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GRDC VIDEO or PODCAST TRANSCRIPT 
Finding the future in the present
[00:00:11] Reanna Browne I guess I'd say that I don't approach the future as something that is out there and down the track. It's not something that we'll eventually kind of arrive at and something that's distant from today. So the future of agriculture or farming or any topic are shaped by our action and inaction today. 
[00:00:30] Hilary Sims Hi there, I'm Hilary Sims and that's futurist at Work Futures Reanna Browne, sharing her approach to, you guessed it, the future. What images or themes come to mind when you think about Australian ag in 10, 20, 50 years' time? In this podcast, Reanna offers up new perspective and practical advice for the grains industry to approach the future as something in the present, not a distant concept. Reanna was the keynote speaker at the recent 2024 Victorian GRDC Farm Business Updates, and encouraged the audience to challenge their assumptions about the future and think about change in practical ways. I caught up with Reanna to recap these insights, and our conversation starts with her describing her role as a futurist. Here's Reanna. 
[00:01:19] Reanna Browne The best way I can kind of describe it is that a lot of future's work is about change. Change is happening in the present. So when we think about the future, we've only really got two bits of data because the future doesn't exist. So I don't really study in the future. The two bits of information that I do study is data on what's happened in the past and what's happening today, and that might be data on social changes, economic changes, changes related to climate and farming, technological changes. There's no data on the future though, so I can't study that. But the other piece of data that we do study is our ideas and images. Because the way we think about the future shapes how we act in the present. And I kind of argue that those images of the future tend to shape actions more than our insights around data on change and what's happening today. If we think the future of farming is high tech well we tend to think about our actions through a very tech lens. 
[00:02:21] Hilary Sims Reanna, you recently spoke at some GRDC Farm Update events. What topics did you include in your presentation? 
[00:02:28] Reanna Browne The way I prioritised the session really was less so about talking about the content of change. So we did absolutely talk about some emerging trends and issues. But I think the real acupuncture point is to go upstream first and start to challenge how we think about the future in the first place, because I've learned over the years that if I come in to start talking about emerging trends and issues, that people tend to find that it's interesting but not important. So I kind of have learnt that the first step really is to challenge how we think about the future, which is another way of saying how we think about change. Because if we start the assumption that the future is out there and down the track, then we tend to ignore some of the changes that we talk about. So a lot of the approach to the GRDC sessions was really about challenging assumptions, offering a new perspective on how we think about the future and how we think about action in the present, how change happens, how we can leverage the future. So it's not just a risk to mitigate, it's also a space for opportunity. And then we can leverage change. And it comes back to my overarching principle that when we change the way we think about the future, we change the way we act in the present. So I tend to anchor my work in, it's a clumsy term, but it's this idea of unlearning how we think about the future. Because once we do that, people tend to listen to signals and emerging trends and issues with very different ears, and they also have a sense of agency and pathways. 
[00:03:59] Hilary Sims How can growers respond to these future trends in a practical sense? 
[00:04:04] Reanna Browne Trends are trends until they begin. So they're not set in stone and they're not, you know, a straight line. So understanding change is really useful for anyone that's making decisions. And where I kind of describe future work, being useful forsight work being useful for farms and farmers is by saying, before we make a decision, before we're thinking about our farming strategy or tech investment or whatever it may be, let's step back and ask the question of what's changing around us. I had a great conversation with the farmer. It's a really common dilemma, this sense that I feel like it's just overwhelming. Someone described it to me as a fire hydrant. You know, this just this sense of like, all of these changes happening around us. Part of what I was sharing with a lot of farmers in conversation was saying, well, let's actually tie threads from conversation about what's changing with the climate, whether that's technology, whether that's consumer preferences. Let's actually ask some practical questions and say, well, so what? What are the implications of that change? Where is there a benefit? Where is there something I need to think about from a risk? Is there an opportunity here? Now what? What might we do come Monday? Is this a change I just need to watch and pay attention to? Is this a change that I can think about as a small bet in a longer game? You know, is there an opportunity for us to actually start experimenting with some of these things, or is this a change that might have a significant impact that we really need to rethink some of what we're doing today? Or we get so overwhelmed that we actually ignore the change. So it's kind of teaching people to use the change in really practical ways relevant to them. 
[00:05:43] Hilary Sims When we were preparing to record this podcast, the concept of the future feeling ridiculous before becoming a reality came up a few times. Tell me what you mean by that. 
[00:05:54] Reanna Browne So I've got a master's of strategic foresight. So I've studied this space. I've been practising this space for well over a decade now, and the initial question that I've always asked is to say, how does the future actually happen? A simple question, but a really powerful one. One way of thinking about it is that the future doesn't happen in a straight line, so we know it won't be what happened in the past, what's happening today, and a very neat projection of that, you know, over the next ten years, a continuation of what we're doing. Some elements of that might continue, but we know a lot of things will change. I love hearing these three lines for me, and I've heard this over the last ten years. And I think it's like a very simple way of talking about how the future happens. I hear this idea of someone saying, that's ridiculous, that will never happen. You know, I might be sharing a signal change and someone will say, I just I can't see that ever happening. That's an absurd idea. Then I hear the conversation of, okay, that's happening, but that's not relevant to Australian farmers. That's a European farming thing. Or that's not even relevant to our industry. And then I hear, okay, it's normal. We've always been doing it that way. And for me, the subtlety in the shifts that occur in those three responses is a neat way of capturing how the future happens. Professor Jim Dator has this quote, and he speaks about the idea that the future is likely to first appear ridiculous to us. That doesn't mean all ridiculous ideas are useful, and the best way of understanding the sense that the future will probably feel ridiculous to us is actually by going backwards and saying, let's think about some of our practices over the last ten, 20, 30, 40, 50 years. Let's think about the way that we actually used to think about some of our approaches to farming, our business models, the technology, a whole bunch of things. When you asked that question, and there was some brilliant insights from the room about some of the things that we can't believe we used to do or think from a farming and agriculture perspective, when you understand that the past feels ridiculous, you can kind of hold space to the idea that the only time that makes sense is the present, and that the future is likely to feel ridiculous to us today. 
[00:08:09] Hilary Sims Very interesting. And so you've mentioned already, there's quite a bit of conversation going with the growers and advisers in the room at the update. What were some of the coffee break conversations you had after the presentation? 
[00:08:22] Reanna Browne Someone spoke about the idea of a farming conundrum. So we're asked to increase food production but also radically cutting emissions. There's definitely conversations about sustainable practices clashing with economic pressures. So this notion of walking the tightrope, I think someone described to me. Carbon farming, it kind of came up as a conversation too. So the person I spoke to are none of them saying that it offers hope, but scaling it is complex and we kind of feel like we're in uncharted territory in that space. Another important one that just came to mind for me was the conversation around regenerative practices. And I found it really interesting because this farmer spoke about the idea that it's both a return to roots in a way, but also a leap forward. So they felt some sense of historical elements of that, but it also being a leap forward. And then, of course, really common dilemmas about how farmers are navigating agricultural policies, trade agreements, climate goals. Someone described it as a daily maze, which I found really interesting. 

[00:09:22] Hilary Sims There's certainly a lot on a farmer's mind these days. To Finish up, what are some of the key messages that you want growers to take away from this conversation? 
[00:09:32] Reanna Browne From a practical sense, I think before we sit down and start thinking about our farming plans and decisions, let's step back and say, well, what's changing around us politically, environmentally, socially and asking, so what now what? What are those changes mean for us? Where is there an opportunity, where there are implications that we should be thinking about? And now what what will we do come Monday, whether it's thinking about the yields, the workforce, whatever it might be, the tech investments. I also think farmers are very good at scanning for signals. Farmers are really good at looking at signals of change, which are just the concrete bits of evidence of. How things are changing in the present. I work to a three strike rule, and I think this is useful for a farmer to have in the back of their mind. You know, the third time you hear something, stop paying attention. It's like, that's the third time I've heard this new term, or third time I've seen an article or a research piece around X. It's like, that's the change to start paying attention to. I also think it's really useful if we can, if we're lucky enough to start thinking about action through the lens of the small bets in the long game. So what are the small, safe to fail experiments that we can start to think about now and start to execute now? That helps us move towards the more viable future? I think it's less about turning the Titanic unless you have to radically change things, and that's a very different space. But if you don't, the way that we bring the future into the present, because remember, we never get to the future, it's thinking about those small bits in a long game. What is the next right thing, what is possible based on the edges of where we are now? So really practical come Monday kind of considerations. 
[00:11:22] Hilary Sims That was Work Futures Futurist and Director Reanna Browne, based in Melbourne. More information on this topic can be found in the description box of this podcast or online at GRDC.com.au I'm Hilary Sims and you've been listening to a GRDC podcast. 
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