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SUGAR POLICY INSIGHTS
THE CASE FOR STRENGTHENING GOOD
QUALITY AGRICULTURAL LAND PROTECTIONS
INSIDE
Sugar mill viability at risk from
land losses
Renewable Energy Zones
– an emerging threat
Four-year term provides
opportunity for reform

The sugar industry each year generates
$1.7 billion in exports and $4 billion in direct
and indirect economic activity including
23,000 jobs throughout Queensland.
Furthermore, an unprecedented $7 billion
was invested between 2000 and 2012
in acquiring, upgrading and operating
the State’s sugar mills. Underpinning this
investment were the protections for good
quality agricultural land (GQAL) contained in
State Planning Policy (SPP) 1/92. This policy
was allowed to lapse and has since been
replaced by SPP (2017)1.
Maintaining mill investment and this socioeconomic contribution into the future will
be dependent on improved mill profitability.
This in turn is reliant on maintaining the
current stock of cane land and increasing
cane supply.
The emerging threat for cane land is from
solar farms – turbocharged by highly
supportive government policies such as

Renewable Energy Zones and potentially by
a recent court finding that undermined the
GQAL protections within SPP (2017). Whilst
competition for cane land is not new, this
threat is unique and greater protections are
required.
To protect GQAL, ASMC contends that the
SPP (2017) must move beyond a reliance
on the Agricultural Land Classification (ALC)
system and the inherent characteristics of
the land, such as its fertility and arability to
adopt a broader state interest policy that
explicitly recognises the full investment in,
economic value and strategic importance of
all types of land.
Together with ASMC, CANEGROWERS
has commenced a dialogue with the
State Government to investigate options to
revitalise the industry – including how best
to maintain the area of land under cane
cultivation. Reconsideration of SPP (2017)
is a priority for ASMC.
1 https://planning.dsdmip.qld.gov.au/
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SUGAR MILL VIABILITY AT RISK FROM LAND LOSSES
Jim Crane, Director of Industry & Government Affairs

the ambiguity and lack of protections in the
SPP and the ‘State interest – Agriculture’
statement have led to adverse outcomes.

The sugar industry continues to lose
cane land to other uses and the
viability of some sugar mills
is increasingly compromised.
Significant decreases in the number of
canegrowers (42%), volume of sugarcane
land (18%) and number of mills (19%)
has occurred over the past 20 years
because of falling industry margins and
competition for land (predominantly from
tree crops and more recently solar farms)
(Table 1).
While the transition of land use to tree crops
such as macadamia nuts and avocados is
consistent with the SPP, the loss of cane
land to non-agricultural developments such
as solar farms, accelerated by government
policies and investment, is not and
represents an emerging threat to the
sugar industry.
Moreover, when local governments have
acted to protect mill viability and reject
solar farm development applications,

For example, in a Planning and Environment
Court decision (2018) regarding the
proposed Mirani Solar Farm, the Court took
a narrow view. It approved the solar farm
stating that the site was ‘ideally suited for a
proposal of the type intended’ and that,
‘on balance, there were no realistic
alternative sites for a proposal of the type
envisaged; and that the alienation of the
land for 40 years would not have, or be
likely to have, a measurable effect on the
viability of the sugar milling company in
question (Mackay Sugar) or any other mill
or associated enterprise’. This decision was
made despite the land in question having
a nearby, dedicated cane railway line and
other suitable sites, where cane was not
grown, available 10 kilometres away.
Likewise, in 2015 the State Planning Minister
overturned the Burdekin Shire Council’s
rejection of the Clare solar farm proposal and
supported the development application on
the grounds of land compatibility, renewable
energy and job creation.
To provide certainty to industry in the face of
emerging threats (see article on page 3),
ASMC is calling on Government to step
in quickly and re-establish policies that
better protect GQAL by adopting a broader
definition of ‘State interest – Agriculture’ in
the SPP.

TABLE 1: PERCENTAGE DECREASES IN CANE FARMERS, AREA
HARVESTED AND SUGAR MILLS IN QUEENSLAND
Sugarcane farmers
Area of cane land harvested
(hectares)
QLD sugar mills
Source: ASMC data

2000

2019

% DECREASE

6,186

3,583

42%

424,350

350,082

18%

26

21

19%

Positively, the SPP (2017) makes a number
of supportive broad statements:

‘The resources that agriculture
depends on are protected to
support the long-term viability
and growth of the agricultural
sector’,
and

‘Queensland’s agricultural
resources are of State and
national importance and
should be protected in State,
regional and local planning
policies from incompatible uses
and irreversible impacts that
would compromise existing and
potential productivity’.
However when put to the legal test,
the SPP is not sufficient to protect much
of the cane land that surrounds the State’s
sugar mills. This in turn has eroded
industry’s confidence in the security of
local council planning decisions.
Ideally, a broader ‘State interest –
Agriculture’ policy would be added to
the SPP that explicitly exempts all GQAL
from incompatible development if that
land has been significantly improved
and is strategically essential to the
region. For example, cane land that has
been significantly improved through
complementary investment in rail or
irrigation water infrastructure would be
considered strategically important not
only in terms of mill viability and regional
prosperity, but also to the viability of the
other infrastructure users who rely on such
infrastructure being available and utilised.
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RENEWABLE ENERGY ZONES – AN EMERGING THREAT
David Rynne, Director, Policy, Economics and Trade

REZ planning bodies must recognise that:
– The economic returns of particular
parcels of GQAL cannot at times match
that of alternative uses for the land and
therefore GQAL should be explicitly

In the absence of sufficient protections
in the SPP, ASMC sought two specific
protections in the National Electricity
Rules themselves:
(1) An ‘Equally viable locational

protected in the National Energy Rules.

requirement’. In effect, and in

– Queensland has sufficient land availability

acknowledging Queensland’s

for both the renewable and sugar sectors

considerable land mass, transmission

The Queensland Government recently
infrastructure cannot be developed
to co-exist and planning regimes should
committed $145 million to complete
by a Jurisdictional planning body and
be flexible enough to accommodate this
AEMO if it would facilitate a renewable
design reports and build electricity
mix.
project on land that is important to
transmission infrastructure in up to
– Conveniently located transmission
existing industry reliant on GQAL, and
eight separate Renewable Energy
Figure 15
Identified potential
Renewable
Energy
Zones (REZs) across the NEM
infrastructure
and lower
costs and
power
moving to alternate and neighbouring
Zones (REZs).
prices should not be at the expense of
These REZs will facilitate electricity
generation projects to help the Government

cane area and sugar mill viability.
– The expected high returns of new,

land does not threaten the viability of
the renewable project.

(2) A ‘Minimum public consultation

meet its ‘50% by 2030’ renewable energy

large-scale solar power stations are

target. Projects will also help offset

unlikely to be deterred through higher

requirement’. In effect, and in

coal-fired power station retirements and

transmissions costs alone.

acknowledging the threat to mill

meet the projected increase in the State’s

– Any consideration of the ‘highest benefits’

power consumption.

to a community from a new solar power

The REZs cover large areas that

station being constructed needs to be

encapsulate almost all of Queensland’s
traditional sugarcane growing and milling
activities (Figure 1). The lack of planning
protection for GQAL means developments

balanced with the reliability and security
issues associated with solar intermittency

volumes, transmission infrastructure
cannot be developed by a Jurisdictional
planning body and AEMO through any
expedited planning instrument that

may diminish the minimum public
and the role sugar millFigure
co-generation
of
15 Identified potential
Renewable
Energy Zones
(REZs) across the N
consultation
requirements
contained
electricity can play to offset them.
in any relevant Planning Act.

15 Identified potential Renewable Energy Zones (REZs) across the NEM
within the REZ mayFigure
proceed
without

consideration of how the land use change

viability from lower cane area and

FIGURE 1

might impact the economic scale of the
pre-existing sugar industry.
Meeting renewable energy targets and
securing cheaper power are policy priorities
for all governments and transmission and
distribution providers and solar proponents
are likely to favour flat cane country
and proximity to current infrastructure
(e.g. existing transmission and sub-stations
etc.) to lower costs, reach hurdle rates
and reduce power prices.
In our recent submission to the Energy
Security Board’s REZ planning framework,
ASMC stated that Government and their
Source: 2020 Integrated System Plan, page 43
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FOUR-YEAR TERM PROVIDES OPPORTUNITY FOR REFORM
David Pietsch, CEO
the main parties for the period 2021/22–
2023/24 – including additional 15% (ALP),
20% (LNP) and 25% (KAP) cuts.

With the Queensland state election (finally)
behind us, in the aftermath what lays in
store for Queensland’s sugar industry?
ASMC’s principal campaign issue in the
months leading up to the election was
to seek a reversal of decades of punitive
increases in irrigation water charges for
sugarcane growers. An ASMC report
published in April demonstrated that a
15-25% cut in the irrigation tariffs
suggested by the Queensland Competition
Authority was needed to make water
affordable for growers and to incentivise
higher utilisation of water access
entitlements. Our economic modelling
calculated that over four years a 25% cut
would cost $68 million but generate an
additional $220m in economic benefits to
regional Queensland.
Beyond the initial commitment of the ALP
to freeze irrigation prices in 2020/21,
further concessions were secured from

ASMC and grower organisations
will now work with Government
to ensure that the complexities
of delivering a 15% cut for
sugarcane and 50% cut
for horticulture is delivered
seamlessly and without perverse
consequences.
With the sugar industry facing considerable
headwinds in the form of stagnant
cane yields, and continued subsidised
global oversupply resulting in our fourth
consecutive year of prices below our cost
of production, it is imperative that the
Government now works with the sugar
industry supply chain to progress a joint
Sugar Industry Revitalisation Strategy.
As part of this Strategy, we encourage the
State Government to take a fresh look at
strengthening the inadequate protections
for Good Quality Agricultural Land (GQAL)
(see feature articles on page 2 and 3).

DIRECTION OF GLOBAL PRICES
UNCERTAIN
The global sugar market is currently
being pulled in several directions, with
“bulls” emboldened by mediocre seasonal
conditions in parts of Brazil, a 15-year low
in availability of Thai raw sugar exports,
and speculator positioning. Conversely,
the “bears” continue to point to the
ominous prospect of a massive, illegal
Indian export subsidy to deal with large
carryover stocks and the real threat of
around 33 million tonnes of Indian sugar
production in 2020/21.

‘The delay in any announcement
from the Indian Government has
generated some price upside
for Queensland raw sugar
manufacturers and exporters
in recent weeks’.
However ASMC is taking nothing for
granted and continues to work closely
with the Australian Government and
CANEGROWERS to support the current
World Trade Organisation action against
India’s illegal export subsidies and high
regulated cane prices which incentivise
the over-production.

About ASMC
The Australian Sugar Milling Council represents Australia’s raw sugar manufacturers and exporters.

GPO Box 945
BRISBANE QLD 4001

Our members manufacture 90% and collectively market over 50% of Australia’s raw sugar.

Phone +61 411 933 500

sustainable Australian sugar industry.

Our aim is to be a leading voice for change to create opportunities for a more profitable and

Subscribe at asmc.com.au
@sugarcouncil
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