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Abstract. Amongst the environmental and social externalities generated by Australian agriculture are a number
of risks both to the health and safety of communities living near sites of agricultural production, and to the end
consumers of agricultural products. Responses to these potential risks —and to problems of environmental sustain-
ability more generally — have included a number of programs to variously: define “best-practice” for particular
industries; implement “Quality Assurance” procedures; and encourage the formation of self-help community
“Landcare” groups. Taken together, these programs appear to deal comprehensively with both the social and
environmental risks associated with agricultural production and products. However, these programs may also
be interpreted as strategies that actually encourage the further intensification of agriculture, while attempting to
reassure consumers that their food is safe and that farmers are doing “all they can” to protect the environment.
Investigation of the Australian cotton and beef industries illustrates a number of strategies that have become
evident between farmers, agri-science agencies, and the retail sector to manage these risks and define good
farming practices in ways that satisfy their own perceived interests. Contrary to the image, therefore, of “green
consumption” that is emerging as an integrated concern for “clean” (and thereby “healthy”) and sustainably
produced foods, it appears that mainstream agricultural industries have bifurcated these concerns in ways that
distract attention from production and processing methods, leaving conflict over on-farm production methods a
characteristic only of those industries believed to have direct health impacts on nearby communities.
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Introduction and harmonious, trust-based workplace relations
(Wright and Lund, 1996). It has thus been held to be
One of the more pervasive ideas to emerge irboth economically and socially responsible. In prac-
Australian society in recent years has been the notiotice, however, the core concept of “benchmarking” —
of implementing “international best-practice.” As the the establishment of minimum desirable performance
Australian economy has been progressively “internaindicators — has legitimated the linkage of best-practice
tionalized” via the abolition of tariffs, subsidies, and with other efficiency-oriented euphemisms — such as
other forms of state intervention, the adoption of “best-managerial “downsizing” and labor “restructuring” —
practice” on an international scale has been seen and with increased workforce monitoring and disci-
essential to the maintenance of competitiveness anplining (Wright and Lund, 1996; see also Muetzelfeld,
an attractive environment for investment. The ideal992). The positive connotations of the term “best-
of “best-practice” has perhaps been most commonlypractice” have seen it become, nevertheless, widely
taken up in the arena of so-called “workplace reform,"used in a number of contexts, including agriculture.
through which it has been linked to both increased There is much more at stake in contemporary
enterprise efficiency, competitiveness and profitability,agriculture, of course, than the issue of economic
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competitiveness. “Best-practice” has thus been seeimplications in relation to the social and environmental
as necessary not only to ensure the competitivenesssks generated by Australian agriculture.
of agricultural industries, but to limit the extent to
which negative impacts, or externalities, are generated
that place at risk: the health and safety of communi-Consumer safety and Landcare in Australian
ties living in close proximity to sites of agricultural agriculture
production; the safety of end-consumers of agricul-
tural produce; and the environmental sustainabilityin August, 1995, the Executive Director of the
of agricultural production. Initiatives addressing theseAustralian Institute of Agricultural Science and Tech-
risks have included the development and extensiomology (AIAST) suggested to a conference of land
by some agricultural industries of educational best-conservation professionals that the certification of
practices programs to growers; the development ofcompetency standards” for primary producers would
“Quality Assurance” schemes that monitor farming offer an opportunity to link best-practice in primary
practices and reward compliance with industry-basegroduction to export accreditation (Field, 1995). The
standards with formal accreditation; and the promo-+ight to sell produce off-shore could be linked, there-
tion of community-based self-help groups that seekore, to an ability to farm in such a way as to maximize
to coordinate local action to address environmentaproduct quality and minimize land degradation, as
and sustainability issues. In a similar vein, compe-demonstrated by the attainment of competence in the
tency standards have been developed for a range @bnduct of a specified range of tasks followed strictly
agriculturally based professionals that also emphasizthrough the production cycle. AIAST accredited
economic, environmental, and social responsibility. competency standards for agricultural production have
Despite the obvious desirability of “improving” not to date been developed, but the factors that led to
Australian agriculture, a number of questions remaintheir suggestion have remained prominent, and partic-
What is best-practice for an industry? Who defines itular industries have responded to them with a variety
How is it measured? Essentially, what is the socialof programs of similar intent. The linking of trade
basis for knowledge about the best way to undertakaccess to the environmental effects of the whole cycle
an activity? This paper does not address these quesf production and consumption in the final stages
tions from an epistemological or normative perspectiveof the Uruguay round of the General Agreement
that might seek to determine how best-practoght on Tariffs and Trade has been of great concern to
to be defined. Rather, it seeks to address them frorAustralia, as costs incurred in complying with the
an explicitly sociological perspective that is concernedenvironmental regulations of importing countries may
with the specific social processes that have shapesduce any comparative advantage enjoyed by
the development of “best-practice”in Australian agri- Australian producers (Council for International Busi-
culture. In doing so it will not offer a definition of ness Affairs, 1995). This is a sensitive issue, since
“best-practice,” but will treat the concept of “best- even prior to the closure of the Uruguay round, exports
practice” as aignifier, or sign, to which a whole range of Australian Produce had been rejected on health
of culturally produced meanings may be attached, ogrounds.
signified by competing social groups (see Hall, 1993). Moving to reassure consumers of product safety is
Of fundamental importance here are the relationshipguite a different thing, however, to reassuring either
between meaning and power. As social actors, we corthem or regulatory agencies that food or fiber produc-
strue the meaning of activities by drawing on the stocktion systems are environmentally sustainable. In this
of available discourses, or webs of meaning, that fornrespect the cotton industry stands out as an industry
the cultural milieu in which we live our lives (Long, that has devoted considerable resources to promot-
1992). Power, therefore, is as dependent on the abiliting its environmental and social credentials. For the
of “actors to win the struggles that take place overmost part, however, it seems only the relatively small
the attribution of specific social meanings to partic-organics (chemical free) industry that makes clear
ular events, actions and ideas” (Long, 1992: 24), adinks between consumer safety and environmentally
on more obvious forms of coercion. In this case,sustainable production. In this context the notion of
discourses around the idea of “best-practice” will be“landcare” has emerged as a popular signifier of social
used to explore relationships between knowledgeand environmental responsibility to attach to farming
science, society, and agriculture in the context of thregractices and other social projects. Landcare was first
case studies focused on the Australian Landcaraitiated on a wide scale with the announcement of
Program and the beef and cotton industries. Followinghe National Landcare Program (NLP) in 1989. The
outlines of these three case studies, some observatiohdP is primarily oriented towards the promotion and
will be made regarding their social and theoreticalsupport of voluntary, self-help groups that aim to
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address local land degradation or sustainability issuesput trajectory along which Australian agriculture has
These groups typically involve 30 or so members, andeen developing (Knopke and Harris, 1991), the posi-
are based on water catchments or other communitietive meanings associated with “Landcare” have been
of interest. These groups may apply to the NLP forused by state and agribusiness agencies to promote the
funding to conduct trial or demonstration projects, andadoption of a limited range of technological and mana-
to other sources for support with planning, tree plant-gerial innovations identified as ‘best-bet practices”
ing, and other activities. There are believed to be ovefLockie, 1997a). The adoption of a vaguely defined
4,000 community Landcare groups in Australia involv- package of practices including conservation farming
ing around 30 percent of farm businesses (Mues et al(pr minimum tillage), perennial pasture establishment,
1994). The term “landcare,” however, has become dree planting, property planning, and re-fencing has
more generic term used to refer to everything frombecome such an orthodoxy that these are often
particular farming practices, to government extensiorunderstood as “landcare practices” (Campbell, 1990).
activities, and to more nebulous ideas such as simplindeed, their adoption was used as the basis of offi-
“caring for the land,” or the “landcare movement.” cial Landcare group evaluations in all States except
Devoid of the radicalism of the environmental New South Wales (NSW) conducted between 1991
movement, the Landcare Program attracts consideend 1994 (Curtis and De Lacy, 1997). Using the extent
able political support, publicity, and corporate spon-to which these activities had been undertaken as an
sorship, with a private company, Landcare Australiaindex of group effectiveness, all consideration of the
Limited, licensing access to the Landcare logoeffectiveness or relevance of each activity to partic-
to companies sponsoring Landcare activities. ltular agroecological and social contexts was ignored
has been argued that Landcare has thus provided ockie, 1993).
companies with otherwise suspect resource extrac- “Landcare” has not been used to signify the idea
tion and manufacturing practices with cheap environthat food or fiber is produced sustainably to sell
mental credibility (Brown, 1994; Lockie, 1997b). Of Australian produce, but the idea that farmers are,
more consequence, though, for farming practice is th@evertheless, doing everything they can about land
symbolic association of Landcare with input-intensivedegradation. As a model for state action the NLP has
farming systems. attracted considerable international interest (Wensley,
Analysis of texts, such as the corporate sponsored994), while market research indicates that “land-
magazineThe Challengé— which is sent to commu- care” is a popular and recognizable “label” amongst
nity Landcare groups and other interested organizaAustralian consumers (Scarsbrick, 1997). Perversely,
tions and individuals — reveals a number of consistenany reassurance that the Landcare Program may
themes. These range from the portrayal of landorovide to both domestic and international con-
degradation as “disease-like,” to the representation asumers that Australian farmers are doing their best to
chemical use as vital to successful tree establishmenadopt environmental best-practice is only ever directly
and the practicality of local group action supported byattached to the products of companies sponsoring
state agencies and the corporate sector. This meahsandcare Australia Limited — many of which have a
that neither the manufacturers nor the users of farnvested interest in selling farm-inputs — not the agri-
inputs are constructed as contributors to the productiopultural produce of Landcare group members. Never-
of environmental degradation. Instead, agri-chemicatheless, pressure on farmers to adopt some form of
products are defined as part of the solution to an “insid“best-practice” clearly remains. The rest of this paper
ious disease” for which, presumably, no one is deemedeals with attempts to adopt some form of “best-
directly responsible. Other research involving farmergractice” in the beef and cotton industries, each of
in the broadacre cropping industries demonstrated thathich has attracted attention for the generation of very
contrary to this suggestion, many felt a high degredifferent types of environmental risk.
of anxiety regarding the long-term sustainability of
input-intensive farming systems (Lockie et al., 1995).
Nevertheless, they also believed they had little choic&uality Assurance and food safety in the
but to continue intensifying their operations if they Australian beef industry
were to maintain economic viability. The representa-
tion of agri-chemicals as essential to environmentaWhile Australian agriculture in general has been a
protection in texts such afhe Challengeserves to focus of concern regarding product quality and envi-
reassure farmers that they are not themselves poor emenmental sustainability, the beef industry in particular
vironmental stewards but that they are, at least, doindpas attracted attention for the risks posed to the end-
all they can. consumer of beef products. In 1987, for example,
Instead of a fundamental reassessment of the higlerganochlorine residues found in beef exported to the
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United States led to the quarantining of some 1,50&ase, responsibility for the monitoring of on-farm prac-
properties (Barr and Cary, 1992). Since then, a numtices remains very firmly on the farm. Farmers would
ber of further food safety “scares” in Australia and only, therefore, declare that they have done everything
overseas have both threatened the ongoing viabilityvithin their power, given current knowledge, to ensure
of the Australian industry, and opened up opportu-the safety of their produce.
nities to capitalize on the perceived risks associated As rival groups within the beef industry debate
with the consumption of beef produced elsewhere. Irthe best way to go about Quality Assurance, large
1987, the safety of Australian beef products was quesproduce processors and retailers, such as McDonalds
tioned due to “unsafe” levels of chemical residues,and Woolworths, are initiating their own Quality
while since then the focus has shifted more toward#\ssurance programs, aimed towards delivering “a
bacterial contamination such as E. coli, listeria, andsecure standard to consumers ... and to ensure supply
salmonella. Consistent with the regularity and chang<¢hains (and consumers) are protected from food-borne
ing focus of these public “scares,” Australia’s largesthealth concerns” (Cole, 1997: 23). Retailers, such as
meat retailer — the Woolworths supermarket chain “Woolworths, claim to be extremely responsive to con-
claims food safety, not price, to be the prime con-sumer needs, and are using a combination of point of
cern for consumers of meat produc®hé Land 21  sale records and market research to inform increas-
August, 1997), while the Australian Supermarket In-ingly specific and strict product specifications from
stitute claims that bacterial contamination has distheir suppliers (Story, 1996). The simple message from
placed chemical residues as consumers’ leading “foothese retailers is that farmers not prepared to guar-
phobia” Queensland Country Lifd7 October, 1996). antee the level of Quality Assurance required should

According to the Commonwealth Department of take their business elsewhere. Similarly, if industry-
Primary Industries and Energy, the protection offeredvide Quality Assurance programs are not in place,
to consumers by government enforced inspectiorthese retailers will initiate their own. There is little
regulations in abattoirs is no longer sufficient to guarddoubt, therefore, that a great deal of the impetus behind
against bacterial contaminatio@eensland Country changes in the beef industry lies in the increasing role
Life, 15 February, 1996). The response of the beebf the retail sector in the sourcing, processing, and
industry to food safety risks has begun to focusbranding of foods. This is a sector that trades little
therefore, on more far-reaching systems of Qualityon the environmental sustainability of food production,
Assurance based on the Hazard Analysis Checkpoirgssociating itself more with signifiers of health, fresh-
Control Program — which requires all potential food ness, and convenience. It remains to be seen how much
hazards to be identified and addressed in the produdrust consumers will be prepared to place in “Quality
tion, processing, and handling of a product — thusAssured” produce since, as the British experience with
enabling the promotion of Australian beef as safe. Théovine spongiform encephalopat{§SE) — or “mad
largest Quality Assurance program launched to dateow disease” — shows, consumers have not necessarily
has been the “Cattlecare” program, which offersbeen reassured in the past by the claims of state
independent monitoring and accreditation of farmersscience agencies that there is no “scientific proof” that
saleyards, processing plants, transporters, and liva foodstuff represents a danger to thém.
exporters, in an attempt to develop “integrated Quality
Assurance systems throughout all sectors of the meat
and livestock industry” Queensland Country LifeB  Best-practice and the environment in the
May, 1997: 7). Australian cotton industry

Unlike “best-practice” programs, Quality Assur-
ance programs like Cattlecare do not necessarilYOver the space of only two decades, the Australian
address all practices involved in the production of acotton industry has grown from a relatively minor base,
commodity, focusing only on those thought to impactto become the nation’s fastest growing agricultural
on the quality of the product sold to the end-consumerindustry — now worth around one billion dollars per
Nevertheless, many farmers have expressed conceamnum — and fifth largest export commodity (Vanclay
about external auditing of their activities, and subse-and Lawrence, 1995). It also, however, stands out
quently have supported the development of a rivakmong agricultural industries as a focal point of
Quality Assurance program, the Queensland basedommunity concern and conflict. Although raising
“Q-Care” (Queensland Country Lifel8 April, 1996). few concerns about the safety to consumers of cotton
Q-Care incorporates only the residue managemerdroducts, considerable controversy has erupted over
elements of Cattlecare, and in place of external auditehemical spray drift and its dangers to human and
ing requires comprehensive record keeping to baclenvironmental health, and over the impacts of exten-
up vendor declarations at the time of sale. In thissive irrigation on the integrity of inland river systems
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and the needs of other water users. In the summer dhat such studies are not entirely accepted outside
1991-1992, for example, the Murray-Darling Riverthe industry, irrespective of the degree to which they
systen? experienced widespread blooms of highly de-legitimate the “non-scientific” views of concerned
toxic blue-green algae that threatened both town andommunity members. Also, as Short (1994) demon-
livestock water supplies through much of the systemstrates, the “science” on which these studies are based
Although a hotly contested accusation, many commuis often contestable. The second response has been
nity members blamed the irrigation practices of cottona concerted advertising campaign to associate cotton
growers who pumped directly from rivers to fill on- with a range of attractive signifiers — in particular
farm storages during periods of low rainfall, thus naturalness, health, clean land and water, environ-
reducing stream-flows, and hence the ability of themental care, comfort, sophistication, and glamour —
river system to flush itself clean of nutrients and algaewhile having little to say about the production or
(McHugh, 1996; Vanclay and Lawrence, 1995). Con-quality of either cotton or cotton products. When con-
flict over water resources continues in several cottorsumers consider cotton, they are thus encouraged to
growing areas as the industry and government movéhink of it as the antithesis of industrialized and arti-
to ensure water supplies through the development diicial synthetic fibers, not as the user of one third of
dams, weirs, and other irrigation infrastructure; oftenthe world’s agricultural chemicals. The third response
with questions over the needs of other users (includindpas been to enthusiastically embrace technological
environmental flows) and the direct impacts of con-solutions to pest-control — in particular, genetically
struction and inundation unsatisfactorily resolved inengineered plant varieties that incorporate the natu-
the minds of many outside the irrigation and waterrally occurring Bacillus thuringiensisprotein, more
industries. commonly known as the Bt gene — which promise
Public debate over the dangers of spray drift hado maintain or improve productivity while reducing
been concentrated in the towns of Emerald, in Centragxpenditure on chemical inputs. That little public
Queensland, and Gunnedah, on the Liverpool Plains afoncern has been expressed in Australia over risks
New South Wales. Between 1980 and 1985, a clusteaissociated with biotechnologically engineered cotton
of seven cases of childhood leukaemia were diagnosedhrieties would seem consistent with the finding by
in Emerald; a rate eight times that which would beNorton and Lawrence (1996) that consumers are most
normally expected — a four in one million chance concerned about genetic engineering in the context of
(Short, 1994). The following year the Queenslandproducts that they actually ingest.
Department of Health monitored airborne pesticide The fourth response the cotton industry has made to
levels for three months before concluding that the lev-community concerns about its environmental sustain-
els were not considered to pose a threat and that thability has been the development of best-practice
leukaemia cluster had indeed occurred by chance. Iprograms designed to ensure that farmers make the
response to continuing community fear, another studyest possible use of available technologies in order
was undertaken during the 1990-1991 growing seato optimize productivity and sustainability. This
son, which again found that background exposure toesponse is consistent with the self-identities of cotton
aerially applied pesticides was very low and not congrowers, who regard themselves as members of a
sidered a risk (Queensland Health, 1991). Both thesparticularly progressive and technologically sophisti-
reports have attracted detailed “scientific” criticism cated industry with a heavy investment in research
from both community members and environmentalistand development. Cotton growers’ knowledge is
(McHugh, 1996; Short, 1994), but have contributedconstructed and operationalized in farming practice
to an easing of overt conflict, and a belief amongsthrough close interactions with agri-science agencies,
outsiders that Emerald has dealt with its “perceived’clearly challenging any temptation to romanticize
pesticide problem. While ongoing debate over pesti-indigenous” or “local’ knowledge as somehow intrin-
cide monitoring suggests that such a conclusion magically more environmentally or socially sustainable
be premature, it is certainly true that Gunnedah hashan “scientific’ knowledgé. An interesting feature
recently attracted more attention, as local residentsf this response, however, has been the contradic-
threaten to take legal action against cotton farmersory approaches taken by two competing best-practices
over spray drift, leading to government intervention toprograms. The first of these programs, based in the
tighten spraying guidelines. Emerald district, was designed to facilitate the forma-
In broad terms, the cotton industry has responded ition of “best-practice teams” involving representatives
four ways to community concerns. The first has beerfrom around eight cotton farms (Clarke et al., 1997).
to promote and welcome environmental monitoring ofOnce formed, these groups were to be taken through a
the industry, rather than to simply react to and disputgrocess similar to the best-practice programs of other
the claims of critics as they arise. It seems thouglindustries. This involved determining for themselves
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a benchmark of current best-practices for their areaAustralia’s generally more extensive and diffuse agri-
identifying specific problems and constraints that theycultural industries?
wanted to overcome; and, with the help of facilitators,
“analyze information and organize action to find solu-
tions to specific problems (specialist support, trials,Knowledges, the environment, and power in
research or field days)”Qotton “Best-Practices” agriculture
information brochure, undated). By giving farmers the
resources to evaluate their own practices and set the€ontemporary sociologists take for granted the notion
own priorities for knowledge creation, it was thought that knowledge is socially constructed, and that even
that more ground would be made in the developmenthe privileged knowledge claims of science are theory-
and adoption of improvements in irrigation and pestladen (Feyerabend, 1988) and embedded within social
control practice. projects. As Foucault (1977) argues, the will to knowl-
Following the initiation of this project, however, edge is the will to power — a point well illustrated
a manual for best-practice in the cotton industry washy the analysis provided by, among others, Chambers
related by the Cotton Research and Developmen(l983) of clashes between indigenous and scientific
Corporation (CRDC). This manual did not describe theknowledges in the context of Third World agricul-
processes of benchmarking and comparative analystsiral development. It is also well illustrated by the
that underpin the notion of “best-practice” as used inclash between growers and agri-science agencies in
managerial discourse (Wright and Lund, 1996), butthe definition of best-practice for the Australian cotton
a set of production practices identified by scientistandustry. Such critiques of the inherent superiority of
from a range of research organizations as most suitablscientific” knowledge have been extended into more
for the cotton industry. Growers in Emerald were thusextensive analyses of late twentieth century social
confronted with two very different strategies to defineorganization. According to Lyotard (1990), the knowl-
“best-practice,” one that purported to help them iden-edge claims and rational basis of scientific bureaucracy
tify their own problems, opportunities, and strategieshave lost their social legitimacy as a foundation for
to develop best-practice, and another that told thentruth and meaning. Beck (1992, 1996), however,
what best-practice was and how to implement itargues that in the face of massive risks generated by
according to the core research agencies involved in thimdustrial development — risks such as nuclear acci-
cotton industry. Not surprisingly, in addition to the dents, pollution, and contaminated food supplies — it
creation of confusion, many growers thought theis not so much science and rationality that are con-
CRDC document largely irrelevant to their own situa-fronted by a crisis of faith, but the institutions that
tion, reflecting an ingrained bias towards the prioritiespurport to apply them in the management of risk. It
and conditions of the larger cotton-growing areas. Atis important to note here that these risks are them-
the same time, scientists involved in its productionselves socially constructed, both in the sense that they
were extremely critical of, and unresponsive to, theare caused by human activities, and in the sense that
issues and ideas for research identified by growersur understandings of them are as contested, theory-
(Clarke et al., 1997). laden, and embedded within social projects as any
In some respects, the conflict that has been evidergther knowledge. It is no surprise then that potential
between proponents of these two approaches to “bestonsumers of British beef believed the reassurances of
practice” seems odd, illustrating perhaps more tharthe British government and beefindustry that there was
anything competition for legitimacy between thoseno scientific basis for concern over BST to reflect the
involved in the production of agricultural knowledges. commercial interests of this industry (Penman, 1996).
Nevertheless, in doing this it also illustrates very  Confronted with mounting concerns over environ-
clearly some of the problems associated with trying tomental sustainability and the safety of consumers and
identify the “best” way to go about farming in any rural communities, Australia’s agricultural industries
particular industry and the particular agroecologicalhave been actively involved in attempts to define and
and social environments in which it is pursued (seananage these risks. Discourses around “best-practice,”
also Clark and Murdoch, 1997). If agreement over‘landcare,” and Quality Assurance illustrate the partic-
the best way to practice farming cannot be foundular competition that has emerged in relation to knowl-
in an industry characterized by high levels of externaledge regarding the most appropriate way to farm.
criticism and scrutiny regarding environmental risks;However, competition to define legitimate knowledge
strong industry organizations; the concentration ofis not necessarily reflective of either a simple desire to
production in clearly defined irrigation areas; andcontrol others, nor of solely technical debates over the
close relationships between growers and agri-sciencebjective validity of competing truth claims (see also
agencies, how much more difficult must this be inHabermas, 1984). Rather, such conflict may reflect



ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL RISKS, AND THE CONSTRUCTION OFBEST-PRACTICE’ IN AUSTRALIAN AGRICULTURE 249

very different assumptions regarding the characteralleges amongst actors involved in agriculture, and the
istics of healthy landscapes and the most desirablelternative proposition he critiques — that the activi-
social practices to undertake within them (Greider andies of farmers are controlled by agribusiness agencies
Garkovich, 1994). In relation to agriculture, a great— must be problematised. As Wynne (1996) argues,
deal comes to rely then on competing conceptions oflependency and alienation may create an illusion of
what it means to be a “good farmer” (see also Lockie trust that masks the ambivalence farmers feel towards
1997b; McEachern, 1992; Tovey, 1994). This has athe claims of expert institutions, but both resistance
least two consequences. Firstly, practices or ideas thaind alternative knowledges remain possible (see also
are not congruent with particular agents’ pre-existingKloppenburg, 1991). Beck’s argument ignores impor-
constructions of good farming practice are likely to betant social relationships and projects implicated in
met with resistance. Secondly, constructions of goodhe construction of agricultural knowledges, including:
farming practice are not developed through purelythe dominance of high input farming research within
localized processes exclusive to farmers, but througithe priorities of agri-science institutions; the risks to
a range of social relationships that may be widelyfarmers inherent in deviating too far from accepted
separated in space and time. Developments in farmingpproaches to farming in particular industries and
practice, therefore, occur through a variety of con-locales; and the substantial resources that are devoted
texts including the economic or material relations of— utilizing signifiers such as “Landcare” — to convinc-
production; the symbolic aspects of these relationing farmers that chemically intensive farming is
ships; and a range of broader public discourses suchnvironmentally, economically, and socially respon-
as environmentalism and economic rationalism. sible (Lockie, 1997a).

In all three case studies discussed in this paper Rather than conceptualizing those actors involved
notions of “landcare,” “best-practice,” and “Quality in generating risks related to agriculture as either
Assurance” were consistently deployed by agri-equally complicitous, or controlled by a single elite
science agencies as signifiers to promote the furthegroup of actors, it is more constructive to examine
intensification of farming practices — practices heavilythe more subtle ways in which actors seek to influ-
dependent on the knowledge produced by those ageence each other. Power to influence another agent
cies. However, the continued application of industrial-does not necessarily depend on the abilityctmn-
ized sciences — such as biotechnology — to these proltrol them, but may be based on attempts to influence
lems is seen by many critics to intensify the environ-either the environment in which they make decisions
mental and social risks they purport to address (e.g(Miller and Rose, 1990) or the ways in which they
Levidow and Carr, 1997). Importantly, discourses ofare likely to understand and respond to that environ-
“best-practice” do not deny the importance of thesement (Burchell, 1993). As argued in the introduction
risks, but simply suggest that given current knowledgeo this paper, the ability to associate specific mean-
and production conditions, some practices are demorings with specific social practices (Long, 1992) is a
strably more desirable than others. Thus, the promopotentially profound source of influence. These case
tion of “best-bet practices” can be seen to acknowledgstudies illustrate that the association of “landcare” —
the side-effects and indeterminable consequences édgether with its connotations of social, environmental,
industrialized agriculture — in the face of criticism and economic responsibility — with particular “best-
from environmentalists, consumer groups, and alterbet” farming practices by state agri-science agencies
native agriculture movements — while attempting toand agribusinesses has been largely successful. This
discredit the knowledges on which oppositional groupscontrasts markedly with the overt conflict evident in
base their own proposals. Knowledge generated tthe Emerald cotton growing area over how to define
support particular social projects may thereby reassetbest-practice,” but less so with the pressure placed
its claim to “objectivity” and value neutrality. by meat retailers on beef producers to adopt some

This has some resonance with Beck’s (1992)orm of Quality Assurance program despite resistance
argument that the complexity of interdependenciedo the idea of external auditing of farm management
between the actors involved — and equally complexpractices.
webs of cause and effect — involved in the production
of social and environmental risks in agriculture aIIowsC .

; N .~ Conclusion
all those involved to acknowledge their existence while
denying individual responsibility. Everybody is at least while the respective foci of the beef and cotton indus-
partially responsible, Beck argues, and so no individtries on Quality Assurance and best-practice — along
uals or agencies may ultimately be held accountable ofjith the more widespread concentration on Landcare
forced to change their practices. Beck does, however, represent very different outcomes in the struggle to
overstate this point. Both the complicity that Beck manage the risks generated by contemporary agricul-
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tural practices, all three outcomes illustrate importanhetwork of supply, processing, and distribution, and
developments in the ways in which externalitiesthe focus of this particular sector on risks associated
produced by agriculture are dealt with. Possibly thewith food safety. The ability of retailers to claim repre-
most important point to note here is the separatiorsentation of the interests of end-consumers, along with
that is made through these approaches between tho#ieeir increasing size and vertical integration, offer
risks that are generated concerning the natural envimportant symbolic and material resources on which
ronment and those that concern human health. Whil¢hey can draw in disputes over how food is produced.
oppositional discourses (such as the “alternative agriThe development of increasingly precise product
culture” movement) have not been entirely silencedspecifications is perhaps not surprising, but moves
it is apparent that the idea that farmers are doing “alby retailers to force the adoption of Quality Assur-
they can” and adopting the “best practices” availableance programs — which have clear implications for the
has widespread appeal amongst Australian consumeracceptability or otherwise of particular farm manage-
Frequent health scares, by contrast, have focusement practices — represents a more substantial attempt
public attention on the ways in which food is trans- to regulate the activities of farmers. Beef farmers have
ported, processed, and retailed, and have influresisted this to the extent that there is widespread
enced the development of Quality Assurance programsupport amongst them for programs based on self-
in order to regulate these and minimize consumemonitoring rather than external auditing. However, the
risk. The separation of Landcare and best-practicguestion must be asked as to whether this will make
programs, on the one hand, and Quality Assuranceg substantial difference to farm management practice,
on the other, ensures that issues of product safetgince the environment within which farmers make
and the environmental effects of production, also re-decisions will be heavily influenced by the availability
main largely separated, leaving overt conflict over on-and requirements of particular retail outlets, and the
farm production methods a characteristic only of thosevays in which they make decisions will be influenced
industries in which production methods are believedoy knowledge regarding risk minimization generated
to have direct health impacts on nearby communitiesby the traditionally dominant agri-science agencies.
This bifurcation between the twin discourses of envi-Whether or not, in other words, farmers accede to
ronmental sustainability and food safety also has majoexternal auditing and accreditation, may make little
implications for our understanding of so-called “greendifference in the end to the ways in which good farm-
consumerism,” which is predicted by writers such asing practice is defined and operationalized, increas-
Lawrence (1996) and Buttel (1994) to place increasingly in line with the strategic interests of retailers.
ing pressure on agricultural industries to develop more
sustainable production regimes.

While this outcome would appear to be very muchAcknowledgments
in the broad interests of agricultural industries, Beck’s
(1992) notion of complicity between all actors | would like to thank Melissa Myers, Research Officer
involved in the production of technological risks in on the Cotton “Best-Practices” project, for her assis-
agriculture remains problematic. “Best-practice” hastance in collecting material for this paper, and the
emerged as yet another signifier that agri-sciencéand and Water Resources Research and Develop-
institutions attempt to attach to particular productionment Corporation for funding this project. | would also
methods in order to convince farmers that these pradike to thank the three anonymous reviewers for their
tices are superior to others, including those that allethoughtful comments on an earlier draft of this paper.
viate concerns over environmental and health risks.
The cotton industry demonstrates how unprepared
such agri-science institutions are to cede some respoiNotes
sibility to farmers in the development of best-practice —
asitis more generally understood — even though cottonl. The Challengemagazine was sponsored by a major
stands out as an industry both in which public debates petrochemical company. The host of smaller newsletter
over the production of risks are particularly predom-  Circulated among Landcare groups includédoperty
inant, and in which the farmers involved are highly =~ Management Planning directly published by an agri-
supportive of the high input trajectory that generates . Chemical manufacturing firm.

these concerns. One can only speculate as to hOV\/2' The 1995 BSE crisis saw the loss of 30,000 jobs from the
’ y Sp meat industry and an estimated cost of 2.4 billion pounds

these institutions would respond to growers should (approximately US$4 billion), despite assurances from the

they suggest a fundamental alternative. Minister of Agriculture that there would be no loss of
The beef industry, conversely, illustrates the  consumer confidence (Penman, 1996).

increasing importance of the retail sector in the whole
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