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Australia’s grain industry is operating in an 
increasingly complex and interconnected risk 
environment. Climate volatility, geopolitical 
fragmentation, technological dependence, 
biosecurity pressures and changing trade 
dynamics are creating a more uncertain 
operating environment in which disruption is 
becoming more frequent, more interconnected 
and more costly.

Recent years have been marked by a series 
of significant near misses that have exposed 
vulnerabilities across the grain supply chain. The 
near shortage of AdBlue, mounting biosecurity 
threats, increasing pressure on freight networks 
and, during the preparation of this report, 
disruptions to global fuel and fertiliser supply 
chains following conflict in the Middle East, all 
demonstrate a common pattern. These were not 
unforeseeable events. They were visible risks that 
had been building over time, with warning signs 
that were recognised but not always addressed 
through coordinated action.

This report applies the grey rhino framework to 
identify the high-probability, high-impact risks 
that are already emerging across Australia’s 
grain industry. Unlike rare and unpredictable 
shocks, grey rhinos are visible, foreseeable risks 
that provide opportunities for early intervention 
before they develop into major disruptions.

The report identifies nine priority grey rhinos 
affecting the Australian grain industry:

•	 Critical input dependency

•	 Freight and export logistics fragility

•	 	Geopolitical fragmentation and trade 
uncertainty

•	 	Increasing pressure on Australia’s biosecurity 
system

•	 	Regulatory exposure on key crop protection 
products

•	 	Climate volatility and compounding production 
risk

•	 	Digital and Satellite Dependency

•	 	Declining natural capital and long-term 
productivity

•	 Structural workforce and capability gaps.

The report highlights that many of these risks 
are already well recognised, yet responsibility 
for monitoring, assessing and responding to 
them remains fragmented across governments, 
industry organisations and businesses. While 
operational risks are generally well managed 
within individual organisations, comparatively few 
mechanisms exist to collectively identify, monitor 
and prepare for systemic risks that extend across 
the grain value chain.

Strengthening resilience will therefore require 
more than responding effectively to individual 
disruptions. It will require stronger systemic risk 
governance by improving coordination, horizon 
scanning and collective preparedness to ensure 
visible risks are addressed before they become 
major disruptions.

By anticipating emerging risks and strengthening 
coordination across the grain value chain, 
Australia will be better positioned to maintain its 
competitiveness, protect domestic and regional 
food security, and reinforce its reputation as one 
of the world’s most reliable grain exporters.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

G
o

ld
e
n
 h

o
u

r 
- 

K
a
th

le
e
n
 N

ix
o

n
 (

N
S

W
)

GRAINGROWERS | HIGH IMPACT RISKS TO THE GRAIN SECTOR 2



Australia’s grain industry is one of the nation’s 
most significant agricultural industries, 
contributing approximately $27 billion to the 
Australian economy each year. Each year, 
Australian growers produce approximately 60 
million tonnes of high-quality grain, oilseeds and 
pulses that supply domestic food manufacturers 
and livestock industries, while supporting export 
markets throughout Asia, the Middle East and 
other key trading partners.

The grain industry has always operated in a 
challenging environment. Seasonal variability, 
fluctuating commodity prices and changing 
market conditions have long been part of grain 
production. Today, however, the nature of risk 
is changing. Climate volatility, geopolitical 
fragmentation, technological dependence, 
supply chain concentration and evolving market 
expectations are creating a more complex 
operating environment in which disruptions 
can quickly cascade across production, freight, 
processing and international trade.

Recent years have highlighted this shift. The 
near shortage of AdBlue, increasing pressure on 

Australia’s biosecurity system, growing freight 
constraints and, during the preparation of this 
report, disruptions to global fuel and fertiliser 
supply chains following conflict in the Middle 
East all demonstrated that many of the industry’s 
greatest challenges were not unexpected shocks. 
Rather, they were foreseeable vulnerabilities 
that had been developing over many years, with 
warning signs that were recognised but not 
always addressed through coordinated action.

These experiences highlight an important shift in 
the way risk is understood. While governments 
and industry have traditionally focused on 
preparing for unexpected crises, many of the 
most significant threats facing Australia’s grain 
industry are visible, high-probability risks that 
continue to intensify over time. Recognising these 
risks before they become crises is becoming just 
as important as responding effectively when 
disruption occurs.

This report identifies the priority systemic 
risks that are emerging across Australia’s grain 
industry and examines what they mean for the 
sector’s long-term resilience. 

INTRODUCTION

Opportunity awaits - Harry Freeman (NSW)
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The Animal Risk Matrix recognises that not all risks 
are alike. One of the most influential concepts 
in contemporary risk theory is the ‘black swan’, 
popularised by Nassim Nicholas Taleb1 to describe 
rare, unpredictable events that fall outside 
normal expectations and often only become 
understandable in hindsight. Black swans have 
become an important framework for thinking 
about uncertainty and have influenced how 
governments and organisations prepare for low-
probability, high-consequence events.

The framework has since evolved to better 
capture known and emerging risks. For example,  
‘grey elephant ‘ was defined by futurist Graeme 
Codrington2 as a slow-moving, high-probability, 
high-impact force that reshapes the operating 
environment such as demographic change, 
climate volatility, geopolitical fragmentation, 
economic pressure, social unrest, and accelerating 
automation.

However, many of the greatest challenges 
facing Australia’s grain industry do not fit these 
descriptions. Rather than emerging without 
warning, they develop over time, with repeated 
opportunities for intervention before disruption 
occurs.

Recognising this distinction, Michele Wucker 
introduced the concept of the ‘gray rhino’3 to 

describe highly visible, high-probability, high-
impact risks that continue to gather momentum 
despite clear warning signs. Unlike black swans, 
grey rhinos are not characterised by uncertainty, 
but by the failure to act despite growing evidence 
that disruption is becoming increasingly likely.

The grey rhino concept complements, rather 
than replaces, traditional approaches to risk 
management. While governments and industry 
must remain prepared for unexpected shocks, 
many of the greatest opportunities to strengthen 
resilience lie in addressing the visible risks that are 
already emerging. For Australia’s grain industry, 
recent events suggest that these foreseeable risks 
are becoming increasingly important.

The near shortage of AdBlue, mounting biosecurity 
pressures, freight network constraints, growing 
dependence on imported fuel and fertiliser, 
increasing regulatory complexity and, most 
recently, disruptions to global fuel and fertiliser 
supply chains following conflict in the Middle East 
all share a common characteristic. They were not 
isolated surprises. They were preceded by years of 
warning signs, yet responsibility for monitoring and 
responding to these risks remained fragmented 
across governments, industry organisations and 
commercial participants.

THE ANIMAL RISK MATRIX

WHAT IS A GREY ELEPHANT?

A slow-moving, high-probability, 
high-impact force that reshapes the 
operating environment.

They are:

•	 Forces which create the conditions 

in which sector-specific Grey Rhinos 

emerge. For example, demographic, 

climate, geopolitical or social change.

•	 Structural, predictable in direction, 

and already influencing the industry’s 

trajectory.

WHAT IS A GREY RHINO?

Known risks that are ignored due to 
complacency or short-term thinking. 

They are:

•	 Visible, high-probability, high-impact 

risks.

•	 In plan sight and not hypothetical

•	 Sector-specific vulnerabilities that 

could paralyse parts of the supply 

chain if left unchecked.
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Methodology

This report applies the grey rhino framework 
to identify the most significant systemic risks 
facing Australia’s grain industry: high-probability, 
high-impact risks that are visible, escalating and 
insufficiently addressed.

A preliminary risk inventory was developed 
through a review of recent industry disruptions, 

near misses, emerging pressures and known 
strategic vulnerabilities across the grain supply 
chain. Risks were also considered in the context of 
broader structural trends shaping the operating 
environment, including climate change, geopolitical 
instability, technological dependence, supply 
chain concentration and evolving market access 
requirements.

PROBABILITY

The visibility of 
warning signals, 
strength of available 
evidence and 
likelihood of the 
risk occurring or 
escalating.

IMPACT

The potential 
consequences for 
production, logistics, 
market access,  
regulation and 
overall supply chain 
resilience.

RESPONSE GAP

The extent to which 
existing governance, 
oversight and 
mitigation measures 
are absent, 
fragmented or 
insufficient.

Risks were then prioritised, with consideration also given to their potential to create cascading impacts 
across the grain value chain and the opportunity for early intervention. Together, these criteria identified 
the priority grey rhinos presented in this report.

Each risk was assessed against three criteria:

Freshly Swathed Canola laying out so neatly as it curves up the hillside - Tamara Ward (WA)
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CASE STUDY: THE ADBLUE AND UREA NEAR MISS

The 2021–22 AdBlue shortage 
demonstrated how quickly a global 
disruption can affect Australia’s grain 
supply chain. Tightening global urea 
markets, rising energy prices and export 
restrictions created significant concerns 
about domestic AdBlue availability, 

threatening freight, harvesting and 
grain logistics. Government intervention 
ultimately stabilised supply, but the 
episode exposed enduring structural 
vulnerabilities including concentrated 
imports, limited buffer stocks and poor 
visibility across critical input supply chains.

GREY RHINO 1: 
CRITICAL INPUT 
DEPENDENCY

THE RISK
Australia’s grain industry depends heavily on imported critical inputs including fuel, fertiliser and 
chemical feedstocks that underpin modern grain production and freight. Many of these inputs 
are sourced through highly concentrated global supply chains with limited domestic production 
capacity or strategic redundancy. As geopolitical instability and supply chain disruption increase, 
this dependence represents one of the most significant systemic vulnerabilities facing the 
industry.

WHY IT MATTERS

Critical inputs underpin every stage of the grain 
value chain, from planting and harvesting through 
to transport and export. Disruptions to fuel, 
fertiliser or chemical supply can rapidly increase 
production costs, reduce operational capacity 
and delay grain movement. Because these inputs 
support multiple sectors simultaneously, shortages 
can quickly create cascading impacts across 
agriculture, freight, mining and manufacturing.

WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

Critical input dependency displays all the 
characteristics of a grey rhino. Australia’s 
reliance on imported fuel and fertiliser has been 
recognised for many years, with repeated warnings 
about supply concentration, limited domestic 
manufacturing capacity and low strategic reserves. 
The probability of future disruption is increasing as 
geopolitical tensions intensify, while the potential 
consequences extend well beyond agriculture. 
Despite these warning signs, responsibility for 
monitoring and managing critical input resilience 
remains fragmented across multiple organisations.
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GREY RHINO 2: 
FREIGHT, PORT AND EXPORT 
LOGISTICS FRAGILITY

THE RISK
Australia’s grain industry relies on an extensive but highly interconnected freight network 
to move grain from farms to domestic processors and export markets. Road, rail and port 
infrastructure are critical to the industry’s competitiveness, yet many parts of the network 
operate with limited redundancy and increasing capacity constraints. As freight demand grows 
and supply chains become more interconnected, disruptions in one part of the network can 
rapidly affect the entire grain value chain.industry.

WHY IT MATTERS

Efficient freight and export logistics underpin 
Australia’s ability to supply both domestic and 
international customers reliably. Delays caused 
by damaged infrastructure, constrained rail 
capacity, port congestion, labour shortages 
or fuel disruptions can increase costs, reduce 
export competitiveness and delay grain reaching 
markets. These impacts are often compounded 
during harvest, when freight demand peaks and 
the industry’s ability to absorb disruption is at its 
lowest.

WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

The vulnerability of Australia’s freight network 
has been recognised for many years. Ageing 
infrastructure, constrained regional road 
networks, limited rail capacity and growing 
freight volumes have all been well documented 
through successive government reviews and 
industry reports. Climate-related disruptions, 
increasing demand and infrastructure investment 
delays are further increasing the likelihood of 
disruption. Despite widespread recognition 
of these challenges, planning and investment 
decisions are often considered in isolation, with 
responsibility fragmented across multiple levels 
of government, infrastructure owners and supply 
chain participants.

Harvest - Jenna Stewart (VIC)
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GREY RHINO 3: 
GEOPOLITICAL 
FRAGMENTATION AND 
TRADE UNCERTAINTY

THE RISK
Australia’s grain industry has benefited for decades from an increasingly open, rules-based 
international trading system. However, the global trade environment is becoming progressively 
more fragmented as geopolitical competition, strategic rivalry and national security 
considerations increasingly shape trade policy. Tariffs, export restrictions, sanctions and industrial 
policy are becoming more common, while governments are placing greater emphasis on supply 
chain security, economic resilience and domestic production.

For an export-oriented industry, this represents a fundamental shift in the operating environment. 
Trade is increasingly being used as an instrument of strategic policy, meaning market access can 
no longer be viewed solely through a commercial lens.

WHY IT MATTERS

Around 70 per cent of Australia’s grain production 
is exported, making access to stable, predictable 
and open international markets fundamental to 
the industry’s long-term competitiveness. As 
trade becomes increasingly politicised, exporters 
face greater uncertainty arising from shifting 
geopolitical relationships, changing government 
policies and increasing intervention in international 
markets.

At the same time, traditional trade barriers are 
being accompanied by a growing range of non-
tariff measures, including sustainability standards, 
traceability requirements, biosecurity measures 
and private certification schemes. Together, these 
developments are increasing the complexity of 
international trade and requiring industry to adapt 
to a more dynamic and less predictable trading 
environment.
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WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

The changing nature of global trade has been 
evident for many years. Growing strategic 
competition between major economies, increasing 
use of trade restrictions and a shift towards 
industrial policy have all signalled a move away 
from the liberal, rules-based trading environment 
that underpinned decades of global economic 
integration.

Australia has already experienced many of these 
challenges firsthand. The imposition of tariffs on 
Australian barley by China in 2020 demonstrated 
how geopolitical tensions can rapidly disrupt 
established export markets despite strong 
commercial relationships. More recently, the 
introduction of broad-based tariffs by the United 
States, alongside increasing use of export controls 

and other trade measures globally, has reinforced 
that governments are increasingly willing to use 
trade policy to pursue broader strategic and 
economic objectives.

While Australia’s diversified export markets 
and network of free trade agreements provide 
important resilience, the broader trajectory is clear. 
International trade is becoming more uncertain, 
more contested and increasingly influenced by 
geopolitical considerations. For Australia’s grain 
industry, this represents a high-probability, high-
impact risk that will require continued market 
diversification, strong trade advocacy and 
sustained government engagement to preserve 
access to international markets.
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CASE STUDY: KHAPRA BEETLE

Khapra beetle is widely recognised as one 
of the world’s most destructive stored 
grain pests and has long been identified 
as one of Australia’s highest-priority exotic 
pest threats. Since at least 2020, repeated 
detections in imported containers, 
ongoing pathway risks and national 
biosecurity alerts have demonstrated 
the persistent threat posed by the pest. 

While Australia’s biosecurity system has 
successfully prevented establishment, 
repeated incursions highlight the 
continuing pressure on border controls and 
surveillance systems. The grain industry 
relies heavily on effective upstream 
prevention but has limited ability to 
directly influence many of the pathways 
through which the pest enters Australia.

GREY RHINO 4: 
INCREASING PRESSURE  
ON AUSTRALIA’S 
BIOSECURITY SYSTEM

THE RISK
Australia’s grain industry depends on one of the world’s strongest biosecurity systems to protect 
agricultural production, maintain market access and preserve Australia’s reputation as a supplier 
of high-quality grain. However, increasing trade volumes, more complex global supply chains, 
changing climatic conditions and the growing movement of goods and people are placing 
sustained pressure on Australia’s biosecurity system, increasing the likelihood of pest and disease 
incursions.

WHY IT MATTERS

Australia’s favourable plant health status is a 
critical competitive advantage for the grain 
industry. The establishment of an exotic pest or 
disease could significantly reduce productivity, 
increase production costs, disrupt domestic grain 
movements and jeopardise access to key export 
markets. As global trade continues to expand and 
international pest pressures increase, maintaining 
Australia’s biosecurity integrity is becoming 
progressively more challenging.

WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

Pressure on Australia’s biosecurity system has been 
building for many years. Successive government 
reports, industry assessments and repeated 
interception events have highlighted the growing 
risk of exotic pest incursions and the increasing 
demands being placed on surveillance, inspection 
and response systems. While Australia’s biosecurity 
framework remains internationally recognised, 
responsibility for prevention, surveillance 
and preparedness is shared across multiple 
governments, agencies and industry participants, 
making coordinated management increasingly 
complex.
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GREY RHINO 5: 
REGULATORY EXPOSURE  
ON KEY CROP 
PROTECTION PRODUCTS

THE RISK
Australia’s grain industry relies on a range of crop protection products to maintain productivity, 
manage weed resistance and support conservation farming systems. However, increasing 
domestic and international regulatory scrutiny of key chemistries is creating growing uncertainty 
around the future availability of some products. As scientific evidence, community expectations 
and environmental policies continue to evolve, regulatory decisions have the potential to 
significantly reshape grain production systems.

WHY IT MATTERS

Crop protection products are fundamental to 
modern grain production, enabling growers to 
effectively manage weeds, pests and diseases 
while maintaining productivity and soil health. 
Changes to the availability or conditions of use 
of key chemistries can increase production costs, 
reduce management options and accelerate 
the development of herbicide resistance. 
They may also require significant changes to 
farming systems, machinery investment and 
agronomic practices. Given Australia’s reliance 
on conservation agriculture, maintaining access 
to effective weed management tools remains 
critical to both productivity and environmental 
sustainability.

WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

Regulatory pressure on several crop protection 
products has been building over many years. 
International reviews, changing environmental 
expectations and evolving regulatory frameworks 
have provided clear signals that some chemistries 
will face increasing scrutiny. While individual 
product reviews are evidence-based and 
appropriate, the cumulative implications for grain 
production systems are often less well understood. 
The risk extends beyond any single chemical, 
reflecting a broader trend towards increasingly 
complex regulatory environments that require 
long-term planning, investment in alternative 
technologies and close collaboration between 
regulators, researchers and industry.

Brightened up by the barley brew - Lynette LaBlack (NSW)
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GREY RHINO 6: 
CLIMATE VOLATILITY 
AND COMPOUNDING 
PRODUCTION RISK

THE RISK
Climate variability has always shaped Australian grain production. However, changing rainfall 
patterns, increasing temperatures and more frequent extreme weather events are increasing 
production risk across Australia’s grain-growing regions. While individual seasons have always 
varied, climate volatility is increasing the frequency of poor production years and creating greater 
uncertainty around both yield and grain quality.

WHY IT MATTERS

Australia’s grain industry has built its international 
reputation on supplying high-quality grain reliably 
to domestic and export markets. Increasing 
climate volatility threatens that reliability by 
affecting crop establishment, growing conditions, 
harvest outcomes and production volumes. More 
frequent droughts, heat stress, frost, flooding and 
unseasonal rainfall can reduce yields, affect grain 
quality and increase production costs.

The impacts extend beyond individual farms. 
Variable production influences grain receivals, 
freight demand, storage utilisation, export 
programs and domestic supply, creating flow-
on effects throughout the grain value chain. As 
production becomes more variable, maintaining 
Australia’s reputation as a reliable supplier will 
increasingly depend on the industry’s ability to 
adapt to changing climatic conditions.

WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

Climate change is one of the most extensively 
researched risks facing Australian agriculture, 
with decades of scientific evidence pointing to 
increasing climate variability and more frequent 
extreme weather events. For the grain industry, 
the challenge is no longer recognising the risk, but 
adapting production systems to remain productive 
and competitive under increasingly variable 
conditions.

Unlike many other risks, climate volatility also acts 
as a risk multiplier. Poor seasonal conditions can 
amplify existing pressures on freight networks, 
water resources, biosecurity, natural capital and 
farm profitability. As these interactions become 
more pronounced, climate volatility will continue 
to shape both the productivity and resilience of 
Australia’s grain industry.
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CASE STUDY: GPS AUGMENTATION SHUTDOWN

In 2020, formal notice was provided that 
a differential GPS augmentation service 
supporting high-precision positioning 
would be discontinued. Although 
alternative services were available, 
the transition highlighted uneven 
preparedness across the agricultural 
sector and limited understanding of the 

digital systems underpinning modern 
farming operations. Responsibility for 
managing the transition was fragmented 
across growers, advisers, equipment 
manufacturers and service providers, 
with communication focused largely on 
technical change rather than broader 
operational resilience.

GREY RHINO 7: 
DIGITAL AND SATELLITE 
DEPENDENCY

THE RISK
Australia’s grain industry is becoming increasingly dependent on digital technologies to support 
production, logistics and supply chain management. Precision agriculture, satellite positioning, 
telecommunications and digital data systems have delivered significant improvements in 
productivity, efficiency and sustainability. However, this growing reliance has also created new 
systemic vulnerabilities, particularly where critical technologies operate with limited redundancy 
or are supported by infrastructure outside the direct control of the agricultural sector.

WHY IT MATTERS

Digital systems now underpin many routine 
grain production and freight activities, including 
guidance and steering systems, variable rate 
application, machinery automation, logistics 
coordination and traceability. Disruptions to 
satellite positioning, telecommunications or 
digital infrastructure have the potential to reduce 
operational efficiency, delay grain movements and 
affect decision-making across the supply chain. 
As digital technologies become more deeply 
embedded in grain production, the consequences 
of system failures are likely to become more 
widespread.

WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

Australia’s increasing dependence on digital 
infrastructure has developed progressively over 
many years. The benefits of digital agriculture 
have been widely recognised, but less attention 
has been given to the resilience of the systems 
that support it. Reliance on global navigation 
satellite systems, augmentation services and 
telecommunications networks has steadily 
increased, while responsibility for managing 
digital resilience remains dispersed across 
technology providers, equipment manufacturers, 
telecommunications companies and government 
agencies. As automation continues to expand 
across agriculture, the probability and potential 
consequences of digital disruption will continue to 
grow.
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GREY RHINO 8: 
DECLINING NATURAL 
CAPITAL AND LONG-TERM 
PRODUCTIVITY

THE RISK
Australia’s grain industry depends on healthy soils, reliable water resources and resilient 
agricultural landscapes to sustain long-term productivity. While significant progress has been 
made in improving soil management and conservation farming, ongoing pressures such as soil 
degradation, erosion, declining soil organic carbon, salinity and biodiversity loss continue to 
affect the productive capacity of many farming systems.

These changes often occur gradually, making them difficult to detect in the short term but 
increasingly significant over time.

WHY IT MATTERS

Natural capital underpins the long-term 
productivity and resilience of Australia’s grain 
industry. Healthy soils improve water infiltration, 
nutrient cycling and crop performance, while 
resilient landscapes help reduce the impacts of 
drought, erosion and extreme weather.

Where natural capital declines, production 
systems become less resilient, increasing 
input requirements, reducing productivity and 
limiting the industry’s capacity to respond to 
climatic variability. As growers face increasing 
production pressures, maintaining the health of 
the natural resource base will become increasingly 
important to sustaining profitability and long-term 
competitiveness.

WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

The importance of natural capital has been 
recognised for decades, yet many of the pressures 
affecting Australia’s agricultural landscapes 
develop slowly and accumulate over time. Unlike 
sudden production shocks, degradation often 
occurs incrementally, making it difficult to prioritise 
despite its long-term consequences.

For Australia’s grain industry, declining natural 
capital is a foreseeable risk that interacts closely 
with climate volatility, changing production 
systems and increasing expectations around 
environmental stewardship. Continued investment 
in sustainable farming practices, research and 
innovation will be critical to maintaining productive 
grain-growing landscapes and supporting the 
long-term resilience of the industry.
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GREY RHINO 9: 
STRUCTURAL WORKFORCE 
AND CAPABILITY GAPS

THE RISK
Australia’s grain industry is becoming increasingly knowledge and technology intensive. 
Advances in precision agriculture, automation, digital systems and data analytics are 
transforming grain production and supply chains, while increasing the demand for specialised 
skills across the sector. At the same time, an ageing workforce, regional labour shortages and 
increasing competition for skilled workers are creating growing capability gaps that threaten the 
industry’s long-term productivity.

WHY IT MATTERS

People are fundamental to the resilience and 
competitiveness of Australia’s grain industry. 
A workforce with the skills to adopt new 
technologies, manage increasingly complex 
production systems and respond to changing 
market requirements will be critical to maintaining 
Australia’s productivity and international 
competitiveness.

Persistent workforce shortages can reduce 
operational efficiency, slow technology adoption 
and limit the industry’s capacity to respond to 
emerging challenges. As production systems 
continue to evolve, attracting, retaining and 
developing a skilled workforce will become 
increasingly important to sustaining growth and 
innovation across the grain value chain.

WHY IT’S A GREY RHINO

Workforce capability has been recognised as a 
growing challenge across Australian agriculture 
for many years. Demographic change, an ageing 
workforce and increasing demand for technical 
and digital expertise have all highlighted the need 
for greater investment in skills development and 
workforce attraction.

Unlike sudden labour shortages, capability gaps 
develop gradually as technology advances and 
workforce demographics shift. If left unaddressed, 
these gaps have the potential to constrain 
productivity, reduce innovation and limit the 
industry’s ability to adapt to the increasingly 
complex operating environment described 
throughout this report. Addressing this challenge 
will require continued investment in education, 
training, extension services and initiatives that 
attract the next generation of skilled professionals 
into Australia’s grain industry.
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The grey rhinos identified throughout this 
report are diverse in their causes and impacts, 
but they share a common characteristic: they 
extend beyond the responsibility of any single 
organisation.

Many of these risks are already well understood. 
Governments oversee biosecurity and trade policy, 
industry organisations advocate on behalf of 
growers, researchers identify emerging trends and 
commercial operators manage risks within their 
own businesses. These arrangements are essential. 
However, there are comparatively few mechanisms 
to collectively monitor how emerging risks interact 
across the grain value chain or to coordinate 

action before vulnerabilities escalate into major 
disruptions.

As the operating environment becomes 
increasingly interconnected, strengthening 
resilience will require greater emphasis on systemic 
risk governance: the collective identification, 
assessment and management of risks that span 
organisations, jurisdictions and supply chains. 
Rather than creating new institutions or additional 
layers of regulation, the priority should be to 
strengthen coordination, improve visibility of 
emerging risks and support earlier, more informed 
decision-making.

STRENGTHENING SYSTEMIC 
RISK GOVERNANCE
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1. Improve horizon scanning

Establish processes to identify emerging risks and weak signals before they become major 

disruptions, drawing on expertise from industry, government and research organisations.

Principles for Systemic Risk Governance

Australia’s grain industry depends heavily on imported critical inputs including fuel, fertiliser and chemical 
feedstocks that underpin modern grain production and freight. Many of these inputs are sourced 
through highly concentrated global supply chains with limited domestic production capacity or strategic 
redundancy. As geopolitical instability and supply chain disruption increase, this dependence represents 
one of the most significant systemic vulnerabilities facing the industry.

2. Strengthen coordination

Improve collaboration between governments, industry organisations, researchers and supply 

chain participants to ensure systemic risks are considered collectively rather than in isolation.

3. Enhance shared situational awareness

Develop mechanisms to improve visibility of emerging risks across the grain value chain, 

recognising that many vulnerabilities occur at the intersection of production, freight, trade, 

energy and biosecurity systems.

4. Prioritise prevention and preparedness

Shift from a predominantly reactive approach towards earlier intervention, recognising that 

visible risks are often less costly to manage before disruption occurs.

5. Regularly review emerging grey rhinos

The risk environment will continue to evolve. Periodic reassessment of emerging grey rhinos will 

help ensure industry and government remain focused on the risks most likely to affect the long-

term resilience and competitiveness of Australia’s grain industry.

Taken together, these principles provide a practical framework for strengthening systemic risk 
governance. By improving collective oversight and fostering greater coordination across the grain 
value chain, industry and government will be better positioned to anticipate emerging challenges and 
strengthen the long-term resilience of Australia’s grain industry.
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Australia’s grain industry has long demonstrated 
its ability to adapt to changing conditions. From 
climatic variability and evolving markets to 
technological innovation and shifting consumer 
expectations, resilience has been one of the 
sector’s defining strengths.

The operating environment is now changing 
more rapidly than ever before. Climate volatility, 
geopolitical fragmentation, technological 
dependence, biosecurity pressures and changing 
trade dynamics are creating an increasingly 
complex environment in which risks are more 
interconnected and the consequences of 
disruption are becoming more significant.

This report has identified the priority risks most 
likely to shape the future resilience of Australia’s 
grain industry. While each presents a distinct 
challenge, they share a common characteristic: 
they are visible, foreseeable and extend beyond 
the responsibility of any single organisation. 
Strengthening the resilience of Australia’s grain 
industry will therefore require not only effective 
risk management within individual organisations, 

but greater coordination across the grain 
value chain to identify emerging risks, improve 
preparedness and support earlier action.

Australia’s grain industry is a cornerstone of 
the national economy and a vital contributor to 
food security both at home and across the Indo-
Pacific. Maintaining that role will require continued 
investment in the resilience of the systems that 
support production, freight, trade and market 
access, ensuring Australia remains one of the 
world’s most productive, competitive and trusted 
grain exporters.

This report provides a foundation for ongoing 
work to strengthen the Australian grain 
industry’s understanding of emerging systemic 
risks. GrainGrowers will continue to work 
collaboratively with growers, industry, researchers 
and government to improve horizon scanning, 
encourage greater coordination and support 
practical approaches to building the long-term 
resilience of Australia’s grain industry.

CONCLUSION

ENDNOTES
Note: While the original concept of a ‘gray rhino’ uses the American English spelling gray, this report adopts Australian English 
spelling conventions and therefore uses grey throughout.
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Stay in touch with 
GrainGrowers
Please visit us online or email if 
you would like to hear more!

1800 620 519  

enquiry@graingrowers.com.au  

www.graingrowers.com.au

@GrainGrowersLtd 

GrainGrowers  

@GrainGrowers  

@GrainGrowers
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