TM

SRA Performance Report
2015/16
Executive Summary

02

Australian sugar industry fast facts

3rd

4,000

30%

Australia’s sugar industry
accounts for only 2.7%
of world sugar production
but is the world’s
rd
3 largest exporter of sugar

There are about
4,000 cane farming
businesses supplying
24 mills owned by
8 milling companies

Approximately 30% of
sugarcane businesses are
greater than 125 hectares and
account for about 70% of total
production

4.5%

36M

30

The top 25% ranked growers had
an average rate of return of
4.5% in 2013/14 according to the
ABARES sugarcane farm businesses
financial performance survey

To meet the industry target
of 36 million tonnes or more
per year by 2017, Australia’s
sugarcane production will
have to increase by 3.37%

SRA is the primary RD&E provider
for the Australian sugarcane
industry, working in partnership
with over 30 public and private
research organisations

$1.8B

4.8M

159

The value of Australia’s
sugar exports was
$1.8 billion in 2015/16

The 2015 season yielded
4.8 million tonnes of sugar from
34.8 million tonnes of cane,
across 381,000 hectares

SRA has 159 employees
working across 9 regional
research stations
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Executive summary

A record 89,950
tissue culture plantlets
were ordered for
Spring 2016 planting

5 new SRA varieties
were released:
SRA4A, SRA5, SRA6,
SRA7, and SRA8

SRA’s performance rating
increased to 74% (up from
66% in 2015) according to the
latest grower survey

A 40K Canechip for
genomic prediction is
now being used in the
sugarcane breeding program
to select clones from the
SmutBuster population to
generate high-yielding
resistant varieties faster

SRA has been successful at
leveraging $3.5m in funds
through the second round of the
Commonwealth Government’s
Rural R&D for Profit Programme
and will lead the project into
harvest losses with a number
of industry partners

SRA has expanded international
collaborations with new variety
exchange agreements with
Thailand, USA, Vietnam and
the Sugarcane Breeding Institute
in India, home of the largest
sugarcane germplasm collection
in the world

Australia continues to
lead the world
in average cane yield
per hectare

SRA information
products and services
were rated by growers as
3.7 out of 5 on average

62% of growers changed
farming practices in the last
two years to 2016
(up from 58% in 2015)

04
“I think SRA’s work has been really good in terms of
targeting what the industry needs. From a farmer’s
point of view, if we don’t do research then we will
stagnate and we will fall behind the rest of the world.
Australia has been at the cutting edge with
technology and I think if we keep research going,
the industry will benefit and our competitive edge
will continue to be there.
I am very happy with the new varieties. It is hard to
get new varieties to work properly for everybody,
but the research into them has been spot on and
they are doing it very well.”

Len Parisi
Fishery Falls, Far North
Queensland

Independent project
evaluations have shown estimated
returns on R&D investment of
5:1 for SRA’s climate forecasting
to improve nitrogen management
and 2:1 on SRA’s remote sensing
management strategy for
canegrubs

Independent program
evaluations have shown
estimated returns on R&D
investment of 34:1 for
SRA’s Smut preparedness
and 5:1 for the
SIX EASY STEPS™

A worldwide review of overseas
Kestner and falling film tube
evaporators compared to
Australian Robert Evaporators
has been conducted and a
detailed assessment of the
suitability of these alternative
designs has been completed

Yellow Canopy Syndrome
(YCS) is SRA’s #1 priority and
research has ruled out a number
of possible causal agents;
research continues to
investigate the root cause
and evaluate possible future
management strategies

Following the landmark scientific
discovery of the pathogen
responsible for Chlorotic streak by
SRA in 2014/15, SRA researchers
have now isolated and established
the organism in pure tissue culture
and conclusively proved that the
organism is the cause of the disease

23% of growers changed
fertiliser application
or management in the
last two years

SRA researchers built a novel
rainfall simulator for
simulating climatic events
during experimental trials

SRA facilitated and/or
collaborated in over
90 industry events, forums
and workshops

70% of growers are using
SIX EASY STEPS™ to
calculate their fertiliser use
(up from 63% in 2015)
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Introduction

Sugar Research Australia (SRA) is an
industry-owned company that was
established in 2013 by Australia’s
sugarcane growers and millers to deliver
cost-effective research, development and
adoption-related services for the benefit
of the Australian sugarcane industry and
the broader community.
SRA invested $30.2 million in research
and adoption activity in 2015/16.
This investment was made possible
through sugarcane grower and miller
levy contributions; Commonwealth and
Queensland government contributions;
and collaborative funding partnerships
with other research organisations,
industry organisations and
agri-businesses.
SRA’s 2013/14-2017/18 Strategic Plan
outlines the Key Focus Areas (KFAs)
that currently guide SRA’s research,
development and adoption investment,
activities and services in order to
address the priority issues of our
investors.
The 2015/16 Annual Operational Plan
set the key deliverables, research project
portfolio and performance measures that
SRA worked towards during the past year.
Both of these key planning documents
are available on SRA’s website at
www.sugarresearch.com.au/page/
About_SRA/Corporate_publications/.
This is the second Performance Report
published by SRA and provides an
overview of SRA’s performance in
delivering on our plan objectives for
2015/16.

The Report builds on the previous year’s
report with year-on-year comparisons,
where available, and the addition of
snap-shot case studies that demonstrate
a cross-section of our research and
adoption activities. The Performance
Report is by no means exhaustive
but rather provides a selection of our
research highlights and performance.
SRA’s 2015/16 Annual Report, which
will be published in October 2016, will
further outline the research activities and
outcomes invested in and/or delivered
by SRA during the past year.
SRA’s website and periodical
publications, such as CaneConnection,
MillingMatters and electronic newsletters,
also provide further information on
SRA’s research portfolio and the impact
this research is having on the Australian
sugarcane industry.
SRA is continuing to embed an outcomefocused measurement and evaluation
framework and is working towards
implementing more robust, quantifiable
and meaningful performance measures
that will demonstrate progress and
achievements in research and adoption
and, most importantly, inform SRA’s
investors on the value being returned
from their investment in SRA.
We have established a logic model
approach for monitoring, evaluating
and reporting on research outputs,
outcomes and impacts. This framework
has been further strengthened with the
development and implementation of a
new suite of key performance indicators
and tangible targets that have been set
in the 2016/17 Annual Operational Plan.

Looking forward, the 2016/17
Performance Report will report against
these new measures as well as the
findings of SRA’s inaugural Independent
Performance Review which is due to be
completed in late 2016.
The Performance Report is presented
for the interest of SRA’s industry and
government investors, our research
collaborators and broader stakeholders.
SRA welcomes feedback on this
Performance Report. If you would
like to provide any comments or
recommendations for improvement of
this Report, please address them to Ms
Leigh Clement, SRA’s Executive Manager
Investor Relations, via email, post or
telephone to:
Email
lclement@sugarresearch.com.au
Postal
PO Box 86, Indooroopilly QLD 4068
Telephone
07 3331 3329

SRA acknowledges and thanks its
funding providers, including levy payers
(sugarcane growers and millers), the
Commonwealth Government and the
Queensland Government (Department
of Agriculture and Fisheries).
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Performance against plan for 2015/16

$0.8M
3%
$1.6M
5%
$1.9M
6%

$4.5M
15%

$3M
10%

$0.5M
2%
KFA
Key Focus Area 1

SRA research,
development and
adoption
investment allocation
for 2015/16

Optimally adapted varieties, plant breeding & release
$14.8M
49%

Key Focus Area 2
Soil health & nutrient management
Key Focus Area 3
Pest, disease & weed management
Key Focus Area 4

$3.1M
10%

Farming systems & production management
Key Focus Area 5
Milling efficiency & technology
Key Focus Area 6

SRA invested $30.2 million in 2015/16 in research,
development and adoption activities across SRA’s eight
KFAs. The above graph details the actual expenditure in
each of the KFAs. Reflective of investor expectations and
SRA’s 2013/14 – 2017/18 Strategic Plan, the majority of the
investment has been in the areas of: variety development
and plant breeding; pest and disease control, including
Yellow Canopy Syndrome (YCS); on-farm production;
and adoption.

Product diversification & value addition
Key Focus Area 7
Knowledge & technology transfer & adoption
Key Focus Area 8
Capability development, attraction & retention
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The graph below details the rolling average expenditure in both contestable and core RD&E in each of the KFAs against the planned
investment allocation targets in the Strategic Plan.

Post allocation rolling average investment distribution by Key Focus Area, 2013/14 to 2015/16

Percentage of total SRA investment

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
KFA1

KFA2

KFA3

KFA4

KFA5

KFA6

KFA7

KFA8

2013/14 to 2015/16 investment without YCS		

Low target (Strategic Plan)

2013/14 to 2015/16 YCS investment			

High target (Strategic Plan)

The three-year rolling average expenditure shows we are falling short in meeting the planned investment allocation high and low
targets in the areas of farming systems (KFA4), milling (KFA5) and product diversification (KFA6). It is important to note that while
SRA has been cognisant of the set targets in determining its investment portfolio over the last three years, we are also intent on
responding to key issues as they emerge, and not sacrificing the quality and impact of our research in order to achieve a quantitative
measure. The inability to meet the investment allocation targets for these KFAs has largely been due to the redirection of investment
and focus to SRA’s critical Impact Areas, particularly YCS, plant breeding and adoption.
SRA will be working closely with its investors and industry representative bodies during 2016/17 to review the investment allocation
targets and prioritise future research, development and adoption investment in preparation for a new five-year Strategic Plan
commencing in 2017/18.

Delivering on 2015/16 Annual Operational Plan measures and targets
An assessment of SRA’s performance against the suite of 34 measures reported in SRA’s 2015/16 Annual Operational Plan is provided
in Appendix 2. In summary, SRA has successfully achieved or is on-track to achieve all of the set measures.

76%

24%

0%

of measures have
been achieved

of measures are on track with
progress/improvement made
but further activity or research
required to fully achieve objective

no measures have
failed to be achieved nor
require significant action
to reach objective
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KFA measures
2015/16 Annual Operational Plan Measures

Result

Comments

KFA1: Optimally-adapted varieties, plant breeding and release
Release of improved varieties, with
targeted 3 varieties per 5-year period.

5 varieties released in 2015/16 (SRA4A, 5, 6, 7 and 8).

Percent production from new varieties.

Increased for all regions except the Northern region, reflecting the continued
preference for Q208A (which is no longer considered a new variety) in this region.

Rate of genetic gain (TCH, CCS, TSH).

190 kg sugar/ha/year (over a 30 year rolling-average).

Weighted average disease ratings for
varieties in each region.

>89% of crop resistant/moderately resistant to smut, >96% at least intermediate
resistance to pachymetra root rot.

Availability of Investment Review
documents.

Review on investment in molecular breeding, nitrogen-use efficiency and wateruse efficiency have been completed and the review findings are currently under
consideration of the SRA Board.

Sugarcane Hub accessed by sugarcane
breeders.

First version developed and access provided to SRA breeders and scientists.

345K SNP chip implementation tested in
the breeding program.

After further testing, a subset consisting of 40K SNPs were used for evaluating
breeding material.

KFA 2: Soil health and nutrient management
Soil health indicators developed for
sustainable sugarcane production.

Level of labile carbon and other soil carbon stocks identified as one of the key
indicators of soil health and management of pathogen levels. Soil health review
recommends that a ‘tool box’ be developed for use in all regions.

Guidelines, mechanisms and/or varieties
identified for increasing nutrient
use-efficiency within plant and ratoon
crops.

Soil health guidelines and workshops delivered. Project underway to develop
tools that will rapidly screen varieties in the field for nutrient use efficiency,
identify clones useful for breeding high nutrient-use efficiency and better
understanding of traits underpinning nutrient-use efficiency and preference
of nitrogen supply.

Guidelines and tools developed for better
accounting for soil fertility and minimise
impacts of nutrients and chemical losses on
water quality.

Projects aimed at refining nutrient inputs and improving chemical stewardship
in progress.

SIX EASY STEPSTM nutrient management
program refined for management zones
as information becomes available.

Refinements to SIX EASY STEPSTM have been proposed and are being evaluated
based on performance groups of soil to move industry to finer scale nitrogen
management. Research in precision agriculture, working with harvesting and mill
data and remote sensing, will assist in identifying variable management zones.

Approval for reuse of mill mud is secured to
2017 so growers and millers have access to
low-cost soil treatment and beneficial use
of sugar mill by-products.

Approval for use of mill mud is secure for immediate future. New research is to
be initiated for on-line measurement of nutrient content in mill mud in real-time
as well as development of indexes for plant availability and mobility as part of
overall risk management and better fertiliser application.

Improved understanding of how climatic
conditions influence cane yield potential
and crop nitrogen demand in the Wet
Tropics.

Research underway in the Wet Tropics has identified "performance groups" of
soil based on physical and chemical properties and prevailing climatic conditions
to model and predict crop nitrogen requirements. Principles being developed
will have application in other sugarcane growing regions to better identify
climate signal in yield variability.

KFA 3: Pest, disease and weed management
Industry supported through effective pest,
disease and weed diagnostic capabilities
and awareness and training programs.

Pest management training workshop hosted by SRA completed, targeting
industry advisors including resellers, government extension staff and
productivity board staff.

Development and adoption of packages
for integrated management of key pests,
diseases and weeds.

Six new chemical actives screened against cane grubs with five promising actives
identified for field evaluation. Impact of cover crops as weed suppression tools
evaluated with promising outcomes.

Weighted average disease ratings for
varieties in each region.

>89% of crop resistant/moderately resistant to smut, >96% at least intermediate
resistance to pachymetra root rot.

Up-to-date dossiers to support contingency
plans to minimise threats and impacts of
key exotics.

Dossiers reviewed and up to date.

Capability to provide entomology,
pathology and weed expertise to meet
the pest, disease and weed diagnostic and
management needs of the industry.

All industry requests dealt with within 48 hours.

76%

of measures have been
achieved

24%

2015/16 Annual Operational Plan Measures

of measures are on track with
progress/improvement made but
objective not yet fully achieved

Result

0%

no measures have failed to be
achieved nor significant action
is required to reach objective

Comments

KFA 4: Farming systems and production management
Improved crop performance over longer
cropping cycles including developing
endophytes to enhance sugarcane varieties.

Research initiated on amelioration strategies for marginal soils, harvest
best management practice and endophytes. Soil health review has made key
recommendations to develop a resource hub and build extension capability and
capacity to improve farming practices over 10 year period.

Better crop management under conditions
of water stress (too much and too little).

Differences in varieties' tolerance to waterlogging in both pot and field
experiments is currently being assessed. The use of enhanced efficiency
fertilisers to improve nutrient-use efficiency, most likely during excessively
wet periods, is currently underway.

Adoption of precision agriculture technology
and techniques to better predict, monitor
and measure crop performance and yield.

Active usage in some areas, slow adoption in others. SRA working with
industry advisors to develop collaborative industry adoption strategy.

Adoption of harvesting best-practice.

Workshops and harvesting forums were conducted from Meringa to Broadwater
covering majority of the 35 million tonne for the Australian sugar industry,
updating industry on harvesting best outcomes and current and past
research. Currently SRA is conducting harvesting demonstration trials in Isis/
Maryborough, Tully, Innisfail, NSW, and the Herbert district. These trials are
being conducted from August 2016 until the end of harvest season.

KFA 5: Milling efficiency and technology
Adoption of improved or novel milling
processes and technology.

Adoption measurement and monitoring yet to be established. Project in
progress to develop a blueprint for the introduction of new processing
technologies that may provide options for measuring new technology adoption
in mills.

Financial analysis to demonstrate benefits
of technology adoption.

Project developing a blueprint for introducing new processing technologies will
begin this process.

KFA 6: Product diversification and value addition
Identification of new opportunities in
product diversification and innovation.

Some technologies identified and feasibility tested, but remains low industry
priority. Current emphasis is on biorefining and producing value adding materials
from residual fibre.

KFA 7: Knowledge and technology transfer and adoption
Joint planning of research translation and
extension programs with other stakeholders.

Regional groups formed with representatives from growing, milling, productivity
services, contracting and SRA Delegates.

Effective delivery of extension messages, as
demonstrated through research uptake and
practice change.

Ongoing publication, communication and adoption activities for new R&D
however adoption uptake remains low in some sectors of the industry. SRA is
working with industry advisors to develop a collaborative industry adoption
strategy.

Increased awareness of technological
innovations, locally and internationally.

Practical manuals, guidelines, webinars and factsheets released. Papers
published in industry journals and presented to national and international
conferences.

Research outputs’ key RD&E messages are
promoted in a timely manner through
various channels.

Regular promotion of research outputs via SRA and industry communication
tools and channels.

Increased support for and participation in
SRA delivery networks, events and
extension programs.

SRA has increased its participation in and facilitation of events across all
production regions that are targeted towards improved adoption, focusing on
regional needs and specific target areas (for example, targeted programs for
improving harvest best practice).

KFA 8: Capability development, attraction and retention
SRA participation and investment in relevant
collaborative and cross-sectoral RD&E
programs.

Participation in numerous programs, e.g.: Rural R&D for Profit projects and
cross-sectoral programs on climate change, soils, water use, plant biosecurity,
and biofuels and bioenergy.

Increased availability of skilled industry
personnel.

Scholarship, training and adoption programs provided.

Development and uptake of new and existing
knowledge transfer or training programs or
resources.

Various adoption programs, guidelines and tools developed.

Scholarships awarded to current and future
industry participants.

Scholarship, grant and support programs provided.
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Sugar Research Australia Limited

Head Office

Postal Address

Tel

07 3331 3333

ABN 16 163 670 068

50 Meiers Road

PO Box 86

Fax

07 3871 0383

Indooroopilly QLD 4068

Indooroopilly QLD 4068

Email sra@sugarresearch.com.au

Australia

Australia

Web sugarresearch.com.au

