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DEPARTMENT OF PRIMARY INDUSTRIES AND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT — RESEARCH 
Statement 

HON DIANE EVERS (South West) [5.31 pm]: I rise tonight to speak briefly about something that concerns me 
greatly. It is a surprise, because I come from the suburbs, but last Thursday I had the opportunity to attend 
a Business of the Soil Field Day in Arthur River. I have been looking at soils for about 15 years in my work and 
understanding how important they are to Western Australia—our farming lands, people, health and food. At the 
field day, there were two speakers in the morning. The first was Grant Sims, the president of the Victorian No-Till 
Farmers Association. He was the farmer of the year in 2015. The other speaker was Rick Bieber from North Dakota 
in the United States. Both told similar stories of coming onto their family farms after some time away and realising 
that although the farm was working and producing, it was struggling financially and struggling to keep up 
production. In fact, the man from the US said that his father was winning awards for the highest production, yet 
they were so close to foreclosure by the banks that it was not funny. He came back at a point at which the farm 
was doing well, and his father was doing exactly what the research scientists and the government were telling him 
to do, yet he was failing and the banks were on the doorstep. 
What these two speakers were saying was not what we are conventionally told by large international chemical and 
machinery companies, and even by governments. They found that they needed to bring life back to their soil. The 
soils in many places are nearly dead. There is very little living matter in them. A healthy soil can grow food, hold 
water and pass nutrients to plants more easily. So many benefits come from that. Simple things like no till, which 
we have been talking about for a few years, are still a bit difficult for some people. We still get people throughout 
the south west, the wheatbelt and the Agricultural Region burning off their stubble, but that stubble has nutrients 
in it that need to go back into the soil. These farmers use no till and low spray. I am not saying that they go organic 
or biodynamic, but just look at the chemicals being put on the soil. Many of them—pesticides, herbicides, 
fungicides—are killers. That is what “cide” means. They are all there to kill what is in the soil, and that makes it 
even harder to grow plants the next year. They talked about using a stripper on their header to take the grain off 
the plant. That way, the plant is left standing and can then be turned back into the soil or used in some other way. 
By doing that, farmers can plant in between the rows after the first crop has been planted, so that plants are still 
growing after the harvest, and other crops can be grown, such as radishes or something. Then there are plants in 
the ground that can be used for fodder, so animals can be brought in, bringing in more natural fertilisers. It just 
makes so much sense. 
I have a point to where I am going with this. People like Rick and Grant have to do their own research. Farmers 
have to do their own research in many places, but particularly in Western Australia, where funding of the 
agriculture department has dropped year on year. I still call it the agriculture department, and I probably always 
will call it the ag department. Since I have been here, it has been the agriculture department, the Department of 
Agriculture, the Department of Agriculture and Food, and now it is the Department of Primary Industries and 
Regional Development, also known as DPIRD. DPIRD is trying to repair this mess, and I really hope it does. We 
have to get that research department going. The department in Albany alone has lost 30 per cent of its staff since 
2009. Farmers used to have people who could come to their farms, see what they were doing, talk to them about 
it, and work with them to identify problems and issues before they were able to knock over the whole farm. They 
could get in early and do something about it. Instead, people have had to self-fund research. People self-funding 
their research are using trial and error, putting in new processes, talking to friends to see what they are doing, looking 
overseas and trying other methods. That is great, but they are not spending a lot of time writing it all down, because 
they do not have time for that. Their time is put into their farm, trying to grow the healthiest food they can. 
These people have knowledge, and we have to harness that knowledge. We must get our departments talking to 
each other. DPIRD—or the ag department, or whatever we choose to call it—needs to work with universities and 
industry, to some extent, to look at not so much what is the greatest amount of production we can get off each 
hectare of monoculture, but how we can make our soil as healthy as possible. How can we get life, the biota, back 
into the soil? Not only will that life brought back to the soil improve the plants that we can grow, but also it is 
a huge source of carbon. We can look at storing carbon in the soil, as used to happen, rather than killing it all off 
and making sure that our soil is as dead as we can make it. If we put life back into our soil and start storing carbon 
there, that would be one way of addressing climate change. 
I also learnt a bit more about the rangelands and the pastoral leases. The Pew Charitable Trusts came and spoke with 
me, and I learnt a lot that day. Leases have been given up because people are saying that they can no longer run cattle 
on them, but I urge everyone to have a look at the Auditor General’s report released yesterday because, as it turns 
out, running cattle on these pastoral leases and rangelands may not be the best thing for them. In fact, we are killing 
the soils there as well. We have to look at other things we can do to save that landscape. In one area they spoke of, 
people are actually irrigating plants for fodder for the cattle because they know that they cannot put them out on the 
rest of the land. To give people opportunities, and to make the regulations and the assessment process much simpler, 
would be a valuable contribution that this government can make by looking at the Auditor General’s report and 
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introducing some measures so that people who have these pastoral leases can put in alternatives to having animals on 
them. As it is, they can do so to a small extent, but it still has to be mainly animals. 

We have to look at carbon farming. I do not just mean above the soil, but also in the soil. There are also tourism 
opportunities—agritourism, ecotourism and cultural tourism. There are other options, but now is our chance to 
have a look at that. We need to look at the soil and get it as healthy as we can first, so that we can grow food that 
is healthier for everyone. It seems like an easy step to take, yet for the past 20, 30 or 40 years we have been going 
down the line of following the science, the research, and what the large corporations are telling us to do. Farmers 
using no till will have much less wear and tear on their equipment. It is the same with the stripper. There will be 
a lot less wear and tear, and farmers will not need new equipment all the time; therefore, the machinery 
manufacturers are not going to want to help them in this. If farmers are going to be working with lower chemical 
input, and less herbicides and pesticides, the chemical companies will not want to help them, so they will not be 
involved in the research either. We have to work with the farmers who are doing this well and growing 
sustainability and assist them through our ag department to make better use of the soil that they have and increase 
the production and quality of what we grow in Western Australia. We grow very good food—we know that. The 
rest of the world, Europe and the western world, where they can afford it, have switched to organic food at the rate 
of 30 per cent of the food that is purchased. Here in Australia, I think it is only about five per cent, partly because 
we have such good food. We are very lucky. But if they are looking at 30 per cent of organic food overseas, it 
seems like a good market to get into. Again, there are other opportunities if we just fund our agriculture department 
properly, work with people who are doing this already and make some good positive changes. 
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