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DROUGHT - WESTERN AUSTRALIAN WHEATBELT 
Grievance 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [9.51 am]:  My grievance is to the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for 
Agriculture and Food.  I draw the parliamentary secretary’s attention to the dire situation in the Western 
Australian wheatbelt.  There has been no significant rainfall in the wheatbelt.  Many farmers have not sown a 
crop and are struggling to maintain stock numbers.  Initially there was much carting of fodder.  I am from a 
fortunate area in Esperance in the south east of Western Australia that has some fodder.  Up to 20 trucks a week 
are leaving Esperance to cart fodder to places such as Chapman Valley, Moora, Northampton and Wyalkatchem.  
It is indeed a critical time.  The cost of that fodder is about $3.50 per loaded kilometre.  It is now too late to plant 
a crop.  Pastures are struggling just to germinate.  Some significant stock management decisions need to be made 
about whether to feed initially and wait to see whether rain will come, or whether to move stock to another place 
and agist them or to acquit stock by selling or destroying them.  Only this morning I spoke to a farmer to see 
whether the situation had improved in the past few days.  He has no crop in the ground and there is no growth.  
There were two millimetres of rain yesterday.  He has been a farmer all his life and it is the worst year in 100 
years, and that situation applies in places such as Northampton, Moora, Chapman Valley and Wyalkatchem.  
There are also some pockets in Mingenew.  Canola needs to be planted early.  Of the 34 000 acres this farmer 
normally plants, just 12 000 acres have been planted at the moment.  A farmer in Northampton has shot his 
lambs. 
I make this grievance today because there has been very little response from the government about this disaster 
that is upon us.  We are hoping for rain but even if it came today, there would not be enough growth and there 
will not be the crops that could normally be expected.  In fact, an article in the Countryman today states that the 
Department of Agriculture and Food has downgraded the forecast crop size from 9.6 million tonnes to 
8.5 million tonnes, but as each week goes by some pundits are saying that only seven million tonnes may be 
reaped based on comparisons with previous records.  What is the strategy?  I have seen the amount of fodder that 
is leaving my area.  It is a concern that the member for Moore and I have discussed.   
When a tornado recently went through Australind, a natural disaster was declared within 24 hours.  I do not 
begrudge any relief provided to Australind residents, but the Western Australian wheatbelt hardly gets a pathetic 
glance in relation to its problems.  The sum total of the value of crops that are normally planted but will not be 
planted this year is many times the value of the contribution of the total work force of Australind.  I believe that 
we need a response from the government, and soon.  The Dry Seasons Advisory Committee’s report has been 
sent to the minister.  It must have been on the minister’s desk for at least two weeks, but there has been no 
response.  In fact, a meeting was held at Mullewa that was attended by 150 farmers.  Earlier that week a 
spokesman for Mr Chance said that the drought assistance package was in the government process and was still 
being considered.  The parliamentary secretary said at that meeting that the state government acknowledged the 
impact on the whole region.  It is impacting not only on farmers.  I have had calls from commercial businesses 
that will be significantly impacted on; for instance, the commercial agricultural business in Beacon.  Today 
30 per cent of the houses in that town are empty and more than half of the small businesses have gone.  The 
parliamentary secretary also said that specific announcements are imminent, and he gave a guarantee that the 
response would be more flexible and earlier than responses in the past.  I suggest to members that “earlier” is not 
early enough, because there has been no response to this day. 
I ask by way of grievance: what is the strategy?  I hope that the government is not just praying for rain and 
giving us platitudes, because even if it were to rain today, it would not save the situation.  When will the 
government move?  What will it do?  What will be the tangible assistance?  Are we talking about some sort of 
subsidy for freight for fodder or some subsidy for agisting stock?  Are we talking about a subsidy for seed and 
fertiliser, so that farmers can put crops in next year?  As the member for Moore rightly told me this morning, it is 
not necessarily about this year; it is about farmers being able to put crops in next year to overcome the disaster 
that now exists.  We need some action. 
MR M.P. WHITELY (Bassendean - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.58 am]:  I thank the member for Roe for his 
grievance.  I assure the member for Roe that the government is keenly aware of the effect that the adverse season 
is having, and is aware that it is being experienced across the agricultural region, and particularly in the northern 
agricultural region.  The government is working very closely with industry in monitoring the situation and 
developing a response.  I will go over the dimension of the problem and then I will talk about the government’s 
response.   
Members will be aware that the state is experiencing the driest start to winter in recorded history.  This season 
has been especially difficult for those in the northern agricultural region.  Even with an average finish to the 
season, there is little hope of any meaningful harvest, and livestock are already experiencing extreme conditions.  
The recent rains, which have provided some benefit to agriculture in the south of the state, have provided little 
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relief to the northern agricultural region.  Unfortunately, this week’s rains have followed the persistent pattern 
that has existed throughout winter with cold fronts being pushed to the south under the influence of persistent 
strong high-pressure zones over much of the state.  There is absolutely no reason to believe that there will be a 
well above average finish to the season.  Even if it were to happen, there would be below average crops and poor 
pastures across all agricultural regions with perhaps the exception of the southern and south west coastal strips.  
The minister responded by re-establishing the Dry Seasons Advisory Committee to provide the government with 
regular briefings on the situation and to liaise closely with growers and other industry representatives.  DSAC 
membership comprises representatives from all the key rural organisations, including WAFarmers, the 
Pastoralists and Graziers Association, the Rural Business Development Corporation, the Western Australian 
Local Government Association, the Australian Association of Agricultural Consultants and the Department of 
Agriculture and Food.   
The government has advised that the total crop estimates for the season will be well below normal levels.  They 
will drop from 12 million tonnes in 2005, which was a very good year, to an estimated eight million tonnes.  
There are also estimates as low as five million tonnes.  The northern wheatbelt is likely to produce less than 
20 per cent of its normal production.  The government acknowledges that there is a shortage of food available for 
stock.  This situation is particularly worrying for farmers as last year’s good season resulted in farmers actively 
building on their flocks and herd numbers.  As a result of the good feed levels, lambing percentages were also 
extremely good.  Livestock and fodder issues will continue to be a major concern to the end of 2007.  Even if 
2007 is a good year, this year’s lupin crop is expected to be significantly below average and hay production will 
be well down.  This will create major feed shortages until the 2007 grain and hay crops are harvested.  
Regardless of how good 2007 is, we will have a problem right through to the end of the 2007 season. 

This government has a very strong record of responding to adverse seasons appropriately and compassionately.  
At a national level the Minister for Agriculture and Food has championed both exceptional circumstances 
applications and changes to exceptional circumstances policy to make it more amenable for Western Australian 
conditions.  By way of example, this government has introduced the dry season assistance scheme on two 
previous occasions: in November 2002 and in January 2005 for the 2004 season.  However, the severity of this 
year’s event is already evident and the government is therefore considering its appropriate response much earlier 
than it has on previous occasions.  The state government is also working with the Australian government to 
expand access to exceptional circumstances funding and farm help funding for affected Western Australian 
farmers.  This includes proposals to extend the boundaries of the area in the north eastern wheatbelt declared 
under the exceptional circumstances scheme in April 2005 as well as extending the declaration by a further year 
to March 2008.  Approaches have also been made to the commonwealth government to relax the Agriculture 
Advancing Australia Farm Help provisions.  This government recognises that the dry season not only impacts 
farm businesses, but also has an effect on the entire farming community, including local businesses.  This 
government is aware of the value of accelerated public works at a shire level and will endeavour to bring forward 
appropriate state and local government expenditure to employ local people in the affected areas.  Some shires are 
already utilising recently announced extra Roads to Recovery program funding.   

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Order, members!  Members are aware that when grievances are held, the idea is 
that the respondent first listens to the member making the grievance.  When the respondent replies, the member 
making the grievance behaves accordingly.  If members want to hear the response, I suggest that they keep quiet. 

Mr M.P. WHITELY:  As I was saying, some shires are utilising extra funding from the federal government and 
are to be congratulated for this initiative.  Let me assure the member for Roe and other members that the 
government understands the effect the season is having on farmers and rural communities in the north and east 
agricultural region. 
Dr G.G. Jacobs interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Order!  I call the member for Roe to order for the first time. 

Mr M.P. WHITELY:  The government understands the call for the state government to respond.  The Minister 
for Agriculture and Food, after taking advice from DSAC, has prepared a proposal that is in an active stage of 
consideration by government. 
 


