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WATER FOR FOOD PROGRAM 
Statement 

HON JACQUI BOYDELL (Mining and Pastoral) [9. 46 pm]: I rise tonight to inform members of the 
progress of the Water for Food program that is continuing in some trial sites in my electorate. Last week, 
Minister Davies, the Minister for Water, signed the Mowanjum financial assistance agreement, which is a major 
milestone for the state’s Water for Food initiative and which has been really well received in the local 
community. 

In light of that major announcement, I would like to take the opportunity to inform the house tonight about the 
Water for Food program happening across the state, from the Kimberley right down to the great southern. As we 
are all aware, agriculture has been the backbone of many regional communities in Western Australia for more 
than a century. Western Australia has since built a reputation for exporting safe, reliable, high-quality product to 
the rest of the world. That is something that all members are exceptionally proud of—that in Western Australia 
our growers have been able to achieve that. But there is a belief that a lot more can be achieved through 
agriculture in that space in Western Australia. Building the agricultural sector is so significant that it could rival  
the investment in the mining sector. With that vision in mind, the state government launched a new policy to 
support the diversification and development of the agricultural sector. The $300 million Seizing the Opportunity 
Agriculture policy is set to supercharge the sector in the years to come through a range of initiatives, including 
industry profiling, infrastructure development, science and innovation, biosecurity and training for the industry. 
The $40 million Water for Food program within that initiative is at the core of the government’s strategic 
approach to lift productivity in the agricultural sector. Of course, irrigation is the key to Water for Food, and the 
primary objective of this program is to match water sources with suitable land and suitable land tenure, and to 
identify irrigation technologies that can maximise WA’s fresh food and animal protein production. 

Through Water for Food, this government is aiming high. It is a big project and a big inspiration and aspiration 
for the industry, believing that we can affect the sector’s contribution to regional economies by at least 
50 per cent by 2025 and twofold by 2050. That would be a big achievement if that were the outcome. 
Undoubtedly, this is a bold vision. Currently, there are 50 000 hectares of irrigated land in WA. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Order, members! Hon Jacqui Boydell has the call. I appreciate it is late, but she 
has the right to be heard in silence. 

Hon JACQUI BOYDELL: I am sorry; I might be boring some members on both sides of the chamber. 

The state’s 2008 water strategy estimated that some 10 million hectares around the state were available and 
suitable for irrigated agriculture. This difference represents a massive opportunity for dry-season irrigation and 
intensive grazing. Of particular interest is the opportunity in the rangelands, which is very important to my 
electorate, where currently 452 pastoral stations made up of 507 pastoral leases cover nearly 35 per cent of the 
state’s land. It is a significant investment for the pastoral industry. Many pastoral leases have access to water 
sources and as government it is our job to continue investigating these sources and determine sustainable 
allocation levels for industry. Our ultimate goal is for pastoralists to produce cattle for the market where and 
when the market wants it. That is an aim that all pastoralists tell us they would like to achieve.  

We see the Water for Food program as an opportunity to boost regional economic growth. The increased 
certainty of sustainable water supplies will boost confidence in the market and provide new opportunities for 
businesses in those areas. It helps to create sector diversification, which we hear about a lot. The industry 
certainly wants diversification, and we have listened to it. Water for Food will not only build the agricultural and 
pastoral industry’s prominence in state gross product, but also increase the scale and range of crops we market, 
through irrigation. 

We can broaden our market reach. We see Water for Food as an opportunity to expand our market reach and 
meet demand for produce in China, South-East Asia, the Middle East and other emerging markets. Water for 
Food also provides an opportunity for Aboriginal engagement. We see this as a fantastic opportunity to engage 
Aboriginal businesses and pastoralists in partnership. The project that I would like to talk more specifically about 
tonight involves the Mowanjum Aboriginal community just outside Derby. The trial taking place there will serve 
as a demonstration model to other Aboriginal pastoral stations in the Kimberley with access to water. The project 
will be driven by a research agreement and a funding partnership between the state government and the 
Mowanjum Aboriginal Corporation.  

The Mowanjum irrigation trial is an intensive grazing trial and will use local groundwater for an initial  
38-hectare pivot grazing and silage operation to support the community’s vision to establish itself as  
a cattle-fattening and beef-breeding centre. Although Mowanjum’s pastoral lease contains large tracts of prime 
grazing land, it requires a dry season feeding capability to realise its aspiration of reaching its original target of 
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10 000 to 15 000 head of cattle. This target includes its own branded cattle and stock agisted for other Aboriginal 
stations along the Gibb River Road that would otherwise be isolated from the market during the wet season. It is 
envisaged that the Mowanjum irrigation trial will underpin the community’s aspiration to become a viable 
pastoral operation. Recently, the viability of pastoral leases has been discussed a lot within both the media and 
the house. This creates an opportunity for those pastoral leases to be viable. It is extremely important to the 
industry.  

The Mowanjum trial will also provide an important field-training facility for both Mowanjum and Derby 
students in the Kimberley College of TAFE pastoral management study program, and provide Derby District 
High School students with vocational training opportunities. The trial will also assist Mowanjum to negotiate 
approvals for a change to more flexible land tenure on parts of the pastoral lease. Industry has been asking for 
that for a long time. The irrigation trial will also enable Mowanjum to attract third-party investment, which is 
extremely important to the ongoing viability of the industry. 

Water for Food is a life-changing policy and could underpin a new frontier of irrigation, because many pastoral 
stations in the Kimberley, the Pilbara and the Gascoyne overlie large freshwater resources; we just have to tap 
into that. This government sees Western Australia as a critical part of the long-term food solution that is possible 
only if we dramatically intensify and expand production. To do that, we need to embrace irrigation, which we are 
doing through the Water for Food program. The Department of Water estimates that there is more than 
1 000 gigalitres of sustainable fresh water in the Pilbara and Kimberley alone. Steps need to be taken to free up 
land tenure, including native title negotiation, environmental assessment and significant capital investment.  

Half of all Kimberley pastoral stations are now in Aboriginal hands. That is significant for the industry in the 
Kimberley, with many of the stations strategically placed along the Fitzroy River. Water for Food provides 
a very significant opportunity to engage with Aboriginal pastoralists, traditional owners and strong Indigenous 
leaders such as Wayne Bergmann, who is well known throughout the Kimberley, to negotiate partnerships and 
pathways to lift productivity in the Kimberley. Pastoralists, people of the Kimberley and this government would 
like to see that occur. 

The Department of Water now has a unit dedicated to the Water for Food project. I congratulate the Minister for 
Water, Hon Mia Davies, and the Minister for Regional Development, Terry Redman, for this program and look 
forward to seeing the state realise the benefits of it. I thank members for listening, especially Hon Jim Chown. 
I hope I have not kept him awake for too long.  

House adjourned at 9.55 pm 

__________ 
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