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Ownership of intellectual property rights in this publication

Unless otherwise noted, copyright (and any other intellectual property rights, if any) in
this publication is owned by the Commonwealth of Australia (referred to below as the
Commonwealth).

Disclaimer

The material contained in this publication is made available on the understanding that
the Commonwealth is not providing professional advice, and that users exercise their
own skill and care with respect to its use, and seek independent advice if necessary.

The Commonwealth makes no representations or warranties as to the contents or
accuracy of the information contained in this publication. To the extent permitted by law,
the Commonwealth disclaims liability to any person or organisation in respect of
anything done, or omitted to be done, in reliance upon information contained in this
publication.

Use of the Coat of Arms

The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet sets the terms under which the Coat
of Arms is used. Please refer to the Commonwealth Coat of Arms - Information and
Guidelines publication available at http://www.pmc.gov.au.

Contact RDA Wheatbelt

The RDA Wheatbelt Strategic Plan is available to download as a PDF on our website:
www.rdawheatbelt.com.au.

For further information please contact:

Regional Development Australia (RDA) Wheatbelt Inc.
3 Constable St, Gingin WA 6503

Phone: (08) 9575 1888

Email: admin@rdawheatbelt.com.au

Photo acknowledgement

Images within this document were supplied by RDA Wheatbelt, Michelle Blackhurst of ‘A
Flash of Life Photography’ the Wheatbelt Photographic Competition (2010) and
purchased stock images.
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Acknowledgement of Country

Regional Development Australia Wheatbelt respectfully acknowledges the Traditional
Owners of this region in which we live and work: the Ballardong, Goreng, Gubrun,
Kalamaia, Njaki-Njaki, Whadjuk, Wilman, Wudjari, Yued and Yamatji people of the
Noongar nation.

We recognise their continuing connection to the land, water, and communities, and pay
our respects to their Elders past, present and emerging.




Foreword

Wheatbelt Strategic Plan 2025-2028 (the Plan) is a three-year outlook for the Wheatbelt
region that aims to inform decision makers about our region and provide a focus for
economic development and investment. It examines current and emerging challenges
faced throughout the region and identifies opportunities for growth.

The Plan also provides key social, economic, and environmental data and information
for the region. This profiling, along with extensive consultation, has provided us with
strong evidence to determine appropriate strategies and actions that will have the
greatest impact, addressing identified challenges and capitalising on opportunities that
will secure long-term economic growth prospects.

These strategies and actions often require a high level of co-operation and collaboration
between stakeholders, which includes Local Governments, State Government
departments, Federal Government departments, various other stakeholders, and RDA
Wheatbelt. These collaborative efforts are important due to the identified significant
strategies for the Wheatbelt, requiring not only facilitation through appropriate enabling
planning policies, but the securing of funding from various programs, both at a State and
Federal level.

RDA Wheatbelt works to actively shape the future of the region. Our role is to support the
42 Local Governments, various other stakeholders, and our broader community across
all regional activities, including economic development, community initiatives,
environmental projects, First Nations organisations, education, health, aged and
disability care, infrastructure, agriculture, small business, transport, and
manufacturing.

We achieve this through strategic partnerships and connections, opportunities with
innovative solutions, ideas with implementation, the provision of advice and
connections to funding programs, the collection of data and regional intelligence to
support investment decisions, partnerships with businesses to leverage project
potential, the exchange of information, and communication across all three levels of
government.

In addition to our core role, RDA Wheatbelt delivers two Australian Government
Department of Education funded programs, the Lumen Wheatbelt Regional University
Centre Program across four Study Hubs, located in Merredin, Narrogin, Wongan Hills,
York, and the Ellenbrook Study Hub.




The programs provide free-of-charge access to a fully serviced student facility, complete
with high-speed internet, computers, printers, and a Student Support Officer who assists
students with navigating university life.

Any student, regardless of what educational institution they study through, can access
these facilities and support. These programs are assisting to keep the younger generation
inthe region and encourage students of all ages to increase their skills and qualifications.

The future of the Wheatbelt is positive, with new opportunities building on our core

industries and strong communities. RDA Wheatbelt continues to work to promote the
region as a great place to visit, live, work and invest.

Sl ([

Terry Waldron Josh Pomykala

Chair Director Regional Development




Executive Summary
The Wheatbelt Region

The Wheatbelt region is situated in the southwest of Western Australia, comprising an
area of 154,862 square kilometres. The region extends to the north, east and southeast
boundaries of the Perth metropolitan area.

The region is home to approximately 77,000 people, making it the third most populous
region in the State, after Peeland South West. The 42 Local Governments (LGs) represent
30% of all Western Australia’s LGs, which include over 200 towns and communities.

The Wheatbelt is divided into five distinct, yet interconnected sub regions, each of which
is serviced by a regional centre. These sub-regions are:

= Avon, with Northam as its regional centre.

= Central Coast, with Jurien Bay as its regional centre.
= Central Midlands, with Moora as its regional centre.
= Central East, with Merredin as its regional centre.

= Wheatbelt South, with Narrogin as its regional centre.

The clear division of the Wheatbelt into sub-regions makes it unique to other regions
throughout Western Australia, as there is not one dominant regional centre. The
infrastructure and service provision models utilised in other areas across the State,
therefore, do not correspond to the Wheatbelt context.

The Wheatbelt Strategic Plan

The Plan is a three-year strategic outlook for the Wheatbelt region that aims to inform
decision makers about appropriate policy decisions for our area and provide a focus for
economic development.

In preparing the Wheatbelt Strategic Plan, consideration was given to Australian
Government, State and regional priorities.




Wheatbelt Statistics
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Regional Development Australia

The Regional Development Australia Program

Regional Development Australia (RDA) is a national network of 53 committees across
Australia, committed to supporting the development of Australia's regions.

RDA Committees are strong advocates for their region and drivers of change, with a
pivotal role in fostering regional economic development.

The RDA network strengthens partnerships across all three tiers of government, business
networks, and the wider community to boost the economic capability and performance
of regions. RDA Committees are active in promoting Australian Government programs
and shepherding communities towards appropriate funding sources that will assist
projects that work towards economic development.

RDA Wheatbelt

RDA Wheatbelt is locally based in the region, governed by a committee with varied
personal and professional backgrounds, bringing a wealth of knowledge, experience,
and expertise to the organisation.

RDA Wheatbelt works to actively shape the future of the region. Our role is to support the
42 Local Governments, other regional stakeholders and to collaborate with State and
Australian Government departments across a broad range of regional activities to
achieve diversified economic development opportunities for the region.

This support is achieved through strategic partnerships, innovative opportunities,
matching ideas with implementation, providing advice and connections. The collection
of data and regional intelligence to support investment decisions, partnerships with
businesses to leverage project potential, the exchange of information, and
communication across all three levels of government are all activities that strengthen
economic and social development in the Wheatbelt.

Vision, Mission and Purpose

= The vision for our organisation is to actively shape the future of the Wheatbelt
Region.

= To realise this vision, we commit to our mission of collaborating across
communities, advocating with key decision makers and harnessing innovation
to create local opportunity, growth and impact.

= Andwe do this because our purpose is to be the Wheatbelt’s local voice to the
Australian Government to facilitate social and economic development.




Strategic Context and Regional Priorities

Australian Government Priorities

Key regional objectives:

. Meeting the needs of, and providing opportunities for, First Nations people.
. Supporting the transformation to a net zero economy and decarbonisation.
o Achieving gender equality.

Priority focus areas:

The Australian Government’s Framework identifies four priority focus areas to support
regional development — people, places, services and industries and local economies.

e Investingin People -
a) Listeningto local voices and partnering with communities.
b) Targeted investment in skills, education, training, and local leadership
capacity.
e Investingin Places -
a) Supporting adaptive, accessible, sustainable, and liveable regions.
b) Delivering infrastructure where and when it is needed.
e Investingin Services -
a) Enhancing connectivity, accessibility, and equity of services.
b) Investmentincluding across communications, health, water, and
transport.
e InvestinginIndustries and Local Economies -
a) Investmentto help activate economic and industry growth.
b) Supporting the conditions needed for regional industries to diversify and
grow.

Implementation:

e The Governmentwillembed engagement with communities —for example through
Regional Development Australia Committees — into decision making processes.

e Dataandtrends from across arange of sources will contribute to evidence-based
decision making and delivery of regular State of the Regions reports.

e Regular and collaborative engagement with all states and territories will share
information and work to leverage investments across governments.

e Across diverse policy and program areas, the Government will work together to
ensure investment is delivering optimal, joined-up outcomes for regions.
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Regional Development Australia Key Priorities Matrix

RDA Committees work with their stakeholders to identify key priorities that will benefit
the economic future of their region. The themes captured in the RDA Key Priorities Matrix
are:

e Workforce development.

e Innovation skills and workforce.

e Diversification of industry.

e Environmental and Natural Assets — land, water, and energy/renewables.

Identification of RDA Wheatbelt Activities

RDA Wheatbelt activities are driven by the in-depth understanding of current and
emerging social, economic, and environmental issues facing the region and
stakeholders.

The Plan reflects a focus on strategic planning and implementation to strengthen
innovative solutions, thereby fostering the development of a resilient and prosperous
region.

There are many facets to implementing the RDA Charter across the Wheatbelt region.
Consequently, our focus on activities is tempered and guided by what RDA Wheatbelt
believes it can influence or leverage through State or Australian Government programs.
This is an important part of having greater efficiency with our limited resources.
Consideration of social aspects is a priority of RDA Wheatbelt, ensuring our projects and
activities are relevant and cognisant of our population’s requirements.

Due to the limited lifespan for a number of these programs, particularly grant programs,
it is imperative that our energies are directed in making a difference to the Wheatbelt’s
ability to secure these projects during the period in which they are available. Thisrequires
being agile, well-informed, and action focused. It also means continual development of
relationships with Australian Government Departments, ensuring the Wheatbeltis at the
forefront of potential funding opportunities.

Top 5 RDA Wheatbelt Business Activities

= |dentify economic development opportunities that leverage private and public
sector investment in the Wheatbelt including aviation, aerospace, education,
defence industries and manufacturing.

= Connect the Wheatbelt with industry sectors, regional entrepreneurs, and
business leaders to attract investors to explore new opportunities to grow local
jobs in the Wheatbelt.

= Develop and maintain positive, collaborative, working relationships and
partnerships with all levels of government, industry, community, and other
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= regional stakeholders which address identified gaps or needs in economic
development activities including the care workforce.

= Promote and disseminate information on Australian Government policies and
grant programs and support community stakeholders in the Wheatbelt to develop
project proposals to access funding.

= Provide grassroots intelligence on regional activities and competitive advantages
to all levels of government, industry, business, and community sectors.

RDA Wheatbelt Priorities

The RDA Wheatbelt priorities reflect the organisation’s strategic objectives, aligning
with the Australian Government’s priorities and implementation. These include:

RDA Wheatbelt Priorities

Connectivity and Infrastructure: incorporating digital connectivity, transport links, and
freight and supply chain infrastructure.

Human Capital and Skills: provision of skilled and adaptable workforces, and the
provision of the Lumen Wheatbelt Regional University Study Hubs.

Regional Employment and Business: development of regional businesses and
industry, local R&D and innovation, and a strategic regional vision.

Leadership and Collaboration: by investing in regional leadership, capable Local
Governments, and the Aboriginal community.

Amenity and Liveability: providing services, facilities and liveability, and support for
local priorities.

Sustainable Natural Resources: to build future resilience, ensure sustainable
foundations and provide economic opportunities and jobs.
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Key stakeholders for RDA Wheatbelt

The 42 Local Governments within our region (divided into the Avon-Midland
Zone, Great Eastern Country Zone, and the Central Country Zone).

Project specific sub-committees (such as the Regional Road Groups).

Industry representative groups, including the Wheatbelt Business Network,
Chambers of Commerce, Grower Groups, and Natural Resource Management
groups (NRMs).

State and Australian Government Agencies.
First Nations organisations and peak bodies.
41 Community Resource Centres.

Education stakeholders, including Curtin University, Murdoch University,
University of South Australia, University of Western Australia, Muresk Institute,
Central Regional TAFE, Great Southern TAFE, Regional University Centre Great
Southern, and Regional University Centre Geraldton.

Industry stakeholders, including the Wheatbelt Secondary Freight Network,
CBH, Office of Defence Industry Support, Astrotourism WA, and Wheatbelt
manufacturers.




Highest Gross Total Outputs

Agriculture

$4.997 billion

i

?

Mining

= | $4.237 billion

Total Gross Regional Output = $17.403 billion

Construction

$1.234 billion

Manufacturing

$1.166 billion

Rental Hiring
& Real Estate

$1.042 billion

(REMPLAN, 2024)




Regional Overview

Regional Trends

The Wheatbelt is characterised by the diversity of its 42 Local Governments, varied
natural environments, mixed industries and expansive population and cultures.
Underpinning this array of attributes are key trends that are directly impacting the
economic development of the region.

The Wheatbelt is home to approximately 77,000 people.

The five highest industry sectors by the Wheatbelt’s annual economic output of
$17.403 billion are:

> Agriculture, Fisheries & Forestry: $4.997 billion = 28.8% of total output
»  Mining: $4.237 billion = 24.4% of total output

» Construction: $1.234 billion = 7.1% of total output

» Manufacturing: $1.166 billion = 6.7% of total output

» Rental Hiring & Real Estate: $1.042 billion = 6.0% of total output

The region’s economy is highly diversified, with agriculture, resources,
manufacturing, construction, public services, tourism and, more recently,
renewable energy contributing largely to the local economy and regional economic
growth.

The Wheatbelt’s population is increasingly skewed toward the ageing end of the
scale, with 23.5% (ABS Census 2021) percent of the region’s population aged 65 and
over as compared to the state average of 16.1% (ABS). There is already significant
pressure on aged care infrastructure and services in the Wheatbelt, and this will
continue toincrease according to population projections that suggest the proportion
of the population aged 65 and over is forecast to increase from 16 percentin 2022 to
19.5 percent by 2036 (WA Tomorrow Population Report No. 12, Western Australian
Planning Commission, 2024). Substantial investment in infrastructure and services
for an ageing population is critical to ensure that we can meet the needs of this
demographic.

Agriculture is fundamental to the region’s economy. The Wheatbelt region is the
principal contributor of agricultural commodities in Western Australia. Total gross
output for the agriculture sector equated to $4.997 billion (28.7% of total outputs) in
2024 (REMPLAN, 2024), with exports worth $4.311 billion. The Wheatbelt agricultural
industry can often be impacted by poor commodity prices, increased input costs,

drought, and other climatic and environmental factors. It is crucial that innovation
and technology are at the forefront of sustainable agricultural development. At the
same time, the mining sector in the region was the second highest contributor to
exports, measured at $4.237 billion.




= The Wheatbelt region as a whole is experiencing population growth. This growth,
however, is not evenly dispersed. Coastal and peri-urban areas are experiencing
higher growth, whilst communities in other parts of the region are stagnating or
declining in population. Additionally, this is impeded by the housing shortage,
creating significant challenges for labour shortages and planning in the region,
thereby necessitating a sub-regional approach to economic and social planning
throughout the Wheatbelt.

= Thereis alack of diverse and suitable housing stock across the Wheatbelt, posing a
major constraint to workforce attraction and retention, thereby creating a greater
impediment on economic development throughout the region. A multi-faceted
approach is required from all levels of government and businesses to leverage
investment for key worker accommodation opportunities.

= Unemployment rates in the Wheatbelt region have traditionally remained lower than
the State average. These consistently low unemployment rates have resulted in
skilled and unskilled labour shortages, proving to be an impediment to further
industry growth.

= There are approximately 9,200 small and medium enterprises (SMEs) registered in
the Wheatbelt region. Supporting SMEs within the Wheatbelt region to harness
innovation in the sector, deliver products and services in a profitable and
sustainable manner, as well as being a source of local job creation, is critical to
ensuring the economic vibrancy of the region is maintained.

= Whilst the agriculture, fisheries and forestry sector is the largest single employing
sector, employing 30% of the region’s total workforce, it represents just 10% of the
region’s total wages. This leaves 90% of the Wheatbelt’s total wages spread across
the other 18 industry sectors, led by the mining (15%), public administration and
safety (13%), healthcare and social assistance (11%), and education and training
support (11%).

= The natural attributes of the region make it particularly suitable for renewable energy
projects. There continues to be interest in large-scale investment projects for the
Wheatbelt with opportunities for solar farms, wind farms, batteries, blue hydrogen,
and biodiesel. There is a need for all three levels of Government and developers to
collaborate on constraints such as capacity in the distribution network, and
consistent planning policy.

= An extensive national, State and local road and rail network serves the Wheatbelt
region, intersected by major transport routes and adjoining five other regions (other
than the Perth Metropolitan Area), including Peel, South West, Great Southern,
Goldfields-Esperance and Mid West Gascoyne. These transport links play an integral
role in inter-regional and interstate freight. From an economic perspective,
investment in transport infrastructure is imperative to ensure safe and efficient
access to domestic and international markets.




= A gap still exists in outcomes for Aboriginal people within the Wheatbelt across the
spectrum in health, education, workforce participation, employment, life
expectancy, home ownership and other measures. A concerted effort is required
across all agencies in collaboration with the local Aboriginal population to reverse
this trend.

= Limited phone service in many parts of the region impacts on emergency services,
liveability of communities, and business performance/development. Sub-standard
internet connections are a further social and economic handbrake in the region.
Digital connectivity is essential to provide opportunities for business growth and
innovation in the region, as well as building on the safety of residents in times of
crisis.

Geography and Location

The Wheatbeltregion is situated in the southwest of Western Australia and comprises an
area of 154,862 square kilometres, extending out to the north, east and southeast of the
Perth metropolitan area. The region is home to 77,066 people (REMPLAN 2024), making
it the third most populous region in the State, after Peel and the South West.

The Wheatbelt is a large and diverse region encompassing a range of environments,
social and economic characteristics. Opportunities and constraints differ greatly across
the region, especially when comparing the high growth peri-urban and coastal
communities, with the broad acre farmland in the east and south of the region.

The Wheatbelt consists of 42 Local Governments, with the population dispersed over
more than 200 communities, with the highest density occurring in towns closest to Perth.
Travelling towards the far north and east of the Wheatbelt, there are further distances
between towns and a smaller concentration of people. There are no major cities in the
Wheatbelt. Northam is the largest town in the region, with an estimated population of
6,679 (ABS, 2021 Census).

Wheatbelt Sub-Regions

The Wheatbelt is divided in to five distinct, yet interconnected sub regions, each of
which is serviced by a regional centre. The sub regions are:

= Avon

= Central Coast

= Central Midlands
= Central East

=  Wheatbelt South
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