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You may have heard some detail about a TAFCO based project called SMARTchoice. It 
is a Commonwealth funded National Landcare Program project developed in response to 
the closure of the local tobacco industry. TAFCO, through SMARTchoice, has taken on 
a leadership role to assist local farmers assess land use opportunities. The Alpine Shire, 
The Rural City of Wangaratta, the Alp Valleys Agribusiness Forum and the 
NorthEast Catchment Management Authority support TAFCO in this 
endeavour.   
 
Whilst SMARTchoice is essentially aimed at former tobacco growers, anything that 
occurs under the project umbrella will be ‘advertised’ either through newsletters or local 
media outlets. We are conscious that this newsletter will go to far more landowners than 
just former tobacco growers. So, for those of you who don’t know me my name is Gary 
Baxter and I am the Project Leader of SMARTchoice. (Kerry Murphy is the Manager of 
the project). Previously, I had worked closely with the tobacco growers and tobacco 
industry for a little over twenty years. In that role I was based at the DPI facility at Ovens 
and had both research and extension roles. The demise of the tobacco industry also lead 
to a subsequent Government decision to cease research activities out of the Ovens 
location. 
 
Obviously, there are a whole lot of farmers, business people and Local and State 
Government bodies that want and hope the area will move forward now that tobacco has 
gone. The reality of course is that this transition will take time because tobacco was an 
intensive crop well suited to the area and relatively small land parcels. The luxury of an 
organised single industry has gone too, so individuals will need to be extremely thorough 
as they look at new options.  
 
Former tobacco growers will have different views on where they see their futures. Some 
will want to retire, some will be happy to produce grass or fodder, and some will actively 
want to pursue new intensive horticulture options. There may be opportunities for the 
SMARTchoice project to assist. 
 

 
   
 
For more information on the content of this newsletter contact: 
Gary Baxter / Kerry Murphy 
 

Disclaimer: 

This publication may be of assistance to you but TAFCO and the SMARTchoice project staff do not 
guarantee that the publication is without flaw or is wholly appropriate for your particular purposes. 
Mention of a particular Company does not imply endorsement or promotion of that Company. TAFCO 
therefore disclaims all liability for any error, loss or other consequence that may arise from individuals 
relying on information in this publication. Individuals should conduct their own feasibility studies before 
commencing  a new enterprise a new enterprise             
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A Sample of the SMARTchoice Activities and Meetings so far  
 
It should be made clear that staff involved with the SMARTchoice project will not be 
advising farmers to ‘try’ a specific crop or ‘go’ to a particular Company. This would be a 
risky approach. Individuals who actively want to explore new land use options will 
need to do a lot of their own homework and at the end of the day will need to make 
their own decision whether (or not) they proceed with something ‘new’. 
 
However, what SMARTchoice project staff will continue doing, is talking to people and 
organisations in an attempt to gauge if there are opportunities ‘out there’. Towards the end 
of this project, if there is sufficient interest from farmers in this area and if potential 
opportunities warrant, there may be scope to seek additional funding to set up some on-
farm demonstrations. 
 
We believe that another positive contribution SMARTchoice project staff may make, is to 
arrange ‘guest speakers’ to come to the area and talk about a particular industry or 
business. This type of activity may stimulate some interest in a new venture, or perhaps 
help improve a current enterprise. At the very least it may help former tobacco growers 
develop new contacts. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

During August Tony Vaccaro and a small group of former tobacco growers visited 
Flavorite Tomatoes in Warragul (see above) and VegCo in Bairnsdale. Flavorite 
Tomatoes is one of Australia's largest Hydroponic Tomato growing businesses. 

www.flavoritetomatoes.com.au/  VegCo is a major Australian processor in the 
fresh salad and vegetable packaged industry supplying supermarkets. It is a 

member of the OneHarvest Group.  www.oneharvest.com.au/ 
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On 10 October there was a summer fodder day at TAFCO with guest speakers from 

Pacific Seeds, Smyth Seeds and Incitec Pivot Ltd. This activity recognises that 
many former tobacco growers are now involved in fodder production and want to 

improve productivity and quality as much as possible. There were presentations on 
the fertiliser and nutrient requirements of summer forage crops as well as the need 
for precise irrigation scheduling. A review of some of the successes and failures of 

summer fodder crops grown in the region last summer was also conducted.  
 
 

  
 

On 11 October, Gary Baxter and one former tobacco grower visited South 
Pacific Seeds (in Griffith) to discuss the likelihood of opportunities in vegetable 

seed production. We were invited to attend with a group of farmers from the 
Towong Shire who are members of the Upper Murray Agribusiness Group. 
Bernadette Thomas, the manager of a National Landcare Program in the 

Towong Shire, gave us the initial invitation. [There has been some commercial 
vegetable seed production in the Upper Murray]. The photos above show 

commercial seed plots in the Griffith area. A carrot seed crop is on the left and 
an onion seed crop on the right. Drip tapes (under the plants) and flood (down 
the rows) was used for irrigation. In both situations the seed had been sown on 

raised beds. One former tobacco grower in the Myrtleford area is growing a 
‘trial block’ of a brassica species in conjunction with South Pacific Seed. 

www.southpacificseeds.com.au/production/index.htm 
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On 18 October, Gary Baxter, 
Allan McGuffie and Kerry 
Murphy visited Riverside in 
Werribee South. Riverside is a 
division of Costa Exchange 
Holdings, which is one of the 
largest fresh produce growing, 
packing, marketing, 
distribution and exporting 
companies in the Southern 
Hemisphere. In the early 1990’s 
approximately 20 former 
tobacco growers were 
producing brassica species in 

this area, and some of this produce was sent to the Costa Group at the time. However, 
the aim of the current visit was essentially to let the Costa Group know who we are 
and ‘advertise’ the assets of the area (climate, water, soils, farmer expertise). The 
person pictured in the middle in the photograph above is Kim Martin, the Business 
Development Manager for the Costa Group Riverside Division. (Gary Baxter is to the 
left of Kim and Allan McGuffie to the right) The tomatoes in the foreground are 
marketed under the brand name ‘Blush’ and come from a 10-hectare glasshouse the 
Costa Group has recently established at Guyra in NSW. If you are interested in having 
a look at the extent of the Costa Group’s enterprises and the type of businesses they 
are involved in, have a look at the web address www.costaexchange.com.au/ Enter the 
site, and then for example click on freshexchange for more information. 

 
 

An Upcoming Survey For Former Tobacco Growers 
 
Since the SMARTchoice project commenced we have talked to several former tobacco 
growers and we think we understand the general issues and concerns. However, 
without some solid information, it is difficult to know exactly what people are 
thinking. Therefore, during the life of the SMARTchoice project (until June 2008) one 
aim will be to put together a package of information that clearly represents the 
thoughts of the former tobacco grower group. This information could also be used to 
discuss potential opportunities with people and companies who may have an interest in 
the area. A survey will be forwarded to former tobacco growers in the next week 
or two. The information we hope to get through survey responses will also assist in 
developing the list of ‘guest speakers’ mentioned earlier. 
 
We would appreciate the cooperation of former tobacco growers and would encourage 
them, (and in fact anyone with views on future land use in the River Valleys) to catch 
up with me (Gary Baxter). I am at TAFCO 3 or 4 days per week. If you want to see 
me, ring first to ensure I am in. 
 

One Last Thing………. Subsurface drip irrigation Field day – Corryong 13th November 2007 
 
SMARTchoice staff are co-operating with members of another National Landcare funded project called 
‘Sustainability at the Source’. This project is being conducted in the Upper Murray region of Victoria (around 
Corryong) and is supported by the Upper Murray Agribusiness Group and the Towong Shire Council. 
 
As mentioned earlier, this association has already contributed to the South Pacific Seed visit to Griffith. 
Bernadette Thomas has asked me to advise of a 13 November field day (in the Upper Murray) which will discuss 
and demonstrate the use of subsurface drip irrigation in forage and horticultural situations.  
 
If you are interested, you can seek further details from Gary Baxter or Kerry Murphy at TAFCO on 57521800. 
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