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AGRICULTURAL RESEARCH 
Motion 

HON BRIAN ELLIS (Agricultural) [11.30 am] — without notice: I move — 

That this house recognises the valuable role of research in progressing advances in agriculture. 

The Barnett government has undertaken research through the WA Department of Agriculture and Food and has 
also partnered with some other agencies to advance agricultural science. Some of the agricultural advances 
announced during the time of the Barnett government include a new high-performance lupin variety that has 
consistently yielded five per cent more than the most widely grown lupin in WA and has strong pest and disease 
resistance; a newer high-yielding oat variety that will deliver 10 per cent more than the benchmark variety; a 
new high-performing wheat variety with a robust disease-resistant package; a new milling oat that is high 
yielding and has approval, as it was approved in 2013 to meet the shortfall in the international supply; quinoa 
trials in Kununurra, where WA has led the nation in this research; a groundbreaking trial in the Pilbara to use 
surplus mine water to grow irrigated crops; and the Merredin research centre to put WA at the cutting edge of 
grain research, which is part of the New Genes for New Environments project. Speaking of genes, the 
Barnett government initiated the first commercial evaluation trials of genetically modified canola at 20 sites in 
the WA grain belt, including two trials at agriculture department sites in Geraldton and Esperance. This is just to 
name a few projects, and I am sure other members will delve deeper into those. 
Although some good research has been undertaken, there is still more that can be done, and we cannot fall 
behind in this area. Today I wish to concentrate on what I call good and bad research, and there is a great deal of 
difference between good research and research that is undertaken to achieve an outcome to suit a particular 
political view. I am speaking of research that Labor commissioned under the former agriculture minister 
Hon Kim Chance at a cost $92 000 to WA taxpayers. It took more than seven years and persistent parliamentary 
questions from me before the report on the research was published. Then, it was published online on a site 
sponsored by the Organic Federation of Australia. I am speaking about the research undertaken by anti-GM 
campaigner Dr Judy Carman. What did the Western Australian taxpayer get for $92 000 over more than seven 
years? Although the study was commissioned in Western Australia, Dr Carman’s research was undertaken in the 
American midwest. It was hardly a big study, given that only 84 pigs ate GM feed, and they only ate it for 
23 weeks. I thought it was time to take a look at what the experts had to say about this research. I started with the 
highly regarded Food Standards Australia New Zealand. According to the FSANZ website the study statistics 
showed that there were no mortality differences between pigs fed GM food and pigs fed non-GM food. There 
were also no differences in feed intake, weight gain and blood biochemistry parameters. However, Dr Carman 
and her co-authors attributed what they described as severe stomach inflammation and enlarged uteri to pigs fed 
the GM diet.  
FSANZ disagrees and this is why: FSANZ noted that the presence of so-called inflammation was only 
determined by visual appearance—that is, by a tissue colouration that can vary for many reasons. It was not 
ratified by a microscopic confirmation and importantly, if the GM diet had caused some inflammation, the total 
number of GM-fed pigs with a so-called stomach inflammation would be expected to be greater than the non–
GM-fed pigs, but the reverse happened. According to the data provided, the control group of non–GM-fed pigs 
showed more signs of the so-called inflammation than the GM-fed pigs. FSANZ also believes that the authors 
made methodical errors in analysing the stomach inflammation data. Its view is that if the data was analysed 
using more appropriate statistical methods, no statistical association with diet would exist. It seems to me that 
this is a polite way of saying that the authors of the report stuffed up their statistical analysis. FSANZ then states 
that the authors have not proved that the statistically significant increase in uterine weight was attributed to the 
GM diet. According to FSANZ, the relevance of uterine weight data and the presence of fluid in the uteri cannot 
be determined without information on the ovary activity of the affected pigs and without microscopic evidence 
to determine the condition of the endometrium. It was noted the uterine weight and fluid content can vary 
enormously in young female pigs based on the stage of puberty and/or their reproductive cycle. There were 
many more points raised by FSANZ on its website and members can look at it if they wish. But to recap, the 
main points that were brought to attention on the website were that there were no more deaths in the GM-fed 
pigs than non–GM-fed pigs. Overall deaths were higher than expected by industry standards, which may suggest 
questionable overall husbandry. More non–GM-fed pigs had so-called stomach inflammation than the GM-fed 
pigs. The study did not take into account the possible effect of chemicals found in the feed commonly used in the 
midwest America and the method of statistical analysis is open to question. 

The headlines of two other websites give some idea of how other individuals and organisations reacted to Dr 
Carman’s report. The headline on the website of AgProfessional on 13 June 2013 reads “New GMO study with 
pigs is ‘hogwash’”. The website notes that despite claims that the study was unbiased, Dr Carman is an anti-
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biotech campaigner. Also, one of the co-authors of the study, Howard Vlieger, is president and co-founder of 
Verity Farms, which markets non-GM grain. It goes on to state — 

… close to 60% of both sets of pigs were suffering from pneumonia at the time of slaughter—another 
classic indicator of bad husbandry … No conclusions can be drawn from this study, except for one—
that there should be tighter controls on experiments performed on animals by anti-biotech campaigners, 
for the sake of animal welfare. 

Another website, BIOtechNOW, compared Carman’s pig study with the infamous study on GM-fed rats. The 
website quotes analysis by the Science Media Centre, which states — 

The paper does not support the claim that GM crops cause stomach inflammation or increased uterus 
weight … it is let down by an inappropriate choice of statistical analysis methods. 

United Kingdom science writer Mark Lynas, a former anti-GM activist, is quoted as saying that this is 
propaganda dressed up as science. Australian geneticist David Tribe is quoted as saying that it is what some call 
a fishing expedition in search of a finding. These words are echoed on a website called Science-Based Medicine, 
on which David Gorski writes — 

… many more pigs fed non-GMO feed had stomach inflammation than those with GMO feed. 
… they used the wrong statistical analysis to analyze categorical data … there actually appears to be a 
non-statistically significant trend towards less stomach inflammation in the GMO group. Yes, less. 

The view has also been promoted that not enough research has been done into genetically modified crops. I note 
that on 24 March 2015, Hon Ken Travers said — 

… I do not think that, fundamentally, long-term studies have been done into the safety of genetically 
modified crops. 

That is not the view of Dr Kelly Manton-Pearce and Professor Michael Jones from Murdoch University. They 
wrote in the Farm Weekly of 16 July 2015 — 

First, let’s address the widely touted anti-GM principle that GM crops are not being vigorously or 
independently tested and therefore there is insufficient evidence to presume they are safe. 
… 
More than 100 of the world’s independent science organisations have recognised the safety and 
sustainability of GM food technology—and this includes a decade of European Union–funded studies. 
There are more than 3000 safety and ecological studies on GM crops and food, with more than two-
thirds performed by independent researchers. 

They went on to say that an article in the Journal of Animal Science — 
… reviewed 29 years of livestock productivity and health data from before and after the introduction of 
GM animal feed. 
The field data represented more than 100 billion animals covering a period before 1996 when animal 
feed was 100pc non-GM, and after its introduction when it jumped to more than 90pc. 
What did they find? 
No unusual health trends and that GM feed is safe and nutritionally equivalent to non-GM feed. 

In The West Australian of 17 June this year I note that Hon Darren West is quoted as saying that Labor is 
opposed to the planned GM exemption because it wants more time to assess food safety. To quote Dr Manton-
Pearce and Professor Jones in their Farm Weekly column — 

Is 20-plus years of research not long enough? 

Are trillions of meals of GM food not enough? 

In my view, these studies seem to be more valuable than a seven-year, $92 000 taxpayer-funded report on just 
84 pigs that were fed over a period of only 23 weeks. GM canola now constitutes 30 per cent of our state’s 
canola crop, and up to 60 per cent in some areas. Indeed, Western Australian growers have led the nation in 
adopting this technology. The Pastoralists and Graziers Association and the WAFarmers organisation support the 
growing of GM canola. Grain growers in Western Australia’s northern wheatbelt have launched a social media 
campaign calling for the support of GM crops. 

I realise I am running short of time, but I want to finish up. Due to time constraints I have concentrated on 
GM technology, because I believe that the really important research for the future of agriculture in WA to 
compete against the rest of the food producers of the world lies in what this technology has the potential to 
deliver for us as farmers in Western Australia. 
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HON RICK MAZZA (Agricultural) [11.46 am]: I will make just a couple of brief comments based on the 
speech given by Hon Brian Ellis. This is a very wide motion about research in the agricultural area, but his 
speech pretty much focused on genetically modified food. I had a briefing 12 months or so ago from the 
Department of Agriculture and Food about GM food, and it is not the Frankenfood that some people like to 
portray it as. The scientists demonstrated that all we are really doing with GM technology is producing a more 
certain outcome. It still takes about 20 or 25 years to get the type of plant variety we want with certain features, 
such as the inclusion of Arctic grass for frost resistance, but we end up with a more certain outcome than from 
the old crossbreeding programs. It is not Frankenfood; it is just a way of creating a more determined outcome. 
I gree with Hon Brian Ellis that it is the way of the future. It should be the choice of farmers whether they 
produce conventional or genetically modified crops. It all comes back to economics in the end, but I do not think 
it will be as detrimental to us as the fearmongers predict. 

Moving away from GM, there is no doubt that research is lacking in our Agricultural Region. There have been 
major cuts to the agricultural budget, particularly in the area of research, which is an absolute tragedy for us in 
this state. There has been a lot of talk about us moving from the mining boom to the dining boom, but we need 
support. On Tuesday night some members may have attended the agricultural show cocktail party held out in the 
courtyard. A very impressive young man spoke, and maybe the Minister for Agriculture and Food can help me 
out with his name. 

Hon Darren West: Callum Wesley. 

Hon RICK MAZZA: Yes. He is only very young, but already his innovation on the family farm in trying to 
deal with changing rainfall and climate is really impressive. What seemed to be a fairly simple thought process 
of using plastic to concentrate water into the rows moved on to a widescale way of dealing with rainfall and 
concentrating water. Some of the figures he gave about the improvement in crop production were absolutely 
wonderful. It was good to see the Department of Agriculture and Food working with him, giving him some part-
time work and funding to move forward with that innovation. It will help a lot of people, particularly in the 
marginal eastern wheatbelt area. We will miss out on those sorts of innovations unless we have some more 
funding in those areas. 

I just wanted to point those two things out. I know there is limited time and a lot of members have stood up, so 
I will leave it at that. 

HON JIM CHOWN (Agricultural — Parliamentary Secretary) [11.49 am]: Firstly, I congratulate 
Hon Brian Ellis for bringing this motion to the house today; it is a very important motion. Agriculture is an 
industry that quietly gets on with its job, around the world and in this state. If the great innovations of the past 20 
to 30 years had not taken place, I am sure that most of us here would be a few kilograms lighter, and there would 
be more food-challenged people, or people requiring some form of food assistance, than is currently the case in 
the western world. In making that statement, I also note that the World Health Organization has found that today, 
between 900 million and one billion people are still food challenged. That means that when they woke up this 
morning, the only thing on their minds would have been how they would survive, from a food perspective, over 
the next 24 hours. 

If we step back a bit in time, before the Second World War there was not a nation in this world that did not have 
food production as a critical factor in its policies. At the forefront for governments and individuals was food and 
how they could achieve enough production to meet the requirements of their communities. If members happen to 
think about the famines that took place in China, Russia, Africa and Europe over the centuries, they will realise 
how important agriculture is to today’s society. We are very fortunate to live in an era in which technical 
innovation can supply enough food. As we go forward we must meet the challenge of feeding the world’s 
population. Currently, the world’s population is about six billion, and by the turn of the century it will be 
between nine billion and 9.5 billion, yet we are still trying to produce enough food from the same area of land—
in fact, it is a declining area of land from an agricultural production perspective. Those challenges are very 
important. It is absolutely critical that mankind maintain innovation and adopt the latest science and technology 
for food production. 

In the late 1940s, just after the war, a scientist named Norman Borlaug started work in Mexico on what is known 
today as the “green revolution” and was able to turn around Mexico’s wheat production. In the early 1960s, 
Mexico was a net importer of wheat, but after a few years it became an exporter of grain. Borlaug’s innovations 
included implementing science in the growing of plants, in conjunction with fertiliser and water usage. If it were 
not for Borlaug’s work, hundreds of millions of people would not be on this planet today because they would 
have starved. It is as simple as that. 

It is interesting to note that after his success in Mexico, his methods were used in India. In the early 1960s, India 
was on the brink of a massive famine because its population had exploded exponentially. Borlaug and the Ford 
Foundation took the green revolution theories into India and introduced a variety of rice known as IR8. 
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IR8 produced more grains per plant, was more vigorous and responded more appropriately to the modern 
fertilisers being applied at the time. In fact, at that time India had 30 000 different rice varieties. These scientists 
were able to prove to that particular population that it needed only 10 varieties. IR8 is now grown throughout 
Asia and is the staple grain of the population there. Without these sorts of technological innovations being 
advanced, tested, produced and released to growers, we would not have the population we have today; we would 
not be able to sustain the population we have today. 

I am on the record in this place as stating that I believe the next step that needs to be put into action is genetically 
modified food production. GM food production has been in America for at least 25 years, and Hon Brian Ellis 
has given good examples of that from a local perspective. Those opinions about GM food production are not my 
opinion, growers’ opinions or political opinions; they are the opinions of highly regarded academics. Not a 
single source of food in this world has been so severely—not criticised—looked at from a scientific perspective 
as GM foods. Government boards have been instituted to ensure that GM forms of food are as humanly safe as 
possible. That takes place in this country and in other countries as well. 

GM foods have a lot of benefits. Hon Brian Ellis referred to a number of articles, but I will back up his argument 
by also referring to research conducted by the biology department at the Institute of Agricultural Sciences in 
Zurich, Switzerland, that has confirmed that genetically modified crops have real benefits for the environment 
and for the economic wellbeing of farmers. The Institute of Agricultural Sciences is an independent body and its 
research is based on meta-analysis of articles for and against GM crops over the last 25 years—a long period of 
time. The article that is published in the open access journal Agriculture & Food Security found that, on average, 
production of GM crops throughout the world has reduced chemical pesticide input by 37 per cent. What a great 
environmental advance. It also found that crop yields have increased by 22 per cent. That is exactly what I have 
said: crop yields have increased through GM varieties being produced on the same area of land, which means 
that 22 per cent less was being produced before GM crop varieties were introduced. It also found that farmers’ 
profits increased by 68 per cent. That is also a very good point. In the western world people cannot farm unless 
they are making a profit, especially in Western Australia. Other countries benefit from being subsidised by their 
governments, but in this state farmers stand alone. They are very commercially orientated and, in my opinion, 
very professional about how they go their business, and they have to be. It is unfortunate that the number of 
farmers in this state has declined significantly, from about 10 700 to around 3 500 in 2015, but may I state that 
the same area of land is still under cultivation. They have become very large organisations that would benefit 
substantially from a profit perspective if GM foods were produced or were at least allowed to be experimented 
with in Western Australia. 

I encourage the Minister for Agriculture and Food to get on with the job and repeal the draconian, restrictive, 
Labor Party Genetically Modified Crops Free Areas Act 2003. I do not really believe that the Labor Party per se 
is against GM crops. I believe it really does like innovation in agriculture. They are a very professional group of 
people—or most of them are—so I find it difficult to understand why they would not support the repeal of that 
act for the benefit of agriculture and the population overall. At this stage, I cannot see any reason why they 
would not support the minister if the repeal of that act is put on the notice paper and he stands in this house and 
addresses the issue. The only reason that the Labor Party would not support it would be its association with The 
Greens WA. As a major party, I call upon Labor Party members to support the government’s intention for all the 
reasons that I have stated in my address. I will not take any interjections, given that I have only a minute left. 

I suggest that those who are against the repeal of this act and that those who are against this innovative 
technology that will help the world at large and farmers in our state do some research and listen to the scientists 
that I and Hon Brian Ellis have referred to on this matter and form a personal opinion about why this technology 
needs to be adopted so that we can get on with the job of allowing GM crops to at least be experimented with 
and trialled in this state. If they do not, I will stand in this place and say that the Labor Party is against the future 
of agriculture in Western Australia. 

HON DARREN WEST (Agricultural) [11.59 am]: I want to make some comments about the excellent motion 
that has been put forward by Hon Brian Ellis. I am always happy to stand and talk about agriculture and the 
agricultural industry. I know it very well and I am very passionate about it, as I am sure all members understand. 
I intend to take a different slant on this motion, given that it is such a broad motion, and talk about some 
important issues. However, I first need to touch on the debate about genetically modified food, which is 
continuing. I make the point that yesterday, in the text that I get every day from Co-operative Bulk Handling Ltd 
on the day’s grain prices, the price for non-GM canola—conventional canola—was $592 a tonne, and the price 
for GM canola was $515 a tonne. For those who are not that good at maths—I know the Liberal government is 
not too good at maths—the price difference yesterday between non-GM canola and GM canola was $77 a tonne. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon DARREN WEST: I am not taking interjections; I have only got 10 minutes. 
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If that is not a market signal from consumers, there is not one. If GM foods are as safe as members opposite say, 
why not put on the label “This food contains GM product” and see how the sales go? The fact of the matter is 
that consumers are not convinced about the safety of GM foods. I am a producer. As a producer, I produce 
everything for the benefit of the consumer. However, consumers are not convinced about the safety of 
GM foods. The Nationals have flip-flopped on this issue, as we know; they are against it, and then they are for it. 
I am a producer, as I have said. This is about producers and consumers, and consumers have voted with their feet 
on GM foods. Germany and Scotland have banned GM foods. Those countries are beating us in agricultural 
productivity, without the use of GM products. We can go on about this for days, and I look forward to a motion 
one day specifically on this issue. One of the big issues with GM crops is labelling, which is inadequate. Another 
issue is the coexistence of farmers. We have had two next-door neighbours go to the Supreme Court, and they 
are now in the High Court, after a split decision on this issue. The other issue is glyphosate resistance, which is 
very real and important. 

I will now come back to agriculture. The number of staff in the Department of Agriculture and Food have been 
reduced from 2 000 to 1 400 to 700 over time. That has not all been under this government’s watch. This 
government has effectively halved the number of staff in the agriculture department, along with making 
perennial slashes to its budget. In 1970, Western Australia produced its first million-tonne grain crop. That was 
not so long ago—45 years ago. Western Australia now produces a grain crop of over 10 million tonnes in very 
challenging years and up to 17 million tonnes in good years. These significant advances in the grain industry are 
all the result of research and technology. Therefore, when we are making such great advances, it is baffling to 
understand why this government would choose to cut funding for the agriculture department by such a 
significant amount. There is not much left of the agriculture department to enable it to do that important 
research. 

The government’s $300 million Seizing the Opportunity Agriculture program is becoming a mirage. Our figures 
show that only about $30 million has been spent. In just over one year, voters will get the chance to judge this 
government. We do not believe that money will eventually hit the ground. The only thing this program is doing 
is replacing some of the services that the former agriculture department was providing. Nobody can claim that 
this government is investing heavily in research through the agriculture department. 

I want to make another point about food. The fact is that we need to feed an ever-increasing hungry world. 
Approximately one-third of the food that is produced in the world is wasted. Therefore, the big advancement that 
this state can make in suppling food to a hungry world is to stop wasting so much food. That happens in various 
forms—through supply chains, through people putting too much food on their plate and not eating it, through the 
wrong sorts of food being produced, and through oversupply. There is a lot that we can do to reduce that waste. 

I take on board that our young farmers are definitely our future. Callum Wesley from Southern Cross is a very 
impressive young man. He has a smart brain and he wants to use it for the betterment of agriculture. He is 
fundamentally passionate about agriculture and offers a great future to agriculture. We need to back up people 
like Callum Wesley with the research and resources that they need in that area. 

The biggest challenge that people like Callum face, and that my son as a potential future farmer faces, is climate 
change. It is very, very real. It is affecting us enormously this year. Our rainfall has been lower than normal, with 
lengthy dry spells during winter. The winter rainfall pattern in Western Australia has changed significantly, with 
more out-of-season rainfall. We need to adapt to that. The way we will be able to adapt to that is through decent 
and quality research into finding a better way to deal with climate change. That is the biggest threat facing us 
today. 

I also want to spend a bit of time talking about the advancements that are being made in the bee industry. 
Although that is a relatively small industry versus livestock and grain production, Western Australia has an 
excellent competitive advantage in this industry, because we produce what is acknowledged as the world’s finest 
honey. Western Australian jarrah honey has many useful health benefits that have been proved time and again. It 
also has clinical benefits for healing and the treatment of wounds. We need to find ways in which to show the 
world that our jarrah honey has benefits beyond being just something that we can put on our toast in the 
morning. We also need to look at value-adding opportunities for that product. Our Western Australian jarrah 
honey is also streets ahead as a prebiotic compared with other types of honey. We need to do the research to 
prove this and convince the world that our Western Australian jarrah honey not only has therapeutic values but is 
an excellent food. Honey is the only food that does not spoil. 

According to, oddly enough, a press release from DAFWA dated 11 April 2014, Western Australia produces 
about $9 million worth of honey a year. I believe that has now increased to around $12 million. The press release 
states that this state’s famed jarrah honey is known for its antimicrobial activity and high level of antioxidants. 
The agriculture department estimates that the bee industry is worth about $89 million a year to Western Australia 
when we add the use of bees for pollination, and the export of bees. It is a significant industry. The agriculture 
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department has had none other than Dr Robert Manning for around 30 years as a world-renowned researcher on 
pollen and on the effect of chemicals on bees. Guess what? The world-renowned bee researcher that we had in 
Western Australia has lost his job. Dr Robert Manning is no longer working in the bee industry in a research 
role. That is a travesty. 

Hon Alanna Clohesy: Why? 

Hon DARREN WEST: I look forward to finding out why. There is also now no dedicated bee inspector in 
Western Australia. That is causing frustration in the industry, because producers used to be able to go through 
DAFWA to get information about export permits and the like, and they now do not know how to get that 
information. 

I point out also that there are concerns in the industry about port surveillance and quarantine inspection. There is 
confusion about who is doing what in that space. That is a very big threat to our industry. The varroa mite from 
Asia is very real. It is already in the eastern states. Kununurra is the biggest threat area in terms of that pest, 
which comes from Asian bees and can island-hop or come on ships into ports in Western Australia. There is 
concern that we may have an outbreak of that pest and that will have a significant impact on the industry. The 
industry is very concerned about the lack of biosecurity. It is understood that DAFWA is supposed to do that, but 
we are not sure how that will happen now. 

The levy that is charged on the producers of honey has doubled in recent years from 2.3c a kilo to 4.6c a kilo, yet 
the services that are provided to the industry have been reduced. Our bee industry and our honey industry needs 
more researchers and better quarantine services. When we lose a person of the calibre of Dr Robert Manning, it 
is a great loss to our industry and needs to be addressed. Fifteen per cent of the honey that is produced in 
Australia comes from Western Australia—around 2 000 tonnes annually. That includes our famed jarrah honey. 
Pollination is a very significant industry. I have spoken to one producer who takes about 1 800 hives to an 
orchard in the south west that is estimated to have a turnover of $30 million, just to pollinate those fruit trees. 
There are also significant opportunities for the export of bees to Canada. We need a facility so that we can put 
queen bees into quarantine and put them with the batches of bees that we export to Canada. There is millions and 
millions of dollars’ worth of opportunity in that area. Research is important in all forms of agriculture, and we 
need to do more research, because the rest of the world is leaving us behind. Germany and Brazil are leaving us 
for dead when it comes to research into agriculture. 

HON MARK LEWIS (Mining and Pastoral) [12.09 pm]: I thank Hon Brian Ellis for bringing this motion to 
the house. Members would all know that this is an area that is quite dear to my heart. We have over 30 different 
sectors in our agriculture industry, from grains to beef, sheep, pork, poultry, potatoes, citrus, pome fruit, stone 
fruit, avocadoes, tomatoes and bananas—the list goes on. Agricultural exports total around $7 billion, so it is a 
very significant industry to WA. I might add that it is also one of the highest multipliers in terms of employment 
and one of the biggest economic drivers in the regions. We also have some of the most innovative and 
productive farmers in the world. Being an ex-Queenslander, I am proud to now say as a Western Australian that 
we do have some of the best farmers in the world in WA. We farm from the tropics to the subtropics in some of 
the wettest and driest agricultural lands in the world. 

All our 10 000 farmers are supported by the scientists and research people in the department, but we also have 
the most mature and largest agriculture consultancy base in Australia. That is a very important thing that we need 
to keep in mind. We have to remain competitive. Our 30 different sectors must continue to access global science, 
because we are not the only producers of science in the world. We need to make sure that we access other 
research, and that is a role that government can play. Science comes in many forms—biotechnology, agricultural 
chemistry, robotics and, more recently, information technology. We need to make sure that we keep these on our 
radar, because there are new forms of technology and it is not just traditional science as we knew it. Our farmers 
and scientists recognise that we have to adapt international research to our unique environment in WA, and we 
do that very well. In the past the state government has conducted much of the research, increasingly with funding 
support from the federal research and development corporations. In fact, WA is currently the largest recipient of 
competitive funds from Grains Research and Development Corporation grants in Australia. Only the 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation, which has a national footprint, receives more 
funding than us. 

As I said, we are going into a new era of R&D. I have been around in this game for a while and I recall that 
about 20 years ago the grants program in the US was being slashed and burned; people there have had to adjust. 
Europe went through a very similar process about 15 years ago. Indeed, New Zealand, Victoria, New South 
Wales and South Australia probably got into this space 10 years ago, so it is no news around the world that 
agriculture, and particularly R&D, has been in a declining space for money. We have to be thinking a lot more 
innovatively going forward about how we manage R&D. We can learn from other areas that have been in this 
space for over 20 years—it is nothing new. One thing that probably did need to be done a bit better by the 

 [6] 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Thursday, 15 October 2015] 

 p7392b-7400a 
Hon Brian Ellis; Hon Rick Mazza; Hon James Chown; Hon Darren West; Hon Mark Lewis; Hon Nigel Hallett 

executive of the Department of Agriculture and Food was to look at the commercial space a lot more. Obviously, 
these guys get paid twice as much as I do, so they should have had a much bigger role in thinking about how we 
might commercially adapt our services and transition that way a lot earlier than we have done, and we find 
ourselves in this space at the moment. Having said that, they have. We have examples like Western Dairy, which 
is now very much a model to follow and go forward with. It has been embraced by all sectors and stakeholders in 
the dairy industry. Members may not be aware, but it is a not-for-profit model going forward in which the dairy 
farmers and federal RDCs are involved. That brings me to GrainsWest, which will be a similar model. I 
understand that the government is proposing that we go this way and that we work very closely, in this case, with 
the Grains Research and Development Corporation, and with groups like Monsanto and those other big 
R&D players around the world. Indeed, they do not have to be that big; anybody can become members of these 
not-for-profit mechanisms. We are in that space now. It is not easy for such a big part of our R&D—it is 
something like 150 or 180 staff members—but it is something that the industry will embrace. I know they will 
embrace it because, from their perspective, R&D is seen more as an applied science, unlike the pure science that 
the universities might get into. They would rather see boots on the ground within the applied science area, so I 
know they will embrace it. As I said before, we have a very good platform to launch from because we have a 
very good consulting industry out here that is supporting industry now. We need to make sure that we use those 
platforms—our natural advantages—to take the next step. As I said before, I think the model of Western Dairy 
and GrainsWest could be rolled out for the livestock industry, the horticultural industry and the other sectors I 
mentioned. 

We probably have not put on our thinking caps early enough around how we might transition some of our R&D 
across into the investment world. I had a meeting the other day with a fund in England that is very interested in 
agriculture as the new iron ore and wants to get into this space. I put to them whether they would take our grains 
R&D, and they said, “Yes, we will look at it. We will go and do the due diligence.” They would take it probably 
lock, stock and barrel, or what they want of it. Or they might even trawl through the department and look for the 
intellectual property that sits within there and is often embodied in individuals who have been working on stuff 
for years and years. The corporate memory and IP that sits within those individuals is something that we need to 
consider. It is almost like the Shark Tank model where we allow our scientists to come forward and put their 
ideas, and particularly IP. We need to think more innovatively around this area. As I said, I think the investment 
world is ready and waiting for that if we can package it in an appropriate way. 

I want to quickly move on to R&D. We say R&D very quickly, but R&D is actually research and development. 
In 2008, this government said to the Department of Agriculture and Food that it needed to be in the economic 
development space and needed to embolden the development component. For those who have been in this game 
long enough, one gets a sense that that side of the equation has been reduced over the years. This government 
has put that back on the table. Just quickly, before my time runs out today, I want to point out that we have 
funded this area—the Northern Beef Futures program has received $15 million; the Water for Food program, 
$20 million; and the Pilbara Hinterland Agricultural Development Initiative, $12.5 million. Development is 
occurring in the Gascoyne with a whole heap of irrigation around there. We have committed $20 million to the 
technology space, including to Doppler radar, which is one of the big things going forward. The other thing 
I must also mention is that biosecurity is a critical component for the protection of our agriculture, and we have 
spent $20 million in that space. I thank Hon Brian Ellis for bringing this motion to the house. 

HON NIGEL HALLETT (South West) [12.19 pm]: I would like to acknowledge the private members’ 
business motion that Hon Brian Ellis has brought in on the valuable role of research into agriculture. As has 
already been said, this covers a very broad bow. The area I want to look at is the funding applied to agriculture in 
recent times. My sympathy goes to the Minister for Agriculture and Food, Hon Ken Baston. He is about the 
leanest cut minister out at the moment. When we look at the cuts that have been made to the budget in recent 
times, about $200 million over the last seven years, I think he has done an extraordinary job in trying to keep this 
department moving forward and taking on his staff cuts. It is estimated that in 2018 there will be some 700 staff 
left. I hear where Hon Mark Lewis is coming from in moving forward, but we have to keep research happening 
while this transition is taking place. 

The industry has made a judgement of how we are handling it. Only 24 per cent of industry is saying that we are 
doing a good job. That is down from 30 per cent last year. We have to sit back as a government and think, “Hang 
on, we have got to do this a little bit smarter.” What do we want out of agriculture? We want export dollars. 
Export dollars are good for the nation. When members look at the biggest flour miller in Indonesia, who buys a 
big portion of our wheat crop, they see that his business grows at seven per cent a year. He told us on a recent 
visit there that in a short time he has to look for another supplier because we are not increasing our production. 
That has not changed over recent times. We have other variances in there including climate et cetera. This year is 
a classic example in that September has been one of the driest on record. We were told by the Bureau of 
Meteorology that we were going to have one of the wettest Septembers on record; we had our third driest on 
record. In 2006, the Chief Scientist of Western Australia at that time, Professor Lyn Beazley, was advocating for 
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Doppler radar. We finally have one Doppler radar station coming on board, I hope by June next year, but we also 
need to have the people surrounding that who will give packages out to different parts of the industry to buy that 
software. I hope the department is being active in that and does not come out all of a sudden in June next year 
saying, “Oh, it’s built. Now what do we do?” 

Hon Jim Chown: Don’t you also need the mobile phone towers? 

Hon NIGEL HALLETT: Did I interject on Hon Jim Chown? 

Hon Jim Chown: No, I am just asking you a question. 

Hon NIGEL HALLETT: I am getting to that. I will ask for interjections if I want one. 

Several members interjected. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Liz Behjat): Order! Hon Nigel Hallett has the call. 

Hon NIGEL HALLETT: Hon Jim Chown is right. The mobile phone issue is a huge worry. It is a worry in the 
city as well. The signal drops out a huge amount. I agree with Hon Darren West; in the last month, whatever has 
happened is terrible out there. We have two farms with no service at all on each one. Actually, it is quite good at 
times. However, we have certainly lagged behind in technology, and most of that is a federal issue. 

Looking at the grain industry, no-one can argue a sensible case that we do not commit $100 million in the next 
five years into GrainsWest research. That has to happen in Western Australia if we are going to keep up with the 
demands and changes in agriculture. If we do not do it, we will rely on overseas countries to give us that research 
and once again we will fall down. In the last 10 years, we have dropped out of the list of top 10 producers per 
hectare to twenty-fourth in the world. It is a reflection of successive governments that we have dropped the ball. 
We have never seen as much money invested in agriculture by corporate and private individuals as we have seen 
over the last two years. They are giving signals to government that this is the next big industry. Treasury is 
giving the signal to the participants in the industry that it is withdrawing. We have to get that balance right; it is 
not right at the moment. What can we do to generate a bit of money? We have some very good research stations 
around the state. Some are not operating, some are and some have been cut completely. Do not sell the research 
stations because the wheel will go around. Put that research station into a trust, put money with it into the same 
trust and use that to fund biosecurity or research that we need into other areas. Those are things we can do 
quickly and easily. 

Hon Kate Doust: Isn’t that what you guys said you were going to do with the future funds management? 

Hon NIGEL HALLETT: It has nothing to do with that, but I will come back to that. 

We have some excellent people designing equipment to use on dryland farming. The majority of that equipment 
now comes out of Canada. We have a couple of small manufacturers, but they do not equate to a large part of it. 
There are things we can do. We need technology and we need that technology for risk management and to get 
the government out of the different programs that it has had over the years that do not work. We have seen the 
general cutback, whether it is into the avocado industry or bees, which was touched on earlier. We have to 
provide that technology and research so that people can keep the industry growing. We have seen the 
development of the black apple; we have seen Western Australia develop the lupin. That funding is being 
withdrawn; I think that ceases next year. We have to pull back a little bit and question the cuts while we take that 
transition period from government to private research, but there needs to be a combination of government with 
private participants. Some of the scientists who work out of Curtin University et cetera certainly have the 
stability to develop longer term research. 

HON BRIAN ELLIS (Agricultural) [12.27 pm] — in reply: I would like to thank all those members who 
contributed to the debate on my motion today and yes, it was a broad-ranging topic. It was done on purpose 
because there is so much research that needs to be undertaken for us to compete against the rest of the food 
producers of the world. We cannot afford to fall behind, because we are in the best position to produce the 
cleanest and the greenest food for the world’s supply. I take on board a lot of the comments that have been made. 
I take on board Hon Darren West’s view on GM technology. Outside of this house I have had some interesting 
conversations with Hon Darren West and sometimes he makes some sense. This is not one of those times! 
Just touching on the GM debate, I really do believe that the debate has been had and it is time to embrace the 
technology. All those Chicken Littles need to understand that the sky has not fallen in because of 
GM technology. It is also time to repeal the Genetically Modified Crops Free Areas Act 2003, as the minister has 
indicated. It is time to move on. 
It is important that we make judgements based on reliable research if we are going to progress the advancement 
of agriculture. I spoke earlier about good and bad research and I did concentrate on the bad side for a while. I 
found out only yesterday some of the good research that is on our doorstep. Two Australian scientists are 
working on genetically modified plants to produce medicines to treat a range of diseases from HIV to cancer. 
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They have been awarded $1 million to make the concept a reality. That is the sort of research we are on the verge 
of breaking into, which is why I concentrated on genetically modified technology in my motion, but we can go 
down the path of many other research areas. I hope that from today’s short debate we can send a message to 
those in the know and to those who have the power to make this research happen. Hopefully, they will take 
notice and progress the agricultural industry as a whole. 
Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
 

 [9] 


	AGRICULTURAL RESEARCH
	Motion


