
OPINION EDUCATING AGRIBUSIN·ESS 

Cultivating the leading food 
producers of the future. 
This is the first of an occasional series in which businessmen and women, educators and farmers look at where the next 
generation of Australia's standout agribusiness leaders will be found. Simon Livingstone, principal of Marcus Oldham 
College, considers the challenge facing the education of the wider industry. 

T
here has been a lot of excitement 
among politicians over recent 
months on the future of agriculture, 
and food production in particular. 

Much of this excitement is realistically 
driven by an increasing world population, 
concerns for food security and supply chain 
reliability from paddock to plate. 

Ideas such as Australia being the food 
bowl of Asia have gained traction, together 
with estimates in the Australia in the 
Asian Century white paper that world food 
production is expected to rise by up to 77% 
by 2050, with most of that demand being 
driven by Asia. 

And there has been talk that Australia's 
agricultural sector needs more than $1 trillion 
in capital in the years ahead - for farms, 
infrastructure and facilities such as food
processing centres - if we are to capture our 
share of this enormous and growing market. 

Farming will continue to be a complex 
business and the leading producers of the 
future will be those at the forefront of 
technologies who can analyse, adopt and 
implement the latest scientific practices into 
their food-production systems. 

Productivity growth is central to 
the performance and international 
competitiveness of our rural sector. 

But the biggest productivity impediment 
to the future for Australian agriculture will 
be developing sufficient numbers of people 
with the required skill sets to produce the 
food to satisfy and to meet these potential 
export opportunities. 

HUMAN RESOURCE NEEDS 
The Australian Farm Institute's 2010 report 
into the human resource needs for Australian 
agriculture puts the spotlight firmly on this 
increasing problem. 

The report highlights the decline in the 
agriculture workforce, as well as rural 
workers being attracted to other occupations 
in the mining industries, or in more urban 
environments. 

The advancing age of farmers in Australia 
adds to the workforce decline to result in 

a disastrous loss of skills and knowledge 
already, with further to come. 

Production in the agriculture sector is 
at risk of being severely inhibited by an 
undersupply of appropriately skilled labour 
if no action is taken. 

A shortage of labour in all categories, from 
unskilled rural workers through to highly 
developed managers is predicted and will 
inhibit economic growth for agriculture. 

There are enormous challenges ahead to 
attract young people to agriculture, and to 
ensure we don't just replace the skills and 
knowledge lost as current workers retire, but 
that we increase those skills and knowledge 
and rejuvenate the vibrancy of agriculture. 

We need to clearly show young people 
agriculture provides enormous professional 
and business opportunities, and a vibrant 
and productive agricultural industry is the 
only way we are going to feed a growing 
population in a reliable way. 

But to maxmuse these business 
opportunities and secure the food of our 
populations requires skills, knowledge 
and well-planned, effective education and 
training. 

EDUCATION LEVELS 
A lot of the education and training undertaken 
in the rural sector has traditionally been 
on-the-job with participation in formal 
education well below the national average 
for all other sectors. 

The 2013 Pratley Review of agricultural 
education in NSW found the rural sector in 
Australia is notable for its low levels of post
secondary qualified workers. 

The agricultural sector has a much higher 
proportion of its workforce (greater than 
53%) without post-school qualifications 
than occurs in the national workforce (35%) 
(Pratley, 20 13). 

Worryingly, the graph opposite shows the 
gap between agriculture and the rest of the 
nation has remained about constant since the 
early 1980s. 

But evidence overwhelmingly indicates 
that levels of education are directly linked to 

increased levels of productivity. 
Productivity Co=ission reports have 

identified a key source of productivity 
growth in Australian agriculture has been the 
generation and adoption of new knowledge 
or technologies. 

Productivity growth has come about as 
farmers have made better use of available 
technologies and management practices, 
with this knowledge typically obtained in a 
formal learning context. 

Although all skill levels are in short supply, 
where the rural sector needs to take action 
and develop much higher skill levels in 
order to take full advantage of growing 
world opportunities is in the higher level 
education areas - at the farm manager's 
leveL 

High-performing agricultural managers 
need to make complex decisions and be able 
to profit during challenging times. 

Many skills can be learnt on the job, 
but the development of the high-level 
cognitive thinking needed for sophisticated 
management decision-making is best learnt 
off-farm in a tertiary setting. 

One of the downsides of higher education, 
and business education in particular, 
has been while it has been successful in 
developing excellent high-level skills among 
employees, it hasn't focused much attention 
on people who see beyond employment by 
others and instead wish to develop their own 
new enterprises producing new ideas and 
products. 

DEVELOPING RURAL 
ENTREPRENEURS 
Entrepreneurship is not a new approach, 
and in Australia we have a history of 
innovative pioneers in business, science and 
agriculture. 

Effective and successful entrepreneurship 
is about risk assessment, innovation, 
planning, and effective management of 
processes through to a good business 
outcome. 

Is entrepreneurship learnt, or are we born 
with it? 
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Table 1: Trends in no post-school qualifications relative to the Australian workforce 
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Communities project that is supported by the 
William Buckland Foundation in two rural 
towns in Victoria. 

The aim is to increase the productivity 
and financial wellbeing of rural businesses 
through their entrepreneurial development. 

Together with capital, innovation and · 

business development will be crucial 
to developing the future for Australian 
agriculture. 

• Agriculture 

No post-school qualification 

• Community 

Kindling the spirit of entrepreneurialism is 
essential to our future success as a major and 
prosperous exporter of food, but we can't do 
it without taking some risks as educators and 
trainers ourselves. 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics Catalogue No. 6227.0 & Pratley, 2013) 

That is a question people quite validly ask, 
in the same way as we used to ask whether 
good managers were born or trained. 

Our experience with new management 
training programs over the past couple of 
decades of the 20th century showed us good 
management practices could be taught. 

It is similar with entrepreneurialism - it 
can be taught, developed and nurtured. 

Dr Yasmin Chalmers, director of the 
Centre for the Study of Rural Australia at 
Marcus Oldham, is working with Professor 

Tom Lyons, a world expert from the City 
University of New York, to examine the 
concept of entrepreneurship and how it can 
be developed in agricultural industries. 

These findings will inform the Marcus 
Oldham curriculum and be used to develop 
our nation's future agricultural entrepreneurs 
through undergraduate and postgraduate 
education programs. 

Through the centre, Marcus Oldham 
is also implementing a Developing 
Entrepreneurship in Rural Businesses and 

We need to develop the courses and 
mentoring experiences. 

And we need to be prepared to listen to 
others overseas as well as at home if we are 
to kindle the spirit successfully. Ia 

Contact: 
Dr Simon Livingstone 
Principal of Marcus Oldham College, 
Geelong, Victoria 
Phone: (03) 52433 533 
Email: 
livingstone@marcusoldham.vic.edu.au 

u 
Farming Ahead magazine is looking for its Bush Poet of the Year. 

If you are a promising ,  or established, bush poet we want to hear from you. 

Send your entries to contact@kondinin.com.au. We would love to 
read your work and so would your fellow members. 

So if you have ever wanted to put pen to paper, or keys to 
computer screen, here is your chance! 

ENTER TODAY AND WIN! 

Each month's winner will receive a pair of Blundstone boots 
and a Scrub Grub cookery book. Entries will also be published 

on the Bush Whacker page on Farming Ahead Online. 

Terms and conditions: The promoter is Kondinin Group Limited, 613- 619 Wellington Street, 
Perth WA6000, Ph. (08) 6316 1365, ABN 72 133 413 920. NSW permit No. LTPM/13/00274. 

ACT permit No. ACT TP 13/01083. For full terms and conditions, please visit: 
kondininarchive.farmingahead.com.au/web_files/Bush_Poetry_ TCs_2014.pdf 
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