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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

BACKGROUND 

This report presents the outcomes of an independent performance review of Sugar Research Australia (SRA). 
SRA is an unlisted public company limited by guarantee, subject to the provisions of Sugar Research and 
Development Services Act 2013 (Cth) as well as the Corporations Act 2001 (Cth). SRA is unique among 
industry-owned R&D corporations (RDCs) in being both a research funder and provider. Under its Funding 
Contract 2017-21 (SFC) with the Commonwealth Government (clause 18), SRA is required to engage an 
independent organisation to undertake a comprehensive review of its performance, at least six months prior 
to the expiry of the agreement.  

This review was the second for SRA, which was established in 2013 (and thus remains a relatively young 
company) and covered the four years to June 2020. The review was comprised principally of an extensive 
document review and consultations with stakeholders: growers and millers; industry peak body 
representatives; SRA Board members, management and staff; Research Funding Panel (RFP) members; 
Commonwealth and Queensland Government officers; research providers; and other industry participants. 
Over 50 individuals were consulted by telephone call or videoconference. A simple website for the review was 
established and the review was widely promoted throughout the industry and submissions invited.  

Preliminary findings were discussed, initially with the SRA Executive Team, and then subsequently with the 
Board. The draft report was provided to the Board at the same time as it was submitted to the Commonwealth 
Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE). Minor changes were made to the report 
following feedback and the final version of the report was produced.  

The primary source of funding for SRA is the statutory sugar cane levy, which is set at 70 cents per tonne of 
cane and is paid in equal halves by the grower and the miller. The Commonwealth matches the levy 
expenditure on eligible research, development and adoption (RD&A) activities undertaken by SRA to a cap of 
0.5 per cent of the gross value of sugar cane production. The Queensland Government also provides 
significant grant support to SRA through its Department of Agriculture and Fisheries (QDAF). As a result of 
reducing cane production, SRA’s income has been reducing over the review period. 

The industry is currently under significant pressure because of low world sugar prices and a decline in 
production, with further falls forecast for 2020/21. Decreases in production are most marked in more southern 
regions where macadamias and other crops can be successfully grown, raising concerns for some mills about 
maintaining a critical level of supply. As well, the industry is seeing increased regulation and a challenge in 
maintaining its social licence to operate. Over the period there have also been significant changes to the 
ownership and management of mills, with concurrent change in the mills’ attitudes towards collective RD&A. 

FINDINGS  

This review found that SRA is a company in the midst of significant change, a result of the challenging trading 
environment coupled with impacts from past strategic and investment decisions. At the time of this review, the 
organisation was undertaking a separate strategy and operating model review.  
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Despite this period of change, this independent performance review found no instances of non-compliance 
with SFC obligations. There are things that SRA does very well. There are also several areas in which 
performance could be improved, and this executive summary primarily focuses on these. 

As noted above, SRA is unique among industry-owned RDCs in being both a research funder and provider. A 
structural feature of SRA is an ‘ethical wall’ of governance between the Research Funding Unit (RFU) / 
Research Funding Panel (RFP) and the rest of SRA (which includes the ‘provider’ function) to protect against 
the structural conflict of interest for SRA in its dual roles. In recent times particularly, there have been some 
tension and concerns in relation to significant governance and efficiency challenges created by the ‘wall’. 
These will appropriately form a key component of the strategy and operating model review currently being 
undertaken by SRA.  

During the review period there have been several changes to Board membership and a new Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) has been appointed. New board members and senior management bring new perspectives and 
challenges and SRA is no different in this respect. There rightly seems to have been an increasing focus on 
risk management, especially relating to workplace health and safety, as well as an increased focus on the 
implementation of organisational policies and procedures. These changes should be continued and supported. 
The Board subjects itself and its committees to annual performance reviews facilitated by external consultants, 
but, surprisingly, not the RFP. This is a weakness that should be addressed. 

With the strategy and operating model review underway, uncertainty is to be expected, and this is evident 
within SRA. The new CEO has a very different leadership style and a pressing agenda for change. All aspects 
of the organisation are under intense review, including the composition of the Executive Team, the 
aforementioned RFP considerations, the comparable accountability of core projects compared to contestable 
projects, and the ‘bedding in’ and value of the new adoption program.  

Planning and reporting are comprehensive and inclusive. There is a clear line of sight between strategic and 
annual operational plans and annual reports. The strategic plan reports succinctly on the operating 
environment and provides priorities in response to the primary issues raised by stakeholders during 
consultation. Annual operational plans have been evolving in a positive direction. SRA’s internal reporting 
functions and reporting to stakeholders continue to be impressive, notably the ‘traffic light’ system in SRA’s 
annual performance report to stakeholders. In part, the performance reports usurp the content of the annual 
reports, which should include a high-level summary of progress towards the achievement of key performance 
indicators from the strategic plan and the results of any impact assessments undertaken. Annual reports would 
also benefit from an analysis of SRA’s investment portfolio across key dimensions such as risk/reward and 
time to delivery.  

As in the previous performance review, the absence of a long-term industry vision or plan was noted as a gap 
and potential inhibitor for SRA. A broader industry vision would undoubtedly improve the effectiveness of 
SRA’s strategic planning and delivery by providing a framework for SRA to operate within. Such a vision would 
need to be developed by industry representative bodies, especially the Australian Sugar Industry Alliance, and 
SRA could play an important role in its facilitation. 

SRA has a diverse portfolio of RD&A projects, some of which are operationalised internally (core) while others 
are allocated to a combination of internal and external research providers (contestable). Of SRA’s investment 
‘key focus areas’ (KFAs), varietal development and release (KFA1) is the dominant priority for SRA, accounting 
for approximately one-third of all investment. The expenditure in KFA9 (Organisational effectiveness) appears 
high at 27.9 per cent, although a significant proportion of this expenditure is on the operational activities of the 
eight field stations.  
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There is a clause in SRA’s Constitution that seeks to ensure preference is not given to core funded projects 
by requiring the Board to ‘use its best endeavours’ to ensure that approximately half of the company’s income 
is allocated to the contestable funding pool. This review found a lack of transparency in respect to the 
proportion of SRA income actually expended on contestable RD&A. Given the unique (and, for some, 
contentious) nature of SRA as both funder and provider it was surprising that this information is not routinely 
calculated and publicly reported in, for example, annual reports. Doing so would significantly enhance 
transparency.  

This review also found that the management of core versus contestable projects appears to be inconsistent. 
There is some concern that project management and oversight of core projects/activities is less rigorous than 
that of the internal and external contestable projects, with no structed milestones established nor any 
structured impact assessment of core projects. SRA should seek to have the same project management 
system across all projects. In addition, to ensure improved transparency, SRA should enhance its feedback to 
all unsuccessful contestable funding applications to external RD&A providers. 

Until recently, two advisory committees (one for production and one for milling) provided advice to the RFP 
(via the RFU) on RD&A priorities and project concepts and contributed to the review of completed projects. 
The milling committee appears to still operate but the Production Research Advisory Committee has been 
effectively disbanded. Given the increasing focus on ‘design thinking’ in innovation, a recognised process that 
seeks input from growers into production-focussed research would seem advisable. 

Since the last review, SRA has made a major investment in adoption, and this area would appear to be one of 
the most difficult and contentious issues for the organisation. The implementation of the adoption strategy is 
not universally supported, either internally or externally, in part due to legacy positions based on historical 
approaches to adoption and grower expectations. Some stakeholders appear to want more extension 
activities, particularly involving experts delivering face-to-face. Others believe that SRA should provide only a 
‘wholesale’ R&D service, with regional productivity services boards acting as ‘retailers’. The future of SRA’s 
role in the adoption landscape will undoubtedly be a key matter for consideration in the current strategy and 
operating model review. 

In addition, there are a small number of exceptionally large corporate-owned cane growing and milling entities 
that have quite different RD&A needs to independent cane growers. A grower segmentation strategy that 
identifies the specific needs of growers and millers operating at different scales might enhance the 
effectiveness of investment in adoption activities.   

SRA invests significant resources into communications and capacity building through KFA7 and KFA8 and is 
highly regarded by cane growers for its communication activities and materials. This is supported by the 
positive findings about SRA communications in the 2020 grower survey (and earlier surveys) in which all 
products and services rated highly. However, SRA’s ‘performance rating’ by growers has declined over the 
review period (as have ‘levy paying comfort’ and ‘confidence in the industry’s future’), perhaps in part reflecting 
the current price of sugar. While there is strong awareness and overall profile of SRA in the growing and milling 
sectors, the difficulties experienced by all RDCs in communicating value to levy payers remains one of the 
most significant issues for SRA.  

SRA has an excellent relationship with, and is well regarded by, DAWE. SRA is also recognised as a very 
collaborative organisation, although this is not always appreciated by levy payers. QDAF has some concerns 
about its engagement with SRA as it seeks a more collaborative approach to RD&A priority setting and project 
selection.  
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SRA maintains a rigorous evaluation framework including the requirement for preparation of independent ex-
post impact assessments on projects that SRA has funded. However, the framework makes clear that impact 
assessments are only conducted on contestable projects, not core projects: a significant gap given that around 
half of SRA’s operating expenditure is on core projects. The results from the impact assessments over the 
period demonstrate that SRA’s RD&A activities are delivering value to the sugar cane industry. However, this 
may not be evident to all in the industry, in part due to a lack of understanding about the benefit-cost 
methodology leading to scepticism about the results. This is always a challenge for RDCs.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This review makes a series of recommendations for SRA’s consideration (noting, though, that SRA is likely to 
undergo much more significant change over the short to medium term than that proposed by this review). The 
recommendations are listed below, in the order in which they appear in the report, and each is rated either: 

 Critical: should be implemented as a matter of urgency in order for SRA to meet its legal and regulatory 
obligations. 

 Important: actions that are expected to deliver significant benefits to the organisation and sector. 

 Better practice: expected to deliver incremental performance improvements. 

 

 RECOMMENDATION PRIORITY 

1 The Board should commission a formal review of the governance implications of the RFP 
as it is constituted, including any conflicts with the CEO’s role and impacts on the effective 
and efficient functioning of SRA. 

Critical 

2 The RFP should be subject to annual performance review in the same way as the Board 
and other committees, whether as part of the Board evaluation process or separately. 

Better 
practice 

3 SRA should continue its increased focus on workplace health and safety, including 
consideration of changes to the current Board committees to elevate the prominence of 
safety in the company. 

Important 

4 SRA, in conjunction with Industry Representative Bodies, should consider the 
development of an industry plan / vision. ASA should drive, while SRA may facilitate, the 
development of the plan. 

Better 
practice 

5 SRA should include, in its annual reports, a high-level summary of progress towards the 
achievement of KPIs from the strategic plan and annual operational plan, as well as the 
results of any impact assessments undertaken. 

Better 
practice 

6 SRA should publicly report a summary of actual expenditure on core- versus contestable-
funded projects and the methodology used to allocate costs between the two. 

Important 
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 RECOMMENDATION PRIORITY 

7 SRA should improve the process of providing formal feedback on unsuccessful project 
funding decisions to both internal and external RD&A providers, which might include 
providing a summary of the number of internal vs external projects funded and their total 
budgets. 

Better 
practice 

8 SRA should establish a new process to receive advice on cane grower RD&A priorities, 
project review and selection. Appropriate terms of reference for this (and indeed all) 
advisory committees should be established. 

Important 

9 SRA should institute a formal project management process for all core activities and 
ensure that the same standard of oversight and management is applied to core activities 
as is applied to contestable projects. 

Important 

10 SRA should report, and provide the rationale for, the balance of its RD&A portfolio across 
key dimensions such as risk/reward and time to delivery, in addition to allocation across 
KFAs, in its annual reports. 

Important 

11 SRA should consider the implementation of a grower segmentation strategy with a 
particular focus on engagement with very large corporate levy payers. 

Better 
practice 

12 SRA should subject core RD&A activities and projects to the rigour of the Monitoring & 
Evaluation Framework, notably independent impact assessments in line with CRRDC 
guidelines. 

Important 

13 SRA should conduct true ex post assessments of a random selection of core and 
contestable projects that were completed 3-5 years prior to the assessment year to obtain 
a truer picture of adoption and impact. 

Better 
practice 

14 SRA should continue with its planned implementation of conducting ex ante benefit-cost 
analysis of projects as part of their project selection process. 

Better 
practice 

15 SRA should ask its impact assessment suppliers to provide more detailed commentary on 
the likely distribution of benefits from projects between sectors of the Australian sugar 
industry, notably between canegrowers and mills. 

Better 
practice 

16 SRA should communicate the results from the impact assessments to stakeholders using 
clear, simple language in its annual report and levy-payer magazines using case studies 
and time-series. 

Better 
practice 
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ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 
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AGM Annual general meeting 

AOP Annual operational plan 

ARC Audit & Risk Committee 
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ASMC Australian Sugar Milling Council 

ASX Australian Stock Exchange 

APL Australian Pork Limited 

BCA Benefit-cost analysis 

BCR Benefit-cost ratio 
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CEO Chief Executive Officer 

CFO Chief Financial Officer 

CRDC Cotton Research & Development Corporation 

CRRDC Council of Rural Research & Development Corporations 

DAWE Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment (Cth) 

DPI Department of Primary Industries 

DSC Director Selection Committee 

EM Executive Manager 

FRP Full research proposal 

FWPA Forest & Wood Products Australia 
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IRB Industry representative body 

IRR Internal rate of return 

KFA Key focus area 

KPI Key performance indicator 

MIRR Modified internal rate of return 

MLA Meat & Livestock Australia 

MRAC Milling Research Advisory Committee 

NPV Net present value 

PPRC People, Performance & Remuneration Committee 

PRAC Production Research Advisory Committee 

PRP Preliminary research proposal 

PSB Productivity services board 

QDAF Department of Agriculture and Fisheries (Qld) 

RFP Research Funding Panel 

RFU Research Funding Unit 
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SFA Statutory funding agreement 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 PURPOSE OF THE REVIEW 

Under its Funding Contract 2017-21 (SFC) with the Commonwealth Government (clause 18), Sugar Research 
Australia (SRA) is required to engage an independent organisation to undertake a comprehensive review of 
its performance, at least six months prior to the expiry of the agreement. 

Following consultation with, and agreement by, the Commonwealth Government and industry representative 
bodies (IRBs), the specific terms of reference for the 2020 review were expanded slightly from those specified 
in the SFC and were as follows: 

1. Assess the performance of SRA in meeting its obligations under the Sugar Research and 
Development Services Act 2013 (Cth) and the Statutory Funding Contract 2017-2021 with the 
Commonwealth, including: 

a. development and implementation of Strategic and Annual Operational Plans and the efficiency 
and effectiveness in meeting the planned outcomes, targets and budgets set out in those plans 
and any sub-plans; 

b. assessment of SRA’s approach to ensuring a balanced portfolio of investment appropriate to 
the sugarcane industry; 

c. implementation of corporate governance arrangements and practices for ensuring transparent 
and proper use and management of funds; 

d. engagement with levy payers, their representative bodies and other stakeholders to provide 
opportunities for stakeholders to contribute to priority setting and to assist in the uptake of 
research outcomes; and 

e. participation in strategic and sustained collaboration across the agricultural innovation system, 
including collaboration with other Research and Development Corporations (RDCs). 

2. Assess the efficiency and effectiveness of SRA’s investments in research, development and adoption 
(RD&A) in terms of: 

a. delivery of benefits to Members, levy payers, industry and the broader community as 
foreshadowed by SRA’s Strategic and Annual Operational Plans; and 

b. the degree to which SRA investments have met the needs of Members, levy payers and the 
industry. 

The timeframe for the review was from 1 July 2016 to 30 June 2020. 

1.2 REVIEW METHODOLOGY 

The following approach was taken to the review. Note that the desktop review, consultation and reporting 
stages were overlapping. 

1. Inception meeting: an inception meeting between the consultants, the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and 
Executive Manager Investor Relations of SRA was held by videoconference shortly after confirmation of 
appointment. The purpose of the inception meeting was to confirm the scope, methodology, timeframes 
and deliverables of the review, as well as any periodic reporting requirements that SRA may have; agree 
the input requirements of SRA (including access to appropriate documentation, personnel, key 
stakeholders to be interviewed); and discuss any more general background that may assist the review. 
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2. Establishment of communication channels: a simple website for the review was established with the 
address www.srareview.org. The site provided the terms of reference for the review and other general 
background information, as well as advice on how stakeholders may make a submission to the review. 
The purpose of the site was to provide a communication channel with stakeholders that was clearly 
independent of SRA. 

The review and the website were publicised by SRA via a number of channels, including articles in 
Canegrower magazine and SRA’s eNewsletter, a media release (which was reproduced  in a number of 
industry newsletters and regional newspapers), the SRA website home page banner and an email to 
IRBs. 

It was decided not to run an online survey of levy payers, as SRA was undertaking its own grower survey 
at the same time as the performance review was taking place, as well as commencing a separate strategy 
and operating model review. The consultants were afforded the opportunity for input to the grower survey 
questionnaire prior to its distribution. 

3. Data collection / desktop review: a large number of relevant documents were made available to the 
consultants via a secure portal and were progressively reviewed. A list of the documents reviewed is 
provided in Appendix 1. 

4. Consultation: a list of interviewees for the review was drawn up in consultation with SRA.  Approximately 
50 individuals were interviewed, from amongst: 

 SRA executive and management; 

 SRA directors; 

 Research Funding Panel (RFP); 

 Industry Representative Bodies – IRBs (Australian Sugar Milling Council (ASMC), Queensland 
Cane Growers Organisation Ltd (CANEGROWERS) and Australian Cane Farmers 
Association (ACFA); 

 Individual levy payers or their representatives (growers and mills); 

 Commonwealth Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE); 

 Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries (QDAF); 

 Rural research & development corporations (RDCs) and state agencies having cross-sectoral 
collaborations with SRA; 

 Council for Rural Research and Development Corporations (CRRDC); and 

 Key service providers such as R&D providers or external consultants. 

All interviews were conducted by video- or telephone conference, due to the movement restrictions 
imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Interviews ranged from 30 to 90 minutes in duration. 

5. Development and testing of preliminary findings: preliminary findings of the review were discussed 
separately with the CEO, the Executive Team the Board, all of these meetings held by videoconference. 
The meetings provided an opportunity to clarify areas of uncertainty and to test key findings and draft 
recommendations. 

6. Preparation of report: the draft report was provided to the Board and DAWE. Following minor adjustments, 
the report was finalised. 
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2. OVERVIEW OF SUGAR RESEARCH AUSTRALIA 

2.1 HISTORY AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

SRA is an unlisted public company limited by guarantee. It was established under and is subject to the 
provisions of the Corporations Act 2001 (Cth). It was incorporated on 8 May 2013. 

The company operates under authority granted to it by the Sugar Research and Development Services Act 
2013 (Cth), which allows for SRA to be declared as the sugar industry services body and to receive 
Commonwealth funding for R&D, under contract. The first such contract between SRA and the Commonwealth 
was the Statutory Funding Agreement 2013-17 (SFA), which was executed on 5 August 2013. The SFA 
provided the basis for the Sugar Research and Development Services (Industry Services Body) Declaration 
2013 (dated 5 August 2013), establishing SRA as the industry services body defined in the Act. The SFA was 
succeeded by the Funding Contract 2017-21 (SFC), dated 4 August 2017, which is currently in operation. 

SRA was formed from the merger of two entities: the Sugar Research & Development Corporation (SRDC) 
and BSES Limited (formerly the Bureau of Sugar Experiment Stations). BSES was a semi-government agency 
that undertook research, development and adoption (RD&A)1 activities for the sugar industry and owned 
considerable land and related assets which were transferred to SRA on its creation.  

The legislative and business model for the new industry services body was developed through a review for the 
Australian Sugar Industry Alliance (ASA) by Dr Sandra Welsman. A Sugar RD&E Reform package, including 
the formation of SRA, the creation of the SRA Research Funding Panel (RFP) and raising of the levy to 35 
cents per tonne for both growers and millers, was voted on by sugar growers and millers (the Sugar Poll 2012) 
and overwhelmingly approved.2 The Australian Parliament subsequently passed the enabling legislation. 

This history is pertinent to the present review. First, it shows how SRA has arrived at a position unique among 
RDCs in being both an R&D3 funder and provider. Second, it shows that SRA is a young company. As 
discussed below, many of the issues faced by SRA over the period of this review are directly related to an 
ongoing ‘bedding-in’ and industry acceptance or otherwise of the Welsman model. In particular, it is notable 
that two key elements of the Welsman model have not been implemented: the foreshadowed sale of three of 
the former BSES research stations; and SRA’s non-involvement in adoption activities, which were intended to 
be the domain of regional productivity service boards (see Section 6.4.2). A number of interviewees for this 

 

 

1 Otherwise referred to as RD&E (‘extension’). We have used ‘adoption’ as this is SRA’s preferred term 

2 Commonwealth of Australia Bills Digest no. 159 2012-13, Sugar Research and Development Services Bill 2013 [and] 
Sugar Research and Development Services (Consequential Amendments and Transitional Provisions) Bill 2013 [and] 
Sugar Research and Development Services (Consequential Amendment–Excise) Bill 2013, 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/bd/bd1213a/13bd159  

3 The Welsman model did not envisage SRA being involved in adoption activities, so ‘R&D’ is used here in preference to 
‘RD&A’ 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/bd/bd1213a/13bd159
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review argued that the industry’s failure to follow through on these two components of the agreed model have 
led to SRA’s current difficult financial position (see Section 3.4). 

The SRA Constitution has been amended twice during the period of this review. In October 2016, changes 
were made to correct anomalies in the rules concerning director terms and rotation. In October 2018, the 
following changes were approved at the company AGM: 

 Deletion of a rule that prohibited SRA from carrying out commercial activities to generate revenue; 

 Removal of references to delegates and consequent changes (for example in relation to the Director 
Selection Committee); and 

 Several other minor adjustments to address duplications or drafting errors. 

2.2 FUNDING 

The primary source of funding for SRA is the statutory sugar cane levy, which is set at 70 cents per tonne of 
cane. The levy is paid by cane processors, who may ‘recover 50 per cent of the total levy from the producer 
by offset or otherwise’4 – that is, the grower and processor contribute half each of the total levy amount.  

The Commonwealth contributes cash to match the levy expenditure by SRA to a cap of 0.5 per cent of the 
industry’s gross value of production (GVP) or 50 per cent of the amount spent by SRA on eligible activities in 
a given financial year, whichever is the lesser amount. 

Because the levy is set at an absolute value per tonne, the relationship between levy income and GVP varies 
with the price of cane. However, the levy rate substantially exceeds 0.5 per cent of the long-term sugar cane 
price, so Commonwealth matching contributions are a smaller source of revenue for SRA than the levy. 

Other significant sources of revenue include the Queensland Government, through QDAF, which provides 
funding to SRA for the conduct of sugar R&D on its behalf. SRA also receives funding to deliver various 
collaborative projects such as those under the Commonwealth’s ‘Rural R&D for Profit’ program. 

SRA’s revenues over the review period are summarised in Table 1. 

 

 

4 DAWE – https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/levies/rates/sugar-cane  

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/levies/rates/sugar-cane
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Table 1: SRA revenue from operating activities 2016/17–2019/20 

 FY20 (‘$000) (F)* FY19 (‘$000)** FY18 (‘$000)** FY17 (‘$000)** 

Industry contribution 22,120 22,401 23,674 25,546 

C’th matching contribution 6,291 6,599 6,738 7,604 

Queensland Government income 3,109 3,475 4,031 2,964 

C’th Government grant income  636 1,149 492 

Collaboration income 7,253 4,913 4,439 3,072 

Sale of cane  530 664 751 

Other 1,690 1,352 1,348 3,367 

TOTAL 40,463 39,904 42,043 43,796 

Sources: * Annual Operational Plan 2019-20 ** Annual reports 
‘Other’ includes finance income, lease and rental income, profit/loss on sale of asset and other items 
F = forecast 

3. OPERATING ENVIRONMENT 

3.1 INDUSTRY SNAPSHOT 

The Australian sugar industry produces raw and refined sugar from sugarcane. Around 95 per cent of sugar 
produced in Australia is grown in Queensland and about five per cent in northern New South Wales, along 
2,100 km of coastline between Mossman in far north Queensland and Grafton in northern New South Wales.5 

The Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences (ABARES) estimates that the 
GVP at farmgate of sugarcane produced by the Australian sugar industry was $1.204 billion in 2019/20,6 
making it the third largest broad acre crop in Australia by value after wheat and canola. ABARES predicts that 
this figure will fall by almost 20 per cent in 2020/21 to $0.989 billion. 

Australia produced 30.04 million tonnes of sugarcane and 4.28 million tonnes of sugar in 2019/20. Of this total 
production of sugar, around 80 per cent (3.4 million tonnes) was exported in 2019/20, with a total export value 

 

 

5 DAWE 2020, https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/crops/sugar 
6 ABARES 2020, Agricultural Commodities, June 2020 quarter. Excel spreadsheet, 
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/research-topics/agricultural-outlook/sugar 

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/ag-farm-food/crops/sugar
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/research-topics/agricultural-outlook/sugar
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of approximately $1.4 billion.7 This makes it Australia’s second-largest broadacre-based exported crop by 
value after wheat and the seventh-largest agricultural export industry.8 

While Australia accounts for only 2.6 per cent of world production of sugar, Australia is the world’s third-largest 
exporter of sugar after Brazil and Thailand with a 9.7 per cent share of the total world volume of sugar exports 
in 2019/20.9 

A study prepared for the ASMC in 2019 estimated the total contribution to the Australian economy from the 
raw sugar manufacturing sector was in excess of $4 billion and more than 22,600 jobs in 2017/1810, while 
Sugar Australia estimates that the whole sugar industry in Australia ‘…generates more than 40,000 jobs, 
directly and indirectly’.11 

3.2 INDUSTRY BODIES 

SRA interacts with four IRBs (‘Industry Peak Organisations’ in the Constitution)12: 

 Queensland Cane Growers Organisation Ltd, known as ‘CANEGROWERS’, which comprises the state 
company and 13 regional companies; 

 The Australian Cane Farmers Association (‘Australian Cane Farmers’ or ACFA), representing cane 
farmers in New South Wales and Queensland; 

 The Australian Sugar Milling Council (ASMC), which represents raw sugar manufacturers in Australia; 
and 

 The Australian Sugar Industry Alliance (ASA), which brings together CANEGROWERS, ASMC, SRA and 
Queensland Sugar Limited, a not-for-profit body providing marketing, logistics and other services to the 
industry. 

3.3 TRENDS IN PRODUCTION, PRICES AND MARKETS 

World prices for sugar have fallen sharply in the past decade since peaking in 2010/11. ABARES predicts that 
world sugar prices will fall again in 2020/21 to the lowest annual average since 2006/07. This decline in world 

 

 

7 ASMC 2020, https://asmc.com.au/policy-advocacy/sugar-industry-overview/statistics/  

8 ABARES 2020 

9 United States Department of Agriculture 2020. Production, Supply and Distribution database. 
https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/advQuery  

10 ASMC 2019, Submission in response to the Modernising the Research and Development Corporation System 
discussion paper, 18 December 
11 Sugar Australia 2020, https://www.sugaraustralia.com.au/sugar-australia/about/industry-information/ 

12 There are no sugar industry IRBs ‘prescribed’ under the Act, as there are in some other industries 

https://asmc.com.au/policy-advocacy/sugar-industry-overview/statistics/
https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/app/index.html#/app/advQuery
https://www.sugaraustralia.com.au/sugar-australia/about/industry-information/
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prices has been partly reflected in a deterioration in the Australian farmgate prices for sugarcane, particularly 
in the past two years and predicted for 2020/21 (Figure 1). 

 
Source: ABARES 

Figure 1: Trends in world sugar price (USc/lb) and in Australian farmgate price (A$/tonne) 

 

This decline in prices paid at farmgate in recent years has contributed to a fall in Australian production of 
sugarcane and the area planted to sugarcane in the past five years. SRA’s 2019 survey of growers showed 
most farms were expecting lower profitability than the average of the previous five years, including the greatest 
proportion since 2015 expecting profitability to be ‘substantially lower’. Fewer farms appeared to be expanding, 
while a growing number were winding down.13 The profitability of sugarcane is reportedly below that for 
alternative land uses, notably macadamias14,15 and avocados16. As well, demand for water by these tree crop 

 

 

13 Down to Earth Research 2019, Grower Survey 2019 Report (report to SRA), June. The equivalent questions were not 
asked in the 2020 survey 

14 Australian Sugarcane 2018, Australian Sugarcane Annual 2018 

15 Horticulture Innovation Australia Ltd 2017, Macadamia Strategic Investment Plan 2017-2021 

16 CANEGROWERS 2018, Annual Report 2017/18 
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enterprises has seen a lift in the price for water, which has hurt canegrowing17 in some regions. ABARES 
predicts a modest increase in both area planted to and production of sugarcane in 2020/21.18 

Figure 2 shows trends in the area planted to sugarcane and the total production of sugarcane since 1989/90. 

 
Source: ABARES 

Figure 2: Australian sugarcane growing industry – land area and production 

 

As expected, Australia’s production of sugar has tracked the trends in sugarcane production, as have 
Australia’s exports of sugar (Figure 3). 

 

 

17 CANEGROWERS 2018 

18 ABARES 2020 
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Source: ABARES 

Figure 3:  Australian sugar production and exports 

 

Stakeholders in the sugar industry express concern that the industry is under significant pressure as a result 
of these low world sugar prices and a decline in production. Decreases in production are most marked in more 
southern regions where macadamias and other crops can be successfully grown. Cyclone prevalence further 
north favours sugar cane production as permanent crops are more at risk and cane is more resilient to direct 
damage and flooding. Thus, some mills are being challenged to maintain a critical level of supply despite 
Australian sugarcane production overall falling by only a modest amount. Throughput is critical to the 
profitability of mills and long-distance transport of sugarcane is unviable due to economics and the need to mill 
cane within 16 hours of harvest to minimise deterioration.19 This factor also constrains the development of new 
growing regions for sugarcane. 

Furthermore, SRA notes in its most recent annual operational plan that growers and mills are seeing increased 
regulation and a challenge in maintaining the industry’s social licence to operate.20 ASMC reports that since 
2006 the industry has experienced a substantial increase in regulatory burden, including environmental 
regulation related to the Great Barrier Reef, water tariffs, vegetation management, electricity tariffs and port 
charges. The industry assesses that 40 per cent of interventions during that period have imposed a medium 
or high burden.21 

 

 

19 ACFA 2020, http://www.acfa.com.au/sugar-industry/sugar-milling/ 

20 SRA 2020, Annual Operational Plan 2020/21 

21 ASMC 2019, Submission in response to the Modernising the Research and Development Corporation System 
discussion paper, 18 December 
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Other developments over the review period worth noting here are those relating to the milling sector. We were 
advised that there has been significant turnover in chief executives and senior management of the mills during 
the last one to two years. Also, 19 of 25 mills are majority-owned by foreign entities.22 Both of these factors 
could be expected to have a significant impact on the mills’ attitudes towards socialised RD&A, their capacity 
to invest in RD&A and therefore the priorities that they may have for SRA’s milling RD&A portfolio. 

All of these developments in the external environment directly affect SRA, in the total of the levy income the 
organisation receives, the issues it needs to address in its activities and how it engages with its stakeholders. 

3.4 SRA’S FINANCIAL POSITION 

SRA’s financial position has declined over the review period and this decline is expected to continue in the 
near term (Table 2). Low world sugar prices and reduced levels of production have led to declining levy and 
Commonwealth Government revenues. At the same time, the costs of delivering RD&A have risen. The SRA 
Board has adopted a position of spending down reserves in order to maintain levels of RD&A funding and even 
to take on new initiatives, notably a major new investment in adoption (see Section 6.4.2). 

 

Table 2: SRA profit & loss and net current asset position summary 2016/17–2020/21 

 FY21 (‘$000) (F)* FY20 (‘$000) (F)* FY19 (‘$000)** FY18 (‘$000)** FY17 (‘$000)** 

Revenue 35,388 40,463 39,904 42,043 43,796 

Expenditure 36,975 43,526 45,399 45,198 41,230 

Surplus/deficit (1,587) (3,063) (5,495) (3,155) 2,566 

Net current assets   26,405 35,044 40,569 

Sources: * Annual Operational Plan 2019-20 ** Annual reports 
F = forecast; 2019/20 financials were not available at time of report preparation 
Note: surplus/deficit figures and movements in net current assets do not directly align, due to timing differences in revenue and 
expenditure, changes in non-cash items such as depreciation and so on 

 

A challenge for SRA is its high cost base. SRA owns and operates eight regional research stations, three of 
which were intended to be sold under the Welsman model (Section 2.1). SRA also owns its corporate 
headquarters and laboratories in Indooroopilly (which we understand need extensive modernisation). The 
company had 164 full-time equivalent staff as at 30 June 2019. SRA’s high fixed costs mean that it has reduced 
opportunity to invest in contestable projects as revenues decline, and reduced agility to respond to changing 
priorities. 

 

 

22 Our analysis – as at 3 August 2020 
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The financial position of SRA and the appointment of a new CEO has prompted an intense examination of the 
SRA business model and its role in the sugar industry. A strategy and operating model review, facilitated by 
KPMG, was commenced whilst this performance review was being conducted and was due for completion in 
November 2020 (see Section 5.1). 

4. GOVERNANCE 

4.1 ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE 

As noted in Section 2.1, the organisational structure of SRA is unusual among RDCs because of SRA’s unique 
position as both a provider and funder of RD&A. SRA has internal research capability, currently under the 
leadership of executive managers (EMs) responsible for biosecurity and production, and variety development 
and processing, respectively. Another general manager (GM) has responsibility for the Research Funding Unit 
(RFU). The RFU is the division of SRA responsible for the contestable research funding, some of which may 
be awarded to SRA’s internal research teams (see Section 6.2). 

The establishment of SRA was accompanied by the creation of a Research Funding Panel (RFP) with the 
delegated authority of the Board ‘to identify a portfolio of projects for funding each year against SRA Research 
Funding Panel processes and criteria for merit, consistent with the strategic plan, Industry Priorities and 
framework, financial, timing and other guidance provided’.23 The primary objective of the RFP is to ensure 
transparent, independent, and robust review and monitoring of all RD&A project investment from SRA’s 
contestable pool of funds. The RFP is a committee of, and reports to, the Board, but its delegated powers 
cannot be revoked by the Board except by amendment to the constitution. There is a dispute resolution process 
in the case of disagreement between the RFP and the Board. 

The RFP works with the RFU, over which it has functional oversight, ‘to the extent that it relates to the RFU’s 
role of assisting the Panel in its proceedings and deliberations, and in the planning and administration of 
research activities within the ‘contestable funding pool’.24 Both the RFP and RFU are separated from the rest 
of SRA by an ‘ethical wall’25 (Figure 4). 

 

 

 

23 Constitution, rule 22.3(d) 

24 SRA Research Funding Panel Charter 

25 Referred to in the previous performance review as the ‘Chinese wall’  
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Source: RFP charter 

Figure 4: SRA organisation chart excerpt showing the ‘ethical wall’ 

 

The ‘ethical wall’ was designed to protect against the structural conflict of interest for SRA in its research 
funder/provider roles. In doing so, though, the wall creates some significant governance and efficiency 
challenges. To clarify the operation of the ethical wall, the Board agreed at a meeting in 2013 on a series of 
‘governance principles and guidelines’ in relation to the RFP, appended to the RFP charter, which was 
reviewed and approved by the Board in February 2020. One of these explains the dual reporting 
responsibilities of the GM of the RFU: ‘The General Manager SRA Research Funding Unit would report to the 
Research Funding Panel Chairman on functional management but report to the SRA CEO on line management 
and when undertaking functions within SRA which are not associated with the RFP’. This means that the CEO 
does not have a direct line-of-sight over a significant component of the SRA business. 

The distinction between ‘functional management’ and ‘line management’ is not clear-cut in practice. The 
problems presented by the ethical wall have become more pronounced in recent times with a change in CEO 
and the introduction of a more collaborative style of working amongst the executive (see also Section 4.3). It 
is difficult for the Executive Team to have strategic discussions on resource allocation, for example, when the 
GM with nominal executive responsibility for half of the RD&A budget26 has an ethical wall between them and 

 

 

26 The Constitution (rule 22.3(e)) requires that ‘The Board should use best endeavours to ensure that, on average over 
the four years between Performance Reviews, approximately half of the Company’s income is allocated to the 
contestable funding pool’ – see Section 6 
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the rest of the group. This effectively pushes all strategic thinking, portfolio management and decision making 
up to the Board which must work with two separate sources of information about the overall R&D investment 
portfolio. 

The constitutional design and operations of the RFP create even more fundamental governance problems for 
SRA. The Constitution obliges the Board to delegate certain responsibilities to the RFP as one of its 
committees (see Section 4.2), These functions must ultimately be executed by the CEO yet the CEO does not 
have the delegated authority to oversight the RFP and its outcomes. In addition, at least one function is highly 
operational (‘efficient and effective project management’) which seems at odds with the role and 
responsibilities of a board committee. 

Aside from the governance dimension (risk to both board and CEO), there is a simple problem of impaired 
efficiency of RD&A management. The lack of visibility of the core projects to both the RFU and to the RFP is 
reported to hamper real collaboration and the identification of gaps and needs within and between each of 
SRA’s key focus areas (KFAs) for investment. This was observed in a recent external review of SRA’s 
investment framework by Colere:27 

‘Currently the RFP and RFU manage and have oversight over only the contestable 
research investment process and associated review and evaluation of investment 
projects. Even where core and non-core funded projects exist within the same R&D 
pipeline, there are currently not formal processes to ensure connectivity and provide 
demand signals.’ (p. 11) 

Colere made a strong recommendation that all R&D investments should essentially be managed the same 
way. 

The current CEO in particular is frustrated by the constraints imposed by the organisational structure. We 
understand the structure will be a key focus of the strategy and operating model review currently being 
undertaken by SRA. It appears that the constraints imposed by the ‘ethical wall’ could be addressed in one of 
two ways: SRA could review and strengthen the governance principles and guidelines and the internal 
processes to minimise the governance issues created by the wall and the RFP/RFU operational model; or 
substantial structural changes could be made, and the independent, arms-length nature of the contestable 
funding function ensured through other mechanisms (which may require constitutional change). 

 

RECOMMENDATION 1: THE BOARD SHOULD COMMISSION A FORMAL REVIEW OF THE 
GOVERNANCE IMPLICATIONS OF THE RFP AS IT IS CONSTITUTED, INCLUDING ANY CONFLICTS 
WITH THE CEO’S ROLE AND IMPACTS ON THE EFFECTIVE AND EFFICIENT FUNCTIONING OF 
SUGAR INDUSTRY RD&A.  

 

 

 

27 Colere Group 2019, SRA: Developing an improved investment framework and process 
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Interestingly, the ethical wall was not seen as a major impediment, and was considered to be effectively 
managed, by the Board and senior management during the 2016 performance review. 

The operations of the RFU and internal research divisions of SRA are further discussed in Section 6.1. 

4.2 BOARD 

MEMBERSHIP 

Under rule 25 of the Constitution, the SRA Board comprises between six and eight directors. There have been 
seven directors at any point in time during the review period. 

The Board has undergone considerable renewal in recent years, with only two of the directors from the time 
of the 2016 review still in place (including the Chair) – in fact, average director tenure at the October 2020 
AGM will be only 3.1 years, with four of seven members having served two years or less. Although there is the 
potential for the loss of corporate memory, the freshness of the Board appears to be a positive feature overall 
and should facilitate the change process faced by SRA in the medium term. 

Interestingly, the 2019 board evaluation raised some issues about the effectiveness of SRA’s director selection 
model, noting that it does not reflect commercial practice and may not ensure the best people are appointed. 
We heard similar commentary from several interviewees for the review. One director noted that while current 
directors have a high level of financial literacy, the Board would benefit from the addition of a finance specialist. 
This is a reasonable observation, especially given the company’s current financial challenges. 

The Director Selection Committee (DSC) is further described below. 

PRACTICE 

There is a comprehensive suite of governance documents in place, including a board charter and governance 
policy. One of the experienced directors noted that SRA’s policies and procedures were of a standard as high 
as any they had seen – but also that implementation of and accountability for these documents at the time of 
their joining the Board was less than desirable. Rectifying this situation has been a focus for the Audit and Risk 
Committee (ARC) (see the commentary below on risk management).  

The Board has subjected itself to annual performance reviews facilitated by external consultants. This is a 
commendable practice and exceeds the recommendations of the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX) Corporate 
Governance Council which only goes so far as to recommend ‘periodic’ external review.28 The reviews are 
comprehensive and include the committees in their remit, but not the RFP. It is not clear why the RFP should 
be excluded from evaluation. Whilst it has a unique position in the company (see Section 4.1), it is defined in 
the Constitution as a committee of the Board and its performance has a significant bearing on the performance 
of SRA as a whole. 

 

 

 

28 ASX Corporate Governance Council 2019, Corporate governance principles and recommendations, 4th edition 
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RECOMMENDATION 2: THE RFP SHOULD BE SUBJECT TO ANNUAL PERFORMANCE REVIEW IN 
THE SAME WAY AS THE BOARD AND OTHER COMMITTEES, WHETHER AS PART OF THE BOARD 
EVALUATION PROCESS OR SEPARATELY.  

 

The reports of the four most recent reviews generally reflect a board that functions effectively and has 
confidence in the organisation’s governance. The October 2019 review, however, is less positive on certain 
aspects, notably the board’s relationship with management / the CEO, strategic focus and risk management. 

In our interviews, some directors were critical of the standard of board papers, saying that they were unfocused, 
overly long and unclear on the outcome sought from the Board. Financial reporting was particularly poor and 
failed to provide clear visibility of key items and movements. The standard of papers was reported to be 
improving in recent times. 

The Board decided in 2019 to increase the number of board meetings held in the regions, from three to four 
of six annually (the new arrangements have not yet been put into place due to COVID-19). This is a 
commendable move and will help to strengthen the Board’s engagement with growers, mills and other 
stakeholders.  

COMMITTEES 

The Board has four committees: 

 Audit and Risk (ARC); 

 People, Performance & Remuneration (PPRC – formerly Remuneration and Appointments); 

 RFP; and 

 Director Selection (DSC). 

Each committee has a charter in place, and these appear to be comprehensive and current. The RFP and 
DSC differ from the ARC and PPRC in that their delegated powers cannot be revoked by the Board except by 
amendment to the Constitution. The ARC and PPRC are chaired by board directors. The RFP and DSC both 
have independent chairs. 

The ARC and PPRC have relatively new chairs. Each committee meets quarterly and is reported by directors 
and management to be operating effectively, and this is reflected in the October 2019 board performance 
review. 

A DSC is convened in advance of an AGM at which an election of directors is required. It comprises an 
independent chair appointed by the Board, two ‘Group G’ (Grower) members and ‘Group M’ (Miller) members 
of SRA, each nominated by the respective IRBs. The Board is required under the Constitution to do an annual 
review of the skills required on the Board and to advise these to each DSC. 

The RFP is discussed in greater detail above in Section 4.1. 
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4.3 MANAGEMENT TEAM 

The present CEO commenced in January 2020, becoming the organisation’s second CEO since its 
establishment in 2013. The Executive Team is quite large, comprising nine people in addition to the CEO: 
seven EMs / GMs, the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) and the Legal Counsel / Company Secretary. There were 
several changes of personnel on the Executive Team over the course of the review period and in fact only four 
of the current team were present at the time of the 2016 review. 

The GM People, Safety and Culture was recently added to the Executive Team, at which time ‘safety’ was 
explicitly added to their position title. Both changes are sensible developments. 

Numerous internal stakeholders described the preference of the former CEO for a ‘hub-and-spoke’ style of 
management characterised mainly by a series of bilateral relationships between the CEO and Board, and CEO 
and Executive Team members. The new CEO expects the Executive Team to work collaboratively, and this is 
reportedly presenting some challenges, for example in relation to the ethical wall (see Section 4.1). However, 
this new ‘team’ model can be expected to deliver better leadership outcomes and less silo behaviour.  

4.4 RISK MANAGEMENT AND COMPLIANCE 

SRA has very extensive compliance requirements, greater than most RDCs because of its research provider 
function, which raises the significance of obligations imposed by the Office of Gene Technology Regulator and 
the Work Health and Safety Act 2011 (Qld), to give just two examples. 

SRA’s compliance framework was reviewed by internal audit in June 2017. The review found that, overall, 
SRA had established good practices and progressed well with the design and implementation of the 
compliance framework. It made three medium-priority findings and identified two further ‘business 
improvement opportunities’. The compliance framework was due to be audited again in 2019/20, although this 
audit has since been deferred to 2020/21. 

There has been a concerted effort to overhaul SRA’s risk management since the current chair of the ARC took 
over the role in late 2019. An internal audit in February 2020 uncovered a range of deficiencies in the risk 
management process, for example that risk registers had not been updated since mid-2018, there had been 
no systematic review of organisational risks since mid-2015 and there was inconsistent reporting between 
management, the ARC and Board. Three different executives were accountable for risk management between 
October 2015 and March 2019 and there were some ownerships gaps during this period. Deloitte has since 
been engaged to assist SRA in designing an organisational risk management system consistent with ISO 
31000:2018. This has included the establishment of a Risk Management Committee by management to work 
with the ARC. 

An area of particular concern is workplace health and safety (WHS). SRA is probably unique among RDCs in 
its exposure to WHS risk, because of its research stations and large number of employees, many of whom 
work in laboratories or in the field. There is some highly critical commentary in the 2019 board evaluation report 
from at least one director about SRA’s oversight of WHS risk. We heard from directors we interviewed that, 
while some good safety policies and procedures were in place, there had not been an appropriate level of 
commitment to or accountability for high standards of WHS. 

None of the documentation we reviewed contradicted the sense that WHS has not been sufficiently high in 
SRA’s consciousness. It is notable, for example, that ‘safety’ is not one of SRA’s values – innovation, investor 
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satisfaction, accountability and teamwork. Safety appears as one of the top 10 ‘culture values’ in the internal 
Cultural Values Assessment survey of 2014, but not in subsequent surveys in 2017 or 2018. 

We understand that there has been a greater focus on safety since the new CEO was appointed. For example, 
as noted above, one of the Executive Team now has ‘safety’ as part of their job title. This is to be commended. 
The CEO and Board should consider more robust measures to elevate WHS within SRA, such as (for example) 
the creation of specific committee of the Board or addition of the term ‘safety’ to one of the existing committees. 
Safety is part of the ARC’s charter but it has no particular prominence. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 3: SRA SHOULD CONTINUE ITS INCREASED FOCUS ON WORKPLACE HEALTH 
AND SAFETY, INCLUDING CONSIDERATION OF CHANGES TO THE CURRENT BOARD 
COMMITTEES TO ELEVATE THE PROMINENCE OF SAFETY IN THE COMPANY.  

 

4.5 CORPORATE CULTURE 

The 2016 independent performance review discussed the challenges for SRA, on its formation, of transitioning 
the public service culture of BSES into that of a Corporations Act company. The 2016 review noted a number 
of initiatives to promote greater alignment with organisation’s values of innovation, investor satisfaction, 
accountability and teamwork, and some signs of positive change. The review made a recommendation that 
SRA continue its focus on improving the culture of the organisation, including the implementation of site-
specific strategies to effect change. 

SRA agreed with the recommendation. Its response and implementation plan notes a number of new and 
ongoing activities under the ‘Cultural Transformation Program’ including ‘Leadership Development’ and ‘Living 
the Culture’ workshops, ‘Culture Committees’ to develop action plans to address specific issues and a biennial 
‘Cultural Values Assessment’ survey. Actions in respect to each of these initiatives are shown as having been 
completed by mid-2017 and the review sighted a range of documents in relation to these. 

During 2016-17, the Executive Team led three parallel processes across SRA to tackle areas identified as 
problematic for the organisation: 

 Improving communication; 

 Breaking down silos; and 

 Tackling perceived bureaucracy. 

These initiatives appear to have delivered some tangible outcomes, for example: providing feedback from 
Board meetings to staff; rolling out videoconferencing capability; and streamlining some contractual and 
financial procedures. Results of the 2018 Cultural Values Assessment survey showed an improvement in 
‘cultural entropy’, with this measure dropping to 27 per cent from 34 per cent in 2017 and 38 per cent in 2014. 
However, it is worth noting that 27 per cent represents ‘significant issues…requiring cultural and structural 
transformation, and leadership coaching’. It is also interesting that the highest level of entropy by a significant 
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margin was found among the Operations unit of the organisation.29 No further Cultural Values Assessment 
surveys have been conducted since 2018. 

There has been considerable upheaval within SRA over the last twelve months. We understand that the 
departure of the former CEO in the second half of 2019 was drawn out and not entirely without friction, which 
had a negative impact on morale. The new CEO has a very different leadership style and a pressing agenda 
for change. All aspects of the organisation, including the composition of the Executive Team, are under intense 
review. We found that senior managers and board directors were expecting SRA to be a significantly different 
organisation even by the end of 2020 and this is naturally causing a level of apprehension among staff. That 
said, interviewees for the review generally appreciated the extent of the financial and related problems at SRA 
and were supportive of the need for ‘root and branch’ change. 

5. PLANNING AND REPORTING 

5.1 STRATEGIC PLAN 

The company's requirements in relation to strategic plans are covered by clauses 30.1 to 30.6 of SRA’s SFC 
with the Commonwealth Government. Clause 30.1 deals with the timeframe and consultation with government, 
clause 30.2 refers to what the plan needs to cover, and clauses 30.3 through to 30.5 deal with consultation 
required with industry. Clause 30.3 requires that SRA develop a consultation plan including details of proposed 
consultations with the Commonwealth, levy payers, IRBs and other stakeholders. The consultation plan 
(October 2016) for the development of the current strategic plan is particularly comprehensive. SRA staff also 
advised that they consulted widely to hear directly from growers, millers, government, industry bodies and 
other stakeholders about regional and industry-wide opportunities and challenges. 

This review and discussions with SRA management and representatives of DAWE have confirmed that all 
obligations listed within the SFA in relation to strategic plans have been met.  

The SRA Strategic Plan 2017/18 − 2021/22 is a comprehensive and well-prepared document. To enhance 
communication of the plan, SRA prepared a one page ‘poster’ and a two page ‘handout’, both providing the 
same summary. These are very useful, particularly for levy payers and other stakeholders. 

The basic framework of the plan is: 

 Four overarching goals: 

1. Drive profitability; 

2. Improve sustainability; 

3. Enhance capability; and 

 

 

29 Cultural entropy is defined as ‘The amount of energy in an organisation that is consumed in unproductive work. It is a 
measure of the friction, and pent-up frustration that exists within an organisation’. From Cultural Values Retest – May 2018 
report 
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4. Strengthen organisational excellence. 

 Nine key focus areas (KFAs) with established outcomes and priorities and subsequently research, 
development and adoption programs. These nine KFAs are: 

1. Optimally-adapted varieties, plant breeding and release; 

2. Soil health, nutrient management and environmental sustainability; 

3. Pest, disease and weed management; 

4. Farming systems and harvesting; 

5. Milling efficiency and technology; 

6. Product diversification and value addition; 

7. Knowledge and technology transfer and adoption; 

8. Collaboration and capability development; and 

9. Organisational effectiveness. 

 Three ‘ambitious’ measures of success: 

1. Increased profitability per tonne of sugar produced; 

2. Improved industry sustainability; and 

3. High-impact return on investment. 

The plan reports succinctly on the operating environment and provides responses to the primary issues raised 
by stakeholders during consultation. This is an important link to the consultation process. The plan also covers 
the usual sections on portfolio balance, collaboration with other organisations, monitoring and evaluation, and 
financial forecasts as expected. 

Attachment 1 of the strategic plan provides a pictorial linkage between the plan and four other relevant plans, 
viz: 

 National Sugarcane Industry RD&E Strategy, 2017; 

 National Science and Research Priorities, Australian Government, 2015; 

 Rural RD&E Priorities, Australian Government, 2015; and 

 Department Strategic Objectives for Funding Projects for Sugarcane, Queensland Department of 
Agriculture and Fisheries, 2017. 

The real detail of the plan is provided in Attachment 2 where plans for each KFA are reported on in detail, 
including information on: 

 Key RD&A priorities; 

 RD&A programs; 

 Key outputs; 

 Key outcomes at 5-year and longer timeframes; and 

 Key impacts related to SRA’s four overarching goals. 

This is well laid out and more detailed than seen in strategic plans for many other RDCs.  
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A recommendation from the previous performance review was:  

‘In the next phase of developing a renewed strategic plan (and in related plans and any 
reporting), SRA should focus on using more commercial language, simplifying the expression of 
objectives and strategies (KFAs and IAs) and including more objectivity in high-level key 
performance indicators.’ 

It is apparent that SRA has worked diligently in responding to this recommendation. However, it is noted that 
while SRA’s three ambitious measures of success are largely aspirational, the first two at least (increased 
profitability and improved sustainability) will be very difficult to measure readily and to attribute to SRA’s efforts. 

There has been some comment that the SRA strategic plan is really an RD&A plan, rather than a genuine 
organisational strategic plan. That is largely true, as it is for most RDCs. SRA does have an Organisational 
Plan 2018/19–2021/22 which establishes the organisation’s ‘enabling strategies’ (Mapping the future; 
Sustaining financial viability; Partnering for impact; Innovating our science; Optimising return on investment; 
and Transforming our business and culture). Each of the enabling strategies lists ‘Key deliverables’, 
‘Outcomes’, ‘Measures of success’ and ‘Contribution to strategic plan outcomes’. Positive and negative risks 
are also identified. 

This is an interesting document, and not one seen regularly in RDCs, although Cotton Research & 
Development Corporation (CRDC) has since developed a similar ‘Business strategy’ document. The plan 
appears as subordinate to the strategic plan in the strategic management framework shown in the plan. We 
understand the plan was prepared at the request of the Board to bridge the largely RD&A-based strategic plan 
and the organisation’s ‘modus operandi’. It was developed primarily for senior management as a document 
describing ‘how we operate’ and has value for all parts of the organisation. 

SRA has indicated an intention, through its current strategy and operating model review, to develop a ‘true’ 
corporate strategy with supporting RD&A strategy.30 

As the result of a review of the strategic plan, an addendum was prepared in August 2019 in the face of 
significant operating, financial and social pressures (sustained low world sugar prices, declining production, 
increasing on-farm regulation and an increased need to focus maintaining the industry’s social licence to 
operate). The review of the plan confirmed the objectives and priority RD&A investment areas as set down in 
the plan but suggested that critical elements be elevated in priority. As requested by the ASA, SRA increased 
its focus on social licence to operate and trade policy / market access as critical research investment priorities 
under its future annual operational plans. 

At the time of this review, SRA had announced that it was undertaking a widespread strategy and operating 
model review. At the conclusion of that review, and once a clear way forward is determined and agreed by 
SRA, levy payers and the Commonwealth Government, SRA is likely to need a comprehensive implementation 
plan to manage potentially significant change to its operations. This would need to include an active 
communication strategy for staff and stakeholders. Such strategies should not be confused with SRA’s existing 
strategic plan (which will also need to be amended). We understand that such an implementation plan is one 
of the required outputs of strategy and operating model review. An effective implementation plan will be vital. 

 

 

30 SRA 2020, Request for expressions of interest: Strategy, operating model and organisational design review  
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Similar to the previous performance review, several interviewees noted the absence of a long-term industry 
vision or plan. A broader industry vision would undoubtedly improve the effectiveness of SRA’s strategic 
planning and delivery by providing a framework for SRA to operate within. In the absence of an agreed industry 
plan, SRA’s strategic plan ipso facto becomes the industry plan. While SRA may help industry facilitate the 
development of such a plan, it is outside of its remit and should be progressed by industry representative 
bodies, especially ASA. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 4: SRA, IN CONJUNCTION WITH INDUSTRY REPRESENTATIVE BODIES, 
SHOULD CONSIDER THE DEVELOPMENT OF AN INDUSTRY PLAN / VISION. ASA SHOULD DRIVE, 
WHILE SRA MAY FACILITATE, THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PLAN. 

 

5.2 ANNUAL OPERATIONAL PLANS 

Section 32 of the SFC details SRA’s requirements in relation to the content and timing of annual operational 
plans (AOPs).  

As noted above, there have been four AOPs over the review period. AOPs outline the direction and resourcing 
for SRA’s core activities and investments in RD&A projects to be undertaken during the financial year to deliver 
against the strategic plan. The 2016-17 AOP related to the company’s previous strategic plan, so the three 
most recent AOPs will be the focus of this section. 

This review and discussions with SRA management and representatives of DAWE have confirmed that all 
obligations listed within the SFC in relation to AOPs have been met. It is understood that an extra four weeks 
(to the end of July) was allowed to submit the 2019-20 AOP to allow further consultation with industry about 
the aforementioned ‘addendum’ to the strategic plan. 

There is quite a clear line of sight between SRA’s strategic plan and its AOPs. The AOPs are structured in line 
with SRA’s nine KFAs. 

The 2017-18 AOP also identified a number of current industry challenges and opportunities that required 
immediate attention and/or increased investment. These were: 

 Modernising plant breeding and broadening genetic base; 

 Enhancing soil health and nutrient management; 

 Implementing a new strategy to improve knowledge transfer and adoption; 

 Driving adoption of harvesting systems and cane cleaning best practices; and 

 Understanding and managing yellow canopy syndrome. 

The main structural components of the AOPs are: 

 KFA; 

 Desired impacts linked to profitability, sustainability and capability; 

 Key RD&A priorities; 

 Programs; 
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 Outputs for each program by deliverable (of which there are usually several); and 

 Key performance indicators (KPIs). 

For each KFA, the KPIs relate back to the five-year targets in the strategic plan. While this is important, greater 
consistency in the wording of KPIs in the strategic plan and those in the AOP would be advantageous. This 
was particularly evident in the 2017-18 AOP but improved in the 2018-19 AOP and those of subsequent years. 
The 2018-19 AOP also introduced a timeframe for each deliverable. 

New priority areas identified in the 2018-19 plan were: 

 Driving improvements in harvester design and harvesting practices; and 

 The Small Milling Research Program scheme. 

The 2019-20 plan saw further refinement of investment priorities: 

 Strengthening milling sector efficiency and capability; 

 Leveraging collaborations and co-investment; and 

 Supporting industry good initiatives. 

There were also enhancements to the layout of the 2019-20 plan (KFAs on one page) and stronger links back 
to the strategic plan. 

The AOPs provide a clear summary of budget expenditure by KFA. There is also a detailed listing of each 
project by project type classifications31 as used within SRA’s investment portfolio by project, so the manner of 
funding each project is very transparent. 

The most recent AOP, for 2020-21, further enhances the readability of the document and provides an excellent 
summary that links back to the strategic plan. The plan is succinct because of the strategy and operating model 
review of SRA currently being undertaken. Notably, the plan states that for further detail, ‘a full list of RD&A 
projects can be found in our RD&A Investment Portfolio Summary on SRA’s website at sugarresearch.com.au’. 

The clear linkage in AOPs back to KPIs in the strategic plan, along with the progressive improvements in layout 
and readability, make them very useful documents. 

5.3 MONITORING AND EVALUATION FRAMEWORK 

Section 31 of the SFC requires that SRA develop an evaluation framework that is consistent with SRA’s 
strategic plan and ensures that key performance-related information is routinely collected, monitored and 
reported. 

As noted earlier, it is clear that SRA has significantly enhanced its monitoring, evaluation and reporting since 
the last performance review. 

 

 

31 C SRA – SRA provider/RFU contracted projects; C Ext – external provider/RFU contracted projects; CRP – collaborative 
research project; and SRA – SRA core research, development, adoption and corporate support projects 
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SRA prepared a very comprehensive Monitoring and Evaluation Framework (2018) which is largely based on 
the following hierarchy: 

Inputs   Outputs  Outcomes               Impacts 

SRA sensibly notes that it has direct influence over ‘Inputs’ and ‘Outputs’ but only indirect influence over 
‘Outcomes’ and ‘Impacts’.  

The framework has a very detailed listing of reporting mechanisms, some of which are listed in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: SRA reporting mechanisms 

REPORT DESCRIPTION FREQUENCY AUDIENCE 

Annual report Report highlighting SRA’s RD&A achievements 
and financial position for the previous financial year 

Annual All stakeholders 

Performance 
report 

Summary of RD&A outputs and highlights, KPIs 
observed outcomes and impacts 

Annual All stakeholders 

SFA compliance 
report 

Progress against SFC, strategic plan and AOP. 
Includes KFA KPI traffic light report 

Biannually Commonwealth 
Department  

Impact 
performance 
report 

Progress against KPIs in strategic plan, delivery of 
outputs, expenditure alignment to KFAs, impact 
case studies and ex-poste evaluations 

Biannually All stakeholders 

Portfolio gap 
analysis report 

Summary of review of RD&A investment portfolio 
against strategic plan priorities 

 RFP and SRA 
Board 

Portfolio 
reporting 

Status of the contestable RD&A portfolio Annually  RFP and SRA 
Board 

QDAF 
investment 
impact 
evaluations 

Benefit-cost analyses of projects with QDAF 
investment completed in preceding financial year 

Annually QDAF 

Project and 
program impact 
evaluations 

Benefit-cost analyses of a selection of completed 
‘contestable’ research investments. 

Annually All stakeholders 

  

This review also examined the SRA M&E Framework Overview (2020) and the Monitoring and Evaluation 
Update (April 2020). The 2018 document remains SRA’s official Board-endorsed M&E framework. The 2020 
document is a revision of the 2018 framework and still a work in progress. 
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It is noted that SRA shares a M&E staff resource with CRDC, which is to be commended. 

5.4 REPORTING 

As noted in the previous section, SRA has a comprehensive approach to monitoring, evaluation and reporting. 
Several of these reporting documents were closely examined for this review. 

ANNUAL REPORTS 

Section 33 of the SFC details SRA’s requirements in relation to the timing and content of the annual reports. 
Three annual reports have been prepared over the period of this review: 2016-17, 2017-18, and 2018-19. The 
annual report for 2019-20 is in preparation. 

All annual reports meet the requirements of the SFC. Indeed, each annual report has an ‘annual reporting 
compliance checklist’ included as an appendix. The annual report compliance checklist shows ‘SRA’s 
compliance with key annual reporting requirements in accordance with the Company’s Constitution, the 
Corporations Act 2001 (Cth), the Sugar Research and Development Services Act 2013 (Cth) and the Statutory 
Funding Contract (SFC)’. It was noted that one omission is sub-clause ‘(j.) Details of senior executive and 
board remuneration’. SRA staff have clarified that SRA has an arrangement to provide this information 
separately to the Department and that there is a covering clause in the annual report financials (18 (ii)) relating 
to key management personnel remuneration. 

Not surprisingly, each of the annual reports follow a very similar structure: 

 Message from the Chairman; 

 Message from the CEO; 

 Overview of SRA; 

 Strategic plan summary; 

 Research highlights – largely listing quantum of investment by KFA; 

 KFAs – and a summary of key outputs; 

 Significant initiatives – such as yellow canopy syndrome, adoption, plant breeding; 

 Research collaborations;  

 Company structure; 

 Investment overview; 

 Corporate governance; 

 Directors’ report; 

 Financial statements; 

 Directors’ declaration; 

 Auditor declarations; and 

 A range of appendices, including the ‘annual reporting compliance checklist’ and ‘alignment to industry 
and government priorities’. 
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Like most annual reports, SRA’s are dry reading. But perhaps the most lacking part is a report on progress 
towards achieving the KPIs identified for each KFA in the strategic plan and AOPs. A further gap is the lack of 
reporting on impact assessments (benefit-cost analyses) of RD&A projects undertaken throughout the financial 
year (see Section 8). It is understood that this omission is deliberate, in order to avoid duplication with the 
performance reports (see next section). While avoiding duplication is likely to be a Board or senior 
management direction, it does seem somewhat of a gap not to have a clear line of sight between the strategic 
plan and SRA’s primary reporting vehicle, the annual report. Also, the annual reports do not present the results 
of impact assessments undertaken throughout the year (see Section 8.5). 

 

RECOMMENDATION 5: SRA SHOULD INCLUDE, IN ITS ANNUAL REPORTS, A HIGH-LEVEL 
SUMMARY OF PROGRESS TOWARDS THE ACHIEVEMENT OF KPIS FROM THE STRATEGIC 
PLAN AND ANNUAL OPERATIONAL PLAN, AS WELL AS THE RESULTS OF ANY IMPACT 
ASSESSMENTS UNDERTAKEN. 

 

PERFORMANCE REPORTS 

At the same time as the release of the annual report, SRA publishes an annual ‘performance report’. These 
are very good summaries of SRA’s overall performance. They provide an easily-digestible snapshot of key 
performance data (outputs, survey data, results of impact assessments) and clearly show progress against 
KFA measures in the AOP and strategic plan using a traffic-light system. The latter is a particular commendable 
feature because it provides transparent, line-of-sight reporting against plans. 

The Performance Report 18/19 took an intentionally different approach to previous performance reports. It was 
a far more summarised document and reported on: 

 High level outputs; 

 The number of outcomes that had been: 

 Delivered or on track; 

 Not delivered but in progress / A risk but not an issue yet; or 

 Not delivered and have serious delays or major issues; and 

 Progress against the KPIs in the strategic plan. 

The 2018/19 document lacks some elements from the earlier plans that would be useful, such as a snapshot 
of investment allocation and a table summarising benefit-cost ratios of evaluated projects. On the whole, 
though, the structure of the 2018/19 report is very good and consideration should be given to continuing with 
this approach. 

The monitoring, evaluation and reporting by SRA is a strength. We understand it is being worked on further to 
provide further enhancements including developing real-time KPI dashboards over the next 12 months. 
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IMPACT PATHWAY REPORTS 

‘Impact pathway reports’ differ from performance reports in that they focus largely on reporting of project 
outputs and results from benefit-cost analyses undertaken on contestable projects. It appears that they have 
been issued since 2017, although more regularly since 2019. 

The format of the impact pathway reports has altered over time – from being relatively simple in September 
2017, to very detailed in June 2019. The most recent version (December 2019) was more summarised. 

The most recent report, as an example, reports to all stakeholders and covers: 

 Executive summary; 

 A summary of how SRA monitors performance; 

 Progress in meeting strategic plan ‘outputs’ (red, orange, green); and 

 The results of benefit-cost analyses of key RD&A projects. 

The difference in the level of detail of the two 2019 reports is understood to be largely due to availability of 
data. Far more data is available in June when the benefit-cost analyses and end-of-year output assessments 
have been completed than there is in December. 

The impact pathway reports are all particularly useful documents, but with a diverse target market (all 
stakeholders) the more summarised December 2019 format is probably the more generally palatable. 

5.5 OVERALL PERFORMANCE AGAINST PLANS 

The comprehensive nature of SRA’s reporting is covered in Section 5.4 above. The more difficult, and perhaps 
more important question is: ‘How well is SRA meeting its plan targets?’. 

Performance reports provide the best insight into SRA’s progress in in this respect. The most recent 
performance report (2018/19) showed that: 

 For the 128 ‘outputs’ across the nine KFAs, just under 80 per cent were rated as ‘Delivered or on track’; 

 A further 16 per cent were rated as ‘Not delivered but in progress / A risk but not an issue yet’; and 

 Four percent were rated as ‘Not delivered and have serious delays or major issues’. 

The majority of those outputs in the last category were in KFA7, ‘Knowledge and technology transfer and 
adoption’, with some in KFA3 ‘Pest, disease and weed management’, KFA5 ‘Milling efficiency and technology 
and one in KFA1 ‘Plant breeding’. 

Of the 25 KPIs listed in the strategic plan,16 (64 per cent) were assessed as ‘Delivered or on track’, 32 per 
cent as ‘Not delivered but in progress / A risk but not an issue yet’ and none as ‘Not delivered and have serious 
delays or major issues’. It is noteworthy that none (of two) of the KPIs for the milling KFA5 were achieved and 
only one of three in KFA2 – ‘Soil health, nutrient management and environmental sustainability’. Data for one 
KPI for adoption has not been collected for 2018/19.   

The type of assessment reported in the performance reports is to be commended and, as noted earlier, should 
be continued in an open and honest manner. 
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The benefits delivered by SRA are also measured through benefit-cost analyses and impact assessments. 
The grower and miller survey provides further information in relation to SRA’s performance, although sentiment 
can often be driven by KPIs outside of SRA’s control (see Section 8).  

6. OPERATIONS 

6.1 RD&A MANAGEMENT AND DELIVERY 

6.1.1 OVERVIEW 

SRA has a diverse portfolio of approximately 190 currently contracted RD&A projects. In 2020/21 it is 
anticipated that approximately $37 million will be spent across the eight RD&A KFAs and in KFA9, which 
provides corporate and supporting services (Table 4). 

 

Table 4: Forecast expenditure in each key focus area (KFA) by SRA in 2020/21 

KEY FOCUS AREA (KFA) INDICATIVE SPEND IN 
2020/21 ($,000) 

% OF TOTAL SPEND 

KFA1 Variety development  $12,127 32% 

KFA2 Soil health, nutrient management and 
environmental sustainability  

$3,520 9.5% 

KFA3 Pests, disease and weed management  $2,484 6.7% 

KFA4 Farming systems and harvesting  $539 1.4% 

KFA5 Milling efficiency and technology  $1,755 4.7% 

KFA6 Product diversification and value addition  $200 0.5% 

KFA7 Knowledge and technology transfer and 
adoption  

$4,959 13.4% 

KFA8 Collaboration and capability development  $1,062 2.8% 

KFA9 Organisational effectiveness  $10,329 27.9% 

TOTAL $36,975  

Source: SRA project portfolio and investment by KFA 
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Variety development (KFA1) is the dominant investment priority for SRA, accounting for approximately one-
third of investment. Adoption (KFA7) is also a priority with over 13 per cent of investment allocation. Whilst the 
expenditure in KFA9 appears high at 27.9 per cent, a significant proportion of this expenditure is on the 
operational activities of the eight field stations.  

As described in Section 2.1, SRA is unique among RDCs in being both an RD&A funder and provider. Its 
internal RD&A activities are paid for by ‘core’ funding as well as a share of the ‘contestable’ funding pool, for 
which SRA competes against other providers.  

Core funding is prioritised and allocated through internal processes that evaluate the needs of the industry 
relative to the strategic plan, the AOP and more recently from a gap analysis for several of the KFAs. Core 
funding is managed within four areas overseen by three EMs. In contrast, the ‘contestable funding pool’ is 
managed through a separate functional unit within SRA, the RFU, and overseen by the RFP (described in 
Section 4.1).    

Clause 22.3(e) of SRA’s Constitution states: 

‘In each Company annual operational plan, with reference to contestable funding and resourcing 
projections in the strategic plan, the Board will identify the quantum of funding allocated to the 
contestable Company research funding pool for that year. The Board should use best endeavours to 
ensure that, on average over the four years between Performance Reviews, approximately half of the 
Company’s income is allocated to the contestable funding pool’. 

SRA provides a report on forecast income and expenditure in its AOP, in compliance with the above direction. 
Forecast expenditure is broken down into core and contestable (and other expenditure such as ‘industrial 
contract research’ and ‘adoption’). Expected expenditure each year is reported by project per KFA in the 
document ‘SRA Project Portfolio and Investment by Key Focus Area’.  

In March 2020, the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) prepared a document entitled ‘Performance Report – 2013/14 
to 2019/20’ which analysed SRA’s compliance with clause 22.3(e). It showed SRA complying with the 
constitutional requirement on the basis of the accounting assumptions used. The analysis indicated that SRA 
had met its constitutional requirement over the planning period with an average allocation of 70 per cent 
towards contestable investment since 2017/18. However, it is not entirely clear how this figure has been 
calculated; for example, QDAF funding does not appear to have been included. The definition of relevant 
income warrants further elucidation as it will impact on the achievement or otherwise of this requirement. 

Given the unique (and for some contentious) nature of SRA as both funder and provider, as well as the specific 
requirement of the Constitution, it is surprising to this review that a summary of core versus contestable 
expenditure is not routinely calculated and publicly reported in, for example, annual reports. SRA should do 
this, and it should also provide a clear description of how the breakdown is calculated. This would significantly 
enhance transparency. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 6: SRA SHOULD PUBLICLY REPORT A SUMMARY OF ACTUAL EXPENDITURE 
ON CORE- VERSUS CONTESTABLE-FUNDED PROJECTS AND THE METHODOLOGY USED TO 
ALLOCATE COSTS BETWEEN THE TWO. 
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6.2 CONTESTABLE RD&A FUNDING 

6.2.1 MANAGEMENT AND ADVISORY STRUCTURES 

As described in Section 4.1, contestable RD&A procurement is managed by the RFP and RFU, which function 
behind an ‘ethical wall’ between it and the rest of the organisation, the two ‘halves’ of the company only 
converging at board level. 

The RFU currently comprises the GM and 2.5 full-time-equivalent program managers. There has been some 
turnover of staff in the RFU team in recent years and this has created some issues with respect to corporate 
knowledge (the previous GM has been retained in a separate role within SRA, but due to the ‘ethical’ wall does 
not interact with the RFU). Several external RD&A providers indicated that there had been some initial loss of 
relationships and connectivity with the research community with the turnover in the RFU, particularly in some 
KFAs. 

Views about the RFU’s project management among internal and external RD&A providers were mixed. 
Contracting and processing of contestable project milestones and final reports were all seen as very 
professionally managed. The RFU has a customised project management and reporting system (through F1 
Solutions, Canberra32) that appears to allow good contract management, milestone reporting and budget 
management. Overall, RD&A providers believe that SRA requirements are relatively straightforward to comply 
with and that RFU staff are responsive. However, there was some commentary that, when it is required, 
flexibility in project variation is sometimes difficult to obtain. The review also heard that SRA has taken a quite 
heavy-handed approach to project termination and delivery of milestones with the recent funding difficulties 
that it has faced. This has reduced confidence in the RFU and SRA among some RD&A providers. 

We also understand that, at times, feedback to both internal and external RD&A providers from the RFP via 
the RFU on unsuccessful project applications has been limited and that this is an area that could be improved. 
There was also some comment that internal SRA research providers may have won a disproportionately high 
number of projects from the contestable funding pool relative to external providers. A cursory analysis suggests 
that this is not the case. 

We acknowledge that it is difficult for RDCs and other funding bodies to satisfy disappointed research 
personnel through feedback on unsuccessful proposals. In the specific case of SRA, there will always be the 
additional problem of external providers suspecting that the company has favoured its ‘own’ proposals despite 
the ethical wall. However, SRA needs to continue to improve this part of its business. One suggestion is that 
SRA should publish an analysis of internal vs external funding allocations, to allay perceived concerns among 
external RD&A providers in this respect. 

 

 

 

32 https://www.f1solutions.com.au/  

https://www.f1solutions.com.au/
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RECOMMENDATION 7: SRA SHOULD IMPROVE THE PROCESS OF PROVIDING FORMAL 
FEEDBACK ON UNSUCCESSFUL PROJECT FUNDING DECISIONS TO BOTH INTERNAL AND 
EXTERNAL RD&A PROVIDERS, WHICH MIGHT INCLUDE PROVIDING A SUMMARY OF THE 
NUMBER OF INTERNAL VS EXTERNAL PROJECTS FUNDED AND THEIR TOTAL BUDGETS. 

 

This recommendation is consistent with a recommendation in the previous independent funding review. 

Two advisory committees provide advice to the RFP (via the RFU) on RD&A priorities and project concepts, 
and contribute to the review of completed projects: the Production Research Advisory Committee (PRAC) and 
the Milling Research Advisory Committee (MRAC), formed by SRA in 2013. Up until 2018, members of these 
committees were selected from among G and M delegates, however with the removal of all reference to 
delegates from the Constitution that selection process has changed. 

It was not entirely clear to this review how effective or efficient these committees currently are. Terms of 
reference for the committees appear to be unknown to the members, and several internal and external 
stakeholders believed that engagement with, and outcomes from, these committees is declining. PRAC and 
MRAC members who were interviewed believed that oversight of RD&A project proposals was not optimal and 
that, at times, commissioned RD&A was duplicative or a repetition of previous work. Committee members also 
commented that they had no visibility of the core program and activities.  

We also understand that the PRAC was effectively disbanded for the 2019/20 contestable funding round, whilst 
MRAC did provide comment on the small milling program in KFA5.  We believe that neither the PRAC nor the 
MRAC will be required during the 2020/21 review process as all priorities are likely to be deemed to be fully 
targeted by the RFU. This has raised some concerns with cane growers.  

It would be appropriate to review the current consultative structures, particularly given the removal of the 
delegate structure, the change in the procurement process to a hybrid model (Section 6.2.2) and now in 
2020/21 the implementation of a fully targeted procurement model. The process of engaging growers and 
millers in determining RD&A priorities and in project selection should be reviewed to accommodate the 
outcomes from the strategy and operating model review that is currently in progress. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 8: SRA SHOULD ESTABLISH A NEW PROCESS TO RECEIVE ADVICE ON CANE 
GROWER RD&A PRIORITIES, PROJECT REVIEW AND SELECTION. APPROPRIATE TERMS OF 
REFERENCE FOR THIS (AND INDEED ALL) ADVISORY COMMITTEES SHOULD BE ESTABLISHED. 

 

6.2.2 CONTESTABLE RD&A PROCUREMENT 

The contestable procurement process has evolved significantly over the period of this review. From 2016/17 
to 2018/19, SRA implemented an annual open call process that identified suitable projects from both internal 
and external RD&A providers, relative to priorities identified for each KFA or consistent with four additional 
‘impact areas’, namely: 

 Yellow canopy syndrome; 
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 Plant breeding (both conventional and genetically modified); 

 Adoption; and 

 Maximising productivity along the value chain. 

The open call process commenced with the submission of preliminary research proposals (PRPs) lodged via 
an on-line system (SugarNet). Clear documents identifying the priorities against each KFA and impact area, 
and guidelines for preparation of the PRPs, were made available. There was also a clear statement of the 
timelines for review and for contracting of successful projects. Most external research providers interviewed 
for this review believed that these documents provided clear direction for the submission of PRPs.  

An important feature of the PRP process was that internal SRA research teams were able to submit PRPs in 
competition with external research providers for each of the priorities nominated within the open call. PRPs 
from the internal SRA research teams were then evaluated using the same process as applications from 
external organisations.  

All PRPs were sent for review by the PRAC or MRAC depending on the nature of the PRP. The primary 
purpose of this review was to provide an assessment of the potential industry benefits of the PRP. We 
understand from discussions with internal and external stakeholders that this process resulted in variable 
response from committee members due to timing and access to face-to-face meetings.    

The recommendations of the PRAC and MRAC were provided to the RFU, which collated and provided them 
to the RFP for consideration. The RFP then applied an evaluation process to determine which organisations 
should be invited to submit full research proposals (FRPs) containing greater detail on objectives, 
methodologies, budgets, and intellectual property (IP). The RFP then reviewed the FRPs and made 
recommendations directly to the Board on which projects should be contracted for that year. 

Certain members of the PRAC and MRAC indicated that, after advice was provided by those committees on 
the PRPs, there was limited further engagement with them and that no review or assessment was sought on 
invited FRPs. Committee members also indicated that at times they were not made aware of the reasons why 
FRPs that had been recommended to the Board by the RFP had been rejected. 

The open call process provided opportunity for engagement with a wide range of RD&A providers. 
Approximately 70 PRPs were received per year. These were narrowed down to around 30 FRPs and eventually 
around 15 projects were contracted. On average, the value of the requested budget for all PRPs was 
approximately 3.5 times greater than the available SRA budget. 

Two-stage calls (with preliminary and full proposals) have been adopted by most RDCs at some time or other. 
The advantage they offer is that RD&A providers only incur the higher overhead cost of preparing a full 
proposal once the risk of failure has been reduced. The disadvantage is that the relative ease of submitting 
PRPs encourages proponents to submit ‘long-shot’ ideas that may not meet priority objectives. The PRAC and 
MRAC reportedly spent considerable time reviewing PRPs that were not sufficiently well targeted to industry 
needs. There was a view, too, that the open call process encouraged short-term and production-orientated 
proposals and left little opportunity for long-term investments particularly in downstream milling or value-adding 
sectors of industry.  

In 2017/18, the process for identification of priorities for the contestable funding pool changed significantly with 
the implementation of a gap analysis process managed internally by the RFU. The gap analyses significantly 
focussed and, where necessary, restricted priority themes within the call process to very clearly defined 
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activities or objectives. As a result, in the last two years some of the KFAs have had no identified priorities 
open to contestable funding. 

In response to the 2018 gap analysis, which identified the need for transformational projects within the sugar 
industry, the Board expanded the open call process in 2019/20 to include a call for project concepts that met 
the following definition:   

‘Innovative research, development and adoption projects that if successful result in substantial step-
change to industry practice, profitability or sustainability. New and emerging ‘innovative’ technology or 
research methods are anticipated.’ 

These projects were evaluated directly by the RFP and recommendations made directly to the Board without 
any engagement with either the PRAC or MRAC. The impact of those transformational projects is yet to be 
determined.  

In 2018, the SRA Board foreshadowed a desire for SRA to transition from the current open call RD&A process 
to a more targeted or commissioned process for procurement of RD&A, to give greater flexibility and impact. 
This transition was consistent with the recommendation in the previous independent review that: 

‘SRA should continue its move towards a more flexible approach to project selection which may include 
some commissioning of major projects / programs, and should continue the practice of more targeted 
priorities for open calls (and identify opportunities to reduce transaction costs)’. 

In 2019, the Board initiated a number of external reviews through the RFU that examined the potential for 
different models of RD&A procurement. In June 2019, an external report33 provided a series of 
recommendations and a proposal for a portfolio investment framework that included:  

 Annual industry survey and benchmarking to gather more data for strategic RD&A development and 
evaluation;  

 Continuation of the gap analysis across all the KFAs, including investments through both core and 
contestable funding; and 

 The application of ex-ante economic impact assessment, adoption logic and bioeconomic modelling to 
help with investment decisions.   

This portfolio investment framework for the contestable funding pool is shown in Figure 5. 

 

 

33 Colere Group 2019, Sugar Research Australia: Developing an improved investment framework and process  
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Figure 5: Portfolio investment framework process for the contestable funding pool34 

 

In response to this report the Board approved a hybrid approach to the RD&A project procurement process for 
2019/20 that included a mixture of a targeted project call, direct commissioning of specific investments and 
calls for of expressions of interest against identified high-priority investments. As part of this transition, portfolio 
management via a program-orientated investment framework was commenced. The program approach is also 
consistent with a recommendation of the 2016 performance review: 

 

 

34 SRA 2019, Contestable Investment Framework – Portfolio Analysis Process 
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‘SRA should consider the adoption of a more active program- rather than project-based approach for 
the management of the RD&E portfolio, based on revised KFAs. Programs may be most effectively 
coordinated by part-time external specialists.’ 

There is evidence that this recommendation has in part been adopted by SRA as they work through 
transitioning each of the KFAs to programs.  A good example of this change is the development of the Sugar 
Milling Research program (KFA5). This program was constructed after a series of consultations were 
undertaken by a mill R&D steering committee formed by SRA and comprised of internal and external milling 
experts. The new program comprises 15 top priority projects, with clear metrics of costs and likely industry 
impacts.35 The program is currently being considered for endorsement by representatives of the milling 
industry. 

There is a level of concern amongst internal and external stakeholders that the targeted commission approach 
will make it difficult for new RD&A providers to emerge. However, SRA believes that the hybrid model retaining 
an element of open call should still provide adequate opportunity for new and emerging RD&A providers to 
submit novel concepts to the procurement process. 

In 2020/21, due to financial constraints, SRA implemented a direct targeted procurement process with priorities 
released directly to selected RD&A providers.  

6.3 THE CORE PROGRAM 

The quantum and allocation of funding to the core program was one of the most significant points of concern 
raised to this review about SRA operational activities. There was a wide variety of opinions around measures 
of success, acceptance, value for money and overall industry impact associated with the core program. The 
overwhelming majority of external stakeholders nominated two key areas in which significant and ongoing 
market failure necessitate the investment of core funding to maintain RD&A capacity and capability: sugarcane 
plant breeding (the generation of new cane varieties) and biosecurity. Collectively, these two areas account 
for approximately 40% of total SRA RD&A expenditure. 

Varietal development has high fixed costs, both in maintaining human capacity and capability and operating 
research stations in a range of geographic locations (currently allocated to KFA9). The research stations are 
considered necessary for the collection of phenotypes used to validate performance of clones in different 
environmental settings. This overhead cost is unique to SRA as other RDCs generally outsource genetic 
improvement programs (for example, Meat & Livestock Australia (MLA) and Grains Research & Development 
Corporation (GRDC)) or leave genetic improvement to the market (CRDC). However, given the complexities 
of cane breeding, the case for market failure and therefore SRA investment in Australian cane breeding and 
varietal evaluation is still very compelling.  

There is a wide range of views across industry as to whether the past 20 years of investment in varietal 
development has provided sugar cane varieties that have directly improved productivity. Many cane growers 
and milling representatives interviewed for this review believed that cane varieties have not improved over the 

 

 

35 Lazuli Consulting 2020, Recommended sugar milling research program 
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last 10 years. This is also seen in the results from the 2019 grower survey which indicated that varietal 
performance is still the single largest constraint to productivity improvement.36  

Despite what appears to be limited impact (either real or perceived) from decades of R&D investment in varietal 
improvement, there is an overwhelming consensus that the ongoing development of improved cane varieties 
with geographic relevance, better productivity and increased disease resistance is the single most important 
function that SRA provides to the industry. All of the milling stakeholders interviewed for the review agreed that 
varietal improvement is essential for industry viability and that levies collected from mills should be used to 
support this investment area. 

One of the clear challenges faced by SRA in demonstrating the value of genetic gain through varietal 
development is the definition of genetic gain and what metrics should be applied to it. Several of the cane 
growers interviewed appear to measure success (and value) by the number of varieties released per year and 
whether those varieties have been tested and validated in regions that are close to their own production 
systems. However, this is a fundamentally flawed interpretation of success as it does not take into account 
whether those released varieties actually provide improvement in key traits such as sugar content, yield or 
disease resistance. SRA is aware of this challenge and is building better tools via QCANESelect to assist 
growers to make these assessments and select the most appropriate varieties.  

The appointment in 2018 of the Executive Manager Variety Development, who has extensive experience in 
plant breeding and commercialisation of plant varieties, has enabled SRA to develop more appropriate metrics 
to assess the impact of the breeding program. The development of a relative economic genetic value index 
(rEGV) as a lead indicator of genetic performance is commended and should improve industry confidence in 
the performance of KFA1, but will require a significant extension effort to ensure that cane growers acquire a 
better understanding of what genetic gain actually is and its impact for the industry.  

International benchmarking against other plant breeding programs and more formally against international 
sugar cane breeding programs would also assist in this respect. We understand that the cane breeding 
program is currently the subject of an extensive external review and that benchmarking is a key aspect of that 
review.   

There is more equivocal support for elements of soil health, nutrient management, plant health, water use, 
harvesting and so on. Some stakeholders believe there needs to be a review of the whether it is still appropriate 
to maintain core investments in these areas, or whether procurement through the hybrid contestable model 
may deliver greater benefits to cane growers. This question should form part of the current strategy and 
operating model review.   

6.4 MANAGEMENT OF INTERNAL PROJECTS 

Internal projects that win contestable funding are not ‘contracted’ but are administered through a memorandum 
of understanding between the SRA (as the funding organisation) and SRA (as the provider) that is signed by 

 

 

36 Down to Earth Research 2019, Sugar Research Australia Grower Survey Report 2019  
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the CEO. This process in theory provides the same level of accountability and oversight as that achieved with 
a contracted external project. 

There is concern that project management and oversight of core projects/activities is significantly less rigorous 
than that of the internal and external contestable projects. We understand that core activities are not structured 
with effective milestones, KPIs or clear outcomes and that a number of core project budgets are often managed 
by Excel spreadsheets within KFA silos. 

The lack of formal accountability processes for core activities presents a risk to governance and probity, whilst 
also making effective review of core project deliverables and outcomes more difficult. We understand that the 
CEO has recently requested the RFU to conduct a full SRA investment portfolio review and this is strongly 
endorsed. 

Finally, we understand that internal SRA core researchers who are unsuccessful in obtaining core or 
contestable funds may not have their time fully allocated within the relevant KFAs and have the residual 
proportion of their salary allocated to KFA9. Unallocated R&D capacity represents a significant overhead cost 
to SRA and should be reviewed. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 9: SRA SHOULD INSTITUTE A FORMAL PROJECT MANAGEMENT PROCESS 
FOR ALL CORE ACTIVITIES AND ENSURE THAT THE SAME STANDARD OF OVERSIGHT AND 
MANAGEMENT IS APPLIED TO CORE ACTIVITIES AS IS APPLIED TO CONTESTABLE PROJECTS. 

 

6.4.1 PORTFOLIO DIMENSIONS AND BALANCE 

The SFC requires SRA to determine and implement an appropriately ‘balanced portfolio’ – defined in the SFC 
as ‘an appropriate balance between long-term and short-term, high-risk and low-risk, and strategic and 
adaptive research needs including consideration of regional variations and needs’. The approach to a balanced 
portfolio should be described in the strategic plan and each AOP and the rationale for the mix of projects 
included in the balanced portfolio must be provided in each annual report. 

SRA clearly plans for and reports on the balance of its portfolio across KFAs (see Section 5). However, we did 
not find any analysis of the balance of return on investment across the different KFAs and whether the 
allocation between KFAs still reflected the priorities within the strategic plan. Nor did we see evidence of an 
active process to consider other dimensions of the portfolio, for example risk/reward, project horizon and so 
on. 

This is an aspect of RD&A management that is often not done very well by RDCs. Appropriate balance between 
RD&A priorities is clearly the primary consideration. Beyond this, the balance of projects within a given RD&A 
portfolio should reflect a clear statement of risk appetite by the Board that indicates the organisation’s preferred 
spread of investment across the risk/reward spectrum. This appetite may vary between programs (for example, 
in the case of SRA, milling versus production RD&A). Other portfolio dimensions such as time to delivery and 
regional considerations should at least be monitored and reported on as well. 
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RECOMMENDATION 10: SRA SHOULD REPORT, AND PROVIDE THE RATIONALE FOR, THE 
BALANCE OF ITS RD&A PORTFOLIO ACROSS KEY DIMENSIONS SUCH AS RISK/REWARD AND 
TIME TO DELIVERY, IN ADDITION TO ALLOCATION ACROSS KFAS, IN ITS ANNUAL REPORTS. 

 

Wine Australia, in its annual reports, provides a good example of reporting on portfolio balance.37  

6.4.2 ADOPTION 

SRA’s role in adoption is perhaps the most difficult and contentious issues for the organisation. Almost all 
stakeholders had a view on the adoption program and the role SRA should play. It seems that whichever 
approach SRA undertakes in this area will be subject to criticism by one or more sectors. 

These mixed views have their origin in the industry structures that existed prior to SRA (see Section 2.1). 
Several of the canegrowers and SRA staff interviewed refer to the BSES model as being highly successful due 
to the one-on-one services offered. They cited a high level of trust between BSES extension personnel and 
growers that reportedly facilitated high rates of awareness and adoption of R&D outcomes. However, the BSES 
model was financially unsustainable and, with the formation of SRA, the industry at that time made an active 
decision to exclude adoption from the remit of the new SRA. Adoption would instead be the domain of regional 
productivity services boards (PSBs). Despite that decision, industry continues to have mixed views on the role 
of SRA in adoption. 

Those views were noted in the previous independent performance review which recommended that:  

‘As a matter of priority, SRA should seek to facilitate the development of a robust long-term industry 
adoption strategy and identify SRA’s role within it. In doing so, SRA should consider: 
° Resource allocation in an equitable manner; and 
° How the strategy will build rapport, capability, and availability of external advisors.’ 

A ‘Strategy for industry led adoption activities in the sugar industry’ was developed in 2018 and an EM Regional 
Delivery was appointed. A key feature of the strategy is an investment delivery planning process administered 
by six regional coordinators, each working with a regional advisory committee. The strategy provides a 
collaborative structure and engagement process between SRA, PSBs, mills, growers and private sector 
providers within each of the six regions. Essentially, each regional advisory committee is responsible for 
defining what SRA core-funded staff will deliver in a region and identifies how priorities may be delivered via 
third parties. The adoption strategy appears robust and logical. It provides for core funding for the coordination 
and an industry adoption fund for collaborative projects put forward by regions.  

The implementation of the adoption strategy is not universally supported, however, internally or externally. 
Some stakeholders appear to want more extension activities, particularly involving experts delivering face-to-
face. Others believe that SRA should provide only a ‘wholesale’ R&D service, with PSBs acting as ‘retailers’. 
This is clearly a key element of the current strategy. The problem for SRA and the industry is that some regions 

 

 

37 https://www.wineaustralia.com/about-us/performance-and-reporting 
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have stronger PSBs (and indeed regional committees) than do others, so the quality of delivery varies. The 
appointment of SRA staff members who are experienced in and are focussed on the facilitation of adoption 
rather than being technical experts has also been met with a mixed response.  

The future of SRA’s role in the adoption landscape will undoubtedly be a key matter for consideration in the 
strategy and operating model review. 

To assist the adoption of technologies and practices by cane growers, SRA has developed a range of decision 
support tools in areas such as varietal selection, practice management and fertiliser application. These tools 
are extremely detailed, have had significant input from industry and have significant impact when adopted. 
Despite this, adoption rates have varied, as shown in Figure 6. Six Easy Steps (nutrient management) and 
QCANESelect (varietal selection) are, as expected given grower and community requirements, examples of 
tools that have been adopted by cane growers in recent years. 

   

 
Figure 6: Usage and rating of key SRA tools in 2019 grower survey 

 

Finally, in this section, we need to acknowledge that there is a level of concern among a group of stakeholders 
(growers, contract harvesters and engineering firms) about SRA’s approach to harvesting RD&A. Some people 
believe that certain manufacturers of after-market chopper drums have been favoured, while others may have 
been excluded, by SRA in its recommendations to the industry about which equipment delivers the best results. 
We are not in a position to judge whether or not SRA’s handling of this issue has been appropriate because 
there are conflicting accounts. However, we make the point that this matter is a source of considerable tension 
for the stakeholders involved, and SRA should make every effort to resolve it constructively.  

6.5 COLLABORATION 

SRA is a generally regarded as a strongly collaborative organisation that has a good working relationship with 
the majority of RDCs. SRA is seen as an effective leader of collaborative projects and a good participant in 
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collaborative projects led by other agencies. Over the review period, SRA participated in 12 cross-sectoral 
projects (Table 5), with 11 RDCs, several state government organisations and a number of public and private 
research providers.   

An important result of this investment is that SRA was able to obtain funding leverage of 8.8:1. This is likely to 
be an underestimate of the leverage achieved, as there are other projects for which the full value was not 
available. SRA should be commended for achieving this level of collaboration. It is also somewhat counter to 
commentary from some sugar industry stakeholders who suggested that SRA was too sugar-focussed and did 
not pursue enough cross-sectoral engagement with other industries.    

 

Table 5: Summary of cross-sectoral collaborations and investments made by SRA during the review period 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION COLLABORATORS SRA 
INVESTMENT 
2016/17-
2019/20 

TOTAL 
INVESTMENT 
2016/17-
2019/20 

Managing Climate 
Variability 

GRDC, MLA, AgriFutures Australia, CRDC, 
QDAF 

$375,000 $3,345,000 

EU-Product Environment 
Footprint 

GRDC, MLA, AgriFutures Australia, CRDC, 
Australian Wool Innovation (AWI) 

$41,000 $246,000 

Community Trust NSW Department of Primary Industries (NSW 
DPI), Livecorp, MLA, GRDC, Fisheries Research 
& Development Corporation, Dairy Australia, 
CRDC, Australian Pork Limited (APL), Australian 
Eggs, AgriFutures Australia 

$105,000 $1,435,662 

AgVet Collaborative Forum 
– Plant Industries – Phase 3 

Dairy Australia, Horticulture Innovation Australia 
(Hort Innovation), GRDC, CRDC, Wine Australia, 
CropLife Australia 

$30,000 $285,000 

Plant Biosecurity Research 
Initiative 

CRDC, CRRDC, DAWE, Forest & Wood Products 
Australia (FWPA), Hort Innovation, Plant Health 
Australia, AgriFutures Australia, Wine Australia, 
GRDC, QDAF, Dairy Australia 

$98,474 $1,311,120 

A profitable future for 
Australian agriculture: 
biorefineries for higher-
value animal feeds, 
chemicals and fuels (Rural 
R&D for Profit) 

Queensland University of Technology (QUT), 
CRDC, APL, NSWDPI, FWPA, Southern Oil 
Refinery, DAWE, QDAF 

$424,375 $4,014,502 

Waste to revenue: Novel 
Fertilisers and feeds (Rural 
R&D for Profit) 

APL $62,344 $838,376 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION COLLABORATORS SRA 
INVESTMENT 
2016/17-
2019/20 

TOTAL 
INVESTMENT 
2016/17-
2019/20 

Stimulating private sector 
extension in Australian 
agriculture to increase 
returns from R&D (Rural 
R&D for Profit) 

Dairy Australia, MLA, University of Melbourne, 
Hort Innovation, Dept. Jobs, Precincts and 
Regions (Victoria), NSWDPI 

$40,000 $1,380,000 

Modern diagnostics for a 
safer Australian sugar 
industry 

Hort Innovation, CRDC, GRDC, AgriFutures, 
Wine Australia, Forest, Nursery & Gardens, 
SARDI/PIRSA, West Australian Ag, Agriculture 
Victoria, NZ Plant and Food, Rothamstead 
Research and Burkhard Scientific. 

$663,445 N/A 

Improving plant pest 
management through cross 
industry deployment of 
smart sensors, diagnostics, 
and forecasting 

Hort Innovation $578,000 N/A 

Smarter Irrigation for Profit 
Phase 2 

CRDC, AgriFutures Australia, Dairy Australia, 
GRDC, Deakin University, University of 
Melbourne, USQ, Univ of Tasmania, CSIRO, Univ 
of Sydney, DJPR, Gwydir Valley Irrigators 
Association Incorporated, NSWDPI, NSW 
Department of Planning, Industry and 
Environment 

$515,000 $12,712,614 

Biorefineries for Profit – 
Phase 2 

QUT, CRDC, APL $100,000 $1,200,000 

INVESTMENT TOTALS  $3,032,638 $26,768,274 

 

6.6 INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY MANAGEMENT 

As required under the SFC, SRA has a comprehensive intellectual property (IP) policy in place. The present 
policy was amended in February 2018 and is due for review and update in December 2020. It provides context 
on the types of IP that SRA considers to be important to the industry. The policy states that ‘SRA will seek to 
ensure the delivery of the Project IP arising from its RD&A investment as products and services for the benefit 
of the Australian sugar industry by selecting the most efficient and appropriate route to adoption, by 
communication and/or commercialisation.’ 

SRA’s preference is to jointly own project IP (tenants-in-common) with the R&D provider based on proportional 
contribution to a project. SRA has a consistent approach to the use of IP for further research in granting a 
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royalty-free, non-exclusive license to the R&D provider. Most RDCs have a similar policy. All R&D providers 
are required to maintain an IP register for each project with SRA amalgamating these into a formal master IP 
register. 

The company secretary is responsible for SRA’s IP register. The company secretary confirmed that the IP 
register is continually reviewed and updated and that an independent external consultancy company reviews 
the register on a routine basis. Of note, the RFP has a role of ensuring that project IP from R&D providers is 
clarified and documented before recommendation of the project to the SRA board. The RFU is charged with 
negotiating project IP during contracting.   

SRA also has a very detailed and sophisticated IP management guidelines document and online IP register 
that enables external R&D providers to identify and manage background and project IP throughout the life of 
the project. The portal also allows adoption and commercialisation plans to be included with the project. Some 
external R&D providers criticised SRA’s approach to IP as very fixed and inflexible, particularly in respect to 
freedom to operate and commercialise innovation within the milling sector. Some mill representatives also 
confirmed that the commercialisation process for milling R&D outcomes managed by SRA had been less than 
satisfactory and resulted in some delays to the implementation of R&D outcomes.  

7. ENGAGEMENT WITH STAKEHOLDERS 

7.1 LEVY-PAYERS AND THE INDUSTRY 

7.1.1 OVERVIEW 

SRA invests significant resources into communications and capacity building through KFA7 and KFA8, in part 
to increase the overall profile of SRA and particularly its activities / outputs associated with each of the six 
R&D KFAs and with grower field days and information events held at field stations. This has led to a strong 
awareness and overall profile of SRA in the growing and milling sectors, although the difficulties experienced 
by all RDCs in communicating value to levy payers remains one of the most significant issues for SRA (see 
Section 8). 

7.1.2 GENERAL LEVY-PAYER COMMUNICATIONS 

Until recently, and in common with all RDCs, SRA has not had access to the contact details of its levy payers. 
The SRA levy payer database was, however, approved by the Minister for Agriculture in 2018, with data being 
entered for the first time during the 2019 harvest. 

SRA publishes a quarterly magazine, ‘Cane Connection’, aimed at informing cane growers of SRA’s RD&A 
activities, outputs, and outcomes. It presents a range of stories usually based around case studies. The 
magazine is posted to subscribers in SRA’s contact list (linked to the registry of levy payers) and is available 
electronically via the SRA website. For the milling stakeholders, the magazine ‘Milling Matters’ is produced 
biannually. Milling Matters follows a similar format to Cane Connection.  

SRA also issues a monthly e-newsletter to all industry stakeholders providing important information and key 
dates relating to SRA activities. Links to webinars, videos and tools are a feature of current newsletters. SRA 
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also produces technical updates and conducts regional field days, with the majority held on SRA field stations. 
The website has extensive technical and general resources. 

Interviews for this review indicated that SRA is highly regarded by cane growers for its communication activities 
and materials. This is supported by the positive findings about SRA communications in the 2020 grower survey 
(and earlier surveys) in which all products and services rated highly.38 

Mill representatives were less complimentary about communications from SRA in interviews for this review. 
However, in the 2019 Milling Survey, Milling Matters was rated 3.5 out of 5 indicating that most milling 
representatives valued the publication.39 

There appears to be an opportunity for SRA to improve the way it engages the small number of exceptionally 
large vertically-integrated sugar producing and milling companies. Large levy payers in every industry 
generally have RD&A needs that differ in several respects from those of smaller growers or even large family-
owned enterprises. For example, they are more likely to have a strict focus on return from investment, have 
their own capacity to conduct RD&A and tend to be interested in and seek new technologies and practices 
where scale is an advantage. 

Interviewees from companies such as these in the sugar industry indicated that they tend to operate outside 
of the SRA framework. In general, they indicated that they receive most of their information and advice from 
in-house expertise or from looking at innovations implemented in other industries (particularly rice and 
horticulture). These very large levy payers are interested in the outcomes from the more strategic R&D 
investments (automation, irrigation technologies, blockchain, big data and satellite telemetry) which they can 
potentially implement earlier and more effectively than can smaller-scale farms. 

Some RDCs profile and segment their levy payer base to allow tailoring of consultation and communication. 
We are aware of several RDCs (Dairy Australia, MLA, GRDC, CRDC) with targeted engagement programs 
involving their largest levy payers, usually involving periodic meetings between CEOs and senior managers of 
both parties to discuss priorities for this segment of the levy payer base. SRA would benefit from a similar 
initiative, perhaps involving a ‘key account’ function within the organisation.  

We understand that CANEGROWERS is also commencing a grower segmentation strategy and there may be 
merit in SRA working with CANEGROWERS on this initiative.   

 

RECOMMENDATION 11: SRA SHOULD CONSIDER THE IMPLEMENTATION OF A GROWER 
SEGMENTATION STRATEGY WITH A PARTICULAR FOCUS ON ENGAGEMENT WITH VERY LARGE 
CORPORATE LEVY PAYERS. 

 

 

 

38 Down to Earth Research 2020, SRA Grower Survey 2020 Topline Results  

39 Miller Voice Survey 2019: findings and discussion, 12 December (PowerPoint presentation) 
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7.1.3 INDUSTRY BODIES AND ASSOCIATIONS 

Under Clause 28.2 of the SFC, ‘SRA must engage with IRBs at not more than six-monthly intervals to: (a) 
review industry priorities for Research and Development investments, including any regional equity 
considerations; and (b) report on SRA’s performance against the Strategic Plan and the Annual Operational 
Plan’.    

SRA has complied with these obligations over the review period. There are frequent meetings between the 
boards of SRA and CANEGROWERS and the chief executives meet and discuss items frequently both in 
person and via phone. CANEGROWERS has a committee, part of a 21-member policy council, that reviews 
all SRA plans quarterly. We heard from some growers that this process works on paper, but not in practice at 
local levels as different regions have different views in the priorities within each KFA.   

ASMC represents most but not all of the sugar milling entities in Australia. It sees itself as an effective 
connection point between the milling industry and SRA. Although ASMC is part of ASA with CANEGROWERS, 
it believes that it is not engaged as an effective IRB with SRA. ASMC is seeking a more direct interface and 
relationship with SRA that facilitates more effective consultation on milling industry priority planning and 
allocation of R&D investments. Whilst the relationship between ASMC and SRA has been reported as less 
than optimal in the past, ASMC believes that recent direct consultation with SRA and particularly with the new 
CEO, combined with a greater opportunity to influence SRA planning processes will lead to increased benefits 
for the milling industry. 

This review heard that SRA is a good partner and supporter of the ASA. Both the chair and CEO of SRA 
regularly attend ASA meetings and are available for consultation on a range of industry matters. The new CEO 
has committed to continued consultation on the development of the AOP and in setting priorities which has 
been positively received.  

We could find no evidence to suggest that SRA has engaged in any advocacy or policy activities.   

7.2 COMMONWEALTH GOVERNMENT 

SRA holds formal discussions with officers of DAWE every six months as required under the SFC. These 
meetings usually involve senior executives and staff of DAWE along with the Chair, CEO and EM Investor 
Relations of SRA. There are also monthly teleconferences (if not more frequently) between officers of DAWE 
and the SRA EM Investor Relations.  

DAWE officers interviewed for this review indicated that SRA’s acknowledgement of the Commonwealth as a 
key stakeholder is exemplary. SRA’s compliance with SFC requirements and responsiveness to requests is 
similarly appreciated. As noted in the previous 2016 performance review, SRA is highly proactive in raising 
issues for discussion with the Department. If there could be any suggestion of improvement (but very minor) 
in the DAWE and SRA relationship, it may be that SRA does not need to engage the Department as much as 
it does on ‘industry issues’. That said, in the numerous performance reviews that this consortium has 
undertaken for RDCs over recent years, such a comment is somewhat unique. 
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7.3 QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE AND FISHERIES 

QDAF is a unique RD&A partner to SRA. It provides a significant quantum of funding (approximately $2.84 
million in 2019/20) directly to SRA for co-investment in projects through the contestable funding process, with 
a focus on priorities consistent with those of the Queensland Government. 

QDAF has some concerns about its engagement with SRA. It seeks greater access to SRA’s consultative 
panels, particularly the PRAC, and a more collaborative approach to RD&A priority setting and project 
selection. QDAF is also aware of the strategy and operating model review and would like to see it deliver 
greater agility and potentially a greater focus on opportunities that are aligned to the National Sugarcane 
Industry RD&E Strategy. 

We note that the 2016 performance review of SRA also reported concerns by QDAF about their inadequate 
voice in project selection by SRA and their desire to be more directly involved in SRA’s advisory structures. It 
appears that little has changed since that time. Given QDAF’s unique and substantial status as a funding 
partner, we believe that SRA should be more vigorous in seeking ways to afford QDAF greater influence in the 
investment of its funding contributions. 

8. DELIVERY OF BENEFITS 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

It is a challenge for rural research & development corporations such as SRA to demonstrate their value and 
impacts to their levy payers, others in the industry to which they provide RD&A services, the community and 
the government. Private businesses can rely on profit, dividends and share prices to show the value they 
produce. Rural RDCs, including SRA, instead depend on other measures of value and impact through both 
quantitative economic measurement and qualitative assessments. This value and impact go beyond economic 
benefits and include impacts which cannot have a dollar estimate attached and notably include environmental 
and social benefits. 

As specified in the SFC, this independent performance review is required to assess whether SRA is 
‘…delivering benefits to members, Levy Payers, Industry and the broader community and meeting the needs 
of members, Levy Payers and the Industry.’ 

8.2 CONDUCT OF IMPACT ASSESSMENTS 

SRA maintains an evaluation framework, as required under clause 31.1 of the SFC. This evaluation framework 
is in line with its strategic plan and its RD&A program framework. The SFC specifically says that the evaluation 
framework must ‘...include a structured plan for the systematic evaluation of the efficiency, effectiveness and 
impact of SRA’s key investments’. 

SRA’s Monitoring and Evaluation Framework includes the requirement for preparation of independent impact 
assessments on projects that SRA has funded and have been completed in the most recent financial year. 
However, the framework makes clear that the impact assessments are only conducted on contestable projects. 
These contestable projects are managed by the independent RFP and the RFU. 
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The core RD&A activities and projects which are undertaken by SRA and include plant breeding, biosecurity 
and adoption projects and activities, are not subject to the requirements of the Monitoring and Evaluation 
Framework. This means that the core projects are not subject to independent impact assessments. This is a 
significant gap given that around half of SRA’s operating expenditure is on core R&D.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 12: SRA SHOULD SUBJECT CORE RD&A ACTIVITIES AND PROJECTS TO THE 
RIGOUR OF THE MONITORING & EVALUATION FRAMEWORK, NOTABLY INDEPENDENT IMPACT 
ASSESSMENTS IN LINE WITH CRRDC GUIDELINES. 

 

The independent impact assessments of contestable RD&A projects evaluate the benefits SRA’s investment 
delivers to members, levy payers, industry and the broader community under a triple-bottom-line framework 
addressing economic, environmental and social impacts. The assessments provide input to SRA’s annual 
reporting to the Australian Government, reporting to stakeholders, and contribution to the performance 
assessment of RDCs compiled by the CRRDC. 

Agtrans Research has conducted impact assessments on completed, contestable projects for SRA since 
SRA’s inception in 2013. It had previously conducted the impact assessments for SRDC. Agtrans Research 
had also conducted the annual impact assessments on jointly-funded SRA and QDAF projects under the Sugar 
Research and Development Deed, until the most recent evaluation, which was undertaken by AgEconPlus on 
projects completed in 2018/19. 

Seven impact assessments have been prepared on a total of 35 contestable projects funded by both SRA and 
jointly funded by SRA and QDAF over the period of this performance review (July 2016 to June 2020). Table 6 
provides the list of impact assessments conducted over the review period and the number of projects that were 
assessed each year. 
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Table 6: Impact assessments completed – July 2016 to June 2020 

YEAR 
DELIVERED 

FUNDER PROVIDER PERIOD 
COVERED 

NUMBER OF 
PROJECTS 

2017 SRA-QDAF Agtrans Research 2015/16 Five 

2018 SRA-QDAF Agtrans Research 2016/17 Five 

2019 SRA-QDAF Agtrans Research 2017/18 Five 

2020 SRA-QDAF AgEconPlus 2018/19 Three 

2018 SRA Agtrans Research 2015/16 to 2016/17 Four 

2019 SRA Agtrans Research 2017/18 Six 

2020 SRA Agtrans Research 2018/19 Seven 

 

These impact assessments on contestable projects are termed ex post assessments, although in truth for 
many projects they are ‘ex project’ assessments as there has been little, if any, time to allow for adoption of 
research outcomes. This means that the impacts are potential impacts, rather than actual impacts. The teams 
conducting the assessments must make significant assumptions, guided by researchers and industry 
participants, rather than relying on objective data on adoption and impact. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 13: SRA SHOULD CONDUCT TRUE EX POST ASSESSMENTS OF A RANDOM 
SELECTION OF CORE AND CONTESTABLE PROJECTS THAT WERE COMPLETED 3-5 YEARS 
PRIOR TO THE ASSESSMENT YEAR TO OBTAIN A TRUER PICTURE OF ADOPTION AND IMPACT. 

 

SRA does not currently prepare ex ante benefit-cost assessments of RD&A projects as part of their evaluation 
of project proposals. An agricultural economist has recently been employed in the RFU and the intention is 
that ex ante analyses of project proposals will be prepared as part of the responsibilities of the new economist. 
This is a good initiative as it will provide additional economic rigour to the evaluation of project proposals. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 14: SRA SHOULD CONTINUE WITH ITS PLANNED IMPLEMENTATION OF 
CONDUCTING EX ANTE BENEFIT-COST ANALYSIS OF PROJECTS AS PART OF THEIR PROJECT 
SELECTION PROCESS. 
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8.3 MEASUREMENT METHODOLOGY 

The methodology followed by Agtrans Research for SRA and by both Agtrans Research and AgEconPlus for 
QDAF is sound and robust, producing conservative estimates of the economic benefits of projects. 

In line with the CRRDC guidelines, both AgEconPlus and Agtrans Research follow a clear, set routine in 
conducting the impact assessments: 

 Qualitative assessment and description of each project through a logical framework, including objectives, 
activities, outputs, outcomes and impacts; 

 Calculation of the investment in the project, both by SRA and others (including a cost of managing the 
SRA funding, based on a multiplier), deflated to a common year. This investment includes any extension 
costs; 

 Clear identification and description of the triple-bottom-line impacts (economic, social and environmental); 

 Identification of the public versus the private benefits; 

 Commentary on the likely distribution of the private impacts along the supply chain to the consumer, and 
domestic versus international; 

 Assessment of how the project investment matches with or addresses: 

 Australian Government priorities and which priorities; 

 QDAF strategic objectives for sugarcane in the case of the joint SRA and QDAF projects; 

 The themes and objectives of the National Sugarcane Industry RD&E Strategy; and 

 SRA’s Key Focus Areas and which KFAs; 

 Stating the ‘without R&D’ scenario (that is, the counterfactual) for comparison with the project’s impact; 

 Establishing which impacts have been valued and which have not been valued; 

 Valuing the impacts, based on interviews with research staff, program managers and others using 
experience and judgment to ensure that impacts are realistic; 

 Clearly setting out the assumptions used for valuing the impacts in a summary table for each project 
(including scientific citations); 

 Describing the impacts that were not valued and why they could not be valued (this can be due to lack of 
data, a high degree of uncertainty about the impact or the likely low relative significance of the impact); 
and 

 Preparing the economic analysis of the impacts, including the key investment criteria. 

As noted, these assessments are compared with the reasonable counter-factual – that is, what would 
otherwise have occurred if the project was not done. This acknowledges that the world does not stand still. 
The counter-factuals included in the impact assessments are sound. In some cases, the counter-factual 
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assumes that the impacts would not have occurred without the investment, which in the context is reasonable. 
In other cases, the counter-factuals are spelt out in detail40, as was warranted. 

The assessments report on key economic investment measures: net present value (NPV), benefit-cost ratio 
(BCR), internal rate of return (IRR) and modified internal rate of return (MIRR) for various time periods after 
the last year of investment (0, 5, 10, 15, 20, 25 and 30 years). Each assessment also reports on the sensitivity 
of the results to a limited number of key assumptions. In addition, each report includes a table of confidence 
ratings (high, medium or low) of the coverage of benefits and of the assumptions. 

One issue with the impact assessments prepared by both Agtrans Research and AgEconPlus is that the 
comments provided about the distribution of impacts along the supply chain are a broad statement that impacts 
are likely to be eventually distributed along the supply chain. A considered assessment of the distribution of 
the impacts, such as between canegrowers and mills, that takes into account the supply and demand 
elasticities, would be more valuable. Given that both canegrowers and mills contribute as levy payers, these 
groups are likely to be interested in the approximate portion of the impacts that may accrue to each sector. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 15: SRA SHOULD ASK ITS IMPACT ASSESSMENT SUPPLIERS TO PROVIDE 
MORE DETAILED COMMENTARY ON THE LIKELY DISTRIBUTION OF BENEFITS FROM PROJECTS 
BETWEEN SECTORS OF THE AUSTRALIAN SUGAR INDUSTRY, NOTABLY BETWEEN 
CANEGROWERS AND MILLS. 

 

8.4 DEMONSTRATED BENEFITS 

As noted in Table 6, over the review period, SRA has had three independent impact assessments prepared 
on projects it has funded, while QDAF has had four annual impact assessments prepared on projects funded 
jointly between QDAF and SRA. 

The aggregate investment results for the projects funded by SRA that were assessed in the three impact 
assessments were all strongly positive (Table 7). The aggregate BCR ranged from 3:1 in the most recent 
assessment to 4.37:1 for the assessment prepared in 2019. SRA currently has a target BCR of 4.0:1 by 2022 
for aggregated research investment. This was exceeded in 2019, but the BCR in 2020 fell back to well below 
this target. 

On a project-by-project basis, the BCRs ranged from 0.0 to 3.88 in the 2018 assessment, from 2.41 to 6.31 in 
the 2019 assessment and from 0.00 to 10.40 in the 2020 assessment. The results in the 2019 impact 
assessment were particularly strong, as reflected in the aggregate result. 

 

 

40 For example, the impact assessment of Project 2015/46 which investigated methods of enhancing biosecurity against 
pest and disease threats from Papua New Guinea 
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An aggregate MIRR was not provided by Agtrans Research in their reports, but the individual projects recorded 
an MIRR of up to 9.8 per cent in 2018, 11.9% in 2019 and 10.4 per cent in 2020.  

These solid economic returns on the investments in the three impact assessments were accompanied with 
social and environmental benefits which could not be quantified but are also important. These are listed in 
each report. 

 

Table 7: Summary of ex-post evaluations of Sugar Research Australia-funded projects 

ECONOMIC MEASURE YEAR OF ASSESSMENT 

2018 

(4 projects) 

2019 

(6 projects) 

2020 

(7 projects) 

Present value of benefits ($m) $2.30 $13.07 $15.03 

Present value of costs ($m) $0.72 $2.99 $5.01 

Net present value ($m) $1.58 $10.08 $10.02 

Benefit-cost ratio 3.20 4.37 3.00 

Internal rate of return (%)* 10.4% to 46.4%* 8.2% to 29.7% 0.0% to 22.5% 

Modified internal rate of return (%)* 7.2% to 9.8%* 7.2% to 11.9% 0.0% to 10.4% 

Notes: Measures over 30 years discounted at 5%, in real terms based on total investment 
 *  No aggregate IRR and MIRR provided 
Sources: Agtrans Research (2018), Impact Assessment of Four RD&E Investments made by SRA. Report to SRA 

Agtrans Research (2019), Impact Assessment of Six RD&E Investments made by SRA. Report to SRA 
Agtrans Research (2020), Impact Assessment of Seven RD&E Investments made by SRA. Draft summary report to SRA 

 

The second set of impact assessments was prepared for QDAF for the investment made jointly by QDAF and 
SRA under the annual Sugar Research and Development Deed. The four annual independent assessments 
that have been prepared show positive aggregate economic returns to the investment made (Table 8). The 
aggregate BCR ranged from 2.23:1 in 2017 to 2.90:1 for the assessment prepared in 2018.  

On a project-by-project basis, the BCRs ranged from 0.00 to 5.47 in the 2017 assessment, from 2.05 to 6.79 
in the 2018 assessment, from 0.38 to 5.18 in the 2019 assessment, and from 1.42 to 2.81 in the 2020 
assessment. According to AgEconPlus41 in the most recent assessment delivered in May 2020, QDAF targets 

 

 

41 AgEconPlus (2020), Evaluation of Research, Development & Extension Projects completed as part of the 2018-19 Sugar 
Research and Development Deed. Report to Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 
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a BCR of 3.5:1 or greater in its investments in the Deed. This was not achieved by any of the projects in the 
2020 assessment but was achieved by two of the five projects in the 2019 assessment; by two of the five 
projects in the 2018 assessment; and by one of the five projects in the 2017 assessment. 

The aggregate MIRR for each year was between 7.5 per cent and 8.5 per cent. These solid economic returns 
on the investments in the four impact assessments were accompanied with social and environmental benefits 
which could not be quantified but are also important. These are listed in each report. 

 

Table 8: Summary of ex-post evaluations of joint SRA- and QDAF-funded projects 

ECONOMIC MEASURE YEAR OF ASSESSMENT 

2017 

(5 projects) 

2018 

(5 projects) 

2019 

(5 projects) 

2020 

(3 projects) 

Present value of 
benefits ($m) 

$28.81 $33.53 $11.07 $9.61 

Present value of costs 
($m) 

$12.89 $11.58 $4.49 $4.07 

Net present value ($m) $15.92 $21.95 $6.58 $5.54 

Benefit-cost ratio 2.23 2.90 2.47 2.36 

Internal rate of return 
(%) 

8.7% 10.5% 8.8% 10.8% 

Modified internal rate 
of return (%) 

7.5% 8.5% 7.5% 7.7% 

Notes: Measures over 30 years discounted at 5%, in real terms based on the total investment 
Sources: Agtrans Research (2017), Economic Assessment of DAF Investment in Five SRA RD&E Investments. Final report to 

Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 
Agtrans Research (2018), Economic Assessment of DAF Investment in Five SRA RD&E Investments. Final report to 
Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 
Agtrans Research (2019), Economic Assessment of DAF Investment in Five SRA RD&E Investments. Final report to 
Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 
AgEconPlus (2020), Evaluation of Research, Development & Extension Projects completed as part of the 2018-19 Sugar 
Research and Development Deed. Report to Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 

8.5 COMMUNICATING THE DEMONSTRATED BENEFITS 

The results from the three sets of impact assessments demonstrate that SRA’s RD&A activities are delivering 
value to the sector. The same is true of the investments made jointly by SRA and QDAF. This may not be 
evident to all in the industry, in part due to a lack of understanding about the benefit-cost methodology leading 
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to scepticism about the results. This is always a challenge for RDCs, so a focus needs to be on clear 
communication of the methodology and the results, perhaps using case studies. 

SRA reports the results from the impact assessments in the impact pathway reports which (more recently) 
have been released every six months (June and December). The two reports released in 2019 provided a 
table showing the results for the key economic investment criteria on a project-by-project basis and an 
aggregate BCR, which is a positive step. There was, however, little in the way of an explanation of what the 
results mean to guide the lay reader. These impact pathway reports are available on the SRA website42 
although they can be hard to find. 

SRA also provides some information on the results from the impact assessments in the annual performance 
report. The Performance Report 18/19 simply included the aggregate BCR as the sole piece of information. In 
contrast, the more comprehensive Performance Report 17/18 provided a good table showing the BCRs by 
project from the impact assessments as well as the aggregate BCR across nine projects. The latter approach 
is preferable.  

The SRA annual report does not include any information from the impact assessments, presumably to avoid 
duplication with the performance report, which is released at the same time. As noted in Section 5.4, this is a 
gap as it means there is not a clear line of sight between the strategic plan and the annual report. 

While SRA provides some information on the results from the impact assessments in the annual performance 
report, it does not provide any information with the results of the impact assessments in its magazines, Cane 
Connections and Milling Matters. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 16: SRA SHOULD COMMUNICATE THE RESULTS FROM THE IMPACT 
ASSESSMENTS TO STAKEHOLDERS USING CLEAR, SIMPLE LANGUAGE IN ITS ANNUAL REPORT 
AND LEVY-PAYER MAGAZINES USING CASE STUDIES AND TIME-SERIES. 

 

The reports from the impact assessments are not available on the SRA website. Having the reports available 
and easy to find does not guarantee that they will be read, however it does allow access to those inclined to 
scrutinise the results. It is acknowledged that the full reports may be difficult for the casual reader and layperson 
to read and understand, but the summary reports should be made available on the website, at a minimum. 

8.6 LEVY-PAYER PERCEPTIONS OF VALUE  

Whilst impact assessments of the type described above provide a ‘hard’, objective measure of the benefits 
delivered by an RDC, their results may not match levy payer perceptions of value. 

Stakeholder surveys can provide useful insights in this respect. Most of the RDCs commission regular 
stakeholder surveys to track stakeholder satisfaction and to gather feedback on matters such as the quality 

 

 

42 https://sugarresearch.com.au/sra-information/investor-information/ 

https://sugarresearch.com.au/sra-information/investor-information/
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and type of engagement by the organisation, where and how respondents prefer to access information and so 
on. 

SRA does this well, conducting annual surveys of cane growers since 2015. However, the response to the 
survey in 2020 was limited following a change in collection methodology to an online survey rather than 
targeted telephone calls, which makes interpretation of the results problematic. 

Satisfaction ratings from the 2020 survey are summarised in Table 9 and compared with the results from 2018 
and 2019.43 The ratings indicate a moderately positive reflection on SRA, although the satisfaction ratings 
have fallen in the past three years. This is probably at least partially due to the very difficult conditions in the 
sugar industry, notably the low sugar price and intense land-use competition from other enterprises. There has 
been a sharp decline in the proportion of respondents who are positive about the industry’s future. 

 

Table 9: Ratings of SRA performance in 2020 survey of canegrowers 

ATTRIBUTE SCORE 

2018 2019 2020 

Satisfaction with SRA’s performance 

(% rating SRA performance high) 

 

72% 

 

65% 

 

56% 

Levy paying comfort 

% comfortable 

% uncomfortable 

 

79% 

12% 

 

77% 

14% 

 

62% 

22% 

Confidence in the industry’s future 

% positive 

% negative 

 

51% 

36% 

 

45% 

41% 

 

34% 

33% 

Source: Down To Earth Research 2020 

 

The positive for SRA is that the significant majority remain comfortable with paying the levy for SRA, well above 
the proportion of those who are uncomfortable. There are some differences between regions, with growers in 
New South Wales, the Burdekin and Southern regions more satisfied with SRA’s performance, and the Central 
and Herbert regions being least satisfied. 

It is notable too that ‘extra-large’ levy payers appear from the survey to be less satisfied with SRA’s 
performance than other growers (46 per cent rating it ‘fairly high’ or ‘very high’, compared with 58 to 63 per 

 

 

43 Down To Earth Research 2020, Grower Survey Report Topline results, Report to Sugar Research Australia, June 
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cent among other size cohorts).38 This review also heard that very large levy payers feel that SRA does not 
cater as well for their needs as it does for those of smaller growers, and that these needs are quite different. 
This is further discussed in Section 7.1.2. 

SRA has also surveyed millers, in 2018 and 2019. Results from these surveys are somewhat more negative 
than those of the grower surveys. The survey in December 2019 showed average satisfaction with SRA’s 
performance of 3.0/5, due mainly to a perceived lack of engagement, poor understanding of and poor delivery 
against millers’ RD&A needs by SRA. The net promoter score from the eight respondents was 4.6/10.44 

Again, these results are consistent with the feedback from interviews for this review with members of the milling 
sector. Some interviewees noted that there is no SRA manager with a deep understanding of the milling 
industry. Views were expressed about the need for transformational (rather than incremental) R&D and the 
need for R&D towards alternative uses for sugar cane and sugar products. 

On the positive side, there appears to be general agreement among millers that investments to maintain cane 
growing regions and improve yields in the growing sector are also the key priorities for the milling industry. 
Investment in the core plant breeding program is highly valued and seen as a critical function of SRA, as mills 
are very dependent on throughput of cane to achieve operational productivity and profitability. 

There appears to be overall continued support for the retention of an SRA that is well funded and focussed on 
the collective needs of the industry, but one that has greater agility and accountability and possibly a different 
operating model in relation to milling R&D. 

9. IMPLEMENTATION OF RECOMMENDATIONS OF 
2016 PERFORMANCE REVIEW 

The independent performance review of SRA in 2016 made 13 recommendations. SRA developed a response 
and implementation plan for these recommendations, detailing the organisation’s response to each 
recommendation, actions arising, the responsible executive/s and milestones for delivery. SRA agreed with all 
of the recommendations. The plan was published on the SRA website in December 2016. These actions met 
the requirements of the Statutory Funding Agreement 2013-2017 (predecessor to the current SFC), which 
required: 

 The development of a response to the final performance review report and proposed implementation plan 
within three months of Board acceptance of the report; 

 Provision of the response to the Commonwealth within 30 days of the Board’s acceptance of it; 

 Reporting to the Commonwealth at scheduled six-monthly meetings on progress in implementing the 
recommendations of the performance review; and 

 Publication of the final performance review report and response on the SRA website. 

These requirements were all met within the required timeframes. 

 

 

44 Miller Voice Survey 2019: findings and discussion, 12 December (PowerPoint presentation) 
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Reports on implementation of recommendations were published at quarterly intervals throughout 2017 until 
December, when all 33 identified actions were marked as completed. The reports used a traffic-light system 
to show progress. 

Commentary on the implementation of the 2016 recommendations is provided in Table 10. 

 

Table 10: Commentary on the implementation of recommendations of the 2016 independent performance 
review 

RECOMMENDATION COMMENTARY 

1 SRA should continue its focus on improving the 
culture of the organisation, which may include 
the implementation of site-specific strategies to 
effect change. 

This recommendation referred to the alignment of 
culture and workplace behaviours with SRA’s stated 
values of innovation, investor satisfaction, 
accountability and teamwork. 

Implementation included continued delivery of SRA’s 
Cultural Transformation Program, including a series 
of site-specific activities such as workshops, with 
cross-functional employee culture committees 
established to assist with this process. 

The recent change of CEO has had an impact on the 
organisational culture, as discussed in the report. 

2 In the next phase of developing a renewed 
strategic plan (and in related plans and any 
reporting), SRA should focus on using more 
commercial language, simplifying the 
expression of objectives and strategies (KFAs 
and IAs) and including more objectivity in high-
level key performance indicators. 

It is evident in SRA’s Strategic Plan 2017/18 − 
2021/22 that the company has sought to simplify the 
wording around strategies (KFAs) and has 
concentrated on being very clear in specifying 
outputs, outcomes, impacts and overall KPIs. This is 
supported by a very comprehensive monitoring & 
evaluation framework. 
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RECOMMENDATION COMMENTARY 

3 SRA should, where appropriate, further expand 
the number of joint projects between SRA 
Technology and external providers. The 
challenges of doing so are recognised. 

Implementation of this recommendation has included 
the identification of research collaborators in 
preliminary project proposals, ongoing consideration 
of collaborative opportunities in SRA’s core projects 
and the hosting of an annual pre-competitive R&D 
Strategy workshop between SRA and external 
providers. Collaborative projects have included 
agreements with New Energy Farms, the South 
African Sugarcane Research Institute, Lowes TC Pty 
Ltd and Wilmar in relation to plant breeding. Tully 
Sugar Ltd has been a key contributor in producing 
real time bagasse monitoring for factory process 
control in collaboration with SRA core NIR technology 
development. Research planning workshops were 
also held jointly with CSIRO in September 2017 and 
2018. 

4 SRA should continue its move towards a more 
flexible approach to project selection which 
may include some commissioning of major 
projects / programs, and should continue the 
practice of more targeted priorities for open 
calls (and identify opportunities to reduce 
transaction costs). 

It is evident that substantial progress has been made 
with respect to this recommendation. Program 
development and a greater focus on targeted and 
commissioned R&D has occurred. The call for 
transformational projects is an excellent example. 

5 Without compromising the independence of the 
RFP, there should be more transparent 
feedback about project funding decisions from 
the RFP to the RACs and QDAF. 

SRA reports that this recommendation has been 
implemented, with formal feedback provided two 
weeks after Board approval of RFP investment 
recommendations in December 2016 and April 2017, 
then annually in December and April thereafter. 
However, RD&A partners continue to express a level 
of dissatisfaction with SRA’s feedback on investment 
decisions (discussed further in Section 6.2.1). 

6 SRA should further engage with the milling 
investors to develop pre-competitive R&D or 
adoption / training priorities. 

There has been considerable effort to develop a 
milling R&D program in consultation with the milling 
sector, and a research program has recently been 
endorsed for 2020/21. 
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RECOMMENDATION COMMENTARY 

7 SRA should consider the adoption of a more 
active program- rather than project-based 
approach for the management of the RD&E 
portfolio, based on revised KFAs. Programs 
may be most effectively coordinated by part-
time external specialists. 

This has occurred, and the move towards a program 
approach continues to evolve. The milling program 
and transformational program are examples.  

8 SRA should now make portfolio analysis a 
regular part of its RD&E management to ensure 
an appropriate mix of long term / short-term 
research, risk /return profile, large and small 
projects etc. 

SRA applies a number of tools to balance the 
portfolio across strategic priorities, but it does not 
appear to monitor or report on the balance of the 
portfolio across dimensions such as risk / reward, 
time horizon and so on as described in the SFC. This 
current review makes a further recommendation in 
this respect. 

9 As a matter of priority, SRA should seek to 
facilitate the development of a robust long-term 
industry adoption strategy, and identify SRA’s 
role within it. In doing so, SRA should consider:  

 Resource allocation in an equitable manner; 
and  

 How the strategy will build rapport, capability 
and availability of external advisors. 

SRA undertook a major review of adoption and the 
development of a new strategy in 2018. This has 
seen a substantial increase in investment in this area 
from 2018/19, as described in the report. 

10 SRA should consider the development of 
program-oriented adoption (‘marketing’) plans. 

See response to (9). We consider that this 
recommendation has been addressed. 

11 SRA should consider rationalising and aligning 
the function and structure of RACs and 
Delegates. 

One option would be to allocate Delegates into 
program advisory groups, one of which would 
be MRAC, with PRAC split into several 
production programs. 

Implementation of this recommendation involved the 
replacement of the Producer Research Advisory 
Committee (PRAC) with the Grower Delegates, in 
time for the 2017/18 project call. 

At the October 2018 SRA AGM, amendments to the 
company constitution were approved that included 
the removal of the Delegate structure.  
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RECOMMENDATION COMMENTARY 

12 Depending on what if any changes are made to 
its advisory structures, SRA should consider 
options for compensating or providing non-
financial incentive to Delegates and PRAC / 
MRAC members to better recognise and 
encourage their contributions. 

SRA discussed the recommendation with Delegates 
at their meeting in February 2017 and undertook an 
online survey of Delegates in April to gain more 
definitive feedback on compensation. Views were 
mixed (yes 45 per cent, no 32 per cent, unsure 23 per 
cent). The results were presented to the April 2017 
Board meeting but by this time the Board was moving 
towards replacement of the Delegates with regional 
structures through SRA’s new Adoption Strategy. 
Constitutional change to allow Delegate remuneration 
was therefore not pursued. 

13 SRA should continue to seek ways to report 
RD&E outcomes (ex post) in ways that are 
relevant and meaningful to stakeholders, 
especially producers and millers (e.g. case 
studies, time-series tracking). 

SRA has included case studies of the outcomes of 
some RD&A projects in editions of Cane Connection 
and Milling Matters magazines. 

 

10. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This performance review has presented a challenge for the review team because it has been undertaken at a 
time of significant upheaval for SRA. Many of the elements of organisational structure, function and behaviour 
that are scrutinised in a review of this type were being separately reviewed in greater depth, at the same time, 
by SRA itself or by external consultants. The most significant of these is a comprehensive strategy and 
operating model review. Thus, while this review provides a picture of SRA’s operations and performance over 
the last four years, this picture is (to some extent at least) already out of date at the time of publishing this 
report. 

SRA has demonstrably delivered value to levy payers from its funding of contestable projects over the review 
period. It has complied with all of its obligations under the SFC. Its planning and reporting is highly 
commendable and monitoring and evaluation is (for the most part) a very strong feature. SRA has strong and 
constructive relationships with many of its stakeholders, including government, and it communicates well. SRA 
is a constructive collaborator with other RDCs. 

However, not all levy payers are satisfied with SRA’s performance, mills in particular. There appear to be a 
number of reasons for these equivocal views. 

The sugar industry experienced tightening economic conditions over the four-year period to June 2020. These 
and other challenges (land use competition, increased regulation and so on) have placed pressure on SRA as 
the body expected to deliver industry solutions. This has been a difficult task for SRA given the lack of an 
industry strategic plan or ‘vision’ to guide its own strategic planning, Also, most sugar mills are now majority 
foreign-owned, making a common R&D agenda very difficult to identify. 
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The pressure on SRA has in turn exposed some structural weaknesses in the design of the organisation, some 
of which can be traced back to the incomplete implementation of the model originally planned when SRA was 
established in 2013. There appears to be a mismatch between industry expectations of what SRA should 
deliver (essentially, face-to-face services) and what it can afford to do. As a result, SRA is saddled with a 
higher cost structure than it can sustain. 

Other problems arise from what now appears to be a fundamental flaw in the design of SRA: the ‘ethical wall’. 
The 2016 performance review found that most stakeholders (apart from some external providers) believed the 
funder / provider model was generally well-managed and effective. As SRA’s financial situation has declined, 
and difficult decisions about the allocation of funds have had to be made, it has become clear that the ethical 
wall has become a hindrance to effective oversight and governance of the whole portfolio of RD&A investment. 
The allocation of funds is further hindered by high overheads, given SRA’s large infrastructure of farms and 
laboratories – a situation not encountered by other RDCs. In addition, it would appear that core-funded projects 
are subjected to less internal scrutiny (e.g. adherence to milestones, conduct of impact evaluations) than 
contestable projects. 

Finally, there have been some weaknesses in the running of the organisation. Whilst the structures and 
processes of corporate governance appear to be sound, even exemplary, the working relationships between 
management and the Board, and among the Executive Team, have not been as effective as they could have 
been. Changes among the Board and senior management over the last 12-18 months have seen issues such 
as risk and in particular safety being given some necessary renewed attention.     

This review makes a series of recommendations for SRA’s consideration (noting, though, that SRA is likely to 
undergo much more significant change over the short to medium term than what is proposed by this review). 
The recommendations are listed below, in the order in which they appear in the report, and each is rated either: 

 Critical: should be implemented as a matter of urgency in order for SRA to meet its legal and regulatory 
obligations. 

 Important: actions that are expected to deliver significant benefits to the organisation and sector. 

 Better practice: expected to deliver incremental performance improvements. 

 

 RECOMMENDATION PRIORITY 

1 The Board should commission a formal review of the governance implications of the RFP 
as it is constituted, including any conflicts with the CEO’s role and impacts on the effective 
and efficient functioning of SRA. 

Critical 

2 The RFP should be subject to annual performance review in the same way as the Board 
and other committees, whether as part of the Board evaluation process or separately. 

Better 
practice 

3 SRA should continue its increased focus on workplace health and safety, including 
consideration of changes to the current Board committees to elevate the prominence of 
safety in the company. 

Important 
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 RECOMMENDATION PRIORITY 

4 SRA, in conjunction with Industry Representative Bodies, should consider the 
development of an industry plan / vision. ASA should drive, while SRA may facilitate, the 
development of the plan. 

Better 
practice 

5 SRA should include, in its annual reports, a high-level summary of progress towards the 
achievement of KPIs from the strategic plan and annual operational plan, as well as the 
results of any impact assessments undertaken. 

Better 
practice 

6 SRA should publicly report a summary of actual expenditure on core- versus contestable-
funded projects and the methodology used to allocate costs between the two. 

Important 

7 SRA should improve the process of providing formal feedback on unsuccessful project 
funding decisions to both internal and external RD&A providers, which might include 
providing a summary of the number of internal vs external projects funded and their total 
budgets. 

Better 
practice 

8 SRA should establish a new process to receive advice on cane grower RD&A priorities, 
project review and selection. Appropriate terms of reference for this (and indeed all) 
advisory committees should be established. 

Important 

9 SRA should institute a formal project management process for all core activities and 
ensure that the same standard of oversight and management is applied to core activities 
as is applied to contestable projects. 

Important 

10 SRA should report, and provide the rationale for, the balance of its RD&A portfolio across 
key dimensions such as risk/reward and time to delivery, in addition to allocation across 
KFAs, in its annual reports. 

Important 

11 SRA should consider the implementation of a grower segmentation strategy with a 
particular focus on engagement with very large corporate levy payers. 

Better 
practice 

12 SRA should subject core RD&A activities and projects to the rigour of the Monitoring & 
Evaluation Framework, notably independent impact assessments in line with CRRDC 
guidelines. 

Important 

13 SRA should conduct true ex post assessments of a random selection of core and 
contestable projects that were completed 3-5 years prior to the assessment year to obtain 
a truer picture of adoption and impact. 

Better 
practice 

14 SRA should continue with its planned implementation of conducting ex ante benefit-cost 
analysis of projects as part of their project selection process. 

Better 
practice 
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 RECOMMENDATION PRIORITY 

15 SRA should ask its impact assessment suppliers to provide more detailed commentary on 
the likely distribution of benefits from projects between sectors of the Australian sugar 
industry, notably between canegrowers and mills. 

Better 
practice 

16 SRA should communicate the results from the impact assessments to stakeholders using 
clear, simple language in its annual report and levy-payer magazines using case studies 
and time-series. 

Better 
practice 
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APPENDIX 1: DOCUMENTS REVIEWED 

ACTS AND FUNDING AGREEMENTS 

 Statutory funding agreement 2013-17 

 Funding contract 2017-21 

 Sugar Research and Development Services Act 2013 

 Sugar Research and Development Services (Industry Services Body) Declaration 2013 

 SRA/DAWE SFC meeting notes and presentations, November 2016, June 2017, January and June 2018, 
February 2019 

 Submission to the Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport Legislation Committee inquiry into the 
Primary Industries Levies and Charges Collection Amendment Bill 2018 (May 2018) 

2016 PERFORMANCE REVIEW 

 Independent performance review report 2016 

 Response and implementation plan (December 2016) and implementation progress reports (January-
December 2017) 

CORPORATE AND GOVERNANCE 

 Constitution (current version following 2018 AGM) and various items of correspondence relating to 
amendments in 2016 and 2018 

 Various Board and committee meeting agendas, itineraries and packs, board calendar 

 Board performance evaluation reports (2016, 2017, 2018, 2019) 

 Risk management policy (2020), framework and plan (2016) 

 Board (2019) and committee charters (ARC 2016, PPRC 2017, RFP 2020, DSC 2019), Code of Conduct 
for Office Holders (2018), Board Governance Policy (2019) 

 Policies: 

 Policy framework and review dates (2020) 

 Asset management (2017) 

 Costs allocation (2019) 

 Declaration of interests (2016) 

 Delegations and authorities (2019) 

 Director induction (2015) 

 Discrimination, harassment, bullying and grievance (2019) 

 Diversity (2019) 

 Enhanced business opportunities (2018) 
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 Environmental (2020) 

 Fraud control (2018) 

 Health and safety (2018) 

 Information systems (2019) 

 Intellectual property (2018) 

 Media (2017) 

 People and culture (2017) 

 Privacy (2018) 

 Reserves (2019) 

 Treasury management (2018) 

 Whistleblower (2019) 

 Compliance policy (2019), register (2020), checklist (2019), report form for ET members, annual 
compliance manager attestation form (2019), compliance risk framework training slide pack (2019), 
compliance audit and board certification reports (2016, 2017, 2018, 2019) 

 Various items of correspondence between SRA and DAWE on amendments to policies and plans 

 Internal audit plans, various internal audit reports and internal audit recommendation status reports (2017-
2020) 

 Report to Workplace Gender Equality Agency 2018-19 

 Organisation charts (2016, 2020) 

CULTURE 

 Results of Pulse survey (2016); Cultural Values Assessment survey (2018), actions arising, update from 
CEO to staff and presentation to PPRC (2018) 

 Agendas and notes from Executive Team workshop (2017) and various working group meetings (2016-
2018) 

STRATEGIC AND OPERATIONAL PLANS, ANNUAL AND RELATED REPORTS 

 Strategic Plan 2017/18 − 2021/22, consultation plan to develop and various flyers, workshop invitations 
etc, posters and handout versions of strategy 

 Addendum to Strategic Plan (August 2019) and various communications and supporting documents 

 Organisational Plan 2018/19 – 2021/22 and various documents relating to the development of enabling 
strategies 

 Annual operating plans (2016-17, 2017-18, 2018-19, 2019-20 and 2020-21) 

 National Sugarcane RD&E Strategy January 2017, Australian Sugarcane Industry RD&E Capability Audit 
October 2019, National Sugarcane Industry RD&E Employment and Capability Strategy November 2019 

 Sugarcane Industry Futures Forum Final Report (May 2018) 
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 Annual reports (2016-17, 2017-18, and 2018-19) 

 Performance reports (2016-17, 2017-18, and 2018-19) 

 Impact pathway reports (September 2017, June 2019, December 2019) 

 Strategy and Operating Model Review, Consultation Plan (July 2020) 

 ASMC submission to ‘Modernising the RDC System Review’ and DAWE response (December 2019) 

RD&A OPERATIONS 

 Project calls, media releases, kits and research priority lists for Preliminary and Full Research Proposals; 
project concept application form for transformational projects; evaluations and recommendations relating 
to PRPs, FRPs, targeted and capability investments; various gap analyses, portfolio reviews (2016-17, 
2017-18, 2018-19, 2019-20) 

 Contestable Investment Framework – Portfolio Analysis Process (undated) 

 Procedures for Completing IP Records (undated) 

 RD&A Program 2.2 Investment Strategy 

 ‘Recommended Sugar Milling Research Program’ (2020) 

 ‘Final Report: Industry Priorities for Value Add & Diversification Opportunities in the Sugar Industry’ (2019) 

 ‘Developing an Improved Investment Framework and Process’ (June 2019) 

 Final report 2017/001: ‘Reviewing and Extending Knowledge of Fibre Quality Assessment within the SRA 
Breeding Program to Develop Optimally Adapted Varieties for the Australian Sugar Industry’ (August 
2018) 

 ‘My Soil – Our Future: Soil Health Program Logic Framework and Impact Pathway’ (2017) 

 ‘Review of Precision Agriculture in Sugarcane in Australia’ (2015) 

 SRA RDC collaboration investments (spreadsheet and notes) 

ADOPTION 

 Strategy for Industry Led Adoption Activities in the Sugar Industry (2018) 

 Adoption Strategy Planning and Investment Guide (August 2018) 

 Adoption strategic action plans for each region (2018-19) 

MONITORING AND EVALUATION 

 Monitoring and Evaluation Framework (2018, update 2020) 

 Impact assessments as listed in the report 

 Executive individual KPIs (2019-20) 

 Screenshots from Cognology (performance management system) 
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COMMUNICATIONS 

 Cane Connection, various editions 2017-19 

 Milling Matters, various editions 2018-19 

 eNewsletters, various editions 2018-20 

 Various invitations to Grower Research Updates and Milling Regional Research Seminars, 2019-20 

 Various media releases 2018-19 

 Submission to ‘Modernising the RDC System Review’ (October 2019) 

 Submission to Senate’s Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee inquiry into the 
‘Identification of leading practices in ensuring evidence-based regulation of farm practices that impact 
water quality outcomes in the Great Barrier Reef’ (October 2019) 

STAKEHOLDER FEEDBACK 

 Grower survey reports (2016, 2017, 2018, 2019 and topline results 2020) 

 Miller survey reports (2018, 2019)  

 CEO listening tour presentation and notes (April 2020) 

INDUSTRY STATISTICS 

 ABARES, Agricultural Commodities June quarter 2020 

 ABARES, Prospects for the Australian Sugar Industry (February 2019) 

 United States Department of Agriculture, Sugar: World Markets and Trade (May 2020) 

 CANEGROWERS Annual Report 2017/18 

 Australian Sugarcane Annual 2018 
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APPENDIX 2: OBLIGATIONS OF SRA UNDER THE FUNDING CONTRACT: SUMMARY OF 
PERFORMANCE 
OBLIGATION SFA 

CLAUSE 
SRA COMPLIANCE 

Access to records and use of information 

Access by the Commonwealth 

Grant access to premises or data, accounts etc if required by the Cth or Auditor-General etc 4.1-4.3 Not required 

Confidential information 

Use any confidential information provided for proper purpose and not disclose 4.4-4.6 Achieved 

Use of reports 

Grant the Cth a licence to use the copyright in any document provided to the Cth for any Cth purpose 4.7-4.9 Achieved 

Indemnity 

Indemnify the Cth, its officers and agents 5.1-5.5 Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Corporate governance 

Implement, maintain and regularly review framework of good corporate governance practice drawing on better practice 
guides including guidelines from the Cth and ASX Corporate Governance Council’s Corporate Governance Principles and 
Recommendations  

14.1 Achieved 

Framework to include governance policy which includes a clear statement of SRA’s commitment to effective governance and 
ongoing improvements, and cover: (a) Board charter; (b) matters reserved for the Board; (c) Board delegations of authority; 
(d) charter of the Audit Committee and Director Selection Committee; (e) Board appointments, composition (including SRA’s 
requirements and policies for diversity and Independent Directors), renewal and succession planning; (f) code of conduct for 
Directors and senior management; and (g) processes for regularly assessing the performance of the board 

14.2 Achieved 

SRA Board 

Establish a skills-based board with collective expertise in: (a) legal, compliance and corporate governance; (b) production 
and/or processing in the Industry; (c) finance and business management; (d) Research and Development, technology and 
technology transfer, commercialisation and adoption; and (e) environmental management 

14.3 Achieved 

Audit Committee to comprise a majority of independent directors 14.4 Achieved 

Disclosure of pecuniary interests 

Any member of an SRA committee or panel concerned with the selection and funding of R&D activities to declare any 
relevant pecuniary interest 

14.5 Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Role of company 

SRA to ensure it effectively represents and reflects the interests of its members and levy payers in undertaking R&D 
activities 

15.1 Achieved 

Use reasonable endeavours to ensure non-member levy payers are advised of entitlement and process to become members 15.2 Achieved 

Not use funds to engage in advocacy or agri-political activity; nor imply it is an IRB; nor support any campaign for the 
election of a person or party to public office 

15.3 Achieved 

Company constitution 

Ensure remains appropriate to functions and consistent with SFC, consult with and advise Cth re changes to constitution 15.4 Achieved 

Notification of significant issues 

Give reasonable notice to the Cth if become aware of any issues that will materially affect or have affected SRA or any of its 
subsidiaries’ ability to achieve the objectives stated in its Strategic Plan or comply with its obligations under the SFC or the 
Act 

16.1 Achieved 

Conflict of interest 

Notify the Cth of any conflict of interest existing or arising in performance of obligations 17.1-17.2 Not required 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Review of performance 

Complete a performance review six months before the expiry of the SFC 18.1 Achieved 

Agree terms of reference of the review with the Cth at least three months prior to commencement 18.2 Achieved 

Engage an independent organisation to undertake the performance review, organisation not to have carried out any 
corporate governance activity or reviews, performance audit or similar reviews 

18.3 Dispensation given to 
SRA by the Cth to use 
same consultant as 2016 

Terms of reference for review to take into account the performance of SRA in meeting its obligations under the SFC and Act; 
implementing governance arrangements and practices for ensuring proper use and management of the funds; meeting the 
planned outcomes and targets of its strategic plan; (d) delivering benefits to members, levy payers, industry and the broader 
community and meeting the needs of members, levy payers and the industry; consulting with levy payers and IRBs; and any 
other matters consistent with SRA’s strategic plan and the Act, which the Cth requires the performance review to cover 

18.4 Achieved 

Provide the Cth with the draft review report at the same time as SRA receives a copy, and the final review report within 14 
days of being provided to the Board 

18.5 Not yet applicable 

Develop a response to final review report and proposed implementation plan for recommendations including dates within 
one month of Board acceptance of the report, provide response to the Cth within 30 days of Board’s acceptance of response 

18.6 Not yet applicable 

SRA and Cth to take into account the findings of the performance review when negotiating renewal of SFC 18.7 Not yet applicable 

Publish latest performance review report on website no later than 10 days after finalisation 18.8 Not yet applicable 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Performance management 

Give the Cth any additional reports or explanations requested by the Cth as soon as reasonably practicable 19.3 Achieved 

If Minister requests an audit report or opinion on any matter relevant to SRA performance or compliance, promptly obtain the 
audit report or opinion from SRA’s auditor; or if requested by Cth, from another auditor; at own expense and provide within 
14 days of receipt 

19.4 Not required 

If Cth requires SRA to take actions in respect to Clause 19, comply within reasonable or specified timeframe, and in 
response to any report supplied by the Cth: (i) within 30 days of receiving the report, provide a notice to the Cth detailing the 
actions it intends to undertake to address the recommendations of the report; (ii) within 60 days of receiving the report, 
negotiate in good faith with the Cth any recommendations of the report or review that SRA has not agreed to implement; and 
(iii) within 90 days of receiving the report, provide the Cth with a written report detailing progress and substantiating the 
actions it has taken in implementing the recommendations of the report 

19.5 Not required 

In each annual report, include a written report detailing progress and substantiating the actions taken in implementing the 
recommendations of any report provided under clause 19.5, until all the recommendations are implemented to the 
satisfaction of the Cth 

19.6 Not required 

Reduction, suspension or termination of the agreement   

If Cth issues notice to terminate agreement, prepare cessation plan including arrangements for repayment of funds to Cth 
and payment of employee entitlements and other commitments by the specified termination date 

20.1-20.4 Not required 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Repayment of funds on termination 

Repay funds to Cth as required if SFC terminated 21.1-21.2 Not required 

Agreement-related assets and liabilities 

Ensure SRA has appropriate contractual or other rights enabling it to deal with its SFC-related assets and liabilities in the 
manner determined by the Cth if SRA no longer the industry services body; if requested by the Cth, provide a list of all such 
assets and liabilities within 10 business days of receiving the request 

22.1-22.4 Not required 

Consultations with the Commonwealth 

Chair or other director nominee to meet with the Cth at no more than six-monthly intervals to brief the Cth on progress on 
implementing the strategic plan, AOP and other plans; progress on implementation of relevant RD&E Framework strategies; 
consultation with other levy payers and their representative bodies; measures taken to enhance corporate governance; 
progress in developing and implementing the evaluation framework; progress on implementing the recommendations from 
the most recent performance review; development and implementation of additional systems, processes and controls to 
meet the SFC  

23.1-23.2 Achieved 

Changes to the guidelines 

Directors to notify the Cth if any proposed change to the Guidelines by the Cth would ‘require the directors to act, or omit to 
act, in a manner that may breach any duties owed by the directors to any person, or be in contravention of any law, or be 
likely to prejudice commercial activities carried on or behalf of SRA, or be contrary to the public interest 

23.3-23.4 Not required 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Payment of funds 

Provide a non-binding estimate of the amount of the Levy Funds and Cth matching payments to be paid to SRA for the 
current and forward financial years upon request by the Cth 

24.5 Achieved  

Provide a certificate signed by the CEO, the CFO or the Secretary of SRA, certifying that SRA has spent a particular amount 
on R&D, to claim the Cth matching payments 

24.6-24.7 Achieved 

Supporting the final Cth matching payment claim for a financial year, provide an independent audit report which: (a) confirms 
the amount of total eligible R&D expenditure claimed for the financial year, and reconciles to the amount of total expenditure 
shown in the audited financial statements; and (b) provides reasonable assurance that claims for Cth matching payments 
and the declared R&D expenditure for that financial year are accurate and in accordance with the Act and SFC 

24.8 Achieved 

Management of the funds 

Establish and maintain appropriate systems, procedures and controls to ensure funds are spent only in accordance with the 
SFC and Act, all dealings with the funds are properly authorised, conducted and accounted for, and an auditor is able to 
readily verify that the funds have been used only in accordance with the SFC and the Act 

25.1 Achieved 

Notify Cth of any details of systems etc in 25.1 on request 25.2 Not required 

Not delegate or outsource the responsibility for the management, allocation or investment of funds to third parties, including 
to IRBs (can use external program managers) 

25.3 Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Maintain, implement and regularly review a Risk Management Plan, a Fraud Control Plan, an Asset Management Plan and 
an Intellectual Property Management Plan; provide to Cth any material variations or updates to these plans within 30 days of 
the variations or updates being adopted 

25.4 Achieved 

Systems etc in 25.1 to take into account plans listed in 25.4 and Cost Allocation Policy 25.5 Achieved 

Keep complete and detailed accounts and records of receipt, use and expenditure of the funds in accordance with good 
accounting practice including all applicable Australian accounting standards, separately in relation to the R&D payments and 
Cth matching payments and to enable to enable disclosure of the full costs of R&D activities 

25.6 Achieved 

Management of transferred assets, liabilities and funds 

Establish such accounting systems, procedures and controls as are necessary to ensure the transferred assets and liabilities 
and transferred funds are used only in accordance with the SFC, all dealings with these assets, liabilities and transferred 
funds are properly authorised, conducted and accounted for, and an auditor is able to readily verify that the they have been 
used only in accordance with the SFC 

25.7 Achieved 

Do not dispose of records which are part of the transferred assets and liabilities and transferred funds without prior approval 
of the Cth 

25.8 Achieved 

Use the transferred assets and liabilities and transferred funds only for the purposes specified in 26.3(c) 25.9 Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Application of the funds   

Spend the funds only in accordance with Act, SFC; consistent with strategic plan, AOP and guidelines; operate in a manner 
that is efficient, effective, economically and ethically sound 

26.1 Achieved 

Spend R&D and matching payments only for RD&E activities related to industry, for benefit of industry and (in the case of 
matching) of the community generally or to make payments as required to the Cth; in the case of transferred funds or 
transferred assets, in the same manner as the R&D or Cth matching payments 

26.3 Achieved 

Do not spend funds on payments to IRBs, except membership fees where consistent with pursuing objectives of the Act, or 
payments to procure goods or services, only if procurement is open, transparent and competitive, conditions of transaction 
are same as for any other third party, and arrangement incorporates appropriate measures to demonstrate the performance 
of the relevant body; such assessment to be provided to the Cth on request 

26.4 Achieved 

Repay all or part of funds to Cth if spent other than in accordance with SFC or the Act and so requested by the Cth 26.5 Not required 

Publish any written notice under 26.5 in next annual report 26.6 Not required 

Acknowledgement of funding 

Acknowledge provision of Cth matching payments in all significant publications and publicity where matching payments used 27.1 Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Consultations with industry 

Communicate directly with levy payers and members to review industry priorities for R&D investments; and report on 
performance against the strategic plan and AOP 

28.1 Achieved 

Engage with IRBs at not more than six-monthly intervals to review industry priorities for R&D investments, including regional 
equity considerations; and report on performance against the strategic plan and AOP 

28.2 Achieved 

Information on activities 

Make available on website this SFC, governance policy developed per clause 14.2; strategic plan, including the consultation 
plan developed per clause 30.3; evaluation framework and evaluation outcomes; AOP, including: the priorities used to 
determine which projects are funded, an overview of planned outcomes and programs to achieve those outcomes and key 
funded R&D activities; annual report; performance review report and response to its recommendations; details of industry 
consultation including feedback received from IRBs through consultation conducted under clause 28 and on the 
development of the strategic plan under clause 30 

29.1 Achieved 

Information published under 29.1 not to include personal information as defined in the Privacy Act 1988, unless permitted by 
the Privacy Act 1988; information about the business, commercial, financial or professional affairs of any person if it would 
be unreasonable to publish that information, e.g. confidential information; or information which might damage SRA, the 
industry or the national interest 

29.2 Achieved 

Where funds spent to make grants, provide feedback on the outcomes of funding applications to all applicants 29.3 Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Strategic plan 

Maintain 3-5-year strategic plan, review every year and update if needed 30.1(a) Achieved 

Obtain Cth’s endorsement of any new or amended strategic plan before it comes into effect 30.1(b) Achieved 

Provide Cth with copy of new or amended strategic plan within 30 days of Board approval 30.1(c) Achieved 

Publish new or amended strategic plan on website within 30 days of approval  30.1(d) Achieved 

Consult with Cth during term of SFC to ensure strategic plan has regard to the guidelines 30.1(e) Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Strategic plan to include: roles and responsibilities as declared industry services body including mutual obligations as partner 
with the Cth in delivering services to members and levy payers and responsibilities for proper use and management of the 
funds; an overview of the priorities and outcomes identified by levy payers and IRBs during consultations, including an 
explanation on the extent to which these priorities are reflected in the plan; key investment priorities and planned outcomes 
for the period of the plan; details of the programs that SRA intends to deliver R&D activities, to achieve the planned 
outcomes, including details of key activities under those programs; key deliverables and performance indicators that clearly 
set out how planned outcomes will be achieved; details of planned evaluation activities to demonstrate the extent to which 
planned outcomes have been delivered; details on how the programs link, and give effect, to the Guidelines and the National 
Sugarcane Industry RD&E Strategy; planned collaboration with other RDCs on priority R&D issues; planned contributions to 
the implementation of relevant industry sector and cross-sectoral strategies under the National Primary Industries RD&E 
Framework; details on how extension, technology transfer, and commercialisation of R&D will be addressed and 
demonstrating that extension and adoption are incorporated into the planning and approval processes; estimates of income 
and expenditure for the life of the plan including broad estimates of expenditure for each program for the life of the plan; and 
an overview of its approach to ensuring a balanced portfolio of investment appropriate to the Industry 

30.2 Achieved 

In developing or varying strategic plan, develop consultation plan that includes consultations with the Cth, levy payers, IRBs, 
other RDCs and stakeholders as appropriate; include provision for online and electronic submissions; discuss with IRBs and 
gain Cth approval before commencement; may request approval not to develop a plan for minor variations 

30.3-30.6 Achieved 

Evaluation framework 

Develop an evaluation framework within six months of the effective date, to be consistent with strategic plan; ensure that key 
performance related information is routinely collected and monitored; include a structured plan for the systematic evaluation 
of the efficiency, effectiveness and impact of SRA’s key investments; and include a means of publishing and disseminating 
relevant R&D outcomes and the outcomes of evaluations 

31.1 Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Consult with the Cth in preparing the evaluation framework, participate in any evaluation project relevant to SRA which is 
established for all RDCs, and apply the evaluation framework to Programs on a regular basis and report on evaluation 
outcomes 

31.2 Achieved 

Publish evaluation framework on website within 30 days of adoption 31.3 Achieved 

Annual operational plan 

Provide Cth with an AOP prior to 1 July each year; to include all activities to be funded during next financial year; 
performance indicators, key deliverables, timetables and milestones for R&D activities and expenditure which demonstrate 
progress towards planned outcomes to be monitored and reported upon; estimates of all income and expenditure for the 
year separately detailed; and detailed information on how a balanced portfolio will be implemented  

32.1 Achieved 

Provide any material variations or updates to the AOP to the Cth within 30 days of their adoption 32.2 Achieved 

Annual report 

Prepare annual report compliant with Corporations Act 2001 (Cth) and SFC, provide four copies to Cth by December each 
year 

33.1 Achieved 
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OBLIGATION SFA 
CLAUSE 

SRA COMPLIANCE 

Include in the annual report comprehensive coverage of sources of all income separately identified; full cost of each R&D 
program, with costs being allocated according to the cost allocation policy; progress against KPIs specified in the strategic 
plan and AOP; key R&D program deliverables and associated outcomes achieved; intellectual property creation and 
protection, including management of IP arising from R&D activities or acquired with the funds; subsidiaries and joint ventures 
formed; collaboration with industry and other research providers; directions given by the Minister; consultation with 
stakeholders referred to in Clause 30.3 on strategic plans, AOPs, programs and activities; details of senior executive and 
board remuneration; rationale for mix of projects in balanced portfolio; report on contribution to implementation of relevant 
RD&E Framework strategies; and other relevant matters notified by the Cth; can include additional comprehensive 
information beyond the requirements of the Corporations Act in the annual report or provide separately to the Minister at the 
same time 

33.2-33.3 Achieved 

Compliance audit report 

Within 5 months of end of financial year, provide a compliance audit report to Cth on compliance with clauses 25 and 26; 
must be prepared in accordance with Australian Auditing and Assurance Standards; include review of accounting systems 
processes and controls required under Clause 25.1; include any qualifications and material incidences of non-compliance; 
include detailed explanation of any material incidences of non-compliance; include statement that prepared for Cth for 
purposes of SFC 

34.1-34.2 Achieved 

Certification report 

Within 5 months of end of financial year, Board to provide certification report to Minister, signed by Chair and CEO, certifying 
that SRA has complied with obligations under the Act and SFA during the financial year; confirming that the Audit Committee 
has carried out all of its functions/responsibilities in accordance with its charter; detailing any material non-compliance are 
providing an explanation of the non-compliance; and acknowledging report will be relied upon by the Cth  

35.1 Achieved 
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APPENDIX 3: SUMMARY OF RESPONSES TO THE TERMS OF REFERENCE 
TERMS OF REFERENCE COMMENTS 

Assess the performance of SRA in meeting its obligations under the Sugar Research and Development Services Act 2013 (Cth) and the Statutory Funding 
Contract 2017-2021 with the Commonwealth, including: 

development and implementation of Strategic and Annual 
Operational Plans and the efficiency and effectiveness in 
meeting the planned outcomes, targets and budgets set out in 
those plans and any sub-plans; 

There are sound processes for the development, deployment and review of all key plans. The 
strategic plan is well prepared, although perhaps more detailed than it needs to be. Ongoing 
review of outputs, outcomes and KPIs is warranted, especially the three ambitious measures of 
success which are largely aspirational. AOPs are constantly improving. Reporting of progress 
against targets is done well at both an output level and against planned KPIs, to management, the 
SRA Board and stakeholders. Somewhat surprisingly these are not reported in annual reports. 

assessment of SRA’s approach to ensuring a balanced 
portfolio of investment appropriate to the sugarcane industry; 

SRA has developed a comprehensive portfolio investment framework that uses a number of steps 
including industry consultation, R&D gap analysis, economic analysis and risk assessment against 
which KFAs will be evaluated. This framework is a substantive improvement in ensuring that the 
investment that SRA makes represents the best opportunities for returns to canegrowers and 
milling stakeholders.  

implementation of corporate governance arrangements and 
practices for ensuring transparent and proper use and 
management of funds; 

There is a well-structured framework of good corporate governance. While policies and procedures 
are clear and documented, some enhancements can be made, especially around safety and IP 
registers, and about staff accountability for enacting policies. More transparent monitoring and 
reporting in relation to the funding allocation between core and contestable investments is needed. 
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TERMS OF REFERENCE COMMENTS 

engagement with levy payers, their representative bodies and 
other stakeholders to provide opportunities for stakeholders 
to contribute to priority setting and to assist in the uptake of 
research outcomes; and 

SRA has a range of communication activities to engage with levy payers, representative bodies 
and other stakeholders. SRA also prepares comprehensive engagement plans to receive input 
when developing strategic plans. Some sections of the industry would prefer greater input at an 
operational plan level. In relation to assisting with research outcome uptake, SRA developed a 
significant extension and adoption strategy during the review period, which is receiving mixed 
views. SRA’s engagement with the Commonwealth Government is highly regarded. 

participation in strategic and sustained collaboration across 
the agricultural innovation system, including collaboration 
with other Research and Development Corporations (RDCs). 

SRA is a very collaborative organisation and works across several projects with other RDCs. 
SRA’s unique nature as both a purchaser and provider of RD&A probably limits its capacity to 
collaborate further. 

Assess the efficiency and effectiveness of SRA’s investments in research, development and adoption (RD&A) in terms of: 

delivery of benefits to Members, levy payers, industry and the 
broader community as foreshadowed by SRA’s Strategic and 
Annual Operational Plans; and 

The balance of evidence for the delivery of benefits by the company, including interviews, survey 
results and the review of benefit-cost data from independent reviews, indicates that SRA is 
generally providing positive value to the industry. This is not the perception of all industry players, 
however, in part due to difficult trading conditions in recent times. Millers are especially negative 
about SRA’s performance. 

SRA is an industry-owned company and is therefore very focussed on delivering benefits to its 
stakeholders. However, many of its actions also benefit the broader community. 
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TERMS OF REFERENCE COMMENTS 

the degree to which SRA investments have met the needs of 
Members, levy payers and the industry. 

SRA’s largest single investment relates to variety improvements, and this is the number-one 
priority for the industry. However, there is some disquiet within industry as to the progress made in 
this area. The other primary investment relates to its adoption strategy, which also received mixed 
views. SRA is currently undertaking a widespread review of its strategy and operating model to 
better meet the needs of industry. 
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