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At a glance
•	 The Pilbara region 

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

•	 The Pilbara currently 
has 2550 hectares (ha)  
of irrigation using 93 
gigalitres (GL) of water. 

•	 PHADI assessed  
27 million hectares to 
identify suitable soil 
and water resources for 
irrigated agriculture. 

•	 More than 60GL/yr of fresh 
water is discharged to 
the environment as mine 
dewater surplus.

The PHADI has conducted research and 
collated information to inform public and 
private sector investment decisions for 
new irrigated agricultural developments 
and the expansion of existing areas. 
Results from the PHADI assessment 
identify locations in the Pilbara where 
irrigated agriculture development could 
be possible on a commercial scale. 

The Pilbara Hinterland Agricultural Development Initiative (PHADI) undertook 
prefeasibility level assessment of the irrigation development opportunities in 
the Pilbara region of Western Australia. The project completed research into 
agronomics, regulatory pathways, supply chain and market opportunities, 
economic viability, soil and water resources across the Pilbara.

Research at the Woodie Woodie pilot 
irrigation project tested the logistics of 
establishing and operating an irrigation 
development in the Pilbara, as well as the 
impacts of relying on surplus dewater for 
irrigation to grow fodder crops. A range 
of crop and pasture species were 
evaluated at the site.

Irrigation development 
opportunities in the 
Pilbara



Perth

Port Hedland

2 million hectares of highly 
suitable soils

5000 – 12 000 ha of potential 
irrigation development

>100GL of potential water 
resources across the Pilbara

The opportunity

•  There are large export market opportunities for 
fi eld crops that could be grown in the Pilbara 
such as sorghum, soya beans and cassava. 

•  Opportunities will be determined by the scale 
and location of water resources, ranging from 
several hundred to a thousand hectares.

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

•  Irrigated fodder production for Pilbara pastoral 
beef enterprises can be viable but profi ts are 
very sensitive to variable costs and system 
productivity.

•  Irrigation provides additional benefi ts to pastoral 
beef producers other than increased production 
such as seasonal risk mitigation and improved 
marketing opportunities.

•  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. 

Key fi ndings:

•  Further economic analysis is required to 
determine if Pilbara land and water resources 
could supply the minimum effi  cient scale for the 
irrigation of other grain, fi bre, and horticultural 
crops.

•  Irrigation opportunities could exist by using 
managed aquifer recharge (MAR) – a system 
which stores water underground to minimise 
evaporation so it can be drawn on later.
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Figure 1.  Target areas for further investigation and potential development
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Small scale development opportunities

Although not included in the PHADI assessment, 
opportunities exist for smaller developments based 
on water supplies of less than 5GL/yr. For example 
smaller volumes from coastal alluvial aquifers could 
be utilised for higher value irrigated agriculture. 
There are numerous opportunities for utilising other 
aquifer types found across the Pilbara, particularly 
in conjunction with MAR.

Non-pastoral agricultural ventures are likely to 
require good supporting infrastructure such as 
sealed roads, energy and processing facilities. It 
is likely that these enterprises are best positioned 
in relative proximity to major population centres 
where labour is also more readily available. 

Quantitative ‘size of the prize’ estimate
Potential new, incremental exports in medium term timeframe

Under US$20m US$20–99m US$100m+

Results from 
qualitative 

attractiveness 
scorecard

Against ten 
defi ned criteria

High — Sorghum Cassava
Sesame seeds

Medium Sunfl ower seeds
Essential oils of mint

Fresh grapes
Olive oil

Beans, dried shelled
walnuts

Raw cane sugar
Pistachio
Lentils

Lucerne hay
Castor oil

Almonds
Cotton

Low Dried black pepper
Leeks, etc.

Peanuts
Palm oil/cake
Cashew nuts

Coffee, unroasted
Mangoes, etc.

Sunfl ower seed oil Soya beans

Figure 2.  Market research was undertaken to identify high value and expanding export 
markets in Asia and the Middle East.



Social and environmental considerations

The PHADI land and water assessment is limited 
to a biophysical assessment of resources for 
agricultural intensification and development. 
Proponents will need to consider additional factors 
such as aboriginal heritage or environmental 
impacts that may alter the feasibility of 
development. 

Economic considerations

Economic modelling indicates returns from irrigation 
investment are driven by product price, system 
productivity, scale of enterprise and water delivery 
costs. Further analysis is required to determine the 
viability of alternative irrigation enterprises in the 
Pilbara such as grains, fibre or horticulture. The 
viability of any enterprise in the Pilbara is likely to 
be sensitive to site specific features and should be 
assessed on a case by case basis.



Find out more
Please visit the Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development website 
for more information on development opportunities in the Pilbara or to download a 
copy of the report Growing the Pilbara.

,  Visit:  www.dpird.wa.gov.au

Find contact details for your nearest DPIRD office below,  
or email enquiries@dpird.wa.gov.au

South Perth office Broome office
3 Baron-Hay Court, South Perth WA 6151 27 Hunter Street, Broome WA 6725 

 +61 (0)8 9368 3333   +61 (0)8 9194 1400

Disclaimer

The Chief Executive Officer of the Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development and the State of Western Australia 
accept no liability whatsoever by reason of negligence or otherwise arising from the use or release of this information or any part of it.
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