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G'day, I'm Oli Le Lievre and welcome back to another series of GRDC in conversation. We'd like to acknowledge the traditional owners of the lands where this podcast has been recorded. This series extends right across Australia. We acknowledge First Nations Australians who have used stories to pass on knowledge and wisdom for tens of thousands of years. This series is a GRDC investment that takes you behind the scenes of some well -known people shaping the Aussie grain sector, uncovering their stories, learning about their journeys and the projects and passions that are part of their everyday.

This week we're sitting down with one of the recent GRDC Seed of Light award winners, Ross Kingwell. Across his long and distinguished career as an agricultural economist, he's had more than 150 published journals and more than 350 publications in conference papers and major policy and industry reports. It is huge. So I wanted to be able to tap into Ross's decades of research, science involvement in agri -politics and some of the pivotal moments that have shaped who he is today.

A fun fact as we touch on it at the very beginning is he does actually have a mobile phone, he just decides to use it for friends and family only, which I'm actually a little bit jealous of because I don't know if there's many people that I guess keep to themselves like that and I actually love it. He talks about some of his key collaborations, the development of a farming system model and the introduction of endpoint royalties in the grain industry. So for someone who's been so influential on the Australian grain sector, who's been involved in so many different facets of it over

quite a long period of time and a Seed of Light Award winner. Let's jump in and hear Ross's

Ross, firstly, I'd just like to say welcome to the podcast. It's great to have you here. Thanks, Oli. Ross, I've looked at your bio and for those who aren't aware, the work you've done across the industry is extensive. You're an agricultural economist. You've authored more than 150 journal articles, had more than 350 conference papers and major policy and industry reports. And in February this year, you were awarded a GRDC Seed of Light Award in

Oli Le Lievre (02:06.978)
Your rap sheet is huge. It's been a pretty extensive career. Well, there's probably a few decades of activity sitting behind that. So I guess I'm showing my age through the volume of output. Now, Ross, you're the first person I've met in a very, very long time who doesn't have a mobile phone. That's quite a unique trait to have. Well, I actually do have one, but I only use it for family and friends. I like

stay anonymous in that respect. Mate, I think that's very unique, but it's actually amazing as well. So we're going to make sure we keep it that way as well. Ross, I'm interested, as I said, you're the chief economist today, but let's go back and talk about the early influences of agriculture. One question I love asking people is what's your earliest memory around agriculture that you can draw on? And would you be able to share that with us? Sure. One is being chased around my

farm yard by a very angry ram. So I had a rubbish bin lid on my backside, protecting me from the horns of this very irate ram that was running around. So that was a memory from my childhood years. And for someone who was growing up in a rather safe, secure, first household to be exposed to that level of practical agriculture

a sightseered in my memory. And you mentioned a Perth household. So you grew up in and around the city? Yes. I grew up in a suburb of Perth known as Floriot Park. I was one of five boys. My mum, unfortunately, I think kept trying for a girl and that never happened. So it was a family full of energy and boisterous activity. Gosh, I can imagine. So a footy player as well. Was that your sport of choice?

Yes, yeah, we all played footy in the backyard and for our local teams. So just love the physicality of growing up, you know, walking to school in bare feet. And so it was a completely different era to nowadays. Still a lot of bush around that I used to explore after school and in my holidays, just collecting and looking at wildflowers. You obviously had

Oli Le Lievre (04:27.502)
influence of agriculture there, but how did you actually decide and when did you decide that it was a pathway that you wanted to pursue? Agriculture was always near to the hearts of some people in my family. So my uncle Sid, he had a farm at Cannon Auckland, which is a town about 260 kilometres north east of Perth. My brother, Jeff, loved farming. He had a

just up the road whose parents were rich enough to afford a new land farm, the Kuglies, and they're still farming in the Newtogat Lake King area. And my brother, Jeff, I think was a frustrated wannabe farmer who regularly would visit them and help out at harvest. And he would often talk about farming. The fact that we had an uncle who still farmed just meant that there was conversation about agriculture and it

At a time when people often still had an aunt, uncle, cousin or second cousin who was still engaged in agriculture. So agriculture was much more, I think, close to the hearts and minds of urban people then than is probably the case now. And that led me in my high school years when thinking about careers to just browse our school library, look at the career

and agricultural science just seemed a really interesting career choice. The work of agricultural scientists, as this publication described, was very interesting. And the money that agricultural scientists earned seemed reasonable. So that's, I think, why I got into it. Did you ever have the lure of going and working on the production side, on farm? No, I didn't. I was very interested mentally.

in farming, but practically no, which is interesting. In that sense, I think I would have made a reasonable farm consultant, but I think I would have been a pretty poor farmer. so you, you obviously got into Ag Science. Can you explain what were the topics and conversations and the trends that you guys were talking about around the university rooms? The university was at that time full

Oli Le Lievre (06:52.214)
Mostly local students, very few overseas students. We did have some. They were typically the sons or daughters of farmers, or there are a few like myself who were city folk interested in farming. There was a lot of interest in building up agricultural production because at that time in the 1970s and into the early 80s, it was

expanding agricultural production and making animal and crop production more profitable and more productive. Some of the lecturers we had were really clever, interesting people. I can remember a guy called Frank Greenway who was from Europe. He taught us to be thoroughly and consistently critical of whatever we heard or read.

to form in science language testable hypotheses and to design useful experiments. And then there are other guys like Roger Boyd, who was a barley breeder. was energetic, practical in his experimentation. And then another guy was called Charles Drew, who was a tutor and lecturer in agricultural extinction. And he exposed us to the science of communication, actually

writing in a way that was truly informative, taking into account the education levels of our audience, what their prior knowledge was. So it was an interesting time. And then a main influence in their field of agricultural economics was a notorious academic called Henry Schaper. He was the reader in agricultural economics and he was notorious for being combative.

blunt, outspoken, challenging. He loved verbal stoutness. He's probably the only academic from the University of Western Australia who have had their effigy burned in a public rally of outrage by dairy farms. So he was a real character. I remember him reciting over the phone to a print journalist the title of an opinion piece that subsequently appeared in a rural newspaper. And he

Oli Le Lievre (09:14.932)
shouting out down the phone that the title of his piece had to be, Farmers are collectively schizophrenic. So what was it, I guess, from him, for instance, that you then looked to channel and bring into your own early stage of your career? I guess, whether we like it or not, we are teachers of people under our influence. for me, whether he liked it or not, Henry was influential, both for good and ill.

I guess he taught me that it is important to be truthful, to actually look at the facts of situations before deciding on a judgment. But then he also taught me the flip side, that is, there's no real merit in antagonizing people and disrespecting or disregarding them. So even though Henry tended

I think at times he created the unnecessary offense and achieved less than otherwise might be possible. So the plus of that was that as a scientist he encouraged me to be rigorous and to write well. But as a communicator, I think he taught me that wherever possible communication should be respectful, that if you truly do want to achieve change,

or help someone, then you don't do that by berating them. So you've obviously got these incredible mentors and I guess influences in that early stage career. What was it that you wanted to pursue at that point in time? At that point in time, I just wanted to be a competent agricultural economist. I think that's all. I just wanted to do a reasonable thorough job. I didn't have great ambition. I think it's true to say I

don't have great ambition, but I like to try and do a reasonable job of things. That'd be that a research activity, providing a talk. I had no game plan, if you like. I'm really fascinated by it. Can you tell me more a little bit about what you mean by you didn't have a lot of ambition and you probably still don't. What do you mean by that? Well, I'm aware of people who set down literally their life goals and they form

Oli Le Lievre (11:42.968)
particular relationships. Here's an example. I can remember Kim Beasley eventually became governor of Western Australia. When I was a teenager and my parents were working and living on Christmas Island, I boarded with a family called the Albrook family in City Beach, a suburb near Florriot where I grew up. And I can remember Kim

dad visiting the Albrook household and discussing with Professor Albrook all the things that his son Kim Beasley needed to do in order to enter politics and to achieve in politics. And I was a young teenager and I can remember being astonished that people would actually in such detail plan their future.

And I've since come across people who have similarly done that, which schools they go to, which societies they form, which clubs, which relationships. And frankly, I've never been like that. I've never sat down with myself and said, Ross, you need to do this in order to achieve that. I've just had tasks and often they are tasks given to me.

And so I've just done that task as well as I could at that time. And what flowed from that? Flowed from that. It's an incredible spot to be in, isn't it? Where it's going, okay, I'm just going to focus on being present here now and let everything kind of from that sort itself out. There have been opportunities where I've had doors opened for me. I've had job offers and I've had to sit down and carefully think through the wisdom of accepting that job offer.

to several I've said no. And that's mostly been for family reasons. That's fantastic. Have there been any key events, like in your early career, you say that you wanted to be a competent and a good agricultural economist. We can look back now and say, well, absolutely you've ticked that box. But early on in your career, were there any events that really shaped what you were doing and what pathways you were taking? Well, one anecdote, I remember a director general saying to me, King, well, that's a great idea.

Oli Le Lievre (14:11.392)
I'm going to claim that as my own, but if it doesn't work out, I'm going to come hunting for you." And he was being serious. And again, that told me that the ambition and agendas of some senior people are very powerful and influential, and you can often just be a pawn in their game and you may be respected or disrespected. You may be recognized or unrewarded.

depending on the agenda of the day is. So that made me very hesitant about the world of agro -politics, but it also made me realize that it was important to always argue and recommend from the basis of as much truth and honesty as you could establish. That's one heck of a lesson to get early on in your career. Gosh. So I guess, yeah, it's quite a confronting thing to go through.

When you look back at your career now, why are you thankful that you went through that? Well, I'm thankful for it because it taught me to both trust and distrust people, that people are different, that people do have different agendas, that what is on the surface is not always the tide underneath. So there are lots of takeaway messages, but in the end, it provided some resilience.

reminded me to never hopefully be in the position where you felt required to lie in order to achieve something. That certainly I think farmers in the end are better served by honesty and that science is a remarkable tool for discovering ways of doing things better and knowing truly that they are better. So it gave me a healthy respect for science.

and a way of thinking and dealing with issues. You've taken that and obviously it's followed you throughout your career. What have been some of those key achievements that you look at in terms of really defining your career? One of the key achievements is a collaborative achievement. It shows you the really complex nature of people. So this same director general who wanted me banished

Oli Le Lievre (16:36.91)
At that same time, he was very concerned about advice that farm management consultants were giving for farmers that on the basis of what economists call gross margins analysis, that is simple analyses of different enterprises, these consultants were suggesting that farmers should cease sheep production and move strongly into crop production.

same Director -General thought that the economic appraisal tools were inadequate, that they weren't telling the true whole farm story. And he challenged us as agricultural economists to come up with appraisal tools that better considered all the positive and negative interactions between crops and livestock. And we did that as a collaborative group. So there are people

David Morrison, David Pannell, Mike Ewing, Andrew Bathgate, David Felkner, John Young, and many others who together we constructed a farming systems model that was called MIDAS, which is an acronym that stands for model of an integrated dry land agricultural system. was a computer -based model that we

constructed after talking to farmers, agronomists, animal scientists, leading farmers. They all gave us insights about farm activities and how we could represent them mathematically in a computer -based model of a farming system. And when we developed and applied this model, we did exactly as the director general anticipated. That is,

showed that there were interactions between crops and pastures that were sometimes overlooked through more simple analyses. And when you included all these interactions, what we found was that the best use often of farm resources was to have a mix of farm activities to not solely concentrate on wheat production or not solely concentrate on wool production, but instead to have a combination of

Oli Le Lievre (18:57.966)
So that was, I think, a major contribution to farming, particularly in Western Australia, because it's a tool that's been applied to many scientific innovations, to many agricultural policy proposals. It's been a wonderful way of training new agricultural economists, and it's brought together in a very collaborative and holistic way farmers,

farm consultants, animal scientists, agronomists, soil scientists. So rather than people solely focusing on their expertise, they were able to combine and the power of their insights led to this really useful tool. I guess the other issue that I would take some involvement in is again, a thing called risky business.

which is a farm business education training game. Again, a collaboration between people like Amir Abadi in the current department of primary industries and regional development in Western Australia, some consultants and David Pennell from the University of Western Australia. Again, we collaborated to form a computer -based game that would teach students, young agribusiness professionals about

the business of farming and how to run a farm business against the backdrop of climate volatility or price volatility. And so it was a wonderful training and education tool that has been used in many universities, colleges of education across Australia, used by many banks in training their staff. And I love that the three that you used, Ross as well, were all

collaborative team -based pieces. Yeah. Utilizing different skillsets, different areas, obviously to have far greater cut through and I'll presume that's why they have been successful as well. Yeah. Given that we are here for GRDC and I love that you've used a couple of grain analogies, but let's, I guess, talk a little bit about the future. Where do you see it going? What are some of the trends that you have your eye on? And then maybe what are some of the challenges as well that you've got?

Oli Le Lievre (21:24.982)
in your periphery as well. For me, I remain very positive about the future of the grains industry in Australia because I think there's still technological and biological innovations in development that are only going to add to the productivity and profitability of future grain production in Australia. So I see

innovative environment in people, the ability to bring in from overseas innovations that are relevant to our farming systems, the fact that there is substantial funding of agricultural research by the Grains R &D Corporation. That to me means that the next generation of agricultural scientists, engineers, technologists, farm consultants.

are likely to be well supported, particularly in the research innovation sphere. And history tells me that whenever you invest in research, eventually good things happen. So for that reason, I'm quite secure and positive in my assessment of where grain farming is headed in Australia. The challenges

are real nonetheless. think the challenge of farmers operating in a volatile and particularly in southern Australia, a potentially more adverse climatic background, I think will be a substantial strategic challenge for the grains industry. The upside is that we will have on our doorstep growing populations, wealthier populations

represent a substantial demand pool for the sorts of grains that Australia produces. So Australia is well positioned to assist with the food security of our near neighbours because we are a small population and we fairly reliably produce exportable surpluses and that demand pool is only I think going

Oli Le Lievre (23:51.726)
help secure the future profitability of many grain farm businesses in Australia. The challenge apart from the environmental challenge, I think is a social challenge. I've mentioned at the start of our chat about Cunan Oppen. Well, back in 1927, the population of the Shire of Cunan Oppen was 2 ,250. In the last population,

census, there were only 49 people in the town of Cunanoppen, 49. And that is testament, yes it's testament to the economies of size advantages and the labour saving technologies and the profound technological progress that is characterized, particularly grain farming. But the ramification of that

You actually don't need many people now to produce a lot of grain, which to me says the social challenge of a rural region is maybe only going to worsen. That how do you maintain the social vibrancy of a region that continues to depopulate? How do you provide health, education, community safety resources?

in an environment in which agriculture is profitable, but it's not a source of employment for many people. So for me, that's the future challenge is how do you address and protect the social vibrancy that needs to underpin grain production. And related to that, I think, is that as we get fewer farmers, then there's, and also as that's complemented by electronic communication.

You actually then need fewer farm management consultants, fewer agronomists. And we know that tertiary education is a numbers game. They are essentially money -making businesses. And a sector that is characterized by increasing labor efficiency like agriculture is signaling to these same tertiary sectors that there's not

Oli Le Lievre (26:16.374)
an exponential growth in job opportunities in grain production. How do you run agricultural courses when there is not a great need for an increasing number of local students? The universities turn to overseas students, which also means their research focus becomes a global agricultural focus, not a local agricultural focus.

I think a future challenge for the grain sector is how do you deliver to serve the grain sector people who are knowledgeable about local grain production, who have an empathy and a commitment to serving those communities when the signals that are being given to universities are not consistent with training up such food. So for me, there's a structural issue that's going to occur.

Do we have to move to an apprenticeship system? Do we have to amalgamate some of our tertiary agricultural education providers to give a critical mass of local student numbers? How do we protect the provision of essential skill sets in soil science, in weed science, in agricultural economics? To me, they are some of the structural

issues that need to be resolved over the next handful of decades. They are some big challenges, but I really like the way that you think through it Ross and draw light to the, I guess it's the complexity, but also it's this spider web of where they're not issues that are compartmentalized to one part of the industry. They're actually right across the sector and start from, as you say, kind of local communities right up

Really the influence of global agriculture on what is happening at Australian education institutions. That's really, really thought provoking and really interesting. I really want to go full circle Ross back to where we started recently. As we said at the beginning, you got the seat of light award and I'd love to know what was, when you were recognized, when you found out that you were getting it, what was running through your head? Surprise because I'm at the end of my career.

Oli Le Lievre (28:38.304)
I'm not like a beer mid -strength where I'm really visibly constantly creating impact. I'm more moving into the role of mentoring the next generation. I was full of humility really and full of thanks for people who've been on the journey with me. And I think I said this in my speech.

I have great admiration for farmers. They are far more skillful and industrious and resilient than many of them may take credit for. And I think they're often underappreciated for what they achieve. And so to help them in their life's journey for me has been, and it still is, a privilege.

Ross, I think that's probably a really good way to finish it, starting where we began, obviously with the seat of Light Award and finishing with it as well. Is there anything else that you want to touch on or mention? I might just finish with something that's completely non -academic. And again, I think it's a life lesson that sometimes we are solely defined by our work environment. And I think as

move away from a sole focus on work. I need to be mindful that there are other things in life besides work and for a lot of people that's family and that's as it should be. One interest that I have kept and retain and I'll probably explore even more is an interest in music. So one thing that people may not know about me is

The Australian Export Grains Innovation Center for the last few years have released crop videos where they follow farmers through the production year. Farmers are standing out in their paddocks with mobile phones telling an international audience about the state of their crops and how they're progressing. And the background to all those videos is my guitar playing. And that's something that people probably don't know about me,

Oli Le Lievre (31:00.566)
I, if you like, moonlight as a guitarist. And so if ever you listen to any of those videos, you'll be listening away in the background to some guitar music. That is fascinating. I feel like that's a really good trivia question for the next GRDC update. I think we might have to get that on the radar. Thank you so much for sitting down and having a chat with us. think a huge congratulations, obviously, on the award, but more so I think what

Really interesting is how, I'll use the word balance. don't know if that's the right word, but you have, obviously you've achieved incredible things in the professional capacity, but you also have this really incredible outlook on, I guess, the role of work and how it fits into life, but isn't necessarily the whole life. And I really admire that. So thank you. Oli. Thanks for joining us for the GRDC In Conversation podcast. This series is a GRDC investment that's sharing the stories of the people

who are living and breathing the Aussie grains industry. Make sure you check out some of our other conversations and hit follow on your favourite podcast app to never miss an episode.
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