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Introduction 

The greatest impact any of us have on water 
resources is via the food we eat. Compared to 
the 11% that each household uses in washing, 
cleaning and gardening, approximately half  
of our “water footprint” is contained in the 
food we consume (Campbell 2008a: vii). And 
although many of us could no doubt reduce 
some of our food intake, and we could certainly 
reduce the 40% or so that gets thrown away, 
besides drinking water eating food is at the 
end of the day the least optional of our water-
consuming activities. 

Reducing this impact is a matter of engaging 
and supporting the agricultural sector in the 
tough, painful and altogether necessary process 
of change that has already begun.

The importance of agriculture 

As you will have observed, in some readings 
of the water crisis agriculture is positioned as a 
greedy, backwards and unwelcome user of our 
water resources, competing unfairly with the 
environment and urban dwellers for a dispropor-
tionate share of the water available.  

Well, there is some truth in this reading… In Aus-
tralia, agriculture uses nearly 70% of the water 
consumed each year (NPSI, Draft, 2008a). But 
before we get angry at industry exploiting the 
environment and dehydrating cities, we need 
to consider what this particular industry uses 
the water for. It is not a use that can be easily 
dismissed. Indeed, it is one that is of heightening 

importance. That is: feeding, and in some cases 
clothing millions of people around the world.

Now talk of “feeding the world” may seem 
naively altruistic and rather retro. It is undeni-
ably the case that agriculture is a commercial 
activity in which some people reap large profits. 
But many farmers do what they do for compa-
rably - and increasingly - little financial reward, 
which is one of the reasons the number of 
people choosing to do it is plummeting. 

“Feeding the world” is also a phrase that does 
bring back echoes of alarmist warnings in the 
70s about world hunger, not to mention images 
of Bob Geldof and friends singing BandAid hits 
in unison. But it is very much a modern issue. 
While some seem to believe hunger is now only 
a problem for a few war-torn African nations, 
the problem of feeding people is a serious issue 
for a growing number of countries.

Worsened by ongoing problems with the dis-
tribution of the food, overall food production is 
going to have to more than double in the next 
40 years. Because by 2050, there will be 9.3 
billion people living on the planet - consuming 
the equivalent of 13 billion people by today’s 
standards due to improvements in nutritional 
status and new dietary trends, namely meat 
consumption (Cribb 2008). 

With this kind of pressure, lifting food produc-
tion is going to be central to global stability. 
Since the 1990s two thirds of all conflicts 
around the world have been driven in part by a 
shortage of food, land or water (Cribb 2008).  
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If global food production slips further, the num-
ber of conflicts, not to mention the number of 
refugees, is set to increase dramatically. 

Combined with costs and risks of importing 
food, including the concept of food miles, 
domestic food production and supply is a  
growing priority in many countries, including 
Australia. Already some developing countries 
are banning the export of key food products 
like rice in order to secure their domestic supply. 
Meanwhile, countries that can also continue to 
afford to export food - like Australia - are gain-
ing an increasing role as food baskets for an 
ever-hungrier world. 

The upshot of this global setting is that it is not 
rational for any of us to take an antagonistic 
approach to our agricultural industry, no matter 
how much it needs to improve.

Food isn’t the only reason we should take an 
interest in agriculture and its role in the water 
crisis. Besides food producers, agriculturalists 
are land managers. Approximately 60% of  
Australia’s land area is used for farming and 
pastoralism (ABS 2002). How this vast area of 
land is managed is of national importance. It 
affects our biodiversity, our climate, and – of 
course - our water. Well-managed agricultural 
land can play a critical role in good catchment 
management, with healthy soil and plants  
providing a vital water storage and filtering 
service. Likewise, poorly managed agricultural 
land can lead to a host of water problems, from 
salinisation, acidification, eutrophication and 
pollution, to over-extraction, leaching, riparian 
zone damage and erosion. The point is that 
whether done well or badly, agriculturalists are 
some of the nation’s most influential water man-
agers. For this reason alone, we need to provide 
them with support. To date, farmers are gener-
ally not financially compensated or rewarded for 
making the effort to manage their environmental 
resources above a minimum standard. 

Agriculture under water scarcity 

So far I have argued that - in contrast to the view 
that agriculture is an antiquated industry and an 
inappropriate use of resources - the sector is one 
that – at both a global and national level and 
from a food and land management perspective 
– deserves our support.

And support it certainly needs. For, vast and 
urgent improvements are required, none the 
least in the area of water management. Our 
current generation of farmers has inherited a 
legacy of degraded resources, which is chal-
lenging enough to overcome in prosperous 
times, let alone in the situation we have now.

By 2050, the amount of water available for 
agriculture will have dropped by a third as cities 
consume half of the world’s fresh water (Cribb 
2008). For farmers to double their production - 
as I mentioned they are being called upon to do 
- they will therefore need to lift their water use 
efficiency by 200%. 

An alternative is to switch to dryland agriculture 
– that is, agriculture that is rainfed as opposed 
to irrigation fed. One of the reasons that Aus-
tralian food production is of importance for the 
globe is that we are leaders in dryland agricul-
ture. We are therefore prepared, to an extent, 
for the challenge of receiving a smaller propor-
tion of the global water pie.

Yet, as we are well aware, the size of the pie 
is also shrinking, at least in southern Australia 
where we produce most of our food. As you will 
know, climate change is projected to decrease 
our annual rainfall by 2 to 5 per cent and 
increase temperatures by around 1oC (CSIRO & 
BoM 2008). Importantly, the projected rainfall 
declines are worst in the pasture- and crop-
growing periods of winter and spring, and the 
rain that does fall will be in more intense less 
frequent bursts, making it less useful for plant 
growth. The frequency and intensity of droughts 
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and heatwaves is also predicted to increase 
(CSIRO & BoM, 2007). Overall, the result is that 
average productivity on many dryland farms will 
fall, and some farms and whole regions will no 
longer be able to produce the amount of food 
they currently do, let alone double their produc-
tion. Some areas are already being closed down 
completely.

Let me pause and share with you some insights 
into what it is like for farming families to live with 
water shortages. Because they are the first to suf-
fer from water scarcity, relative to use pampered 
urban dwellers. And such scarcity of course has 
far greater implications for them.

Over the last couple of years, I’ve been doing 
some work with the community farmer organisa-
tion the Birchip Cropping Group in the dryland 
cropping and grazing area, the Wimmera 
Southern Mallee region of north-west Victoria. 
We have conducted hundreds of hours of in-
depth interviews with randomly selected farming 
families to better understand how drought is 
impacting them.

What the farmers and their families have been 
saying has brought home how difficult living 
and working with water shortage is, not only at 
a technical or business level, but at a personal, 
family, and community level. While there are of 
course farms and farming families that are doing 
well, a growing number are running out of finan-
cial, physical and personal reserves. Combined 
with the many other stresses farmers are under, 
from declining terms of trade and the economic 
crisis to increasing planning regulations and 
biosecurity protocols, for example, living with 
what has been 10-15 years of dryness for some 
areas is about a lot more than failed crops and 
skinny sheep. 

It is also about losing your neighbours, your 
friends, your employees and your family to the 
mines, the city or foreclosure. It is about losing 
your local shops, services, schools and sports 

clubs. It is about growing isolation, having no 
water in the house, and worrying about your 
children. It is about not being able to sleep, to 
talk, to move because of the uncertainty and 
stress. It is about hearing new ideas you know 
you should try but not having the money, the 
time, the energy, the know-how or the courage 
to do so. 

As some interviewees said about their situations:

‘I just feel that we were in deep enough before 
the drought hit, and the impact of the drought on 
top of that… well…’ (Interviewee, Feb 07).

‘Everything has caught up. Whereas in other 
years, it was bad, it was usually only one prob-
lem at a time’ (Interviewee, Feb 07).

‘If I believed in God I would just be praying. 
That’s how it is…  I find it very difficult to think 
about this coming year without feeling just abso-
lute panic’ (Interviewee, Feb 08).

It is clear that things need to change, and farm-
ers above all know this. But the ‘rules of thumb’ 
that many have farmed by for years no longer 
seem to apply and there is confusion about what 
good farming actually now looks like. As an 
interviewee explained, they have spent most of 
their farming life following a set of rules which 
now don’t work anymore (Interviewee, Feb 
07). Combined with the fact that many families 
don’t have the financial or personal resources 
to implement the substantial changes needed, 
information is badly needed on how to manage 
a farm well under water scarcity in Australia. 

These stories are from dryland farming families 
who are for the most part 100% reliant on rain-
fall for their water. But what is it like for irriga-
tors? – those farmers who receive 90% of the 
water resource that is consumed by agriculture? 

Well, the story is equally bad, if not worse. 
Until recently, irrigation has been considered 



www.futureleaders.com.au
DISCUSSION PAPER

4

something of a safety net. Akin to our situation 
in the cities, the rainfall on one’s property might 
drop – indeed, it may never be at a viable level 
in the first place – but because one is able to 
access water from elsewhere, such local water 
shortage has never been a problem. But the cur-
rent drought is a ‘double drought’ – its unprec-
edented geographic extent shocking irrigators 
by drying up not only their farm dams, but the 
distant water catchments on which their liveli-
hood’s depend. 

One of the problems for irrigators is that the 
soil in our water catchments is now so dry that 
a large proportion of the rain that does fall is 
taken up in saturating the soil. It doesn’t convert 
to free-flowing water we can use. Due in part to 
this and in part to the necessary corrections that 
are taking place to previous over-allocation of 
water, it is predicted that in the Murray Darling 
Basin - which is where 40% of Australia’s agri-
cultural produce is grown (ABS 2007) - the value 
of irrigated agriculture will drop by 92% by the 
year 2100 (Quiggin et al. 2008).

Some updates on the region from the Horticul-
ture Water Initiative gives insight into what is 
happening:

Harvest has been disappointingly low in many 
tree and vine crops… 

The general feeling in the districts is one of anxi-
ety. Growers are starting to see areas of vacant 
land as vines and trees are cleared.

Hope is diminishing and the stress and anger 
in the irrigation community is immense (HWI 
2008).

The situation is similar among the Basin’s irri-
gated dairy farmers, who, in the face of low 
water allocations, are struggling to hold onto the 
dairy herds and infrastructure that many have 
spent years if not decades building up. 

It is important to note that we are talking about 
some of the world’s leading irrigators. Australian 
irrigators are already extremely efficient at turn-
ing water into food and fibre. Not only does this 
mean we have a vital leadership role to play in 
helping countries with less sophisticated tech-
niques, but it means we face a real challenge in 
further improving and strengthening our irriga-
tion industries – as we obviously must. The low 
hanging fruit has already been picked. Now we 
need some serious innovation and rethinking.

Fortunately, there are some ingenious and inspir-
ing examples of such change already occur-
ring. Both in dryland and irrigated agriculture, 
incremental improvements and radical restruc-
tures are underway. Groups like Birchip Crop-
ping Group, the CRC for Sustainable Irrigation 
Futures and Dairy Australia are working hard to 
help farmers envisage and plan for more sustain-
able, low water futures.  

But, the point I want to emphasise is that serious 
barriers to change exist and require our encour-
agement and support to overcome. Because not 
only is food central to our wellbeing, but we 
– as consumers and fellow citizens - are central 
to farming families’ wellbeing and their associ-
ated ability to improve the way they use water 
to produce the food we consume and to manage 
environmental resources on our behalf.

What can we do?

• Think about what you eat, what you drink – 
what embedded water are you consuming? How 
much water was taken to produce it, to store it, 
to transport it? What message are you sending 
to the market?

• Be prepared to pay for food products that 
come with strong environmental benefits and 
call on the government to reward farmers for 
the ecosystem services that their farm manage-
ment provides – or could provide with the right 
support. 
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• Buy Australian and support agriculture in your 
local area. 

• Do what you can to support the rural communi-
ties that underpin our farming population. They 
desperately need dollars injected into their local 
economies as they manage with the restructuring 
underway. Have your next holiday in Horsham.

• Harvest your own water and support water 
recycling in order to free up water for alterna-
tive uses, including agriculture. Don’t fall into the 
trap of relying only on some distant and seem-
ingly bottomless water catchment.

• Call on the government to fund more research, 
development and extension in agriculture and 
water management. Call on them to be open to 
new and perhaps radical ideas, including those 
developed by farmers themselves. 

• Call on the government to develop a popula-
tion policy for Australia, to help developing 
countries manage their population growth, and 
to work with groups around the world to prog-
ress sustainable agriculture.

• Above all, recognise the increasing impor-
tance of agriculture, the serious challenges our 
farming families face in water management, and 
the voter and consumer support the sector needs 
in order to change as it must. 

Whether we like it or not, agriculture is and will 
remain a large part of our water footprint. But 
with a spirit of collaboration, we can help to 
reduce its size.
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