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Australian 
Society of 
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Science

Newsletter
From the President

Dr Gordon Rogers
With just two years to go before 
the horticultural “Olympics” in 
Brisbane (IHC2014), the AuSHS 
executive has been hard at work 
to make the most of this stellar 
event. 

One important initiative has been 
to develop a strategic plan for our 
society and identify key activities 
that will strengthen us, and to 
deliver value to our members. 

The strategic planning process is 
being managed by Richard deVos 
and started with a planning day 
on July 26 in Sydney (picture at 
right). The result will be a draft 
strategic plan that will be circu-
lated to members in the com-
ing weeks. 
Your input is 
important, so 
please feel 
free to com-
ment on the draft plan when you 
receive it. 

IN THIS ISSUE
 � Agriculture Forum & Fu Qua

 �News and Events

 � Floriade 

 � Plant Communication

 � IHC2014 update

 � R&D funding & Nematodes

 � Postharvest conference report

 �Hydroponics conference report

 � Feeding a Hungry World

 � Agricultural Education review

 � Cuttings

Something we have already 
identified, is that we don’t 
know enough about you -  our 
members. So, we would like to 
ask you about yourself and what 
you think AuSHS should be doing. 

I’m afraid this does mean a 
survey, but it will be concise, 
web-based and only take a few 
minutes to complete. I strongly 
urge all members to fully support 
this important activity, which 
will be sent out within the next 
month.

Something else we noticed is 
that while AuSHS currently has 
450 members, there are 1200 
members of the International 
Society of Horticultural Science 
(ISHS) in Australia. 

So, to the other 750 - how about 
joining us too? Membership is 
free until 2014, and just so you 

know something about us, we are 
sending you this newsletter.

If you would like to join AuSHS, 
please go to the website 

www.aushs.org.au 
and complete the membership 
application form, or simply 
contact one of the members of 
the executive, easy!

I hope you enjoy the third edition 
of our newsletter, and we look 
forward to receiving a flood of 
new membership applications. 

The AuSHS committee. L-R Gerard McEvilly, Jenny Ekman, Gordon 
Rogers, Sophie Parks, John Golding

Young Professionals in 
Agriculture forum

see page 2 for details

stop 
press!
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While unfamiliar to many 
Europeans, fu qua is a common 
vegetable around much of South-

East Asia.  There are many varieties, ranging 
in colour from pure white to dark green, in 
skin texture from slightly bumpy to deeply 
corrugated, and in size from the ~50cm 

monsters preferred in the Philippines to 
the tiny, intensely flavoured types used in 

India and Pakistan.  

While fu qua are traditionally grown over 
a trellis in the field, recent research has 
focussed on hydroponic cultivation, 
either inside or outside a protective 
structure.  A tropical plant, they 
can grow almost like weeds under 
warm, humid conditions; they nearly 
destroyed one of our greenhouses 
here at Gosford one year!  

However, the most fascinating feature of this 

vegetable is possibly it’s hypoglycaemic effects.  
Research has shown that bitter melon can improve 
glucose metabolism as well as reduce 
weight gain associated with Type 2 
diabetes (1).  Even 2g/day of dried fu 
qua powder may be enough to benefit 
some patients (2).

Unfortunately, as its common name suggests, the 
fruit are extremely bitter.  Although many of Asian 
origin enjoy the strong flavour, European Australians 
often find this unappealing.  
Bitterness can be reduced 
by slicing thinly and salting, 
rinsing then steaming, stir 
frying or adding to soup.

1. Leung et al, Anti-diabetic and hypogly-
caemic effects of Momordica charantia 
(bitter melon): a mini review. British J. 
Nutrition 2009, 102:1703-1708
2. Fuangchan et al, Hypoglycemic effect of 
bitter melon compared with metformin in 
newly diagnosed type 2 diabetes patients. 
Ethnopharmacology 2011, 134:422-428.

Fu Qua - Bitter Melon
Fruit of the month - Momordica charantia

Young Professionals in Agriculture forum
Find answers to these topical issues from graduates, 
professionals and opinion leaders including:

Science in the media - Costa Georgiadis 
Host of ABC’s Gardening Australia

Bridging the gap - Bruce Howie
Owner, C-Qual Agritelligence Pty Limited 

Getting your message across -  Ann Burbrook
Media trainer

Building the knowledge base - Brendan Fox
Director, Farm Plus

Using social media -  Professor Tony Peacock
Chief Executive, CRC & Eureka Prizewinner

When:  Friday 19th October 

Where: New Law School, University of Sydney

More information soon @ www.sydney.edu.au/agriculture 
Enquiries:   Ben Smider bsmi4427@uni.sydney.edu.au

Presented by Sydney University Faculty of Agriculture & Envi-

ronment, AIAST, AuSHS, Hort. Media Association & NSW DPI.

Join other young professionals in agriculture, 
including recent graduates, from around the 
country at a one-day forum to connect the dots 

over the issues of our time, including effectively 
communicating the sciences, role of social media 
in agriculture, promoting agriculture as a career 
path, and networking to influence national agendas. 
A professional development initiative for the next 
generation of leaders in agricultural sciences.

 � What are the pressing issues of the future? 
What about our farming futures? 

 � How can I shape development and economic 
policy?

 � Approaching  production and sustainability 
issues with refreshed perspectives,  
new angles and an open mind?

 � How can I use social medias  
in agriculture?

 � Why is a YPA  network  
so important?

by Jenny Ekman

Let's keep the conversation going about …AGRICULTURE
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The 2012 National Conference program will include a range of 
topics and keynote speakers including interactive sessions and 
valuable networking opportunities. 

In addition, a Technical Liaison Day will be held at the conclusion of 
the main conference activities as an optional extra day for researchers, 
technical service providers and extension staff.

When:  21-24 October, 2012 

Where: Leeton, NSW 

The GREENING CITIES confer-
ence will present speakers 
on green roof and green 

wall projects, green infrastruc-
ture, recent research and new 
technology.  Workshops will be 
heald in conjunction with plenary 
seminars and a Green city tour of 
Melbourne

When:  29 Nov - 1 December 2012 

Where: Melbourne 
greenroofsaustralasia.com.au

The Climate Change Research Strategy for Primary Industries 
(CCRSPI) has announced the second national CCRSPI conference. 

The CCRSPI  conference provides an opportunity for delegates 
to consider the impacts 
on primary industries on 
the recently announced 
carbon tax and current 
climate change research 

programs. The preliminary program aims at focusing attention on 
the big questions of how the country’s primary industries will adapt, 
mitigate and thrive in the face of future climate challenges. The event 
provides an excellent opportunity for delegates to connect with 
others working on these issues in the sector and potentially contribute 
to future collaborative approaches to climate change research and 
extension.

When:  27-29 November 2012 

Where: Melbourne Cricket Ground 

News and Events!

Soil Sci-
ence Aus-
tralia and 

the New Zea-
land Society 
of Soil Science 
are holding a joint conference in 
Tasmania this December.  

The conference theme is Soil So-
lutions for Diverse Landscapes.

When:  2-7 December 2012 

Where:Wrest Point Hotel and 
             Convention Centre, Hobart

www.soilscience2012.com

GARDENS OF A 
                GOLDEN ERA

The 33rd National confer-
ence of the Garden History So-
ciety will be held in Ballarat, the 
jewel in the crown of the Victo-
rian goldfields.  The discovery of 
gold in the 1850’s created wealth 
that has left Ballarat with superb 
gardens and architecture, includ-
ing the Ballarat Botanical Gardens

When:  9-11 November 2012

Where: The Mercure, Ballarat

gardenhistorysociety.org.au

theccrspiconference.com.au

CCRSPI CONFERENCE
The

Citrus Australia
NATIONAL CONFERENCE

www.citrusaustralia.com.au
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Tania Chapman - 2012 RIRDC Victorian Rural Woman of the Year, 
Mildura citrus grower and chair of Citrus Australia – is calling on 
rural women from across Australia to attend the free Women’s 

Symposium, titled SHINE! EMPOWER! INSPIRE! this September in Mel-
bourne.

The Symposium precedes a national program Tania will roll-out that 
embraces the skills of young rural women and helps them to become 
future industry leaders.  Five keynote speakers will be featured, in-
cluding Victorian Minister Mary Wooldridge, CEO Kylie El-Sheikh and 
Ruralscope Director Jo Eady.

When:  Tuesday September 4, 2012 

Where: K Room, Parliament House, Melbourne

for more info: tania@shineempowerinspire.com.au

shineempowerinspire.com.au

Irrigation, 
as the big-
gest water 

user in most 
regions of the world, is facing 
significant challenges in balancing 
social, economic and environmen-
tal needs. 

The purpose of the 4th Interna-
tional Conference on Sustain-
able Irrigation and Drainage is 
to generate debate and discuss 
ideas about how irrigation can 
become more sustainable.  Papers 
are invited which focus on how 
research can improve sustainabil-
ity, drawing lessons from the past, 
present and future.

When:  11-13 December 2012 

Where:  University of South 
Australia, Adelaide

wessex.ac.uk/irrigation2012

Hosted by AgriFood Skills 
Australia, this years confer-
ence is themed “Disruption 

or Evolution”. Presentations and 
panel discussions will focus on the 
structural changes taking place in 
Australian food industries.

Conference speakers include;

The Hon Tim Fischer, ex-politician 
and statesman, Barry Irvin (Ex-
ecutive Chairman, Bega Cheese), 
Warren Mundine (CEO Genera-
tionOne), Ian Halliday (Managing 
Director, Dairy Australia) and last 
but definitely not least, Phillip 
Adams, broadcaster, journalist, 
author, satirist and National Living 
Treasure

When:  20 September 2012 

Where:  Four Points by Sheraton, 
Darling Harbour, Sydney

agrifoodskills.net.au

Horticulture Australia, 
together with Agri-
Food Skills Australia 
recently launched a 
new leadership de-
velopment program 
which aims to span 
across all industries.

Horticulture - The Next Genera-
tion aims to use a mix of tra-
ditional, web based and social 
media technologies to develop 
the leadership and business skills 
of emerging and current horti-
cutural leaders.  

Workshops of 2 x 2 days of 
intensive training will be held in 
September and November for 
succesful applicants.

See

horticulture-nextgeneration.
com.au

to subscribe to the free news-
letter, get involved or apply for 
a course.
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Spring enthusiasts will make their way to Can-
berra later this year to witness more than a 
million flowers in bloom for Floriade—Austral-

ia’s celebration of spring, now in its 25th year!

Floriade comes from the Latin word ‘floriat’, which 
means ‘to design with flowers’.  In 2011 more than 
410,000 visited the display, which this year will 
feature 8,814m2 of garden bed filled with 78 tulip 
varieties as well as many other types of flowers.

This year’s theme is Style and Design. Each week 
features different displays, talks and activities 
around this theme.  These include flower arranging, 
growing and cooking seasonal produce, music, gar-
dening tips, gourmet cuisine and fashion shows.

Floriade NightFest returns for five nights from 
Wednesday 26 September to Sunday 30 September. 
Visitors can wander through the gardens and night 
markets lit by stunning light installations, enjoy live 
entertainment and relax with a cocktail listening to 
great music.

Entry to Floriade is free, although charges apply for 
the NightFest shows. 

When:  15 September - 14 October 2012 

Where: Commonwealth Park, Canberra

For more information call 13 22 81 or visit 

www.floriadeaustralia.com

plant
c-o-m-m-u-n-i-c-a-t-i-o-n

Suggesting that plants ‘talk’ to 
each other used to be a sure 
way to get labelled as the lunatic 

hippy fringe. However, there is now 
good evidence that plants are highly 
sensitive organisms that process 
information received from above and below ground, 
and respond to both their environment and their 
neighbours accordingly.

Research has demonstrated that plants can 
communicate by chemical signals (such as the 
warning volatiles released during an insect attack, 
which stimulate defenses in their naighbours), direct 
physical touch and subtle changes in light spectra.

Now, research conducted at the University of 
Western Australia proposes that plants can sense 
their neighbours even when they are blocked from 
view and enclosed in sealed, discrete containers.

A recent paper by Monica Gagliano et al (Out of 
sight but not out of mind: Alternative means of 
communication in plants, PLoS One, 7:5) describes 
how chilli plants were grown next to a fennel 
plant, another chilli plant or empty container. The 
presence of a neighbouring plant, as well as its 
identity, significantly affected seed germination, 
shoot growth and root elongation, even when all 
known methods of communication were blocked..

How the chilli plants achieved this is a mystery.  
However the authors speculate that perhaps 
magnetic fields, sound, or even tiny vibrations may 
be responsible.  More studies are clearly needed.  
Perhaps plants are cleverer than we think!
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Congress 
update

Commercial Nuts from Rainforest 
Trees of Australia and South 
Pacific. 
Wallace, H. 2012. Chronica 
Horticulturae 52 (2) (in print). 

High value horticulture: lessons 
from New Zealand. 
Heyes, J., Stanley, J and Palmer, J. 2012. 

Chronica Horticulturae 52 (1), 12-14.

The Origin of Horticulture in 
Australia: The Early European 
Colony in Sydney 1788-1850. 
Aldous, D.E., Offord C.A. & Silk J.P. 2011. 

Chronica Horticulturae 51 (4), 9-13.

Guiding Young People to 
Horticulture. 
McEvilly, G. & Aldous D.E. 2010. Chronica 

Horticulturae 50 (3), 16-18.

Asian vegetables in Australia. 
Ekman, J.H. 2010. Chronica Horticulturae 

50 (4), 39-43.

If you would like to write a 
specialist article on Australasian 
horticulture for publication 
in Chronica, David Aldous 
(dealdous@gmail.com) would love 
to hear from you. Your article will 
be badged with the IHC2014 logo 
and should highlight the dynamic, 
diverse horticulture of Australia, 
NZ or the Pacific Islands.

Another urgent task for the 
Organising Committee is to attract 
as many sponsors as possible 
to value-add to our congress. 
We have had a great start from 
our Foundation Sponsors, the 
Queensland Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 
and Horticulture Australia 
Limited. 

An attractive Sponsorship 
Brochure (www.ihc2014.org) has 

Now that the draft scientific 
program is close to being 
finalised..

(see www.ihc2014.org)

..the main focus for the organising 
committee is on delegate-
boosting, with frantic promotion 
at international conferences and 
national societies of Horticultural 
Science (in Europe, USA, Taiwan, 
Indonesia, Japan, Thailand, Korea, 
Malaysia and China). We have/will 
have potentially reached  5,000 
horticultural scientists at about 
30 international meetings in 11 
countries, most at little or no cost 
to the Organising Committee by 
mobilising Australian and New 
Zealand delegates as ambassadors 
for IHC2014. 

Promotion to the 7,000 members 
of ISHS continues at all ISHS 
Symposia and through excellent 
technical articles published in 
Chronica Horticulturae, including 
these recent ones:

Please encourage colleagues and others 
involved in horticulture and horticul-
tural science to register their interest 

on the website.

By Russ Stephenson
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Congress 
Update cont...

been published and distributed. 
We desperately need to attract 
more sponsorship funds to 
keep registration fees as low 
as possible. You could help by 
identifying potential sponsors 
for us (contact Nick MacLeod at 
nick.macleod@daff.qld.gov.au). 
Any suggestions will be gratefully 
received!

Although IHC2014 is primarily 
for horticultural scientists, it 
is not exclusively so. AuSHS 
and the Organising Committee 
are working hard to attract 
the involvement of Australian 
horticulture industries so they can 
derive the considerable benefits 
from hosting some of the world’s 
leading horticultural scientists. 

Our Newsletter editor, Jenny 
Ekman, has designed an attractive 
brochure highlighting the benefits 
of opportunities arising from 
IHC2014. If you would like 
to promote IHC2014 

to the industries you work closely 
with, please contact myself or 
Jenny for brochures.

Finally, if you are attending an 
international conference in the 
near future, you can help by 
being an ambassador for IHC2014 
and promote our event to other 
delegates. Contact me at russ.
stephenson@daff.qld.gov.au and I 
will provide you with a distinctive 
team polo shirt and some 
promotional materials. 

A few seconds exposure by 
placing an IHC2014 promotional 
slide at the end of your 
PowerPoint presentation can be 
very effective! 

You will become most popular 
when you give delegates a 
promotional clip-on koala!

Harvesting 
the Sun 

A Profile of World Horticulture

Members of ISHS recently re-
ceived copies of “Harvesting the 
Sun: A Profile of World Horticul-
ture”. 

This full-color, extensively illus-
trated 70-page report examines 
how horticulture touches all of 
us. Harvesting the Sun traces 
the farm-to-table journey using 
simple language and informative 
graphics. It highlights innova-
tions in crop breeding, produc-
tion, and handling, presenting 
recent advances in how to control 
pests and diseases, promote food 
safety, and minimize post-harvest 
losses.

ISHS hopes this publication will 
spark interest in the people and 
processes that coax fruits, roots, 
leaves and flowers to yield health, 
wealth and beauty worldwide.

The report includes useful data 
on production and trade as well 
as basic information on such 
issues as supply chain manage-
ment, food safety, training, health 
benefits, consumer behaviour and 
future opportunities.

Download the whole report at 

www.harvestingthesun.org
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For the past four years, Charles Sturt University 
researcher Gavin Ash and his team from Wagga 
Wagga, NSW, have been developing a biological con-
trol using native nematodes with promising results.

In the early stages, they collected 300 different 
nematodes from across South Australia, Victoria, 
NSW and Queensland and tested each against snails 
in the laboratory.

They found a couple of isolates which kill all four 
major snail species - common white snail, white Ital-
ian snail, conical snail and small conical snail - within 
10 to 14 days of being introduced.

According to Professor Ash “It gives us another tool 
to manage snails which is also more environmen-
tally friendly.  Once the nematodes run out of snails, 
their numbers will fall back though, so it is impor-
tant to integrate them into the system when popula-
tions are high.”

The nematodes work by entering the snail through 
natural openings and release symbiotic bacteria 
which live inside their gut. The bacterium attack 
the inside of the snail and allow the nematode 
to feed on the decaying animal. The nema-
todes breed rapidly, with two nematodes ca-
pable of multiplying to 2000 in a single snail.

N E M A T O D E

In the garden no one can hear you scream

Changes to 
Rural R & D

Following the Productivity Commission’s inquiry 
into the Rural Research and Development Corpo-
rations (RDCs), the Gillard government has an-
nounced a number of changes in policy.

 The aim is to:

• Increase transparency and accountability within 
the RDC model

• Improve coordination and policy setting across 
the rural R&D system

• Increase pursuit of productivity growth

• increase operational efficiencies

According to Senator Joe Ludwig (Minister for Ag-
riculture, Fisheries and Forestry, the changes “will 
build on the strengths of the RDC model, including 
the strong partnership we have with industry in 
funding and setting priorities”

Key changes include:

• enabling RDCs to conduct levy funded marketing

• matching government funding for private volun-
tary contributions (as HAL does now) 

• performance measurements across the R&D 
system

• increased collaboration between RDCs on cross 
sectoral research such as climate change and 
soils

• moves to increase private investment

“Research and development underpins future pro-
ductivity and innovation within our rural industries.  
It drives growth, maintains our competitiveness 
internationally, and means rural Australia can make 
the most of opportunities and respond to change” 
Minister Ludwig said.

“Australian producers are some of the most inno-
vative and productive in the world, and ongoing 
government and industry commitment to R&D will 
keep us on the front foot”. 

However, whether this translates into better fund-
ing for horticulture research through bodies 

such as RIRDC, we will wait 
and see!
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The 7th International Postharvest Symposium 
was held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia in June. It is 
the world’s biggest and most important posthar-
vest event under the Commission of Quality and 
Postharvest Horticulture of ISHS and is held once in 
every four years; the last one was held in Antalya, 
Turkey. 

The conference was well supported with 531 par-
ticipants from 50 countries, including several Aus-
tralian researchers and students who participated at 
the symposium with presentations. It was the first 
time the Postharvest Symposium has been held in 
Asia and the conference had a strong focus on the 
region. The theme of the symposium was ‘Posthar-
vest for Wealth and Health’. 

All aspects related to postharvest handling of 
horticultural crops were discussed and presented 
by some of the world’s best scientists and experts. 
The Symposium provided opportunities to estab-
lish and strengthen international networking with 
world renowned scientists, research institutions and 
industries. 

The programme included 4 plenary sessions, 12 
concurrent oral sessions, 2 poster sessions, 4 work-
shops, exhibitions and technical tours. The IHC 2014 
had a booth at the Symposium and generated a lot 
of interest in Brisbane 2014. 

The next Postharvest Symposium will be held in 
Mexico in four years time, leaving plenty of time to 
practice your Spanish. Ole!

Inside the symposium

Malaysian Agricultural Research and Development Insti-
tute (MARDI) postharvest laboratories

Research and education gardens at MARDIAn afternoon tea tropical fruit feast!
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Chilly mid-winter Ballarat was this year’s 
location for the annual Hydroponic Farmers 

Federation (HFF) conference. 

The Future – Filling in the gaps event brought 
together hydroponic growers, traders, researchers 
and educators with the aim of providing networking 
opportunities and the opportunity to expand 
knowledge. 

The speaker programme was diverse and 
interesting. Energy use and alternatives as well as 
the future in carbon farming were strong themes, 
in addition to the regular technical program of crop 
and business management. 

This year, the HFF sponsored Turkhuu Yadmaa, 
an agronomist from Mongolia, to attend the 
conference. Executive committee member of 
the HFF, David Pearson (Country Fresh Herbs 
Pty Ltd), met Turkhuu in Mongolia when doing 
some volunteer work with Samaratan’s Purse, an 
international relief organisation. 

The average winter temperature in Mongolia is 
-35oC! David felt that there was an opportunity to 

extend their usual three month growing season 
using greenhouses, especially if combined with the 
hot water that is pumped around the capital city 
Ulaan Bataar to keep the residents warm. 

Turkhuu was given the opportunity to attend the 
conference and to visit a number of commercial 
greenhouses in Australia. He plans to set up a small 
pilot greenhouse back in Mongolia. 

D
avid Pearson &

 Turkhuu Yadm
aa

Did You Know...

The recently opened ‘Gardens by the Bay’ in Sin-
gapore features two enormous greenhouses;

 V The Flower Dome, which replicates the cool dry 
climates found in parts of the Mediterranean, 
South Africa and even Australia.  The world’s 
largest columnless conservatory is cooled using 
chilled water pipes.

 V The Cloud Forest, featuring a 35m tall mountain 
complete with waterfall and 9 different climatic 
zones.

 V The garden’s main feature is the Supertree 
Grove.  Constructed from concrete and steel but 
covered in panels of living plants, the 25-50m 
high supertrees are connected by a flying walk-
way giving a view across the gardens and bay.

Report by Dr Sophie Parks
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“Eating is an 

Agricultural Act”
I like this quote from American poet 
and philosopher Wendell  Berry 
because it draws attention to the 
food supply chain, connecting food 
consumers to food producers,  con-
necting the city to the country.  It will 
be the theme of my 
address tonight.

I want to spend the 
next few minutes ex-
ploring this connec-
tion, or unfortunately 
DISconnection, and 
how in 2012, ‘the 
Australian Year of the Farmer’ this 
issue has at last been recognised as a 
serious challenge to our farmers and 
our future food security.

There are many ways to address this 
topic:

I could point out that by 2050 global 
population will reach 9 billion and 
demand for food will be 50% greater 
than it is today.  And we will have 
to produce this additional food from 
less land, less water, more expensive 
energy…CSIRO have calculated that 
we will need to produce more food in 
the next 50 years than in the past 500 
years!  I’ll repeat that;  we will need 
to produce more food in the next 50 
years than in the past 500 years!        

BUT Mick Keogh (CEO of the 
Australian Farm Institute) says we 
know all that, don’t tell us that again!   
OK…

I could point out that Australian 

farmers are among the most efficient 
in the world, they manage one of 
the most variable climates (I am not 
going to mention climate change 
tonight) while operating in one of the 
least subsidised agricultural econo-
mies in the world.  We know Austral-
ian farmers have struggled heroically 
for the past 50 years against declining 
Terms of Trade (the ratio of prices 
received to costs of inputs), and those 
that have stayed in business have 
done so by improving a thing called 
Total Factor Productivity (a measure 
of how well they convert inputs into 
products).  This is a fantastic success 
story that too few understand, 

BUT David Brownhill (Farmer and 
Chairman of Nuf-
field Australia) never 
wants to hear another 
presentation that 
mentions farmer’s 
declining Terms of 
Trade.   So I won’t 
annoy David.

NO.

Instead, I will focus on an issue that 
has caught the attention of many 
leading Australians including:

 V The Governor General in her 
Australia Day speech

 V Australia’s Chief Scientist (Pro-
fessor Ian Chubb)

 V President of the NFF (Mr Jock 
Laurie)

 V Businessmen and philanthropists, 
Mr Dick Smith, Mr Andrew 
‘Twiggy’ Forrest, Mr Tim Fairfax

And many others…

It has led to the formation of organi-
sations such as:

 ^ The Australian Council of Deans 
of Agriculture

 ^ The Primary Industries Educa-
tion Foundation

 ^ Agrifood Skills Australia

 ^ The Primary Industry Centre for 
Science Education

 ^ Education initiatives of the Royal 
Agricultural Society

And many more

It has led to parliamentary inquiries 
in:

 [ Australian Senate

 [ Victorian Parliament

 [ And I believe soon here in the 
NSW Parliament

 [ And created unexpected political 
alliances 

(e.g Bob Katter and Nick Xenophon 
on placing two prices on fresh food, 
one price that the consumer pays, 
and the other what the producer 
receives!)

The issue is, of course, the decline 
in human capacity in the agri food 
industry.  Why is this concerning so 
many?  The situation has reached 
critical condition.

Ageing workforce  (median age of 
farmers 52, versus 40 in the general 
workforce)

 ) Lack of seasonal workers

 ) Lack of skilled vocational 
workers

 ) Lack of university graduates in 
relevant disciplines

In brief, Australia needs a highly 
educated workforce to manage the 
challenges of future food security.  
We, that is society in general, depend 
on a highly educated workforce to 
produce the food we eat.  This is not 
just a crisis constraining industry, 
without food we die.  

We are not meeting demand for 
educated workers, we are not even 
coming close.  

The ACDA calculates there are 

Feeding a Hungry World

The issue is, of course, 
the decline in human 
capacity in the agri 
food industry....the 

situation has reached 
critical condition.

Human capacity to meet future needs 
in the agri-food sector

by Professor Bill Bellotti
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4,000 job vacancies for professional 
agriculturally trained staff every 
year and Australia’s universities 
are producing just 700 agricultural 
graduates per year.  These are just the 
jobs requiring a university degree.  
The situation for vocational training 
is just as critical.  

Let me remind you, these figures are 
just the current demand for actual 
jobs, based on surveys of newspaper 
advertisements.  Future job 
opportunities will be different to the 
jobs available today, our education 
needs to prepare graduates for the 
next 40 years.  The challenges will 
be complex (e.g. modern food supply 
chains), uncertain 
(e.g. climate change), 
and contested 
(e.g. mining vs 
agriculture).

It is not just our domestic food 
security that we are putting at risk.  
Australia exports, on average, around 
70% of what we produce.  Australian 
food producers contribute to the diets 
of 60 million people, the 22 million 
living here and a further 40 million 
overseas.  

But the real impact is greater still; 
another 400 million, living mainly in 
developing countries, benefit from 
Australian agricultural technology, 
training and science.  
Australia’s foreign aid 
program includes 
many agricultural 
research projects 
funded by the Australian 
Centre for International 
Agricultural Research 
(ACIAR), I have led these 
projects in western China and east 
India, and this form of aid is set to 
increase as it is recognised as being 
one of the few effective pathways for 
the very poor to lift themselves out of 
poverty.  

By studying agricultural science you 
really can…

…Feed the world and save the 
earth…

This is not just marketing spin.

How did we get to this low point?  

In a word, complacency.  There are 
many contributing factors:

 @ Low profitability in many 
agricultural enterprises

 @ Negative portrayal of agriculture 
in the media

 @ Declining population in rural 
areas / concentration in cities

 @ Declining contribution of 
agriculture to the national 
economy (40% in 1950 to 3% 
now)

 @ Low level of awareness and 
understanding of agriculture and 
food.

We have come to 
expect our food to be 
plentiful, safe, and 
above all, cheap.  In 
Australia we have 
a modern, efficient, 

but highly concentrated food retail 
sector.  The business model of these 
big retailers is to drive COST out of 
the supply chain.  

Ask any farmer about the 
power these big retailers 

wield. 

Food price wars damage the long 
term viability of the agri-food sector.   
One dollar a litre for milk and one 
dollar for a loaf of bread may be 
popular with consumers in the short 

term, but many producers and 
processors are warning of future 
impacts on food security as 

Australian operators are driven 
out of business.  Government 
inquiries and the Australian 

Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC) have 

concluded that the retailers are doing 
nothing illegal and authorities are 
powerless to act.  

Legal maybe, but ethical?

So yes, we have a problem; what 
are we doing about it?  Quite a lot, 
as it turns out.  Government and 
industry are making a start, but a 

greater coordinated effort needs to 
be sustained over many years.  Some 
recent government initiatives include:

 V For the first time Australia will 
have a National Food Plan,

 V The recently released FoodMAP 
is another valuable resource.

We need to ensure that food security 
and agricultural sustainability are 
included under the Sustainability 
Cross Curriculum Priorities in 
the national education curriculum 
review by the Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority 
(ACARA).

A soon to be released review of 
future science needs of Australia will 
call for greater support of science 
teachers, including agricultural 
science.

And much more…

After a long period of neglect, 
industry is playing a growing and 
necessary role:

 ^ NFF backing apprenticeships and 
skills training

 ^ AgriFood Skills innovations in 
workplace training

 ^ Woolworths Agricultural 
Business Scholarships

 ^ Nuffield Scholarships

And the list goes on…

In fact, there is so much activity 
currently that governments are asking 
for greater coordination and the 
formation of peak bodies to integrate 
and assimilate the many different 
voices with a stake in the agri-food 
sector.

But all this is still not enough!  

We need to look deeper for 
the underlying causes of our 
complacency concerning food and 
agriculture.  There is an alarming 
lack of knowledge and understanding 
in the general public about food 
and agriculture, a topic I call Food 
Literacy.

A recent survey commissioned by 
PIEF made headlines around the 
world by highlighting the low level 
of knowledge among year 6 and 10 

Australian food pro-
ducers contribute to 

the diets of 60 million 
people

Food price wars damage 
the long term viability of 

the agri-food sector
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students, and even their teachers, of 
how food was produced.  Behind the 
misleading headline, “yoghurt grows 
on trees”, were worrying findings:

 � The most common job associated 
with farming by year 6 students 
was ‘shearer’.

 � Only half of year 10 students 
associated scientific research 
with farming.

 � Greater than 80% of teachers had 
not studied primary industries 
subjects at university.

Clearly we have a long way to go if 
we are, to quote the American rural 
sociologist Thomas Lyson, 

‘move...from a society of 
passive food consumers, 

to a society of active food 
citizens’. 

 By passive food consumers he refers 
to the majority that consume what 
the advertising tells them to purchase 
from the supermarket shelves and 
the fast food outlets.  By active 
food citizen he refers to those who 
are aware of their food choices and 
empowered to make a difference in 
the way their food is produced.  The 
concept of Food Literacy provides a 
framework for educating the public 
about their food choices and has 
three components:
1. Being aware of the impact of 

our food choices on our health
2. Being aware of the impact 

of our food choices on our 
environment

3. Being aware of the impact 
of our food choices on the 
businesses and communities 
along the food supply chain

Carlo Petrini, the founder of the 
global Slow Food movement, 
succinctly described these three 
criteria as Good, Clean, and Fair.

Raising the public standard of 
Food Literacy will be a long term 
challenge.  

Consider, the national dietary 
guidelines have been included in 
public health promotion campaigns 

for at least three decades, and yet we 
are in the middle of a rising obesity 
epidemic with all its associated 
health costs.  Publicly funded diet 
and health campaigns are often in 
opposition to advertising campaigns 
by private food corporations. The 
two sectors need to join forces with 
a unified message.  This will be a 
challenge for corporate ethics.

Food consumption represents one 
of the largest impacts an individual 
has on the environment.  Agriculture 
consumes around 70% of our fresh 
water and contributes around 17% of 
greenhouse gas emissions.  We waste 
around 30% of what we produce.  
We are in the early days of studying 
how to minimise these impacts 
through approaches such as Life 
Cycle Assessment applied to our food 
systems and Payment for Ecosystem 
Services providing a new source 
of income for landholders, there is 
plenty of room for improvement, it is 
an exciting time.

  

We have hardly begun to seriously 
question the fairness of our current 
food supply chains.  Issues like the 
food price wars are galvanising 
action.  Grassroots community 
organisations are springing up in 
response to perceived inequity of the 
dominant paradigms.  Organisations 
like the Sydney Food Fairness 
Alliance are at the forefront.  New 
marketing models are emerging, 
Farmer’s Markets and online 
marketing models like Food Connect 
who guarantee that 40% of the 
food consumer’s dollar reaches the 
food producer.  These alternative 
marketing approaches account for 
only a small percentage of today’s 
food economy, but they are growing 
rapidly.

I believe investing in raising the 
standard of Food Literacy will have 
many diverse benefits, including:

 ) Improving the profitability of 
food producers,

 ) Reducing the incidence, and cost 
of treating, diet related chronic 

disease,

 ) Reducing the environmental 
footprint of our food choices, and

 ) Increasing the number of school 
leavers choosing a career in food 
and agriculture.

Not a bad set of outcomes!

Now let me conclude by outlining an 
exciting new possibility for Greater 
Western Sydney.

The Federal Government has 
provided the University of Western 
Sydney (UWS) with funds to 
explore the creation of a new 
alliance between UWS, University 
of Sydney, and Agriculture NSW 
(DPI) to focus on agriculture, food 
and the environment.  The proposal 
is to combine the resources of these 
organisations to form a world class 
education and research provider. 

We have a name for this new entity. 
Sydney Agriculture Food & 

Environment 

SAFE would be a world class 
research and education provider.  
It would combine existing 
human resources (academics, 
research scientists, etc), and 
facilities (laboratories, research 
farms, etc), and offer new and 
innovative undergraduate teaching 
and postgraduate training in 
sustainability, with themes around 
food, agriculture, energy and water.  
It would be a one-stop-shop for 
industry
To become a reality SAFE will need 
the usual ingredients;

Vision
Leadership

Political support
Money

SAFE agriculture, SAFE food, SAFE 
environment.. 

Thank You.

Professor Bill Bellotti holds the Vincent 
Fairfax Chair in Sustainable Agriculture 
and Rural Development, based at the 
Hawkesbury Campus of the University of 
Western Sydney

1.  Health

2.  Environment

3.  Fairness
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Regular readers of this newsletter 
may recall the article in our last 
issue by Professor Jim Pratley, 
head of the Australian Council of 
Deans of Agriculture.  Professor 
Pratley raised his concerns 
regarding a forecast massive skills 
shortage in horticulture due to 
the low numbers of graduates.  
These issues are echoed by 
Professor Bill Bellotti in the 
current edition.

The NSW Ministers for Education 
(Adrian Piccoli) and Primary 
Industries (Katrina Hodgkinson) 
have now announced an 
independant review of agricultural 
education and training.

Professor Pratley will lead this 
review, which is expected to be 
completed by 30 June 2013.

Minister for Education Adrian 
Piccoli has said he understands 
that the sector needs to be 
equipped with an appropriately 
educated, trained and qualified 
workforce.

“There is also a clearly identified 
need for our young students to 
gain an understanding of food and 
fibre production,” Mr Piccoli said.

“Only recently, research revealed 
that three-quarters of Australian 
children in their final year of 
primary school believe cotton 
socks come from animals and 
27 per cent were convinced that 
yoghurt grows on trees.

“We also want to address 
the decline in enrolments 
for agriculture in the higher 
education sector.

“Many students are not aware 

Cuttings
Newsletter editing & layout by
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jenny.ekman@dpi.nsw.gov.au

of the many opportunities 
available to them in the dynamic 
agricultural sector.

“Skill shortages have been 
identified, and if these are not 
addressed, both regional NSW 
and our overall State economy 
will be impacted.

The review will consider 
the effectiveness of NSW 
government-owned teaching 
institutions and research facilities 
in identifying and supporting 
best-practice for the industry.”

Submissions to the review may be 
sent to...

Email:
agriculturalreview@det.nsw.edu.au 

Post:
Manager
Review of Ag. Education and Training
NSW Dept of Educ. & Communities
GPO BOX 33
SYDNEY NSW 2001 

        Agricultural 
            education

under REVIEW

Forests NSW 
has just 
launched 

‘Wildlife De-
tective’, a free 
iPad app game 
that takes pre 
and primary school children on 
a search for threatened species. 
The app helps explain the work 
undertaken by Forests NSW prior 
to harvest operations. It allows 
the player to be a forest ecologist 
– or wildlife detective.

While on the subject of 
‘apps’, there are now 
many available that 

relate to horticulture.  Some that 
could be of interest include;

Crop Diseases by the Horticultural 
Industry Network (DPI Vic) FREE.  
Great for pathologists! View pic-
tures of diseases and share with 
others.

Learning Plant Language by Agro-
nomic Acumen, $32.99.  Includes 
pictures of deficiencies and toxici-
ties.

Pest Genie, subscription required.  
Includes labels, MSDS’s and other 
support material for pesticides.

Australian Wildflowers by Mush-
room Pudding, $2.99. 

Agworld by Agworld Pty Ltd. 
$109.99. Software for farm plan-
ning, management and reporting

Graham Gregory 
Award 

Nominations are now open for 
the 2012 annual HAL awards.  

The Graham Gregory award is 
presented to the candidate who 
has demonstrated excellence in 
horticulture from any point on 
the supply chain. The award in-
cludes a $10,000 cash prize.

The Young Leader award is open 
to candidates aged 35 or under 
and recognises leadership within 
horticultural industries.

Nominations close on 21st Sep-
tember.  Contact Katja Phegan for 
details;  
katja.phegan@horticulture.com.au


