Graeme Harris Project report.
During the last two weeks of June 2008, Mr Graeme Harris, Agriculture Head Teacher at Farrer Memorial Agricultural High School, undertook a study tour of a number of stakeholders in the Cotton industry to investigate the impact of Water reforms and adjustment. Since the nomination of this study early in 2007 on the water crisis within the Murray Darling Basin, the issues have received a great amount of media and political interest. The study attempts to capture the viewpoints of a number of stakeholders and present them in the form of a series of case studies with recorded interviews and associated suggested focus questions. In excess of 20 hours of interviews have been recorded and converted into a downloadable form from a website constructed and hosted by the author. It anticipated that the website may also be hosted by the Cotton Catchment Communities Cooperative Research Centre, and that it will be widely publicised throughout teacher networks both Nationally   (National Association of Agricultural Educators) and in NSW ( NSW Assocation of Agriculture Teachers)  and Queensland (Queensland Agriculture Teachers Association). The questions have been specifically tailored to address outcomes from electives in the HSC Agriculture Syllabus, and will also be beneficial for Primary Industries VET students as well as Geography students.
A number of respondents highlighted the skill shortage across all segments of Agriculture and the need to urgently recruit new trainees and employees into Agriculture.

The tour visited a range of industry participants including

Aquatech- Jim Purcell an engineering consultancy group based in Narrabri who has long term industry involvement and is recognised as being at the forefront of water application and use efficiency infrastructure and management systems. Links to advanced computer management systems were provided.
Namoi Water, a advocacy organisation representing water users in the Namoi River which has played an important role in highlighting social justice issues with regard to the water reform process and their impacts on communities and irrigators.

Australian Cotton Research Institute, with discussion between Mr Harris and two CSIRO Plant Scientists regarding the research response to water reforms and increasing productivity gains as a result of improved infrastructure design, plant biology and physiology, soil and irrigation management. Additionally responses looked at the potential for development in the tropical north and investigated the social and political aspects of the use of Genetically Modified crops.

Cotton Catchment Community Cooperative Research Centre – aspects of social impacts of the drought , the role of the CRC in providing research and support for communities were canvassed. A paper on the impacts of drought on the social infrastructure of a small country town (WeeWaa) is included.
Cotton Seed Distributors produce the majority of cotton seed in Australia and is now a significant player on the world stage in Cotton seed variety development and sales. They have pioneering links with the major biotech companies globally and have developed relationships that ensure the continuation of the CSIRO Cotton Breeding Program and maintain access to GM germplasm. The concept of “Cassettes of traits” being available to breeders rather than individual genes is an exciting development.

Three Cotton Producers were also visited and interviews and farm visits conducted. Adverse weather at Auscott prevented a farm tour, however access to sophisticated modelling of the likely impacts of climate change to determine optimum utilisation of resources was beneficial. The three producers represent different types and scales of production from a large vertically integrated Cotton company such as Auscott with production occurring in a number of irrigation areas and states, to a family based company, Price Farms who as well as having a number of farms of their own also provide consultancy and management advice to other producers and additionally sharefarm other properties. A smaller family operation with two adjoining farms and two employees , A & G Carrigan, at Boggabri was also visited. This producer has recently sought training and credentialing at AQTF IV level for himself, his wife and son as a direct result of involvement in a cotton industry training pilot program supported by Cotton Australia, the Federal Department of Employment, Education and Training, with industry training by Farrer Memorial Agricultural High School and CB Alexander College, Tocal NSW.
A further meeting was held between the Author, Graeme Harris and  Mark Hickman, the National Cotton Training Manager, Di Edelman,  Coordinator, Rural Industry Skilling, Skills, Training and Labour Strategy, Industry and Investment, Queensland Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries, and  John Martin, Gateway Schools officer, QDPI. This meeting explored the development and extension of the Cotton Seeds, Cotton Basics training model used in NSW into Queensland. This is a direct result of the success of the program initiative which saw Mr Harris win the National Trade Teacher of the Year Award for Agriculture in 2007 and Farrer Memorial Agricultural High School winning the NSW Vocational Schools Excellence award in 2007 at the NSW State Training Awards.
The author gratefully acknowledges the Institute of Trade Skills Excellence and the National Farmers Federation for their support for the awards and used the prize money to undertake the visits and prepare the associated website and student resources. The author travelled over 2500km and recorded over 20 hours of interviews which have been edited and split into smaller units to facilitate downloading.

A few common threads arose from the process.

· Enormous gains have been made by many irrigators in water efficiency as a result of developments made possible by a number of industry partners.

· Substantial improvements have largely been made and subsequent improvements are likely to be much smaller and more expensive to implement.
· The water reforms up until 2008 have had significant impacts on individuals, irrigators, communities, corporations and support organisations.
· Further reforms that may be introduced by the Murray Darling Basin Authority will have very significant impacts on irrigators and these may lead to significant financial and social dislocation with potential for collapse of some communities and industries.

· Water Licence and Entitlement trading has had significant impacts and will continue to do so in the future.

· Cotton growers are very resilient and are at the forefront of utilizing knowledge and science to solve problems.

· The introduction of a range of new technologies to increase efficiencies is certain, however the costs associated with their introduction may delay their implementation and widespread uptake by many irrigators.
· The shortage of skills at entry level, management  level, research and extension is not only a current problem it is likely to escalate in importance over time, particularly in the face of future good seasonal conditions.

· There are many great stories of successful organisations thriving in “the bush” and some leading edge high technologies being developed in house in small rural towns and cities, a fact that is often ignored by the city based media..
· The cotton industry is blessed with an integrated network of industry partners and any action which breaks this network could have extreme impacts on the ability of the industry to continue to adapt and innovate. The Cotton Catchment Communities CRC is one such organisation 
· The current drought is extreme, however many rivers have ceased running in the past prior to damming and irrigation, so perhaps the current view that rivers must always run may be a shortsighted view.

· Political factors are likely to drive the methods used to generate efficiencies in water use as it is easier to grap media attention when a politician stands in front a large structure rather than by providing access to software which assists in water management .

Two days prior to the release of this report the Australian Government announced the formation of the Murray Darling Basin Authority. This will have significant implications for the future of irrigation and communities within the basin. 
Graeme Harris

4th July, 2008.

Graeme.harris@education.nsw.gov.au
0267648660
