" Short fuse of fury

Australia’s normally conservative and self-
effacing farmers are on the march, in a spirit
of aggression and determination that has

probably

not been equalled for decades.

JULIAN CRIBB, editor of National Farmer
Magazine, argues the case behind the new
wave of agrarian militancy.

THERE is anger in the
bush.

Like most bushfires, its ori-
ns are in single tiny sparks.
ut the tinder is there, and
seldom in Australia’s long and
eventful farming history has it
been drier.

The past four months have
witnessed more than 15,000 of
Australia's naturally conserva-
tive and reticent primary pro-
ducers turn out to demonstra-
tions and protest meetings in
three states. And there's more
to come.

In dmuﬁhty RSL halls and
local meeting places across ru-
ral Australia the talk is of
marching on Parliament, of
tax strikes, chequebook
strikes, the blockading of the
capitals, of direct action
against striking unionists. -

The new wave of farm
militancy is different from the
demonstrations of the beef and
dairy depressions in the "70s: it
embraces a far wider span of
rural industries — wheat,
sugar, grapes, rice, sheep,

parts of the cattle

industry.

There is an edge of despera-
tion too — which comes when
any group of people realise the
future looks extremely grim.
Feeding the frustration is a
feeling that Australia, its
geo'ple and policians, have

umped agriculture, that they
no longer recognise its poten-
tial to grow, to generate jobs
and national wealth.

The slide in farming's ability
t0 compete on world markets
will surely lead to one thing,
the industry's leaders are war-
ningl: higher food prices for
Australians, because the com-
petitive edge will be sacrificed.

The pressure has been buil-
dlnf for many years. In the
gas decade farmers have seen

5,000 quit the industry; their
incomes slump to half the na-
tional average wage even on
good years; rural unemploy-
ment and poverty soar to twice
national levels and hundreds
of small towns and communi-
ties dying on their feet.

Yet throughout this time far-
mers have made great strides
to lift productivity: farm out-
put has risen by more than a
third, export income by more
than $6 billion.

e —
R T —

According to CSIRO chiefs
In the recent research funding
debate, farming has swung
over to new technology at a
rate that makes other indus-
tries backward. Despite this,
farmers’ terms of trade, as

the Bureau of
Agriculture nomics, are at
their lowest level since the
Depression of the '30s.

Last year, says the BAE, the
average person working on an
Australian family farm had a
personal income of just $11,500
— barely half the national
average wage of $21,000. In

1984/85, farm incomes are fore-
cast to slump by 29 per cent in
real terms. The much-vaunted
capital gain which farmers are
sup to enjoy has aver-
aged 0.6 per cent over the past
eight years.

The feeling which all these
harsh facts engender in the
rural bosom is moving from
one of worry and frustration to
one of wrath.

As ricegrower Graham
Blight, of Whitton, NSW, puts
it: “We have a very productive,
well-organised industry which

roduces a lot of quality
B)od and earns a lot of export
revenue for Australia. Most of
us are good at what we do,
because you don't survive if
Yyou aren’t.

“Yet we are in a position of
absolute despair. The econo-
mic situation of many
is simply untenable. And many
are s to ask themselves
exactlﬂ] what they must do to
ilt":ﬁl In agriculture in Aus-

Some of Blight's fellow
ricegrowers would like to
blockade Canberra. In the
wheat indus in NSW and
Victoria there is talk of a tax
strike — refusal to

ts which could
hold over a billion dollars out
of city industries).

m past four months have

seen:

@ Three thousand wheatgrow-
ers attend crisis meetings in
four towns in two States,
NSW and Victoria. More are
likely to be held in Victoria,
mnslxnd and WA,

® thousand ricegrowers
and townsfolk meet in
Leeton, NSW, to protest at a

22 per cent hike in water
charges.

@ Four thousand graziers from
various regions of NSW in
demonstrations outside
Parliament in Canberra and
Sydneg', ag&inst possible
Army bases being located in
their area.

® Five hundred dairymen in-
volved in picketing and
demonstrations over the
milk marketing furore.

@ Three hundred high country
cattlemen mount an
e ecatch.l;:f demonstration

ugh Melbourne streets
to protest at the possible
demise of their industry by
conservation measures.

® One thousand Riverland
and Sunraysia grapegrowers
In protests about the col-
lapse of their Industry.

® Rising militanecy and
deﬁo tions among the
nation’s sugarcane ers
and their wives, b on the
worst cash crisis the industry
has faced in decades.

The leaders of these indus-
tries articulate their feelings in

a manner similar to Blight.
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To understand why farmers
are 80 upset with governments
It is necessary to delve into the
economic vital statistics of ru-
ral industry for a moment.

The bottom line of the whole
debate is simply this: since
1980 farm costs have risen by
36 per cent, prices for farm
produce bidhm 10 per cent
across the board.

In other words, while every
other Australian has enjoyed
the benefits of wage indexa-
tion, farmers have beer;s%oint
backwards at a rate of 260 per
cent In four years in incomes,
living standards — and, above
all, future capacity to invest in
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their farms. In the grains sec-
tor, for Instance, prices are
today just 5 per cent higher
than they were in 1980 — costs
up by seven times as much.

Among the most outrageous
increases in farm costs have
been Government taxes and
charges — federal, state and
local —twhlchrgave risen by 54
per cent over four years, accor-
ding to the BAE; more than
dou%le the national inflation
rate. Farm machinery is up 40
per cent, electricity up 58 per
cent, cars and contracts up 40
per cent.

Returns for most types of
farm produce, especially sugar,
barley, vegetables, grapes,
sheep and lambs are all lower
in real and nominal terms than
four years ago when they were
only average.

Another thing which upsets
farmers is the popular ima
that their sector is heavily su
sidised. The latest annual re-

port of the Industries Assist-
ance Commission put that
myth to rest: totting up all
forms of farm assistance it
showed the average farm had
aid totalling $4500 a year over
the past five years.

But the average farm also is
shelling out more than $12,500
a year to help prop up Austra-
lia’s protected manufact
Industries, says National Far-
mers Federation economist
David Michael.

If there’s a handout war, far-
mers are losing it three to one.

The NFF has recently laun-
ched a nationwide petition to
all people involved in rural
industry in Australia — and
there are some 1.7 million
whase livelihoods depend on it
— beseeching governments at
all levels to back off with their
cost and tax hikes, or watch
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the farm

large parts of agriculture go
under.,

The root of the farm sector’s
frustration is that it believes
itself to b&m;téléxg o:ée "& elnotr‘;
mous un potential t.
improve lhrBu; standards. It is
quite possible, says the NFF,
to more than double Austra-
lian agricultural output by the
year 2000, but only if some of
the artificial cost burdens and
restraints are removed.

The concern of farm leaders
is that if agriculture’s ability to
compete is destrﬂed. Austra-
lia will be left with a sickly
cripple for governments to sup-

rt at taxpayer expense, and
ood prices will skyrocket as
they have in other nations
around the world with pro-
tectionist farm policies.

Agriculture still earns 40 per
cent of Australia's export in-
come, substantially more than
either mining or manufactur-
miis Several recent opinion
polls reveal that the m
majority of Australians

is the nation's biggest
export industry.

What concerns the farm lead-
ers is that this attitude
to be wide-spread
among the decision-makers of
tgcmngut;ﬁn. ﬁesnltlngwi‘g
a Cy recei
back-seat in the
lanning of na-

up the new get-

8llhmmimu'uood at a recent wheat
% e meeting wastutherglen.
ria, an ingrow-

er Peter grr;ll::bers: E?: is time
we stopped being ladies and
gentlemen — and started being

what we are: men and women

of the bush, fighting for our
:;gsunival- armers, united

able to fight for the future
of our children and of this
nation.”

— Sydney Morning Herald



