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Sheep Industry — Adjournment Debate 
HON PHILIP GARDINER (Agricultural) [10.30 pm]: I thank Hon Ken Travers for allowing me to speak this 
evening. I want to brief members for a short while about the malaise of our sheep industry. It is an industry that 
for many years, as all members would know, was very important to Western Australia and Australia. About the 
mid-1990s, we had a flock of about 170 million sheep. In about three or four years, that flock is likely to be 
about 20 million to 30 million sheep. It is currently about 70 million sheep. 

The industry has been overtaken by a number of things. A lot of it has been through very poor management by 
the industry itself, especially for the wool part of the industry. It is a wonderful fibre. Unfortunately, with some 
wool, the spectrum of the fibre diameter is so wide that wool just is not wool. Some wool is right for one part of 
the market and other wool is right for a different part of the market. Unfortunately, our leadership over the years 
has seen the malaise of our marketing. It has also led to difficulty with treatments such as mulesing, which is 
deeply caught up with wool marketing. There is still a lack of leadership, in my view, on mulesing. Mulesing is 
an unwinnable battle. The consumer does not want it, because people will make a story about it outside retailers’ 
premises. It is an easy story to have a photograph of a mulesed lamb with a few bells, and someone outside a 
large or small retailer saying, “Who would want to buy wool when the owners and the people in the industry 
treat their sheep like this?” Let me tell members that mulesing is not a fail-safe method of controlling fly, but 
there are fail-safe methods available that, unfortunately, the industry is refusing to open its eyes to, because, in 
an industry that has a lot of history to it, there is the attitude that “no-one is going to tell us what to do”. It is a 
very sad reflection on an industry that should be progressive and going beyond that to change the situation. 

However, the real issue is the fall in sheep numbers. When stock are grown for meat, quite a different dynamic 
occurs from that which occurs when sheep are grown for wool. When stock are grown for meat, be it cattle or 
sheep, they are being sold into a market. If the market is rising, people can never be sure for how long it will be 
rising, so they keep selling into it because they want to get that cash while they can. Therefore, the meat market 
is a roller-coaster market. If the price ever remains up, every producer decides that they will not sell their cows 
or their ewes; they will keep them because they will breed from them. When everyone does that, of course, we 
all overdo it. Then the market plunges down again. Unfortunately, a meat industry has an underlying dynamic 
that makes it a roller-coaster market. However, when a person has a sheep for wool as well as for meat, the 
situation is different, because the wool on that sheep’s skin gives a producer a longer term perspective to hold it. 
It changes that person’s vision, because he knows that he is going to get an income if he does hold it. If he shears 
the sheep and sells the wool, he will get an income. Then he can sell the body of the sheep, if he wishes to, to 
someone else for breeding or for fattening, or to the meat market. However, wool has a price, which, 
unfortunately, has been damaged over the years, to the point that now people do not find it profitable to run 
sheep for wool. Therefore, the long-term incentive for holding sheep has almost gone. 

This has led to all of us selling into the meat market while the prices are high, not being sure for how long the 
prices will stay high. There are also lambing percentages, which the season affects. Around much of Western 
Australia, the lambing percentages have been very bad over the past couple of years, while at the same time we 
are selling our ewes into the current high-priced meat market. If people sell their breeding stock into the meat 
market, they take away the foundation for their future flock. The projections that I know the Department of 
Agriculture and Food have run suggest that in this state in about three years, we will virtually have no sheep, 
because the underlying foundation for the flock is almost gone. I am not saying this to try to get some sympathy; 
I am just informing members that the state of the industry is very serious. This is just part of the news to let 
members know that this is where we have finally got ourselves. 

Another point about the sheep industry is that it is more difficult to manage and run than the grain industry. 
Nearly all the young people who come into the agriculture industry prefer to get into a big machine or a big 
spray unit and take it around the paddock or test the soil than to get into the yards where they have to physically 
handle an animal and deal with all the physical things that animals do and have. It is much less attractive than 
getting into a lovely clean cabin with a global positioning system and all the other electronic tools to help them 
put in and take out a crop. 

It is not a good outlook. The only way to try to rebuild our flock is to somehow cause people to have a longer 
term view that the meat market is not going to suddenly peter out and to start rebuilding our ewe numbers. It is 
possible. I think the Department of Agriculture and Food is now taking the view that the wool industry will be 
very difficult to resurrect, that meat will be the focus and that we will have to build the long-term future of the 
meat area. 

Many members would know that a number of people who run sheep have diversified away from their merinos, 
even though the merinos still comprise about 88 or 90 per cent of the flock, to new breeds that are more meat 
oriented, such as the Damaras, Dorpers, Awassis and so on. I think that that is the right way to go in many 
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respects, not that I am personally doing that; I am afraid that I am very much a laggard in that respect. But many 
people are doing this because that is where the future will be. Europe used to be a great wool-producing part of 
the world in the 1700s and 1800s. It has hardly any wool sheep now; it has mostly meat sheep. Perhaps that is 
just a natural transition; as things change, it goes more towards meat production. Europe has a lot of sheep for 
meat production and it has a lot of people who consume meat. Of course, meat is almost an essential food, 
whereas wool is not an essential fibre. It is a wonderful fibre. I thought that with global warming, it could almost 
re-emerge as an essential fibre. If we had to change the setting of the air-conditioning in this chamber from 
around 26 degrees down to 20 degrees, we would all need to wear wool again, but that may be too far away from 
now to save the wool industry. 

The processors of wool also must be finding it very tricky, because the quantity of wool being produced is 
getting lower and lower. China has a much bigger flock than Australia has; it has had a bigger flock than 
Australia for some time, but the quality of its wool is such that people cannot wear it against their skin. Women 
will not buy that wool to wear against their skin; it is too prickly. Australia is the only country in the world that 
produces this quality of wool. New Zealand produces a bit and it markets it very well, but, again, it does not have 
the quantity that Australia has. We have failed to put in place our marketing strategy. The only thing I can say in 
conclusion is that I think that the woman who heads Australian Wool Innovation Ltd has got it right. I am afraid 
that I am not so confident about her board colleagues in that organisation. 
 


