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SUMMARY 
 
The project aimed to develop industry-wide integration of cropping-systems RD&E to 
maximise effectiveness and efficiency of industry RD&E expenditure and expertise. 
 
Two activities were held: 

• A facilitated 2-day meeting of key cropping systems players representing major 
organisations.  Short presentations were made on current projects to identify the 
current programs of work and gaps and synergies were identified. 

• Informal meetings of a small group interested in pursuing common goals to digest 
the outcomes from the 2-day meeting and develop an outline of the integrated 
RD&E vision. 

 
No formal driver for an overarching joint-venture model was identified – institutions have 
different foci and need to keep their ‘independence’.  The participants identified that 
engagement should be on a project-by-project basis and with some co-location and with 
industry better defining what RD&E it needs and a more active brokering role from 
RD&E funders.  Cropping systems RD&E should focus on four areas: 

o Conventional farming systems; 
o The ‘new’ farming system 
o Integration of sugarcane with alternative crops 
o Development of systems for production of sugarcane for non-sucrose uses, eg 

‘energy’ canes. 
In conventional farming systems RD&E needs to focus on the E component, in new 
farming systems the focus needs to be on the D and E components, whilst in integration of 
sugarcane with alternative crops and in the development of alternative-use sugarcane 
crops the emphasis needs to be in the R and D components.  Sitting above these is the 
need to reduce the industry’s environmental footprint and to minimise input costs. 
 
Meetings such as this workshop were seen as useful forums for updating others on what is 
happening, developing closer personal contacts, and developing new collaborations and 
ideas.  These need to be repeated regularly, perhaps annually. 
 
 



1.0 BACKGROUND 
 
Sugarcane cropping systems RD&E is highly fragmented.  There are some good 
relationships, usually based on close personal contacts.  However, the main providers 
(BSES Limited, Queensland DPI&F, CSIRO Sustainable Ecosystems, Queensland 
NR&W, National Centre for Engineering in Agriculture (NCEA) and CSR) have limited 
knowledge of each other’s goals, resources and activities.  They generally seek concerted 
action only on specific projects, and usually in the brief period following an SRDC 
funding call.  This restricts them, and the sugar industry, from making best use of their 
limited resources. 
 
BSES has recently moved to better integrate its cropping-systems research with extension 
as its QCrops program.  ‘New’ players, such as regional NRM bodies and WWF, who 
have a growing interest in sugar-industry cropping-systems research, find it difficult to 
form the partnerships necessary for impact in this scattered cropping systems landscape.  
Integration of the BSES QCrops program with activities being undertaken by a wider 
range of RD&E players will logically enhance delivery of R&D outcomes to industry end 
users. 
 
The BSES-CSIRO joint venture on plant improvement, the now-defunct Sugar Yield 
Decline Joint Venture and the CRC for Sugar Industry Innovation through Biotechnology 
provide excellent examples of how, by coordinating activities across organisations, the 
industry can enhance the use of its human and financial capital.  This will become 
increasingly important in cropping systems RD&E, for which a looming skills shortage 
and limited institutional support make it critical that existing resources are used 
efficiently.  This can only occur if RD&E providers have a common view of industry 
needs and coordinate their responses via shared goals and implementation pathways.  This 
will inform both the tactical (project design) and strategic (staff levels and skills mix) 
decisions required to effectively meet the ongoing RD&E needs of the sugar industry. 
 
 
 
2.0 OBJECTIVES 
 
SRDC and BSES co-funded project BSS314 Developing an integrated cropping-systems 
RD&E program for the industry aims to develop a plan for delivering coordinated 
cropping systems RD&E to the industry, based on industry consultation and institutional 
buy-in.  Two sets of activities were undertaken: 

• A facilitated 2-day meeting of key cropping systems players representing major 
organisations.  Short presentations were made on current projects to identify the 
current programs of work and gaps and synergies were identified. 

• Informal meetings of a small group interested in pursuing common goals to digest 
the outcomes from the 2-day meeting and develop an outline of the integrated 
RD&E vision. 

 
The activities and outputs of the process are described here. 
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3.0 FACILITATED MEETING STRUCTURE 
 
The 2-day meeting was held on 18-19 June in Brisbane and facilitated by Denis Loney of 
Corporate Context.  Attendees (an invited group providing a compromise between having 
a workable number of people, and covering all disciplines, all organizations and all 
projects) were: 

• BSES – Peter Allsopp, Bernard Schroeder, Peter Samson, Barry Salter, Barry 
Callow, Rob Cairns, Cam Whiteing, Marian Davis, Toni Anderson 

• CSIRO Sustainable Ecosystems – Peter Stone, Peter Thorburn, Rob Bramley, 
Steve Attard 

• CSR Sugar – Andrew Wood 
• Queensland DPI&F – Mike Bell, Neil Sing, Vicki Battaglia 
• Queensland DNRW – Phil Moody 
• National Centre for Engineering in Agriculture (NCEA) – Erik Schmidt, Craig 

Baillie 
• Terrain NRM – John Reghenzani 
• CANEGROWERS – Tim Wrigley 
• SRDC – Bianca Boseley 

Others, for example ASMC, were invited but could not attend. 
 
The first day was mainly devoted to a welcome, summarising organizational and program 
objectives and brief project descriptions so that all knew what was being done and in what 
context.  To make best use of the time available, attendees were asked to summarise 
projects by: 

1. Identify the area(s) that best describe the nature of the program/project, and  
2. Preparing a short (no more than five slides) PowerPoint description of the 

program/project for presentation at the workshop, using the headings:  
• Area that best describes the program/project 
• Program/project 
• Participants 
• Organisations 
• Objectives 
• Planned outputs 
• Extension linkages 

 
The day ended with a set of observations from the group as a whole. 
 
Day two focused on future R&D needs and major priorities, major opportunities for 
coordination and integration, recommendations on methods for integration, and the next 
steps for advancing integration.  We used a three-group format with two report-back and 
discussion sessions. 
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4.0 DISCUSSIONS 
 

4.1 Day 1 
 
Peter Allsopp outlined the aim of project BSS314 – to develop industry-wide integration 
of cropping-systems RD&E to maximise the effectiveness and efficiency of industry 
RD&E expenditure and expertise – and the process involved (Appendix 1).   
 
Aims and targets of SRDC, BSES’ Improved Cropping Systems program, CSIRO 
Sustainable Ecosystems’ sugar program, NCEA, Reef Rescue and FutureCane, and 
Terrain were presented by Bianca Boseley, Bernard Schroeder, Peter Stone, Craig Baillie, 
Neil Sing and John Reghenzani, respectively (Appendix 2). 
 
Major points from these were (including my interpretations): 

• SRDC’s capability to fund new projects will be reduced – larger, high-impact 
projects will be favoured, but, perhaps, cropping-systems projects will find it 
difficult to generate enough of the ‘Wow’ factor to secure funding 

• BSES has the widest capability in cropping systems, through harvesting, and 
nutrient, pest, disease, weed and water management, and a focus on packaging 
R&D outcomes for delivery to industry 

• QDPI&F R&D capability will focus on the integration of sugarcane with 
alternative or competing crops 

• CSIRO will focus on providing underpinning science to address national priorities 
(in sugar, particularly off-site impacts on national assets) – this will change their 
relationship with the sugar industry and require industry to cover salary and 
operating costs 

• NCEA has capabilities in enabling technologies and machinery-based systems 
• BSES is the lead organisation for extension – this is complemented in the area of 

new farming systems by the QDPI&F component of FutureCane 
• Reef Rescue program is likely to require input from industry and NRM bodies, 

although the final form is not yet known 
 
Then followed an outline of RD&E programs currently underway within the different 
organisations.  These were grouped to reflect the different foci and concluded with a set of 
proposed new initiatives.  The presentations (Appendix 3) were: 

• Farming systems – BSES – Salter 
• Farming systems – QDPI&F – Bell 
• Nutrient management – BSES – Schroeder 
• Nutrient management – CSE – Thorburn 
• Atmospheric N – Terrain – Reghenzani 
• Pest management – BSES – Samson 
• Weed management – BSES - Callow 
• Water management – CSE – Attard 
• Water management – BSES/Canegrowers - Davis 
• Precision agriculture – CSE – Bramley 
• Engineering – BSES – Whiteing 
• Engineering – NCEA – Baillie 
• Extension – BSES – Cairns 
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• FutureCane – QDPI&F/BSES – Sing 
• New developments 

o Remote sensing – DPI&F – Bell 
o Eco-accreditation – Terrain – Reghenzani 
o Energy Cane – Terrain – Reghenzani 

 
Observations of day 1 were canvassed from all participants and grouped under a set of 
headings: 
 
• Program efficiency 

o There have been significant changes within the sugar industry over the last 40 
years.  In the early days, expertise was all in-house.   

o Expertise and knowledge is diluted and lost by lack of funding and by moving 
individuals to other organisations. 

o Things have not changed very much, i.e. canegrub projects – why is this work 
still needed as this research was established in the 1990s? – dynamic system 

o Is it too patchy ‘bits and piecey’ 
o Is it too researcher driven?  Or is it someone saying I really want “service X”? 
 

• Integration 
o Collaboration occurs when people want to collaborate 
o What is the value of working together? 
o Collaborative working is already in place / Good collaboration at grass roots 

level / Do need to realise that there is a lot of interaction going on 
o Coordination could be better in many ways – limited amount of funding available 

for R&D.  We are all competing for the same funding which is becoming more 
limited 

o Skills set mixed both across organisations and within organisations - which ones 
are missing?  Are there problems in particular areas/fields?  If so, are they 
fixable? 

o Integration is a key driver for moving forward 
o Are we making sure that the impact of each research project is integrated, i.e. 

does Project A link to Project B? 
o YDJV provided a model but this model could be improved upon 
o Where is the next joint venture going to come from?  Restricted due to the 

difficulty with the provision of funding for each organisation and resource 
management. 

 
• Usefulness of networking/information gathering 

o Broad range of skills and the knowledge of what other organisations are doing - 
this might assist in future projects 

o Find out more about what others are doing 
o CRCSIIB used to have annual meetings which were also good venues for 

networking and information gathering.  Served as a stimulus for collaboration 
and cooperation 

o Institutional foci vary and this is a proactive element.  However, if it is not 
viewed as proactive it can be seen as a negative influence 
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• Increasing adoption 
o Non-adoption versus rapid adoption of practices is a money issue 
o Individual growers will not adopt the practices required to monitor canegrubs, so 

is there a role for an outside consultancy? 
o Need to package knowledge – but differentiate between package and 

dissemination of information. 
o Too great a reliance on individuals in the sugar industry – this skill is lost when a 

person leaves the organisation 
o Opportunities of bringing differing elements of research together? 
o Find a way to deliver a cane growing system as an integrated package rather than 

in individual elements. 
 
• Funding 

o Not very much duplication of research projects – a positive outcome 
o Investment funding on the decline 
o How do you stop doing what you don’t want to do anymore? 
o Needs agency to assist in coordination of projects. 
o Different approach to funding, i.e. SRDC commissioning work once review of 

the expertise in this field has been audited.  Rather than competition for the 
funding among individual organisations 

o Do we sell ourselves sufficiently well to secure funding?  Review of R&D found 
that $1 invested gave $7 return for the industry 

o NRM push coming along there could be some dollars in this we should have a 
coordinated to approach to making the best out of this for the industry 

o Organisations such as CSIRO will require full salary, operating, etc, to come 
from external funding, i.e. they will not co-fund these components 

 
• Recruitment and retention 

o Attracting people and succession planning for the sugar industry is a huge 
problem 

o True succession planning is not happening with the industry 
o In terms of succession planning - stop talking about do it and just do it 

 
• New research 

o Engineering element to enhance overall projects is an opportunity for NCEA 
o Blue sky and technology-enhancing projects - need to focus some on these  
o Make greater uses of the resources within the sugar industry 
o Varieties and matching to farming systems could be linked together with 

physiology work. 
o Nitrogen approaches – three different projects of note already discussed today 
o Root systems of cane is a little researched area 
o Gap in soil biology and roots in future farming systems – skills are short and 

difficult to find – this needs to be addressed 
 
• New challenges 

o How do we marry the NRM focus with the profitability and maintaining the 
viability of farms?  This is collectively our greatest challenge.  There has to be 
common goals between these two areas 



 6

o Adopting BMP – is this going to deliver NRM outcomes?  Everyone is hoping 
that they will overlap and this is an assumption 

 
 
 

4.2 Day 2 
 
In day 2, participant groups were asked to firstly to: 
1. Identify future R&D major opportunities 
2. What do you see as major opportunities for coordination/integration of R&D? 
3. What methods for coordination/integration could be used? 
 
Report-back presentations from each group are given in Appendix 4.   
 
 
Comments arising from discussion of syndicate group views 
 
Group A 
• NRM bodies to feedback to other organisations 
• Looking for unbiased capacity of an organisation – SRDC is an existing established 

structure which is why it was targeted as an organisation to use to coordinate research 
• GRDC openly commissions projects, call and priority areas, scoping ideas (perhaps a 

new project may come out of this over time) 
• If you commission research within a core theme for along period of time and a 

continuity of funding, you have an ability to look into the long term, maintain people 
and sustain continuity and momentum.  Length of time of projects could be reviewed 

• Effort generated into project proposals – inefficient and time consuming.  This is why 
commissioned research could be an improved approach. 

 
Group B 
• Packaging – how do we get all the great work into extension and disseminated in field 
• Projects addressing issues with collaborators identified – this could be done now 
• Process of Sugar R&D Plan – ASA Committee target is to develop a plan, but they 

have been looking at the structure as a priority and not looked so closely at the plan as 
yet.  Need a plan and structure before you will achieve alignment. 

 
Group S 
• Impact of cropping systems research can be stronger than varieties research, i.e. fuel 

usage per hectare if it is reduced has a huge economic impact on growers 
• Have we sold ourselves well enough – and if we do this better is the funding 

environment likely to be better? 
• Survey BSES did with 400 cane growers – everyone knew BSES produced varieties, 

but growers did not connect that BSES was involved in nutrition, pests, etc.  Is this 
because we had not sold this enough? 

• Problem with selling yourself is that you need to know your target audience.  This 
difficult, as each audience you target will be impacted by different ideas 

• How do we package things?  It is a key question to address. 
• There are some organisational barriers to discussing R&D 
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• We need to change the environment under which we operate in order to move 
forward. 

• This involves a behaviour change in growers and there is resistance by some growers 
to this. 

• Change is occurring and it is important not to forget this – it may be rate of change 
that we need to focus on and not volume. 

 
Broad comments, observations and conclusions  
• Climate change not mentioned at all by any group – despite it appearing in some 

organisations’ key focus 
• People struggle with climate change as an issue – how do you respond in a 5-10 year 

project cycle when climate change is a longer term issue, i.e. over 50 years.  
• Climate change often addressed in a hidden way in new farming systems and water-

use efficiency projects rather than as a direct approach to climate change. 
• We have a client base but we struggle to identify our needs and how we add value 
• Strategic Plan – strategic approach to R&D required 
• Disparate clients - disparate needs 
• How important is the ASA Committee in answering some of these questions?  Should 

these questions from the workshop be fed to the Committee to address? 
• YDJV was successful because it started with a perceived issue.  So, if you use an 

issue-based approach you have more chance of success, even if you don’t know 
where you are going.   

• More expansive vision but with better focus 
• Common driver will be production 
• Food producers and energy capturers – we need to collaborate and integrate with 

these areas to expand the ‘cake’ for sugarcane growers – these areas are interwoven 
• Active facilitation and coordination of R&D is wanted, whether SRDC is the 

organisation to achieve this or not (but not to define the direction of the research) 
• How does the industry give guidance to SRDC regarding the research the industry 

would like?  They used to have regional industry meetings.  How do we get more buy 
in from everyone to set the direction of research? 

• SRDC supports the production of regional plans but they cannot set this direction.  
However, SRDC could assist like CRDC does in the cotton industry in setting this 
direction. 

• Brokering role for research is an ideal role for SRDC - SRDC does already have a 
coordination role but often this is after the expressions of interest have been received. 

 
 
 

4.3 General summary of both days 
 
• R&D priorities 

o Sustainable sugarcane industry with different products as part of a complex of 
crops sustaining local communities 

– NRM outcomes 
– Profitability and productivity 
– Inter-related components 
– Changing economic and climate environments 
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– Difficulty in getting change 
– Need to grow the RD&E cake 

 
• Opportunities 

o Systems analysis of benefits of alternative products from cane, particularly 
‘energy’ canes 

o Novel techniques for gathering, interpreting and disseminating information about 
sugarcane crops to aid management  

o More diversified cropping in cane areas – integration options in the whole 
farming system 

o Most appropriate natural resources management and overall farm management 
that ensure viability and reduce environmental footprint 

o Packaging information to make it more useful 
o Better understanding of basic capability of the sugarcane plant and of the 

interaction of plant, environment and other biota needed to underpin new 
advances 

 
• Methods 

o Better ‘brokering’/commissioning in the development of new projects 
o Need clearer directions of what industry wants/needs are – but with regional 

input 
o Funding needed over broad areas over longer time frames 
o At project level, relationships are the driver for integration, but helped by 

brokering 
o At higher level, there is no driver for more formal arrangements, except for co-

location 
o Research providers such as CSIRO will require funding providers to fully fund 

salaries, operating and travel 
 
 
 
5.0 POST-WORKSHOP ACTIVITY 
 
Given that the workshop did not identify a driver for more formalised arrangements 
among RD&E providers, so ‘formal’ meetings of “a small, representative working party” 
envisaged in the project proposal were not undertaken.  There were, however, informal 
discussions among participants on the outcomes of the workshop and how these might be 
progressed.  These concluded: 
 
• There is no formal driver for an overarching joint-venture model similar to the BSES-

CSIRO variety improvement joint venture.  Rather there should be a range of 
engagement arrangements on a project-by-project basis and with some co-location. 

 
• The ‘industry’ needs to develop a clear vision of what it wants from RD&E and the 

important issues that need to be addressed – this is potentially a role for the 
Australian Sugar Industry Alliance.  It is then up to the RD&E organisations to 
address these needs. 
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• Funders should move to commissioning/brokering more RD&E over broader areas 
with timeframes longer than 3 years – this is a role for SRDC.  

 
• Cropping systems RD&E should focus on four areas: 

o Conventional farming systems; 
o The ‘new’ farming system 
o Integration of sugarcane with alternative crops 
o Development of systems for production of sugarcane for non-sucrose uses, eg 

‘energy’ canes. 
 
• If RD&E is viewed as a continuum of activities, then in conventional farming systems 

this needs to focus on the E component, in new farming systems the focus needs to be 
on the D and E components, whilst in integration of sugarcane with alternative crops 
and in the development of alternative-use sugarcane crops the emphasis needs to be in 
the R and D components.  Sitting above these is the need to reduce the industry’s 
environmental footprint and to minimise input costs. 

 
• Outcomes need to be packaged much better and their impacts need to be promoted 

better to the industry to demonstrate value. 
 
• Meetings such as this workshop are useful forums for updating others on what is 

happening, developing closer personal contacts, and developing new collaborations 
and ideas.  These need to be repeated regularly, perhaps annually. 
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