SYSTEMS THINKING,
RURAL DEVELOPMENT
AND FOOD SECURITY:

Key Leverage Points for

Australia’s Regional Development

and Population Policy

Australia’s urban, rural and regional livelihood

development. Australia’s urban settlement
of 84 percent of its 22.5 million population in one
percent of the continent’s landmass has resulted
in increasing poverty and livelihood stress for
approximately one million Australian citizens and
permanent residents currently suffering a fate
similar to the more than one billion people of ‘the
third world’.

This paper proposes a framework to improve

Transient national governments continue to struggle
with the complexity of Australia’s regional development,
migration and population policy through separate
portfolios seemingly divorced, not only from each other,
but also from the complex reality of Australia’s place
within the Asia-Pacific region.

Systems thinking methodology bridges the divide
between urban and rural development and can play
an important role in Australia’s scientific and social
contribution for rural development and poverty
alleviation both within Australia and in the Asia-Pacific
region.

Background and introduction

When Prime Minister Julia Gillard deposed former
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, she did so announcing ‘the
government has lost its way’.! The current opposition
leader, Tony Abbott, quotes this government revelation
whenever he perceives lack of direction in government
policy.
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This paper outlines an alternative ‘nation building’
process that produces a systems map supported by
an integrative National Planning Framework (NPF). This
framework aims to help national leaders and decision
makers to see the causal interrelationships between
their networks of interconnected socioeconomic,
environmental, business and livelihood development
responsibilities.

The study uses systems thinking to understand the
global forces that shape Australia’s decision making
behaviours and identifies key variables that affect
Australia’s natural resources and socioeconomic
development systems.? From these understandings,
leverage points are identified as key points in the
systems with which decision makers can take effective
actions and systemic interventions to remove systems
blockages and allow the energy of economic and
livelihood development to flow freely through the
economic veins of both Australia and Asia-Pacific
trading partners.

Daily media reports focus on current events and are
sometimes shallow in reporting linkages to underlying
problems. Some of these recent events include:
stopping boat people; population and migration;
migrant settlement; overpopulation in urban areas;
education of overseas students; exploitation of
overseas workers; skills shortages; trade off water
between agriculture, family livelihood and environmentall
preservation within the Murray-Darling basin; lack of
rural infrastructure; drought and water shortages; carbon
trading establishment; strengthening of the Australian



Journal Articles

a family member to temporarily migrate in order to
accumulate earnings to help smooth family income. *
The repatriated earnings are often used as a family
income buffer or insurance and not beneficially applied
to project development as intended. " This suggests
there is a real need to support skilled migrants working
abroad to learn how to acquire and apply agricultural
improvement technology, agribusiness and project
management skills to home-country projects that
improve return on hard won earnings from work
abroad.

While developing countries have an urgent need

to develop rural agriculture and support industries,
Australia also has a need to develop rural Australia.
Australia is well positioned to trade agricultural and
rural industry skills development expertise in return for
agricultural students, technicians and occupational
trainees from developing countries to work within the

dollar; rising interest rates; perceived robustness of the
@ Australian economy with one million Australians living

in poverty and another 100,000 homeless; and calls to
increase the mental health budget from $5 to $15 billion.

A closer look at these reported events reveals

patterns of interconnected symptoms resulting from
‘vesterday’s decisions’ that can be traced back to
inadequate integrated national planning. Australia is
losing opportunity to capitalise on its immense national
resource endowment (people, land, water, minerals,
energy and environment).

Today’s key global challenge is to develop a sustainable
food system. The world population reached 6.6 billion
people in 2002 and was then expected to grow to 7.5
billion people by 2020. T The predicted growth is still

on track with global population now standing at 6.9
billion predicted to increase to 9.2 billion by 2050. Most
of this predicted growth takes place in urban areas of
developing countries where 1.2 billion people now live
below the poverty line.?

To this end, Australia has promised, along with member
states of the United Nations, to work towards achieving
concrete goals to eliminate extreme poverty and
providing global food security by 2015. The United
Nations is concerned that the promises made in 2000 will
no longer be honoured unless drastic steps are taken to
get the Millennium Declaration program back on track.’

Many families in developing countries, particularly in
Asia, implement strategy by selecting and supporting
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