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Property Rights Australia Inc submission to the statutory review of the Agricultural ERA Standards. 

 

Property Rights Australia Inc. (PRA) is a not-for-profit, apolitical organisation which formed in 2003, 

to protect the property rights of landowners adversely affected by the actions of government, private 

companies and others who negatively impact on their properties and their right to do business. Our 

members are small, medium and large enterprises, mostly in Queensland and few are from other 

states. PRA strives for ecologically and economically sustainable natural resource management, 

whilst protecting private property rights. PRA wants to ensure government policies and natural 

resource management decisions are based on sound science, responsible economic management 

and follow the guidelines outlined in Queensland Government’s better regulation policy. 

PRA provides the following eight recommendations and justifications pertaining to the statutory 

review of the Agricultural Environmentally Relevant Activity ERA Standards impacting on commercial 

Reef primary producers.  

PRA Recommendations 

1 Ensure the government’s better regulation policy is adhered to for the review of the 
Agricultural  ERA standards. Repeal the ERA Standards or prepare a comprehensive 
Regulatory Impact Analysis 

2 Recommend repealing the Agricultural ERA Standards due to excessive and significant 
compliance costs to Queensland Government and commercial Reef primary producers. 

3 Remove unfair ground cover regulations for Reef graziers whereas renewable energy 
developers on agricultural land are exempt. Implement fair rules for all land uses. 

4 Delete Appendix 4 of the Agricultural ERA Standard outlining general obligations under 
the EPA 1994. 

5 Prescribed methodology for calculating farm fertiliser budgets in sugar cane cultivation 
should be removed from Agric ERA Standard and Accreditation Programs. The fertiliser 
methodology does not account for variability in farm operations and mixed cropping 
situations 

6 Repeal prescribed methodology for farm nitrogen budgets. 

7 Repeal prescribed methodology and record-keeping for farm phosphorus budgets. 

8 Improve Agricultural ERA Standard communications with culturally and linguistically 
diverse Reef canefarmer communities, as per Queensland Multicultural Action Plan 2024 
to 2027 
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Unless the department agrees to repeal or deregulate the unnecessary and costly Agricultural ERA 

Standards, the department needs to prepare a Regulatory Impact Analysis RIA1. The RIA needs to 

consider other feasible options to regulatory ERA Standards, such as recognised accreditation 

programs, acknowledged projects and voluntary best practice. 

The report on the Statutory Review of Reef Protection Regulations2, released in March 2024, could 

not segregate effectiveness of Reef protection regulations on water quality from other government 

funded, recognised accreditation programs and acknowledged projects (i.e. Grazing Resilience and 

Sustainability Solutions (GRASS) program for grazing, Banana BMP and Smartcane BMP) and 

voluntary best practice. These other programs and projects are NOT regulations, but are funded from 

the same departmental funding bucket as regulations. A conniving way for the Office of the Great 

Barrier Reef OGBR to release public statements such as “regulations remain and effective and 

important tool”. PRA recommends departmental policy officers should read the entire review report 

to glean actual details of regulatory ineffectiveness, rather than just read the executive summary 

headline. 

According to the review, there was no evidence that compliance with Queensland Labor 

Government's Reef protection regulations reduced sediment and nutrient runoff from agricultural 

land use. The 2022 Reef Scientific Consensus Statement3 also confirmed no evidence of regulations 

effectively improving Reef water quality. 

In PRA’s opinion, it is futile for the OGBR to limit this ERA Standard review to the content of the 

Standards and supporting documents, when the main question should be if the ERA Standards are 

effective or are they “unnecessary red tape”? 

  

 
1 Qld Govt Better Regulation Policy. 2025. Pages 5 to 7. https://s3.treasury.qld.gov.au/files/Queensland-
Government-Better-Regulation-Policy-1.pdf  
2 Office of the Great Barrier Reef and World Heritage, Department of Environment, Science and Innovation. 
2024. Statutory review of the Reef protection regulations. Report. https://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/Work-of-
the-Assembly/Tabled-Papers/docs/5724t340/5724t340-d5b2.pdf  
3 Waterhouse et al (Eds). 2022 Scientific Consensus Statement on land-based impacts on GBR water quality and 
ecosystem condition. Commonwealth of Aust and Qld Govt. Evidence for Ques 7.1 Mix of programs and 
instruments used in GBR catchments to drive land management practices and their effectiveness. 
https://reefwqconsensus.com.au/question/7-1/  

Recommendation 1: 

Ensure the government’s better regulation policy is adhered to for the review of the 

Agricultural  ERA standards. Repeal the ERA Standards or prepare a comprehensive Regulatory 

Impact Analysis. 

https://s3.treasury.qld.gov.au/files/Queensland-Government-Better-Regulation-Policy-1.pdf
https://s3.treasury.qld.gov.au/files/Queensland-Government-Better-Regulation-Policy-1.pdf
https://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/Work-of-the-Assembly/Tabled-Papers/docs/5724t340/5724t340-d5b2.pdf
https://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/Work-of-the-Assembly/Tabled-Papers/docs/5724t340/5724t340-d5b2.pdf
https://reefwqconsensus.com.au/question/7-1/
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The Statutory Review of Reef Protection Regulations report also highlighted the gross variation 

between compliance versus the reach of government extension programs amongst Reef farmers. 

Over a four-year period between 2019 to 2023, 30 Reef Protection compliance officers only 

inspected 307 sugar cane farms and 198 beef cattle grazing properties whereas the Department of 

Agriculture and Fisheries DAF extension team engaged with 3,298 cane farmers and 6,522 graziers 

over the same time period (refer to pages 14,16,18 &19 of the report).  

Only five per cent of graziers considered Reef regulation compliance was a driver to improve 

practices! The review report stated “Producers across all commodities and agricultural advisers 

found record keeping challenging and a time burden”. 

Reef Regulatory compliance is also extremely costly for Queensland Government and there is no 

evidence of effectiveness for Reef water quality outcomes. Ever since 2022, the department’s 

environmental program and regulations services for the Reef have failed to meet the annual Service 

Delivery Standard targets to reduce “anthropogenic sediment and nutrient loads” and cost 21c to 51c 

per dollar in administration costs4, 5. The statutory review report noted the department’s 30 full-

time-equivalent FTE compliance officers only inspected 198 holdings or 2.3 per cent of the 8,495 

grazier holdings, over a four-year period. Non-compliance by 95 of these grazing holdings was mainly 

due to inadequate records rather than inadequate ground cover. A very costly departmental 

regulation to only achieve checking producer records rather than measurable environmental loads or 

water quality outcomes. 

Agricultural ERA Standards pose significant regulatory impacts on the community, as outlined in Box 

3 of Queensland Government’s Better Regulation Policy6. The Standards increase business costs; 

reduce sugar cane productivity in certain soil types and regions; impose reporting requirements on 

producers; limit innovation with new nutrient input technology; require additional government 

resources for compliance and increase financial burden on government. Prescribed soil tests and 

technical advisers for nitrogen and phosphorus fertiliser inputs cost money and time to Reef farmers. 

  

 
4 State of Queensland (Department of Environment, Science and Innovation) Annual Report. 2023-24. Page 24. 
https://www.detsi.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0024/356550/annual-report-2023-24.pdf.pdf  
5 State of Queensland (Department of Environment, Science and Innovation) Annual Report 2022-23. Page 27 
https://www.detsi.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/324040/annual-report-2022-2023.pdf  
6 Queensland Government. 2025. Better Regulation Policy. Box 3. Page 8. 
https://s3.treasury.qld.gov.au/files/Queensland-Government-Better-Regulation-Policy-1.pdf  

Recommendation 2: 

Recommend repealing the Agricultural ERA Standards due to excessive and significant 

compliance costs to Queensland Government and commercial Reef primary producers. 

 

https://www.detsi.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0024/356550/annual-report-2023-24.pdf.pdf
https://www.detsi.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/324040/annual-report-2022-2023.pdf
https://s3.treasury.qld.gov.au/files/Queensland-Government-Better-Regulation-Policy-1.pdf
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Beef Cattle Agricultural ERA Standard 

 

Commercial Reef graziers must comply with the Agricultural ERA Standard for 50 per cent ground 

cover within the footprint of a renewable energy project, unless beef cattle are excluded from the 

grazing land use area (James Spragg, DES Regulatory Compliance, 2023. pers.comm). It is not fair that 

the hosting grazier rather than the renewable energy developer is required to meet the Agricultural 

ERA Standard for retaining greater than 50 per cent ground cover on renewable energy project sites 

and implement sediment control measures in Reef catchments. Why are renewable energy 

developments exempt of any Reef Protection regulations? These developments clear vast areas, 

slopes and hillsides in Reef catchments (Figure 1). The footprint of renewable energy projects across 

the six Great Barrier Reef catchments is huge. According to Queensland Government’s Electricity 

Generation Map and downloaded data7, there are 35 wind, 84 solar project sites and 55 battery 

storage sites operating, under construction or proposed for the Great Barrier Reef catchments 

(Figure 2). Most of these renewable energy sites are on agricultural land use. Reef Protection 

Agricultural ERA Standards have a “disproportionate impact on commercial Reef producers”. This 

unfairness in government regulation needs to be flagged in the department’s Regulatory Impact 

Analysis Statement RIAS with an evidence-based explanation why renewable energy sites on 

agricultural land are exempt of ERA Standards.  

 

Figure 1: Mt Emerald Wind Factory, on the Atherton Tablelands, within the GBR catchment. This 
site was previously part of Springmount Station, a cattle grazing property. Land clearing, exposed 
sloping areas where ground cover is below 50 per cent and risk of sediment runoff. Reef protection 
regulations do not apply to renewable energy sites on agricultural land use. Why? 
Photo source: https://esdnews.com.au/mount-emerald-wind-farm-reaches-new-heights/  
 

 

 
7 Power plants map of Queensland. 2024. https://electricity-generation-map.epw.qld.gov.au/ . Accessed on 28 
July 2025. 

Recommendation 3:  

Remove unfair ground cover regulations for Reef graziers whereas renewable energy developers 

are exempt. Implement fair rules for all land uses. 

https://esdnews.com.au/mount-emerald-wind-farm-reaches-new-heights/
https://electricity-generation-map.epw.qld.gov.au/
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Figure 2: Renewable energy project sites across Queensland. There are 35 wind, 84 solar and 55 

battery storage project sites in operation and proposed across six Great Barrier Reef catchments. 

Source: https://electricity-generation-map.epw.qld.gov.au/  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All the jargon in Appendix 4 (cattle) and Appendix 5 (sugarcane) of the ERA Standards is confusing, 

complex and imposes additional reading and interpreting time on Reef producers. These 

environmental harm general obligations pertain to everyone, including other land users, renewable 

energy developers, mining resource employees and sub-contractors, general community, traditional 

owners and government employees. Why should these obligations be listed in the Agricultural ERA 

Standard which only pertain to commercial Reef producers? There is no scientific link between 

environmental nuisance (Section 440) such as fumes, light, noise, odour and Reef water quality.  

The ERA Standard refers to expired regulation. Page 10 and page 20 of the two ERA Standards refers 

to the Environmental Protection Regulation 2008 for a list of prescribed water contaminants in 

Schedule 9. This regulation expired on 1 Sept 2019. The current list is in Schedule 10 of the 

Environmental Protection Regulation 20198. 

 
8 Environmental Protection Regulation 2019. Schedule 10. Prescribed water contaminants. 
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/sl-2019-0155#sch.10  

Recommendation 4:  

Delete Appendix 4 of the Agricultural ERA Standard outlining general obligations under 

the EPA 1994.  

 

https://electricity-generation-map.epw.qld.gov.au/
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/sl-2019-0155#sch.10
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The section on “Responsibilities under other legislation” (page 11 and 21, respectively) is outdated 

and excludes other relevant Acts and Regulations. Other legislation which may require a permit or 

notification include:- 

• Vegetation Management Act 1999 along with Accepted Development Vegetation Clearing 
Codes ADVCC for measures to improve land condition such as:- 
o Clearing a fencing line through of concern or endangered regional ecosystems. 
o Weed management in regulated native vegetation and regulated regrowth.  
o Necessary environmental clearing (for restoring degraded land in regulated native 

vegetation) 

• Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act EPBC 1999 – for measures that 
may impact on threatened species and ecological communities of national significance. 

• Local Government planning schemes, statutory regional plans and mapping layers. 
 

Sugarcane Agricultural ERA Standard 

 

Blanket, one-size-fits-all Reef protection regulations for annual fertiliser inputs do not account for 

variation in topography, climate, hydrology, irrigation, soil type, farm layout, operation size and 

product type.  

The sugar cane Agricultural ERA Standard has caused confusion on how to amend fertiliser budgets 

and report across multi-year harvests, mixed enterprises and multi-crop situations. The Reef 

protection regulation report (2024) also highlighted time and monetary costs for Reef farmers to 

implement soil tests and annual farm budgets for nutrient inputs. Sugar cane yield was reduced in 

some situations, such as sandy soils and high rainfall9. Lower yield decreases mill revenue and farmer 

profitability. The prescribed methodology does not allow flexibility and innovation. 

The requirement to record the date of written records in addition to date of fertiliser application is a 

typical example of “nit-picking red tape” and has no bearing on water quality outcome. Remove the 

onus of making records within three (3) days of application and be mindful of the hectic working life 

of cane farmers who may not have time to make daily “records”.  

 

 

 

 

 
9 Connellan, J; Thompson, M; Salter, B Panitz; J Olayemi, M. 2022. Cane farmer trials of enhanced efficiency 
fertiliser in the catchments of the GBR: Final report 2016/807. Sugar Research Australia, Qld. 
https://sugarresearch.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Paper-3.  

Recommendation 5:  

Prescribed methodology for calculating farm fertiliser budgets in sugar cane cultivation should 

be removed from the Agricultural ERA Standard and Accreditation Programs. Agricultural ERA 

Standards do not account for variability in farm operations and mixed cropping situations. 

 

https://sugarresearch.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Paper-3
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Whereas Chapter 4A of the Environmental Protection Act 1999 lists Dissolved Inorganic Nitrogen DIN 

as a “contaminant” for Great Barrier Reef water quality, the 2022 Reef Scientific Consensus 

Statement states nitrogen is a limiting nutrient to midshelf and offshore waters, where 96 per cent of 

coral reefs occur10.  

Drivers of nutrient variability include weather patterns, river discharge, land-based inputs, upwelling 

and nitrogen fixation in marine waters. There is no clear evidence of direct negative impacts of 

increased nutrients on seagrass ecosystems, GBR wetlands and freshwater streams. Crown of Thorns 

starfish COTs outbreaks are due to a combination of multiple factors, not just excess nutrient causing 

phytoplankton blooms. 

Although sugar cane cultivation is estimated to contribute 42% of Dissolved Inorganic Nitrogen DIN 

runoff to the Reef, why regulate a limiting nutrient to the Reef and tag it as an environmental 

“contaminant”? The department must consider the new Reef science detailed in the 2022 Reef SCS, 

when reviewing Reef regulations and justifying the necessity of onerous regulations on sugarcane 

farmers. 

 

There is no scientific evidence why Agricultural ERA Standards and accreditation programs require 

records of phosphorus P fertiliser use and impose annual farm budgets for P fertiliser inputs. 

Regulation of phosphorus use is unnecessary. 

Chapter 4A of the EP Act for GBR protection measures only itemises Dissolved Inorganic Nitrogen 

and Suspended Sediment as “contaminants”11, not phosphorus. 

The Reef 2022 SCS states that very low concentrations of dissolved inorganic phosphorus DIP occur 

from fertiliser runoff12. Particulate phosphorus bound to soil particles is the main source of P in 

waterways and inshore waters, which are generally deposited within 10km of river mouths. The 

anthropogenic sources and impacts of phosphorus on GBR ecosystems are poorly understood.  

 

 
10 Reef Scientific Consensus Statement. 2022. Summary Topic- Coral Reefs. 
https://reefwqconsensus.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Topic-Summary_Coral.pdf  
11 Environmental Protection Act 1994. Section 77. 
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1994-062#sec.77  
12 Reef Scientific Consensus Statement. 2022. Ques 4.4 evidence. How much anthropogenic dissolved nutrient 
(N and P) is exported from GBR catchments? https://reefwqconsensus.com.au/question/4-4/  

Recommendation 6:  

Repeal prescribed methodology for farm nitrogen budgets. 

 

Recommendation 7:  

Repeal prescribed methodology and record-keeping for farm phosphorus budgets. 

https://reefwqconsensus.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Topic-Summary_Coral.pdf
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1994-062#sec.77
https://reefwqconsensus.com.au/question/4-4/
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Australian soils are P-limited. Ninety-three per cent of Australian soils have total P concentrations less 

than 0.03 per cent13. Phosphorus limits pasture and legume production in the tropics. Why must Reef 

graziers keep records of P fertiliser use applied to grazing land? Why are cane farmers limited to 

annual farm budgets for P, when new Reef science cannot confirm any P fertiliser impacts to Reef 

health.? 

 

Queensland Government’s Multicultural Action Plan has committed to equitable access of 

government services to everyone. Various diverse cultures are involved in the north Queensland 

sugar cane industry including Italians, Greeks, other European migrants and South Sea Islanders. 

Many are from non-English speaking backgrounds or English is their second language. To date, the 

Agricultural ERA Standards and compliance audits are only provided in English. If the Agricultural ERA 

Standards are not repealed, the ERA Standard, supporting information and compliance audits need 

to be provided in other languages so multi-ethnic farmers are not disadvantaged or confused with 

meeting regulatory requirements. As per Reef Regulation review (2024), the Reef Protection 

Compliance Program needs to increase understanding within the regulated community which may 

help reduce uncertainty and anxiety about regulated practices. 

 

Please contact Property Rights Australia if you require clarification or further information to any of 

the above recommendations and justifications.  

 

Yours sincerely 

PRA Board 

Dale Stiller (Chair), Marie Vitelli, Jim Willmott, Derek Shepherd, Joanne Rea, Anne Clarke, Dixie Nott. 

Ph 0493 667 561 
Email: pra1@bigpond.net.au 

 

 
13 Jones RJ 1990 “Phosphorus and beef production in northern Australia. 1. Phosphorus and pasture 
productivity – a review”. Tropical Grasslands Vol 24. pp. 131-139 
https://www.tropicalgrasslands.info/public/journals/4/Historic/Tropical%20Grasslands%20Journal%20archive/
PDFs/Vol_24_1990/Vol_24_03_90_pp131_139.pdf 

Recommendation 8: 

Improve Agricultural ERA Standard communications with culturally and linguistically diverse 

Reef cane farmer communities, as per Queensland Multicultural Action Plan 2024 to 20271. 

For further information: 

https://www.tropicalgrasslands.info/public/journals/4/Historic/Tropical%20Grasslands%20Journal%20archive/PDFs/Vol_24_1990/Vol_24_03_90_pp131_139.pdf
https://www.tropicalgrasslands.info/public/journals/4/Historic/Tropical%20Grasslands%20Journal%20archive/PDFs/Vol_24_1990/Vol_24_03_90_pp131_139.pdf

