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#GRAIN 
STORMING

GRDC RESEARCH DEVELOPMENT & EXTENSION PLAN 2023-28

Deliberative guide for grain growers & the grains industry

YOUR VOICE, YOUR FUTURE, YOUR GRDC.
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ABOUT US
The Grains Research and Development Corporation (GRDC) is one of 15 

 Rural Research and Development Corporations responsible for planning, 

investing in and overseeing Research, Development and Extension (RD&E) 

for 25 leviable grain crops. 

Our purpose is to invest in RD&E to create enduring 
profitability for Australian grain growers.

• Invest – we invest to deliver a return on investment to 
grain growers

• Research, development and extension – we make 
investments in RD&E activities in line with the objectives  
of the PIRD Act

• Create – we invest to develop innovative approaches to 
constraints and opportunities and facilitate their adoption

• Enduring – we invest to drive long-term, sustainable 
impact on grain-growing businesses and their profitability 
 

• Profitability – we focus on grower profits, not just 
productivity

• Australian grain growers – we exist to deliver value to 
Australian grain growers. While not all growers will benefit 
from every investment, we aim to deliver impact to all 
growers.

Our primary objective is to drive the discovery, development 
and delivery of world-class innovation to enhance the 
productivity, profitability and sustainability of Australian grain 
growers and benefit the industry and the wider community.

The resources available to GRDC for investment in RD&E 
predominantly arise from levies paid by grain growers and 
contributions made by the Australian Government, with 
additional income from interest, royalties and grants.



DID YOU 
KNOW?

 

Grower levies are collected at the first point of sale and based 
on a percentage of the net farm gate value of 25 crops: 

Wheat

Coarse grains – barley, oats, sorghum, maize, triticale, millets/panicums, 
cereal rye and canary seed

Grain legumes – lupins, field peas, chickpeas, faba beans, vetch, peanuts,  
mungbeans, navy beans, pigeon peas, soybeans, cowpeas and lentils

Oilseeds – canola, sunflower, safflower and linseed.

The Australian Government matches grower levy contributions up to a limit of 0.5 per cent 
of the three-year rolling average of the gross value of production.

Under the PIRD Act, GRDC is accountable to the Australian grains industry through the 
industry’s representative organisations, Grain Growers Limited and Grain Producers Australia.

Three regional panels, comprised of growers, advisers and researchers, provide advice to 
GRDC to ensure investments are aligned to priority grower need to deliver impact.

of growers rated GRDC’s performance 
as investors in grains research highly 
from a recent national survey1.85%  

We are a corporate Commonwealth entity established in 1990 under 

the  Primary Industries Research & Development (PIRD) Act 1989 

which broadly defines what GRDC can invest in. 
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OUR GRAINS  
INDUSTRY AT A GLANCE

DID YOU 
KNOW?

grain 
farms2

gross value of  
grains production5

(5yr rolling average)

of Australia’s total  
gross agricultural value9

(5yr rolling average)

3.4%

44.11.6%

average rate of return  
for Australian grain  
farms (excl. capital appr)10

(5yr rolling average)

growth in 
total factor 
productivity 
of cropping 
farms, climate 
adjusted4

tonnes of grain produced6

hectares crop sown3

12

million 

$14.3 billion 

million 

people employed on grain farms

(5yr rolling average of summer and winter crops)

Australia represents the following % of global exports7

(5yr rolling average)

CANOLA

10%

10.22 kg/
ha/
mm

water-use efficiency of wheat11

30% of farms produce

of Australia’s grain5

72%p.a.

CHICKPEAS8

36%
OATS

16%

WHEAT

9%

SORGHUM

10%

BARLEY

19%
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CREATING A 
NEW PLAN

The GRDC five-year RD&E Plan (the Plan) is a key document that guides investment by GRDC. 

It should be ambitious, and contain clear objectives, strategic priorities and measures of 

performance to ensure targeted and impactful outcomes to deliver on our purpose: 

 To invest in RD&E to create enduring profitability for Australian grain growers. 

A successful plan is one that will deliver on Australian grain grower priorities and requires 
input and ownership from across the grains industry. It should allow for a balance between 
responsive investments to address the priorities of today, and strategic investment to ensure 
growers can stay ahead of the game. 

This guide starts our conversation with you about some major opportunities and challenges 
facing growers and the broader grains industry. Our goal is to identify and analyse priorities 
and promote discussion to shape a plan and portfolio of investments that delivers impact 
where it matters most.
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CREATING A 
NEW PLAN

We want to understand what is challenging you, what 
excites you, the issues facing the grain industry and 
where you believe grains research and development 
should be focused to deliver greatest impact. 

We value your time and feedback and encourage you 
to contribute to help shape the Plan.  
 

Feedback from surveys and interviews undertaken 
during Phase 1 will be collated and help inform 
deliberation during Phase 2, including virtual 
roundtable discussions scheduled for July 2022.  
The GRDC RD&E Plan Exposure Draft (or draft plan)  
will be released to the public in January 2023, with 
final feedback closing February 2023.

HOW TO CONTRIBUTE 
You are encouraged to contribute to  
shaping the Plan through completion  
of a short survey on our website: 
rdeplan.grdc.com.au/consultation

Alternatively, feedback can be provided to us  
at any stage of the consultation process through:

rdeplanconsult@grdc.com.au

@theGRDC

https://www.facebook.com/theGRDC

We encourage all stakeholders to contribute new ideas and 
opportunities for investment throughout the life of this plan by 
contacting GRDC staff based in our regional offices or Canberra. 

The consultation process 
runs from April 2022 
to February 2023, 
with a new RD&E plan 
commencing in July 2023.  
You can contribute 
throughout any phase.
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https://twitter.com/theGRDC
https://www.facebook.com/theGRDC


WHAT ARE THE  
OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES FOR 
GROWERS TODAY 
AND IN THE FUTURE?
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WHAT ARE THE  
OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES FOR 
GROWERS TODAY 
AND IN THE FUTURE?

The Australian grains industry is dynamic and ever evolving. It is a major contributor to the 

Australian economy,  representing 23% of gross agricultural production. Our growers are 

recognised globally as  innovative, resilient, and highly efficient. 

Proven ability to adapt, economies of scale, reputation for safety 
and quality, and proximity to growth markets are strengths we 
want to build upon. The fundamental drivers of market demand 
present an exciting outlook for the Australian grains industry 
over the coming decades.

The industry isn’t without its challenges, perhaps the largest 
being the need to effectively mitigate grains enterprise 
production and market risk. Variable seasonal conditions and 
tight profit margins require effective cost management and 
business models that enable profit opportunities to be realised in 
the good years, whilst minimising financial loss in less favourable 
seasons. These factors, along with changing diets, consumer 
preferences and community expectations are likely to impact 
how growers farm in the future. 

But we are up to the challenge. A swathe of new technologies 
present opportunities to discover and deploy new solutions to 
Australian grain growers. Biotech, fintech and agtech are moving 
forward at pace, having potential to deliver the next agricultural 
revolution. Realising these opportunities will require a problem 
focus (as opposed to a technology push), new partnerships and 
collaboration across organisations, disciplines and sectors. #GRAINSTORMING

TELL US WHAT YOU THINK. 

 Which of these trends is creating the greatest opportunity for grain growers? 
Why? We are looking for more details about why you see this trend as an 
opportunity for growers. 

 Which of these trends is creating the greatest challenge for grain growers? 
Why? We are looking for more details about how this trend is impacting growers 
now, or will in the future.

1.

2.

The opportunities are endless but, to prioritise effort, we must consider the needs of today, whilst anticipating those 
of the future. An overview of 12 of the major trends expected to impact the enduring profitability of Australian grain 
growers are summarised over the page. We ask you to consider what implications these may have for future RD&E 
investment by GRDC.

 GRDC RD&E PLAN 2023-28 DELIBERATIVE GUIDE 8



TREND IMPLICATIONS FOR RD&E

More mouths, 
wealth & health

Opportunity The long-term global demand outlook for grain is strong over 
the coming decades, driven by population growth and increased 
wealth.  In addition to volume opportunities, emerging dietary-
related health issues present new market opportunities around 
healthy, nutritious grains. Australia’s reputation and proximity to 
Asian markets are likely to present distinct opportunities.

• Identifying, aligning and collaborating across industry to identify and realise 
the most important & profitable market opportunities.

• Focus is required to avoid dilution of effort.

The next 
agricultural 
revolution

Opportunity New biotech, agtech and fintech technologies could transform the 
grains industry to deliver the next agricultural revolution. Genome 
editing, robotics and automation, artificial intelligence, remote 
sensing, machine learning, big data and blockchain all continue to 
gather pace. Effective deployment may accelerate rates of genetic 
gain, improve efficiency of repetitive tasks, support decision making, 
enable greater precision, record keeping and traceability.

• Opportunity to apply new areas of science to solve long-standing problems.
• Need to deal with issues currently constraining uptake, including simplifying 

the complexity.
• Explore new partnerships and approaches to leverage investment and 

accelerate realisation of benefit to Australian growers.

Yield gains are 
getting harder to 
find

Threat With much of the low hanging fruit already picked, further yield 
gains through RD&E are becoming increasingly harder to find. 
Whilst Australian grain growers are technically efficient and 
crop water use efficiency continues on an upward trend, climate 
change poses a strong headwind to crop yield potential. 

• Need to get the balance right between effort to protect and build on the gains 
that have been made whilst investing in new and novel approaches required 
to transform yield potential. 

• Consideration of the impact numerous small changes can have on total farm 
profit – cumulatively the one-percenters can be transformational.

More cost, same 
profit

Threat Whilst growers pursue improved cost efficiency, increasing input 
costs continue to squeeze profit margins. Price of inputs are driven 
by international supply/demand and exchange rates, making 
purchasing decisions and cost management critical.  

• Strategies that support purchasing, inventory management and input use 
efficiency will be required.

• Prioritise opportunities to drive further cost efficiency, recognising the 
significant impact even a one percent cost saving can have on profit.

Seasonal variability 
& production risk

Threat The impacts of a changing climate are expected to increase 
seasonal variability and exposure to risk. Increases in 
temperature, changes in rainfall patterns, biosecurity incursions 
and more extreme weather events will present ongoing 
challenges to grains production. 

• Solutions that enable growers to maximise profit in good years and minimise 
losses in challenging seasons will be required, including dealing with the 
impact of weather extremes.

Price & market 
volatility

Threat Geopolitics and international trade policy, including tariff and  
non-tariff measures, biosecurity breaches and supply chain 
disruption can impact import of crop inputs, market access and 
export of Australian grain.

• Market diversification efforts will be required. Supporting grain storage and 
realisation of existing and new market opportunities to provide choice in crop 
mix will remain important.

• Identification of opportunities for RD&E to inform policy as well as manage risks 
with offshore production of critical crop inputs.

MAJOR TRENDS EXPECTED TO IMPACT THE ENDURING 
PROFITABILITY OF AUSTRALIAN GRAIN GROWERS… 
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TREND IMPLICATIONS FOR RD&E

Larger farms Opportunity 
& Threat

An ongoing trend is the expansion of corporate investment 
and scale of family farms, many evolving towards larger family 
corporates. Coupled with increased land values, this trend 
provides opportunities around economies of scale, but also  
threats related to declining regional communities.

• Understanding the impact of increased scale on adoption of RD&E outcomes 
and the evolving implications for extension.

• Consideration of increases in working capital and risk.
• Dealing with issues relating to labor and the social fabric of farming communities.

Australia’s growing 
appetite for grain

Opportunity 
& Threat

With the Australian population expected to hit 30 million by 2040, 
domestic grain demand, especially for livestock feed, will remain 
our single largest market. Add to this the effects of seasonal 
variability and drought, the trend towards greater proportionate 
domestic use of grains on the East-coast of Australia is increasing. 

• Identification of the most attractive domestic and export markets, the future 
readiness of storage and transport requirements, and options to meet domestic 
feed grain demand. 

Energy, feed or 
food?

Threat & 
Opportunity

The shift to renewable technologies will impact global grains 
markets, with maize, soybean and canola crops currently destined 
for biofuel likely to be diverted to alternate markets or uses. This 
could impact the global crop mix and see new competition emerge 
around Australia’s key crops. Increased demand for protein crops 
such as Australian pulses is also expected to continue.

• Understand and align on what the future crop mix might look like to inform and 
prioritise investment, and invest in the expansion of high value crops options.

Action on climate Threat & 
Opportunity

Markets and the community are demanding all sectors contribute 
to reducing global warming. Effort to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions intensity will increase in pace over the coming decade, 
influencing on-farm production practices, supply chains, and 
market accessibility. 

• RD&E will be critical in ensuring science-based, rational solutions to climate 
change. 

• RD&E that aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions intensity whilst avoiding 
erosion of profit margins will be a key challenge.

Sustainable & 
ethical production

Opportunity 
& Threat

Safe, sustainable and ethically responsible production are 
increasingly important to meet consumer expectations and ensure 
access to capital. Beyond price or financials, environmental and 
social factors become important considerations.

• Improving the ability of grain growers and industry to demonstrate the 
credentials of their production systems will support ongoing market access, 
present opportunities for differentiation and leverage our strengths.

Competition for the 
talent to innovate

Threat People are critical to discover, deploy and adopt the innovations 
that growers need. How we work and learn has changed. Strong 
international competition for talent remains, as do challenges 
around attracting and retaining people, especially in more remote 
regional communities.  

• Sufficient, appropriately qualified and skilled people will be critical to deliver 
world-class RD&E as well as to effectively manage and operate a profitable 
farm business.

• Explore new approaches that will attract the brightest minds to solve our 
biggest problems – across sciences, sectors and investors.
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TOWARDS 2040
people living  
in Australia1330.6m extra mouths to feed globally13

billion1.4

0.82.932% new passenger 
vehicle sales 
globally by 203014 
  

million tonnes  
grain for food
required domestically13

 
million 
tonnes
stockfeed

Additional 

13.7 million 
tonnes of wheat demand 

across Indonesia, 
Philippines, Thailand 

and Vietnam13 

by 2030 

More  
people  
will die 
prematurely  
from over-consumption  
than perish from starvation13   

39%
Electric vehicles to 
represent Additional

+

by 2030
6-11 million  

tonnes
of pulses p.a.13

India 
will import between 

(International Maritime Organisation)

Carbon intensity  
of ships to be  
cut by 40%  
by 203013 

global population  
growth in Asia13
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WHERE SHOULD 
GRDC FOCUS ITS 
INVESTMENT?

To balance the needs of today and tomorrow, it’s important to consider what  

we should  start, accelerate, continue, or stop  investing in. Investment by GRDC 

in grains RD&E is currently structured around the key drivers of profitability: 

Yield, Price, Costs and Risk, but a future focus upon completely new areas may 

be required to proactively address identified trends. s: 

 GRDC RD&E PLAN 2023-28 DELIBERATIVE GUIDE 12



WHERE SHOULD 
GRDC FOCUS ITS 
INVESTMENT?

There are many areas in which GRDC could invest but, 
 in order to ensure focus, priorities must be made. We ask you to 
consider and provide feedback on the importance to invest in new 
RD&E areas versus those that we are currently focused on:

Yield & yield stability

The old saying goes that ‘yield is king’ and while crop water 
use efficiency is still trending upwards in most key grain crops, 
further improvements in per hectare yield are increasingly difficult 
to find. Ability to build and protect yield to consistently reach 
economically attainable targets remains a challenge for growers, 
while opportunities to transform plant yield potential are an ongoing 
aspiration. RD&E priorities in this area could include: 

Transforming yield potential through:
• fundamental changes to plants
• soil amelioration to address key constraints
• protection from abiotic stresses such as  

drought, heat and frost.

Building yield through:
• adequate crop nutrition
• soil water conservation
• operational timeliness
• varietal selection.

Protecting yield through:
• weed management 
• pest management
• disease management.

 
Enduring profitability: the profit equation

The key drivers of seasonal grain grower profitability are Yield, Price and Costs 
(on farm and post farm gate). These drivers can be expressed as follows:

Profit = (Yield x Price) – Costs 

Risk, sustainability and enduring profit:  
 

Management of production, market and institutional risk across seasons is key to 
ensuring enduring profitability. Qualitative characteristics such as growers’ risk 

appetite and management capabilities have a significant impact on profit.  
Business resilience and sustainability are important to profit delivery across seasons.
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Price

Grain is an internationally traded commodity, presenting both 
risk and opportunity to growers. Prices fluctuate and are 
driven by exchange rates, tariffs, subsidies and regulation, 
and global supply and demand. Investment in opportunities 
to realise price and market opportunities are a focus for 
investment by GRDC. RD&E that maintains or enhances our 
position in current markets as well as creates or enables 
access to new markets will be important.  

RD&E priorities in this area may include opportunities to:

• Grow more high-value crops to boost average per  
hectare revenue and farming system profit

• Support and enhance Australia’s position in existing  
grain markets 

• Explore new products, uses or differentiators to help 
realise new market opportunities for Australian grain

• Support implementation of best practice grain storage  
and marketing strategies

• Balance yield and grain quality to realise market 
opportunities that growers get paid for.

Cost

Australian grain growers are recognised globally in terms  
of efficiency. While the cost of farm inputs are largely 
 driven by global demand and production influences  
beyond growers’ control, exploration of lower cost 
alternatives and greater efficiency of input use may present 
opportunities. Similarly, RD&E that supports the efficient 
allocation of plant, equipment and labour would assist to 
reduce production costs.

Beyond the farmgate, efficient storage and transport 
infrastructure that supports grain flows is critical to the 
competitiveness of the Australian grains industry. Costs 
associated with getting grain to domestic customers and 
ports in Australia is higher than our competitors, representing 
25-35 per cent of the total cost of delivered wheat in WA 
and Eastern states respectively12. R&D focused on the 
variables that drive supply chain costs, to inform policy and 
government and industry decisions could provide value. 

RD&E priorities in this area may include opportunities to: 

• Reduce the impact of variable production costs
• Reduce the impact of fixed production costs
• Improve efficiency of grain storage on-farm to reduce 

storage and handling costs
• Support research to advise policy and trade approaches, 

infrastructure investment, logistics and distribution models 
to ensure efficient grain flows and put more dollars in 
growers’ pockets. 

 GRDC RD&E PLAN 2023-28 DELIBERATIVE GUIDE 14

WHERE  
SHOULD  
GRDC  
FOCUS  
ITS 
INVEST- 
MENT?



Risk

Growers’ risk appetite and management capabilities 
can have a significant impact on farm profit. Strategies 
that help mitigate production, market and institutional 
(policy/regulatory) risks are critical to ensure resilient 
and sustainable farm businesses. High up-front costs of 
production combined with the unpredictable and variable 
nature of primarily rain-fed cropping systems exposes 
growers to significant financial risk.

Grain growing is a constant game of risk:reward trade-offs. 
Could investment in RD&E do more to meet the evolving 
needs of growers and expectations of society? Below are 
some areas we are currently investing in as well as others 
that may present broader opportunity to build enduring farm 
business resilience and ensure long-term sustainability:

• Support growers to make sound business decisions and 
take calculated risks

• Address biosecurity threats, through preparedness, 
surveillance and management

• Adapt to the impacts of climate change on production  
and markets

• Support grower stewardship to address the environmental 
and social impacts of Australian grains production, and 
support social license and access to capital 

• Adapt to the impacts of changing policy and regulation.

Comparative risk 
scores for Australian 
agricultural subsectors. 

When comparing volatility 
across Australian agricultural 
sectors, production volatility 
for wheat is considered 
extreme, representing almost 
70% of the associated risk, 
and market risk high.
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Risk scores (/10) for Australian agricultural subsectors15

Production risk score

Beef
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Sheep
meat

Wool Grains
(wheat)

Cotton Sugar Dairy Pork Poultry
(eggs)

Poultry
(meat)

Hort

Market risk score Institutional risk score

#GRAIN
STORMING

TELL US WHAT YOU THINK. 

In your experience, and considering  
the RD&E opportunities listed here: 

 Are there any new areas or research 
that GRDC should invest in? Why?

 Where would investment by GRDC 
be most helpful to growers? Why?

 What areas of investment shouldn’t 
be a priority for GRDC? Why?

 Where are the opportunities for 
GRDC to partner or co-invest?

1.
2.
3.
4.
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MAKING  
INVESTMENT  
DECISIONS 

GRDC investment decisions consider a broad range of factors and are informed by analysis 
and consultation, including advice from GRDC’s three Regional Panels.  
Decision-making starts with understanding the problem, present and future situations,  
and the value proposition of various possible solutions.

Responsible investment requires active management of a portfolio of investments  
aligned to an agreed overall investment strategy. Consider for example your investment  
in superannuation. You are typically presented with a range of investment options or 
strategies and given the choice to select your preferred option considerate of risk and 
expected return (or benefit creation).

We take this responsibility seriously at GRDC and aim to ensure a balanced investment 
portfolio that considers both risk and return. Three key areas of risk are broadly considered  
in portfolio risks assessment by GRDC, these being:

a) Technical risk – is the research investment technically feasible
b) Delivery risk – how will growers access the research outputs
c) Adoption risk – will growers want to adopt the research outputs. 

 
 

Whilst it is recognised that a combination of multiple, incremental (or small) changes can result 
in significant improvements in profit, consultation by GRDC with grain growers during the 
development of the 2018-23 RD&E plan confirmed an increased desire for investment to deliver 
transformational impact. Higher risk, higher reward investments often come with higher failure 
rate, but this can be mitigated through portfolio management, including the number of investments 
GRDC makes in a certain area. Transformational approaches often take longer to deliver tangible 
grower outcomes and may be less visible versus local development or extension projects. 

Unlike your super fund, in the context of GRDC’s purpose, return is not focused on direct return 
on investment to GRDC, but the delivery of benefit to Australian grain growers and the broader 
community. We are focused upon impact and hence consider the quantum (how much?),  
speed (by when?) and beneficiaries (who, where?) of impact from RD&E investment.

Our investment portfolio aims for a mix of investments that:

a) Align to priority grower need

b) Deliver upon the objectives of the RD&E plan

c) Assess and mitigate technical, adoption and commercial risks 

d) Deliver equitable impact across time, geography and crop

e) Align to an agreed investment strategy.
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#GRAINSTORMING

TELL US WHAT YOU THINK. 

Consultation with growers during the development of the 2018-23 RD&E plan showed an increased 
desire for GRDC to invest in RD&E approaches that would result in transformational impact, even if 
this came with higher risk. 

Considering that higher risk, higher reward investments can carry a higher potential individual 
failure rate, how aggressive should GRDC’s investment strategy be? [select one] 

How aggressive should GRDC’s investment strategy be?                                                                                           

a. Up to 25% in higher risk investments 

b. 26-50% in higher risk investments 

c. More than 50% in higher risk investments  

Why? We are looking for more detail about why you say this. What would this portfolio look like?
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GRDC Regional offices

Adelaide – (08) 8198 8400 
Level 1, 187 Fullarton Road, Dulwich SA 5065

Canberra – (02) 6166 4500 
4 National Circuit Barton, Canberra ACT 2600

Horsham – 0428 274 018 
110 Natimuk Road, Horsham VIC 3400

Perth – (08) 9230 4600 
Suite 5, 2a Brodie Hall Drive, Bentley WA 6102

Toowoomba – (07) 4571 4800 
214 Herries Street, Toowoomba QLD 4350

Wagga Wagga – 0436 665 367 
GRDC c/o Charles Sturt University 
Building 474, Boorooma Street, 
Wagga Wagga NSW 2678

grdc.com.au

Grains Research and Development Corporation is a corporate Commonwealth entity 
established to plan and invest in research, development and extension (RD&E) to  
create enduring profitability for Australian grain growers.

Its primary objective is to drive the discovery, development and delivery of world-class 
innovation to enhance the productivity, profitability and sustainability of Australian grain 
growers and benefit the industry and the wider community.

Its primary business activity is the allocation and management of investment in grains  
RD&E under the Primary Industries Research and Development Act 1989.
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