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WWF-Australia Review of the Draft Australian Beef Sustainability Framework 
WWF-Australia congratulates the Red Meat Advisory Council and the Sustainability Steering 
Committee on their release of a draft beef sustainability framework for public review. The framework is 
an important step towards more comprehensive and consistent measurement and communication of the 
benefits, impacts and progress made by the Australian beef industry on a range of important 
environmental, social and economic issues. 
It is imperative that the industry can measure the impact and effectiveness of production practices, 
research and extension programs by undertaking a critical analysis of the outcomes these programs seek 
to achieve. The framework should provide the necessary metrics by which to perform this analyses and 
inform the prioritisation of future R, D&E funding.   It is encouraging to see the strong focus of the draft 
framework on outcomes, as well as the indicators the industry will use to assess progress. 
WWF believes this framework should also provide a foundation for a system to recognise and reward 
accountability for shared sustainability outcomes. The ability to measure, at a farm scale, progress 
towards industry-wide sustainability objectives will enable both markets and regulators to provide more 
targeted support and encouragement for the adoption of improved practices.  

Overall	feedback	
Beef production is Australia’s largest land user. Currently, beef production in Australia is associated 
with significant impacts on biodiversity, mainly due to land clearing, as well as adverse impacts on 
water quality, climate change and soil health, due to widespread use of unsustainable practices. This 
sustainability framework will ultimately be judged on its contribution to reducing or reversing the 
adverse impacts of beef production and encouraging positive change. 
WWF defines a healthy agricultural ecosystem as one in which: 

● Biodiversity is maintained and enhanced 
Producers conserve on-farm biodiversity values, including rare or threatened species and ecosystems, 
based on a sound understanding of how these values relate to their production system and interact with 
the broader landscape. One of the most effective and efficient ways to conserve and restore biodiversity 
is to conserve and restore native vegetation, particularly forests and woodlands. Riparian vegetation is 
particularly important for connecting habitats, as well as providing additional benefits in maintaining 
soil and water quality. 

● Water flows and quality are maintained and enhanced 
Actions that maintain and enhance hydrological flow regimes and water quality include: reducing 
agricultural pollution by managing nutrients, sediment and pesticides discharged from farms; replicating 
flow sequences by improving how and when water is released from dams and weirs; ensuring that water 
is used efficiently to irrigate crops; and maintaining native vegetation and ground cover in riparian, 
wetlands, steep slopes and other ecologically sensitive and erosion prone areas.   

● Land condition is maintained and enhanced 
Land Condition is a measure of the productive and natural health of a grazing system. Land in good 
condition sequesters carbon, supports biodiversity and retains and improves topsoil, while ensuring 
maximum productive capacity. Land in good condition reduces erosion that leads to sediment flows in 
waterways and is a key outcome needed for the protection of the Great Barrier Reef. Land condition is 
also a positive economic indicator in most grazing businesses. 

● Greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs) are reduced 
Producers manage carbon and other GHG stocks and flows on their land, based on an understanding of 
the role that agriculture plays in cutting carbon pollution to limit global warming. One of the most 
effective things that producers can do is to stop deforestation (tree clearing) and to promote the 
restoration of native vegetation as part of their farming systems. 
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● Forests and native vegetation is conserved and restored 
Forests and native vegetation contribute to all the above environmental outcomes. They harbour 
biodiversity, filter clean water, enhance land condition and sequester carbon. Moreover, tree cover is 
strongly associated with more productive farming systems, and with landscapes that are resilient to 
climatic and other environmental changes. Maintaining and enhancing tree cover, therefore, is a critical 
driver and indicator of healthy agricultural ecosystems. 
The indicators contained in the draft beef sustainability framework and associated metrics should aim to 
provide credible evidence that each of the above issues is being addressed. 
 
 

The	Role	and	Context	of	the	Framework.	
This framework includes a vision and definition of sustainable beef stated as: 
Vision: A thriving industry that continually improves the wellbeing of people, animals and the environment. 
Definition: The 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 Vision and Definition together make up the ‘Objective’ in Fig 1. The framework outlines a set of 
Indicators and Metrics, but the Principles and Criteria are yet to be defined which may create confusion in 
the role of the framework. 
 

 
Fig.1 A progressive framework for the development of indicators and metrics Source: www.grsbeef.org) 
 
WWF suggests that underlying Principles should be identified for each of the themes set out in the 
framework, to help explain and justify why each indicator needs to be measured. An example of such a 
principle for the ‘Environmental Stewardship’ theme could be:  
“The Australian beef industry aims to achieve a net-positive contribution in the areas of climate, 
biodiversity, water quality and soil health. The industry will seek to avoid adverse impacts on high 
conservation value (HCV) areas, threatened and endangered animals, and sensitive ecosystems.” 
Such an expression of the underlying Principle would help identify the key areas where industry seeks 
improvement and provide further detail to support the Definition and Vision. 
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Currently each theme is broken down into priority areas. In the case of Environmental Stewardship, this 
includes: Climate, Water, Land Management and Waste. We believe the priority areas need more 
explanation and may be better described as ‘Criteria’.  
For example, WWF suggests the following criteria and explanations to replace or add to the current 
priorities set out under the ‘Environmental Stewardship’ theme: 

● Climate: mitigate climate change by reducing the emissions intensity of beef production 
● Water Use: reduce consumptive water use in beef production 
● Land Management: manage land for beef production in ways that are resilient to climate 

change and optimise production while avoiding significant adverse impacts, at a local and 
regional level (i.e. ensure healthy soils, good water quality and biodiversity conservation). 

● Water Quality: manage and rehabilitate riparian areas and wetland ecosystems, and maintain 
hydrological processes, to minimise pollutant loads entering waterways at farm and catchment 
scales. 

● Waste: reduce waste in beef production according to the mitigation hierarch (reduce, reuse, 
recycle). This includes food waste. 

 
In the publication of a baseline report, it is imperative that the methodology used to generate data is 
clearly explained. This will allow readers to assess the validity and accuracy of the figures presented and 
point to areas of improvement or refinement over time. 
 

Environmental	Stewardship	
WWF has focused its review and comments on the ‘Environmental Stewardship’ theme. In addition to 
the suggested changes to the Priorities, outlined above, WWF recommends further amendments as 
described below. 
The framework identifies several indicators and implies that each of these relates to a single priority 
area. In practice this is not the case. For example, a reduction in clearing of native vegetation has 
positive impacts on water quality, carbon storage and biodiversity. Due to the complex and inter-related 
nature of farming ecosystems, the multi-faceted aspect of different indicators should be clearly 
articulated in the framework.  

Current Indicator: “Emissions intensity of raising beef cattle” 

Defined as: “Greenhouse intensity from raising beef on farm including methane from animal digestion, 
fertiliser inputs and fossil fuel use.” 

Recommended changes: 

The definition should make stronger reference to the positive impacts that producers can have on GHG 
emissions through soil and vegetative carbon sequestration and the use of renewable energy. One of the 
single largest influences a beef producer can have on emissions intensity is to sequester carbon in soil or 
in vegetation.   

Current Indicator: “Emissions intensity of beef processing” 

Defined as: “Greenhouse gas emissions resulting from fossil fuel use in beef processing.” 

Recommended changes: 

As with the production definition, the processing definition should place more emphasis on the role of 
processing facilities in the recapture and generation of renewable energy. 
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Current Indicator: “Soil Health” 

Defined as: “Healthy Soil that has biological, chemical and physical properties that promote the health 
of plants, animals and humans while also maintaining environmental quality.” 

Recommended changes: 

The role of soils in sequestering carbon should be included in the definition and is an important metric 
for measuring soil quality but also in determining the ability of the industry to mitigate climate change. 

Current Indicator: “On farm ground cover” 

Defined as: “Material on or near the soil surface that protects the soil against the erosive action of rain 
and overland flow. This includes all living or dead plant material as well as stubble.” 

Recommended changes: 

On farm ground cover is easily measured and is a good indicator of a landscape with healthy soils, low 
rates of erosion and high productivity. However, a better approach would be to use ‘Land Condition’. 
Land condition is well understood in the beef industry, especially in the northern beef industry, and 
better reflects the environmental and production needs of the landscape by integrating several important 
factors, including ground cover. Land condition is also a more integrated indicator for aligning 
production and environmental goals. Improved measurement capabilities using remote sensing data 
would be needed but this is quite feasible. 

Current Indicator: “Deforestation” 

Defined as: “The conversion of forest to another land use or the long-term reduction of the tree canopy 
cover below the minimum 10 percent threshold across cattle operations (Food and Agriculture 
Organisation of the UN definition).” 

Recommended changes: 

The definition of deforestation lacks sufficient detail in relation to vegetation types and a baseline. 
WWF recommends accepting the 1990 baseline for remnant forests to ensure consistency with the Land 
Use and Land Use Change provisions of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
The definition of native vegetation should be separated into:  

i) Remnant Vegetation (which would ordinarily be pre-1990 vegetation);  

ii) High Conservation Value Vegetation (vegetation that provides important ecosystem services in the 

relevant landscape. For example, water course protection, protection of steep slopes, habitat of 

threatened species, high carbon stock forest, etc.);  

Metric: forest restored net of forest clearance. Moreover, any cleared forest should exclude remnant or 
HCV forest. 

Current Indicator: “Capacity of land to support biodiversity” 

Defined as: “Biodiversity is the diversity of different plant and animal species within the one area. Well 
managed cattle grazing can support biodiverse environments to thrive.” 

Recommended changes: 

While we agree this is a key criteria, we believe that indicators of forest cover, land condition and 
riparian condition will suffice to assess the ability of grazing land to support biodiversity. 
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Current Indicator: “Solid waste to Landfill from processing” 

Defined as: “Utilising all of the carcass is both an economic and social imperative. Solid waste to 
landfill from the processing sector represents the most material waste stream. The industry recognises 
that the majority of waste occurs at the consumer and retail end through food and packaging waste. For 
the first report the scope excludes waste at the consumption end, however acknowledges it as an issue 
for future consideration.” 

Recommended changes: 

WWF is encouraged to see recognition of food and packaging waste in the retail and consumer sectors 
and encourages the industry to engage with these sectors to increase the impact of the framework in 
reducing waste.  

What	is	missing?	

Riparian area health 

WWF believes an indicator on the management of riparian areas, including wetlands is a necessary 
addition. The management of these areas is not covered in the current indicators and must be monitored 
if industry is to make a meaningful contribution to improving water quality at a catchment scale. The 
indicator would also include the rehabilitation of degraded waterways and erosion hotspots that are 
major sediment sources. 

Catchment scale water quality metrics 

Most of Australia’s waterways have beef production as a major land use in their catchments. The end-of-
catchment pollutant loads are often already monitored and in many cases the attribution to specific land 
uses (if not particular users) is well established. It would make sense for industry to use this data in 
measuring and reporting its sustainability. 
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