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INTRODUCTION

The fourth annual Wheatbelt Futures Forum, presented by the Northam Chamber of Commerce and
the Wheatbelt Business Network built upon the well-established foundation of previous years’ efforts
to cement the event as a staple of the local events calendar.

Originally developed as an opportunity for businesses and stakeholders to receive information from
local industry experts on future opportunities within the region, the event has gone from strength to
strength, securing the support of local and state government representatives.

This Wheatbelt Futures Forum White Paper has been produced with the members of the Northam
Chamber of Commerce and Wheatbelt Business Network in mind by providing a summary of guest

speakers, question and answer sessions and identifying key themes of the day.

The White Paper can be used as a tool for stakeholders to review topics of interest, engage with
speakers from the day, and pursue opportunities for their own business.

It has been a pleasure to produce this paper for a fourth year.

Eliza Bidstrup
Avon Creative Media
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KEY TOPICS

The 2026 Wheatbelt Futures Forum focused on four main topics over the course of the day. Keynote

speakers presented on each topic with panellist Q&A sessions allowing punters the chance to ask the

questions that matter to them.

g

INFRASTRUCTURE

The Wheatbelt’s infrastructure challenges centre on underinvestment in
freight networks, and delays in enabling services like power and water.
Progress depends on reducing red tape surrounding approval processes, and
adopting a unified regional approach to advocate for long-term, fit-for-
purpose investment.

CONSTRUCTION AND HOUSING

Housing supply in the Wheatbelt is limited, with the demand for housing
exceeding the stock available. Affordability of renting, buying and building
is of concern. Addressing this will require scalable solutions such as modular
and innovative builds, consistent government funding, and a willingness to
rethink housing expectations.

RENEWABLE ENERGY

The Wheatbelt is central to WA'’s energy transition, but success in this space
requires improved transmission infrastructure, workforce readiness and
community confidence in project delivery. Greater transparency, clearer
project pipelines and stronger local engagement will be critical to ensuring
the transition delivers lasting regional benefits.

HEALTH

Rising demand and workforce shortages are placing increasing pressure on
the Wheatbelt health system, particularly due to an aging population.
Improving outcomes will require more locally delivered care, and
coordinated efforts to attract and retain a sustainable health workforce.
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MINISTERIAL UPDATE

HON STEPHEN
DAWSON MLC

Minister for Regional Development

The Ministerial Update acknowledged the significant contribution of individuals and
organisations across the Wheatbelt, thanking attendees for their ongoing commitment to the
region.

The address reflected the broader economic climate, describing the current environment as a time
of uncertainty and posing the question of how businesses and communities can plan for the future
in such conditions. Cost-of-living pressures were identified as a key challenge, particularly in
relation to fuel. The recent appointment of a State Fuel Coordinator was highlighted, with efforts
over the past six weeks focused on getting fuel to where it is needed most. The Minister noted the
situation involves complex challenges and reiterated that there is no quick fix.

Amid these pressures, the strength of regional communities emerged as a defining theme. The
Wheatbelt was recognised not only for its ability to recover, but to rebuild, with its spirit of
resilience identified as one of the region’s greatest assets.

Investment in workforce development continues to be a priority. The expansion of fee-free TAFE,
alongside initiatives such as Cooperative Research Centres and Aboriginal training programs, is
aimed at building long-term capacity. The Regional Economic Development (RED) Grants program
has delivered $60 million over the years, supporting businesses to expand and train staff. In the
most recent round, 11 Wheatbelt projects were funded, contributing to job creation and
strengthening local supply chains.

The importance of enabling infrastructure was emphasised, with investment directed toward
roads, telecommunications and regional safety. This includes $24 million allocated to Northam-
Pithara Road improvements, as well as an expanded regional road safety program and the Digital
Farms Grants Program to support innovation and connectivity.

Housing remains a critical factor in regional growth, with $25 million committed through the
Regional Housing Support Fund to support communities to live and grow.

Opportunities in renewable energy were identified as part of the Wheatbelt's future, with the
region well positioned to play a role in evolving energy systems. The outlook for the region centres
on achieving balance, ensuring that investment translates into tangible opportunities, while
forums such as this provide a platform for sharing ideas and forming relationships to support
ongoing growth.
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MINISTERIAL Q&A

Panellists:
Hon Stephen Dawson MLC, Minister for Regional Development
Lachlan Hunter MP, Member for Central Wheatbelt
Hon Steve Martin MLC

Moderated by: Oliver Peterson, ABC Perth 102.5

FUEL SHORTAGES

Q: What has the Government learnt about how exposed the Wheatbelt is

when it comes to reliability on fuel?

STEPHEN DAWSON

The Minister acknowledged the scale of disruption taking place in the Wheatbelt, noting that no
one anticipated the impact experienced locally. While national fuel stockpiles existed, supply
chains were significantly affected when shipments through the Gulf were disrupted. The response
from the State Government included appointing Rob Cossart as State Fuel Coordinator and
recalling Parliament to enable regulatory changes. He emphasised the use of government powers
to ensure fuel reached where it was needed, alongside the announcement of state-based fuel
stockpiles with further updates expected through Parliament.

Q: How exposed does this show WA is in terms of self-reliance?

STEPHEN DAWSON

The Minister reflected that similar vulnerabilities were first highlighted during the COVID-19
pandemic, when WA's remoteness was used to its advantage. He noted ongoing reliance on
northern trading partners and acknowledged exposure in both fuel and fertiliser supply chains.
State Government measures to address concerns included directing port authorities to prioritise
fuel and fertiliser shipments. He stated that the State now holds more fuel than 12 months prior.

Q: Thoughts on the Prime Minister’s comments that the shortages may last
until June.

STEPHEN DAWSON

The Minister noted that timelines continue to shift, referencing earlier expectations of May and more
recent updates indicating June. He emphasised the importance of maintaining supply continuity.
LACHLAN HUNTER

He reinforced the urgency of ensuring fuel availability for both sowing and harvest, calling for a clear
plan beyond the harvest period to guarantee sufficient supply in regional fuel tanks.

STEVE MARTIN

He highlighted uncertainty around supply stability, stating that conditions in the Gulf remain
unpredictable. He also noted that price volatility is a key concern and that farmers are increasingly
investing in additional on-farm storage, adding further cost pressures.
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MINISTERIAL Q&A

HOUSING & WORKFORCE

Q: How can we help retain young people in the regions?

STEPHEN DAWSON

The Minister emphasised creating opportunities that enable young people to remain in regional

areas rather than leaving and not returning. He highlighted investment in TAFE, including low-
fee and fee-free programs, and broader budget measures designed to support regional pathways

for young people.

LACHLAN HUNTER

He stressed the need for targeted investment in young people and raised concern about regional
areas being excluded from broader initiatives such as the “Seven Cities” housing program. He
noted that without housing options we cannot retain our youth or encourage those from other
areas into the region.

Q: Thoughts on the Wheatbelt not being included in the recent ‘Seven Cities’

GROH announcement.

STEPHEN DAWSON

The Minister described the initiative as focused on strengthening regional centres and
acknowledged it includes additional funding and partnerships, including with mining companies.

LACHLAN HUNTER

He argued the Wheatbelt had been overlooked, highlighting the importance of GROH housing and
expressing concern that it is not adequately supporting key local workforces, including those in
emerging energy projects.

STEVE MARTIN

He stated that local governments have been forced to fund GROH housing themselves due to
limited state investment, describing current funding as insufficient after a long period of

HEALTH

Q: Comments on local health pressures, in particular the demand at Northam

underinvestment.

Hospital
LACHLAN HUNTER

He stated that the Northam Regional Hospital functions as a hub for surrounding towns and
emphasised the need to prioritise frontline health services and infrastructure. He noted that no
new hospital has been built in the Wheatbelt region for a decade and called for greater
investment.
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MINISTERIAL Q&A

INFRASTRUCTURE

Q: Comments on the lack of continuation of funds for the Wheatbelt

Secondary Freight Network project.

LACHLAN HUNTER

He highlight the freight network as a significant example of how lasting impact can be made
when all levels of government work together. He said it was only through the passion of the local
governments involved that the project had been established. The danger of Wheatbelt roads was
spotlighted, noting that the project was helping improve road user safety.

STEVE MARTIN

He noted the Secondary Freight Network was not included in the budget and expressed
disappointment, highlighting its importance to regional logistics. He said the $35 million needed to
continue the project would be an easy win for the State Government.

Q: Comments on the construction housing approvals and the time it takes for

new houses to be connected to the Western Power network.

LACHLAN HUNTER

He raised concerns about long delays in infrastructure connections, including reports from locals
that it was taking up to a year to be connected to Western Power. He questioned the expansion of
new projects in the region, advocating for addressing system constraints before investing in new
construction.

STEVE MARTIN

He expressed frustration with planning approvals processes, particularly for housing and
infrastructure, noting inconsistent treatment of renewable energy projects compared to other
developments. He highlighted challenges with water, power, clearing permits and regulatory
delays.

Q: Comments on telecommunications connectivity in the region.

STEVE MARTIN

He stated that mobile coverage has deteriorated in recent times, particularly since the
decomissioning of the 3G network. He said users were abandoning government-funded networks
due to declining reliability. He noted that regional areas were continuing to receive poorer service
than metropolitan areas and suggested the rollout of infrastructure has stalled.

WHEATBELT FUTURES FORUM 2026 - WHITE PAPER



MINISTERIAL Q&A

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Q: What areas of projects should be prioritised to ensure strong economic

development within the Wheatbelt moving forward?

STEPHEN DAWSON

The Minister emphasised prioritising regional WA and supporting the agricultural sector,
highlighting government investment and engagement with regional communities.

LACHLAN HUNTER

He called for a stronger focus on regional priorities, greater consistency in government
engagement, and the reinstatement of programs such as Royalties for Regions. He also referenced
concerns about limited ministerial presence in the region.

STEVE MARTIN

He emphasised the importance of supporting private enterprise, particularly in agriculture, and
argued for reduced regulatory burden, stating that government should “get out of the way” and
avoid unnecessary barriers to industry growth.
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ECONOMIC LANDSCAPE

PROFESSOR ALAN
DUNCAN

Director, Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre

Professor Alan Duncan’s address examined the intersection of global economic trends and their local
impacts, with a strong focus on population dynamics, workforce pressures and the cost of living
across the Wheatbelt.

Western Australia’s population reached 3.04 million in June 2025, with growth remaining strong
over the past three years. Projections indicate a more conservative trajectory moving forward, with
the population expected to reach 4 million in the mid-2040s. Within the Wheatbelt, the population
currently sits at approximately 73,000 and is forecast to grow to 80,000 by 2036 at an annual rate of
1 per cent. At the higher state decade growth rate of 1.9 per cent, this could increase to 88,000.

Demographic challenges are emerging as a defining issue for the region. Around one-third of the
Wheatbelt population is aged 55 and over, while the proportion of 18 to 34-year-olds remains
significantly lower than in Perth. The loss of younger working-age cohorts is contributing to
declining fertility rates, which are already below replacement level. Over time, this trend is expected
to constrain population growth and reshape the region’s workforce profile.

Migration continues to underpin Western Australia’s economic performance. Net interstate
migration plays a critical role in labour market adjustment during periods of growth, while net
overseas migration responds strongly to labour demand, investment cycles and economic
opportunity. Sustained migration will be essential to meeting workforce needs, particularly as
demand increases across multiple sectors.

Key workforce pressures were identified in construction, where shrinking labour pipelines present a
risk to addressing housing demand. Retaining construction workers within the state remains critical.
At the same time, demand is growing across the care economy, hospitality services are benefiting
from strong tourism activity, and mining and resources continue to attract overseas workers.
Emerging demand is also evident in STEM-related technology fields, which are becoming a focus for
industry-sponsored visas.

Cost-of-living pressures remain a concern. While fuel prices have peaked, regional impacts persist,
with Wheatbelt diesel prices increasing by up to 80 cents per litre. Housing pressures are also
evident, with rental stock largely unchanged since 2023 and only 70 new rentals added. Rents have
risen sharply, increasing by 46 per cent in the northern Wheatbelt to $491 and 11 per cent in the
south to $351.

Despite these challenges, WA's economic fundamentals remain strong. Continued competitiveness
will depend on skills and capacity, with technology identified as an emerging growth industry.
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INFRASTRUCTURE

STEPHANIE UNWIN

CEO, Arc Infrastructure

Stephanie Unwin’s keynote centred on the critical role of freight infrastructure in supporting WA'’s
economy, with a strong focus on the Wheatbelt rail network and its future potential.

The address reinforced the importance of ports and freight systems in enabling the efficient
movement of commodities across the state. Stakeholder feedback has consistently highlighted the
significance of the freight rail network, alongside the opportunity to better leverage its capacity to
support economic growth. As custodians of the state’s freight rail network, Arc Infrastructure has
been working to reorient its purpose around customer needs, with a focus on understanding what
more can be done to improve outcomes for industry.

The scale of the network within the Wheatbelt is substantial, comprising 1,651 kilometres of track
and supported by 49 local employees. The network plays a key role in transporting major
commodities, including grain and iron ore, alongside ongoing investment in general upgrades and
maintenance. Beyond core operations, Arc Infrastructure also maintains a focus on community
impact, including partnerships with organisations such as Foodbank.

The broader value of rail to the national economy is significant. Rail contributes $6.3 billion annually
and supports 22,400 jobs across Australia. It carries 71 per cent of the national freight task, while also
delivering environmental and safety benefits through reduced emissions and fewer heavy vehicles
on roads. Even a modest 1 per cent shift from road to rail has been shown to generate $81 million in
community benefits.

Despite these advantages, rail continues to lose market share to road transport. Increased investment
in road infrastructure, combined with the flexibility and agility of high-productivity vehicles, has
contributed to this shift. The rail sector has faced challenges in securing federal funding and adapting
quickly enough to changing freight demands.

The Wheatbelt network is now approaching a critical point, with infrastructure such as timber
sleepers reaching the end of their 12 to 15-year lifecycle. At the same time, record harvests are
placing increased demand on a network originally designed in the 1960s for a very different freight
task. This misalignment is driving the need for significant upgrades and long-term investment.

Arc Infrastructure has identified opportunities to access private capital to support these upgrades,
though investment is dependent on long-term certainty. Unlocking the full potential of the network
will require coordinated action to ensure the right volumes are transported via the most efficient
modes, while also identifying new freight opportunities that can be supported by existing rail
infrastructure.
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INFRASTRUCTURE Q&A

Panellists:
Stephanie Unwin, CEO, Arc Infrastructure
Leigh Ballard, CEO, CRISP Wireless
Mia Davies, Director of Corporate Affairs & Business Development, Procon
Developments Australia
Mohammad Siddiqui, Director, Wheatbelt Region Main Roads WA

Bethany Findlay, Regional Development Manager, nbn Local
Moderated by:
Tracy Lefroy, Director, Cranmore Farming

Q: If the Wheatbelt is critical, what infrastructure decisions should we stop
delaying?

STEPHANIE UNWIN

She emphasised the need to double down on rail infrastructure and develop a clear, coordinated
view across stakeholders, including ports. She noted that fuel security is vital and highlighted the
importance of diversification, including the opportunity for modal shift. She also pointed to the
continued reliance on diesel across industry.

LEIGH BALLARD

He called for government to remove red tape and enable development, stating that the Wheatbelt
is innovative but requires housing to attract and retain workers. He stressed that infrastructure is
essential to support growth.

MIA DAVIES

She highlighted the need to unlock enabling infrastructure such as water and power, noting that
developers will not invest capital without these fundamentals. She stated that government should
reduce cost burdens and support growth opportunities.

MOHAMMAD SIDDIQUI

He outlined Main Roads’ responsibility to ensure safe, reliable roads that meet user expectations.
He noted the challenges of an ageing network and increasing demand, and confirmed a 10-year
program is in place to respond to network priorities.

BETHANY FINDLAY

She recognised the Wheatbelt as a large data user, and the increase of the number of devices in
households after the past decade. She said infrastructure needs to be developed for future needs in
order to support people moving to the region.

Q: How is Main Roads supporting local governments given the gaps in
funding for the Secondary Freight Network?

MOHAMMAD SIDDIQUI

He confirmed Main Roads’ involvement through an executive committee, providing
administrative support and acting as a conduit for concerns to senior government.

LEIGH BALLARD

He described the Secondary Freight Network project as highly successful, noting it lifted roads to
a standard they should have already been at. He expressed disappointment at the lack of state
support and highlighted the scale of collaboration required across the Wheatbelt to deliver it.

WHEATBELT FUTURES FORUM 2026 - WHITE PAPER
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INFRASTRUCTURE Q&A

Q: What is the Wheatbelt’s political relevance and pathway to visibility and
funding?

LEIGH BALLARD

He emphasised the importance of collaboration and long-term data to support planning. He stated
that the region needs to understand future requirements and act now to make them happen,
rather than reacting later.

MIA DAVIES

She noted the structural challenge of servicing a large geographic region with dispersed
populations, making funding decisions highly political. She stressed the importance of data
ownership and evidence-based business cases to strengthen funding applications and avoid
starting from scratch each time.

Q: How do we advocate for people and investment coming to the region?

LEIGH BALLARD

He stated that employment is essential to attracting people, alongside collaboration between
stakeholders. He noted that partnering with builders and developers can help deliver projects
more efficiently.

MIA DAVIES

She highlighted the importance of employment, strong roads and long-term planning certainty
beyond election cycles. She stated that this stability builds private sector confidence and attracts
further investment.

Q: What opportunities are there for the development of small data centres in

the regions?

LEIGH BALLARD

He stated that the city is reaching capacity and that regional WA presents an opportunity for
smaller data centres. He noted that Western Australia is positioned to become a major data hub
and that proximity of data to users is increasingly important, particularly for agriculture. He
emphasised the need to actively promote the region to investors.

BETHANY FINDLAY

She said an increase of centres are a strategy for attracting people to the regions. She highlighted
the access to underdeveloped land as an opportunity for future development opportunities in the
technology space.

Q: How is Procon Developments sourcing water for its upcoming data centre

project in Northam?

MIA DAVIES

She described a modular wastewater system where water is treated and reused, with byproducts
converted into fertiliser. She noted integration with renewable energy and that water supply
discussions are ongoing with mains infrastructure providers.
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INFRASTRUCTURE Q&A

Q: How will infrastructure support digital growth in the Wheatbelt?

BETHANY FINDLAY

She highlighted the growing demand for data and devices across the Wheatbelt over the past
decade. She noted that investment in fast, reliable broadband is essential to support population
growth, productivity and essential services.

LEIGH BALLARD

He added that improved connectivity and infrastructure can drive population growth and

regional development, supported by available land and development opportunities in the
Wheatbelt.
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CONSTRUCTION & HOUSING

PROFESSOR
STEVEN ROWLEY

Director, Australian Housing and

Urban Research Institute

Professor Steven Rowley’s keynote examined housing supply and affordability across the Wheatbelt,
highlighting long-standing structural challenges alongside emerging opportunities to address them.
Housing has increasingly become a central issue, though the underlying pressures are not new. The
sector has been in a state of crisis for decades, with heightened attention more recently driven by the
growing impact on middle-income earners. While government investment has increased, this has
largely been characterised as a process of catching up to entrenched demand.

To keep pace with population growth, the Wheatbelt requires the delivery of approximately 650
dwellings per year. Current supply remains below this level, with 480 building approvals recorded,
indicating a shortfall against the 600-dwelling target. Although there are signs of a gradual increase
in supply, a more sustained uplift is required to meet demand.

Property values across the region reflect varying levels of demand, with median dwelling prices
reaching $1.179 million in Chittering, $768,000 in Toodyay, $710,000 in Gingin, $640,000 in
Dandaragan, $551,000 in York and $533,000 in Northam. At the same time, rental markets are
experiencing significant pressure due to limited supply. In Chittering, only 15 rental properties were
recorded over the past 12 months, with a median rent of $800, underscoring the constraints on
availability and affordability.

Social housing was identified as a critical component of the housing system, currently accounting for
4 per cent of total stock, or 1,101 dwellings across the Wheatbelt. Demand continues to outstrip
supply, with an estimated 10 per cent increase required to better meet community need. In Northam,
there are 318 social housing properties, equating to 2.55 dwellings per 100 people. Greater
collaboration between local government and community housing providers presents an opportunity
to expand affordable housing options below market rates, though more consistent, long-term
funding is needed to support this growth.

A range of supply-side challenges continue to constrain delivery, including infrastructure
limitations, workforce attraction and retention, rising construction costs and the feasibility of new
developments. Demand for established housing is also contributing to market pressure.

Policy reform at state, national and international levels is underway, with initiatives aimed at
increasing regional housing supply. Opportunities exist to strengthen delivery through
infrastructure investment, partnerships, key worker housing, and programs such as
DevelopmentWA and GROH funding. Achieving meaningful progress will depend on coordinated
action, reduced delivery costs and consistent funding models that provide certainty to the sector.
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CONSTRUCTION & HOUSING Q&8A

Panellists:
Professor Steven Rowley, Director, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute
Peter Stubbs, CEO, Shire of Williams
Kate FitzGerald, Director, Whispering Smith

Shayne Lucy, Senior Sales and Design Consultant, Evoke Living Homes
Moderated by:

Robyn Sermon, Chair, Wheatbelt Development Commission

Q: How different is the Wheatbelt from the rest of WA when it comes to
housing?

STEVEN ROWLEY

He noted that the Wheatbelt is not significantly different from broader Western Australia,
describing housing as a growing crisis both nationally and internationally. He emphasised that
there are numerous schemes attempting to address supply, but the private market alone is not able
to deliver sufficient housing in regional areas.

Q: What role does repurposing vacant and unutilised buildings have in

meeting housing demand?

STEVEN ROWLEY

He highlighted that feasibility is the key barrier, noting that even when repurposing assets such as
hospitals, it is often cheaper to demolish and rebuild than retrofit existing structures. He stated
that the private sector is generally not pursuing these projects due to high costs.

PETER STUBBS

He supported this view from a local government perspective, noting opportunities to repurpose
vacant commercial spaces into mixed-use or residential developments on main streets. He
highlighted underutilised buildings as a potential asset if supported by viable funding and
planning models.

Q: Do consumers need to change their expectations when it comes to what

sort of housing they can afford and have access to?

STEVEN ROWLEY

He observed a shift from location preference to affordability-driven choice, noting that people
increasingly take what they can afford. He highlighted growing acceptance of shared housing and
smaller dwellings, stating that future housing supply will need to adapt in size and form to better
reflect contemporary social needs.

PETER STUBBS

He reflected that expectations have changed significantly over time, noting that shared living
arrangements were once more common but are now less socially acceptable. He pointed to
declining willingness to share accommodation and growing expectations of private space. He also
raised the opportunity for greater density in regional towns, while acknowledging community
resistance to reducing block sizes.

WHEATBELT FUTURES FORUM 2026 - WHITE PAPER
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CONSTRUCTION & HOUSING Q&A

Q: Modular housing - is it part of the housing supply solution?

STEVEN ROWLEY

He stated that modular housing has strong potential but requires scale to achieve cost efficiency.
He described it as a future direction for the industry, noting ongoing government investment in
housing innovation and expecting strong growth over the next 10 to 15 years.

SHAYNE LUCY

He noted that modular housing is a practical solution due to factory-controlled environments,
faster build times of approximately 10 to 15 weeks, and reduced construction complexity.

Q: What barriers exist to modular and innovative housing delivery?

KATE FITZGERALD

She highlighted that construction remains a traditional industry but noted emerging
opportunities through technologies such as cross-laminated timber, which is sustainable, low-
labour and adaptable. She stressed the importance of pilot projects and precedent developments to
enable broader uptake and scaling of new technologies.

Q: What are you seeing in your day-to-day work in industry?

SHAYNE LUCY

He described ageing housing stock across the Wheatbelt, noting many homes are low standard
and not suited to climate conditions. He highlighted significant barriers to construction, including
delays in essential services such as power connections, making building both difficult and costly.

Q: If you could wave a magic wand in relation to housing in the Wheatbelt,

what would you wish for?

SHAYNE LUCY

He called for greater macroeconomic stability and more consistent support for regional housing,
including lower interest rates and stronger government focus on the Wheatbelt.

KATE FITZGERALD

She advocated for flagship regional housing projects, greater engagement from architects in
regional areas, and larger-scale housing investment programes.

PETER STUBBS

He emphasised the need for greater risk tolerance, innovation and willingness to move beyond
traditional delivery models in regional housing.

STEVEN ROWLEY

He called for stronger recognition of innovation in the Wheatbelt, noting the region’s talent base
and the need for government support to enable housing delivery at scale.
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CONSTRUCTION & HOUSING Q&A

Q: What work are you and your team undertaking locally?

KATE FITZGERALD

She outlined her firm’s active investment in the Wheatbelt, noting they have purchased land in
Northam and are progressing a development project while navigating local delivery challenges.
She emphasised the strength of the Northam community, highlighting collaboration and collective
problem-solving as key factors that enable meaningful change in the region.

Q: What work is being done in Williams in the housing space?

PETER STUBBS

He described growing housing activity in Williams, with eight homes currently under
construction driven by retirees downsizing and local farmers seeking accommodation to help
attract and retain workers. He highlighted regional collaboration as a key enabler, noting joint
investment with neighbouring local governments to fund headworks for 18 residential lots, while
also identifying significant barriers including high modular delivery costs, limited land availability
and the ongoing challenge of negative equity in country towns.

Q: How are you working to reduce building costs, or is that a stretch in the
current market?

PETER STUBBS

He indicated that reducing costs will be difficult if traditional construction methods continue to
dominate, noting that current approaches are not delivering affordability outcomes. He
emphasised the need for local governments to support more experimental and innovative building
solutions, highlighting that meaningful cost reduction will require a shift away from established
practices.
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RENEWABLE ENERGY

TIM BRAY

Deputy Director General, PoweringWA

Tim Bray’s keynote outlined the scale and urgency of Western Australia’s energy transition,
positioning the Wheatbelt as a critical region in delivering a more sustainable and diversified energy
future.

The transition is being driven by a combination of economic and policy factors, including the need to
power a stronger and more diverse state economy, meet rapidly growing electricity demand, and
respond to state and federal decarbonisation commitments. Energy demand across the system has
reached 5 gigawatts, approximately two-thirds higher than a decade ago, reflecting the accelerating
impact of electrification. This shift intensified during the COVID-19 period and continues to reshape
how energy is generated and consumed.

The Wheatbelt has emerged as a key focus area due to its strong wind and solar resources, attracting
significant interest from renewable energy developers. This level of activity brings both opportunity
and complexity. Key challenges include managing the pace and scale of change, ensuring fairness
and best practice, and responding to community expectations and impacts. Strengthening how
information is shared and ensuring communities are well-informed were identified as essential to
maintaining trust throughout the transition.

The transition away from coal remains a central objective, with PoweringW A established to
coordinate this shift. Its role is underpinned by a clear mandate to support the retirement of state-
owned coal-fired power generation by 2030, accelerate decarbonisation, assist industries to
transition, and attract investment into emerging energy sectors. Acting as a central hub,
PoweringW A connects government, industry, delivery organisations and the broader community,
with a focus on identifying priority challenges and ensuring they are addressed.

Significant progress is being made to support this transition. The State has prioritised four major
wind farm developments in the Wheatbelt—Kondinin, Marri, Narrogin and Parron Maam Marang—
alongside investment in transmission infrastructure to enable future capacity. The establishment of
the $1.4 billion Clean Energy Fund further supports project development and system transformation.

A strong emphasis has also been placed on community engagement and benefit sharing. New tools
have been released to support landowners and neighbouring properties in making informed
decisions about hosting renewable projects. Community Benefits Guidelines promote locally
meaningful, place-based outcomes, including mechanisms to share renewable energy revenue with
host communities. Two pilot programs are currently underway to test and refine this approach.

The transition represents both a significant challenge and a major opportunity for the Wheatbelt,
requiring coordinated effort, clear communication and long-term planning to ensure benefits are
realised across the region.
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Panellists:
Tim Bray, Deputy Director General, PoweringWA
Dr Maureen Boyle, Senior Research Fellow, Curtin Institute for Energy Transition
Rewi Lyall, CEO, Yued Aboriginal Corporation

Tom Lamond, Associate Director, Clean Energy Skills National Centre of Excellence

Adam Muldoon, Head of Project Development, Collgar Renewables
Moderated by:
Mia Davies, Director of Corporate Affairs & Business Development, Procon Developments Australia

Q: Do we have the infrastructure to support the energy transition and what
role does transmission play?

TIM BRAY

He stated that new transmission projects and improved system reliability are essential to
supporting the transition. He noted that parts of the Wheatbelt already experience significantly
poorer reliability and highlighted the tension between hosting renewable projects and currently
experiencing unreliable supply, describing this as unacceptable and requiring resolution.

Q: Are communities experiencing overwhelm from the scale of the
transition?

MAUREEN BOYLE

She highlighted research from the Mid West showing a significant lack of trust in government,
linked in part to information gaps. She noted that communities often struggle to distinguish
between developers and understand which projects will proceed, reinforcing the importance of
clearer communication about how the transition will deliver local benefits.

REWILYALL

He highlighted the scale and pace of renewable energy proposals in the Yued region, noting that
within a six-month period there were approximately 18 to 19 projects being pursued by multiple
developers. He emphasised the difficulty for traditional owners in assessing which projects are
viable due to limited transparency from proponents, describing the process of negotiating
outcomes and securing fair agreements as complex and resource-intensive.

RENEWABLE ENERGY Q&A

ADAM MULDOON

He noted that while the availability of suitable land and strong renewable resources creates
significant opportunity, it also contributes to complexity for developers in selecting viable project
locations. He highlighted that although entry to secure land agreements is relatively easy, the high
capital cost of construction and the need to align projects with transmission infrastructure present
major constraints.
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RENEWABLE ENERGY Q&A

Q: Is there a role for government in shaping community perceptions around

renewable energy?

TIM BRAY

He outlined work underway to improve end-to-end visibility of renewable projects, including
greater transparency around developer track records. He noted the development of a rating-style
framework to assess proponents and improve community confidence in organisations entering
regional areas.

Q: What challenges exist in workforce and community engagement for

renewable projects?

ADAM MULDOON

He explained that renewable projects typically require large construction workforces but
significantly smaller operational teams once complete. This creates challenges in aligning short-
term workforce demand with long-term training and investment needs, particularly in regional
communities.

Q: What opportunities exist for Aboriginal participation in renewable
energy development?

REWILYALL

He described the high volume of renewable project proposals across Yued Country and the
difficulty in assessing which developments are likely to proceed due to limited financial
transparency from proponents. He emphasised the importance of securing strong agreements and
ensuring engagement is not overly burdensome.

He also highlighted broader opportunities for traditional owners to participate in the transition,
including Aboriginal-led regional development and ownership models. He referenced projects
such as workers’ accommodation on Aboriginal land in Badgingarra, with potential for long-term
ownership and rental arrangements, and increasing interest in equity participation to ensure
locally grounded and sustainable outcomes.

Q: Is consultation with Aboriginal communities fit for purpose?

REWILYALL

He called for changes to consultation processes with Aboriginal people, identifying the need for
more meaningful engagement frameworks within renewable energy development.

Q: How do we assess the right model for WA’s energy transition?

TIM BRAY

He explained that the energy transition model is continuing to evolve, with transmission
infrastructure playing a determining role in where renewable projects can be located.
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RENEWABLE ENERGY Q&A

Q: Are we at risk of a drive-in drive-out workforce model?

TOM LAMOND

He outlined that renewable projects will create significant short-term construction employment,
followed by a much smaller operational workforce. While this creates opportunity for regional
employment, he noted that skills development must align with project timing and workforce
demand.

He highlighted structural challenges in the training system, including shortages of specialist
trainers such as electricians, and emphasised the importance of local training delivery and remote
learning options to retain workers in regional areas.

Q: What is needed to strengthen workforce outcomes for the transition?

TOM LAMOND

He emphasised the need for clearer visibility of the project pipeline so training providers can align
workforce development with actual demand. He noted that without coordinated signals between
industry, training organisations and communities, workforce readiness risks falling behind project
delivery timelines.

Q: What single change would most improve outcomes for regional

communities when it comes to the energy transition?

MAUREEN BOYLE

Housing availability and electricity reliability were identified as critical constraints to regional
growth that must be addressed.

REWILYALL

He identified the need to reform consultation processes with Aboriginal communities.

TOM LAMOND

He emphasised that clarity and better information sharing are essential for better decision-
making.

ADAM MULDOON

He highlighted connectivity as a key barrier impacting regional participation in the transition.
TIM BRAY

He concluded that end-to-end system visibility is essential to avoid bottlenecks and ensure the
transition progresses efficiently.
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HEALTH

DANNY ROGERS

Executive Director Wheatbelt, WACHS

Danny Rogers provided an overview of the Wheatbelt health system, outlining current service
delivery, rising demand pressures and the structural changes required to ensure sustainable, locally
accessible care.

The Wheatbelt health network is extensive, comprising 25 hospitals, including 18 multipurpose
services, and 14 health centres delivering a broad range of care. Services span emergency and
hospital care, population and public health, Aboriginal health services, mental health support and
midwifery group practice. Facilities such as the York Hospital Service demonstrate the multipurpose
model in practice, incorporating two emergency department bays, six inpatient beds, a palliative care
room and 21 aged care beds within a single site.

Despite this breadth, service gaps remain. The Wheatbelt is the only region in Western Australia
without a dedicated mental health inpatient unit, resulting in many patients being transferred to
Perth for treatment. This presents ongoing challenges for both patients and the system.

Demand for services continues to rise, with increasing acuity across the region. Emergency
department presentations have grown by 14 per cent over the past four years, while occupancy rates
at key sites remain high. At Northam Hospital, occupancy exceeds 90 per cent, with the average
inpatient age sitting at 75 years, contributing to longer lengths of stay and increased complexity of
care. At the same time, there has been a gradual increase in lower acuity presentations, which could
be more appropriately managed in primary care settings, placing additional pressure on hospital
staff. Persistent instability in GP availability across some communities further compounds these
challenges.

Addressing these pressures will require a shift in how care is delivered. There is a growing need to
provide care closer to home through models such as Hospital in the Home and virtual care, supported
by a stable workforce, integrated care pathways and place-based decision making. Strengthening
partnerships between government, health services and communities is central to enabling this
transition.

The future of healthcare in the Wheatbelt relies on coordinated action across all levels. Local
governments play a role in creating liveable, workforce-ready communities, while state government
must align reform, investment and policy settings. The health system itself must continue to redesign
care to improve access and sustainability, with communities actively involved in co-designing
solutions that reflect local needs. For businesses, strengthening regional attraction and retention
remains critical. Ensuring that people living in the Wheatbelt have confidence in accessing care
when they need it is fundamental to supporting both community wellbeing and the region’s long-
term growth.
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HEALTH Q&A

Panellists:
Danny Rogers, Executive Director Wheatbelt, WA Country Health Service
Terry Melrose, Senior Community Educator, Regional Men’s Health Initiative
Russell Bricknell, CEO, Juniper

Bethany McEwan, Workforce Solutions Manager, Rural Health West

Moderated by:
Caroline Robinson, Director, 150Square

Q: What factors are contributing to ambulance ramping and how can it be
addressed?

DANNY ROGERS

He noted that ramping is not generally a major issue within the Wheatbelt itself, with only a
small number of incidents recorded in Northam. However, he explained that the region
contributes indirectly to metro pressure due to the need to transfer patients “down the hill” for
specialist and critical care services not available locally. He identified opportunities to reduce this
pressure by expanding local service capacity and strengthening prevention, so people are treated
earlier and avoid escalation to critical illness. He also noted that an ageing population is presenting
later in the course of illness, increasing acuity and demand on emergency services.

Q: What is WACHS doing to improve access to care?
DANNY ROGERS

He highlighted efforts to expand local service provision, including cancer and renal services, to
reduce the need for travel to Perth. He also referenced increased use of virtual care and a broader
shift towards digitally enabled health services that support patients to remain at home where
possible. He acknowledged that transport costs and time away from home remain significant
burdens and stated there is still substantial opportunity for further improvement.

Q: Are volunteer ambulance officers adequately supported?

DANNY ROGERS

He noted that many health staff also serve as volunteer ambulance officers, contributing to
fatigue and burnout. He highlighted increasing demand on ambulance services due to rising acuity
and the growing need for qualified nursing support within ambulance responses.

TERRY MELROSE

He emphasised that volunteer burnout is a significant issue in smaller communities, driven by
workforce shortages, population decline and increasing demands placed on individuals who often
hold multiple community roles. He noted that while support services exist, such as chaplaincy
through St John, many people do not access them. He highlighted the broader issue of caring for
carers and the difficulty of maintaining work-life balance in regional settings.
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HEALTH Q&A

Q: With no inpatient mental health unit, what does early intervention look
like in the Wheatbelt?

TERRY MELROSE

He described the Step Up Step Down model as an effective early intervention service, noting it was
first introduced in 2013, with regional expansion occurring several years later. He identified
barriers to earlier implementation, including land costs and community stigma. He emphasised the
need for wraparound, ongoing support rather than short-term intervention, and highlighted
organisations such as Holyoake as important contributors. He stated that mental health care in the
Wheatbelt must be holistic in design.

Q: How are health service providers managing to reduce hospital transfers
into Perth?
RUSSELL BRICKNELL

He noted the region is experiencing an ageing population, increasing demand for residential aged
care and community-based services. He identified gaps in home care support as a key driver of
hospital presentations in Perth, particularly where individuals lack adequate support at home. He
stated that Western Australia has the lowest provision of home care services nationally and that
Commonwealth funding has not kept pace with demand.

Q: What should be prioritised in a future State preventative health strategy?

RUSSELL BRICKNELL

He emphasised the importance of preventative, community-based programs that keep older
people active, socially connected and supported to remain in place. He highlighted the need for
increased residential aged care capacity, noting that approximately 300 additional beds will be
required in coming years, with no new builds currently underway.

Q: What does ageing well in the Wheatbelt look like?

RUSSELL BRICKNELL

He described ageing well as having access to services locally so people do not need to leave the
region, supported by stronger information and engagement delivered earlier in life stages.

Q: What needs to change to retain and attract healthcare workers?

BETHANY MCEWAN

She highlighted the effectiveness of rural immersion programs, where students experience
regional practice early in their training. She noted that placements in Wheatbelt communities
help build long-term interest in rural careers. She identified key barriers including the need for
students to leave the region for training, insufficient supervision funding, and lack of housing for
students and professionals. She stated that visibility of rural career pathways and improved living
conditions are essential to workforce retention.
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HEALTH Q&A

Q: How do we encourage careers in the heathcare system despite narratives

that healthcare workers are under pressure and overworked?

BETHANY MCEWAN

She stated that career promotion through schools and universities is critical, particularly when
delivered by peers such as medical students. She emphasised promoting the liveability of rural
communities alongside the scope and flexibility of regional health careers.

Q: How can we reduce the pressure on local governments to foot the bill for

healthcare services and staff?

BETHANY MCEWAN

She noted that local governments are currently subsidising primary care at significant cost, with a
2023 survey identifying approximately $7.8 million annually being spent collectively. She
described this as neither sustainable nor equitable. She highlighted the need for funding reform,
improved workforce models and a shift toward multidisciplinary team-based care. She
emphasised that without government investment, local governments will continue to fill funding
gaps, particularly in attracting GPs to regional areas.
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WDC ECONOMIC OVERVIEW

RENEE MANNING

Acting CEO, Wheatbelt

Development Commission

Renee Manning'’s overview closed the series of presentations by directly engaging the audience with
a question about what the Wheatbelt needs to do over the next 12 months to shape its future, and
who needs to take responsibility for delivering it. The responses from attendees consistently pointed
to three core priorities: stronger collaboration across the region, a sharper and sustained focus on
health, and addressing housing supply as a key enabler of both population growth and economic
development. This was framed through the idea of “becoming a city of the Wheatbelt,” reflecting a
more unified, systems-based approach to regional development.

A key reflection from the session was that none of the issues discussed throughout the day were
new. What has changed is the urgency. The scale of known challenges is now being matched by a
clearer expectation that action must accelerate. There was recognition that while the region has
strong capability, committed people and good intent, outcomes will depend on how effectively efforts
are joined up across sectors and levels of government.

Renee Manning emphasised the need to sharpen focus and improve prioritisation. This includes
being clear on the region’s “first five” priorities and identifying the two that matter most
immediately, ensuring energy and resources are directed where they will have the greatest impact.
Collaboration was reinforced as central to this process, not only within industries but across
government, business and community stakeholders.

A strong theme was the need to move from discussion into action more quickly. The message was
clear that reliance on external intervention is not a viable pathway forward, with the sentiment
expressed that solutions will need to be developed locally, with the region taking ownership of its
own challenges and opportunities.

The session reinforced that the Forum itself was an important mechanism for surfacing issues, but
the real value lies in what follows. The actions taken in response will be critical in determining the
region’s trajectory.

This was framed within a broader paradox identified across the Wheatbelt—one of strong economic
output and relative stability existing alongside persistent structural pressures. Navigating this
tension will require clearer priorities, stronger alignment and a shared commitment to delivering
practical, coordinated outcomes for the region’s future.
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CLOSING ADDRESS

LACHLAN HUNTER MP

Member for Central Wheatbelt

We gathered today with charts and with slides,
On markets, on housing, on power and tides.
We spoke about roads that rattle your spine,

And freight routes that should be a national lifeline.

We talked about houses — or lack of them still,
Where workers say “yes”... then can't find a fill.
About hospitals stretched and doctors too few,
And towns doing more than they’re funded to do.

We heard of renewables — wind, sun and scale,
Enough to power Perth... if the wires don't fail.
We've got all the ingredients laid on the plate,

But someone forgot to invest at the gate.

Now I couldn'’t help notice, and I'll say this with care,
The Minister’s speech — well, it sounded quite fair...
“Top seven towns,” a priority list,

Which is great news for those who actually made it on it.

Because out in the Wheatbelt, we don’t think in sevens,
We think in whole regions — not slices or sections.

So here’s the riddle we're all living through:
What feeds the state, yet misses its due?
What powers the future, but waits in a queue?
What builds the economy... but can’t house its crew?
It's the Wheatbelt.

And here’s the twist — the part we all know,
This isn't a region that’s struggling to grow.
It's a region that’s ready — right now, today —
If government just gets out of its bloody way.
Because the truth is simple, and it’s not hard to tell,
The future of WA runs straight through the Wheatbelt.
“We don'’t need to be a top seven postcode. We just need a fair go.”
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