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Why measure economic sustainability?

Around the world the three uniform reasons are:

1. To profile the industry’s sustainability

2. To improve sustainability

3. To present the industry’s sustainability credentials

However, the relative emphasis on these three varies greatly



What is economic sustainability?

A range of definitions 

– maintaining capital, viability, meeting growing 

demand sustainably, resilience in face of threats etc

Can be unclear, multi-faceted and/or 

inherently conflicting

Can be industry based or enterprise based



How difficult can it be?
Main challenges faced

A clear purpose & definition

Simple & easy to understand

Quantifiable & transparent

Sensitive to change

One aggregated indicator or a set - simplicity versus meaningful

Small a set of indicators as possible yet comprehensive, robust & effective

Amenable to industry action

Meaningful timeline: annual vs 5 years vs 10 years

A set & robust review process



The Australian Beef Industry

Diverse farms

AACo 0.5 million cattle/7 million hectares

>1,600 cattle / 7% farms / 52% cattle

<200 cattle /41% of farms / 7% cattle 



What is Australia doing?

In a collaborative effort 





Define sustainable beef production in an Australian context

Identify the priority areas and indicators to measure over time

Demonstrate a commitment to continual improvement

Where data is available, report current performance.

The Framework will



• Direct industry investment for continual 

improvement

• Help protect and grow access to investment 

and finance

• Foster constructive relationships with 

stakeholders to work together on continual 

improvement 

• Promote our industry to the community and 

customers

• Guide continuous improvement for industry

It will be used to

Different words but you will recognised these goals in your own sustainability program 



The framework does not:

• Establish or endorse measurement systems at an 

individual business level

• Provide an accreditation or certification system

• Endorse prescriptive management practices

• Create paperwork for individual businesses 

• existing data will be used where available





Definition of beef industry economic sustainability

“the maintenance of economic capital within the beef  industry”  



$ ECONOMIC RESILIENCE INDICATORS

Enhance profitability & 

productivity
Optimise market access

Farm profits
Farm 

productivity
Market access index

Cost of technical 

barriers to trade

% consumers 

satisfiedTake-up of integrity 

programs

Farm cost of 

production
Feedlot 

profits

Processor 

profits

Cost of 

processing



Indicators: issues arising

Rate of return to capital 
Rolling 5-year average
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The Australian beef industry has been expanding
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Lifestyle & legacy

Lifestyle considerations

Love of the land & its way of life

Maintaining & passing on the 

family legacy

You do not want to be the one to sell 

the family farm



Off-farm incomes are a major contributor
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Small & medium family farms (85%)

All farms

Large family farms (14%)

Many operated on part-time 

basis

Husband or wife or sons/ 

daughters work off-farm

• Contract farm services

• Transport companies

• Stock or land agents

• State government

• Local agribusiness

• Retail stores

Or have off-farm investments



Land prices for broadacre farms, by zone 
Pastoral value trebled in last 20 years
Research suggests that land price increases contribute around 80% of the long-term wealth generation of 

Australian farmers – making them more custodians of the land/real estate investors, than farmers



Issues arising: cost of beef production 2016



Issues arising: Productivity growth indicator

Total factor productivity growth 

broadacre

Source: ABARES Australian Agricultural and Grazing Industry Survey 

Total factor productivity 

beef industry



Other issues raised by early assessment of indicators

• How to introduce investment or capital growth measures –

lead indicators?

• Farm investment

• Debt servicing ratio

• Farm equity

• Farms at risk

• Data development issues with demand and 

feedlot/processor profit & cost measures 



Next steps

Sustainability Steering Group just appointed

Oversee development & testing of indicators

Indicators reported on an annual basis 

commencing May 2018 

Comprehensive report & review every five 

years

No targets set, but issue to be revisited in 

the five year review

Bryce Camm
Wonga Plains Feedlot 

Dalby Qld

Chair of Sustainability 
Steering Group

Photo 

courtesy of



Agri benchmark’s 

potential role

In helping to derive meaningful 

aggregate & country sustainability 

measures on farm

In allowing countries to develop & 

compare standard indicators

- especially for profitability & 

productivity

Only credible data source for global 

comparisons



The competition in Australia is close and fast-moving 

Thank you


