
Supporting your success

Irrigation in the 
Pilbara
FACTSHEET

Department of
Agriculture and Food



The Department of Agriculture and Food, Western 
Australia (DAFWA) is planning for the future of 
irrigated agriculture development in the Pilbara 
through the Pilbara Hinterland Agriculture 
Development Initiative (PHADI), made possible by 
Royalties for Regions. 

Research into agronomics, regulatory pathways, 
supply chain and market opportunities, economic 
viability, and soil and water resource investigations 
in the Pilbara, and irrigation trials are part of the 
program of work for the project.

PHADI supports public and private sector 
investment decisions for new irrigated agricultural 
developments and the expansion of existing areas. 

Initial results from the PHADI assessment show a 
number of locations in the Pilbara where irrigated 
agriculture development could be possible on a 
medium-to-large scale. 

The Woodie Woodie trial project has tested the 
logistics of running an irrigation operation in the 
Pilbara, as well as the impacts of relying on surplus 
dewater for irrigation to grow fodder crops.

PHADI is delivered by DAFWA in partnership with 
the Pilbara Development Commission and the 
Department of Regional Development, and works 
closely with the mining industry, Aboriginal groups 
and the pastoral industry.

Pilbara Hinterland Agricultural 
Development Initiative

Did you know?
 The Pilbara region, located in northern Western 

Australia, accounts for more than 10% of WA’s 
total land mass. 

 This is the first time the Pilbara has been 
assessed for irrigated agriculture opportunities.

 DAFWA has assessed approximately 
270,000km2, or 27 million hectares (ha) to 
determine the suitability and availability of soil 
and water resources in the Pilbara for irrigated 
agriculture.

 The Pilbara currently has 2400ha of irrigation 
using 50 gigalitres (GL) of water.

 There are large areas of soils suitable for 
irrigated agriculture in the region.

 Groundwater is the main source of water in the 
Pilbara, and is recharged by water infiltrating 
through streambeds and sandy soils during 
large rainfall events.

 Many mines in the Pilbara dewater, however 
the supply is often dynamic making it 
challenging to secure a constant supply for 
agricultural development.

 In 2013, more than 120GL of mine dewater 
surplus was reported to have been discharged 
in the Pilbara – of which more than 60GL was 
reported as ‘freshwater discharged to the 
environment’.

 Irrigation opportunities could exist by using 
managed aquifer recharge – a system which 
stores water underground to minimise 
evaporation so it can be drawn on later.

 Irrigation in the Pilbara is primarily focused on 
production of fodder for the beef industry.

 Grain or horticultural crops have never been 
evaluated on a commercial scale in the Pilbara.

 The Pilbara has some of the highest elevation 
in Western Australia presenting unique climatic 
conditions for agricultural production.

 Economic modelling indicates returns from 
irrigation investment are driven by price, 
productivity, scale and depth to water.
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The opportunity
•	 There	are	large	market	opportunities	for	crops	

that could be grown in the Pilbara such as 
sorghum, soya beans and cassava.

•	 Irrigation	opportunities	will	be	limited	by	water	
resources and it is most likely developments will 
range in size from several hundred, to several 
thousand hectares.

•	 A	mosaic	pattern	of	development	may	enable	
the management of cultural and environmentally 
sensitive locations.

•	 The	range	of	development	scale	means	
opportunities exist for smaller individual 
proponents in the region or may require 
investment attraction to realise the full potential 
of enterprises that require large scale.

•	 Legislation	currently	allows	for	irrigation	of	a	
range of crops on a pastoral lease.
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Water and land assessment are desktop
based analysis and are yet to be field tested
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B1: >70% moderate to high capability

B2: 50-70% moderate to high capability
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Figure 1.  Results 
of DAFWA’s land 
and water resource 
assessment for the 
Pilbara Hinterland 
Agricultural 
Development Initiative

Economic diversification  
in the Pilbara
Agriculture has been identified in the 
Pilbara Development Commission’s 
Pilbara Regional Investment Blueprint as a 
transformational opportunity for the growth 
and economic diversification of the Pilbara.

The Blueprint’s vision builds on the 
success of the State Government’s Pilbara 
Cities initiative, made possible by Royalties 
for Regions.
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Woodie Woodie fact file
 A 38 hectare centre pivot was established on 

Warrawagine Station in the eastern Pilbara, 
190km south-east of Marble Bar, Australia’s 
hottest town. 

 The site takes its name from the nearby Woodie 
Woodie manganese mine which provided the 
source of dewater for the trial period.

 The	first	trial	crops	of	sorghum,	Rhodes	grass,	
lucerne and tropical legumes were planted in 
2015 and grown over the summer months.

 In 2016 a winter program assessed a range of 
cereal and legume grain and fodder crops.  

 Many of the species being evaluated are new  
to the region.

 The site has demonstrated the capacity to  
yield high tonnages of quality fodder.

 DAFWA’s Northern Beef Futures project  
co-located	a	weed	risk	field	nursery	and	
additional small plot trials at the site.

 The trial results will be collated into a report  
and made publicly available.
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Figure 2.  Woodie Woodie Pilot Site

DAFWA would like  
to thank Warrawagine 
Cattle Company, 
consultants, government 
departments and 
Traditional Owners 
involved in the project 
for their invaluable 
contribution.



Growing the agrifood 
sector’s value
This work is part of DAFWA’s goal 
of enabling businesses to expand 
irrigated agriculture across the north 
of Western Australia.
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Find out more:
O www.agric.wa.gov.au/r4r/pilbara-hinterland-

agricultural-development-initiative-phadi
+ phadi@agric.wa.gov.au
t @DAF_WA or keep an eye out for #PHADI  

for our latest project updates

www.agric.wa.gov.au/r4r/pilbara-hinterland-agricultural-development-initiative-phadi
www.agric.wa.gov.au/r4r/pilbara-hinterland-agricultural-development-initiative-phadi
phadi@agric.wa.gov.au

