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Introduction 
This audit assessed how effectively the Department of Regional Development (DRD) has 
implemented the Ord-East Kimberley Development Plan and whether the intended socio-
economic benefits to the community were achieved. We also examined the role of LandCorp 
and the Department of State Development (DSD). 

Background 
The first stage of the Ord River Irrigation Area, which is based on the main dam at Lake Argyle, 
was completed in 1971 and services 14,000 hectares (ha) of farming land.  

Since the mid-1990s, there have been several investigations into the potential of expanding the 
irrigation area. None of these progressed due to a number of issues including water availability, 
native title claims and environmental approvals.  

In October 2005, the WA Government, the traditional owners and pastoral and agricultural 
interests signed the Ord Final Agreement that addressed native title and Aboriginal heritage 
issues. It also opened the way for development of land at Goomig, Knox, Mantinea, 
Packsaddle, Ord West Bank and Ord East Bank (Figure 1). However, after seeking 
expressions of interest from the market, development did not progress because proponents 
required major State-funded investment, estimated at $158 million for a 7,000ha development 
and up to $310 million for a 16,000ha development. 

In 2008, Cabinet approved $220 million for expansion of the Ord project. In 2009, the State and 
Commonwealth governments agreed to co-fund a stimulus package for the Ord region through 
a National Partnership Agreement. This became the Ord-East Kimberley Development Plan 
(the OEKD Plan). The aim of the plan was to develop a sustainable and stronger economy and 
improve the socio-economic outcomes for Aboriginal people in the East Kimberley. It included 
2 key projects:  

 Expansion of the Ord irrigation system at a cost of $220 million to be completed in 2011 
which involved: 

o delivering water and road infrastructure to service about 8,000ha of land at Goomig 

o subdivision and sale of the 8,000ha in up to 25 lots  

o scoping for land at Mantinea (4,000ha), Ord West Bank (1,300ha) and Packsaddle 
(1,380ha), and work to consider land at Knox (8,000ha), Victoria Highway, Carlton 
Hill, Bonaparte Plain and the Keep River Plain (NT).  

 A Commonwealth-funded building program costing $195 million for 27 social 
infrastructure projects, including new educational and health facilities by June 2010 
(Appendix 1). 

DRD was lead agency with some involvement from DSD. DSD coordinated 21 of the 
Commonwealth projects, with the remaining 6 delivered by the Shire of Wyndham-East 
Kimberley. The projects were completed by 2013. 

LandCorp was the key project and contract manager for the irrigation expansion, and the 
subdivision and release of land at Goomig. Construction work began in May 2010 and 
infrastructure works were finalised in December 2014.  
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In 2012, the State selected a single proponent to develop the Goomig land parcel, with an 
option to develop Knox. The developer originally proposed a much larger sugar development, 
but is now farming mainly chia on around 1,600ha of Goomig. Developers have also been 
identified for Mantinea, Ord West Bank and Packsaddle. 

 

Source: DRD and OAG 

Figure 1: Land parcels involved in the Ord expansion  

Audit conclusion 
Government modelling showed that to succeed, the Ord-East Kimberley Development Plan not 
only had to deliver physical assets, it had to improve social and economic outcomes for the 
region and its people. So far, results are mixed, though we recognise that deep and sustained 
improvement will take many years.  

The expanded irrigation took 3 years longer than expected and cost $334 million, $114 million 
more than budgeted. Inadequate budgeting and costing, even when seeking an additional 
$91 million funding, led to the overrun. The 27 social infrastructure projects funded by the 
Commonwealth met its $195 million budget but took up to 3 years longer than planned. 

Of the planned 8,000ha of land at Goomig, 7,000ha is available for farming, though only 
1,600ha was under crop at June 2016. The plan to subdivide and sell up to 25 lots that would 
be ready for farming by 2012 did not succeed. The replacement strategy of leasing to a single 
large developer was reasonable, as was the process. However, it made negotiations more 
complex and the development lease is not yet in place. 

The sustained social and economic benefits underpinning the decision to proceed with this 
$529 million investment have not been realised. Nor is there a plan to track and assess them. 
Considerable local and Aboriginal employment and training was created during construction 
but this has not been sustained. Other areas identified in the OEKD Plan are moving towards 
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development. If successful, they will increase economic activity and employment, but the 
extent of this is uncertain. While Government expects developers to fund any further 
infrastructure needs, it has not yet finalised processes to support this approach.   

Key findings 

Costs to the State have increased by $114 million 
The original 2008 State budget to expand irrigation and support the Commonwealth projects 
was $220 million, funded through Royalties for Regions. Current estimates are that the cost will 
be $334 million, an increase of 52%. 

Project costs have increased across the board. Construction went up by $59.2 million, project 
management and administration rose by $22.5 million and the cost to build and operate a 
workers camp for the project increased by $14.1 million. Legal costs are currently $3.7 million 
higher and environmental costs have gone up by $7.9 million. To cover these increased costs, 
Cabinet approved $91 million in extra funding through Royalties for Regions, and DSD 
transferred $11.5 million to DRD and $6 million was met from revenue generated from the 
workers camp.  

Under the Ord native title agreement, a $12.5 million payment to the Miriuwung Gajerrong 
people was negotiated in 2009. Royalties for Regions funds through the OEKD Plan overed 
$10 million; the other $2.5 million was sourced from the Office of Native Title.  

The 250-person workers camp has been unoccupied since construction 
completed in 2013 
A workers camp for 250 people was built in Kununurra to provide accommodation during 
construction. At a build and operate cost of $24 million, it was intended to mitigate pressures 
on local accommodation during construction. While there were discussions at the time about 
potential uses once construction ceased, it has been vacant since construction finished in 
2013. However, DRD has informed us that it has agreed in principle to lease the camp for 
5 years to accommodate workers on a new major project in the region. 

The irrigation expansion project took 3 years longer than planned 
DRD expected the irrigation expansion project to start in 2010 and finish by the end of 2011. 
While work started on time, the new irrigation was not fully operational until December 2014. 
This late finish had knock-on effects to the rest of the development of Goomig including 
affecting the ability of the developer to plant crops in 2014.  

The Commonwealth-funded building program was on budget, but late 
The 21 projects coordinated by DSD were completed within budget, and ranged from $600,000 
for the refurbishment of 2 sobering up centres to $48.9 million for new classrooms and a public 
library in Kununurra. Planned completion of all 21 projects was by June 2010. Actual 
completion was between February 2011 and May 2013. The local government projects were 
also completed by 2013. 

The flexibility to move funding between projects and vary the scope of individual projects 
helped keep them on budget, as did comprehensive individual project planning. However, this 
planning did delay completion of the projects. 

Lack of detailed planning and underestimation of the work for irrigation 
expansion led to delays and budget overruns  
The original time and cost to deliver the irrigation expansion was unrealistic. Although the 
irrigation expansion project had to deal with an unusually long wet season in 2010-11 and the 
normal difficulties of working in the Kimberley, these were not the main cause for delay or 
budget increase. The main factor was an unrealistic initial estimate that significantly 
underestimated the work needed to expand irrigation and develop the land. The desire to start 
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the project quickly, in keeping with the National Partnership Agreement with the 
Commonwealth, exacerbated this weakness. 

There were no detailed costings to support the decision by the State to fund the 
project 
We expected to find comprehensive supporting evidence for the project. Although there was a 
good case for investment in the East Kimberley to address socio-economic need, the 
information supporting the project was insufficient for a project of this scale. There was no 
specific business case or detailed costings undertaken for the entire project prior to 
commencement of the project in 2009. There were costings for the first construction phase 
extending the main irrigation channel. 

DRD did not prepare a comprehensive costing to support its request for $91 million in 
additional funding in 2011. The funding request explained that construction costs were going to 
be much higher than originally anticipated, but did not itemise where or what costs had 
increased. A revised budget was also not prepared.  

Less land is being farmed than originally expected 
The Goomig irrigation expansion plan was to provide just over 8,000ha subdivided into up to 
25 lots, sold and ready for farming by 2012. Efforts starting in late 2011 to sell the land in 
multiple small freehold titles did not succeed when not enough proponents met the State’s 
criteria. The State then moved towards seeking a single developer. Kimberley Agricultural 
Investment Pty Ltd (KAI) was selected in November 2012. At June 2016, KAI had 1,600ha 
under crop, and expects to have 4,000ha under crop by October 2016.  

Although the outcome of a single developer was very different from the original intention, the 
process was clear, transparent and well managed. When the initial release for freehold sale did 
not succeed, LandCorp took legal advice and gained approval to commence a new tender 
process for a single developer. 

The Development Lease is not yet finalised which has delayed farming and 
economic benefits 
DRD has not finalised the Development Lease with the developer for Goomig, 3 years after it 
was originally expected. This has delayed farming on Goomig, the realisation of broader 
economic benefits and increased possible risk to the State. These include bearing 
responsibility for environmental and infrastructure damage, and potential exposure if the 
developer stopped farming and the State had to find new occupants for the land. 

Negotiating a single large-scale development raises very different challenges from a series of 
smaller freehold sales. A key problem has been has been finalising guarantee arrangements 
with KAI’s overseas parent companies, caused by an unclear definition in the Development 
Agreement. This led to disagreement between parties. Until the guarantee is finalised, the 
State cannot grant formal leases, which limits the incentive to increase activity.  

In lieu of a finalised Development Lease, since June 2013 a series of early access agreements 
have granted KAI access to prepare the land and start farming. 

Governance arrangements were not always effective, and were not adjusted for 
changing circumstances and risk  
A large-scale economic development program requires strong and consistent governance 
structures, clear reporting lines, and well-informed decision-making. While a detailed if 
complicated governance structure surrounded the expansion program from its beginning, it has 
not delivered the oversight we expected. For example, the Directors General Steering 
Committee did not formally approve key decisions, including changes to irrigation designs. Nor 
did it receive regular financial reporting, or approve revised budgets.   
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Although important negotiations were still under way, the Steering Committee did not meet 
between October 2015 and July 2016. In that time, important aspects of the project have 
progressed without input from the Steering Committee. These included the option to convert 
Knox to freehold, the amount of the developer’s parent company guarantee and appointing 
LandCorp to negotiate subsidiary agreements to the Goomig Development Lease. 

The original structure included 5 working groups that reported to 2 project groups that reported 
to the Steering Committee which in turn reported to a Ministerial Council. The roles and 
responsibilities of each of these groups was unclear. There was also considerable cross-over 
of membership between layers. 

Socio-economic outcomes have not yet been realised, have not been measured, 
and there are no plans to do so 
Economic activity, employment and agricultural return were the main reasons for Government 
support for the OEKD Plan. However, neither DRD nor DSD currently have measures to 
monitor and report on these outcomes. In the absence of these measures, DRD and DSD 
cannot show the impact of the expansion project. 

There were good employment outcomes during the construction phase, which DRD measured 
at the time. Two hundred Aboriginal people worked on the irrigation project, providing 21% of 
all labour, with similar figures for the Commonwealth program. This slightly exceeded 
expectations. More than 100 Aboriginal people got formal qualifications and training during this 
time. KAI has also employed people during development and farming of Goomig but this has 
been limited by the slower than anticipated progress. 

Government is committed to further proponent-led development, but has not 
finalised all arrangements   
The State Government has made clear that it does not intend to fund further major 
infrastructure to support future development in the Ord. Instead, it wants developers to manage 
their own infrastructure needs. While this is a clear policy, there are no clear arrangements to 
facilitate this shift. We note that the Steering Committee informed the Ministerial Council in May 
2013 that more roads, irrigation channels, and raising the level of Lake Argyle might be needed 
to service the expansion of agriculture on the Ord.  

A key part of this new approach is to transfer land tenure from lease to freehold once 
developers meet certain conditions. A new pathway has been outlined, but the process to 
apply it has not been finalised. Another important factor will be the requirement for developers 
to negotiate with traditional owners on native title. This will involve at least a coordinating 
function for government, but it is not clear which agency will be responsible. 

Recommendations 

The Department of Regional Development should coordinate by December 2016: 

1. finalisation and execution of the Development Lease for Goomig  

2. development of formal progress reporting requirements to ensure the Steering 
Committee is fully appraised of project status, including appropriate project closure 
processes following the completion of the Goomig development lease 

3. a review of the State’s objectives and role for the future development of the Ord, and 
make recommendations to Government including future governance arrangements  

4. establishment of key indicators and measures of success for the OEKD Plan and any 
future Government investment in development of the Ord, including a formal review and 
reporting framework. 
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Agency responses 

Department of Regional Development 

The Department of Regional Development (DRD) welcomes this independent review of the 
implementation and outcomes of the Ord East Kimberley Development Plan, and provides the 
following response. 

DRD’s role has been as the State’s lead agency for the Ord Irrigation Expansion Project 
(OIEP), which was initiated in December 2008 with the commitment of $220m from Royalties 
for Regions. Based on this commitment, the State secured $195m co-investment from the 
Commonwealth in social infrastructure, with the combined works to be delivered known as the 
Ord East Kimberley Development Package (OEKDP).  

State Cabinet and the Ord Ministerial Council were the decision-maker for all significant 
strategic decisions for the OIEP, based on advice from relevant agencies and the OEKDP 
Steering Committee. This included the extension of delivery timeframes from two to four years, 
the commitment of an additional $91m in funding prior to Phase 2 construction works, and the 
approach to and selection of private developers. 

The Development Agreement between the State and Kimberley Agricultural Investments Pty 
Ltd (KAI) was completed in 2013 and provides the overarching framework for the Goomig land. 
Delays in completing the Development Lease under the Development Agreement have 
occurred for various reasons, but this has not caused delays in farming. The Development 
Lease is expected to be completed by the end of 2016. 

The OIEP has been successful in bringing all the planned agricultural land to market, including 
Goomig (7,300ha), Knox (6,000ha), Mantinea (4,000ha) and Ord West Bank (1,000ha). This 
includes land development opportunities for two significant commercial developers, and also 
for the MG Corporation. KAI has brought important new investment and development capability 
to the East Kimberley, including significant investments in tourism and further planned 
agricultural development.  

With the current progress, it can be expected that the East Kimberley will benefit from ongoing 
farm development for 10-15 years, that the total area under irrigation will have expanded from 
15,000ha in 2011 to at least 30,000ha by 2021, and that the creation of growing and sustained 
workforce both directly and indirectly linked to Ord agriculture will grow accordingly. 

The OEKDP investments have delivered social and economic benefits for both Aboriginal 
people and the broader community of the East Kimberley.  Over 200 Aboriginal people were 
directly employed and trained as part of the OIEP. KAI’s ongoing farm workforce has been 
stable around 50 staff, with 20-35% of these Aboriginal people. The East Kimberley community 
continues to benefit from the range of complementary investments made through the OEKDP, 
including better housing, health, schools and training services.  

The broad-scale change in the socio-economic outcomes for Aboriginal people in the East 
Kimberley are complex and inter-generational. Ongoing agricultural development in the region 
contributes to this change, and is integral to planning for the future of the East Kimberley. 

As the State completes the commitments and objectives of the OEKDP it is timely for it to 
review its objectives, role, and governance arrangements for ongoing development of the Ord. 
The Department will engage with relevant State agencies to do this by the end of 2016 as per 
the recommendations in this report. 

Department of State Development 

The Department of State Development accepts the findings of the performance audit and the 
recommendations in the report.   
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The Department seeks to clarify the finding that the East Kimberley Development Package 
projects were delivered late. The Department notes that the original completion dates for a 
number of projects were varied by agreement with the Commonwealth, due to the time 
required to complete detailed project planning and also the seasonal limitations on construction 
in the region, which had not originally been considered. The Department notes that all projects 
were delivered within the originally agreed funding period.   

The Department welcomes the conclusion in the report that the design and planning work 
undertaken before construction commenced on each East Kimberley Development Package 
project helped the projects keep to budget, and assisted in effective project monitoring and 
management by the Department. 

The Department notes the finding that socio-economic outcomes of the Plan have not yet been 
realised, and have not been effectively tracked.  The Department commented in the final 
Evaluation Report for the East Kimberley Development Package project, completed in 2014, 
that longer timeframes for the delivery of the package and spacing of the individual projects 
could have increased local content and improved indigenous employment/training outcomes. 
The Department agrees with the conclusion in the report that the community impact of the East 
Kimberley Development Package projects has not been properly measured. The East 
Kimberley Development Package Evaluation Report stated that the medium to long-term 
outcomes from the provision of new infrastructure and associated improvement in service 
delivery and community amenity would not be realised until programs were fully established 
and evaluation of those programs could be undertaken. 

The conclusion in the report that community response to the social infrastructure projects has 
generally been positive is welcome. 

The Department will continue to work with the Department of Regional Development and 
relevant stakeholders on future planning and management of the Ord Irrigation Expansion 
Project. 

LandCorp 

LandCorp values the opportunity for the external review of its role in the Ord-East Kimberley 
Expansion Project (OEKEP) and provides the following clarification points. 

Substantial experience of local conditions was gained through Phase 1 construction. Based on 
these learnings, Phase 2 construction was delivered on time and within the budget provided to 
Cabinet. The construction program was purposefully spread over a minimum of two dry 
seasons by the Ord Ministerial Council to provide additional indigenous employment outcomes. 
This approach was approved by Cabinet in 2011. 

For clarity, LandCorp's project management fee for the construction contracts and managing 
the procurement process to secure an international development company was $4.6 million. A 
further $4.5 million was for the outsourcing of construction contract management, project 
superintendent and project surveillance officers. 

The OEKEP has been successful for Kununurra with the town benefiting from the addition of 
several new infrastructure projects. Since 2008, there has been a significant lift in housing and 
industrial supply, and a corresponding increase in the construction of private dwellings. In 
addition, the arrival of KAI to Kununurra has brought a welcomed industry scale investment, 
achieved widespread local stakeholder support, and resulted in a huge leap in confidence for 
the Ord Valley farming community. 
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