COUNTRY REPORT:
AUSTRALIA
(i) Recent and proposed changes 

Organisational Restructure from mid-2008

Since the last Commission Session, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has undergone a major organisational restructure.  One of the key outcomes of this restructure was the establishment of a new Population, Labour, Industry and Environment Statistics Group (PLIES).  This reorganisation brought together several areas responsible for the Population Census, agricultural and environment statistics and the Bureau's Geography section.

This realignment also recognised the importance of geography to both the population and agricultural censuses, and their collocation in the same Group was aimed at better integration and to present opportunities for greater collaboration between the various areas.  

Wheat Surveys

Since mid-2008, the ABS has been contracted by the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF) to collect a range of wheat data to inform policy and decision making following the Australian Parliament's passage of the Wheat Export Marketing Bill.  The ABS conducts a monthly Wheat Use Survey of approximately 1,000 units to collect data on wheat grain use, purchase commitments (i.e. contracts to buy wheat) and on wheat grain stocks held by  selected manufacturing (eg. flour millers and feed grain manufacturers) and agricultural businesses (eg. beef feedlot, dairy, poultry and pig operators and grain growers).  

ABS also collects monthly stocks of wheat grain held by Bulk Grain Handlers and Trading Companies as well as wheat export commitments from registered grain traders through a monthly Wheat Export Sales Survey.  To complete the data requirements, information on wheat grain exports is obtained from administrative data provided by the Australian Customs Service.

This information accounts for the majority of Australia's wheat grain stored, used and committed and is published monthly in Wheat Use and Stocks, Australia (ABS catalogue no. 7307.0).  The Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (part of DAFF) then uses this information, along with their own wheat production forecast, to prepare a monthly report on the Australian wheat industry, which includes an estimated balance of the volume of uncommitted wheat within the Australian economy at the close of each month.

The ABS' wheat collection contractual arrangements are due to expire in mid-2011, and the Australian Government has initiated a review by the Australian Productivity Commission to report on the wheat export marketing arrangements introduced in 2008, including any ongoing information requirements to inform the wheat industry.  

Review of Australia's Agricultural Statistics Survey Program

During 2008 and 2009, the ABS undertook a review of its Agricultural Statistics Survey Program.  In recent years there has been a significant increase in the demand for statistical information, economic, social and environmental, of the many and varied domains of agriculture. The demand for traditional commodity data remains high, as the economy develops and the international position becomes more competitive. Commodity data at the national, state and regional/small area levels provide a base set of data which is useful both in its own right and as part of the 'industry demographics' for a region, industry, or community. As well, the availability and accessibility of good quality statistical information is an integral part of the policy design and evaluation process; the development of research agendas; and the decision making processes of governments, organisations and communities. As policy and research agenda change, so too does the demand for statistical information.

As part of this review, the ABS released a series of information papers (ABS catalogue no. 7105.0) via its website (www.abs.gov.au) outlining a proposed Agriculture Statistics Strategy for 2008-09 and beyond.  This strategy was based on a shared understanding of the key agricultural policy issue imperatives and areas of priority for statistical data development. The papers outlined proposed changes to the agricultural program aimed at improving the statistical information base relevant to these priority areas.  The agricultural survey program presented assumes a level of ABS funding that will allow the ABS to continue to run a survey program similar in size to the one that has been conducted over recent years. It also recognised that this proposed program still leaves many remaining priorities that are unable to be satisfied, principally because of budget constraints and provider load concerns.
The ABS proposed a change to the timing and the content of both its Agricultural and Natural Resource Management (NRM) Survey programs. In summary, the future ABS Agricultural Statistics survey strategy will consist of an annual survey (or Agricultural Census every fifth year) but with variable content and/or sample size, with a biennial resource management survey strategy to meet the reporting needs of the Australian Government's ‘Caring for our Country’ initiative.  The new survey program has been designed to provide:
i. Annual core agricultural commodity data;
ii. An expanded list of commodities to be collected periodically, including in each five-yearly Agricultural Census;
iii. Water use and land use data requirements collected annually; 
iv. Additional water information collected every four years to assist the compilation of the ABS Water Account;
v. Resource management and practice information collected biennially; and
vi. Capacity to adapt to new information priorities as they arise.

Consistent with this proposed survey program, the ABS is currently preparing for the next biennial Agricultural Resource Management Survey for the 2009-10 reference period.  This will involve the despatch of mail out/mail back forms in June 2010 with final data to be released from April 2011.  

The ABS will conduct the next five year-yearly Agricultural Census during 2011.  Forms will be despatched in June 2011 with preliminary data available in November 2011 and final estimates released from mid-2012.  

(ii)  Main Characteristics of Australia’s Agricultural Statistics System

This information is provided as an Annex to this report.
(iii)  Agricultural Surveys/Census Program

Implementation of biennial Agricultural Resource Management Survey (ARMS)

In early 2008, the Australian Statistician announced a significant budget shortfall for the Australian Bureau of Statistics for the 2008-09 financial year.  As a result of this shortfall, the budgets of a number of statistical programs were reduced.  The Bureau's agricultural statistics program was one of those affected, with a reduction of Aust. $1 million to the annual Agricultural Survey budget.  This was equivalent to 40% of the total survey budget.

To achieving such a level of budget reduction would have resulted in significant reductions to both the range of agricultural commodity and livestock information to be collected and the sample size.  The sample size reduction would have meant production of data at National and State levels only, with no sub-State regional level estimates produced.

At the time of this budget announcement, the ABS had been approached by the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF) to conduct a user-funded benchmark survey of resource management practices undertaken by Australian agricultural businesses.  This benchmark survey was to be conducted to help inform the Australian Government's 'Caring for Our Country' environmental management program. Initially this survey was planned to be a sub-sample of approximately 20,000 units of the 35,000 agricultural businesses selected in the annual Agricultural Survey.  However, the budget cuts and resultant sample reduction to the Agricultural Survey meant that the proposed sub-sample approach would not have been feasible.

Following discussions both within ABS and with DAFF, it was decided to combine the annual Agricultural Survey with the Resource Management Survey into a single Agricultural Resource Management Survey (ARMS) for the 2007-08 reference period.  Whilst the range of agricultural commodity and livestock information collected was reduced to the core items only, the available budgets of both surveys enabled the original survey sample size of 35,000 units to be restored, along with the capacity to produce sub-State regional data whilst providing a much larger sample for the resource management information.

The core commodity and livestock items collected were determined based on their individual contribution and importance to Australia's Value of Agricultural Commodities Produced (VACP), with the survey design parameter to collect those items contributing to a minimum of 90% of Australia's VACP.  These included key broad acre crops (wheat, oats, barley, sorghum, sugarcane, cotton, rice and lupins), key vegetable crops (potatoes, carrots, mushrooms, tomatoes and onions), key fruit crops (oranges, mandarins, peaches, mangoes, bananas, grapes, strawberries and macadamias) and reduced livestock data (dairy and meat cattle, sheep and lambs, pigs and poultry) with the emphasis on breeding stock numbers and 'other' categories.

In terms of the resource management content, the 2007-08 ARMS sought information on land and water use, land management practices (including land preparation, tillage, controlled traffic farming, stubble management and fertiliser management), soil management (including testing, soil acidity and soil salinity), surface water and effluent management practices, protection of the natural environment (including conservation areas) and responses to adverse seasonal conditions.

The combined survey format proved very successful with final estimates released in May 2009 in Agricultural Commodities, Australia (ABS cat. no. 7121.0), Water Use on Australian Farms (ABS cat. no. 4618.0) and Land Management and Farming in Australia (cat. no. 4627.0).

The next biennial Agricultural Resource Management Survey will be conducted for the 2009-10 reference period, with mail out/mail back forms to be despatched in June 2010.

2010-11 Agricultural Census

The ABS will conduct its next five-yearly Agricultural Census during 2011.  Approximately 175,000 forms will be despatched in June 2011 with preliminary data expected in November 2011 and final estimates released progressively from mid-2012.

The key objectives identified for the 2010-11 Agricultural Census include:  

a. delivering on the commitment to users to produce small area data for all commodities, water use, water sources, land use and value of agricultural production;

b. meeting the roles of the ABS Agricultural Survey program;

c. improving the timeliness of small area regional estimates - including commodities, water use, water sources, land use and value of agricultural production;

d. improving the provider experience and introducing processing efficiencies through the use of e-reporting;

e. improving the user experience by using dissemination systems which integrate small area agricultural data (commodities, land use, water use, water sources and value of agricultural production) with other ABS and non-ABS data, particularly ABS Population Census data; and 

f. establishing a high quality frame for future agriculture surveys and for other relevant collections

Two key strategic developments being investigated for the 2010-11 Agricultural Census are electronic reporting (or e-reporting) and new dissemination systems.

E-reporting

Respondents in the 2010-11 Agricultural Census will be offered the choice of either completing a standard paper-based form or completing their return using an e-reporting (or web-based) functionality.  The e-reporting option will allow respondents to log onto the ABS system using their web browser, enter their agriculture data and submit their form through the internet.  Once submitted, the electronic form will then be marked into the ABS corporate processing systems with the data automatically loaded to the Bureau's Input Data Warehouse.

The key reasons for introducing this change in reporting method are to improve the provider experience; to respond to provider demand for electronic lodgement of their data; to harness processing efficiencies and to improve overall data quality.
The ABS is currently planning an e-reporting trial, by offering a small sub-sample of approximately 2,000 respondents in the 2009-10 Agricultural Resource Management Survey, the option to report electronically.

Dissemination systems

ABS output dissemination systems have also been identified for particular attention in the 2010-11 Agricultural Census, with the aim to improve the user experience in locating and importing data into their own systems as well as providing for the integration of other ABS and non-ABS data.

In the 2005-06 Agricultural Census, standard outputs were expanded to include dissemination of small area data in an electronic magazine (e-Mag) concept that included data-cubes in spreadsheet format.  These data-cubes presented pre-packaged data down to small area level as part of the standard suite of outputs.
In addition, external funding was provided by other Australian Government agencies to geographically code agricultural units to enable the production of commodity, land and water outputs from the Agricultural Census for a variety of other non-standard or user-defined geographies (river basins, surface water management regions, irrigation regions etc). 

Since the 2005-06 Agricultural Census, several integrated products have been produced which combine ABS agricultural data with other social and economic statistics, both ABS and from external sources.  Data from the 2005-06 Australian Census of Population and Housing are also available for various geographies relevant to agriculture and natural resource management regions.  These data are based on a concordance of Collection Districts (CDs) to these regions which enables users to produce population statistics outputs related to these non-standard geographies. 

Some simple data requests are being met through client service requests, but the bulk of the work is in servicing large, complex requests, for example cross-classified commodity production, water use, value of agricultural commodities produced and value of irrigated production for user-defined regions.  Users of agricultural statistics can be frustrated with the cumbersome nature of the data released for the 2005-06 Agricultural Census.  Also, from an internal perspective, loading data to the ABS website in this format is time consuming and, as a result, the data is difficult to revise if needed.

Comments received in relation to the output of ABS data have highlighted that there are a variety of users of our statistics – often referred to as 'tourists', 'harvesters' and 'miners' - each with quite different data and output requirements. Key clients and sophisticated users, or 'miners', will continue to request a full dataset in a format that can be easily imported and used in their own data systems.

ABS is currently investigating several other options to determine the best tools for providing flexible access and meeting integration objectives. These include:

· Investigation of options to offer clients the opportunity to interactively output information in the form of a table, graph or map from pre-created data files, where confidentiality on cross-classified outputs has previously been assessed and applied. One such possibility is the 'OECD.Stat' output repository which is currently being trialled with some success within the ABS.

· Evaluation of Table Builder software to provide users with a query function that returns results for output datasets. This would align with existing dissemination methods used for the Australian Census of Population and Housing, but there are a number of differences between the Population Census data and the Agricultural Census data. Early indications are that Table Builder has some limitations for agricultural data, for instance, confidentialisation and production of quality measures, i.e. standard errors, and further investigation is required. 

Over the next 12 to 18 months, ABS will continue its work to:

· understand users requirements for the output of agricultural census data;

· identify the best method(s) of output, including evaluation of possible tools for dissemination of agricultural census outputs; and

· develop the business case to deliver on the recommended option(s).

Geography strategy 

The geography strategy for the 2010-11 Agricultural Census will be based on the collection of detailed property location address data on the Census form (both paper and e-form versions) that will support the production of flexible regional level outputs.  The coding process will include the scanning and, where necessary, repair of this address data and the assignment of a latitude and longitude reference to the main agricultural property holding.

The geo-coding process will be undertaken in a manner that minimises the amount of clerical effort required.  It is proposed to utilise the AddressCoder@ABS to automatically code the majority of responding units.  Every effort will be made to code to a latitude/longitude point.  However where address details provided are incomplete or of poor quality, other coding processes are being considered, including refinement and use of a polygon overlay approach successfully used in recent Agricultural Surveys to derive approximate latitude/longitude points for new or changed units.

The geocoding strategy also presents as an opportunity to design geography for the post-Census years so that the agricultural business frame is in the best possible quality to support efficient sampling and better bench-marking for subsequent intercensal survey cycles.

Environmental accounting (including Land/Agriculture Accounts)

There is a wide variety of environmental information produced in Australia for a diverse range of purposes. The scope and definition of environmental accounting in Australia is wide ranging and varied. At its most basic, the concept refers to the use of consistent, standardised and reliable methods and data formats for measuring changes in Australia’s natural resources and ecosystem processes. The accounting framework allows for the better integration of information about the economy, environment and society to underpin sound decision-making. In particular, environmental accounting brings together economic and environmental information to measure the contribution of the environment to the economy and the impact of the economy on the environment.

The accounting framework adopted internationally and used in Australia is the System of Integrated Environment and Economic Accounting (SEEA).   

The benefits of the SEEA include:

· enabling the relationships between the environment and the economy to be analysed and understood, including understanding environmental and economic dependencies and outcomes; 

· presenting environmental data using a framework that is consistent with broader economic data, such as those compiled in accordance with the System of National Accounts; 

· showing the distribution of environmental resources across different parts of the economy, which supports more targeted policy development; 

· following internationally accepted guidelines that facilitate international comparisons; and 

· providing a system into which monetary valuations of environmental assets and environmental-related flows can be incorporated with physical data, so that monetary implications of environmental actions can be considered

The ABS is currently developing a suite of environmental accounts. Water and energy accounts, which show the use of these resources by agriculture, have been produced as part of the regular ABS statistical programme for more than a decade.  In development is a land account which could include aspects such as land cover, land use, land zoning, land valuation, and links to the economic information for the businesses and sectors for land are a significant input. Land used for agricultural production accounted for almost 55% of Australia's total land area in 2008-09.

Land accounts would ideally cover stocks and flows and hence refer to points in time (i.e. 1 January) and as change over time (1 January to 31 December).  International standards and classifications for land accounts are still in development.  However, land assets are already included in the Australian National Accounts and represent a major proportion of national economic value, and this is the case in most countries.  In 2008-09, Australia's stock of land was valued at about three thousand billion dollars, representing almost half the value of Australia's total non-financial assets.  This valuation is not disaggregated to value land under different uses (eg. by industry, agriculture, forests, parks and reserves) and land accounts would add this dimension to land valuation. 

Agricultural accounts are also being investigated.  In this, the main issue is to show where agricultural activity occurs across the economy. While the bulk of agricultural activity occurs in the agricultural industry (93% of the gross value of production), a small part (7%) occurs in businesses not primarily engaged in agricultural activity. It is also the case that the agricultural industry generates income from non-agricultural activity, such as transport, hospitality and food and beverage manufacture. An agricultural account should allow the links of agricultural activity to other parts of the economy to be more clearly presented and in particular allow the data from the National Accounts to be better incorporated into agricultural statistics.

(iv)  Innovation activities since last APCAS Session
Re-engineering of Agriculture Collection and Processing Systems

Over the past three years, the ABS' agricultural and environment collection processes have been re-engineered and migrated from individual or 'stove-pipe' systems to an ABS corporate end-to-end systems infrastructure.

Key components of the common infrastructure include:

· Provider Information Management System (PIMS) 

· Corporate Metadata Repository

· IFP scanning software

· Input Data Warehouse (IDW)

· Blaise Editing system and Editors Tool Kit

· ABS Imputation 

· ABS Estimation

· ABS Information Warehouse (ABSIW)

· Disclosure Analysis and Avoidance System (DAAS)

· Publication Production Workbench (PPW) 

The implementation of common corporate systems and tools has provided a number of benefits to both the ABS and statistical areas, including efficiencies and reduced application programming development and support costs.  For ABS statistical areas, including the agriculture statistics unit, the adoption of common systems has provided increased opportunities for staff flexibility and interchange between different subject matter areas, without the previous restrictions of working with unfamiliar processing systems.

The adoption of corporate metadata standards and a common input data warehouse for ABS and non-ABS administrative data has presented opportunities for improved data linking, matching and confrontation across a broad range of economic and statistical topics.

Quality Gates

Over the past two years, the ABS has introduced Quality Gates for all its agricultural surveys.  These gates and the associated review mechanisms are aimed at ensuring that collections consistently deliver quality outputs within agreed time frames.  Quality Gates are a tool designed to improve the early detection of errors or flaws in our statistical processes, which then enables the implementation of effective solutions or mitigation strategies well before problems either occur or escalate.  The focus with Quality Gates is very much on being pro-active rather than reactive.

There are five Quality Gates, including:

· Gate 1
Survey proposal

· Gate 2
Pre-despatch (including administrative and legal requirements and finalisation of collection strategy documents)

· Gate 3
Process Development and Implementation

· Gate 4
Survey Output

· Gate 5
Survey Close (including review and evaluation)

Each gate is assigned a review date (generally 4 to 6 weeks before a major milestone). These review dates are included as part of the survey schedule.

Quality Gates are a work in progress and the ABS agriculture statistics unit is continuing to 'fine tune' the gates based on our experience and learnings.  One important by-product of the development and use of Quality Gates has been the improved mapping of processes undertaken throughout the various collection cycles, enabling greater understanding of the linkages and key dependencies between tasks.  This knowledge has then been utilised to improve the scheduling of collections leading to the identification and implementation of risk management strategies at the beginning of collection cycles.

Quality Gates have provided a different perspective on our collection processes and are driving improvements around quality and timeliness.

Geography coding

In the 2005-06 Agricultural Census, the ABS asked agricultural businesses to report the location address details for their main agricultural property.  In some instances, where businesses had significant operations in multiple locations, address details were sought for each of these locations.  Using various available software including the Geocoded National Address File (G-NAF), which is a listing of all valid addresses in Australia, Google Earth, AddressCoder@ABS and other tools, it was possible to derive a latitude and longitude coordinate for each agriculture business included in the Agricultural Census.  For those non-responding businesses, which accounted for approximately 6% of all Census units, the latitude/longitude coordinate was determined based on information supplied as part of their business taxation registration obligations with the Australian Taxation Office (ATO).

In 2006-07, detailed location address information was again collected from agricultural businesses selected in the annual Agricultural Survey and this was similarly coded as per the preceding Census year.

Since 2007-08, and primarily due to budget issues and space constraints on the Agricultural Survey form, a reduced set of property location information including town, shire and postcode details has been collected.  This broader level of detail has meant that the detailed address matching software and files previously used were not appropriate.  The ABS has developed and successfully adopted a polygon overlay approach to derive a latitude/longitude coordinate for both new agricultural units and where the main property location may have changed for some units.

In the upcoming 2009-10 Agricultural Resource Management Survey (ARMS), the 35,000 agricultural businesses selected will again be asked to provide their full property location details.  This will allow ABS to refine its coding processes and utilise latest available software as a prelude to the more detailed coding in the following and much larger (approximately 175,000 units) 2010-11 Agricultural Census cycle.

Great Barrier Reef - Land Management Practices Survey

During 2009, the ABS conducted a Land Management Practices Survey (LMPS) of agricultural landholders located in Australia's Great Barrier Reef (GBR) catchment region.  This region covers a significant portion of the North-eastern Australian seaboard and is listed as one of the Seven Natural Wonders of the World. The catchment area around the Great Barrier Reef is one of Australia's most productive agricultural regions. 

The primary purpose of the survey was to provide baseline land management practice information at the water catchment level for holdings undertaking agricultural activities identified as impacting on the GBR water quality. The information produced, will assist the Australian Government in assessing whether investments made at both the local and regional level have significantly improved the adoption rates of land management practices contributing to improved water quality (chemicals, nutrients and sediments) discharging into the GBR.  This information is a necessary plank in the evidence framework forming the strategy for assessing progress towards long term improvement in reef condition.   The LMPS was funded by, and conducted under an Australian Government program, 'Caring for our Country', which funds projects supporting the environmental management of Australia's natural resources.    

Instead of a business-based frame as utilised by other ABS agricultural surveys, the LMPS used a land parcel-based frame.  Various Government agencies supplied ABS with a number of files, which, in combination provided spatial land parcel boundaries, together with information about each land parcel including ownership details, contact information, land use information and a common ownership indicator (property indicator).

Land parcels under common ownership or management within an individual catchment region were combined to form holdings for each of the 28 selected catchment regions.  These holdings formed the basis of the survey frame from which the survey sample of approximately 4,500 holdings was taken.  The process of linking land parcels under common ownership or management was quite complex and presented a number of challenges.  The use of geographic software tools such as Google Earth and MapInfo for collection management was also a relatively new technique for the ABS.

Sampled holdings were issued with a mail back form to complete.  Each form included an unique map detailing the specific land parcels identified for that holding and against which the land owner or manager was asked to report.

The following is a summary of the key information collected in the LMPS:

· Information about the area of the holding

· Land-use of the holding

· Soil testing for nutrients

· Fertiliser and chemical use

· Riparian management

· Surface water management

· Irrigation water management

· Sugarcane land management practices 

· Horticulture practices 

· Broad acre cropping practices 

· Beef cattle practices 

Preliminary data from the LMPS was released in December 2009 in ABS publication Land Management Practices in the Great Barrier Reef Catchments, Preliminary 2008-09 (ABS catalogue no. 4619.0).  Final data will be released late April 2010.

Agriculture Finance data 

Prior to its cessation in 2000, the Agriculture Finance Survey (AFS) was the Australian Bureau of Statistics' primary vehicle for the collection and output of financial statistics for individual agricultural industries and for the agricultural sector as a whole.  Run annually, and with a total sample of approximately 2,500 providers, the data collected was used to assess and monitor the financial performance and viability of agricultural industries by State and for Australia.  The AFS was a valuable source of information for both internal national accounts purposes and for external users, and upon its cancellation (as a cost saving initiative to help defray the cost of conducting the 2000-01 Agricultural Census one year earlier than had otherwise been planned), it was recognised demand for these statistics would need to be met via other avenues.

For 2000-01 and 2001-02, while a new collection strategy was being developed, the ABS’ National Accounts Branch predominantly used farm survey data from the Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) and ABS Value of Agricultural Commodities Produced (VACP) data from the annual Agricultural Survey/Census to satisfy their Supply-Use framework requirements.  The strategy involved ABARE providing ABS with unit record data from their Broad acre and Dairy collections, with the remaining industry classes within agriculture being covered by the ABS' Annual Integrated Collection (AIC) core collection. The ABS would then merge data from the ABARE and AIC surveys to produce total estimates for the agriculture industry (industry class sub-division 01).

In reality, the new combined collection strategy never fully came to fruition.  Instead, in more recent years, the ABS has expanded the AIC to satisfy national account requirements for agriculture by increasing the sample to cover all Agriculture industry classes, including the broad acre and dairy industries.

The ABS continues to review its agriculture finance statistics program as external demand from clients for this information continues to evolve, with a strong demand for finer level output (i.e. 4 digit industry class by State level), an increased focus on profitability and productivity measures, and a desire to integrate commodity production data with financial measures.  These demands have, in turn, raised questions about how best to satisfy these needs into the future.

Agricultural Profitability

The ABS recently completed a feasibility study of ‘Mapping Agricultural Profitability across Australia’, which was undertaken as a research project commissioned by the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF).  This study explored the feasibility of producing experimental measures of profitability for the agricultural sector from an extended dataset integrating the commodity production, water and land use data sourced from the 2005-06 Agricultural Census with financial data sourced from the 
2005-06 Business Income Tax (BIT) and Business Activity Statement (BAS) data, provided by the Australian Taxation Office (ATO).  BIT data includes details relating to business income, business expenses, change in stocks, assets and liabilities data.  BAS data contains information relating to business turnover, wages and salaries, capital and non-capital purchases.  Linking of data across the various datasets was by use of each unit’s Australian Business Number (ABN).  

The first stage of the study identified a high linkage rate between the source datasets and confirmed that it was possible to create a linked dataset with the 2005-06 Agricultural Census data and the 2005-06 BIT/BAS taxation data.  This phase achieved a 91% linking rate between the Agricultural Census unit records and the relevant BIT data, and an 88% linking rate with the relevant BAS data.  The second stage of the study compared the conceptual similarities and differences for key financial data items, such as total income and total expenses, between the BIT/BAS data and other financial data collected by the ABS business surveys. Although the income/expenses concepts were not exactly the same, it was found that these financial data were generally well aligned for the agriculture sector.

The last stage of the study produced experimental estimates of financial performance using the linked dataset, including average primary production net income per business by agricultural activity, by state and by farm size as well as primary production net income per hectare.  This enabled the production of a measure of financial performance relative to the associated agricultural area of holding, e.g. profit per hectare.

Whilst the feasibility study has achieved a number of positive outcomes, including demonstrating that in this case data linking appears to be useful for filling information gaps in agricultural financial statistics by making direct use of administrative data, further work is still to be undertaken to ensure the validity of the statistical outputs from the linked dataset. 

(v)  Outstanding problems/issues

Although the ABS agricultural survey program is relatively stable in terms of direction and content, there remains a requirement to continually review and refine survey practices and processes.  The main reasons for this are to realise efficiencies and reduce survey costs, and to improve both data quality and the timeliness of data releases.  Process improvement has been a key focus for the Bureau's agricultural statistics section over the past two to three years, as reflected by the implementation of ABS corporate systems infrastructure and the subsequent re-engineering and migration of the various agricultural surveys onto this infrastructure and other initiatives listed elsewhere in this report.

Also, the adoption of macro-editing and significance editing approaches and significant reductions in the duration of the field phases of surveys has meant that the ABS is now able to release its core annual agricultural estimates several months earlier than in previous years.  Not only does this earlier release benefit both internal and external users of ABS agricultural data, it also provides the opportunity for the Bureau's agricultural statistics section to commence the development and preparation for the following survey cycles much earlier than previously was the case.
(v) Role of agriculture in the Statistical Master Plan (SMP) and in the National Strategy for Development of Statistics (NSDS)

Agriculture continues to be an important component in the ABS’ statistical directions and plans.  As detailed in the Country Report, the Australian agriculture program has been the subject of various reviews during the past two to three years, including a comprehensive budget review and also a wider examination of agricultural statistics and survey requirements into the future.  As a result of these reviews, the program now has some security into the immediate future although it is likely that the scope of the program will vary over coming years.

There is considerable demand for financial data relating to agricultural activity within the Australian economy and the ABS is examining ways to meet this increasing demand.  This includes options for further expansion of the agriculture industry sample in ABS key economic surveys to linking with other ABS and non-ABS data, including business taxation information, to obtain measures of profitability, productivity and sustainability.

The ABS is also developing a suite of environmental accounts to supplement existing water and energy accounts, which show the use of these resources by agriculture, which have been produced as part of the regular ABS statistical programme for more than a decade.  In development is a land account which could include aspects such as land cover, land use, land zoning, land valuation, and links to the economic information for the businesses and sectors for land are a significant input.
Agricultural accounts are also being investigated.  In this, the main issue is to show where agricultural activity occurs across the Australian economy. While the bulk of agricultural activity occurs within the agricultural industry, a small part occurs in businesses not primarily engaged in agricultural activity. It is also the case that the agricultural industry generates income from non-agricultural activity, such as transport, hospitality and food and beverage manufacture. An agricultural account should allow the links of agricultural activity to other parts of the economy to be more clearly presented and in particular allow the data from the National Accounts to be better incorporated into agricultural statistics.
(vii) Statistical Capacity Building
In terms of capacity and capability building, one of the key areas of focus for the Australian agricultural program over the next year or two is in the area of expanding ABS’ dissemination capabilities.
Enhancing dissemination techniques, including spatial outputs and providing interactive output formats to meet client and user requirements has been specifically identified as a key deliverable for the upcoming 2010-11 Agricultural Census.  This also includes improving the user experience by providing dissemination systems which integrate small area agricultural data (commodities, land use, water use, water sources and value of agricultural production) with other ABS and non-ABS data, particularly ABS Population Census data.  
Other identified capability needs include the application of GIS systems and tools within the ABS, to assist both data editing and outputs, and adopting cooperative arrangements with other Government agencies to maximise the usefulness and availability of ABS agricultural data, such as land use mapping.
The 150,000 geo-coded agricultural units in the 2005-06 Agricultural Census provides a very rich source of data to complement existing satellite imagery and land use/land cover intelligence held by other agencies.  The opportunity to work cooperatively with these agencies and organisations to both expand and enhance land use mapping presents benefits for all parties and is an area currently being pursued by the ABS.  
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