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Abstract

As Australia’s urban and

rural areas become more
disconnected, traditional

ties to primary industries are
diminishing. The decline in
focus on farming and primary
industries poses significant
risks to Australia's economy
and food security, leading to
economic instability, job loss
in rural areas, and increased
reliance on imports. To combat
this, the Primary Industries
Education Foundation

Australia (PIEFA) promotes
the importance of the food
and fibre sector through
education. Supported by

the Australian Government,
the education and primary
industries sectors, PIEFA
creates curriculum-aligned
classroom resources to assist
teachers with their lesson
planning. With an emphasis
on starting education at a
young age, PIEFA collaborates
with rural research and
development corporations to
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ensure the educational content
that is taught in schools is
up-to-date and relevant.
PIEFA's resources, available
on the Primezone website,
are developed by teachers
for teachers and include
professional development
programs to build teacher
confidence. By fostering a
better understanding of food
and fibre production, PIEFA
aims to ensure a prosperous
future for Australia.
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As Australia grows and becomes more urbanised, the traditional
links between city and rural areas are blurring. Programs like ‘city
and country cousins' are no longer prioritised and the increasing
proportion of Australia's population who are first generation
migrants is understandably resulting in fewer linkages to regional
Australia and our primary industries.

This is not a new issue. Australia's focus on primary industries has
declined over generations due to economic diversification into
services, technology, and education. Environmental concerns and
global market fluctuations have influenced this shift, alongside
advancements in technology and changing labour market
demands. Government priorities have changed, while urbanisation
and international competition have also had an impact.

So, what is the real-world effect of this deteriorating link to our
primary industries? The answer is quite alarming - but a plausible
solution is in the works.
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In 2010, PIEFA was established with the support of the Australian
Government. It is the peak body for food and fibre education

in Australia and a not-for-profit company supported by the
education, primary industries and government sectors. PIEFAs
mission is to embed knowledge about food and fibre production
into the national psyche, and it does this through the development
of classroom resources that teach young Australians about where
their food and fibre comes from, and the careers that are involved
along the supply chain.

To ensure current and relevant information is being taught

to students, PIEFA collaborates with the rural research and
development corporations (RDCs) across Australia who share a
passion for engaging the next generation.

The RDCs, along with government grants and, in the past, some
philanthropic support, provide core funding to PIEFA to enable its
operation. As an all-inclusive language, PIEFA has adopted ‘food
and fibre" as the principal terminology to describe its operations
across the agriculture, forestry, fisheries and horticultural
industries.

An in-person Teacher Professional
Development session hosted by PIEFA.
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PIEFA's skills-based Board of
Directors and experienced
education team understand,
first-hand, the significant
impact and challenges that
the decline in focus on
Australia's primary industries
poses. From economic
instability, loss of jobs in rural
areas, and decreased global
competitiveness, this shift

is leading to reduced export
revenues and a strain on
regional communities who are
dependent on these industries.

But perhaps more importantly,
the decline is undermining
Australia’s food security, with
increased reliance on food
and fibre imports. Balancing
the growth of new industries
whilst sustaining our
primary industries is crucial
to maintaining economic
resilience and ensuring long-
term prosperity for Australia.

Drone technology on a modern farm.

PIEFA and its supporters

know that to see real change
come into effect, efforts must
start with young Australians

- teaching them about
processes, innovation and
opportunities that are involved
in Australia's modern primary
industries.

All too often, misconceptions
about primary industries

are being perpetuated, like
the visual of an old man on

a tractor. Whereas the true

High School students engaging in
their school’s food and fibre education
program.

image of modern primary
industries involves innovations
such as precision agriculture,
drones, automated machinery,
and Internet of Thing (loT)
sensors to optimise efficiency
and productivity. Big data
analytics, biotechnology,
hydroponics, and renewable
energy enhance sustainability,
whilst blockchain technology
improves supply chain
transparency.
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These advancements help
Australian primary industries
address sustainability
challenges, ensuring
competitiveness and
resilience.
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PIEFA's Education Officers with primary students at the
Royal Agricultural Society Farm Days program in Sydney, 2024.
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Through PIEFA' efforts, there are now many opportunities to have
food and fibre taught in Australian schools. The development

of highly engaging, cross-curricula resources for primary and
secondary students has been incredibly well received by the
education community since PIEFAs inception. The challenge,
however, is to ensure that teachers are confident to incorporate
the units of work about food and fibre in their classroom lesson
plans.

PIEFA units of work are developed by teachers for teachers and
are available for free on its Primezone website (www.primezone.
edu.au). As a new standard when launching its educational
resources, PIEFA works with the various state and national teacher
organisations to deliver a range of professional development
programs. These professional development (PD) programs help to
build teacher confidence and general awareness about the food
and fibre resources that are available.

Aligned with Primezone and to enable diverse food and

fibre learning opportunities, Primezone Academy (www.
primezoneacademy.edu.au) was developed as an online eLearning
platform during COVID-19 lockdowns. No matter where they are
located - in a remote town in rural Western Australia or a high-
rise residential block in the Gold Coast - students and teachers
from any location (as long as they have an internet connection!)
can access interactive and engaging online short courses. From
‘Sustainable Sugarcane Production’, ‘Exploring Drones and Al in
Agriculture’, ‘Environmental Change and Forest Management', to
many other units of work, Primezone Academy is an incredibly
useful tool that complements PIEFA' traditional lesson plans.

At present, more than 4 million school students are enrolled

in 9,500+ schools, supported by 300,000+ full-time equivalent
teachers across Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2023).
PIEFA works closely with the Australian Curriculum, Assessment
and Reporting Authority (ACARA) and state curriculum authorities
to support the inclusion of food and fibre learning opportunities
in the respective curricula, and to ensure the primary industries
content is relevant and up to date.

Confusion remains in the teaching community, with a perception
that food and fibre content is only relevant to the agriculture
subject area, whereas this is far from the truth. PIEFA is working
hard to dispel this myth, promoting through various online

and in-person approaches that its resources address various
subjects, including design and technologies, science, geography,
mathematics, and food science, to name a few.

Schools across Australia that have
engaged with PIEFA's food and fibre
educational resources.
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Like the teaching community, our primary industries are facing
serious shortages of skilled staff, and so to complement the
educational resources it develops, PIEFA collaborates with the
Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture to support the Career
Harvest website. Career Harvest showcases the careers and
opportunities that are available in primary industries, as well as
the range of tertiary courses that are available for students to
consider when embarking on their career pathway.

PIEFA has been pleased to work with the Australian Institute of
Agriculture and Technology (AIAST), also known as Ag Institute
Australia (AIA), initially in South Australia but more recently in

New South Wales, to produce state-based careers compendiums
relating to career pathways in agriculture. The support, interest
and encouragement of Ag Institute Australia is greatly appreciated
by PIEFA CEO Luciano Mesiti and PIEFA staff.

Armed with these resources, careers advisors and high school
educators have abundant information about careers in the sector
readily accessible, and they are able to effectively assist and guide
students when options are considered. The truth is, almost any job
that's available in 2024 can be done within the primary industries,
from robotics engineer to social media manager; software
developer to real estate agent. And gone are the days where a job
in food and fibre must be undertaken in rural communities. Many
employees in the sector work in city locations.

To address the challenges our primary industries face, we must
encourage young Australians to learn and gain an appreciation
about where their food and fibre comes from. Through food and
fibre education, PIEFA aims to ensure a prosperous future for
Australia.
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PIEFA's CEO, Luciano Mesiti, and staff from Meat and Livestock Australia’s Australian
Good Meat program demonstrating classroom resources to primary students.
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