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Former governor general Michael Jeffery says soil health and regenerative farming is 
essential for security and carbon emissions

It was a world first when he was appointed by Julia Gillard’s Labor government as the 
first national soil advocate in 2012 and his term was extended under the former National 
party leader and agriculture minister, Barnaby Joyce. Since then he has consulted with 
thousands of farmers, Indigenous land managers, policy makers, students and interest 
groups across the country.

It has taken six years but now he has a very simple message for politicians in his report, 
Restore the Soil: Prosper the Nation. Australia’s soil, water and vegetation should be 
declared national strategic assets.

“The emerging concept of ‘soil security’ also underpins the world’s six existential challenges: 
food, water and energy security, climate change abatement, biodiversity protection and 
human health,” he wrote to the prime minister’s office.

“I believe that soil and water security will increasingly underpin global social stability and 
security.”

Some of the recommendations could be controversial for many of Australia’s conventional 
farmers.

For example, Jeffery has urged governments to support farmers to embrace regenerative 
farming and cut back on agricultural chemical and non-organic fertiliser usage. He 
believes improving soil health could help draw down carbon to neutralise Australia’s 
emissions. He wants to see properly funded agricultural education for Australia’s farmers 
and agronomists as well as soil and water scientists – independent from companies with 
vested interests. He also wants farmers to be paid a fair price for food.

“It’s a no-brainer, there should be no political dissension at all,” Jeffery tells Guardian 
Australia. “Who is going to knock restoring agricultural landscapes? It’s about what comes 
out of the soil, like clean water, all our food, timber and fibre at a time when the planet, 
due to over population and bad agricultural methods is destroying it hand over fist.”

Jeffery says improving soil health has the potential to neutralise Australia’s annual 
emissions of 600m tonnes of CO2 and would allow a more orderly transition to renewable 
energy sources.

“The real fact is undeniable, our country [has] continued to lose carbon due to poor soil 
and water management,” Jeffery says.
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“If we don’t go to regenerative agriculture, we will continue to mine soils, particularly of 
carbon. This is the great loss and it is not being admitted. If you continue to mine carbon, 
you are shot.

“It’s not the total measurement of soil health but it’s a good indicator and it facilitates the 
retention of water in soil – 50% of our rain is not getting into the soil and that is causing 
so much of the problem.”

“If we get agriculture right, we could pull down as much carbon as we are emitting.”

Jeffery’s intervention comes as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
warned that half a degree of extra warming will affect hundreds of millions of people and 
called for a transition out of coal power by 2050.

Jeffery’s policy calls for “reducing or ceasing synthetic chemical inputs” as debate rages 
in Australia around the use of the common weed killer glyphosate following a US ruling 
which found it caused the cancer of a terminally ill man.

The president of the National Farmers Federation, Fiona Simson, says glyphosate had 
allowed farmers to embrace minimum tillage cropping systems, which she described as 
“one of the greatest advancements in agricultural sustainability in recent decades”.

Simson says more than 800 scientific studies and reviews, including numerous independent 
regulatory safety assessments, have affirmed glyphosate is safe and does not cause 
cancer. She said the product had also been approved for use by every regulator across the 
world including the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority since 1974.

But Jeffery says the debate over glyphosate, sold under brand names such as Round Up, 
reflect the need for independent government-funded research and education.

“We need independent research separate to that conducted by chemical companies. That’s 
why you need government-run research stations, in my opinion, with properly trained 
agricultural scientists,” he says. “We ought to know if it is good, bad, indifferent, OK in little 
bits.”

As the drought bites harder in the eastern Australian states, Jeffery says the combined 
effects of climate change, water mismanagement and land degradation means that 
looking after Australia’s agricultural soils is essential for the nation’s security.

“The object is to convince the average conventional farmer to change without being 
frightened, to show how you can go through a regenerative process and still be economically 
viable,” Jeffery says.

“Farmers can’t do this by themselves, they need the support of government and the public 
to be the cleanest and greenest they can be.”
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While elements of regenerative farming have been practised in Australia for decades, 
it has recently gained more mainstream attention, partly due to the work of Australian 
scientist and farmer Charlie Massy, who has been critical of “industrial agriculture”.

Jeffery said while farming practices have changed over the years, he would like to see a 
stocktake of farming methods.

“I do not criticise industrial agriculture per se because it helped to make Australia a wealthy 
country,” he said. “[Farmers] did what they had to do at the time with the education they 
had.”

“If we doubled our exports tomorrow, we could feed 60 to 80 million people, but if we 
exported knowledge, we might help to build feed a billion people,” he says.

At 80, his passion for the project is clear.

“I was always interested in farming and nearly became a farmer, but I think about our 10 
grandchildren, whose lives I’m concerned about in that sense, and their parents and all 
our children.”

This article has been edited. Read the full version here: https://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2018/oct/22/look-after-the-soil-save-the-earth-farming-in-australias-
unrelenting-climate
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