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COUNTRY WESTERN AUSTRALIA, LABOUR SHORTAGE 
Statement 

HON FRANK HOUGH (Agricultural) [5.58 pm]:  As a follow on from my comments on March 11 about rural 
employment, I must congratulate the Minister for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries for his quick response, 
firstly, for the answer and the follow up, and, secondly, for the education side it; I thought it was very good and I 
congratulate the minister.  I must also congratulate Channel Seven for filming at Lake King and bringing the 
point forward.  One of the employees at Lake King was tailor-made for the part.  He was an English guy who 
had worked for Caterpillar in Kalgoorlie and went on to do farming work in the community for less money but 
better conditions and lifestyle for his children and wife - it was great to see.  In fact, I believe they had several 
calls regarding employment that evening and the following day.  During my speech on 11 March, I made a 
mistake, which is most unusual.  I apologise, and I correct it this evening.  I said that the WA College of 
Agriculture at Narrogin had 35 people who qualified.  In fact, I am told that the number was much larger.  I 
referred to one section of the college, not the entire college.  My remarks were taken to refer to the entire 
college.  Subsequently, I got a print-out of the entire college’s graduation.  In fact, 37 people qualified in the area 
I spoke about.  However, 202 people qualified at the ag college.  I must compliment them.   

I would like to table this document.  I will not go through it.  Believe it or not, of the 202 people who qualified, 
only one person was unemployed.  That is 0.5 per cent unemployment among people graduating from the 
college.  There is a reason for that person not being employed, but I will not go into that.  May I table for 
inclusion in Hansard that document? 

The PRESIDENT:  Is leave granted for the document to be incorporated in Hansard? 

Leave granted.  

The following material was incorporated - 

 

Western Australian College of Agriculture 

2003 Graduate Data (Mar 04) 

ORIGIN OF GRADUATES 

 CUNDERDIN DENMARK ESPERANCE HARVEY MORAWA NARROGIN TOTAL 

Metropolitan 12 5 1 12 5 3 38 (20%) 

Local District 11 10 5 15 8 33 82 (40%) 

Other Rural 30 15 2 11 5 19 82 (40%) 

TOTAL 53 (9F) 30 (11) 8 (3) 38 (10) 18 55 (8) 202 (20%) 

 

CURRENT DESTINATION OF GRADUATES 

FURTHER EDUCATION 

University 9 3  2 1 4 19 (10%) 

TAFE (Cert III Ag) 6 4 4 5  10 29 (15%) 
 

EMPLOYMENT 

Home Farm 13 6  2 5 11 37 (20%) 

Apprenticeship 
(Trade) 

13 3 1 7 2 12 38 (20%) 

Agricultural-releated 
Business Work 

3 2 1 1 3 9 19 (10%) 

Farm/Station Work 9 8 5 (4) 9 4 14 (10) 49 (25%) 
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Non-farm Work 6 2 1 8 1 3 21 (10%) 

Return to College - -  1 3  4 

 

UNEMPLOYED - -  1   1 (0.5%) 

UNKNOWN - 1  -  1 2 

 

Hon FRANK HOUGH:  Following that, many other things have been fleshed out.  It is all right making a speech 
and walking away from the issue, but I went further into the matter.  The minister covered the issues fairly well 
in stating that the north of the State offered more moneys and better opportunities than agricultural regions.  
Agriculture provides a good lifestyle that is closer to the city than the northern mining towns.  I sat down with 
several people to speak about the matter.  In the interim, the principal of the Narrogin agriculture college, 
Andrew Castle, rang me initially about the mistake I made about the 35 graduates etc, and we went further into 
conversation.  He wrote me a letter that stated - 

The issue of insufficient qualified labour in the country to meet farmer needs is not a new one. 

The minister recognised that point.  Mr Castle’s letter continued -  

Rural labour requirements are on the whole seasonal and income is unreliable. 

He covered what happened previously; namely, as the minister alluded to, shearers originally had full-time 
employment, but there was subsequently a decline and shearers had to move into other areas.  They went driving 
tractors and doing other farm labour.  I also seek leave to incorporate Andrew Castle’s letter written on 26 
March, rather than my reading it out, which will bore you, Mr President. 

Leave granted.   

The following material was incorporated - 

 

WESTERN AUSTRALIAN 

COLLEGE of AGRICULTURE 

NARROGIN 

26th March, 2004   

Mr Frank Hough 
Level 3 
9 Colin Street 
WEST PERTH  WA  6005 

Dear Frank, 

The issue of insufficient qualified labour in the country to meet farmer needs is not a new one. 

Current low rural worker problems is a result of: 

a) Rural labour requirements are on the whole seasonal and income is unreliable. 

b) A large proportion of rural labour prior to the wool price crash were shearers who,  being multi-skilled, 
provided the manpower for tractor driving at seeding and header/truck driving at harvest.  They also 
contributed significantly to the jobs of tailing and mulesing.  The continuous flow of seasonal jobs kept 
a labour skilled force in the country.  Supplementing this were the “cook” workers/shearer’s - son’s of 
farmers who worked both on the home farm and for neighbours.  This changed once the stable shearing 
declined, families were smaller and farms larger. 

Rural families in the 70’s - 90’s were more stable in the country and on average longer so that more people - 
particularly boys undertook casual jobs, lived on the farm and catered for the need.  As is pointed out in hansard 
the New Zealand influx did occur in the 80’s and 90’s and masked the changing profile of the country labour 
force. 

A constant supply of trained labour flowed from the Agricultural College’s into the rural scene particularly 
students who originated from regional centres country towns (worker’s sons) and metro areas.  This almost 
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instantly dried up with the removal of the isolated children’s allowance (see attached) for students not generally 
eligible however opting for an education not offered at their local high school. 

Agricultural education is frequently critised by Government being expensive in this simplistic accounting 
exercise does not look far enough to identify the impact on industries reliant on skilled labour. 

Suggestions: 

a) Pursue Isolated Allowance re-introduction. 

b) Enable Agricultural College’s to employ students undertaking Certificate III Agriculture - pay wages. 

c) Provide Agricultural College’s with resources to expand their scope to effectively conduct traineeships 
for youth and grey power. 

d) Establish an emergency working party to include key stake holders not just complainants to evaluate 
Agricultural College’s and determine how best to empower them to extend the job they already do well. 

N.B: The establishment of new, fly by night programs, run by people who do not have as their core business, 
agriculture education and training, have a sad history of failure and being expensive. 

I hope this information is useful. 

Regards. 

Yours sincerely, 

ANDREW G. CASTLE 
Principal 

 

Hon FRANK HOUGH:  After reading the Narrogin ag college principal’s letter, I sat down with a couple of 
other people and we threw around ideas for rural education.  One matter raised by Mr Castle was the decline in 
agriculture after the removal of the isolated children’s allowance in 1993.  If that could be reinstated, it is 
believed it would help people in those areas considerably.   

Houses are available in towns in some shires.  Maybe the shires could do a deal and work as an employment 
agency and entice families into those shires, such as Merredin, Lake Grace and Narrogin, and rent out these 
houses at a nominal rent.  Farmers could then approach a person in the shire who allocates jobs and employment 
in the area.  If a farm has too much employment and someone else is seeking employment, the matching service 
would keep people in rural towns and in employment.   

I have produced a “Cure List” in that regard, which is a start.  It reads - 

“First of all, the Isolated Children’s Allowance must be restored in some form.  This will help to get 
numbers back into the agriculture schools and collages in the first instance.” 

“Second, a co-ordinated system has to be put in place that will not only match labour work 
requirements by will operate in line with seasonal demands.” 

It would be like a work force service provided by the shires.  Shires that do not want to participate would not be 
required to do so.  It would apply to shires with empty houses and employment.  On the down time between 
seasons, maybe people could get employment at the shires.  There may be no work for a month or so.  The 
Narrogin ag college suggested that people could be sent to the college for further training.  Therefore, those 
people will build up the skills required to handle the fairly hi-tech farm equipment.  One need not be a brain 
surgeon to drive the stuff.  This was shown on Channel Seven when a young 22-year-old journalist got in a 
$350 000 or $400 000 machine and drove it around Bob Ifler’s paddock.  I have about 10 or 11 cures on my list, 
including farm managers notifying shires of their labour requirements over the months ahead.  Shires could then 
budget and have staff match the graduates’ skills with the proposed work.  This would build up the infrastructure 
in rural Western Australia.   

When three or four families move into a shire, only three or four people are direct workers.  However, the spin-
off is said to be four people for every direct worker.  If four people are directly employed, 16 people are 
indirectly involved; that is, the community gains as people purchase fuel, shop and join the cricket and football 
club.  The wife may get a job.  I was told that Lake King has four or five houses vacant.  If those houses were 
filled at a nominal rent, the town would benefit.  The bus goes past these houses, and kids could go to school.  
The families could work at various farms.  It is a matter of coordinating this activity.  It would be good to get the 
Minister for Agriculture, maybe the Minister for Education and Training and the shires together to look at the 
proposal and draw the scheme together.  I would like this “Cure List” incorporated into Hansard.   
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Leave granted.  

The following material was incorporated - 

 

“First of all, the Isolated Children’s Allowance must be restored in some form.  This will help to get 
numbers back into the agricultural schools and collages in the first instance.” 

“Second, a co-ordinated system has to be put in place that will not only match labour work 
requirements by will operate in line with seasonal demands.” 

“Initially, country shires will liaise with owners of unoccupied housing so that homes can be offered for 
rent at reduced price to skilled labour.  Once the shires know how many properties can be offered, an 
application can be made to a rural college to recruit a commensurate number of graduates.” 

“Efforts should also be made to attract older workers with some rural work back to the rural 
community.  There are additional benefits for rural communities when workers bring spouse and 
children with them.  The extra kids, for example, might be the only thing that stands between a country 
school’s life or death.” 

“At the same time, farm managers will notify the shire of what their labour requirements will be over 
the coming months.  Ideally, two or three full-time staff will be given over by each shire to match 
graduates’ skills with proposed work.” 

“If the State Government is really serious about the plight of rural WA then it will provide rural shires 
with adequate funds to pay these employment co-ordinators.” 

“At times when work outstrips available labour, graduates and workers can be supplied from a 
neighbouring town.  At times when there is not enough work, graduates and workers can opt to 
undertake a course of study at the local college to update their education, or to be sent out to a farming 
property for further hands-on training.” 

“In both instances the graduate or worker will be paid a fair wage - subsidized by the state government - 
but just until work picks up again.” 

“This wage is important because it keeps workers off the dole and the money trickles back into the rural 
community, invigorating the rural economy through consumption and rent payments.” 

“There’ll be times when the job cannot be matched exactly with the labour that’s on offer.  This is 
where the spirit of co-operation is required to work its magic.  Employers must be prepared to offer 
addition training where it is required so that the worker’s skill-base can be expanded.  This is good for 
the worker but also the farm manager because his or her requirements can be better fulfilled in the 
future.” 

“The beauty of this type of system is that the more successful the system becomes, the more workers 
will be attracted into the country area.  And the more workers there are living in the country, the 
stronger the local economy grows.”  

 

Hon FRANK HOUGH:  If the minister has time to read my “Cure List” later, they are only suggestions.  I would 
be more than happy to be involved with a committee with a couple of people from shire councils in agricultural 
areas, a couple of people from the Department of Education and Training and the ag department, along with one 
or two people from Parliament.  That committee could budget this scheme.  People hope things will happen.  
Unfortunately, at times we must make things happen.  In this instance, I hope we will make it happen. 
 


