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The Greater Whitsunday Alliance (GW3) engaged ACIL Allen Consulting (ACIL Allen) to identify and 
detail data for supply chains in agriculture, fisheries, aquaculture, horticulture and associated waste 
streams. This research aims to inform future decision making and investment in the Mackay Isaac 
Whitsunday region with respect to development and export opportunities for agriculture. Supply chain 
capacity and constraints are provided for the regionôs major commodities by value and volume. 

- Sugar cane 

- Beef cattle 

- Horticulture (fruit and vegetables)1 

- Fish and seafood (wild catch and aquaculture) 

- Broadacre crops2 

Beef cattle and sugar cane are the largest commodities by both value and volume. They account for 
72 per cent of the regionôs agricultural production. Each commodity moves differently through the 
system, which creates a degree of complexity in coordinating supply chains in the region. 

The regionôs key strengths are its: 

¶ Solid and diverse base, resulting from a relatively stable climate and good natural resources, 
making the region capable of producing a variety of different products. This is strengthened 
by existing and underutilised assets, improving road infrastructure, existence of rail and port 
access. 

¶ Capacity for growth both within existing commodities as well as for potential in new and 
related areas. 

¶ Location, between the far North and Southern Queensland making it a key node in the 
broader supply chain. Many products travel through the region en route to market, making 
the opportunity to collaborate across neighbouring regions a possibility that can lead to 
increased scale and scope. 

It is these strengths that provide most opportunity for the region. 

Collaboration is the key to developing continuity of supply and scale, the two pillars for export 
opportunity. This collaboration can be within sectors as well as across sectors, and within the region 
as well as across regions. 

The region is well placed to focus on growing its existing and mature markets (beef cattle and sugar) 
while developing market access in new areas by considering new products and markets (e.g. better 
use of waste streams) as well as growing high-value opportunities such as horticultural products, fish 
and seafood. 

 
1 Horticulture often includes nuts, flowers and nursery products. In this study we focus solely on fruits and vegetables. 
2 Broadacre crops include wheat, sorghum, oats, barley, maize, rice, cotton lint, triticale, pulses and oilseeds. 
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1  S T R A T E GY  
R E P O R T 

 
 strategy report 

  

Background and summary 

Eight per cent of Queenslandôs agriculture is produced in the Mackay Isaac Whitsunday region, with 
agriculture, forestry and fishing the 6th largest industry in that region. Other major industries include 
mining and services such as tourism (accommodation and food services), retail, health care and social 
assistance and education and training.3 

The region produces a diverse range of agricultural commodities. Gross value of production (GVP), 
however, is dominated by cattle, sugar cane, and tomatoes, which account for 78 per cent of the value 
of regionôs total agricultural production. Other key commodities by value and volume include other 
horticulture (fruit and vegetables), broadacre cropping, and fish and seafood (wild catch and 
aquaculture).  

Transport infrastructure is critical to agricultural production and distribution. Ports, airports, roads and 
rail provide the network for the dispersion of inputs and consolidation of outputs to market. High 
average rainfall and flooding increases road maintenance and safety issues for both road and rail.  

The Regional Transport Plan: Mackay Isaac Whitsunday Region (2018) will shape the regionôs 
transport system over the next 15 years. Many road projects are currently being undertaken, or have 
funding to be undertaken, within the next few years. This will add significant benefits to the 
agribusiness supply chain. 

Agricultural freight is predominantly moved via road, and regardless of improvements several last mile 
access issues remain. There is considerable room for rail infrastructure upgrades.  

Mackay Port and Mackay airport have plenty of capacity with indications that the Port currently has 
just a 25 per cent berth utilisation.4 Mackay airport reports approximately 100 tonnes of underbelly 
freight storage per day.5 

Agricultural and seasonal labour is an issue across Australia and Mackay Isaac Whitsunday is no 
different. There is potential to harness the regionôs attractiveness and proximity to the coast.  

Mining, as the other major employer in the region, creates constraints on labour supply and is 
generally likely to be higher paid than agricultural work. Mining, however, tends to be rather boom and 
bust whereas agricultural is seasonal but potentially more stable in the longer term. Capital is also 
considered a general constraint across the sector, more so in areas where climatic risks are high ï
cyclones and flooding can make investment in large capital projects risky.  

 

 
3 ABS Census Data 2016. 
4 Personal communication with Paul Coomer, North Queensland Bulk Ports. 
5 Personal communication with Garry Porter, Mackay Airport. 
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Possibilities around processing and value adding, as well as continued export growth, will more likely 
unfold with: 

¶ improved access to labour and capital 

¶ better transport. 

An alternative to value adding could be to work towards developing a regional narrative to promote the 
produce of the region to domestic and international consumers.  

Export opportunities should capitalise on demand drivers and be based on proximity to market. It is 
important in trade growth to acknowledge and continue the regionôs strengths and current offerings 
and build on these as well as look to develop new opportunities in a related space. 

Further details on the region, its physical assets and natural and human capital are provided in 
Attachment A, and details on a commodity by commodity basis, including supply chains and 
commodity specific analyses are provided in Attachment B. 

Study purpose 

The primary aim of this study is to identify and detail data for supply chains in agriculture, aquaculture, 
horticulture and associated waste streams. The study also aims to provide a robust base for future 
decision making and investment in the Mackay Isaac Whitsunday region with respect to development 
and export opportunities.  

This report: 

¶ examines the opportunities for each supply chain for the major regional commodities by 
value and volume 

¶ identifies the regionôs agricultural production capacity and capability 

¶ is anticipated to support a future Phase 2 project to examine markets and opportunities for 
regional growth and development. 

The project has collected data through official sources and stakeholder consultation to a level where 
the data can be used for testing ideas and looking for opportunities. It acknowledges that further data 
collection, possibly through audit or detailed case studies, would need to be gathered to scope a 
detailed investigation or to develop business cases for agricultural growth and development in the 
region. 

Scope 

The Greater Whitsunday Alliance (GW3) engaged ACIL Allen Consulting (ACIL Allen) to: 

¶ map the current capacity and export supply chains of the Mackay Isaac Whitsunday 
agriculture sector to develop a plan to optimise the regionôs capacity to supply to international 
markets 

¶ complete a Mackay Isaac Whitsunday agribusiness configuration and capacity assessment 
including a full literature review, desktop analysis of available data sources and validation of 
the data through producer and stakeholder interviews and engagement 

¶ complete a detailed analysis that identifies opportunities to enhance export opportunities and 
efficiencies across Mackay Isaac Whitsunday agricultural export supply chain. 
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Commodities / products 

The major commodities by value and volume in the Mackay Isaac Whitsunday based on official 
statistics for 2017-18 (refer Table 1.1 and Figure 1.1) are: 

- Sugar cane 

- Beef cattle 

- Horticulture (fruit and vegetables)6 

- Fish and seafood (wild catch and aquaculture) 

- Broadacre crops7 

TABLE 1.1 OFFICIAL VOLUMES AND VALUES OF MAJOR COMMODITIES IN THE MACKAY ISAAC 
WHITSUNDAY REGION (2017-18) 

Major 

commodities 

Volume Value (GVP) % of total agriculture 

value 

Beef cattle 1.04 million head of meat 

cattle 

$474 million 34 - 42% 

Sugar cane 8.79 million tonnes $344 million 25 - 30% 

Horticulture (fruit and 

vegetables)* 

53.03 thousand tonnes $176 - $424million 16 - 31% 

Grains 235.17 thousand tonnes $121 million 9 - 11% 

Aquaculture** 1.45 thousand tonnes $21.2 million - 

Total   $1,136.2 ï 1,384.2million  

Note: * Horticulture production is commonly under reported ï there may be variability between actual production and value and the official statistics.  

**Wild catch values not available. 

SOURCE: ACIL ALLEN CONSULTING FROM AUSTRALIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS VALUE OF AGRICULTURE COMMODITIES PRODUCED AND 
AGRICULTURAL COMMODITIES, 2017-18 AND ROSS LOBEGEIGER REPORT TO FARMERS, 2017ð18, QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE AND 
FISHERIES BASED ON DATA FROM BRISBANE MARKET INFORMATION SERVICES 

Following from stakeholder consultation, and accounting for underestimates in horticulture, ACIL Allen 
estimates that the value across the sectors is closer to $1,700 million, approximately 25-50 per cent 
larger than the official value.8 

 

 
6 Horticulture often includes nuts, flowers and nursery products. In this study we focus solely on fruits and vegetables. 
7 Broadacre crops include wheat, sorghum, oats, barley, maize, rice, cotton lint, triticale, pulses and oilseeds. 
8 This number has been extrapolated from anecdotal evidence and is not verifiable. This number should be used with caution and to reflect 
that value is generally underestimated. Future research should be conducted possibly through a regional audit for validation purposes. 
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FIGURE 1.1 OFFICIAL VOLUMES AND VALUES OF MAJOR COMMODITIES IN THE MACKAY ISAAC WHITSUNDAY REGION (2017-18) 
 

 

Note: * Includes fruit and vegetables only (based on a combination of DAF data and ABS data) 

**Official statistics are not available for wild catch fish and seafood 

***Broadacre crops include wheat, sorghum, oats, barley, maize, rice, cotton lint, triticale, pulses and oilseeds  

^ Value as reported may not add up due to different sources. The total regional GVP is reported as per ABS statistics. ABS statistics underestimate horticultural production. If DAF data was used this would increase the regional GVP to approx. $1,500 million. 

SOURCE: ACIL ALLEN CONSULTING FROM AUSTRALIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS VALUE OF AGRICULTURE COMMODITIES PRODUCED AND AGRICULTURAL COMMODITIES, 2017-18, DAF AND ROSS LOBEGEIGER REPORT TO FARMERS, 2017--18 
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Analysis 

Following from data collection and stakeholder consultation, we conducted a SWOT assessment of 
agribusiness in Mackay Isaac Whitsunday (refer Figure 1.2) to highlight the capacity and constraints 
in the system. Each of the identified strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats are discussed 
below. 

 
 

FIGURE 1.2 SWOT ANALYSIS FOR THE MACKAY ISAAC WHITSUNDAY REGION 
 

 

SOURCE: ACIL ALLEN CONSULTING, 2019 

 

Strengths 

A solid and diverse base  

The Mackay Isaac Whitsunday region has a productive land base suitable for increased agricultural 
production. The region has a relatively stable climate, reasonable access to water, productive soils, 
solid road networks recently upgraded (or committed to upgrade). It also has other logistics 
infrastructure, such as rail, airports and seaport, and a supportive services economy.  

It produces multiple agricultural and fisheries products, diversifying its production base and making it 
more resilient to natural and other disasters.  

Although all three local government areas (LGA) produce a variety of products, each LGA has a 
dominant product due to its geographical position. 

In Mackay itôs sugar cane and, to a lesser extent, beef with some cropping and aquaculture. The 
climate and soils are ideal for sugar cane production and there is a long history of production, milling 
and export from the region. In Isaac, beef production and broadacre cropping dominate, although the 
coastal areas also see cane and aquaculture. In Whitsunday, horticulture (fruit and vegetables) is the 
dominant output, with some cane and significant expansion in aquaculture. 

Seasonality is an important consideration for supply chain logistics and development opportunities. 
From April to July, across the five main commodities examined, with the exception of beef which is 
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year-round, there is a minimum of two products being produced at any one time. High levels of activity 
occur during spring and summer Refer Figure 1.3. 

 

FIGURE 1.3 SEASONAL ANALYSIS OF MAJOR COMMODITIES BY OUTPUT/MOVEMENT 
 

 

  

Note: Fisheries and Aquaculture high output during the wet season but can freeze all year around. 

SOURCE: ACIL ALLEN CONSULTING, 2019 

 

The diversity of production in the area is as much a barrier as an opportunity. Much of the production, 
apart from sugar and beef, is not at scale. This is particularly true for horticulture and seafood. The 
industries are fragmented, and in horticulture there is an over supply, which means a decline in 
domestic prices and can lead to an increase in waste. 

Capacity for growth 

There are two key themes here: 

i) Increasing supply 
ii) Developing new or alternative products (discussed in Opportunities) 

We conducted a theoretical value analysis, assuming value is a function of land size and based on 
current land use to provide an indication of the potential value for agriculture and aquaculture in the 
region. This analysis suggests that there is about an extra $230 million (or 20 per cent) in value across 
the major commodities in the region holding all else constant.9 Each of the key commodities is 
discussed in terms of capacity below. Detailed analysis on each commodity can be found in 
Attachment B. 

Beef cattle 

Beef cattle production potential exists in the order of 20 per cent. Many cattle move through the 
region, which is close to major abattoirs in Mackay and the Rockhampton and Gladstone areas; and a 
route to export, typically via Townsville or Port Alma for live exports, and Rockhampton and Brisbane 
for boxed beef exports. This leads to a potential to investigate feedlotting, better located to the west of 
the region over the range, which would reduce run off and environmental concerns with respect to the 
Great Barrier Reef. 

The majority of abattoirs in Queensland are not operating at full capacity. One of the reasons for this is 
security of labour supply, transient labour and social issues. On average there are over 4,000 
vacancies in both skilled and unskilled labour each day in abattoirs across Australia. 10 

Sugar cane 

There is at least 15 per cent fallow cane land at any time and some farms, particularly on the coast, 
are very small (<30ha), which can restrict production alternatives and expansion. The potential to 
grow legumes and other nitrogen-fixing crops on fallow land in rotation with cane exists. Most legume 
cropping, however, is used for green manure rather than as a cash crop. 

 
9 This assumes (from stakeholder discussion) an increase in land use of 25%, an increase in 12% for sugar, 20% for cattle and the addition 
of Tassalôs prawn farm. 
10 Personal communication with Australian Meat Processor Corporation. 
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Cane farming is dominated by older farmers and smaller blocks of land. There is generally poor 
succession planning and, as a result of rising land prices, little incentives for new entrants. Potential 
exists to increase sugar cane production capacity by using existing water allocations and through 
consolidation of land.  

Finding the ómagicô byproduct from cane is critical for the survival of the industry over the long term. 
There have been attempts to make use of cane waste with the only economically successful use to 
date being the production of power (co-gen) through bagasse.  

Sugar mills in the region have approximately 1 million tonnes of spare input capacity. The co-
generation plant at Racecourse Mill is fueled with both coal and bagasse as there is spare capacity. 
The ethanol distillery at Sarina is producing approximately 20 per cent of capacity. Food grade ethanol 
produced at Sarina is exported from Mackay Port. 

Ethanol for fuel has future potential, but there is little or no domestic demand for ethanol and, until 
international demand increases beyond what Brazil can currently supply, there is no comparative 
advantage in exporting ethanol. 

Horticulture 

Horticulture expansion in Bowen region is possible if water could be secured (e.g. a dam at Urannah 
or access to other water schemes). Without export markets, or at the very least new alternatives 
grown, then a supply side expansion would likely glut the domestic market. Export markets could 
encourage a demand side pull if more market access protocols were negotiated.  

There is the possibility to produce crops not currently grown in the region (e.g. citrus). There is also 
the possibility of alternative uses for horticultural waste ï noting that many in the region do not see 
waste as a problem as they already make the best economic use of any byproducts in the system.  

Within horticulture there is clearly a need for collaboration either within the region or between other 
horticultural regions (north for tropical fruit and south for vegetables) to get products to scale and to 
secure year-round supply. 

Broadacre cropping 

There is potential to increase the supply of crops, particularly if there is coordination across fallow 
cane land on the coast with production over the ranges. Through coordination, there may be potential 
to get to scale in the production of chickpeas and other legumes that work well in both production 
systems. Exploring new cropping alternatives should focus on products in demand from international 
markets and those that grow well in the region. Sorghum, for example, grows well in the region, and if 
the market for fuel ethanol were to open then this could be a possibility.  

The advent of Queensland Department of Agricultureôs soil quality tool (due to be released by the end 
of 2019) at a lot level will enable farmers to determine the best crops to plant given their soil type.  

One issue that was frequently raised by stakeholders across the region, especially those involved in 
broad acre cropping, was the ability to export by the container as opposed to bulk exports. Exporting 
via container means that smaller quantities of a product can be produced and sold. Mackay Port has 
bulk export facilities but is not containerised. Brisbane, Gladstone, Rockhampton, Townsville and 
Cairns offer containerisation. At this stage most container trade goes south to Brisbane, but transport 
costs to Brisbane from Mackay Isaac Whitsunday are high.  

There are two main reasons that containers go to Brisbane despite the cost of transport:  

i) The cost of port charges at the more northern ports are considered prohibitive. 
ii) Often there are not enough ships berthing further north with any regularity or frequency, 

eroding one of the main benefits of containerised trade - niche product delivered commonly to 
a tight time schedule.  

There may be increased opportunity for containerisation when the CQ inland port at Yamala is 
operational in 2020. 
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Fish and seafood - aquaculture and wild catch 

The aquaculture industry is set for major increase in productivity following the purchase by national 
aquaculture company Tassal of two sites in the Whitsunday and Mackay LGA.  

There is sentiment that itôs best to grow existing markets from products such as prawns and 
barramundi that do well in the region, rather than try new aquaculture products. The recent Northern 
Australia Aquaculture Industry Situational Analysis identifies key challenges and opportunities facing 
the north Australian aquaculture sector. 11  The report states: ñWhilst northern Australia has many 
natural advantages, commercial capacity needs to be developed and built, which in turn provides a 
competitive advantage for a successful industry.ò  This statement accurately reflects the current 
aquaculture position for Mackay, Isaac, Whitsunday, although with the recent investment by Tassal 
the landscape for prawn aquaculture is going to evolve quickly.   

Wild-catch fishing in Queensland is highly fragmented and is grappling with social license issues 
regarding over-fishing. Potential for the industry exists, however, through better communication within 
industry and continued good management. 

Location, location, location 

Mackay Isaac Whitsunday is strategically located on a north/south axis with lateral relationships to the 
west, connected by recently upgraded, or to be upgraded, roads. Currently, due to its high efficiency 
and frequency of ships, most of the product from the region travels south to Brisbane for redistribution 
domestically or export by sea or airfreight. Increased efficiencies could be achieved through: 

¶ improvement in railways, particularly narrow gauge 

¶ coordination and collaboration across regions, such as Townsville, Central Queensland and 
the Far North. 

Consideration needs to be given to the natural beauty of the region and the fact that it attracts large 
numbers of domestic and international tourists. This provides potential for the creation of a regional 
food culture, a regional brand and cross-industry diversification in conjunction with tourism industry. 
This may be especially beneficial for niche agricultural product producers such as lychees, finger 
limes, mud crabs etc. 

Weaknesses 

Markets are challenging 

Like the rest of northern Queensland, the Mackay Isaac Whitsunday region has diversity and 
comparative advantage, specifically in sugar cane and cattle production. These are also the only two 
commodities that are typically exported.  

Broadacre crops, horticulture and aquaculture currently suffer from scale issues. All three, however, 
can capitalise on a large and growing overseas market. The comparative advantage that exists for 
horticulture includes the counter seasonal production of vegetables relative to the rest of Australia. 
Broadacre cropping, although an important component of agriculture in the region, does not have a 
specific comparative advantage relative to other regions further south. Aquacultureôs comparative 
advantage is not yet realised but is likely to be seen in prawns and barramundi. 

However, there are several important barriers that need to be overcome. 

¶ Phytosanitary barriers 

¶ Providing incentives and building capability  

¶ Continuity of supply at scale 

  

 
11 Cobcroft, J., Bell, R., Fitzgerald, J., Dietrich, A. and Jerry, D. (Forthcoming), 2020. Northern Australia aquaculture industry situational 
analysis: Stage 1 Report. JCU, Townsville. https://crcna.com.au/sites/default/files/2020-01/CRCNA_AISA%20Stage_1_20200107.pdf 

https://crcna.com.au/sites/default/files/2020-01/CRCNA_AISA%20Stage_1_20200107.pdf





















































































































































































