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MURESK FACILITY 
Motion 

HON DARREN WEST (Agricultural) [2.08 pm]: I move — 
That this Council notes the failure of the Barnett government’s policy in terms of developing the facility 
at Muresk as a centre of excellence in regard to the provision of a tertiary agribusiness degree and the 
establishment of the Western Australian Mining Academy. 

Today I wish to speak on a motion that I put on the notice paper almost three years ago, in June 2013. It is 
interesting to note as we go through the notices listed on the notice paper, sometimes years after they were first 
submitted, that they are just as true now as they were when they were first listed. It is an indictment on this 
Liberal–National Barnett government how progressive it has been on many of the big picture ideas that it talks 
about but how little progress it has made on some of the issues that are listed on the notice paper. One of those 
issues is Muresk Institute. Muresk is an icon in the Agricultural Region. Initially, there was a rail siding at 
Muresk, and in 1926 an agricultural university was established at that site. 
Given that this motion was coming forward, I decided to go for a drive to Muresk, because it is not far from 
where I live. I can remember as a younger person going to Muresk back in the halcyon days when there were 
over 100 residents on the campus and in the order of 200 students studying various degrees in agriculture, and 
I will get on to what those degrees were.  
It was a hive of activity; there was always something happening at the Muresk facility. There was a great group 
there. Of course, that institution has produced many of today’s most eminent citizens, especially in agribusiness 
and the agricultural sector. Curtin University’s Muresk Institute has had some very high profile students. The 
one that comes to mind first is the shadow Minister for Environment, Chris Tallentire, who, of course, did 
a degree at Muresk. 
I thought I would go for a drive and see how Muresk looks today, as it had been two or three years since I had 
been out towards Spencers Brook. I had a look at the institution and it is very much a shadow of its former self. 
As I drove, there was a row of houses, one or two of which were occupied but most were empty. As I drove 
through Muresk, which I was able to do because there was no-one to stop me, I looked at the aging infrastructure 
and the tired buildings. I noted that, on a weeknight, when most of the universities were going back, there was 
very little action at Muresk. Most of the facilities have been maintained, as they are state-owned facilities, and 
that is important; of course the state maintains its assets and facilities. The pool was still working, and I noticed 
that the oval looked quite good due to the summer rain. However, I did not leave Muresk with the inspirational 
feeling that I might have had in years gone by, because Muresk is now a shadow of its former self. 
We are told in the media and by this government that agriculture is the next big thing and will be the saviour of 
the Western Australian economy with the demise of the mining industry. We are told that there are exciting 
opportunities in agriculture, which of course is not really backed by government action. We have seen the 
demise of our very own Department of Agriculture and Food to almost one-third of its former workforce. We are 
legitimately asking the question: what is left of the agriculture department? The biggest single universally 
accepted issue in agriculture is what the future of government involvement in agriculture will be. We always 
looked at Muresk as a place of agricultural excellence and an institution that produced the finest minds who 
would be the future leaders in the agribusiness sector. It is quite sad to look at Muresk now. 
I did some research into what was available when Curtin University was operating the facility at Muresk and 
found some interesting information available on the internet. Muresk was established in 1926. Originally, there 
were about 800 hectares of land when Curtin was operating Muresk and now there are 1 738 hectares. All kinds 
of agriculture-related courses were on offer. There were courses in viticulture, wine making, resource 
management of fisheries, horticultural management, aquatic science and aquaculture management. Those 
courses were taught at Muresk and also at the university’s campus in Perth. I went through the overview of 
courses. Back in the day, people could do a PhD, a Masters of Rural Technology, a Masters of Rural 
Management, a Graduate Diploma in Agribusiness, a Graduate Diploma in Landcare, a Graduate Diploma in 
Wine Business Management and a Graduate Certificate in Agribusiness. An undergraduate could do 
a Bachelor of Agribusiness in marketing, a Bachelor of Agribusiness in aquaculture, a Bachelor of Agribusiness 
in horticultural management and a Bachelor of Agribusiness in farm management, and honours could be 
incorporated into all those courses. There was quite an array of opportunities for regional people to study 
agriculture-related courses locally near Northam in the wheatbelt at Muresk and move on to be the future leaders 
of agriculture. 
In 2010, Curtin announced that it was seeking to leave the site at Muresk, as it was consolidating all its courses 
to its facility in Bentley, which was a sad day for tertiary education in the wheatbelt, because it has never 
recovered. The government of the day made an awful lot of noise about how it would ride over the hill and save 
Muresk and keep it, as the motion states, as a centre of excellence in the provision of a tertiary agribusiness 
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degree and the establishment of the Western Australian mining academy. There was much fanfare in announcing 
these plans. We in the wheatbelt thought that this was a good opportunity and that Muresk would be saved by 
government intervention and remain a leading provider of tertiary education in regional Western Australia. None 
of that has happened. I will go into this in a little more detail later, but the government has not fulfilled its 
commitment to tertiary education in the regions. 
I will go through a lot of different information to point out why this motion should be supported. I am not 
condemning the government in this motion. There are plenty of things to condemn the government for, 
especially on the economic front and in all kinds of other areas of this government’s failure for which it duly 
deserves condemnation, but in this motion I just note the government’s failure to do what it said it would do and 
provide this facility as a centre of excellence in the wheatbelt. 
Knowing that this motion would be brought on, I have looked into this issue over the past few weeks and I have 
come across some information from the period between 2010, which is when Curtin said it was leaving the 
region, and 2012, which is when Curtin planned to end its courses. During that time, there was a lot of 
discussion, not between the government and industry, although I believe there were a couple of meetings with 
the then Minister for Training and Workforce Development, Murray Cowper, but between organisations such as 
the Muresk Old Collegians’ Association, former staffers and people who had the best interests of Muresk at 
heart. Some of those meetings were fruitful, but there was a lack of consultation with those who knew the 
organisation or the tertiary education industry. There were announcements that the government had a lot of 
money, but there was no clear plan. To this day, there is still no plan in Western Australia for tertiary education 
involving agriculture. That is bizarre. That is unbelievable, especially when the only university that was offering 
an agricultural tertiary education in the region was leaving. I thought that might have been the cue for the 
government to perhaps make a plan for how it would further tertiary education in agriculture in the regions. It 
never happened. I have been critical in the past of the number of country members of Parliament on the other 
side of the chamber who live in the city. Maybe it just did not occur to anyone that perhaps this was an important 
issue in the regions. I can only speculate as to why that never happened. 

I did some research and I found a letter that was sent to Hon Brian Ellis, MLC, the then Chairman of the 
Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs. It was about a petition on the closure of the 
Muresk campus near Northam. The letter thanked the chair for his letter and the opportunity to provide further 
comment for the committee’s consideration. It goes on to state — 

In response I inform your committee as follows: 

1. The Premier has an interest in this matter having informed a 2010 Dowerin Field Day 
audience there is a positive and exciting future for Muresk. 

They were very heartening words indeed for the sector — 

2. I do not accept the Minister’s assertion that the future of Muresk is secure. 

This letter was written on 14 January 2011, so it was very much in the transition between Curtin announcing that 
it was leaving and it actually leaving — 

It will only be secure if there is adequate funding not only to redress the lack of 
infrastructure funding by Curtin since 2004, but to provide a secure financial future. 

3. In overview, despite current assurances, the future of Muresk remains at threat and 
without future action, will be a likely ‘loss’ to the future well-being of WA’s farming 
and agribusiness sector; and the rural, regional, and remote areas they inhabit. 

How prophetic were those words? The letter continues — 

4. The original petition was organised The Muresk Old Collegian’s Association 
Incorporated — 

Commonly known as MOCA — 

… and ‘Friends of Muresk’. Similar wording was used in a resolution of the 
WA Liberal Party State Council last year urging the retention of Muresk for the 
benefit of the people of rural and regional Western Australia. 

5. Curtin first made public announcements about their intentions to withdraw their 
courses from the original Muresk Agricultural College (Muresk) campus in 
September 2009. At that time, because of the lack of clarity in their intentions ‘on the 
record’, and subsequent paucity of formal written information about their intentions, 
there existed the real possibility of the closure of Muresk campus, and its loss to the 
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agricultural sector as a centre of excellence in tertiary agricultural education. That is 
why the phrase ‘closure’ entered the lexicon. 

6. The current situation is that Curtin University is withdrawing its courses from the 
Muresk campus. From 2011 there are now no 1st year tertiary enrolments at Muresk. 
For reason’s outlined below, despite public assurances to the contrary, the future of 
the Muresk campus remains uncertain. Under current business case scenarios, as 
MOCA understand them, the loss of Muresk as a delivery point for tertiary 
agricultural education is almost certain (unless further ameliorating actions are taken). 

There was a feeling of despair in the sector then, back in 2011. The letter continues with the Muresk Old 
Collegians’ Association Incorporated, which is an organisation. The letter states — 

7. At no time has the Minister for Education, Curtin University, or any Government 
instrumentality sought to formally consult with MOCA (or the Muresk Chapter of the 
Curtin University Alumni) concerning the closure. 

Would it not appear a little bit strange that the government of the day should choose not to have any consultation 
at all with the organisation that represents the alumni of Muresk and certainly has the future of Muresk at its 
core? That seems strange to me. The letter continues — 

8. There have been 5,920 students educated at Muresk since 1926, these are the very 
people that Muresk exists for (yet their expertise has largely been ignored). 

9. MOCA, through its member’s networks in WA farming and agribusiness, — 

As I have established, there are plenty of links there — 

is not aware of any agricultural organisation that would support the closure of Muresk 
for tertiary agricultural educational purposes. 

10. The Muresk Agricultural College officially opened on 30 October 1926, and MOCA 
was created shortly thereafter on 30 January 1930, 81 years — 

That was at the time of writing — 

ago. This was long before Curtin University assumed control of Muresk in 1969. 

The next part of the letter concerns the nature of tertiary education today. It states — 

11. Nowadays, tertiary education is mostly controlled by the WA Government by virtue 
the physical assets and non-physical assets (land, buildings, and intellectual property 
it owns), and the legislation that governs them (Acts for each University, the 
Higher Education Act, and the Vocational Education Act (TAFE sector)). 

12.  Paradoxically, while controlled and mostly owned by the WA Government, the 
tertiary education sector is almost totally funded by the Commonwealth. The funding 
mechanisms are mostly ‘without strings attached’, following the Bradley Committee 
Report model. Simply put, public Universities receive funding based upon the 
numbers of students enrolled. 

13. In the WA State legislation, the only requirement of a University to address the needs 
of WA industry are contained the Acts for Curtin University and Edith Cowan 
University as part of their purpose for existence, but there is otherwise no requirement 
of any University to provide tertiary education outcomes in a way that matches WA’s 
domestic industry needs. MOCA believes this goes a long way to explaining the 
extensive skills shortages currently being experienced in the mining and agricultural 
sectors (the engines of the WA economy). To MOCA’s knowledge, there are no other 
legislative regulations or enforceable minimum standards requiring our Universities 
to provide anything in response to our domestic industry needs. 

I think there is real weakness in the tertiary education sector. Only last night I attended a briefing with the 
Chief Scientist and he identified the lack of linkages between research and industry. It is a weakness in our 
tertiary sector, and it was so in January 2011. We have moved on over five years from this being pointed out and 
the Chief Scientist holding that view, but nothing. The letter continues — 

14. In the Commonwealth jurisdiction, there is also no formal process or mechanism that 
links industry skills needs with tertiary educational outcomes. However, again in the 
TAFE sector, there exists Commonwealth advisory mechanisms in the form of 
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industry skills training councils, but these do not have a formal role with respect to 
tertiary education. 

15. The relevant Commonwealth body for farming and agribusiness is known as the 
“Agri-Foods Industry Skills Council”. MOCA members involved with that body have 
confirmed that if the tertiary education needs of agriculture are discussed, it is ad hoc 
in nature, and there are no formal requirements which that Council must follow to 
linking industry needs to tertiary education outcomes in any manner. 

That is disturbing. It must be pointed out that MOCA, with broad networks of over 5 000 students who have 
been through the Muresk college, has linkages into many organisations involved in the agribusiness sector, so of 
course it has eyes and ears at all these meetings and makes its own assessments based on what happens in those 
meetings. The letter continues — 

16. Research by the Productivity Commission shows that only 7% of participants in 
farming and any related industry (agribusiness) have a degree of any type. This 
compares with 23% for all other industries. In MOCA’s view, this indicates that the 
current ‘system’ has failed, and will continue to fail rural and regional Australia 
(containing WA and Australia’s second largest wealth-creating industry). 

17. Universities are rewarded for the number of students enrolled, and it is in their 
interests to take generic approaches to obtaining the largest number of the cheapest 
possible students to educate. Agricultural students are among the most expensive to 
educate of three grounds: (1) the comparative cost of the agricultural academic 
discipline to others, (2) their regional delivery location, and (3) its experiential multi-
disciplinary nature (rather than a reductionist scientific approach). 

18. In general terms, National protocol agreements for tertiary education revolve about 
standardisation of educational approaches, and there is an inappropriate under-
emphasis in matching supply to industry demand needs (as evidence by the lack of 
formal nexus mechanisms). Widespread industry skills shortages now in existence for 
our main wealth-creating industries (mining and agriculture). 

19. The Muresk ‘situation’ is mirrored around Australia, with every tertiary agricultural 
education institution (Roseworthy, Gatton, Dookie, Glenormiston, Longerenong, 
Orange, etc.), except one, closed or struggling. All of these were transferred into 
a large metropolitan university during the past 40 years. 

20. The notable exception, Marcus Oldham, is the only institution of similar ilk to 
prosper. The reason it prospers are instructive: 

• They do not have a parent organisation. 
• They are ‘close to industry’ 
• They are run on private lines 
• They control their own marketing budgets (and target market to their 

industry). 
• The failure of other University-controlled agricultural campuses to attract 

students wanting an industry based education. 
The next section of the letter refers to the Minister for Education of the day, and we are talking about 2011. It 
states — 

21. You invited me to respond to the Minister’s letter to you dated 29 October 2010, 
which I do here, and then will make some more general points: 

• I believe there is support for the idea of a Year 13 pathway program but 
would need to examine the detail of the proposal 

• The use of the Muresk campus to develop skills at various levels of post 
school agricultural education is part of the CY O’Connor plan for 2011. 

22. From 1969, many previous WA Education Ministers have commissioned reports into 
Muresk and or post-secondary agricultural education. There has been a review 
roughly every four … years of various types with many of them making similar 
recommendations, and all arguing to keep and improve Muresk. There is scant 
evidence that any reports were … fully acted upon. 
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I think that failure goes back to successive governments and has continued with this one. The letter continues — 
23. The Minister for Education (Dr Elizabeth Constable MLA), in response to Curtin’s 

decision to withdraw its courses from the Muresk campus, in January 2010 
commissioned the former Deputy Premier, the Hon. Hendy Cowan to prepare a report 
into the situation (now known as the Cowan Report). 

24. Mr Cowan conducted his review called “Review of Post-Secondary Agricultural 
Education in Western Australia” and handed his report to Minister Constable on 
21 April 2010. 

25. The minister did not release the report until some five months later on 
22 September 2010. While the accompanying press statements gave general 
indication of the Minister’s support for all the six (6) main recommendations 
contained in the report, MOCA and the general public is otherwise unaware of the 
Government’s official response to the report. 

The situation may have changed, but in January 2011 that certainly was the case. The letter continues — 
The Minister’s accompanying press statement simply is entitled “Muresk’s future as an 
agricultural education institution”. However, the word ‘tertiary’ and any emphasis on tertiary 
agricultural education within is missing, effectively consigning Muresk to the TAFE sector. 
The Minister has omitted to articulate ‘how’ this will be achieved in practical terms and 
whether she supports the Cowan Report recommendations of not. 
26. Consequently, MOCA is not aware of any concrete actions taken by the current 

Government in response to the Cowan Report recommendations. As best we are 
aware, the matter has never been to Cabinet, there are no Government officials tasked 
to progress implementation of the report, and there is no (current or future) budget 
provisions to enable the report to be implemented. No Board has been formed, 
members appointed, or a budget allocated to anyone that we know of. 

The next point is telling — 
27. The Minister has never consulted with or responded to MOCA’s requests for 

a meeting (and some of our members acting as individuals have been similarly 
ignored). 

The letter then refers to the role of Curtin University, which I think is superfluous to this debate because Curtin 
has moved. I will move on, but I will come back to Curtin University because there has been a development 
quite recently. Time will be the enemy for me in this debate. 

I touch now on the future role of the C.Y. O’Connor Institute, because it would have been important to think 
about the future of Muresk in 2011. The letter written to the committee states — 

41. MOCA applauds the prospect of the CY O’Connor Institute’s (formerly the 
CY O’Connor College of TAFE) future involvement in the delivery of higher 
education courses at the Muresk campus. Many of our members are involved in 
internal staff and advisory roles. As well as being the MOCA President, I am also the 
Chair of the CY O’Connor Muresk Advisory Committee. 

42. However, MOCA believes that sole reliance upon the CY O’Connor Institute’s as 
a solution to the overall problem of unmet industry demand for graduates, and as 
a solution to the Muresk issue, would be misplaced. Simply put, the real underlying 
cost structures of Muresk and the cultural demands of becoming an approved higher 
education institution will be a ‘bridge too far’ without substantial supplementary State 
budget funding. 

I will talk about that further, because the state government allotted some funding. The letter continues — 

43. MOCA’s comments elsewhere about this outcome resulting in long-term cost-shifting 
from the Commonwealth to the State applies here too. 

INDUSTRY FOR GRADUATES (DEMAND SIDE) 
44. There are 63,000 farm and agribusiness vacancies Australia-wide— 

That was as of June 2011 — 

of which only about 20% is for unskilled works. The WA equivalent figures are 
6,300 vacancies, including approximately 5,000 graduate vacancies. 
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45. The demand for graduates is at unprecedented high levels. Even higher demands in 
the mining sector are further exacerbating this problem of supply. 

I have stated that that has changed, but the demand for professionals educated in agriculture remains as high as 
ever. The letter continues — 

Many Muresk graduates are working in the mining industry … 

They, of course, went for the opportunities that provided. The letter continues, but I will have to wind it up 
because I am running out of time. The letter attacks the nub of many issues we still face, which is why I have 
spent so long on it. The last point involves Muresk’s important role in regional development, and MOCA’s 
proposal for the future of Muresk was circulated for the information of the committee. I do not know what 
happened to that, but that was a very good precis that was signed by Dr Ian Fairnie, the then president of MOCA. 
I am sure all members are familiar with Dr Ian Fairnie. 

That was a very good analysis—a very good precis of what was happening—and some ideas for the future were 
presented to a government committee. I look forward to someone standing and telling us whether that letter has 
been acted on, but I do not see — 

Hon Peter Collier: When was that letter written? 

Hon DARREN WEST: On 14 January 2011, so it was before the Leader of the House’s time as education 
minister. 

Hon Peter Collier: But I was training minister and I met with MOCA several times. 

Hon DARREN WEST: That is good; I look forward to the minister’s contribution. 

Hon Peter Collier: You will get one, mate; don’t worry about that! 

Hon DARREN WEST: There is the letter. 

I will have to shuffle through because time is moving on. Then over the hill rode the saviours of regional 
Western Australia. I am being flippant in saying that, because of course I do not think that is the case. They were 
the people who were, in inverted commas, “the saviours” and were helping to save Muresk. I have a press 
release from 19 December 2012 from then Ministers Cowper and Grylls that announces $10 million towards 
Muresk. The press release reads — 

• Funding to secure agriculture — 

Hon Col Holt: Were you chair of the Wheatbelt Development Commission then? 
Hon DARREN WEST: No, I think I had just left. 
Hon Col Holt: But you were one of those chairmen? 
Hon DARREN WEST: Hon Col Holt makes a very good point. As chair of the Wheatbelt Development 
Commission, I met with Curtin several times; I was trying to find a way to get it to stay. I have to save these 
comments for another day, but to me at the time as chair of the development commission the logical thing to do 
was to keep Curtin at Muresk. It had all the lecturers and staff in place and there would have been a seamless 
transition in the arrangements. As it has turned out, I am sure that would have been a cheaper, better and more 
cost-effective option for the taxpayer than we have today. I thank Hon Col Holt for raising that. I was involved 
in the negotiations with Curtin, but certainly at no point was I involved in negotiations with the Departments of 
Education or Training and Workforce Development. I met with MOCA on several occasions, and it raised many 
of these concerns with me at that time. I left in about September 2012; I think that is correct. 
Hon Peter Collier: Did you discuss it with Curtin University then, because it, of course, was the problem? 
Hon DARREN WEST: Certainly. I met with the vice-chancellor of Curtin University and others on several 
occasions to try to work out what we could do to keep Curtin at Muresk. Curtin had pretty much made up its 
mind, because it had built a new facility at Bentley, that it was tearing up too much money running 
two campuses. But I think the better idea at the time would have been to have found a way for the state to 
support Curtin to keep that facility open. As I pointed out, it has been a magnificent facility for more than 
80 years, and Curtin had been there a very long time. I think some opportunities were available that were not 
taken at the time. An announcement was made to provide Muresk with $10 million. 
Moving forward, Curtin decided it was moving on and that by this stage it had closed and there were no students 
at Muresk. Students were offered incentives to finish their degrees in the city rather than at Muresk–Curtin and 
they moved. I think I am correct in assuming—I look forward to a contrary view—that the government made no 
real attempt to keep Curtin at Muresk. I think that is a fair comment. That is certainly the impression I had — 
Hon Peter Collier: And you’d be wrong in making that assumption—very wrong. 
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Hon DARREN WEST: — and as the chairman of the development commission I was certainly trying to pursue 
the option of keeping Curtin at Muresk. 
Hon Peter Collier: You would be wrong. 
Hon DARREN WEST: I look forward to the minister’s contribution to prove me wrong. 
Hon Peter Collier: You will get one. 
Hon DARREN WEST: I thank the minister. 
In late 2012, Ministers Cowper and Grylls announced a $10 million injection of funds under the state 
government’s royalties for regions program to, essentially, upgrade the infrastructure at Muresk. I look forward 
to being proved wrong on this, too, but all I can find, after poring over old budget papers, is about 
$4.8 million having been spent on facilities at Muresk. Yes, there was an injection of funds, and much of that 
went to things like fire alarms and a lot of the backlog of requirements in public buildings that were not done by 
Curtin post-2004, and some money was spent on a technology upgrade, which is also really interesting. 
Hon Jim Chown: When was the last time you actually went and had a look? 
Hon DARREN WEST: Hon Jim Chown, I have only 14 minutes and 38 seconds. Hon Jim Chown does this 
every time — 
The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Alanna Clohesy): Order, members! I assume that you can hear each other 
when you interject, but I cannot. Hon Darren West has the call. 
Hon DARREN WEST: I will not take an interjection, Hon Jim Chown. The member does this every time: he 
pipes up and interjects on everybody else, but will not make a contribution of his own. If Hon Jim Chown has 
something to say, I look forward to hearing it in his 45 minutes. 
Several members interjected. 
Hon DARREN WEST: That is all right. 
There was an injection of funds that was not spent. The irony is that students do not now use the best learning 
facility at Muresk because it costs $700 a day to hire. The Charles Sturt students do not use that upgraded 
facility. 
I turn to the situation today, because it is a bit shambolic. C.Y. O’Connor Institute, as stated, has done its best by 
running a course. Dr Christine Storer is a magnificent lecturer; she is one of the best in the field. She previously 
worked at Muresk and knows the course, system and the wheatbelt. I have nothing but praise for her and the way 
she operates. Charles Sturt University—a university from the other side of Australia—is now offering an 
agribusiness degree and the University of Queensland is offering a diploma course. No Western Australia–based 
university is working at the Muresk Institute. In the first year, 26 students were enrolled; in the second year, 
15 students were enrolled; and this year, the third year, there are in the order of 30 to 40 students. That enrolment 
is done in the most difficult of backgrounds. Muresk does not offer its course through the Tertiary Institutions 
Service Centre handbook because it costs about $150 000 a year for an institution to promote itself in that 
handbook. It is not worth it for one course. Most people who come out of school and read the TISC handbook do 
not realise that an agribusiness course is available at Muresk. The government could help us with that. 
Another issue at Muresk is that the guild buildings were built by the students. The students now have no access 
to those guild buildings. They are not told about it in the TISC handbook, so when they go to Muresk, they find 
out for themselves that they have no access to the guild buildings. Also, by the way, people cannot have a drink 
at Muresk unless they have a permit. They have to go to the Department of Training and Workforce 
Development to get a permit to have a beer on campus at Muresk. Can members imagine trying to encourage 
university students in that environment? Many years ago, the students’ association ran a bar on site two nights 
a week. They had some really good functions; it was a really good social gathering place. That has now all gone. 
I found out yesterday that last year over 1 000 students went through Muresk. A lot of them were doing one-day 
craft courses and all kinds of other certificate courses and one-day short courses that are unrelated to agriculture. 
That is great, but it is not an agricultural centre of excellence because in the order of only 50 to 78 agriculture 
students are at Muresk. 
The Muresk mining academy fell over fairly quickly. Ausdrill and Ron Sayers were very keen to establish 
a mining academy because they were having difficulty getting their young, newly recruited workers up to speed 
with what life is like in a mining camp and with training in an expensive area. They wanted to set up an 
academy. Essentially, they gave up because the Department of Training and Workforce Development could not 
give them a clear-cut proposition that would go forward. In the end, they all got tired of waiting. 
Hon Peter Collier: You’re 100 per cent wrong. 

 [7] 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 24 February 2016] 

 p690b-701a 
Hon Darren West; Hon James Chown; Hon Sue Ellery 

Hon DARREN WEST: Correct me if I am wrong. I have met with them. 
Hon Peter Collier: I am going to. You get your facts right before you make assertions like that. 
Hon DARREN WEST: Okay; you correct me. 
Several members interjected. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT: Order, members! It is getting unruly again. 
Hon DARREN WEST: Thank you, Madam Acting President. The mining academy proposal fell over for 
several reasons, but the biggest reason was the difficulty in dealing with the state’s Department of Training and 
Workforce Development. 
Hon Peter Collier: Rubbish; absolute rubbish. 
Hon DARREN WEST: It was so. Of the $10 million that was promised, my understanding is that only about 
$4.8 million dollars was spent. Correct me if I am wrong, but I have pored and pored over budget papers and 
other documents. I like to do that—pore over budget papers—to find out exactly what the money is being spent 
on. If the government promised $10 million, I think that $10 million should have been spent. As I said, the 
facility is ageing and it needs an upgrade. 
I am running out of time. There are issues around student facilities on the campus. The cost of living on site is 
about 400 bucks a week. That is more expensive than living on college row opposite the University of 
Western Australia. It is cost prohibitive; it is $70 a night to stay in a dormitory, and it costs $150 a week to share 
a house with three other people. The cost structures are not inducing people to go to study at Muresk. There is 
another problem. The facilities for students are substandard and their costs are high. Many students now choose 
to stay elsewhere and drive in and out. That may be the objective, but I do not think it leads to a good college life 
or attracting students. They are some of the difficulties in attracting agriculture students to Muresk as a centre of 
excellence. 
We all know that agriculture is going through a renaissance. It is a very exciting time to be involved in 
agriculture. I am pleased to read that, despite all the issues, so far there have been 38 enrolment applications for 
2016. We will wait and see how many of those students start next week, but that is a step in the right direction. It 
looks like we might be able to attract more people into agribusiness in the wheatbelt. A number of wheatbelt 
farming families would prefer their sons or daughters, or the students themselves would prefer, to stay a lot more 
locally in a regional environment. That is a good thing; agriculture is moving forward, but it is more to do with 
the boom in the industry than what the government has done at Muresk. I welcome that, but with 38 students in 
year 3, and it is still offering only one degree, that does not constitute a centre of excellence, so I think the 
government has failed in that objective. 
I also note that there was a year’s delay in 2013 while the government decided what it might do at Muresk. We 
had a whole year when the place lay empty in a transition period; there was nothing. It is certainly more difficult 
to get an organisation up and going from scratch than when it is already running. The government’s opportunity 
was lost when members opposite took their eyes off the road. 
I recently read an article by Jenne Brammer in The West Australian of 22 January 2016, titled “Curtin confirms 
Muresk interest”. I thought it sounded interesting so I read it. It states — 

Plans for Curtin University to re-engage with the Northam-based Muresk campus to enhance its 
agribusiness degree course have been confirmed by vice-chancellor Deborah Terry. 
The responsibility for Muresk’s operation was transferred from Curtin University to the 
State Government in 2012, amid falling enrolment numbers. 
Meanwhile, Curtin’s agribusiness degree was shifted to the Bentley campus in Perth, with practical 
experience gained through field trips to rural areas, including Muresk’s Northam campus. 
However, after the strong upturn in agriculture in recent years, there is now a healthier appetite for 
agribusiness courses and Curtin sees that a closer link with the Muresk campus could enhance 
educational opportunities, 
Professor Terry, who joined Curtin two years ago from the University of Queensland, is working with 
Muresk Institute to develop a memorandum of understanding, and recently hosted a luncheon with 
members of the Muresk Old Collegians Association to discuss issues and gain their input. 

Is that not a nice change? Curtin University has gone back to discuss issues with the Muresk Old Collegians 
Association. I am glad it has because the state clearly was not interested in having those discussions with 
MOCA. I think this is an interesting development. The article continues — 

“Curtin has retained significant teaching and research programs in agriculture through science and 
agribusiness courses in particular,’ she said. 
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“We are looking at how the outcomes of those programs could be enhanced by having stronger 
engagement with Muresk Institute into the future. 
“Re-engaging with Muresk would provide us with the opportunity to provide enriched educational 
opportunities.” 
Professor Terry said the draft MOU did not recommend reinstating the full agribusiness course at the 
Northam-based campus, rather envisaging a “living laboratory” for trials and research based at Muresk. 
Meanwhile, block courses could be offered on the campus, 
“The most realistic outcome is that subjects would be taught in—what we call a winter or summer 
school,” she said. 
“So students would be up there taking one or two units—but in a concentrated delivery,” 
Professor Terry said she hoped the MOU would be finalised early this year, with a view to the re-
engagement starting in 2017. 

That is the best news I have heard about Muresk for quite a while because when Curtin was not involved and it 
was up to the state, it was all over the place. My advice to the state government is to have a really good talk with 
Curtin University to see what it can do about reinstating some of these courses. It should keep the Charles Sturt 
University option because that has been important. The C.Y. O’Connor Institute has done its very, very best over 
the last several years, but it has been left high and dry by the government. It is ironic that I am talking about 
a TAFE, or an institute, as the government has changed the name to—I still call it TAFE and I think everybody 
else does—on the day when 230 staff at TAFE, including 90 in the regions, have found out in 
The West Australian that they are going to lose their jobs. That is disgraceful. What is the government doing to 
our TAFE sector? How can it do that to our TAFE sector and cut 90 regional jobs? Where is the National Party 
in all this? I have not heard boo from the National Party. It is supposed to represent regional Western Australia, 
but I have not heard a peep. Ninety jobs in TAFE are going to go and, worse still, those staff read about it in 
The West Australian. There has not been any consultation with anyone in the TAFE sector or with the industries 
that they train and develop students for. I think the government has a real problem in education, certainly in the 
higher and tertiary education sector. This has been a debacle and I do not think there is a plan for tertiary 
education in regional Western Australia for agriculture. That is not on. The government needs to get itself 
organised if it is going to govern the state for a third term, which I am sure it will seek to do, and come up with 
some really good reasons as to why it is a good idea; I cannot think of any, but I am sure it will. Whoever gets 
into government next, a priority should be talking to the Chief Scientist and developing linkages between 
research organisations and industry. Our industry is a very important industry, but it still has a lot of growing to 
do. It will still provide quality food products into the future and jobs for regional people. I have a bit of 
a different idea from the National Party; I think we should be trying to keep people in regional 
Western Australia. I do not think we should be making them all leave by cutting their jobs and cutting all the 
services they provide, and then grizzling about why we have lost another electorate to the city. I think we should 
be trying to do things that encourage people back to the regions, and tertiary education is one way of doing that. 
I would suggest to the government that its plan for the Muresk Institute has failed; the centre of excellence is not 
a centre of excellence. If that was the government’s objective, it has failed in that objective. The mining academy 
has not materialised, and I know it will not materialise now because the world has moved on since 2011, but 
there was a serious attempt by industry. It had money, it was ready to go, but it was thwarted, and that is 
a shame. 
Several members interjected. 
Hon DARREN WEST: That is the second part, and please do not focus on that all day, even though it is 
important. The more important part is that we do not have a plan for tertiary education in the agricultural region 
in WA, and that is what we need to have. I suggest the government goes back to talking to Curtin University and 
find out what Curtin could use, what it might need from the government and what incentives the government 
might be able to provide it to help rebuild the Muresk Institute. It needs an injection of funds; the government 
promised $10 million and has spent $4.8 million, so I am sure there is some money there to upgrade some of 
those facilities. It needs new technology and a bit of a general update around the place, but it is too important for 
the government to just let it continue to crumble and fall away, despite the best efforts of Dr Christine Storer 
from the C.Y. O’Connor Institute and everyone involved; they need support. We need to build this as an 
opportunity for us as an industry. I accept that there will still be students—my son is one of them—who will 
prefer to study whatever course it is they want to study in Perth; I understand that. But there will always be 
a demand for regional tertiary education, especially when it is so close to Perth. The world of agriculture is 
changing; there are many more ways to be involved in agriculture than to be born into a farming family, and 
there will be great demand from people who come from non-agricultural backgrounds, and we need to entice 
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them into our industry and regions. It is a fact that people are three times more likely to work in the regions if 
they are trained in the regions. The Rural Clinical School of WA is an example of that. 
I think the government has failed, and I think it is time it came up with a plan for tertiary education in the 
regions, especially in agriculture, but also in other related industries. The world does not stop when you leave 
government; it will go on for future generations. Our greatest asset in agriculture is our people. Let us have 
a plan to train them, keep them in the regions and work with Curtin University or whoever it is to build Muresk 
as a centre of excellence for agriculture. Let us do what the government said it would do. 
HON JIM CHOWN (Agricultural — Parliamentary Secretary) [2.54 pm]: I am a little surprised that this 
motion is actually being entertained. Most of Hon Darren West’s address was relevant to a period before 
19 June 2013, when this motion was first put on the notice paper. His negativity about what is currently 
happening at Muresk and the outstanding work that this government is undertaking to facilitate some of its 
procedures just astounds me. It is a demonstration of a member who is so out of touch with his electorate from 
an agricultural perspective that I cannot support or even entertain this motion, other than to speak against the 
issue he has presented. 
Labor’s approach to regional agricultural issues is symptomatic of fact that the Labor Party, quite frankly, has 
lost touch altogether. Its anti-GM stance is a very good example of that. There is no doubt that when 
Curtin University pulled out of the Muresk Institute, it left quite a hole that took the institute quite a number of 
years to recover from; there is no doubt about that at all. I will not go into the reasons why Curtin University 
decided to withdraw from Muresk, but I will say that Muresk alumni, members of the Muresk Old Collegians 
Association and Muresk students lobbied this government very hard for a number of months to ensure that 
something took place. Of course, the C.Y. O’Connor Institute also stepped into the breach under the 
administration of its managing director, Mr John Scott, and put in place a program that has finally been adopted. 
I congratulate MOCA and all its members, and people like Mr Brian Piesse in Bunbury who are constantly 
talking to the minister and other people in this government to do something about Muresk. 
Of course, as soon as tertiary-level education became a possibility through the C.Y. O’Connor Institute, a pledge 
of $10 million was given. I suggest that Hon Darren West does not just drive through the facility next time but 
actually gets out of his car to have a look. If he went through some of the new dormitories that have been fully 
refurbished, he would see that there have been more than just upgrades to the fire services et cetera. A lot of 
those dormitories have been refurbished to a level that has never been experienced in that institution before, and 
it is my understanding that that servicing and upgrading will be ongoing as more and more people apply for the 
courses that are now available at Muresk. 
The C.Y. O’Connor Institute has successfully collaborated with Charles Sturt University to deliver a bachelor of 
agriculture and business management degree at Muresk. This started in 2013 and, yes, there was initially a very 
low enrolment, but this year it is looking at 50 enrolments. When we restart an institution like this it takes time 
because people have to become aware of what is available. It is aiming at about 120 students eventually. I do not 
know what the number of enrolments at Muresk was at its peak, when it was in full swing, but I imagine it was 
not much more than 200, and most of them were boarders. 
Muresk is absolutely essential to the industry and electorate that I represent, which is agriculture. As an industry 
agriculture is, across the board, one of the largest employers of people throughout the state, and it is an essential 
industry; nobody disagrees with that. Nowadays agriculture is a highly sophisticated industry. Farmers no longer 
walk around in gumboots with a straw sticking out of their mouth. They are businessmen and big businessmen, 
and everything they do is calculated virtually down to the last cent, like any other professional business, and they 
need qualified employees. I agree that Muresk is absolutely essential to the future of our industry. 
Be that as it may, Muresk is a multi-use facility. Hon Darren West’s motion was actually answered yesterday by 
Hon Peter Collier. Hon Darren West asked what the total enrolments were at Muresk for each of the years 
2014 and 2015, and the current enrolments for 2016. The answer he got was 155 for 2014 and 1 025 for 2015. 
Figures for 2016 are not yet available, but I would imagine that those enrolments may go up to 1 500 or 2 000, 
yet Hon Darren West stands here today and says that this government has done nothing new for Muresk. As 
I have just said, this is a transition from a vacuum to kickstarting an institution like Muresk, and it does not 
happen overnight. It takes institutions like C.Y. O’Connor and members of this government—and the 
government, as such, to fund it, to an amount of $10 million and a transition payment of, I think, $325 000 to 
help staffing arrangements—to ensure that after slow progress, Muresk gets back to what it was before, and it is 
my belief that that is happening. Motions like this do not help Muresk or future students or the agricultural 
industry at large. Quite frankly, I am ashamed that Hon Darren West stood up and couched his motion in such 
terms. 
Hon Kate Doust: Oh, get over yourself. 
Hon JIM CHOWN: No, I am not over myself. 
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Hon Kate Doust: Well, you should be. 
Hon JIM CHOWN: You can sit there as the opposition and bag and bag and bag, but it does nothing for the 
population at large or the electorate I represent and Hon Darren West pretends to represent. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: That’s outrageous! 
Hon JIM CHOWN: No, it is not outrageous! 
Several members interjected. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT: Order! 
Hon JIM CHOWN: I will give members an example of the sort of support that this government gives the 
students of these programs. I initiated a scholarship program and I was invited down, along with other members 
of this place, to the Perth Westpac Bank boardroom with a number of industry leaders, and the question was: 
how are we going to encourage people to enrol in the C.Y. O’Connor Institute program? Somebody suggested 
that we offer scholarships. I can tell members that 13 members of this government donate $5 000 per annum and 
federal Liberal members donate $3 500 per annum to an annual scholarship. I do not see any scholarship 
contribution or donations from the Labor Party. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: I didn’t even know about the scholarship. 
Hon JIM CHOWN: Here is the member’s opportunity. He should ring John Scott and put up a scholarship for 
students at the Muresk facility, as government members have done. That is my challenge to Hon Stephen Dawson 
and Hon Darren West. Members opposite should be a bit more positive in their outlooks and more supportive of 
the intentions of the government for Muresk, because that is not happening at the moment and I would like to see 
it happen. The inaugural recipients of the scholarship were Nicholas Hardie and Louise Fraser, two people who 
have taken the course in agriculture at C.Y. O’Connor Institute. A ceremony was held at Parliament House and 
the Premier handed them their scholarships. There will be a scholarship this year and another next year. That is 
the sort of support the government is giving the institution of Muresk. To stand here and say that Muresk as an 
institution and its buildings are run down is rubbish; it is wrong. Some of the houses are degraded, but the main 
building — 
Hon Stephen Dawson: Is it or is it not? 
Hon JIM CHOWN: Nobody stays in them. The main education facilities are exceptional, and members 
opposite need to go along to the lecture halls and dormitories and see them. They need to have a meal, as I have 
had on more than one occasion, in the dining room there, and they will be impressed. 
Once again, I am disappointed that Hon Darren West did not withdraw this motion or amend it to be more 
positive in manner and to acknowledge the work that has been undertaken by this government to restart the 
Muresk education facility on behalf of the agriculture industry in this state. 
HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [3.02 pm]: I had hoped to make my 
speech when I had had a bit more time, but I will start now. I basically want to support the motion. I am sorry 
that I was not here for the beginning of the debate and have not heard it all. Looking at the numbers going 
through Muresk Institute now and looking at its history, it strikes me that although the expenditure of some 
money has meant that it is a pretty good set of physical facilities, clearly not enough has been done to attract 
students to do the longer courses and the higher level courses. I think that is an issue. 
Part of my portfolio is university education. In talking to all of the universities in Western Australia it is clear 
that they all struggle with how to make regional campuses financially viable to attract enough students to run the 
kinds of courses to generate enough momentum at that campus to attract more students. It becomes a circular 
movement when a university cannot attract enough students to make the campus economies of scale viable 
enough to attract more students. I think that is part of the problem that Muresk Institute is suffering from. The 
description I have seen of the facilities is not bad, but the institute is not getting the numbers for the longer 
courses—not just the short courses—to sustain what is needed for students to graduate in higher courses in 
agriculture. That is where the focus needs to be. 

I note that there is talk that Curtin University is considering moving back into Muresk. That is an interesting 
development, but my sense of it is that more effort should have been made by government when the 
conversations started back in 2010—probably even a bit earlier than that—about whether Curtin could continue 
to maintain Muresk as part of the university and, therefore, be able to offer degree courses. I do not know 
whether it is a combination of the fact that not enough effort has been put into looking at not just the physical 
facilities of Muresk, but also the course content and structure and what it is that is attracting students to study 
there. I do not know whether it is the fact that in 2016 Muresk is so close to Perth that there is a general view that 
if students are going to study those kinds of courses, they might as well go to Perth because it is not that far 
away. I do not know whether it is a combination of that and that other forms of study these days that are 
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accessible via digital and the web mean that having a physical campus in the wheatbelt is not actually what 
students need; that with digital access they can study from anywhere around the world. I do not know whether it 
is a combination of those factors, but I do think that every university has struggled with maintaining their 
campuses in regional areas, whether it is Notre Dame in Broome or in other places in rural and regional 
Western Australia. 

Hon Peter Collier: Kalgoorlie? 

Hon SUE ELLERY: Indeed. The universities all say that with the best of intentions it is a struggle to maintain 
those facilities economically and to attract students. I think it is less about allocating money to the capital side of 
an institution and more about doing some hard thinking and hard work around what it is that students want now 
out of an institution and whether there are different ways to handle this. Looking at the numbers myself, it is 
great that people who live in the wheatbelt can access the short courses to complete qualifications and to get 
certificates; that is fantastic. However, a bunch of courses are below certificate IV and a significant number are 
below diploma level and, of course, the institute cannot offer degree courses at all. Have we achieved the goal 
this government said it intended, which was to make Muresk Institute a centre of excellence? I do not think the 
evidence exists for the government to claim that it is there yet. I think that perhaps promises were made that were 
overreaching and that the government had not done the research to look into what it was that would drive 
students into medium to longer courses at that institute. I do not think the background work was done to 
demonstrate that. I am happy to give credit where credit is due around expenditure on the capital side of the 
campus, but that is all for nothing if Muresk cannot attract students. If the government is talking about building 
a centre of excellence, it needs to do a lot more than running short courses for certificates below cert IV. There is 
a lot more work to be done. I commend Hon Darren West for bringing the motion to the house. If the evidence in 
2016 is that we are nowhere near a centre of excellence, we need to do the work to investigate why that is and 
what it is going to take. I am encouraged if Curtin University is thinking about getting back into it, but I know 
the leadership of Curtin would want to satisfy itself that the economics were adding up. In my conversations with 
all the universities, including Curtin, it is hard to make those regional campuses viable. 

I am happy to support Hon Darren West’s motion because I think big promises were made and there is no 
evidence whatsoever that the government has achieved its claim of making the institute a centre of excellence. 
There is just too much more work to be done. I am interested to hear from the minister about exactly what work 
is being done to achieve that title of centre of excellence, rather than just hearing about the buildings et cetera. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders.  
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