canada’s Trade Menjsiut of the chair”.

% The Bureau of Agricultural Economics (BAE), which1987 became the Australian Bureau of Agricult®easource
Economics (ABARE), and the Rural Industries Regearad Development Corporation (RIRDC).
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(iii) Dismantling regulationsin domestic agriculture

The dismantling of statutory marketing boards antective agricultural bargaining was the third
overlapping policy theme in this transition towaedgicultural liberalisation in Australia. As witither
like-minded policy agendas, the origins of thesgiatives date from the rise of monetarist and
neoclassical economics in reshaping policy thinkinthin the Canberra bureaucracy. At its core, the
‘new thinking’ on agriculture challenged the asstiomp that orderly market arrangements optimised
national economic benefits. At the time, many of stalia’s agricultural industries were
comprehensively regulated by supply managementesgthat aimed to stabilise prices and production
volumes via direct market interventions. These esyst had been established in the context of the
Keynesian economic strategies that were put inepthaing and following the Great Depression and
the Second World War. Influential think-tanks sua the Centre for Independent Studies began to
publish neoclassical analyses of these regulatidos example, Sieper 1982), which inevitably
concluded that they hobbled the efficiency of Aaléan agriculture, compared to what could be
achieved allegedly through market-based alternsitive series of public inquiries into specific
agricultural sectors by the Industry Commissiortia 1980s and early 1990s further elaborated the
case for regulatory dismantling.

These reports provided a justification for domeaticicultural deregulation, but progress was slow
and piecemeal. Then in the mid-1990s, a breaktliraugegulatory change occurred with the enactment
of National Competition Policy (NCP) legislations &ederal Treasurer, the former Trade Minister John
Dawkins spearheaded a 1994 agreement between Kaistfaderal, state and territory governments for
a coordinated review of all legislation that immattupon competition. Under the terms of the
agreement, legislation would be revoked unlessnaodstrated net social benefit could be proven. For
agriculture, this policy meant the timetabled rewief 254 separate laws (Pritchard 1999:424). The
administrative processes under which these revimok place tended to define ‘social benefits’ in
accordance with relatively narrow conceptions afrexnic efficiency. Interest groups had to shoulder
the burden of proof explaining why regulatory agements should be retained, and prove this against
hostile dominant ideology. The implementation of MN@ed to a rapid dismantling of economic
regulations in the rural sector (Pritchard 1999).

These policies often have been described in tefndecegulating’ agriculture, but more correctly
are described as instituting a regime of ‘markgulation’. Under the new arrangements farmers were
still required to comply with an array of rules apbcedures when selling their produce, but the key
difference was that they were prevented from aatwitectively towards these ends. As documented in
Pritchard and Burch’s (2003:95-129) analysis ofs¢héssues in the Australian processing tomato
industry, they represented a form of ‘enforced vidiialism’; effectively, the State intervened tode
growers to negotiate with (much larger) buyersheiirt produce on individual terms. More extensively,
Morgan (2003) conceives this process as the ‘nmegatation’ of society in accordance with what she
labels ‘the shadow of competition’. She suggeststtie kernel of this approach is that it:

institutionalises a presumption in favour of marlggvernance, and this causes
bureaucrats to reframe or ‘translate’ aspects otiab welfare that previously may

have been expressed in the language of need, abifigr or harm into the language

of market failures or market distortiofMorgan 2003:3)

The embrace of multilateralism was the anchor h@sé bureaucratic transformations, because of its
role in giving sustenance to the imaginaries of utiteous wealth” (Jones 1994: i). From the
commencement of the Uruguay Round, the Australimve@iment systemically ‘talked up’ the
prospects of rural wealth arising from (an allegedipending) global accord on free agriculturatira
Holding out this vision established a justificatifor allegedly ‘necessary’ reforms domestically; a
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“two-edged sword” of the liberalisation agenda tghard 2000). For advocates of multilateralism, a
‘clean’ domestic agricultural sector was vital fitre process of proving Australia’'s bona fides in
proposing liberalised agriculture at a global level

Conclusion: Assessing the emer gence of market liberal policiesfor Australian
agriculture

The arguments used to maintain these policiesraestigated in Pritchard (forthcoming). In the last
section of this article, | ask what general inssgbén be learned from the processes by which Aiastra
embraced liberal agriculture.

Two contrasting approaches to explaining governniggtiaviour provide an entry point for
examining these issues in greater detail. Firgir@grhes under the banner of private interest yhaod
public choice theory suggest that state actionblmmexplained in terms of responsiveness to pressure
groups. As summarised by Bell (1995:30), these aaaphres are essentially society-centred models, in
that “overwhelmingly, the arrows of political catisa flow from society to state and not the otheryw
around”. On the other hand, ‘statist’ models of govnent give greater scope for the autonomy of
bureaucratic institutions to shape government hebavthrough their cultivation of ideological
preferences.

Seen within the frames of this (relatively crud&hdtomy; ‘statist’ approaches would seem to
offer greater scope for explaining the conversiérAostralian agricultural policy towards neoliberal
ideals, at least in its initial stages. As notediea the formative impetus for breaching the Aaban
settlement came from the elite opinion of econasn{§tapling and Galligan 1992), which in the 1960s
found favour within the Tariff Board. The ideologlccapture of this key government instrumentality
provided a successful beachhead for the furthénlalision of neoliberalism within government.

For Corden (1996:146) and Garnaut (2002:153), tusurred because of the independence,
professionalism and technical literacy of the TaBibard economists, emulated afterwards by those of
its successors and other like-minded instituti@@.den and Garnaut are not incorrect to identigséh
factors as being important ingredients to the spadaneoliberalism, but the triumphal and functilsta
emphasis they give to this explanation is altogethe convenient and simplistic. It is not adeqyat
to say that neoliberal policies simply won a contdsdeas, based on objective assessment of rahtion
costs and benefits. To ascribe policy formulatiorhie rational metrics of evidence-based analgsie i
give insufficient credence to the dynamic connaefstilsetween institutions, interests and agencyhm t
mobilisation of particular world views and theirpipation to government action.

Partisan politics fanned the flames of these dewetmts. As discussed by Capling (2001), the
incoming Hawke Labor Government in 1983 was hodtilea perceived legacy of National Party
interests in the Primary Industry and Trade podfgl meaning that agendas of deregulation and
multilateralism provided a rationalising vehicledslodge conservative influence from Australiaraftu
policy making. As noted earlier, this agenda matesed to greatest effect when Dawkins was appdinte
Trade Minister in 1984. Prior to the advent of thepliberal dominance, these areas of government
could be characterised as institutional regimesy-tadministered programs and worked towards
particular concrete objectives (for example, gettnbetter price for Australian sugar being sokw in
Japan). In the neoliberal period however, muchhefrtrationality has been subsumed by a symbolic
agenda—to facilitate the more abstract ideal oftiatgral liberalisation. To this extent, much beir
focus has become indistinguishable from the agenti&sy advocacy coalitions in the private sector,

* There is, of course, extensive elaboration ofdhidsas within the political science and econoriiesatures. For the
purpose of this article however, only the bare sarfehese approaches is referenced.
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notably including the National Farmers’ Federataomd the Business Council of Australia. These areas
of government and their private sector counterpiateeasingly have become arenas for like-minded
policy communities (Grant and MacNamara 1995:50%h vehared intellectual views and regular
interactions through conferences, joint initiatiee®l the like. Argy (1998:230) labels this entangat

the ‘counter-coalition of free-market interestshrdugh the 1980s, the notion of trade and agricailtu
portfolios being repositories for diverse skillacit knowledge bases and corporate memory became
replaced gradually by a more monochromatic pergmecn the centrality of economic literacy as a
platform for recruitment and advancement. AccordingCorden (1996:149) the “boom in economics
training in Australia” during the 1970s and 1986d to the situation where “senior bureaucrats yn ke
departments... have (almost all) been qualified egvsis”. From a very different perspective, Pusey
(1991) argued that these trends were implicate@nnideological capture of policy by neoliberal
economic ‘hardliners’. Shortly after the publicati@f Pusey’s headline-grabbing book the then-
President of the Economic Society in Australia @FAegy) strongly renounced Pusey’s claims in the
annual address to his professional organisatiaonnbamea culpa some years later wrote:

However in some ways Pusey has proved quite prigplile¢ dangers he saw in the
1980s were exaggerated and premature but they ave proving more real(Argy
1998:234)

In conclusion, the conversion of Australian agrictdl policy to the neoliberal ideal has involved f

more than merely an allegedly ‘correct’ set of pplprescriptions being embraced. Australian
agriculture policy has not undergone ‘regulatorgtage’ akin to the US Department of Agriculture
(USDA)—where there is ample evidence that policg program administration is structured to
accommodate vested private interests (Browne 1988era 2004)—but has been converted to a single
ideological position through the ability of a pglicommunity to dominate the terms of debate over
agricultural policy. Consistent with this dominandescourses about the ‘inevitability’ and ‘ratiditd

of neoliberal strategies have flourished. But @&giad in this article’s successor, the construation

these narratives encloses inherent contradictimatsare maintained only through systemic
exaggeration of the benefits of these policies;@olity silences over its costs.
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