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Feedback from the Cattle Council of Australia’s consultative committees on the draft 
Australian Beef Sustainability Framework. 

 
 
 
 

Cattle Council welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the draft Australian Beef Sustainability 
Framework (ABSF). Cattle Council would also like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the significant 
amount of work conducted by the RMAC Sustainability Steering Group and its secretariat in developing 
the draft framework. 
 
The Cattle Council of Australia supports the sustainable production of beef in a manner that is socially, 
environmentally, and economically responsible through the care of natural resources, people and the 
community, the health and welfare of animals, and the drive for continuous improvement. 
 
The ABSF process will provide a platform for producers to engage with consumers and the wider 
community and help to inform stakeholders of the high standard of Australian production systems and 
the critical role of producers as environmental stewards. It will also provide an opportunity for 
producers and their value chain partners, to define what sustainable production means in the context 
of Australia’s unique production environment. 
 
The draft framework has been assessed by the Cattle Council’s consultative committees, with the 
remainder of this document outlining the committee feedback on the relevance and practicality of a 
number of the proposed indicators. 
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ANIMAL WELFARE 
1. Wellbeing  

 
a. Livestock Handling 

- There needs to be clarification around what constitutes low stress stock handling (definitions or 
principles). 

- “use of pain relief” as a measure. 
 

b. Livestock Transport 
- Members noted that there was no current measurement for stress throughout the whole supply 

chain. In demonstrating compliance with this element there will need to be measures identified 
and systems in place to monitor animal stress levels throughout the supply chain.  

- Members also noted that the term ‘raised’ was not an indicator of stress in itself. Without placing 
parameters around the term there can be no accurate measure to indicate ‘raised’ stress levels 
that also influences animal welfare.  

- How would stress levels be measured for transport. 
 

c. Biosecurity 
- Endemic disease would be a more appropriate measure than exotic diseases. As Australia is free 

from exotic diseases, an aspirational goal would be to remain free, and to have appropriate 
surveillance systems in place. 

- abattoir surveillance data could also be used for tracking long-term changes in subclinical 
diseases. 
 

d. Animal Health 
- Vaccination rates are not necessarily an indicator of animal health, and the need for vaccinations 

for different disease can be highly regionally specific. 
- A more appropriate measure could be compliance with the LPA Animal Welfare and Biosecurity 

modules. Compliance rates would be an indicator of improvement.  
- Vaccination rates would be appropriate if management by regional and production practices (i.e. 

organic) are considered, though may be too prescriptive.  
 

2. Welfare 
 

a. Humane Processing 
- There are differing standards within the processing sector (between AusMeat accredited plants 

and those who aren’t), as a result, measuring % compliance with industry handling and slaughter 
practices would not be possible.  

- How will the standard be applied across the differing processing facilities/standards?  
 
 

b. Preventable Animal Mortality  
- % of national herd that dies on farm is a measure that cannot be accurately achieved. There is 

currently no mechanism to collect that information in extensive systems. 
- A better surrogate indicator might be the % of producers with a management plan to minimize 

these risks. 
- Including deaths from natural disasters as a measure should not be included under ‘preventable 

deaths’.  
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ECONOMIC RESILIENCE 
1. Profitability 

 
a. Farm Rate of Return 

- There are producers in the industry that farm due to lifestyle factors, and statistics which include 
“hobby farms” can skew the data. Will ABS/ABARES data be used, and would there be a business 
operation size threshold to ensure that the data is representative of commercial operations? 

- There are issues with cyclical nature of the industry. Seasonal and regional variation will need to 
be taken into consideration. 

- Measuring on-farm profitability in isolation is not a measure of industry profitability. Profitability 
should be measured across value chain. 
 

b. Cost of Production 
- What is the relevance of measuring cost of production against key competitors given that they 

have inherent advantages in cost of production (e.g wages, currency)?  
- The value of land has a significant impact on cost of production.  
- Higher cost of production may indicate investment in high quality systems which generate more 

profit and are more sustainable. Cost needs to be assessed in the context of returns. 
- Rate of return on kilos produced and value per kg sold may offer an adjusted indicator of 

sustainability.  
- Cost of production is an element that is hard to set a benchmark for given Australia’s significant 

regional and production system variability. 
 
2. Productivity  

 
a. Farm, Feedlot and processor productivity  

- The measure of productivity needs to be more clearly defined as it is not clear in the framework.  
 
 
 

 
3. Market Access 

 
a. Economic Barriers to Trade 

- The ‘market access index’ is not well defined, greater clarity on what it will measure is required. 
- The relevance of economic barriers to trade as a measure of sustainability it questionable. The 

average producer has no input on the improvement, or lack thereof, in the reduction of economic 
barriers to trade. 
 

b. Technical Barriers to Trade 
- The measure should be linked to the enhanced integrity systems which ensure that market access 

is maintained.  
- The continual improvement of integrity systems would be an appropriate measure of producers 

influence on market access. 
 
 
4. Economic Value 
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ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP 
1. Climate 

 
a. Emissions intensity of raising beef cattle 

- There is difficulty developing a standard from which a benchmark can be developed as differing 
production systems have variable rates of emissions.  

- There are issues related to the difference between LW efficiency of output and quality of end 
product. Australia is focused on producing high quality beef, which may require more emissions 
intensive finishing systems than lower quality beef. 

- It is important to account for the positive impact of on-farm carbon sequestration. 
- A better measure of sustainability would also address the non-competitive nature of grassland 

production and its ability to take low quality resources (inedible by humans), and convert them 
into a high quality and nutritious edible protein (e.g. beef grazing systems used in areas unsuitable 
of other types or arable production). 
 

b. Emissions intensity of beef processing 
- The measure should consider number of head processed as well as tonnage.  
- The HSCW measure could be impacted on by the type of animal being processed, rather than the 

improvement in the efficiency of processing each category of animal, e.g. lotfeed steer vs cull 
dairy cow. 

- Offsets should be considered as a way of managing emissions.  
- There needs to be a better measure which encompasses more of the activities within the 

processing sector. HSCW does not reflect what a modern processing facility does. As plants look 
to value add products and maintain product quality and shelf life, it may increase on-site energy, 
costs and emissions, however it may also increase profitability and reduce off-site costs and 
emissions.  

 
 
3. Water 

 
a. Blue water used in raising beef cattle  

- Where modelling has been done, variability is high between regions and production system types. 
The magnitude of estimated error with the measurements are also high. 

- A more concise definition that is related to extensive agricultural production is required. This 
needs to differentiate between extensive and intensive systems. 
 

 
4. Land Management 

 
a. Soil Health 

- It will be difficult to use the measure as a KPI to quantify sustainability due to variabilities in 
production practices and region.  

- Continually increasing soil carbon is not a long-term option as there are constraints to the amount 
of carbon that can be stored based on parent soil type and climate conditions. At some stage the 
increase would plateau. A better measure would be to keep soil carbon within a soil type/climate 
adjusted “healthy” range. 

- How would regional issues like buffel grass run down in Brigalow country be assessed? 
 
 

c. On Farm Ground Cover 
- % Ground cover may not always be a useful measure due to differences in the seasonal patterns 

and biomass production of different regions. 
- Drought can be a factor that reduces ground cover through no fault in management practices. It 

is not always possible to maintain ground cover. Fire can cause a similar issue. 
- There are also issues with the type of ground cover. A paddock full of weeds has good ground 

cover but does not represent a sustainable production systems. 
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d. Deforestation 

- Some areas have woody weeds which need to be cleared to maintain ecosystem health. It is 
critical that a regionally specific and sustainable balance of tree and grassland cover is achieved to 
maintain ecosystem function. 

- Recognition of private land managed for conservation and environmental outcomes is also 
important. 

- Will the loss of grazing land to tree crop plantations be assessed? 
- Will the impact of urbanization and urban sprawl on deforestation and the loss of agricultural land 

be accounted for? 
 

e. Capacity of land use to support biodiversity  
- Will this be measured by vegetation type, fauna or both? Greater detail is required. Active 

management of grassland systems is often required to achieved long-term biodiversity and 
environmental outcomes. 
 

5. Waste 
 

a. Solid waste to landfill from processing 
- If waste is going to be part of ‘environmental stewardship’, it needs to be acknowledged that the 

majority of waste occurs at the retail and consumer end of the value chain, thus producers and 
processors have a limited ability to influence post-retail consumer behaviours. This measure 
should be modified with the definition limited to the waste within the processing sector.  

- It needs to be noted that the majority of solid waste products in the processing sector are organic 
and can be recycled. 
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PEOPLE AND COMMUNITY 
 
Most of these areas are aspirational goals, and the industry measures may not be appropriate as it will be 
difficult to pull out data specific to the impact of the beef value chain verse the wider agricultural sector. 
Furthermore, there is little industry and individual producers can do to influence many of these indicators. 
Most of these issues go beyond the scope of sustainability in the beef value chain, and the value chains 
sphere of influence. 
 
1. Nutrition 

 
a. Beef is eaten as part of a healthy diet  

- Beef has an important role to play as part of a healthy diet. 
 

2. Food Safety and Integrity 
 

a. Food Safety 
- The risk of food safety incidents increases the further away from the farm you get, and the 

influence of producers also diminishes as product moves further along the value chain.   
- Australia’s presence in key markets is underpinned by our reputation for safety, quality and 

freedom from disease. Compliance with industry integrity systems is the key to underpinning 
Australia’s reputation as a supplier of quality and safe product. 
 

b. Antibiotic Stewardship 
- There is no established causative link between antibiotic resistance in people and the medications 

used in the Australian beef sector. As this element is not linked to scientific fact it should not be in 
the framework.  

- Safe and appropriate use of antibiotics is critical tool in addressing animal health issues. Use 
should be minimised as practicable, ensuring that animal health and welfare outcomes are 
achieve. 

- How will Ionophores like Rumensin be classified? Ionophores are currently classified as antibiotics, 
yet many have a different mode of action to human antibiotics, with a number of studies 
concluding that they are unlikely to transfer resistance to human antibiotics.  Ionophores also 
have the potential to reduce methane emissions and increase production efficiency due to 
improved rumen function. 
 

c. Consumer Preference 
- There will be difficulty putting KPIs on these and as such the measures need to be reconsidered.  
- Instead of linking definitions with % measures, measurements should be based upon the constant 

development of industry systems and consistent improvement of food safety protocols.  
 
 
3. Employment Capacity 

 
a. Education and Training 

- Producer has no influence over the number of students enrolled in degrees. 
Will a measure to assess “informal” (non-award) training (e.g. workshops, training modules) 
undertaken by producers be developed? 
 

b. Employment 
- The Beef industry is a significant employer in rural Australia, and makes a significant contribution to 
the national economy. It is important to note that as the industry continues to strive for increased 
efficiency and productivity, increasing levels of automation could reduce employment numbers, 
however they will also increase the number of skilled employment opportunities. 
 

c. Diversity 
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4. Health, Safety and Wellbeing 
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