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Environment Non-Government Organisations submission to the statutory review of the
regulated standards under the Reef protection regulations

Introduction

The below signed organisations jointly provide recommendations through this written submission on the
environmentally relevant activity (ERA) standards (regulated standards) of the Reef protection regulations for
commercial sugarcane and banana cultivation and beef cattle grazing in the Great Barrier Reef catchment.

Following the recommendations of the Great Barrier Reef Water Quality Taskforce in 2016, the Queensland
government acknowledged that voluntary approaches had failed to facilitate sufficient uptake of improved land
management practices and agreed that a re-invigorated regulatory approach, as part of a mix of tools, was
needed to accelerate progress to meet the 2025 water quality targets.

The Great Barrier Reef Protection Measures (‘Reef protection regulations’) introduced through the
Environmental Protection (Great Barrier Reef Protection Measures) and Other Legislation Amendment Act
2019 (Qld) and the environmentally relevant activity (ERA) standards (regulated standards), require producers
to adopt practices that eliminate high-risk practices and thus reduce nutrient and sediment run-off flowing to
local waterways and the Great Barrier Reef. Because the regulated standards represent minimum standards for
each agricultural industry, their implementation has no negative impact on the productivity of agricultural
businesses.

The Reef 2050 Water Quality Improvement Plan (WQIP) 2017-2022 recognises that adoption of minimum
standards in agricultural management practice can only be achieved by a combination of voluntary, industry-led
Best Management Practice (BMP) programs and regulation. However, to date, the progress on achieving one of
the key outcomes of the WQIP, “minimum practice standards will be applied across all industries and land
uses”, remains low and regulations for agricultural practices of some commodities have still not been
developed.

The statutory review is an opportunity to evaluate and strengthen the regulated standards to improve their
effectiveness in achieving producer compliance and reducing pollutant run-off. The below recommendations
aim to improve the effectiveness of the regulated standards to fulfill their purpose of limiting pollution run-off
from high-risk agricultural practices.

! State of Queensland (2016) Great Barrier Reef Water Science Taskforce: Final report. Department of Environment and Heritage
Protection.



Recommendations
All commodities:

e Improve the strategic management of the compliance program covering all regulated practices.

o The regulated standards should apply to all commodities in all catchments, holding all producers
accountable even if some catchments are achieving the water quality targets for one or more
pollutants, ensuring equity across producers.

e The review of regulated standards needs to demonstrate clearly that the revised standards are
consistent with the latest scientific evidence to eliminate the highest risk practices.

e In order to strengthen enforceability of the regulated standards, ensure that explicit wording and
consistent definitions are used in the regulations to avoid any ambiguity.

Sugarcane:

e The maximum fertilizer application rates determined through nutrient budgets, as per the prescribed
methodology for sugarcane cultivation,? should consider all sources of nutrients as potential sources of
pollutant run-off and should therefore not allow for nutrients from the application of mill by-products
and growing legumes to be discounted to determine total kilograms of nitrogen and phosphorus that
can be applied.

e Develop and implement a tailored compliance framework including random audits and penalties to
ensure sugarcane producers in GBR catchments comply with the sugarcane regulated standard.

Bananas:

e Develop and implement a tailored compliance framework including random audits and penalties to
ensure that banana producers in GBR catchments comply with the banana regulated standard.

Grazing:

Maintaining adequate ground cover in commercial beef cattle grazing operations is a key requirement to
reduce soil erosion and nutrient runoff into the Great Barrier Reef catchments.

e The prescribed standards for ground cover assessments on commercial beef cattle grazing land should
be amended to require landholders to undertake and record ground cover assessments twice per year,
at the start of the dry season (beginning of March) and the start of the wet season (beginning of
September). The prescribed methodology should include details on the spatial units (e.g., per hectare)
in which ground cover is determined and reported.

e Develop and implement a tailored compliance framework, including random audits and penalties, to
ensure that graziers in GBR catchments comply with the grazing regulated standard.

2 https://www.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/113146/prescribed-method-sugarcane.pdf



Other commodities

® Prioritise the development of Agricultural Environmentally Relevant Activity (ERA) standards for grains,
horticulture, macadamias and other agricultural commodities that are produced in catchments that
discharge to the Great Barrier Reef.

Conclusion

The regulated standards and Reef protection regulations are an essential tool to meet water quality policy
objectives. However, the Queensland government compliance reporting shows that around 50% landowners
are non-compliant with current regulations.® Achieving full compliance by strengthening the regulated
standards and their strategic implementation is a cost-effective immediate action the state government can
take to accelerate progress towards meeting water quality targets. A first and crucial step in successfully
implementing the revised regulations will be to substantially improve the strategic management of the
compliance program. Compliance activity and enforcement are also key drivers of landholder participation in
government-funded industry-led best management practice programs.

Our organisations strongly support the continued implementation of the Reef Protection Regulations and
regulated standards and we encourage your government to further strengthen the compliance program. We
would be pleased to meet with you, your team or the department to discuss our recommendations and the
issues raised further if that would be of use.

Contact: Maximilian Hirschfeld
Great Barrier Reef Water Quality Manager
Australian Marine Conservation Society

maxhirschfeld@amcs.org.au
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3 Reef Protection Regulations Compliance Dashboard:
https://www.gld.gov.au/environment/agriculture/sustainable-farmin
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