[bookmark: _7bzmf8x7tmko]GRDC In Conversation - Jan Edwards 

Oli Le Lievre (00:00.43)
We're back for GRDC In Conversations and I did catch up with our next guest when I was in Toowoomba, which I was going to say recently, but the beginning of the year has absolutely flown by. Jan, welcome to GRDC In Conversations. It's great to have you here. 

Jan Edwards
Thank you very much, Oli. 

Oli Le Lievre (00:00.43)
And I guess for our listeners who may not know you just as Jan, Jan Edwards, Director of Agronomy and Ideation at Intertech Pivot Fertilisers. Your career, you've had extensive roles with. GRDC and New South Wales DPI. And so I think, yeah, really interested to flesh out a little bit more about how this kid that grew up in different areas of Australia has found you a into Toowoomba and in your roles now and kind of what that journey's been like. So yeah, welcome. 

Jan Edwards
Thank you very much. 

Oli Le Lievre (00:00.43)
So I guess Jan, just so I can understand your role today, can you just give me a little bit of a elevator pitch or if I bumped into you at the coffee shop, what would you tell me about? What you do today, what your role is and a little bit about the business? 

Jan Edwards
I would tell you that I manage a team of technical experts. They're largely agronomists and that we really sit between our marketing and sales team. We support what they do, but also support our customers and farmers with information around best use, best management practice, use of fertilisers. So, it's understanding what fertilisers are, how to use them, how they behave in soil and how they can help support crop and pasture production really. And we do that in a variety of ways, but essentially it's all about provision of good sound information, hopefully in plain English, to help people make decisions. 

Oli Le Lievre (00:00.43)
And what would you say, like, if there is such a thing as a typical week, what could a week look like in your life?

Jan Edwards
Like everyone these days, I don't really think there's a typical week. But what it would involve is probably partly team management. So calls with the team, understanding what they've got planned for the week, what we're doing, how that relates to sort of where the business is at the moment. Then there'll probably be some work around looking at some of our extension material. So we write insights, we provide information for media releases and things. So just having a look at those and going through and making sure they make technical sense, make sure they're in plain English. Or try to. And then probably a bit of work around planning, contributing to kind of the broader business, demand planning, providing information about the weather, the climate, the outlook, where farmers are at in terms of their production cycles. And then probably a little bit of work with our IT team, looking at our decision support systems, making improvements. I don't know what else, but that's roughly a week. 

Oli Le Lievre (02:17.71)
Just a couple of things on for you. And how much of your time is spent at home in Toowoomba versus out on the ground and around the place? 

Jan Edwards
Oh, look, it varies. I think it's pre -COVID, I was out and about a lot more. I think COVID kind of changed a lot of how how we do business. So a lot more meetings over teams, over Zoom ot connecting with people remotely. And then just sort of trying to get out and about to various sort of key activities. But no, not as much travel as I used to do. 

Oli (04:14.222)
Which is quite a nice thing or… 

Jan Edwards (04:16.179)
It is secretly I would like to say it's very nice thing.

Oli (04:19.982)
There's no secrets here, Jan. I think it's a funny one, isn't it? You kind of, you often spend a lot of your time longing for travel and all of that. And then there comes kind of this crucible moment where it's like, God, it's quite nice just being at home.

Jan Edwards (04:33.043)
I know, travel's great and it really is helpful to sort of be out and about but you do realise that there's a lot of time goes in the travelling to the airport and the being at the airport and the being on the plane. So, yeah.

Oli (04:46.094)
And for you, I'm sure that the travel was a huge part of your childhood as well. Did you grow up in agriculture or around agriculture communities?

Jan Edwards (04:57.555)
Yeah I did. We as you've alluded to we moved around a lot because my my family had a property between sort of Cooler and Binaway but that sold they sold that when I was quite quite young and and dad then went to work for other people so we moved around as a sort of a consequence of that and sort of worked on the Liverpool Plains for a while then in southern New South Wales and in southern Victoria so I did move around a bit. I think five years was sort of the maximum that I had in any one location by the time I finished school. And then of course, once you finish school, you start going to uni. So that was another move. And then you start looking for jobs. And so then there was sort of more sort of moving around. So I sort of spent a lot of time in New South Wales. I've lived in sort of Moree and Tamworth and Cowra. I've lived in Victoria and South Australia and in Canberra and then Toowoomba. So lots of moving about.

Oli (06:03.214)
So what would you say would be your favourite town that you've lived in either from a childhood and growing up perspective or as an adult?

Jan Edwards (06:09.523)
Look, I think they mean different things to you at different times in your life, I guess. And so I spent a lot of time growing up on farms and living on farms. And so I really didn't live in a town till I went to uni. And that was to start off in Canberra. I actually liked Canberra a lot when I went back there as an adult living there. It's a really fantastic place to live.

But then I also love Toowoomba just because of the climate, the location, the people. So I think I don't really have a favourite. I think you just make, when you live somewhere, you kind of make your own environment and you make of it the best of it you can. And every town I've lived in has had really fabulous things about it and fabulous people too.

Oli (07:06.446)
It's a very good answer because I thought you're going to choose one place and I thought, oh, we're going to have, we're going to have a few listeners of the podcast who are really going to rally behind you here and, um, and be huge fans. I think you've probably covered it well in terms of you, you singled out a couple of places, but you did not even give us kind of one answer, but the GRDC head office will obviously be happy with the Canberra answer as well. Now for someone who's built their career in and around science, um, rumour has it that science really wasn't front of mind for you as you're going through high school. Tell me what were the interests and how, how did you kind of, I guess, end up down this pathway?

Jan Edwards (07:49.587)
That's a really good question because it's rather a skewered route I guess. When I was going through school my best subjects were English and history. I really love those subjects. And I got to year 12 and as most kids did in those days you had to fill in your forms. They were literal paper forms and you had to choose your course that you wanted to do at uni.

And having been from New South Wales, but being in Victoria, I ended up putting in one bit of paper for one application with Victoria, which was an arts, you know, arts at Melbourne and arts at Monash and one bit of paper into New South Wales with science. And I got both my first preferences. And so then I was sort of stuck with what to do. And I don't know whether it was just family background and yearning to do something different but I chose science and I ended up going to ANU and doing a resource management degree. Don't know why but from that everything else has kind of flowed on.

Oli (08:58.158)
Did you have any inklings at any stage that you thought, given that you were so interested in the art side of things that you'd maybe changed degrees midway through, or did you start to get pretty interested in it as soon as you got into the resource degree?

Jan Edwards (09:11.539)
Yeah, look, I think I think once I sort of set sail on that, you sort of, I know, I didn't really ever think I should change my degree. I just sort of progressed through and did my undergrad. It was all sort of soils, forestry, geology. So, you know, occasionally you kind of think when you're standing out in the forest and you’re digging a hole to try and do a soil analysis and it's raining and it's freezing cold and it's Canberra. You'd sort of think oh hospital and double degree politics history students look like they're having better fun but no I didn't um I did sort of come through that that degree. I did think at the end of it well I need a bit of agriculture and then went on and did an honours in Adelaide which was the agronomy component but no I didn't ever think to swap back.

Oli (10:11.086)
And was that because agriculture was going back to the roots through where you grew up on the different farms you thought that was the calling?

Jan Edwards (10:15.603)
I think so. Yeah, I think so. I think that was sort of, Dad had always sort of worked on farms, worked in agriculture. So I think that's what it was. It was the sort of the pull of history and family.

Oli (10:31.406)
Do you think if you had your time again, was there aspects of the resource and environmental side of things that you think you would have loved to explore, I guess knowing what you know now?

Jan Edwards (10:42.419)
I think like most people would say the same to you that I think now I would be a far better student than I was when I was at uni. I think you go into uni, I didn't have a break between high school and uni and I think you go into it and then you just sort of plough on through and you're sort of soaking up knowledge but it's not, it's the sort of thing where you cram it in, you do your exams and you forget about it. So to give you an example, we had to pass our first year exams. We had to be able to identify every single eucalypt from a sample because they would give us samples in the exam and we had to be able to pick which tree it was. So you sort of had to know everything. You had to be able to identify rocks from thin section and so you've got a lot of knowledge in your head but it goes the minute you've finished your exam and I think now you would probably you know you know what's interesting you know what's important now and so if you went back and did it again you'd probably hold on to a lot more bits and pieces than than you do when you're a student because all you're doing is trying to pass the exam. Yeah.

Oli (11:59.278)
Literally. It's so funny, isn't it? Because now what you could do is you could literally just take a photo of a weed, post it on Twitter, and you'd have the answers.

Jan Edwards (12:07.314)
I know I don't want to date myself but no we didn't have access to any of that kind of instantaneous technology at the time. But you know I think now things would be you know things become more relevant once you get a job and once you start working in it and look I wasn't a brilliant student. I mean I passed and I passed well but I only got a second class honours but you know and I think you you get better at it with age, I think.

Oli (12:39.95)
Yeah, I agree. And it's also not totally defining. There's definitely habits and things you learn, which would carry through but not defining in terms of where you can go.

Jan Edwards (12:47.027)
Yeah, I don't think anyone's HSC results or uni results or even their uni degree necessarily defining for what they can do and what they will do in the future.

Oli (13:03.118)
Only mine potentially Jan, because I'm doing a podcast, so it might reflect what I got. So you jumped from Canberra to Adelaide to do your honours down there. I'm going to ask, why the change?

Jan Edwards (13:18.643)
Oh, that was because ANU didn't do any agronomy. So they were really strong in resource and environmental science. They had a really good degree there, but they didn't do sort of any agronomy. And I sort of felt I needed some sort of agricultural and agronomy base. Now, if I'd done my kind of honours at ANU, it would have been in soil science. So I went to the University of Adelaide. I was lucky enough to work on a windbreak project there, which was all about sort of phenology and the growth and development of crops and so that gave me a little bit more of a grounding in agronomy.

Oli (13:58.126)
And was that through at the Wake campus?

Jan Edwards (14:01.587)
That was at the Roseworthy campus.

Oli (14:03.534)
Okay, yeah right. And then so you move from there, what are the jobs for someone who's got the honours in agriculture but I guess the bachelor's degree in resource and environmental science? Like, what are the options in front of you?

Jan Edwards (14:19.251)
Um a whole look a lot of this there's a lot of things that are that sort of degree can lead you in it can obviously lead you down a path into more of the the mining side of things that can lead you into into the forestry side of things. For me um because of that Honours in agriculture it actually led me um through into sort of project management. I started my first job as a conservation farming officer for Moree. But it could have equally, I could have ended up a land care officer. That was sort of where all the jobs were at the time.

Oli (14:57.55)
And so can you tell me what is a Conservation Farming Officer?

Jan Edwards (15:01.299)
It's basically a classic extension officer. So there was a conservation farming group that had been set up many years before in Moree, which is a group of farmers who coalesced around the idea of promoting stubble retention. And they needed someone to coordinate all of their extension activities and keep the group running and organise field days and provide information and sort of coordinate their newsletter. So I did that job for about a year and a half I think.

Oli (15:36.366)
A bit of a jack of all.

Jan Edwards (15:38.323)
Yeah, it was an amazing grounding because I had very good support from the local New South Wales Department of Primary Industries at the time. So it was a really good grounding and a good way to sort of get out and about and understand, you know, how farms work and how agriculture works.

Oli (15:57.358)
And so was the agronomy side really pulling at you?

Jan Edwards (16:00.563)
Um, well yeah probably because I eventually ended up a couple of jobs later being a district agronomist with South Wales DPI based in Cowra. So I guess it always was because at the time those jobs were, there were sort of a network of them and they were really, I don't know, interesting, exciting jobs to be in. There was a a lot of involvement with farmers, a lot of trial work, and it just gave you really different things to do every day and a lot of getting out and about training farmers, being involved in lots of field days and activities and farm walks. So they were really interesting jobs to do.

Oli (16:52.878)
I find it really interesting the number of people who I've spoken to at one stage or another have been a district agronomist and obviously the positions today, as far as I know, don't exist. So it obviously was a real sweet spot or point in time where district agronomists were aplenty and then the phase out or the privatisation of the agronomy side came in. What do you remember in terms of the change? I guess, yeah, around the role of the district agronomist and how that evolved?

Jan Edwards (17:26.963)
Yeah, look, those positions, I guess, came in at a time where it was felt that there needed to be a public position funded by state governments that was really there as sort of an unbiased provider of information. And really, for a long time, those positions were really the only ones around. And so they had a pretty vital role in that translation of science and research into decisions and actions that farmers could take. So that classic extension role. But I guess as time has moved on, we've seen more and more of the private sector come in, more and more agronomists and consultants sitting in the advisory sector. And so I guess there came a point where obviously the state governments looked at that kind of model and thought, well there's plenty of private sector people around to do that role. And they've got good experience and they're really good at their jobs. So maybe we'll move our team into other areas. I think that's probably what it was. But I was lucky enough that I got to be one of those people for a short amount of time. And it was a lot of fun.

Oli (18:49.39)
Yeah, I can imagine. What, what was the instigator for you in terms of changing from being on the ground in the dirt and in the paddock to then looking at more office-based roles?

Jan Edwards (19:03.251)
I think it's one of those things where sometimes when opportunities come past it sort of doesn't really matter where you're up to you just sort of gotta say yes and and I think I I was had been in a district agronomist for about seven or so years and so I think um I got to the point where I was sort of relatively comfortable that that I'd gone through that sort of phase of learning and was starting to sort of feel comfortable and thought and then a sort of a different opportunity came past and it looked interesting. So I guess I thought well why not why not do something new? Why not learn something new? And so I jumped at it.

Oli (19:49.454)
And made the move to Canberra where you started with the GRDC. What was your role?

Jan Edwards (19:54.003)
I started out with GRDC managing their suite of climate change projects. So at the time they had a National Carbon Program, a Nitrous Oxide Program and a few others that were all sort of targeted around some of that early climate change research. And I've done a little bit of that with New South Wales DPI. So that's what I came in to do and spent a little while doing that. And then sort of progress through another kind of series of roles managing agronomy investments, funding systems investments and sort of worked my way sort of through GRDC.

Oli (20:38.511)
Am I right in saying that maybe the language we were using around climate change back then was the words global warming and all of that? Or like what was the conversations and what was the language that I guess warranted the GRDC and the focus of these projects to be in, I guess, what an area that just seemed mainstream today.

Jan Edwards (20:58.675)
Um, I, when I first started doing some of this work, even when I was in with New South Wales DPI, at the time we would tend to refer to it as climate variability. I think, I mean, I don't want to date myself too much. It's not going back that far, but the prevailing term was climate variability. We were pretty loathe with groups of farmers to talk about climate change outright because I think we're still at a point where people were getting to understand and kind of accept the science. Once I got to GRDC, I mean, they were climate change projects and since that time, I think we've had a very rapid change in people's understanding and acceptance. And so now climate change is just a word that is commonly used. But yeah, you're right. Back then it was climate variability.

Oli (22:00.686)
I just find it interesting. So you were saying that the focus of the project, there was a carbon kind of stream, there was a nitrous, nitrogen stream. What were you guys covering? What were you looking at? And I think the variability piece is such an important word, which I'd say we generally have lost that from the vocabulary.

Jan Edwards (22:24.467)
Yeah, so these were federally funded programs that came really at a time when we were trying to get to sort of understand the impact of what climate change might do and how we might adapt to it. So there was an, they were all nationally funded and they were with research institutions all around the country. And so there was work in measuring soil carbon, trying to understand where the levels were, how to build it, what the carbon fractions looked like. The Nitrous Oxide Project similarly was in a whole lot of farming systems around Australia trying to understand what the emissions were, the nitrous oxide emissions were from different farming systems. So whether they were sugarcane in Northern Queensland or broadacre cropping in WA. And those programs were kind of the start of a lot of coordinated funding in that area.

Oli (23:28.654)
And look, it must be, I'll say exciting, looking at where so much time and energy and obviously funding as well went into the research to really see, hopefully, the rubber hitting the road now in terms of farmer uptake and just the, I guess, the maturing in the conversations around climate change.

Jan Edwards (23:48.787)
Yeah, I mean, certainly most of the agricultural research we do is, you know, things move quite incrementally. And so we're constantly building on knowledge. And so, yeah, I mean, we got the body of knowledge that those early sort of research programs developed have been built on subsequently. And it's taken us into places where we're...

where there were further research trying to understand, as I said, carbon fractions. There was other research looking at nutrient use efficiency and then further research on CO2 and more research on emissions and the relationship between fertilisers and inhibitors on emissions. So we've come a long way since then and there's been lots of further development, further research.

And every time you do that, you get a little bit better understanding. People sort of think about, okay, how can we implement that? How can farmers adopt it? What's that actually going to mean in the context of a farm? And what practical things can people do and how is it going to be relevant? And all of that sort of gradually builds a picture and gets us to where we are now, which is a whole lot of understanding and time going into working out okay.

What does that mean in terms of greenhouse gas accounting? What are scopes for emissions? What do they look like? How much are they? How can we implement practices to try and reduce those? So I don't know whether that answers the question, but that's sort of the constant thing we're on with research and development is these little bits of knowledge adding up and the whole thing sort of keeps moving.

Oli (25:41.742)
And obviously a huge part of it is that the early part of your career focusing in on research and development, where the rubber hits the road, I guess, is where it comes to commercial outcomes and people being able to make dollars and cents from it. I'm really interested to ask you about that, the decision to move on from the GRDC, but let's just say that the chapter of your career, which really was around research and development into what is your role today? What, what was it that I guess instigated the change? What, what were you excited about and maybe looking for?

Jan Edwards (26:20.659)
I guess a similar answer to before in in that I'd been at GRDC nearly eight years, seven and a bit and had moved from sort of a sort of project manager through to a regional manager and done a lot of different things within GRDC. So I sort of felt I'd had a really rich varied experience there. And I'd got to the point where I thought okay maybe it's time to try something new and again an opportunity came past to go and work in private industry, which is something that I hadn't done before. And again, I sort of thought, well, that looks interesting. I'm going to learn something else. Let's go and give that a try. So it was the same sort of instinct, I guess, about learning something new, doing something new, and also seeing the world from a different perspective. I'd spent all my previous career in public service. And so to move into a commercial company was interesting.

Oli (27:22.478)
And what were you most excited about stepping into the new role?

Jan Edwards (27:28.371)
Understanding how businesses work, being part of a much, much, much larger organisation, leading a great team of people and being able to build a team of people. Yeah, so all of those things.

Oli (27:47.758)
I can imagine, yeah, and also just for me, from the outside perspective would be that supply chain part as well, looking at it and going, okay, yeah, at a basic level it makes sense. And then coming into it, I can just imagine there's so many moving parts and aspects to it as well.

Jan Edwards (28:05.651)
Yeah cause when you are kind of dealing with R&D projects and the and kind of what you focused on is okay how can we design a project to build new knowledge or develop something new and so you get it from the design phase right right through to a point where you know something or you you've got a new piece of knowledge or you've you've worked out the relationship I don't know between fertiliser nitrogen and mung beans or something. And but you sort of leave it there and there's this whole bit beyond there which is for want of a bit of a word, adoption or commercialisation of it. So when you step then into the sort of role I'm in now, what you're trying to think about is how can that bit of knowledge or how can that new technology or how can that new fertiliser product, how can we not just invent it, but how can it be manufactured at scale, distributed at scale? What's that look like in terms of what it's going to cost to implement and put into 14 distribution centres or something? So it's a different perspective on the same sort of continuum.

Oli (29:24.814)
And what is it right now about your work and maybe where the industry is at in terms of the grains industry and fertiliser that is exciting you that you see opportunities, I guess, for everyone involved? 

Jan Edwards (29:43.443)
Look, I think probably the things that are going to be changing most in a little while, and that's where sort of the interest is, is how can we keep developing fertiliser products and improve efficiencies? So obviously there's the greenhouse gas component of that. So how can we make sure that we have products that we can use in a way that don't create emissions and what practices we need to do as well. But also it's about efficiency and cost effectiveness that goes hand in hand with that. So that's one area. So that's sort of about product development. There's also areas that we're going to have to think a lot more in around the circular economy. So how can materials being incorporated into fertiliser and how can we help in that circular economy? So examples would be obviously manure from feedlots and things. What can we do there? What can we do with green wastes in cities? How can we incorporate some of those sort of things at an appropriate scale of course to help? Because I think this issue around monitoring scopes for emissions, the issues around making sure fertilisers are cost effective, that's not going to go away. And those are the areas that have probably got them, they're going to be exciting, they're going to be different and that's always fun.

Oli (31:31.566)
Yeah, well I can imagine it's, and a few years ago I went out and had a look at a feedlot that was working on, I guess, yeah, grabbing that waste product and looking at, well, we're not necessarily looking for organic manure, but we're looking for how do we use the organic matter from the manure with the fertiliser components to get the plants kind of what they need. And I thought that was incredibly interesting, like the level of research in science and innovation that sits behind that is just remarkable.

Jan Edwards (32:00.979)
Yeah, that's right. And that won't stop. You know, there'll be further development, be it with sort of solid granular fertilisers or be it with liquids. But as we move more and more into precision agriculture, as we start relying more and more technologies and start to look at how can we more precisely place fertiliser where we need them to get the best uptake to reduce the losses.

All of that will mean that we're sort of marrying up sort of traditional science with new technology. So we recently had a project with the University of Southern Queensland that was sort of saying, okay, well, what can we do with all the existing technology on the shelf to sort of get an end-to-end automation system going for liquid fertiliser applications? So those sorts of things, we constantly try to make on small changes, but small but significant changes. That's where the fun is.

Oli (33:05.262)
I'm interested in throwing it back to the university days for you, because I think, well, you know, because you had the background in agriculture of what the sector potentially could offer you, how it's evolved, maybe even that is beyond maybe what you thought of back at uni. But if you had the chance to be chatting to those students who were where you were that mightn't be looking at all my environmental and resource science degree could be applicable to agriculture. What would you tell them about where the industry is at today from the seats that you've held in both the public sector and the private sector?

Jan Edwards (33:44.339)
Look, I think I'd tell them that agriculture isn't one thing and that agriculture is a very dynamic industry which needs a whole range of skills. And that if you have a passion for for helping people, for solving problems, for being involved in in local communities, for doing really practical work. It doesn't matter where you are on that spectrum. There's a role for you and farms and agriculture need HR specialists as much as they need mechatronic engineers. They need people who are willing to learn and passionate and it doesn't matter what your sort of background is. If you've got a willingness to learn, there will be roles in in the agricultural industry. It is massively diverse and it's ever changing and I think because it is so reliant on climate it's always going to be changing. There's that sort of tension between what you really would like to do and what the climate will allow you to do and that means that there's plenty to do. There's always jobs that come up in even in surprising things. And so give it a go.

Oli (35:13.806)
Well, Jan, thank you so much for making the time to sit down with us for GRDC In Conversation. It's been great to chat with you about your story.

Jan Edwards (35:20.435)
My absolute pleasure. Thank you very much.


