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A message from Kay Hull AM  
AgriFutures Australia

Curled up in a cosy setting, much needed rain falling 
against the window, a cup of tea in hand, I opened 
the pages and became immersed in a collection of 
wisdom and advice flowing from the lives of so many 
inspirational women. 

The question “What advice would you give to your 
21-year-old self” delivered some challenging, 
compassionate, encouraging and honest reflections 
that will be so valuable for women now as well as future 
generations of women who are looking for direction on 
pathways to a goal, a dream or aspiration.

As I read these key messages of amazing positive, yet 
sometimes difficult experiences, memories surfaced of 
my own life journey. I identified with the trials, doubts, 
and lack of confidence. The hard work and courage 
required to walk the walk and not just talk the talk, to 
take a breath and launch into the risk, to pick yourself 
up, dust yourself off and just keep on going.

To challenge the status quo, stand your ground but 
respect the opinions of others for they too have a right 
to be heard, and to learn you and only you are in control 
of the power to never let negative opinions of others 
defeat you. To understand there are times that it is fine 
to question oneself, for not to do so may deny you the 
opportunity of learning.

On reading the recollections of the extraordinary Rural 
Women’s Award Alumni, I recalled how many times I 
was told how lucky I was, seemed the harder I worked 
the luckier I became! 

To travel the many and varied pathways of success of 
our rural women over the past 21 years in this journal 
is uplifting. I am so proud of the current AgriFutures 
team and all the former RIRDC team members for their 
dedication to this program.

I am grateful to the States and Territory Supporting 
Agencies for supporting women in staging the State/
Territory Awards. Thank you to all of the judges over the 
years who have enabled many dreams to be fulfilled and 
I would like to express my gratitude to my current Board 
members and all those who have gone before us.

Most of all, I extend my deepest appreciation to the 
many women, who over the years have believed in 
themselves enough to participate, and in doing so have 
made this program an unparalleled success over the past 
21 years. The reflections of your journey will give power 
to those yet to come, thank you.

Kay Hull AM 
Chair  
AgriFutures Australia 

AgriFutures asked 
the women featured 

in this book:  
What advice would  

you give to your 
21-year-old self?
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A message from Westpac 
Platinum Partner

As Australia’s first bank and oldest company, Westpac 
has been helping Australians for more than 200 years. 
And during this time we have always recognised the 
important role women play building communities and in 
growing businesses.

Westpac remains a proud supporter of rural, remote and 
regional Australia. The majority of our Agribusiness 
team either come from the land or have an intricate 
understanding of agriculture and rural Australia, living 
and working within 300km of where they grew up. 
We are passionate about helping our customers and 
communities prosper and grow.

As a long term sponsor of the AgriFutures Rural 
Women’s Award each year we look forward to shining a 
light on the achievements of women from our regional 
and rural communities. It is a privilege to help celebrate 
their leadership and support their future success.

Westpac was the first Australian bank to open an account 
for a woman and we were the first Australian bank with a 
unit exclusively dedicated to supporting women. 

Through Westpac’s Ruby Connection we offer financial 
inspiration and education, we help promote and connect 
women in Australia, no matter who they bank with or 
where they are located.

Every Australian has their own unique ambitions and 
their own needs. It’s our mission to help all Australians, 
not just those who bank with Westpac, and not limited 
by location. By supporting the future of our agribusiness 
sector, we are benefiting all Australians. 

It’s the people that make Australia the magnificent 
country it is, and we’ll continue to do everything in our 
power to help them make the future even better.

Westpac was the first 
Australian bank to open 
an account for a woman 

and we were the first 
Australian bank with a 

unit exclusively dedicated 
to supporting women. 
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State/Territory Winners 

Diana Gibbs

Rowena Doyle 

Annie Pfeffer  

Carol Schofield

NSW/ACT

VIC

QLD

SA

 

Mary Nenke 

Sue Wainwright

Anne Taylor 

WA

NT

TAS

There was no National Winner or Runner Up in 2000.
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What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?

Sue Wainwright 
2000 NT Winner

The celebration of turning 21 in a  
loving family is traditionally accepted as 
‘coming of age’, but does not guarantee 
acceptance as an adult or entitlement to 
success in the face of the wider world.

You have had the learning and 
opportunities of education and 
experiences within the loving protection 
and support of family, friends and 
mentors and now have some background 
tools and confidence to enable you to 
consolidate and explore your chosen 
pathways with courage and strength.

There are so many experiences on offer, 
many with risks and challenges attached, 
but be strong in your beliefs and firm  
in the courage of your convictions and 
approach problems with purpose,  
integrity and a sense of humour.

One of the greatest strengths in life is 
fellowship with other women, sharing 
in their work, their roles in family and 
community and sometimes stepping 
out of traditional areas to lead in new 
endeavours and directions.

Take care and go forward with humility, 
empathy and consideration for others. 
Enjoy the gifts of this wonderful world 
remembering that we gain rights through 
effort and experience and earn respect 
through our actions and approach.

Go girl.

Carol Schofield
2000 SA Winner

Looking back at myself at 21, I had  
no confidence and a very basic formal  
education. It took many years for me  
to gain confidence and to believe I  
am an equal. So, my advice would be:

Believe in yourself and understand  
that you have much to offer, your fear  
of failure comes from your limited 
education. You can overcome this fear 
by expanding your skills and knowledge 
through involvement in organisations 
and undertaking short courses. As you 
grow, you will become a lifelong learner 
and a valuable contributor to your  
community. Remember to be a good  
listener but do not be afraid to speak 
your mind. Choose a mentor, someone 
who you feel comfortable with and if  
you always treat people like you would 
like to be treated, you will be OK.

Anne Taylor
2000 TAS Winner

I am now 70 years old. I have learnt 
and experienced much since being 
a newly graduated 21-year-old.

Advice in a nutshell: 

Life is a learning experience, one 
learns from experience and from 
communication; believe in yourself, 
acknowledge and evaluate criticism 
and feedback but do not let it sway 
you; learn to say “no” politely and 
assertively, do not be coerced into doing 
what you do not wish to do; be grateful; 
acknowledge praise; be kind; help your 
fellow woman/man; be hardworking 
but ensure you have holidays; be a 
good listener; be honest; be interested 
in a broad range of subject matter; be 
decisive; be courageous; be yourself 
and wear a bright smile; have fun and 
enjoy life; think of the positives and 
bury the negatives; find the silver lining 
in all adverse experiences; be generous 
in thought, word and deed; contribute 
positively to your communities, 
both professional and social; learn 
something new every day; love who 
you are; smile at strangers; keep a 
sense of humour – laughter is the best 
medicine; communicate empathetically 
and have passion for whatever you do.

Mary Nenke
2000 WA Winner

You are truly blessed to have married 
Michael and move 300 kilometres to the 
family farm at Kukerin. Learn from your 
mother’s example, ‘women can break 
down barriers’. Glean from your  
father-in-law, Clem, and Michael  
their farming knowledge. 

God will open doors throughout your life, 
never be afraid to choose to go through 
them and embrace new challenges.

Enjoy the gift of motherhood through the 
six children you will have, through them 
you will learn to be resilient, loving and 
caring. If you learn to negotiate with a 
two-year-old, you can negotiate with  
most people. 

Accept the challenge to fund your 
children’s education and allow your 
leadership to blossom. Together with 
Michael, seize the opportunity to diversify 
the business into yabbies and then 
agritourism. Make your visions realities 
through developing strong business  
plans, writing successful grant 
applications, being persuasive and 
building strong networks.

Do not be afraid to lead. Do work as a 
team, maximising each other’s strengths 
and making dreams realities. As a woman, 
you have the advantage of standing out 
in the crowd especially if you wear bright 
colours. Remember men and women are 
inherently different, however, it is not 
‘them and us’. By working together,  
you will achieve great things.

2000 
Cohort

Rowena Doyle 
2000 VIC Winner

Diana Gibbs
2000 NSW/ACT Winner

Annie Pfeffer 
2000 QLD Winner

When I first thought of my answer to the 
question, What would I tell my 21-year-
old self?, my first ideas were purely self-
interest, mentally checking which stocks 
would rise the most on the stock market 
or the winning numbers to the biggest 
TattsLotto draws. However, the quandary 
of such a question poses another: What 
impact would such knowledge have on my 
journey?

I have arrived at the wonderful position 
of being very content with my journey 
so far, and as with everyone, there have 
been ups and downs. Overall, I have 
a sense of gratitude for where life has 
taken me. Life is about decisions, making 
good ones (hopefully), learning from 
them and at times learning to live  
with them.

So, my advice would be to back your 
judgement, try not to worry so much  
and enjoy the ride. 

Now, the numbers are…!

Expect the unexpected. Plans must be 
flexible, but have a very firm idea about 
your goals and principles so that you can 
be absolutely ruthless about not getting 
side-tracked. At the same time, seize 
opportunities and relish the challenge. 
The hard part, of course, is telling the 
difference between an opportunity  
and a distraction.

When you lose, don’t lose the lesson. 
Don’t dwell on what you didn’t do –  
focus on what you’re going to do next.  
Respect the past, live in the present, 
 and be optimistic about the future. 

Don’t travel alone on your journey and 
take time to smell the flowers on your 
way. Celebrate often, and smile at  
your memories. You are a unique  
human being, so find your particular 
competencies and then use them  
to fly into the unknown.

Get to know who you are (not just what 
you are good at or what you do), name 
your values and more importantly  
understand ‘why’ they are your  
values, be aware of how you behave in  
a crisis and engage a mentor who can 
work with you to understand yourself 
more fully. Do not be afraid to work with 
a psychologist or a therapist that may  
be able to help you understand some  
of your unconscious drivers. 

Ensure you have a community (friends/
family) that supports and encourages 
you, relationships are integral to our 
lives. Support and encourage others 
rather than focusing on systems and 
process first, lean into ‘being’ yourself 
rather than ‘proving’ yourself – be 
compassionate towards yourself when 
life doesn’t go as planned. Be courageous 
and rise after you have fallen.
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State/Territory Winners 

Jon Maree Baker

Sharyn Munnerley

Dianne Gresham 

Jeanette Gellard

NSW/ACT

VIC

QLD

SA

Rhonda Tonkin

Carmel Wagstaff 

Frances Bender 

WA

NT

TAS

There was no National Winner or Runner Up in 2001.
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Dianne Gresham
2001 QLD Winner

Frances Bender

The choices we make in our early lives 
set the foundation for our future so if 
you tend to overthink things, you could 
very well rationalise yourself out of the 
most exciting and fulfilling adventures. 
Pathways in life will at times seem very 
unclear whether we have consciously 
chosen them or not. Occasionally,  
they will seem steep and even  
insurmountable. 

At times like these, it’s important to 
know yourself and know your strengths 
so don’t be afraid to take time to learn 
about yourself and what you really love 
to do. Follow those instincts as much as 
you can and be with people who will also 
let you be yourself. Take opportunities 
that come your way which will enrich 
and challenge, rather than just add to the 
busyness of life. Listen to the stories of 
the past, remembering those that came 
before you and nurture that wisdom. The 
most valuable time you will spend is with  
your family. Try and make sure some  
of that is watching sunsets together.

Rhonda Tonkin
2001 WA Winner

Try hard at everything you do. You are  
a lucky person, but you will find your 
luck will improve the harder you try. 

Never let the passion die.

Jeanette Gellard
2001 SA Winner

Find your voice and use it. Choose your 
words wisely as you may never know the 
impact they have on others. Some people 
won’t like you and you will be OK, so 
worry less about that and more about  
being your true self. Keep learning.  
Travel as much as you can and spend 
your money on experiences and not 
things. Unless those things are books – 
each book is an experience. 

Eat less chocolate. Eat more chocolate. 
It’s all a matter of timing! Stay active and 
keep your body moving. Apologise when 
necessary. Don’t when it isn’t. Be kind  
to yourself, others, and the earth. Stay 
connected to nature as it will quietly 
nurture your soul.

Frances Bender
2001 TAS Winner

Be the master of your own destiny. If the 
people you share your dreams with dismiss 
you, they are not the people you should be 
sharing with. 

Do not compare yourself to other women.  
We are all unique and on our own paths. 

Make sure you fuel your ambition with 
passion, not resentment or insecurity. If 
you push for a life you want through fear of 
missing out or not ‘being enough’, you will 
burn out and miss your true calling.

If you care about something, stand your 
ground. If people try to shut you down, stand 
your ground. If you know you’re right, stand 
your ground. However, if you are proven 
wrong, be humble and admit your mistake.

Be an advocate for positive change – run 
with the smart, passionate and clever people 
of the world who align with your values.

As multi-taskers, women juggle many balls. 
The artistry isn’t the number of balls being 
thrown through the air, it’s knowing which 
ones are made of rubber, and which of glass. 
Don’t drop balls you can’t repair. 

If you choose to become a mother, remember 
to keep your identity. Be the vision of a 
strong woman you want your children to see. 

Don’t mistake love for weakness – remember 
to show your love and compassion any 
opportunity you get. However, if people take 
advantage of it, give them a healthy reminder 
that you are a badass. 

2001 
Cohort

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.12

As multi-taskers, women juggle many 
balls. The artistry isn’t the number  
of balls being thrown through the air,  
it’s knowing which ones are made  
of rubber, and which of glass.  
Don’t drop balls you can’t repair.



State/Territory Winners 

Robbie Sefton

Carol Mathew

Mary Lankester

June Gill

NSW/ACT

VIC

QLD

SA

Angela Whittington  

Kate Hadden

Jeanette Reader

WA

NT

TAS

There was no National Winner or Runner Up in 2002.
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Robbie Sefton
2002 NSW/ACT Winner

Financial independence comes from  
hard work with leadership qualities 
such as respect, trust, transparency, 
authenticity and courage. 

Have the wisdom to reflect and  
change with integrity, and the  
ability to laugh and smile and not  
take yourself too seriously!

Carol Mathew
2002 VIC Winner

Carol, you should seize any opportunity to 
keep learning throughout life. Follow your 
interests but try to keep abreast of scientific 
knowledge. Science may not provide all the 
answers, but it is better than hocus pocus. 
Your learning must include knowledge of 
the First Nations of Australia, and do what 
you can to have them rightfully recognised 
and appreciated. Mother Earth needs your 
commitment to her preservation and  
protection. Live in harmony with her  
and all her inhabitants. 

Farming is a wonderful occupation.  
You may not be ready for it yet, but when 
the opportunity arrives, seize it with both 
hands and throw yourself into it.  
It will bring great joy and satisfaction.

Learn from the Merino breeders, they  
are world experts in genetic gain.  
The alpaca is well suited to this country 
with its padded feet, but you also need  
to work to restore the soil balance and  
to encourage native species in pasture. 

Above all, enjoy the challenges!

Angela Whittington
2002 WA Winner

The simple things in life count. That 
does not mean don’t go and explore the 
world and all it has to offer, definitely  
go and do that in your youth, then  
come back to basics. 

Your family – including in time your  
own family – will bring you the most  
joy and fulfillment in life. 

Work with people in your profession. 

Career is important for women, and  
if that includes recognition from the  
outside world at some point, then  
that would be amazing for you. 

What matters is your own internal  
confidence, and a career you enjoy  
and can excel in, where you are able  
to utilise your talents, skills and  
abilities each day, ideally then being  
able to harmonise that with being a 
mother, daughter, friend or neighbour 
and having the flexibility to be able  
to combine a fulfilling role and  
career with your family time. 

You cannot ask for more than that!

2002 
Cohort

What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?

1616 AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.



1918

State/Territory Winners 

Milada Safarik

Anna Aldridge

Desley Vella

Sharon Starick 

NSW/ACT

VIC

QLD

SA

Erica Starling 

Beverley Wilson

Lee Adamson Ringk

WA

NT

TAS

There was no National Winner or Runner Up in 2003.

Desley Vella
2003 QLD Winner

Milada Safarik
2003 NSW/ACT Winner

Sharon Starick
2003 SA Winner

I have always loved challenges and 
learning new things. Memo to my  
younger self: be brave, step up and step 
out when opportunities materialise 
because the journey will deliver some 
amazing chances that might otherwise 
be missed. There will be fear, uncertainty 
and risk of failure involved but the buzz 
of achievement will be empowering.

You will find great satisfaction in trying 
something completely outside your  
comfort zone. Learn to dream big,  
embrace the journey and be open for  
the unexpected. 

Be kind to yourself. If you have given 
your best efforts but it isn’t working for 
you, let it go and move on. Know your 
strengths and turn your weaknesses  
into opportunities to learn and grow. 
This is all part of the learning curve. 

Develop great networks and take time  
to champion those coming up after you. 

Finally, take time to reflect, love what 
you do and have fun!

Looking back, it is clear to see how 
different decisions influence our 
pathways, yet they are completely 
unimaginable at the time. The main 
advice I would give to myself is to 
choose the things that give you the most 
joy, excitement, curiosity and drive. 
Particularly, the things that make you 
feel alive, challenged, and proud. Often 
the hardest decisions are the ones that 
make an impact as your journey unfolds. 

Listen to your heart, choose options 
that you are passionate about and 
enjoy. Always keep an open mind to any 
opportunity that may arise, because you 
never know where they may lead. Think 
big, strive to higher goals than you think 
you are able to achieve, and never listen 
to the naysayers. Be kind and true to 
yourself, and everything else will fall into 
place. Treat everyone with respect and 
kindness. You never know the impact 
of friendships and how colleagues will 
respond if they feel valued and respected.  

Above all, be strong through hard times, 
they are here to test us, but always know 
there is a rainbow on the other side 
of every trial and tribulation you may 
encounter. Live life to the fullest! You 
only have one life, so look after your 
health, mind, body and spirit.

Life does not always turn out the way 
you expect but it is what you make of it. 
When opportunities present themselves 
that fuel your passion for agriculture – 
grab them with both hands. Don’t allow 
the voice of self-doubt to prevent you 
from stepping into leadership roles as 
everyone has something to contribute.

There will be challenges, but your family 
will be there to support you. By working 
together with others and sticking to your 
values, any challenge can be overcome. 
While it won’t be easy, adversity will 
help to shape you as a person and to 
recognise the importance of diversity, 
collaboration and resilience.

Along the way encourage others, 
particularly women and younger 
people, to also see agriculture as having 
exciting career opportunities. Support 
and mentor others to contribute to 
our agricultural industries and rural 
communities by taking on leadership 
roles. It’s the people that make the 
difference!

2003 
Cohort

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?
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State/Territory Winners 

Rebecca Arnott

Marilyn Lanyon

Claudine Ward

Jeanette Long 

NSW/ACT

VIC

QLD

SA

Diana Morrison 

Lee Berryman

Diane Rae

WA

NT

TAS

There was no National Winner or Runner Up in 2004.
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Jeanette Long 
2004 SA Winner

Rebecca Arnott
2004 NSW/ACT Winner

Diane Rae
2004 TAS Winner

Marilyn Lanyon
2004 VIC Winner

Life is full of opportunities. The chal-
lenge is often knowing which ones to 
focus on when, when to jump in feet first 
and swim ‘really hard’, and when to sit 
back, observe, learn and wait a while.  
The advice I would give my 21-year-old 
self is to have the confidence to seek out 
mentors and declare the relationship 
rather than having mentors by stealth. 
I’ve had many wonderful people in my 
life whom I call my mentors and on re-
flection, the learning and support would 
have been enormously enriched if I had 
just had the confidence to ask them to be 
a mentor. 

Mentors will vary with age, stage and the 
wisdom they bring to the relationship. 
Finding the right one at the right time is 
an immeasurable gift. 

Be authentic and true to your values. 
Dare to be yourself, acknowledge your 
limitations and focus on progress not 
perfection. Don’t be afraid to ask  
questions and challenge the status quo. 

Love and look after yourself.  
Think deeply and be less harried.  
Accept that conflict and pain are a  
part of life – suffering is optional.

You will learn that practicing gratitude 
and giving service are foundations  
of contentment and happiness.

Diane, slow down and enjoy life at the 
stage you are now. Don’t try and do 
everything at once. Also listen to your 
intuition as it will serve you better than 
anything else. Lead with your heart and 
follow through with your head. If you  
are continually hitting your head  
against a brick wall, then there is a  
reason for that. Listen to it and realise 
that although you think this is the  
correct path, it is not and a better  
one will become evident if you allow 
yourself to be open to the messages. 

Remember that a strong women knows 
that she has strength enough for the 
journey, but a woman of strength knows 
that it is through the journey that 
she becomes strong. Celebrate your 
failures and pay attention to them as 
they will provide you with your true 
learning during this life’s journey.

If I were to give my 21-year-old self  
advice, it would be to have a go; don’t  
be afraid to jump off the merry-go-round 
and strike out for yourself. Even if you’re 
not sure if you can do it, take the plunge 
and have a go because there is plenty  
of help and support available from  
government and business groups.  
Nobody ever starts out with all the 
knowledge and information they  
need; you learn as you go.

I had great support from family and 
friends who encouraged me along the 
way, as well as fellow manufacturers  
and government assistance with 
the more technical expertise.

When I started Simply Tomatoes, I didn’t 
know how to turn a computer on, and 
now I’m managing a business with three 
websites including online sales, mobile 
Eftpos, Facebook pages and Instagram 
accounts! It’s been a huge learning curve, 
overwhelming at times, but rewarding 
as well. I couldn’t have done it without 
a wonderful team around me, but that 
is the joy of it too. When success comes, 
my husband and I are able to share it  
and give back to our community.

My life and business motto is: “Take 
small steps but think big… and enjoy.”

2004 
Cohort

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.22
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State/Territory Winners 

Jennifer Bradley 

Sue Markwell 

Anne Osborne

Lisa Rowntree 

NSW/ACT

VIC

QLD

SA

Maureen Dobra

Ann Palmer 

Amanda Way

WA

NT

TAS

There was no National Winner or Runner Up in 2005.



Amanda Way

It’s OK to fail at something or 
to not be the best at everything. 
Be true to yourself and most 
importantly know that you cannot 
be everything to everyone.

2726

Jennifer Bradley
2005 NSW/ACT Winner

Lisa Rowntree
2005 SA Winner

Amanda Way
2005 TAS Winner

Writing to my 21-year-old self is such a 
difficult task. Firstly, it was a little while 
ago that I was 21 and secondly, I believe 
at times I have just stumbled along and 
my achievements have come about not 
by meticulous planning but by doing 
what I love. The exercise of putting  
down my words to myself has revealed  
to me that I have a strong network of 
family and friends that encourage,  
support and sometimes pick up the 
pieces as I move forward.

Not sounding too cliché I will attempt 
my words of wisdom. Have confidence 
in yourself and don’t sell yourself short. 
If someone thinks you are capable 
you probably are – so say yes with 
conviction, listen to your heart and be 
true to yourself in your decision making 
processes. Don’t spend time questioning 
yourself or your knowledge. If you are at 
the table, you are there because you have 
just as much to offer as the person across 
the table and it is the simple things 
in life that will bring you the greatest 
satisfaction. Your greatest achievement 
will be the family and friend network 
you create. Spend time, talk, play and 
show them how wonderful the rural and 
agricultural sector can truly be.

I would tell myself not to stress over 
things that were out of my control and to 
focus on the things that I could change. I 
would tell myself to approach things less 
emotionally and more rationally as this 
would help me to choose the right path. 
I would tell myself to be more measured 
in my dealings with people that I don’t 
know well. To listen more and talk less. 
I would remind myself that life is a 
journey to be lived and enjoyed and that 
there will be good times and bad ones, 
and that it’s how you deal with the bad 
times that really establishes who you are. 

I would say to myself that you’re more 
than capable of dealing with what life 
throws at you and to just tackle one 
situation at a time and keep your eyes 
on the prize. I would remind myself that 
family comes first, that saying “no” does 
not mean defeat, and that your health is 
always important, so never put looking 
after yourself too far down on the list  
of priorities.

Since winning the Rural Women’s Award 
in 2005, my life has been a rollercoaster 
of changes. 

I’m a glass half full type of person and 
will always find the good somewhere in 
a difficult situation. They do say that 
change is the spice of life, so I have been 
blessed. I have had an opportunity to 
work across many different industry 
sectors which has turned out to be a 
blessing as I’m currently in a role that 
allows me to use all of my acquired  
skills to lead a great team of people  
within the VET sector.

I’m currently finishing my Cert IV in 
Leadership & Management and I’m 
already using these skills to continue 
mentoring women from across a diverse 
range of industries. I now have my  
sights set on the Diploma.

To my 21-year-old self I would say: It’s 
OK to fail at something or to not be the 
best at everything. Be true to yourself 
and most importantly know that you 
cannot be everything to everyone. Never 
be afraid of taking a risk. Just because 
something hasn’t been done before 
doesn’t mean it doesn’t work. 

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

2005 
Cohort

What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?
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National Winner 

Martha Shepherd     QLD

State/Territory Winners 

Kate Schwager

Yvonne Jennings

Heather Baldock 

Janette Hintze

Heather Chong 

 

NSW/ACT

VIC

SA

NT

TAS

National Runner Up 
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Martha Shepherd is a rainforest fruit grower from 
Queensland’s Sunshine Coast hinterland. With her  
partner David Haviland, Martha established a  
highly successful value added rural business which 
produces a range of gourmet products from native 
rainforest fruits.

Galeru is a 4.5 hectare farm comprising 3,000 native 
Australian rainforest trees, planted and purpose grown 
as a high value, environmentally sustainable small  
acreage niche crop.

Martha’s project developed a viable value chain  
management model so smaller producers across  
a range of rural industries could collaborate with 
regional processors to create more value and,  
in turn, share in the benefits of a larger enterprise.

Her project came from her experiences as a successful 
small business operator. She was frustrated by the  
wide range of opportunities to sell her product but  
constrained by the size of her farm and the higher  
costs and more limited volume of fruits it could  
produce and sell.

Designed to research, develop and implement 
an effective value chain model for Galeru and 
demonstrate an alternative business model where small 
producers could improve their economic viability and 
sustainability, the project included a study of value  
chain management principles, case studies, site visits 
and interviews to provide guidance in the development 
of the value chain, as well as information on the 
business structure, financial and legal implications  
for prospective partners.

Seven growers, two processors and all three project 
mentors attended a workshop. They agreed to form 
a private company of grower partners, develop a 
marketing strategy, engage a marketing agent, and  
attain HACCP accreditation for the new company  
Galeru Pty Ltd, its partner farms and processors.
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Martha Shepherd 
The fruits of my labour

Martha’s project developed 
a viable value chain 
management model so 
smaller producers across 
a range of rural industries 
could collaborate with 
regional processors to 
create more value and, in 
turn, share in the benefits of 
a larger enterprise.
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2006 
Cohort

Kate Schwager
2006 NSW/ACT Winner

Yvonne Jennings
2006 VIC Winner

Heather Baldock
2006 SA Winner

Being truthful to yourself and others drives 
your purpose and direction. 

Staying positive is a skill that can make 
a lot of difference to you and the people 
around you.

Treasure your parents’ guidance. They will 
not be around forever and anything that they 
can give you, cherish it. It’s a one-time offer 
as you will find out when they are gone.

Don’t be too hard on yourself. Negative peo-
ple will drain your energy. Seek out positive 
people to interact with, nurture your relation-
ships, and grow and strength your network.

Be honest in your decisions and stick to 
them. No matter how hard it gets there is 
always a light at the end of the tunnel. Seek 
its brightness to move on. Even when things 
look tough and unachievable, you can get 
through with positivity.

Keep smiling no matter what is happening 
in your life. A sense of humour and laughing 
out loud and being grateful for something 
every day will help you see the best in others.

Self-doubt is hard to shake and it always 
appears and can be a burden if you let it.  
Utilise your network for positive feedback 
and reinforcement of your self-worth.

Compliment others when they do a good job. 
They need to hear compliments just as much 
as you do.

“You are totally unique. Just like everyone 
else.” − Margaret Mead

Ripples make me smile – Ripples 
spreading out from pebbles, rocks, 
boulders I have heaved into tranquil, 
sometimes murky dams, of leadership, 
local government, rural women, family 
and community groups over the years.

I watch them still spreading, new eyes being 
opened wide, new leaders, champions, 
lifters emerging, looking at themselves and 
their own patch, town, region, workplace, 
state or nation with different eyes.

Sharing the art of productive heaving  
of rocks keeps ripples spreading. 

Start a ripple you can be proud of. 

Here’s some wisdom my adult kids quote 
back at me: 

“Head up, shoulders back, stride in as if 
you were 6 foot 6 inches tall and bullet 
proof - and you will be!”

“Watch, listen, reflect, then react - there 
are always at least 3 sides to every story.”

‘LIFT! - anyone can lead - be someone 
who lifts others up.”  

“Trains Mum! - destinations don’t matter, 
just make the decision to get on board!”

And this from a fearless granddaughter 
balancing on a limb: “Grannie if I fall,  
I fall – just don’t worry ok?” (It’s not easy 
to let go and trust in her confidence in 
her ability to do, or to ask for help to do, 
when she feels unsafe.)

May you have passion in your hearts  
and grace in your soul.

Be brave and put your hand up for things 
that interest and excite you; don’t worry 
if its outside your comfort zone – believe 
that you will work out how to make it 
happen. This is when you will grow  
and learn.

Ask for help and gather a team around 
you for those projects you instigate and 
be willing to join the team for projects 
that excite you which are instigated by 
others. You will broaden your friendship 
base and networks, as well as your skills.

Plan well so as to deliver well.

Be a little selective about ‘opportunities’ 
so you don’t take on too much. Leave 
time for those things most important  
to you.

Respect others’ wishes while not letting 
their lack of imagination or strength 
hold you back from reaching your goals.

Take time to let your thoughts wander. 
And take time to explore and spend  
time with Mother Nature.

Bev Logue
Sourcing sustainable fuel

Bev Logue and her husband run a family broadacre share 
cropping business on 8,000 hectares north of Geraldton.

They are committed to sustainable farming practices  
and embrace latest technology tramline minimum till 
with satellite guidance systems. The marginal nature  
of their country has led them to implement improved 
water harvesting through wide row spacing trials and 
shielded spraying.

At the time of the Award, they were also licensed biodiesel 
manufacturers for 35,000 litres and had been operating 
farm machinery on canola-based biodiesel blends.

Bev’s RWA bursary was used for professional business 
coaching to enhance her business management,  
communication and negotiation skills. She also  
undertook an interstate study tour to better understand 
bio-diesel production and demand for the product  
and its potential by-products.

National, state and local interest in the biodiesel  
resulted in workshops, media interviews, meetings with 
state parliamentarians and government organisations 
and presentations to a number of farmer groups, along 
with interest from the Australian Taxation Office.

Today, the couple produce biodiesel on their farm that  
is equitable in price to the cost of petroleum diesel,  
is less toxic than mineral diesel, is completely  
biodegradable and can reduce emissions by up to  
70% compared to petroleum diesel.

Bev helped establish a cooperative canola milling  
facility for the Northern Agricultural Region,  
in conjunction with a proof of concept project  
for regional biodiesel production for the farming  
community of Binnu. Her vision is for Australian  
farmers and the broader rural community to embrace 
biodiesel as an economic and environmentally  
friendly alternative fuel, sourced from renewable  
resources, that also frees farmers from their  
dependence on the three major oil companies.

Bev’s vision is for 
Australian farmers 
and the broader rural 
community to embrace 
biodiesel as an economic 
and environmentally  
friendly alternative fuel, 
sourced from renewable  
resources, that also frees 
farmers from their  
dependence on the three 
major oil companies.

What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach this cohort member.  

Information has been taken directly from the AgriFutures Australia website.
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My name is Deb Bain and I was fortunate to be chosen 
as the Victorian winner of the Rural Women’s Award 
in 2007, and then became the recipient of the National 
Rural Women’s Award in 2007. 

I was raised in Vancouver, Canada and travelled to 
Australia at age 24, fell in love with both my husband 
and the farming life, and chose to stay. I was thrilled to 
discover a community that was warm and welcoming. 
The importance of rural communities became clear 
to me as I, a city girl, evolved into a rural woman.  It 
became apparent on that journey that the voice of 
rural Australians was not being heard in our noisy, 
urban, city-centric culture. The vital role of farmers 
in producing food for Australia and the world was not 
understood or valued, and I felt I would like to do my 
part to change that. 

In 2007, I founded FarmDay to foster a greater 
understanding of farming amongst urban Australians 
and help bridge the rural-urban divide. Farming families 
offered to host a city family for a day of fun, friendship 
and understanding. In this way city families would 
have the opportunity to visit a farm, meet a farming 
family, observe and participate in farm chores, and ask 
questions to help them understand the work being done 
by the farmer. 

The program was a great success throughout its seven 
years, growing from a local program in 2007 to a 
national program in 2008 with its final year in 2012. 
Most years about 400 city families were given the 
experience of travelling to a farm, but the ripples of 
those visits extended to an average media reach of about 
10 million people annually.

The success of FarmDay was almost entirely due to 
the Rural Women’s Award, and, of course, some very 
dedicated people that shared my passion for the project.

The Rural Women’s Award offers the opportunity to 
transform dreams into reality. The passion, the network 
and the platform provided by AgriFutures enables a 
kernel of an idea to evolve into a meaningful venture 
that can positively impact people, communities, 
businesses or even a whole industry!

For me, the Award elevated the profile of FarmDay and 
attracted people and businesses that were keen to help it 
succeed. It provided me with a platform to communicate 
the voice of farmers to a broader audience and to debate 
issues and challenges pertinent to primary industries 
and its people. The Award offered the AICD  course to 
all winners. This course was instrumental in gaining an 
understanding of corporate governance and enabling 
me to establish correct governance procedures for 
FarmDay. AICD also enabled me to contribute on other 
boards. During the years of FarmDay I sat on the Women 
in Primary Industries Advisory panel, and the Breast 
and Ovarian Cancer Council (now Cancer Australia). 
The people on these boards were skilled in governance 
and filled with passion for their work. For me, these 
opportunities were life changing.

The list of speaking engagements I attended through 
the Rural Women’s Award platform and FarmDay was 
extensive, enabling me to speak to people all over 
the country.

It included the Rural Press Clubs of Victoria,  
New South Wales and Queensland, the Rural Women’s 
Network and the Liebe Group of WA, Leadership Plus 
in Melbourne, Ballarat Business Leadership Group and 
the Loddon Murray Leadership Group, along with the 
Marcus Oldham Ag College and Secondary Careers 
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Deborah Bain 
Know thy farmer

The importance of rural 
communities became 
clear to me as I, a city 
girl, evolved into a rural 
woman.  It became 
apparent on that journey 
that the voice of rural 
Australians was not being 
heard in our noisy, urban, 
city-centric culture. 
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Be sure you are 
surrounded with 
people who believe 
in you, and are as 
passionate, positive 
and enthusiastic 
about the goal as you.

Councillors for Dookie Agricultural College. I was 
invited to participate in the Australia 2020 Summit and 
was subsequently appointed to the National eHealth 
Transition Authority. I also enjoyed assisting Rotary 
to offer rural youth the Defying the Drift residential 
program. 

I could never have imagined that I would have the 
opportunity or capacity to have such a level of 
engagement in speaking on behalf of Australian 
agriculture – but that is the intrinsic value of the Rural 
Women’s Award – it encourages success by providing 
training, mentors and opportunities to maximise and 
drive the passion and vision of the individual. The 
formula is powerful as evidenced by the success of so 
many of the women who have been granted this award.

I was, and still am, a passionate advocate for agriculture, 
in particular elevating the voice of farming families. 
It was so important that farmers could tell their own 
stories to connect with people from the cities. At that 
time, farmers were drowned out by other voices ranging 
from animal rights, water, and biodiversity. I have always 
believed farmers are better at telling their own stories 
than anyone else and now, many are using social media 
and actively engaging in that space. Their stories still 
need to be heard – possibly more than ever – and I hope 
that another kernel of an idea will be nourished by Rural 
Women’s Award so that the voices of the individuals, 
communities and businesses that are the foundation of 
Australian agriculture are heard, valued and supported.

It is a steep learning curve from city girl, to regular 
rural woman, to Rural Woman of the Year. Looking 
back there is really just one absolutely key learning:  
When you want to achieve something bigger than 
yourself, be sure you are surrounded with people who 
believe in you, and are as passionate, positive and 
enthusiastic about the goal as you. Then branch out 
to find people with the skills and knowledge to help 
your little team!

For those who are at the beginning of their journey, 
I encourage you to be strong,  think independently  
and fight for what you value. Align yourself with 
people and organisations that share your values. 
Then the journey will become a purposeful 
adventure with friends!

Also – do the AICD course! I thank my  
lucky stars I did.
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Pamela Lincoln
2007 WA Winner

“Real knowledge is to know the extent 
 of one’s ignorance.” – Confucius

Knowledge is a key – a very important 
one – to a successful future, but it is 
not equal to wisdom. The ability to 
make sound judgments about a subject 
involves a healthy dose of perspective 
and is what makes the wise better 
equipped than the knowledgeable to 
handle all that life throws at you.

Ensuring one realises the extent of 
their knowledge limitations enables 
one to connect with, or consult, 
others and can lead to powerful 
collaborations that can achieve greater 
things than one can alone. Learn 
to work well with others. Excellent 
communication skills across the broad 
width of life will enable you to achieve 
more goals than excellent content 
knowledge alone. Work diligently 
but don’t forget to enjoy yourself on 
your way to wisdom and success.

Rachael Treasure
2007 TAS Winner

Rachael, you will be a part of the grassroots 
revolution of Regenerative Agriculture, 
offering humanity major solutions to climate 
change, carbon sequestration, human health, 
renewable energy and ecological re-balance. 

You and other empowered farmers will share 
knowledge globally on the internet, backed 
by trailblazing biological scientists and 
agroecologists.

Increased consumer demands for pure food 
grown with love and integrity will start to 
rise so that industrial agricultural systems 
of monocultures, bare soil, cultivation, high 
chemical input and reduced biodiversity 
will falter. 

Be strong and lead from your heart using 
your gift as a storyteller to invite others to 
see how crucial this change is. 

Every day exciting answers to remedy soil 
and water decline will light you up and you 
will increasingly find your voice as a woman 
and as a writer. 

You will learn to surround yourself with 
people who cherish and respect you.

Your sense of humour will remain intact no 
matter what, as will your belief in living a 
joy-filled life on rich soil that is alive.

Be comforted that regenerative agriculture 
will ensure your (two gorgeous) children 
a vibrant future on a balanced blue/green 
rehydrated, re-oxygenated planet.

Tracey Leo
2007 NT Winner

If you don’t know what to study, study 
science and Buddhism – then you have 
studied both the nature and behaviour 
of natural things and the nature of mind. 
When making a career or study choice, 
work out what you are passionate about 
and follow that. Be prepared to work 
hard and use your time wisely. 

Learning is time well spent. Be brave 
enough to make mistakes and don’t  
miss the lessons. Every lesson learned 
will take you one step closer to where 
it is you want to go. 

Most importantly, find your tribe.  
There are two sorts of people in the 
world, the ones that will always find  
a reason why you can’t do something, 
and the ones who will always find a  
way to get things done. Find the  
people who will search for ways to  
get things done. That’s your tribe.

2007 
Cohort

Abi Cook (Spehr)
Be true to yourself

I am Abi Cook (Spehr) and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Runner Up in 2007 and the State Winner 
for South Australia. I am a city girl so when I moved to a 
fourth-generation mixed grazing and cropping property on 
SA’s Limestone Coast it was an eye opener.

I moved from the city as a flight attendant into a farming 
family. Always interested in people and family, I revelled 
in the sense of community that the country offered. As 
I acclimatised to my new surrounds, I listened to and 
connected with other women that were part of family farming 
units and noted their strong commitment, pride and passion 
towards being part of and fulfilling the role of a woman in 
family farming. As time went by, however, I would also hear 
the quiet whispers from the women; struggling to live to 
the ways of the past when wanting to forge their own lives 
and make change. With a strong desire to fit into my new 
family and farming community, I was driven to understand 
the relationships involved. It seemed a natural step for me to 
want to delve into the dynamics of farming families and their 
impact on the long-term sustainability of a farm business.

That’s where the idea came from for my project which, 
looking back now, was ahead of its time. My project sought 
to understand why and how mothers and daughters-in-law 
negotiate their relationships and how that impacts on the 
farming family business, succession planning and on family 
relationships. 

My research included case studies of numerous individual 
relationships combined with workshops, interviews and 
correspondence. I had no particular views either way, and 
while some rural families are secretive about how they run 
their operations, there are just as many who are not.

No one in the world had ever undertaken research  
like this so I was invited to speak on this topic and 
attend the international, multidisciplinary Social Science 
Conference in Tuscany. While there was some research 
from Japan, it was unique because I delved into a topic most 
people don’t want to touch. Women are strong parts of a 
family unit and I thought its important and something we 
needed to discuss. The name of my paper was Working Her 
Out – Research into the Mother & Daughter-in-Law Dynamic 
and its Impact on Family Farms. My friend and colleague 
from WA, Dr Karen Cosgrove, who wrote the paper from my 
research, came with me to Italy as I addressed a room full of 
international academics. 

My RIRDC RWA journey funded me to speak on this  
topic with women and men in farming communities across 
SA and WA. I am grateful for this experience as it provided 
me with further opportunities to sit as a director on the SA 
Rural Financial Counselling Board and also saw me invited 
to be part of the then Federal Government’s Innovation 
Board. Unfortunately, I had to decline to be part of that 
board as I had been on the road for two years; as a mother 
and a devoted farmer’s wife, it was time to put my family 
first and put my feet back on the farm.

The paper and the book that accompanied it were  
full of the stories of Australian women from farming 
families. The women all speak as daughters in this dynamic 
book, telling us that behaviours and traditions are cyclical 
and generational. My networks tell me that this is still a 
taboo subject in many ways, and it remains a problem for 
intergenerational farming families who find it difficult to 
discuss succession planning. 

My book and paper were never published due to the 
controversial nature and its impact on my family. I may still 
publish at some stage. I will always be very grateful for the 
RWA Bursary because it gave me the ability to finance my 
concept and get it off the ground while raising my young 
children. I count it as one of my greatest achievements.

My children are grown up now and my life has taken some 
unexpected turns. After 23 years my husband and I are no 
longer together. Despite this enormous life change, I am 
very proud to say we have managed to co-parent, and we 
have done this well which is another life achievement. 

I now work in the Community Services sector, so I  
haven’t strayed far and am really passionate about  
giving people a voice and choice in how they navigate 
their lives. I am a Manager of a Community Living program 
supporting guardianship of young people with a disability. I 
never thought I would achieve all these things and I would 
say to my 21-year-old self: You are worthy, and you are 
stronger than you realise. 

My message to rural women is from a quote that  
I often refer to:

“Stand up for what you believe in. Always with conviction, 
passion and integrity. Don’t let ideology blind you but  
remain true to what guides you. And speak in your own voice, 
in your own words, in a way that makes sense to you and could 
not be from anyone else.” Nicola Sturgeon

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

Eleanor Cook
2007 NSW/ACT Winner

We make connections which form  
our community, locally and at large.  
No-one person or creature is better  
than another; as we are all in this  
universe to play our unique role; with 
this thought, respect shines and can bring 
harmony, as diversity is appreciated. 

Your values are important to acknowledge, 
as they are a foundation of which your 
life will emanate. Valuing yourself first, 
respecting one’s body, mind, spirit, family, 
friends, community and environment. 

Life is made up of ebbs and flows; resisting 
is exhausting, develop your skills to 
ride these waves of life with courage. 

Tread lightly on the environment, 
to leave earth in a better place; 
regenerate, reuse, recycle and rethink. 

Life is one’s own university, heed 
from it what you can and apply your 
learning. Understanding what is out 
of and within your circle of control 
and influence is fundamental. 

Accept what you can’t change and 
positively impact things you can. 

Recognise your passion and immerse 
yourself in what makes you feel 
vibrant to be your authentic self. 

Wellbeing is a healthy balance; 
imagine your life is very short. Be your 
community, be active, respect, love, be 
creative and live life with gratitude.
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Ros Smerdon is an avocado, macadamia and custard 
apple grower from the Glasshouse Mountains. She is 
also Chair of the grower-owned cooperative company 
Nature’s Fruit Company which accounts for around  
10% of the national avocado crop. At the time of the 
Award, she was Vice President of the Australian 
Custard Apple Growers Association and a member  
of numerous horticultural organisations.

Ros is passionate about growers working cooperatively 
together to ensure the market consistently supplies  
good quality fruit and, in turn, this ensures growers 
retain some market power.

In 2007, there was increasing financial pressure  
facing the Australian avocado industry, with growers  
witnessing the worst prices for many years, and  
significant production increases and pressure  
from imports forecast in the years ahead.

Ros believed the avocado industry needed to  
become more innovative in product development  
and marketing if growers were to remain viable.  

She saw potential in product innovations such as  
fresh cut, snap frozen product, and new opportunities  
to grow demand in pharmaceutical, food oil and  
cosmetic production.

She undertook a study tour of South Africa to  
benchmark the Westfalia grower cooperative  
avocado operations and value adding processing  
plant with the Australian industry. The Westfalia  
group is one of the most efficient and innovative  
grower cooperatives worldwide.

Her project benchmarked the state of the Australian 
avocado industry with that of South Africa and 
investigated methods of value adding and oil  
extraction employed in South Africa and their 
application to the Australian industry. A project report 
made recommendations to assist the cooperative 
venture into value adding and oil extraction to relieve 
supply pressure in the Australian industry through 
uptake of second grade fruit.

39

Ros Smerdon 
Power in collaboration

Ros is passionate 
about growers working 
cooperatively together 
to ensure the market 
consistently supplies 
good quality fruit and, in 
turn, this ensures growers 
retain some market 
power.
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Maggie Edmonds
The Good Oil

I am Maggie Edmonds and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Runner Up in 2008 and State Winner  
for Western Australia. I’m a resilient person and this is 
mainly because I’ve had to be. 

My father died when I was just 11-years-old and  
my mother, who was not the world’s most practical  
person, would forever “loan me out”. If the neighbours 
needed a hedge clipped or if a car was bogged in the 
snow or someone wanted their windows cleaned,  
she would invariably say, “Margaret will do it.” 

After my father’s passing, my mother, who was from 
a Northern Ireland farming background and was a big 
believer in the Scottish education system, sent me to  
a Scottish boarding school. The canny Scots taught  
me a great deal which was to come in handy.

My husband and I moved from Southern Africa in  
1993 where we were farmers, and bought a farm in  
the South West of WA. I applied in 2007 for the Rural 
Women’s Award following some encouragement from 
my friend Maureen Dobra. 

In 2008 and 2009, I was asked by a lot of organisations  
to speak and share my experiences about life on the 
land. I gave something like 32 speeches from Port  
Hedland to Esperance and I talked a lot about my  
experience growing olives and passionfruit. We were  
at one time the biggest growers of passionfruit in WA.  
A lot of my value added products were from passionfruit  
because they are great products to grow. 

I am really proud of these achievements. Perhaps,  
aged 70, it’s too late now to be of youthful assistance. 
But you never know what opportunities will present 
themselves. That’s a part of the positive outlook  
that rural women embrace.

The best advice I can give younger women is: 

“Every moment is a marketing moment.” In an address 
to the GROGS (Gingin Regional Olive Growers), 
Benedictine Monk Dom. Chris Power of the New Norcia 
Monastery contributed that useful advice. He was 
speaking to the group at a time when the new olive 
industry here was just starting. 

I would also urge rural women to: Have high standards 
and stick to them. Consistency of effort brings results. 
You may not know the exact direction your rural life  
will go in but don’t be afraid to carve out a direction  
for yourself. Follow your own female instincts,  
be strong and flexible, and ask questions to gain  
knowledge and experience – all the time.

Lisa Mahon
2008 VIC Winner

Tracey Knowland
2008 NSW/ACT Winner

Domenica Latorre
2008 SA Winner

Norma Higgins
2008 NT Winner

The key messages that help guide me 
change as I move through the different 
stages in my life. At nearly 60, I should 
‘take risks and have adventures’.  
After all, in a few more years my fitness 
level will slow down and make it harder 
to do that. At 21, ‘take risks and have 
adventures’ probably would have been 
interpreted as wild parties and late 
nights. In my forties when my children 
were teenagers, I wish I had been more 
sensitive to the feelings of those people  
I hold dear to me.

If I think about a more universal message 
that holds meaning for all stages of my 
life and would probably suit most  
people’s journey, it would be you will 
never have this year, this month, this 
week or this day again. Life is short,  
so dive in and make the most of it. 

Tracey don’t worry so much… it will 
all work out in the end. In the next 30+ 
years you will discover you are stronger, 
more capable, more intuitive and more 
courageous than you could have ever 
imagined. True, ‘Life tests us all’ and  
will throw every curveball at you 
imaginable: disease, cyclones, death, fire, 
flash floods, catastrophic hailstorms and 
an avalanche of paperwork, compliance 
and regulations. Life will also surround 
you with the love of family and friends 
and present wonderful opportunities 
to meet inspirational people, to travel, 
to build, to learn and to grow. 

You will take these opportunities, 
run with them (and yes, work hard) 
to achieve your goals and manifest a 
life beyond your wildest dreams. Love 
deeply, trust your gut, find healing and 
solace in nature, persevere, believe 
in your vision, and CREATE. This will 
take you where you need to go.

Now aged 51, I reflect on my personal 
and professional achievements 
throughout these past challenging yet 
successful and rewarding 30 years. With 
the support of my wonderful husband 
Craig, my two beautiful sons Richard 
and Edward, my loving family, good 
friends and professional networks, I 
have delivered successful local, state 
and national programs, completed two 
Masters degrees, volunteered on local 
and national boards and enjoyed the 
privilege of international travel. 

Success over this time has not come 
without dark days and personal cost. 
Hence the key advice I would give to 
my 21-year-old self would be to value 
the importance of self-regulation to 
conserve personal resources. 

In our younger, ambitious years, we don’t 
realise and value ‘ourselves’ as the most 
important resource that we must treat 
kindly and preserve in order to maximise 
our productivity towards key areas 
important to us. Only by strategically 
deploying our personal resources 
towards achieving what is important  
to us, by setting (and communicating) 
clear boundaries, effective time 
management and knowing when to  
say NO, can we maintain personal  
and professional resilience that  
can be sustainable over time.

My strong advice to myself would have 
been to maintain my own identity. Much 
easier said than done though as I was 
a fourth generation farmer’s fourth 
daughter, in a family where properties 
are still left to the eldest son. Tradition 
dictated that my future role was always 
to look after my husband and family. 

In 2006, two brain tumours lead to time 
off work and opportunities. A group of 
‘mango’ wives decided to establish a 
community kitchen for all local growers 
to use to value add. Given that I had the 
time and skills, I successfully applied 
for a grant under the Food Processing 
in Regional Areas program. This led to 
the 2008 Rural Women’s Award and the 
2010 NT Local Hero Award with their 
consequent publicity and fame for me 
as a person in my own right. Tradition 
and 32 years of being someone’s 
wife did not prepare me for that.

In retrospect, I believe that my 
21-year-old self would be proud 
of my achievements and ongoing 
contribution to life in Katherine.

2008 
Cohort

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

Have high standards 
and stick to them. 
Consistency of effort 
brings results. 
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Trust your instincts and 
never let anyone stop 
you from doing what  
you want.

National Winner 

Roma Britnell         VIC

State/Territory Winners 

Kim Currie

Susi Tegen

Kirsten Skraha 

Mischelle Hill

Jane Lovell

 

NSW/ACT

SA

WA

NT

TAS

National Runner Up 

Barb Madden      QLD
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I am Roma Britnell and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Winner in 2009 and the State 
Winner for Victoria. I really believe that life is 
20% what happens to you and 80% what you do 
with it. Over the years I might have changed the 
percentages a bit but in a nutshell that’s me.

My story starts with a belief that my family and I 
could make a go of the Australian dairy industry. 
People told us there was no future in agriculture 
but we have been successful and I am so glad we 
never listened to them. I am a passionate person 
who’s been blessed with a positive disposition and 
this has served me well. My passion for the dairy 
industry led me to get involved in the RWA. My 
project was to find the best way into the future for the 
Australian dairy industry and that project has now 
morphed into Australian agriculture more broadly.

In 2011, I was accepted as a Nuffield Farming Scholar 
and I spent a lot of time travelling across the world 
and being introduced to farmers and producers. My 
scholarship examined the future of food production. 
Nations such as China, Japan and Russia were really 
interested in food affordability and sustainability and 
at that time, Australian farmers were not determining 
their future. Now, in the aftermath of COVID-19, 
food availability has never been more important.

The National White Paper on Agriculture was hosted 
on our farm and this was important to me. I had been 
very involved in representing the needs of farmers and 
families in the Victorian dairy industry as the vice-
president of United Dairyfarmers of Victoria (UDV) and 
chairwoman of WestVic Dairy. I served on a number of 
boards including the Geoffrey Gardiner Foundation, 
Glenelg Hopkins Catchment Management Authority, 

and Australian Dairy Farmers Federation. I was a Policy 
Councillor with the Victorian Farmers Federation, a 
member of the Great South Coast Group’s Economic 
Pillar and a committee member of the Warrnambool 
City Council’s Food and Agriculture into China project.

In 2015, I was diagnosed with cancer and I’m now 
in remission. Ten days after my final procedure 
I was approached to run for state politics. I am 
now the State Member (South West Coast) for the 
largest agricultural area in Victoria and the second 
largest in Australia in terms of production. I am 
the Shadow Victorian Minister for Roads, Ports and 
Freight – portfolios I am absolutely passionate about 
because of their links to regional prosperity.

The greatest hurdles I have faced have been around 
my own expectations of my family commitments and 
my role as a mum. I rate my greatest achievement so 
far as raising four amazing children who are capable, 
contributing individuals who I deeply love and respect. 

Political life has definitely changed me and made me 
more aware and savvy about the people around me. 
As a nurse and a farmer, you fix the broken tractor 
or deal with the person who is drug affected, but 
in politics you have to be far more alert about the 
people around you. I am inspired by everyday people 
and those mentors who have helped me become a 
better nurse, a better farmer and a better mother.

My advice to the next generation of women leaders is 
advice my mother told me and it’s a philosophy I’ve  
used to be a positive agricultural advocate 
which the Rural Women’s Award helped to 
facilitate: “You really can do anything. If you want 
it, just go for it. Trust your instincts and never let 
anyone stop you from doing what you want.” 
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Roma Britnell 
Success is a state of mind
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Barb Madden
Opportunity knows no colour

My name is Barb Madden and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Runner Up in 2009 and the State Winner 
for Queensland. I am co-owner and Chief Financial 
Officer of the Smithfield Cattle Company, a large 
inter-generational family owned agricultural business 
specialising in backgrounding and lot feeding cattle. 

At the time of my involvement in the RWA, I was 
also the Chief Financial Officer for the Cherbourg 
Aboriginal Shire Council, and a graduate of the 
Australian Rural Leadership Program. I have always 
been committed to primary industries, my community, 
the role of rural women and improving the liveability 
of rural women wherever they call home. 

My project was unique for many reasons. I devised an 
initiative called the Beef Industry Indigenous Alliance 
(BIIA), which created national partnerships between 
Indigenous beef producers and key supply chain 
sectors through the development of a commercially 
sustainable cattle-feeding and training business model. 

I conducted a pilot program between the Cherbourg 
Aboriginal Shire Council, the Indigenous Land 
Corporation (ILC) and my own business, Smithfield 
Feedlot, forming industry partnerships and 
providing onsite training throughout the beef supply 
chain. Cherbourg and ILC cattle were brought to 
Smithfield Feedlot for fattening. Indigenous workers 

Kim Currie
2009 NSW/ACT Winner

Susi Tegen
2009 SA Winner

Kirsten Skraha
2009 WA Winner

Even as I approach 60, I wouldn’t want 
to be 21 again. What advice would I  
give my 21-year-old self?

Be unafraid and trust your gut. Ask the 
hard questions – of yourself and others. 
Avoid superficiality. Acknowledge 
mistakes early and get out of them 
quickly – whether a relationship, a 
business or just a poorly formed opinion 
or judgement. Choose and keep close 
friends who are kind and smart; be wary 
of those who trade on cheap laughs. 

Say thank you a lot and use it as a 
substitute for apology (“Thank you for 
waiting” as opposed to “I’m sorry I’m 
late”). Value introverts and look under 
the surface of extroverts. Enjoy the 
satisfaction of early task completion 
rather than the opposite. Take time to 
find out something surprising and deep 
about people you meet. Don’t be so 
driven you never get to your destination.

The only failure is not to try. Failure is 
one of the best ways to become resilient, 
to learn more about what you are good 
at, where you need to grow and whether 
you really are suited for whatever you 
have tried. Seek commonalities and build 
bridges. Compromise on dealing with 
issues and work but really think about 
why you would consider compromising 
on ethics and values. Surround yourself 
with people who are much better than 
you, in whatever you do. This allows 
you to question your assumptions and 
motivates you to learn. 

Write a letter to those teachers who 
have inspired, supported and ignited 
the imagination. Their contribution and 
belief in you will last and nourish you 
through your lifetime. Travel widely. 
Learn financial literacy and do this for 
yourself. Women in particular need to 
learn this lesson. Learn early to have 
peace in yourself. Look after your health 
when you still think you are invincible. It 
will serve you well. 

Ensure that your life’s contribution 
reflects at least 1/3 family, 1/3 career, 
1/3 volunteering. The best way to find 
yourself is in the service of others. As 
a female Executive and Non-Executive 
Director, value the contribution of 
men and women in the workplace and 
community. You will learn from and be 
supported by both. Tell your family and 
those you love that you care, often.

As women we have an incredible ability 
to be there for others and to adapt to 
different situations whether we are in  
urban or rural settings. It is a trait that 
creates such strength in communities 
and families, but it is really important 
to also keep track of who we are and not 
stretch ourselves too thin. Accepting 
help and support is just as important as 
giving it. I would urge my 21-year old 
self, and anyone at any age for that  
matter, to be daring when it comes to 
opportunities. It doesn’t matter if they 
are big or small as you never know the 
impact they’ll have. I would say to go 
for new challenges even if it means big 
change or a departure from where you’d 
imagined yourself to be because the 
places you can imagine when you are 
younger aren’t nearly as fantastic as  
the places and experiences you’ll  
actually live.

2009 
Cohort

observed the feedlot processes and underwent 
onsite training. They followed the progression of 
the cattle through the abattoir to the supermarket 
and gained an understanding of the complete 
supply chain. I think it would be called “paddock 
to plate” now but back then it was a novel idea.

It was a learning process for everyone involved.  
It made sense to me to train Indigenous organisations 
and their people, who were managing vast grazing 
land and cattle herds, and connect them with key 
stakeholders along the beef supply chain. There were 
commercial gains for every party involved along the 
supply chain. 

In 2009, the BIIA was a pioneering program of sorts,  
as it worked towards breaking down social and cultural 
stereotypes through a greater understanding of the 
beef supply chain and how businesses could work 
together for commercial gain. As a young girl growing 
up in my small country town, I saw racism was rife 
throughout the community. And then years later, 
after working in Cherbourg, I saw an opportunity to 
break down the cultural divides through building the 
capacity of Indigenous people within the beef supply 
chain, using my business as the training ground. 

The program overcame some hurdles in the beginning 
and eventually things settled down and lifelong 

relationships were forged. I remember my father being 
so proud to show the Cherbourg mayor around our 
feedlot and retell the stories of how the Cherbourg 
cattle had performed. This was a proud moment for me.

After a decade has passed, I pause to reflect on the  
BIIA, the successful training and relationships that  
were forged and how the project was a courageous  
thing for a young white female to do. The program’s 
success lay firmly in the communication between all 
stakeholders and how their cattle and people would 
benefit from being involved. 

My greatest achievement to date is contributing to 
the growth of our family business to the position it is 
today. Our business turns over 100,000 cattle annually 
and we employ more than 70 staff. Working in a family 
business is not always easy, and we have managed to 
build our asset base and remain a unified loving family. 
Our business continues to work closely with some of 
the Indigenous beef operators involved in the BIIA. 

My advice to the next generation of women leaders 
is: Surround yourself with good people who will 
challenge you to be a better person. Life is not 
always easy but find good support and mentors that 
will challenge you to reach your full potential.

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?
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Value yourself,  
and speak to  
the listening. 

National Winner 

Sue Middleton       WA

State/Territory Winners 

Lana Mitchell

Sharyn Garrett

Ulli Spranz

Carmel Ball 

Gabbi Bresnehan

 

NSW/ACT

QLD

SA

NT

TAS

National Runner Up 

Alana Johnson       VIC
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My name is Sue Middleton and I was the National  
Rural Women’s Award National Winner in 2010 and 
State Winner for Western Australia. Winning this award 
had a profound impact but it’s not something I fully 
understood at the time. 

At the time I wanted to highlight the importance 
of agriculture tackling greenhouse gas emissions 
and my project was based upon that challenge – to 
commercialise biogas technology in the pork industry. 

But I quickly learnt after winning the national award 
that the winner becomes the spokesperson for much 
broader issues. How I tackled it was to use the myriad 
of presentations and media events as opportunities to 
meet other women across rural and regional Australia 
and listen to their stories. I tried to make my voice 
“resonant” with their voices. It was my way of sharing 
the platform the Award gives you, and it also helped  
me build amazing networks across the country,  
many of whom are key parts of the Rural Women’s 
network to this day. 

The RWA is the greatest national and state platform 
I know for rural women. It shines a light on women 
making change happen in their communities, their 
industries and the regions. I did not understand 
before the award that women aren’t visible. Making 
women visible is what the Award does. For me, it’s 
not about building women’s leadership capacity, 
as the applicants are already enormously capable 
leaders. It’s about platforming and elevating 
the importance of what women are doing.

That is incredibly important for women as we know 
women look ahead of where they are to decide what 
is possible. This is encapsulated in the comment, 
“you can’t be what you cannot see”. Demonstration 

is incredibly important. The Award not only builds 
networks and connects women and helps them to 
build their profile, it helps younger women to see 
the pathway to achieving their aspirations. I think 
that is incredibly important and it’s why I keep 
contributing to our state-based RRR network.

My father, Ivan Middleton OAM, was a local mayor 
and he taught me that to lead you need to be 
respected, not liked. That has helped me to be more 
comfortable in disruptor roles because I know that 
attracts negative feedback, so I expect it. The Award 
attracts the outliers, the disruptors and the change 
agents from each industry. And it helps women 
to become more comfortable in those roles.

Agriculture and regional Australia need disruptors.  
We are inherently conservative and don’t jump at 
change. That is both our strength and our weakness. 
Climate change is a great example of that. My project 
was specifically about designing a market response  
to greenhouse gas mitigation. It’s extraordinary to  
think the pork industry has now reduced its emissions  
by almost 70% but we’re still having debates about 
climate change and its causes. 

The best advice I’ve ever received comes from 
my friend and mentor, Cathy McGowan AO: 
“Value yourself, and speak to the listening”. 

It has made me a much more powerful advocate  
for rural and regional Australia as it taught me to 
establish the value of everything I was advocating for 
and to communicate it in the listeners of the world.
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Sue Middleton 
Entrepreneur, disruptor and climate change advocate
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Alana Johnson
Agriculturist and social activist

I am Alana Johnson and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Runner Up in 2010 and State  
Winner for Victoria. 

I grew up one of five children in a family of fifth 
generation farmers at Hamilton, Victoria, in the  
1960s when farm daughters were expected to  
help their mothers with domestic duties and sons  
were raised to be the farmers and the bosses. 

I completed my Year 12 in 1973 and the introduction 
of free university education in 1974 by the Whitlam 
government changed the direction of my life and the 
lives of thousands of young rural women like me.

I was the first person in my family to attend 
university and I landed at La Trobe University during 
the second wave women’s movement in Australia. 
Studying sociology opened my eyes to the social 
and institutional structures that underpin gender 
inequality and my future pathway was determined. 

By the early 80s, thousands of university educated 
young women like me headed back to rural 
Victoria with expanded vision and ambitions 
for their lives. We had learned about the power 
of networks and set about establishing the 
Victorian Rural Women’s Network and the peak 
advocacy body, Australian Women in Agriculture 
(AWiA), and then hosted the first International 
Conference for Women in Agriculture in 1994.

Find your purpose as 
that is the source of 
lifelong energy, be bold 
in your pursuits and 
support other women 
as we all strive in this 
patriarchal world. 

Carmel Ball
2010 NT Winner

When asked, what advice would you give 
to your 21-year-old self, my first thought 
was… OMG, to be 21 again…  yet, one 
thing that remains parallel regardless of 
age is family and friends. 

With this in mind, I commence providing 
pearls of wisdom to my 21-year-old self…
You never know from one day to the next 
where life is going to take you, a mix 
of love, laughter, sadness and a mire of 
challenges, full of trials and tribulations 
along the way. Embrace each challenge 
and in everything bad, learn to look for 
something good. Never allow negativity 
or self-doubt to derail you, embrace life 
as it is never a cliché: it is full of love, 
beauty and laughter, just take the time  
to look around you. 

Remember… Where there is a will there 
is a way, a problem is only the solution 
turned inside out and you are never too 
old to learn. Embrace life and love those 
around you. Celebrate life often with a 
table full of family and friends, fill it  
with fresh Australian seafood and  
produce and for me a glass of  
bubbles (Australian, of course).

Ulli Spranz
2010 SA Winner

Be true to yourself, believe in your 
dreams and follow them, but also listen 
to people that you trust and gather as 
much information and experience as 
you can about the things you want to 
achieve. Whatever your business is, 
always stay honest and true to yourself 
and to others. Make it a priority to 
consider the environment, caring for 
clean water, healthy soil, unpolluted 
air, healthy, balanced fauna and flora. 
Support an environment that you want 
your grandchildren and future generations 
to be able to enjoy and to live in. Never 
forget generosity at the right level is 
always essential in the world today. Keep 
in mind, what goes around comes around. 
Employees are your best assets, so care 
for them and treat them as you would like 
to be treated. Don’t forget honesty and 
respect towards your workforce. It is an 
amazing tool.

Since COVID-19 I would like to add: 
Regardless of how small or big your 
company is, always have a plan B and 
a plan C at hand that is transparent, 
accurately documented and communicated 
with your entire workforce. Be prepared 
for situations out of your control. With 
hard work, commitment and dedication, 
in combination with common sense, a 
willingness to learn, observe and make 
informed decisions with passion for what 
you set out to do, you will succeed. 

2010 
Cohort

Over the decades what is now known as the Rural 
Women’s Movement achieved vital changes for women 
in being recognised for their real contribution to 
farming and agricultural businesses, in changing the 
perception of ‘who is a farmer’ and in claiming (still 
but a few) seats at the board tables of the decision-
making bodies in the agriculture sector. Annually in 
Victoria, I organise a networking event for the Rural 
Women’s Award Alumni and AWiA because, despite 
the gains made, there is much yet to do for all women 
to be able to live with safety, equal opportunity and 
economic security. 

My development as an activist and a leader has 
been made possible by the generosity, support 
and mentoring of other women. In 2010, the Rural 
Women’s Award provided me with a national platform 
which I shared with the wonderful Sue Middleton, 
the National Winner. As a team we made the most of 
such a unique opportunity, speaking at more than 160 
engagements and knowing that any door we knocked 
on was opened to us that year. 

Another turning point was participating in the 
Australian Rural Leadership Program, honing my  
skills at creating social change. This manifested in  
being part of establishing and then Chair of Voices  
for Indi which saw the 2013 election of Cathy 
McGowan as an Independent Member of Parliament  
to one of the ‘safest’ federal seats in Australia. 

In January 2020, I was conferred a Member of the 
Order of Australia for my contribution to women, 
which is in reality but one sphere of the changes 
required for a fairer, safer and inclusive society for  
all people. 

My advice to the next generation of women leaders 
is: Find your purpose as that is the source of lifelong 
energy, be bold in your pursuits and support other 
women as we all strive in this patriarchal world.  
As former United States Secretary of State, Madeleine 
Albright said, “There is a special place in hell for  
women who don’t help other women”. 

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.
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The Rural Women’s 
Award is an exceptional 
opportunity for rural 
women who want to take 
their career to the next 
level and increase their 
engagement in rural 
Australia.

National Winner 

Caroline Robinson                  WA

State/Territory Winners 

Karen Hutchinson

Angela Betheras

Kim Blenkiron 

Jackie Brown

 

NSW/ACT

VIC

SA

TAS

National Runner Up 

Barbara Grey      QLD
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The Rural Women’s Award has been a significant  
enabler for many women in rural Australia. It gave 
me the confidence to contribute ideas to regional 
conversations and encouraged me to continue my 
pursuit of entrepreneurship in the Wheatbelt of  
Western Australia.

The Rural Women’s Award was a catalyst for my project 
– the Wheatbelt Business Network (WBN). I founded 
the WBN in 2010 to offer businesses a mechanism 
to network, learn and collaborate across a region the 
equivalent land size of Tasmania. The Rural Women’s 
Award helped profile the WBN, its membership offer, 
and its mantra of supporting local businesses first.

In March 2020, the WBN celebrated its tenth anniversary. 
It has grown to three employees and represents more 
than 300 businesses across a variety of industries. It 
partners with stakeholders at local, regional, state and 
national levels to inform, connect and build the capacity 
of business owners in the Wheatbelt. The WBN is now 
ably led by a volunteer board from across the Wheatbelt 
and I am part of the team implementing their vision 
to ‘connect businesses and grow the Wheatbelt’.

The Rural Women’s Award was also an opportunity to 
network and collaborate with a diverse group of women 
from across rural Australia. As the Award’s youngest 
State and National Winner, I became part of a network 
that encouraged and supported my endeavours as well  
as helping me adapt to my new life in country WA, 
having just been newly married into a wheat and  
sheep farming family at the time.

Since 2011, my time has been focused on caring for my 
young children, volunteering in my local community of 
Narembeen (including helping to establish a community 
owned café), supporting my staff who help grow the 
Wheatbelt Business Network and advising rural not-
for-profits and local governments under my business 
150Square, which was jointly established with my 
business partner, Amanda Walker, who resides some 
400km from me.

I have been privileged to meet and work with many  
rural leaders, volunteers, businesspeople and advocates 
across rural Australia since 2011. They have contributed 
to my thoughts, life experiences and understandings 
about how rural communities ‘tick’. 

The Rural Women’s Award also afforded me the 
opportunity to be a participant in the Australian 
Institute of Company Directors course. My qualification 
gave me a set of governance and business skills that  
I continue to use today on the various community and 
business boards I’m on, as well as in my everyday work.  
I have tried to pass on the skills learnt during this  
course to the rural communities I work in.

The Rural Women’s Award is an exceptional opportunity 
for rural women who want to take their career to the 
next level and increase their engagement in rural 
Australia. I will be forever in debt to AgriFutures  
for their confidence in me, their support, networks  
and advice. 
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Caroline Robinson  
Building business, networks and community
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Barbara Grey
There’s power in doing the thing

I am Barbara Grey and I was the National Rural  
Women’s Award Runner Up in 2011 and State  
Winner for Queensland.

Primary production has been my life, and together 
with my husband, Ralph, we have been growing cotton 
for nearly 40 years. In 2007, we were honoured to be 
recipients of the prestigious Australian cotton industry’s 
Innovative Grower of the Year Award. I am a proud 
graduate of the Australian Rural Leadership Foundation, 
with an Advanced Diploma in Business and a Masters  
of Business Administration.

I recently retired from my off-farm cotton industry 
involvement to make space for younger people – time 
for fresh eyes and new perspective! I have loved every 
moment of my industry roles and the wonderful people  
I’ve worked with across many interesting experiences. It 
has been immensely rewarding. I’ve now started my life’s 
next chapter, utilising my invaluable management and 
leadership experiences and directing my energy  
to philanthropic projects, committed to improving  
the lives of those less fortunate. 

Today’s issues facing the cotton industry are not 
dissimilar to what we faced in the 90s concerning our 
social licence to operate, with issues around farming’s 
environmental impact. I am comfortable arguing the 
case for cotton, to unravel people’s perceptions around 
it; too often people’s understanding is ill-informed. 

Jackie Brown
2011 TAS Winner

Don’t worry, working with children and 
animals will be OK - it’s never boring!’

Life is incomplete without a dog.

You will find out your mother was right 
after all.

Do the best you can with what you have. 
Don’t waste your time on things you 
can’t change.

Kim Blenkiron
2011 SA Winner

Life is a great journey, full of ups and 
downs and wrong turns, beautiful 
horizons and wonderful people to meet 
along the way. Some advice I give you to 
make the journey fun and rewarding is:

Learn from other people’s successes and 
experiences. Have the courage to ask 
for help and find a mentor when you are 
moving into a new area; people usually 
love to help others.

Walk to the beat of your own drum. Work 
out what you are really passionate about, 
work hard and be the best you can be at 
that passion. The rewards will come.

Remember to celebrate your successes 
and learn from your mistakes, they are 
your biggest opportunity to grow and if 
you aren’t making some you are playing 
too safe.

Family and friends are really important. 
They will be there to celebrate with you, 
pick you up when you are down and keep 
you grounded. Some you might not see 
very often but they will have your back 
when you need them, and you will be 
there for them. They are important.

Life is a great journey, enjoy it.

Angela Betheras
2011 VIC Winner

Angela, your life is going to be exciting, 
crazy, eventful and never dull. Whenever 
you are scared just remember there is 
always a way out so don’t be afraid to 
fall or fail as you will always be able to 
pick yourself up and reinvent. Remember 
to always laugh even when you want to 
cry. When you hit your fifties, you will 
be given the diagnosis of stage 4 cancer. 
Perhaps take a little more care of your 
health and put yourself first occasionally 
when younger and maybe you can 
prevent this. However, don’t despair as 
you will live through it and be a better 
person. Remember you have true friends 
who support you and you are capable of 
doing anything you want and you will 
be successful. Finally, when a Dame says 
she wants to start a fashion label with 
you, named after her, perhaps say yes. 
She asked you when you were 20. Track 
her down and do it. Could be exciting. 

Your life will be wonderful, enjoy!

2011 
Cohort

Australia’s research and development in cotton is 
world’s best practice. When I look at the delivery of 
productivity and profitability, we have the best farmers 
in the world thanks largely to our RD&E. A big issue for 
everyone in agriculture is climate change, yet I have the 
utmost confidence in the next generation of smart young 
people pursuing a career in science and agriculture.

Gail Kelly, former CEO of Westpac, was my first 
inspiration in the leadership space. As keynote speaker 
at a conference, Gail (then CEO of St George Bank and 
a mother of triplets), said that when presented with a 
business opportunity women will often say, “I’ll wait.  
I haven’t got all the skills for that job”, however, men 
will say, “I have 70% of the skills and I’ll wing the rest”. 
Gail admitted she initially didn’t know if she could 
manage running a bank and her family, but she was 
going to give it her best.

I have always enjoyed undertaking professional and 
personal development, and my greatest achievements 
have been the changes emanating from my assorted 
accomplishments. Creating and successfully delivering 
myAgriFutures Rural Women’s Award project and 
chairing the highly-respected Australian Cotton 
Conference built my confidence and leadership style. 
Participating in the cotton industry’s decision-making  
as Director of both Cotton Australia and the Cotton  
Co-operative Research Centre, and as Chair of the 
Cotton Innovation Network, established critical thinking 
and the value of collegiality. Beating breast cancer 

taught me patience and kindness, while working  
hands-on with Ralph to build our farming enterprise 
taught me resilience and the value of humour.

My words of wisdom for the next generation: Work with 
what you enjoy. I’ve always loved working with people,  
so I pursued human resource management to improve 
our farm business. I expanded my focus and looked at 
HRM in industries outside of agriculture. This expanded 
view presented opportunities where I could employ my 
skills in the cotton industry.

My advice to my 21-year-old self: Don’t become crippled 
by ‘what ifs’; sometimes the hardest thing is to make a 
start. At the beginning, I was nervous stepping off-farm 
but people could see I was genuinely making an effort. 
So, step out and you will find the people who will help you 
achieve your purpose. Gail Kelly, like the rest of us, was 
not born knowing how to run a bank. We all have to  
have our first day!

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?



55

It’s OK to say no, 
to create healthy 
boundaries and to put 
your needs first.

National Winner 

Mary Retallack    SA

State/Territory Winners 

Danica Leys

Tania Chapman

Annette Smith

Barbara Koennecke

Fiona Ewing
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National Runner Up 

Catherine Marriott    WA
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I am Mary Retallack and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Winner in 2012 and the State Winner 
for South Australia. I am also a recovering perfectionist.

I have always supported women and love seeing 
them reach their full potential. I am an experienced 
board director, agricultural scientist, third generation 
viticulturist and Managing Director of Retallack 
Viticulture, which offers a wide range of agribusiness 
consulting services throughout Australia. I have 
worked in vineyard management, technical, research, 
consultancy, training and extension roles both within 
Australia and overseas. I am focused on ways we can 
build resilience, profitability and regenerative practices 
into agribusinesses, so we can future-proof our 
production systems. 

I am also a Director of Wine Australia, and the Primary 
Industries Education Foundation Australia. I am a 
member of the International Organisation of Vine 
and Wine (OIV) Viticulture Commission, ENVIRO and 
PROTEC groups, Food Agility CRC Strategic Investment 
Council, The Australian and New Zealand Grapegrower 
and Winemaker Journal editorial panel, and a mentor 
for the Stepping into Leadership program which is 
sponsored by PIRSA (Primary Industries and Regions 
South Australia).

I count as one of my great achievements the completion 
of my PhD on the role of native insectary plants and 
their capacity to support populations of good bugs 
that contribute to biocontrol of insect pests. It is great 
to be able to share this information with growers via 
the National Landcare funded EcoVineyards project 
to enhance functional biodiversity and ultimately the 
resilience of production systems. It’s about working 
smarter rather than harder. Natural climate solutions 

(planting trees and enhancing soil health) is also a great 
way to combat the effects of climate change.

I am a graduate of the Australian Rural Leadership 
Program, the Australian Wine Sector’s Future Leaders 
Program, and the National Farmers’ Federation’s 
inaugural Diversity in Agriculture Leadership Program. 

I have been invited to be part of the inaugural 
AgriFutures Australia Rural Women’s Award Alumni 
Panel and I am looking forward to finding ways we can 
reach out and connect with everyone so we can tap into 
that brains trust. 

My words of wisdom for the next generation of women: 
‘No’ is a complete sentence. “I am sorry, I am not able to  
do that.” No qualifiers are needed. When I do my 
mentoring sessions, people really relate and thank 
me for recognising this. When you consider doing 
something, know where you are heading and measure  
a decision by its capacity to take you nearer or  
further away from your goal.

Also: Luck is preparation meeting opportunity. However, 
it is not always what you know, but also who you know 
that opens doors… so use those networks ladies!

Remember to slow down and do what you love!

It’s OK to say no, to create healthy boundaries and to put 
your needs first. I take time out every day (schedule it in 
your diary) to recharge. I walk my dog before I start my 
workday and I highly recommend it. Be kind to others  
but most importantly to yourself.

My advice to my 21-year-old self: Good enough is  
quite often good enough (and no one notices). It helps 
to remove some of those self-imposed pressures and 
unrealistic expectations of ourselves.
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Catherine Marriott 
Seeing is believing

Rebuilding this 
community is going 
to be a long journey 
and I’m determined 
to play a small 
role in making a 
positive difference 
to people’s lives.

2012 
Cohort

I am Catherine Marriott and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Runner Up in 2012 and State Winner  
for Western Australia.

I have always been committed to primary industries, 
from growing up on the family farm outside Benalla  
in Victoria, to undertaking a Bachelor of Rural Science  
at the University of New England, jillarooing on  
stations across northern Australia, to consulting  
to the northern Australian beef industry.

Resilience and leadership are words, or more specifically 
concepts, I learned from a very young age. I am the 
eldest of four children and lost my father to cancer.  
He was 40 and I was just 9. My siblings, aged 5, 6, 7  
and I witnessed our mother become the definition 
of resilience and leadership, and she did it with a 
bucketload of grace and no complaining. She just  
got on with the job.

The live export suspension was a turning point for me. 
I was angry for a while, then frustrated with a feeling 
of overwhelming helplessness, but then I sat back and 
thought, “How did this happen, why did it happen and 
what can I do to help stop it happening again?” I realised 
that we had been non-transparent in our industry and 
when it broke, we were aggressive and defensive in  
our language, which created more enemies than 
supporters initially.

While working in Indonesia, I tried sharing some 
good news stories on my Facebook page to promote 
and celebrate the amazing animal handling skills, 
infrastructure and healthy, happy cattle, but a member 
of the Australian side of the deal shut me down and 
complained to MLA about it. Had there been a history  
of showing people what it was like, we may have had  
less of a backlash. But when the only thing people  
know about an industry is what they see on  
television, who can blame them?

Serendipitously, not long after the suspension and just 
before applying for the Award, I listened to a man from 
the States, Charlie Arnot, from the Center for Food 
Integrity, speaking about how agriculture needs to earn 
and maintain a social licence, how we need to build trust 
and better still, he was giving hints and tips on how to 
do that. I spoke to Charlie and for the first time started 
to see a way forward.

At the time of the Rural Women’s Award, I was working 
in Asia, primarily as a cattle nutritionist, but also helped 
with cattle handling, the implementation of breeding 
programs and general feedlot management. Working 
in the live export industry, particularly through the 
ban, taught me one of my most important lessons in 
leadership. To create influence, people have to trust you, 
for people to trust you, they have to believe you and for 

them to believe you, you have to be transparent.  
It also helps to be a good communicator, in terms  
of using the right words, timeliness, authenticity  
and clarity. 

The Rural Women’s Award allowed me to develop an 
Influential Women’s Leadership program to teach 
women to advocate for agriculture by creating empathy, 
understanding and clarity. I used my bursary to organise 
a three-day leadership and communications forum 
in Broome that provided participants with new skills 
in influencing and advocating for the Northern beef 
industry using all media platforms. 

It became apparent there was an acute desire for 
leadership and communication training in rural women, 
with my first workshop attracting 53 women and four 
men from the agriculture, tourism and community 
development sectors from right across Australia. I 
would have been chuffed with 20 from the beef industry, 
but the numbers kept coming and with three fabulous 
facilitators, everyone left with their cup full.

Out of that first workshop, I recognised the power  
in building trust through transparency, and one of the 
key parts of that is showing people. Never before had 
a group of women been invited to tour the Indonesian 
Feedlot Sector, so myself and seven pastoral women 
all went. We spoke with industry leaders, advocacy 
and marketing groups, and went and visited feedlots, 
abattoirs and wet markets. 

I realised it had all been worth it when, at an abattoir 
which the participants were all really nervous about 
visiting, Jane Sale of Yougawalla Station turned to me 
and said, “You know Mazz, I was happy to send cattle to 
Indonesia but now I have seen this, I’m proud that I do.”

Following that trip, I also developed and ran the  
first-ever international rural women’s mentoring 
program, which involved Australian farming women 
going to Indonesia to mentor and learn from farming 
women’s groups, then the Indonesian farming women 
coming to Australia to learn from us.

I founded a company called Influential Women with my 
friend Lizzie Brennan who used her busary to start it. 
I worked full-time on that for four years, with more than 
2500 women from across rural Australia attending the 
two-day workshops. The feedback was always positive 

– not about my facilitation but about the lessons they 
learned from each other; from the sharing. I provided  
a platform, but the magic happened because of  
the participants.

I am a graduate of the Australian Rural Leadership 
Program, a graduate of the Australian Institute of 
Company Directors, a councillor, a commissioner,  
a board director, a keynote speaker and a facilitator,  
but none of the titles matter to me. It is the actions I 
take and the impact I can have in those positions that  
is of more concern to me. If I can leave one person 
feeling a little more energised or a little more confident 
to live their best lives, whatever that is for them,  
I’m satisfied.

Living in WA was an amazing experience. The people, 
the innovation, the strategic foresight, the sense of 
community, particularly around things like climate 
management, research adoption and different economic 
modelling remain underestimated, and the stories 
untold. WA will always be a part of me and leaving it  
was a difficult decision.

I recently chose to move closer to my family and I am 
living in Tumbarumba in Southern NSW. I moved in  
12 days before the region was absolutely devastated  
by the recent bushfires. Another opportunity for 
leadership presented itself. 

I was recently appointed as the Bushfire Recovery Senior 
Leader for the southern Inland Region for the NSW DPI, 
which is a role that inspires and excites me. I am driven 
to contribute to my community, with energy, strategic 
capacity, good communication skills, strong networks, 
impact measurement and getting a bit of hard work 
done. I have probably never had a more important role.

Rebuilding this community is going to be a long journey 
and I’m determined to play a small role in making 
a positive difference to people’s lives. It is going to 
take a team, it will take energy, good communication, 
masses of empathy and listening skills, negotiation, 
management and every ounce of leadership I can 
muster, but I feel very blessed to have been entrusted  
to make a difference, and I will work my tail off to 
ensure after I leave this role, the people and the 
community I live in are in a better position than  
when I started.
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Women, as we get older and wiser we 
grow into our skins, and accept who 
and what we are. With age comes grace, 
knowledge and the ability to love 
ourselves. The advice I would give my 
21-year-old self would be to take time 
and learn to love and accept who you 
are. You have the ability to achieve great 
things in life, so be brave, be strong, 
be humble and be kind. You will need 
to make choices and some of those 
will be hard because, for gain, there 
are sometimes sacrifices that need to 
be made. Make sure they are the right 
sacrifices. Take time to value and love 
your family and friends, whether you 
realise it or not, they are the ones that 
will help you achieve all your dreams  
and console you when those dreams 
don’t happen. And lastly find time to 
walk on some green grass and feel the 
earth beneath your feet. It will keep  
you grounded.

Annette Smith
2012 QLD Winner

When we try to plan things down to  
the very last point, with no room for 
change nor mistakes, we run the risk  
of missing out on the endless 
possibilities that could be waiting for 
us. In this ever-changing world of ours 
no one is perfect and there will be 
mistakes! Mistakes are not always a bad 
thing – they help us to learn, to question 
ourselves and thus to grow, and they 
open us up to some of those possibilities 
which we might not otherwise consider.

It’s a good thing that we don’t know 
everything that’s going to happen to us. 
Because if we had planned every last 
detail and knew every outcome to avoid 
the heartache and pain that sometimes 
come with living life, then we may just 
miss out on the love, the laughter and 
just possibly the best life has to offer.

Tania Chapman
2012 VIC Winner

The advice I’d give to my 21-year-old self 
is the same advice I give to my daughters 
now. From the outset, don’t worry so 
much. Stop worrying about how you 
look, what people think of you, what you 
have or don’t have and what is going to 
happen in your life. Keep working hard, 
putting one foot in front of the other and 
things will turn out just fine. Yes, you 
might not have the means to do all the 
things you want to at the moment,  
but it will come. Don’t forget to enjoy 
yourself along the journey of your life… 
achieving your goals means little and 
feels hollow if you’ve missed out on 
fun, friendships and experiences on the 
journey to where you are. Don’t wait 
for the “perfect” time to do something 
that you are drawn to, either in your 
personal or professional life. Conduct 
yourself with integrity always. Learn 
that failing is OK as long as you learn 
something from it. Always be strong, 
but always be kind. And lastly, never 
forget that with great privilege comes 
great responsibility… and you have a 
responsibility to use your privilege  
and talents for good.

Danica Leys
2012 NSW/ACT Winner

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

2012 
Cohort

What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?
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Push your boundaries 
to help create stronger 
rural industries  
in Australia.

National Winner 
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National Runner Up 

Isobel Knight      NSW/ACT
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I am Giovanna Webb and I was the National Rural Women’s 
Award Winner in 2013 and the Territory Winner for the 
Northern Territory.

I was born in Colombia in the capital Bogota and trained 
in the field of animal nutrition and husbandry. I managed 
reptile farms in Colombia for more than a decade. I moved 
to Australia’s Northern Territory as a co-owner of one of 
Darwin’s most popular tourist attractions, Crocodylus Park 
and Zoo, which houses thousands of crocodiles, pursues 
crocodile research, and educates around 50,000 visitors a 
year about crocodile conservation and management.

I have always believed in empowering indigenous 
communities, particularly women. Since my work in the 
Amazon in the mid-90s, I have been continually involved in 
mentoring, training and creating employment opportunities 
for Indigenous people in the Northern Territory. 

As a businesswoman and mentor, my RWA project aimed 
to empower and upskill Indigenous women in a range 
of crocodile farming activities that offered a platform 
for others to take up the challenge. My bursary provided 
one-on-one training for Indigenous women to gain skills 
and knowledge in jobs as diverse as egg collection and 
incubation, baby crocodile care, crocodile husbandry, 
skinning, meat production, tourism and hospitality. 

One area we focused on was the use of farm by-products 
such as crocodile back-skins, teeth, bone, and eggs as raw 
materials for women to incorporate in traditional  
sculptures and artworks as a unique line of craft.

It is a great joy to work alongside Indigenous rural women. 
Some of these women followed different pathways by 
becoming rangers, tour guides, farmhands etc. but the 
outcomes remained the same – independence, skills growth 
and self-esteem.

I am a strong believer that unconventional areas of primary 
production hold enormous potential for diversification of 
primary production in rural Australia, more so in remote 
areas where the distance from markets is greatest. Crocodile 
farming is one of the few farming industries based around 

a native Australian species that depends on maintaining 
the environment and ecology of the land, which benefits 
the Indigenous communities living on it. More than 30% of 
Northern Territory population is Indigenous.

I feel disappointed that so many city people seem to have 
forgotten what nature is all about, and how our lives have 
always depended on using nature sustainably – not simply 
admiring it. Just think about indigenous hunter-gatherers 
like the Aboriginal people, Eskimos and peoples who have 
lived on their lands for tens of thousands of years. Their 
values and traditions must be valued and respected.

The crocodile industry now generates around $100 million 
annually for the Northern Territory and Indigenous people 
benefit directly from it.

The Rural Women’s Award gave me the national platform I 
needed to develop my vision. I am proud to say my work has 
changed many lives for the better.

The RWA also opened many doors for me. I was invited to be 
an Executive Board Member on the Council on Australian 
Latin American Relations, the Northern Territory Business 
Advisory Council and to take part in the Australian Rural 
Leadership Program in 2015-2016. In 2014, I was an NT 
Australian of the Year finalist and in 2015 I was honoured 
by Colombia’s Nobel Peace prize-winning President Juan 
Manuel Santos as one of the country’s top 100 overseas 
people from a population of 48.6 million.

I have travelled extensively around the world and this has 
given me greater insights into the need to offer training and 
education to build sustainable economic futures. 

I am currently working at the Minerals Council of Australia, 
Northern Territory Division, which still involves building 
relationships with Indigenous people and linking rural 
communities to economic development opportunities.

My message to the next generation of women in regional 
Australia: Push your boundaries to help create stronger 
rural industries in Australia.
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Isobel Knight
Have the conversation

I am Isobel Knight and I was the National Rural Women’s 
Award Runner Up in 2013 and the State Winner for  
New South Wales/Australian Capital Territory.

I have always had a passion for strong relationships. 
Along with my husband and family, we have a grazing 
and marketing business and I also have a succession 
planning business, Proagtive. 

Proagtive was born from my family’s frustrating 
experience in trying to plan for the future of our own 
family farm. I recognised the need for frameworks to 
be available for farming families to address succession 
planning needs. The story of services not being available 
and when they were, being expensive and inadequate, 
was all too common. 

I have a law degree and through this could see that 
if I wanted to develop and communicate succession 
planning a lot of work needed to be done around 
communicating why it is important. I undertook 
additional study, enrolling in postgraduate psychology, 
counselling and mediation to enable me to offer a 
unique and effective succession planning service to 
farming families across Australia.

Succession planning when it’s done well can lead to 
improved business performance outcomes, profitability 
and long-term viability. Once the conversation starts, 
intergenerational change can begin. 

2013 
Cohort

The reverse is true as well. Succession planning done 
poorly has devastating impacts on relationships, 
generations of wealth and people’s lives.

For me it involves a holistic approach that doesn’t just 
look at financial, taxation and legal matters alone.  
Too many times I have seen succession planning 
facilitated in an un-holistic way which only benefits  
one aspect of the transition. The Proagtive model  
really does offer the whole package when it comes  
to facilitating succession planning. 

While most families do seek professional help these 
days, there is a general reluctance to expect higher 
standards of those in the industry and that is to  
their family’s detriment.

I will always be very appreciative of the people who  
have helped me and the efforts of my former business 
partner Sarah Roche. The Rural Women’s Award gave  
me a national platform to discuss the opportunities  
for rural businesses to gain easy and regular access  
to succession planning and many corporates  
started listening.

Australia’s appetite for intergenerational change is 
impacted by drought and poor internet connectivity,  

the latter being a significant barrier to change.  
In 2016, Australia experienced a bumper year and I 
remember a lot of young farmers coming back to the 
land during that time. Relationships were renewed  
and many successful businesses were created.

I really believe success is one step from failure and in  
my own case when I wanted to give up, I am so pleased  
I didn’t. The best piece of advice I’ve ever received is 
that you will never find balance so just enjoy the seesaw. 
The perfect circle is a furphy and when you realise that, 
a lot of pressure is removed. 

The advice I would give my 21-year-old self: Be more 
confident and have the courage to ask the people you 
admire to help. 

My words of wisdom to the next generation: Be kind to 
yourself and to each other. It is one thing to be feminine and 
strong but being kind to other women is what makes women 
strong. Take the path less trodden and nominate yourself or 
nominate someone else to apply for the RWA. It will put you 
in a world you wouldn’t otherwise experience and you’ll be 
the richer for it.

The opportunities in agriculture 
are endless. Over the next 25 years 
agriculture will change and develop, 
allowing your career to change and 
develop with it. Farm sizes get bigger, 
technology more portable, monitoring 
more accurate and science is still cool. 

The internet will allow you to work 
from home. So, no two days have ever 
been the same and you have created a 
professional career that has allowed  
you to be based from home, on-farm, 
in two different states. 

Rural communities are still important. 
The women working alongside you will 
always be supportive and smart (oh 
how smart). Family farms still make up 
the majority of landowners. Landcare 
is still important – possibly more-so as 
our scientists have now discovered our 
climate is changing (it isn’t just a hole in 
the ozone layer). And as people involved 
in agriculture, we are at the forefront of 
climate change, research and adaptation. 

My advice is to stay open-minded. 
Explore opportunities. Embrace 
the change. Enjoy the people. Stay 
motivated. And most importantly stay 
true to your values, always remembering 
where you came from and who you are.

Danielle England
2013 WA Winner

Be true to yourself, your values and 
never lose sight of the real you… never 
be afraid to speak up for what is  
morally right. 

Trust in yourself and your judgement. 
Always look for the next day, whatever  
it might bring, and have faith in your 
own resilience. 

Understand that you don’t have to do  
it all. Be OK with saying no without 
giving a reason; own it. 

Lastly, take the time you need for you, 
invest in yourself, put yourself first when 
needed and just breathe… stop and smell 
the gum leaves, go on adventures, have 
a go, and take risks that might bless you 
with opportunities. Everyone has the 
same 24 hours in one day – make the 
most of enjoying yours!

Kate Crawford (Coad)
2013 TAS Winner

“Let everything happen to you
Beauty and terror
Just keep going
No feeling is final.”
– Rainer Maria Rilke

Alison Fairleigh
2013 QLD Winner

Success and accomplishment are best 
measured from within, not from the 
expectations of others. Even though the 
leadership journey for a shy introvert 
can feel hard when navigating through 
networks that so often feel dominated by 
confident extroverts, have faith that your 
contribution is valuable and necessary. 
Everyone battles their own doubts 
and personal challenges, despite what 
outward appearances might suggest.  
Focusing on empathy and building 
a keen emotional intelligence are 
invaluable and powerful skills that  
will hold you in good stead.

Michelle Freeman
2013 VIC Winner

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.
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Jackie Jarvis      WA

I am Pip Job and I was the National Rural Women’s 
Award Runner Up in 2014 and the State Winner for  
New South Wales/Australian Capital Territory.

I am the Director of Engagement with the NSW 
Department of Primary Industries (DPI). I’ve been 
in this role for less than a year and I have a team of 
60 working collaboratively with primary producers, 
rural communities and industries across the state. 
Engagement delivers a wide range of support ranging 
from a Bushfire Rural Recovery Support Service, to 
the Young Farmer Business Program and to the DPI’s 
Stakeholder Engagement to name a few of the teams.  
We develop capacity building programs, tools and 
resources, link people with assistance packages and 
build personal and business resilience. 

When I won the Rural Women’s Award in 2014, I was the 
former Chief Executive Officer of Little River Landcare 
Group which is a nationally recognised Landcare group 
in the central west of NSW. Once a land carer, always a 
land carer and it is dear to my heart. I worked in the  
not-for-profit sector for 10 years, gaining skills in the 
field of social capital, community engagement, and 
sustainable agricultural systems – so many essential  
skills and perspectives that ground my thinking today. 

My bursary in 2014 was about the role of social resilience 
in the long-term adoption of sustainable agricultural 
practices and there’s no doubt this work expanded into 
the challenges associated with financial and business 
literacy, mental health and leadership. It opened my  
eyes to domestic violence and alcoholism in rural 
families and what a big impact it has and the silence  
of what happens behind closed doors.

When I look back now, my bursary was a gift that 
keeps giving. It was an exploration of thinking 
and all of a sudden, I was being called a subject 
matter expert. My bursary was a massive learning 
curve; seeing all sorts of things, meeting all sorts 
of people. My network exploded exponentially. 

I was asked to turn my project into a workshop.  
I created a farming family training program titled 
Positive Farming Footprints as a result. This 
program used principles and philosophies of holistic 
management, the trinity of management and other 
insights collected along the way to provide farming 
families with a workshop to explore their level of 
personal and business resilience. This workshop  
has been delivered to more than 400 farming  
families since 2015. 

Pip Job 
Engage with your community
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Jackie Jarvis
Experience counts and so does your story

I am Jackie Jarvis and I was the National Rural  
Women’s Award Runner Up in 2014 and State  
Winner for Western Australia. 

In my professional life I have worn many hats. I’ve 
been a banker, a primary producer, an employment 
specialist working with backpackers and later developing 
a Regional Employment Support pilot program working 
with refugees, and a public policy advisor to government. 
I am currently the Agribusiness Development Manager 
for the Department of Primary Industries Research and 
Development, WA. In this role I head a team which case 
manages large agribusiness proponents to navigate their 
way through government regulatory hurdles. 

I left the banking industry after 20 years to raise 
my young family and to help my husband run our 
significant commercial vineyard and wine production 
company in the Margaret River, WA. I wanted to re-join 
the workforce and I successfully applied to work with 
Harvest Trail which involved relocating backpackers 
to where the work was located. Later I was the West 
Australian Manager for MADEC, a not-for-profit 
business operating in the training and employment 
sector. In this role I worked with resettled humanitarian 
refugees to find employment in WA agriculture.

At that time, a lot of the refugees were unaccompanied 
males, so they were the leader of the household, 
escaping countries such as Afghanistan and Syria. 
Others were likely to be the eldest son, with their 
families persecuted back home. By the 2000s, this group 
represented a large cohort and WA was in a mining boom 
and in need of workers in all sectors. Many of these 
workers came from farming backgrounds so it was a 
perfect fit. 

I became involved in the Rural Women’s Award just after 
this project was completed. My bursary captured the 
success of the pilot program on film showing resettled 
refugees working in agriculture and highlighting the 
social and community benefits received by using this 
type of employment model.

My extensive networks also helped. I am a member 
of the Australia Landcare Council, the Rural, Remote 
and Regional Women’s Network, a former Director 
and Treasurer of the Foundation for Australian 
Agricultural Women and I have regularly worked 
with the National Rural Women’s Coalition. 
These and other local community networks have 
assisted in the promotion of my work, as rural 
women play a vital role in on-farm recruitment.

I hired an up-and-coming filmmaker and we worked 
hard to showcase diversity in its many forms. Winning 
the RWA State Award and being named the National 
Rural Women’s Award Runner Up was life changing for 
me in so many ways. It elevated me so that I became 
a recognised expert and it gave me a voice to speak to 
people of significance. 

I remember shortly after winning the Award, I met the 
then Director General of the Department of Agriculture, 
WA who mentioned to me, “We need an expert in ag 
workforce development” and I always remember my 
response was, “I’m not an expert”. He replied, “Well 
then, you’re the expert.”

That conversation opened up a new world of public 
policy and I realised my opinion was valuable and  
valued and it has led to a whole new career in 
government public policy.

Creating confidence can change people’s lives and 
the Rural Women’s Award certainly gave me personal 
confidence and an incredible network of people that  
I could link with to gain critical information to solve  
an issue. It has given me the opportunity to join boards 
and be involved with many community organisations. 

Since the Award, I have been a member of the 
Australian Beef Industry Sustainability Framework 
Steering Committee & Technical Committee, a 
member of the NSW Primary Industries Ministerial 
Advisory Council, board member of the Central 
Tablelands Local Land Services, and Inductee of the 
2015 Australian Businesswomen’s Hall of Fame. 

My life would have been very different without the  
Rural Women’s Award. Many of these amazing 
opportunities would not have transpired. 

One of the greatest challenges I have had to face was 
the breakdown of my marriage and leaving the property 
and community I loved. This was a very difficult time 
emotionally and took great resolve to keep a positive 
mindset and be the best mum I possibly could be for  
my young kids. I firmly believe everything happens  
for a reason and that we grow from adversity. I list one 
of my greatest achievements as my two teenage sons 
and I am so proud of them and the young men they’ve 
become. I am now loved and content in a blended  

family known locally as the “Brady Bunch”.  
My cup is full, and I couldn’t ask for more.

In 2018, I was the NSW Drought Coordinator. This 
was a challenging role because I saw the best and the 
worst in farmers, charities, families, communities and 
governments. I was under a lot of public scrutiny with 
commentators such as Alan Jones regularly contacting 
me, and it was a role which involved me constantly 
diffusing extreme tensions. People were in pain. It was  
a very difficult job and it burnt me out. I gained 
incredible insights and to this day I remain very  
humbled I was given that opportunity at that time.

The best piece of advice I have ever received came  
from my RWA colleague, Isobel Knight, who told me  
on the night I won, “If you don’t have a journey for 
yourself, other people will put you on their journey”. 
That is so true and one of the most powerful things  
I have learnt is the importance of responding not 
reacting. This is my personal mantra.

I would tell my 21-year-old self: Have “your own voice”.

My words of wisdom to the next generation: Back 
yourself. We are all amazing women and if you have an  
idea or a passion, see it through. COVID-19 has shown  
us all that sometimes we have to pivot when we least  
expect to but be open to change and just keep going.

“If you don’t have a 
journey for yourself, 
other people will put 
you on their journey.”

The best piece of advice I have ever received came  
from that conversation. I had become an expert in 
workforce development and my experience did count  
for something, I just needed to get better at telling  
that story about myself.

That is the advice I would give to the next generation: 
Value and recognise your skills and understand your 
experience has value. 

My greatest challenge has been living in a regional area 
and how geography can narrow your opportunities. 
When I first started working for Harvest Trail, I could 
only accept this role because my husband was able to 
collect the kids from the school bus. We have parented 
our children in equal measure, and I could never have 
done my work without Matt’s support. 

Sometimes I would travel 120 kilometres in one day and 
for a lot of women this is definitely a barrier.

I take a lot of inspiration from the Rural Women’s Award 
Alumni, especially the trailblazers who are now in their 
sixties and seventies. These women worked hard and 
no doubt they received a lot of push back from other 
women. We could not have progressed without them  
and they have paved the way for me and all of us to be 
able to stand up and proudly say, “I am an expert in  
my field”.



Penny Schulz

Tell your family that you love 
and appreciate them as they 
were always there to pick you up 
(sometimes literally) off the ground, 
even when you lived miles away.
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Girl, you are smart. Believe it. Your voice 
is worth hearing. Use it. You’ll make  
mistakes. Everyone does. But you’ll  
learn from them and grow. 

Your job is never to please others.  
It’s to be the best you can be for YOU.  
If you want to look after others, start  
by looking after yourself. It will all  
flow from there.

I’ve achieved a lot in my life but for  
54 years never gave myself credit for  
any of it. I would want my 21-year-old 
self to learn her true value, and stand 
proud a lot sooner than I did.

Annette Reed
2014 TAS Winner

Listen to your Mother! I worked out later 
in life that most (not all) of my mother’s 
advice was pretty good and maybe I 
should have taken it on board a bit more 
often (please don’t tell her I said that 
because we are both never wrong and 
both always right!). 

Tell your family that you love and 
appreciate them as they were always 
there to pick you up (sometimes literally) 
off the ground, even when you lived 
miles away.

Trust your instincts and never feel 
restrained about standing up for yourself 
or others. Your future self will thank you 
and others might too. Believe in your 
worth but value those that help you get 
to where you want to be and repay them 
by providing opportunity to the ones a 
step behind you. Drink less, save more 
money, travel more, work overseas for  
a while, and have no regrets.

While not everything has been smooth 
sailing, I have a lot to be thankful for and 
even if I told these things to my 21-year-
old self, I’m not sure if I’d listen anyway!

Penny Schulz
2014 SA Winner

At 21, I thought I should know what 
I wanted to do with my life. Little did 
I know that many years later I still 
wouldn’t have that elusive answer. 
In fact, to have it would be boring. 
Thankfully, with some patience and  
the good fortune of working amongst 
some amazing people (many rural),  
I’ve come to learn that every day is  
a journey. Today, one of the things  
I hold dearest is that I don’t have  
a script for what lies ahead. 

Lauren Hewitt
2014 QLD Winner

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.
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What advice 
would you  
give to your  
21-year-old self?
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I am Sarah Prime (Powell) and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Winner in 2015 and the State Winner 
for South Australia.

This happened during rather a unique time in my life.  
I had just discovered I was pregnant with our first child  
a couple of weeks before winning the State Award, and 
he was born just a few weeks after I was announced  
the National Winner. In hindsight it was a bit of 
rollercoaster year, but at the time I didn’t know any 
different – I didn’t have anything to compare it  
to – I just kind of got on with it!

Each time I travelled for a speaking engagement, 
I’d lug around more cases and equipment than a 
travelling circus. I learned very quickly not to book 
accommodation with staircases, and to book flights  
at feed times so that our son would sleep through. 

Being able to continue on with my responsibilities  
while juggling new priorities was made possible  
with the incredible support of my family and the  
Alumni network. 

I have always been passionate about regional 
communities, but my return to Eyre Peninsula was the 
real catalyst for me wanting to do something bigger to 
help them. When I saw how the town where I grew up 
had reached a tipping point, it really hit home. 

When small regional communities go into decline, you 
can physically see it. The school closes, then the general 
store, the tumbleweeds blow in and the paint cracks and 
peels. But when the community sporting club no longer 
has a team to represent it, it’s not just the end of an era 
or the loss of a social network, it’s the heart and soul  
of a community that stops beating. 

When I visited my home town that day, I remember 
thinking, “When small country towns lose their sporting 
club, what else remains to pass on the legacy of these 
communities, the history that used to be passed down 
through generations of storytelling and photos on 
club walls? What happens to the social fabric of the 
community? What remains to rally the people and raise 
community spirits when times get tough, when they 
need it most?” 

But then I had a realisation. If we could engage people in 
sport, why couldn’t we engage those same like-minded 
people more broadly in leadership and mentorship? 

I knocked on lots of doors and didn’t get a lot of support 
from the traditional grant funding pathways. It wasn’t 
until I rang AgriFutures Australia, that things began to 
change. Straight away, I knew they existed to pick up 
ideas like mine, to elevate people like me, to back things 
that would help rural communities. 

When I received the Award, I used my bursary to deliver 
the Champions Academy pilot program to empower 
individuals who would go on to instigate positive change 
in their community. I used the sporting club model to 
mentor and teach aspiring leaders, to foster personal 
development and teach young ambassadors how to  
step up in their club and community.

The results were promising with 93% of graduates 
taking a role in leadership in regional communities in 
South Australia. More than 60 graduates have gone 
back out to their regions, helped their communities stay 
afloat, and promote social cohesion through all sorts of 
volunteering, leadership and advocacy roles – not just  
in sport.

Sarah Prime (Powell) 
Survival of the fittest 
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Champions Academy programs have now transitioned 
into schools. I held the inaugural Next Gen of Eyre Kids’ 
Conference last year and I am now designing a spin off 
called Game Changers, where visiting guest mentors will 
bring outside knowledge into our regional communities 
on a monthly basis to motivate, inspire and facilitate 
conversations between future and current business, 
industry and community leaders. 

Despite all this, I rate my greatest achievement as 
survival. I have been living with high functioning clinical 
depression and anxiety since childhood (although it 
wasn’t called that at the time). It has manifested in some 
major disruptions to my physical health throughout the 
years, as well as plenty of hard-fought battles to keep my 
head above water, so to speak.

My work has been such an important contributor to 
my survival instinct – I am driven to create a sense 
of optimism for the future, not just for me but for all 
people in rural communities. My involvement in the 
Rural Women’s Award was the very first step I took in 
this direction, and I am full of gratitude for the part that 
it has played in giving me a sense of purpose.

So, on those days when I do fall, I will myself to get back 
up. I let go of the baggage of things that haven’t worked. 
I cut myself some slack, prioritise self-care, and then 
when I know I’m ready, I go again. 

The best pieces of advice I was ever given were “to 
strive for excellence, not perfection” and “stop feeding 
the village!” – in other words, remember to look after 
yourself first, or you won’t be able to help anyone else.

My words of wisdom for the next generation of women: 
Do the hard work of observation and notice what is not 
being said. It is often more important than the words being 
spoken. And look for change, always. We don’t often notice 
things changing around us unless we know to look for it. It’s 
not the big ones that happen overnight and tilt you on your 
axis that you need to be worried about – it’s the evolution 
that changes things a tiny amount every day. If we’re not 
looking for that change, it’s often too late by the time we 
notice the impact.

The other thing I would say is, don’t wait to be invited 
to step up. Gather all the courage you embody and rise. 
Allow the world to see the unique value you have to offer. 
Begin with one step, then keep putting one foot in front 
of the other. Don’t expect outcomes or impact to happen 
immediately – often it may not happen within the same 
timeframe or same room that you deliver your work. The 
impact that you create could manifest days, months, even 
years later. So, employ a marathon mentality. You’ll need 
mental fitness to stay in it long after the novelty wears off.

And along the way, be prepared for more rejections and 
shutdowns than acceptance or applause, and know that is 
completely normal. Anyone who hasn’t experienced that has 
had a pretty blessed run! With each failure, recognise and 
value the knowledge and experience you have just gained 
– it is vital to use every experience you are exposed to, to 
learn and adapt, grow and strengthen, and above all else, 
develop a new facet of empathy. 

So always get back up (and know that it’s absolutely OK  
to be facing another direction when you do). Sometimes  
it’s even better than the road you were pointing down  
in the first place!

I would tell my 21-year-old self: Learn how to ask 
questions and seek to understand. Empathy is one of 
our most powerful tools, in work, life and understanding 
how the world works. It requires a great deal more than 
simply walking a mile in someone else’s shoes. It is about 
understanding with a posture of generosity – not just 
understanding what someone else is feeling, but why.  
What are their fundamental reasons for behaving in a 
particular way, and the circumstances they have been 
exposed to that have caused them to have particular 
beliefs? Develop this understanding without judgement. 
It is a critical skill to develop. Try to appreciate how that 
person’s value system, experiences or unique knowledge 
might differ from yours, without focusing so much on  
the actual dissimilarity.

My work has been such an 
important contributor to 
my survival instinct –  
I am driven to create a 
sense of optimism for the 
future, not just for me 
but for all people in rural 
communities. 
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Turns out your crazy ideas, dreams and 
plans have value, so be brave and follow 
them. Find mentors you can respect 
and look up to and take their advice. 
Fulfillment isn’t going to come from 
being “successful”, but from how you 
feel about yourself, so spend less time 
being busy and worrying what people 
think about you, and more time figuring 
out what gives you a sense of purpose, 
satisfaction and joy. Take up meditation.

Learn wise money habits as soon as 
possible (and here’s a hint – spend less 
on going out and invest more). Treat 
yourself and others with kindness and 
respect, and treasure moments with 
friends and family – love is all  
that matters in the end. 

And finally, get more sleep!

Katie Finlay
2015 VIC Winner

Set yourself one career or personal 
improvement activity milestone for each 
month. Write it down and set a review 
date and hold yourself accountable 
each month. Pick small activities to 
ensure you achieve them. Even small 
improvements and learnings will make  
a difference to your future success. 

Tress Walmsley
2015 WA Winner

Have confidence in your own intelligence 
and ability and don’t worry about 
those bumps in life’s road, they are just 
pointing you in a new direction. There 
are always positive opportunities in 
every situation. And wear the bikini!

Sherrill Stivano
2015 QLD Winner

The year I was 21, I lived and worked  
on a highland sheep farm in Scotland.  
I remember sitting on a craggy mountain 
outcrop overlooking Loch Lomond on 
a stunning summer day surrounded 
by flowering heather and bathed in 
sunshine and wondering what my 
future would look like. It was easy to 
have a sense of unlimited opportunity – 
exciting but overwhelming at the same 
time. 

The only advice I would give myself in 
that spectacular moment is to worry 
less and believe more. Situations and 
circumstances, no matter how dire, 
do not define you – how you respond 
defines you. And that is in your control.

Cindy Cassidy
2015 NSW/ACT Winner

Carol Bracken
From little things, big things grow

Carol Bracken established a 10ha, 5000 hazelnut tree 
orchard, nursery and processing facility in Glengarry, 
Tasmania. Carol managed the business for 10 years 
before recently selling it to pursue other interests.

Carol is now working as an economic development 
program manager for the Cradle Coast region in 
Tasmania. She is working to improve the economic 
conditions for the region which has a strong agriculture, 
forestry and aquaculture industries. Carol is passionate 
about supporting emerging industries, particularly 
in Tasmania, believing they boost local jobs and the 
diversity of industries in her state.

As a leader in her community, Carol has been a 
councillor on the West Tamar Council and is strongly 
supportive of women as a member of Tasmanian Women 
in Agriculture and the Australian Local Government 
Women’s Association (Tasmania). Carol is keen to 
increase the representation of women in senior positions 
and in politics. She believes that increasing women’s 
participation in local government is a way to increase 
the skills and experiences of rural women.

Since the award, Carol has established the Tamar Valley 
Farmgate Association and has Chaired the association to 
run the Farmgate Festival with farm tours and dinners 
over a weekend in November, celebrating Tamar Valley 
farms and agritourism operators for the last four years.

The award encouraged her to step up and take a larger 
role in the community. Carol is very thankful for the 
support she received from being involved in the Rural 
Women’s Award.

Carol is passionate about 
supporting emerging 
industries, particularly  
in Tasmania, believing 
they boost local jobs and 
the diversity of industries 
in her state.
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Have confidence 
in what you have 
to offer and so will 
others.
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Kalyn Fletcher       WA
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I am Sophie Hansen and I was the National Rural  
Women’s Award Winner in 2016 and the State winner  
for New South Wales/Australian Capital Territory. 

I am a journalist, cookbook author and social media 
coach with a passion for food and telling stories about 
regional Australia. I spent three years in my twenties 
working with Slow Food Editore in Northern Italy which 
influenced me greatly. I am currently working on my 
manuscript for my third cookbook called In Good  
Company which is due to be published in 2021. My 
second cookbook, A Basket by the Door is in its fourth 
reprint and it has also been printed in German. 

I share recipes and social media tips on my two 
blogs Local is Lovely and My Open Kitchen. I find it 
very rewarding when people connect with me over a 
particular recipe. Sometimes they tell me about their 
experience of eating something new which is local and 
seasonal. The reach of social media is extraordinary. I am 
in daily contact with a lady from Lithuania who I have 
never met but with whom I correspond about sour bread.

As a city-based journalist working in magazines I didn’t 
know much about the land until I fell for a farmer, 
married him and moved to a property near Orange, 
 NSW. My husband runs our holistic deer farm and 
venison export trade business. 

I will always be super grateful for the opportunities the 
Rural Women’s Award Bursary gave me. It enabled me 
to establish my online learning program. It’s designed 
to assist anyone involved in primary industries to use 
social media channels to build ‘social capital’ which 
in turn delivers transparency, engagement, trust and 
ultimately financial returns for primary producers.

At first, the business attracted mostly food businesses 
but it’s evolved to include broader regional business 
such as retailers, café owners and any business wanting 
to build their skills and confidence in this space. 
Empowering people to use social media platforms 
successfully opens up new opportunities and provides 
long-term benefits to farming businesses and rural 
communities. Everyone’s business is different, so we  
do an audit first, get their ducks in a row and work  
out their audience and plan around their needs.

In my professional life I rate the success of my second 
cookbook as one of my top achievements. It’s now in its 
fourth reprint and it really struck a chord with people. 
My best piece of advice is to be a good person, show 
up and be generous. There was a time when people 
jealously guarded what they did but generosity of spirit, 
especially on social media, is really valued. You reap 
what you sow, most definitely. 

I would say to my 21-year-old self: Have faith it will  
all work out in the end.

I would say to the next generation wanting to have a go 
in regional Australia and thinking about applying for the 
RWA: Have confidence in your story. It is easy to allow 
the imposter syndrome in or to think, “I’m not in that 
lane” but the reality is, you are. Have confidence in  
what you have to offer and so will others.
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Kalyn Fletcher
Learn, promote and ask 

Kalyn is a seed grower from Kununurra in WA’s remote 
Kimberley region. She grew up on a family farm in the 
Ord Irrigation Area and upon completing a Bachelor 
in Agriculture Science and a Bachelor in Agribusiness, 
worked for AWB Ltd in Goondiwindi, Queensland. 
She then returned to Kununurra with her husband 
where they’re raising three young boys and managing 
the family businesses RB Dessert Seed Co. and The 
Hoochery Distillery. 

Kalyn’s business RB Dessert Seed Co. is focused on 
wholesale seed production for crops such as hybrid 
sorghum, hybrid maize, herbs and vegetables. The 
company supplies seed to growers across the Ord 
Irrigation Area and the wider Kimberley Region. Kalyn’s 
other family venture, the Hoochery Distillery, prides 
itself on its commitment to using local products where 
possible, and has produced international award-winning 
rum and liqueurs. 

Living and working in Northern Australia has given 
Kalyn a first-hand insight into the unique challenges 
and opportunities in conducting agribusiness in tropical 
regions. Kalyn sees Northern Australia’s plentiful 
undeveloped land, available water, sunny blue skies 
and proximity to emerging markets as an amazing 
opportunity for tropical agriculture. 

2016 
Cohort

Kalyn has also worked closely with industry on new crop 
development, producing seed and conducting research 
trials for many emerging crop species. 

The advice she would give her 21-year-old self is to 
“have fun, travel the world, explore, learn and laugh. 
There is plenty of time to grow up.”

The advice she would give her 30-year-old self is that it’s 
okay not to know everything, to make mistakes and to 
not have the answers.  

“There are so many smart and capable people out there, 
and believe it or not, they love sharing their knowledge, 
advice and experience. All you need to do is find the 
courage to ask,” said Kalyn. 

“Don’t be too proud or too shy to ask for help. But also 
trust yourself and your own abilities. It is okay to try 
something new and it is also ok for it not to work out. 
Learn from it and move on.”

Adding: “Most of all, try to enjoy life. You only get  
one go at it.”   

With age, it is about gaining a clearer 
understanding about the skills I might 
have intrinsically, versus those I have 
learnt, and those I need to ‘pick up’ 
to be better at the things I believe are 
important. 

I can do other things better now that 
I have learnt to focus on the talents I 
appear to have acquired, deliberately or 
by association of the company I keep. 
I’ve also learnt to listen more.

It’s also about being better at sifting 
through the plethora of information I 
now receive. If I were 21, I would never 
have had the ability nor the discipline  
to do this, let alone prioritise.

I hate to use the word ‘passion’ as it 
is both overly and poorly used. I do 
believe that if you have a real affinity 
for something, then probably you will 
do well at it. For me, it’s easy to have an 
affinity for agriculture; I always have.  
It’s about efficient food production in 
the paddock and efficient food use by  
the end consumer. The gift is being  
able to influence this.

At 21, I wouldn’t have listened, not 
even to myself.

Robbie Davis
2016 SA Winner

There are several things that I would 
love to tell my 21-year-old self. First 
and foremost is to trust your instincts 
and be confident. The older you get and 
the more “experts” that you listen to, 
you will come to realise that the only 
difference between them and you is their 
confidence to speak authoritatively. 

Have that confidence to challenge their 
views, to take the bits of information 
that are relevant to you, but don’t feel 
like you have to tread the same path as 
everyone else based on an influencer’s 
opinion. In addition to this, don’t be 
paralysed by the fear of failure to the 
point where you do nothing. Doing 
something is always better than doing 
nothing. Lastly, have fun, reflect on  
and be proud of your achievements,  
and help people at every opportunity.

Rebecca Duffy
2016 TAS Winner

Don’t take the first job you’re offered. 
Work on your dreams and just “eat the 
frog”. Be curious, take risks and try new 
things, especially things that will stretch 
and challenge you. Hang the expense, 
take time out to travel to wild and off the 
beaten track destinations. Be confident 
in who you are. Don’t feel the need to 
follow the tribe. Take on board feedback 
but trust your intuition. Be good at 
listening, really listening. Listening to 
understand is a learned skill to start 
practicing. Be strong and fierce but 
kind, always. Stop comparing yourself 
to others. No two people are the same, 
just focus on being the best version 
of you. Being right is not always right. 
Sometimes you need to let things slide 
just to keep the peace. Learn gratitude. 
Being grateful is essential for good 
health and happiness. Don’t avoid the 
tough conversations. Lean in and build 
stronger more meaningful relationships. 

Emma Robinson
2016 QLD Winner

Embrace life, steam ahead fearlessly, 
there’s nothing you can’t do and 
remember that nothing lasts forever,  
so do not dwell on setbacks but embrace 
every inspiring moment.

Martina Matzner
2016 NT Winner

Living and working in 
Northern Australia 
has given Kalyn a 
first-hand insight into 
the unique challenges 
and opportunities in 
conducting agribusiness 
in tropical regions. 

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.
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Step outside of your 
comfort zone because 
that is where the magic 
happens.
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National Runner Up 

Simone Kain       SA
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I am Tanya Dupagne and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Winner in 2017 and the State  
Winner for Western Australia.

For the past six months I have undergone a huge life 
change as I battle Lyme disease which is caused by an 
infection from the bacteria, Borrelia burgdorferi (sl).  
I didn’t know what was wrong with my health for a long 
time and initially I was misdiagnosed with Multiple 
Sclerosis (MS). Lyme disease is not well known in 
Australia because the ticks that are infected with the 
bacteria haven’t been medically proven to exist here. 

Fifteen years ago, I was living in New Hampshire in 
America and that’s where I contracted it. I am about 
to start a new intense treatment with my Perth-based 
medical team which includes a doctor, occupational 
therapist, physiotherapist and many other specialists 
with the aim of boosting my immune system, muscle 
strength and ability to complete daily tasks. I am mostly 
bed ridden and take more than 500 tablets a week. 

Just before I was diagnosed, I spent three months in the 
US after I won a Westpac Social Change Fellowship to 
take my work to a national level. I work with children 
who suffer from trauma and torture and although I  
don’t have any formal qualifications, my training has 
been on the job. I worked with children in Africa who 
have been subjected to sexual assault as well as with 
children in summer camps in the US and that’s  
when I realised I wanted to do something similar  
in Australia. 

In 2013, I moved to Kulin in the Wheatbelt region  
of WA to start the Camp Kulin program. I saw it as  
an opportunity to do something that has an impact  
and to use the Shire of Kulin’s under-utilised 
recreational and community resources.

My work is about providing children with life skills, 
leadership and strategies for dealing with anger 
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Simone Kain
Never stop learning

I am Simone Kain and I was the National Rural Women’s 
Award Runner Up in 2017 and the State Winner for  
South Australia. I live in Penola.

I’m a website and graphic designer by profession and 
I’ve had a long association with the Rural Women’s 
Award. My mother, Heather Burdon, was a State Finalist 
for SA in 2001. She introduced me to the RWA and since 
then I’ve watched with great interest other finalists’ 
journeys, myself going through the process three times 
as a state finalist in 2006, 2015 and again in 2017. 

I have always been passionate about the important  
role agriculture plays in our daily lives.

My first RWA pitch in 2006 was to produce a children’s 
farming story — so much has happened since then.  
The idea for George the Farmer was born, we’ve 
created an app, published eight picture books and have 
performed our interactive singing and dancing routine 
at many national events including the Sydney Royal 
Easter Show to audiences of over 400,000. Through our 
company’s social arm, we’ve also produced multiple free 
to download curriculum-aligned educators’ guides to 
teach children about agriculture in the classroom in a 
fun and interactive way which has assisted in teaching 
more than 60,000 children nationally.

George the Farmer was named after my eldest son and 
his aim is to inspire and educate children about farming, 
food and fibre. He’s joined by his agronomist wife, Dr 
Ruby Farmer who plays an equally important role in 
showcasing the enormous contribution that women 
make to the sector.

Not long before being awarded National Runner Up, 
we entered into an agreement with a global television 
company to produce an animated show, however after  
a couple of years that relationship unfortunately ended. 
As they say though, when one door closes another opens. 
We then went on to produce a series of live-action 
paddock-to-plate videos which have since been acquired 
by ABC Education. In the series, we help kids discover 
how foods such as wheat, potatoes and chicken meat are 
grown. We have recently secured a Federal Government 
grant which will allow us to produce more videos in 
South Australia and the Northern Territory. 

Going forward, we’re concentrating on developing  
a lot more content — more picture books, educational 
resources, early learning readers, gaming apps, videos 
and music. Our return customer rate for our educational 
ag products is very good. We want to ensure we’re 
providing as much content as we can to really satisfy 
children’s thirst for agricultural knowledge, while also 
being a great support for the sector.

The RWA has been a fantastic platform to assist in 
spreading the word about George the Farmer to a  
wide audience. It has also introduced me to some  
great networks — with the Alumni network being 
particularly powerful and important to me.

The ongoing development of George the Farmer has 
been a continual learning curve from relationship 
building with customers, stockists and the sector to 

management and other issues. We do this through a 
series of activities which are fun but also educational, 
and the kids just don’t realise it. For example, we might 
run a “My Kitchen Rules” program where the children 
have to cook a three-course dinner, so they learn to  
work as a team, to listen and to cooperate. 

In 2017, I wanted to build on Camp Kulin and so my 
Rural Women’s Award project was aimed at creating 
a subsidised camp to support women from regional 
WA. The program offers essential life skills such 
as leadership, trust, self-confidence, self-esteem, 
perseverance and ambition which can be used in  
their daily lives. 

The leadership component means participants can  
go back to their communities and start making changes 
and taking on leadership roles. Extending the program  
in this way was life changing for me. 

Camp Kulin now offers camps for both children  
and women and it continues to be very successful.  
My first group of kids that went through the camp  
are now aged 16 and 17 and 80% of them have come  
back as volunteers. Families travel long distances to  
join us at Camp Kulin and to cope with the demand  
we now have more than 400 volunteers. Case workers 
and parents are in contact with me regularly to see  
how we can continue to build skills for the kids. 

Some of the children who have been through Camp 
Kulin are helping me now. They take me to my medical 
appointments and send me stuff all the time. I am 
speaking about my disease to raise awareness about it.

I really want to thank the RWA Alumni who have really 
helped me especially during the last six months.  
They have been phenomenal. My year’s cohort and  
the following year message me all the time and their  
support has been overwhelming. 

When you work with children who have experienced 
trauma and torture you hear some amazing stories. I 
have worked with children who have experienced the 
horrors of Syria and Afghanistan and it puts your own 
troubles into perspective. I remember one former gang 
leader in Africa telling me if you want to soar with 
eagles, don’t hang around with turkeys and it’s true isn’t 
it? If you want to do well, stick around people who will  
lift you up not bring you down.

My advice to the next generation of women: Step  
outside of your comfort zone because that is where  
the magic happens.

My message to others: Believe in yourself and it’s OK 
to make mistakes because no one is perfect. Take one 
day at a time and make the most of the opportunities 
that come your way to make them happen. I am not sure 
what I would tell my 21-year-old self. I certainly tell the 
children I am 21 and I think I have been 21 for at least 
eight years now!

Believe in yourself and 
it’s OK to make mistakes 
because no one is perfect. 
Take one day at a time 
and make the most of the 
opportunities that come 
your way to make them 
happen.

publishing, television, performance, trademarks, and 
new technologies. As with many facets of life, sometimes 
the curve has been steep and there have been setbacks. 

It’s easy to forget to look after yourself when you 
become so busy with life in general and work. But I’ve 
learnt that ongoing self and professional development 
is key to staying sane, focused and happy. After falling 
in a hole a couple of years ago, I discovered audio books 
which have been a game changer for me. They helped me 
to get back on track and focus. I usually listen to them 
while I’m running — and they always spark a continual 
flow of ideas. One of my favourites which combines 
self and professional development is Atomic Habits  
by James Clear. 

This is the advice I would tell my 21-year-old self:  
Don’t stop learning about yourself, others, and the  
world in general. 

My advice to the next generation of women: Have a 
crack at anything that interests you and don’t overthink 
it. If your end goal feels too far away and unachievable, 
break down your goal into tiny chunks. You can do it. 
A quote that really resonates with me presently is, “All 
you can change is yourself, but sometimes that changes 
everything” by Gary Goldstein. This hits the nail on the 
head for me. Life is what we as individuals make of it. 



Kirsten Abernathy

Follow your heart.  
Be kind.
Be fearless.

85

My top tips for my 21-year old self:

Be light-hearted and big-hearted.  
You don’t need permission to lead. 
Match purpose with fun. Create better 
change for good. Take time to learn from 
elders. Make time to nurture youngsters. 
No matter how bad it seems at the time, 
it will be OK. Remember what peace 
there may be in silence (Desiderata).

Jacqui Wilson-Smith
2017 QLD Winner

Follow your heart. Be kind.  
Be fearless.

Kirsten Abernathy
2017 VIC Winner

Don’t limit yourself to the things you 
know you can do. Your greatest personal 
growth will occur when you jump in the 
deep end – take on something you have 
no idea how you will achieve. They say 
that courage is not the absence of fear, 
challenges that really excite you will 
usually frighten you in equal measure,  
be brave! And you really don’t have to 
know your destination before you start 
your journey, even if it isn’t your style 
try just making it up as you go. 

Also, never underestimate the breadth 
and capacity of your support network, 
there are more people out there willing 
to help you than you could possibly 
imagine, you just need to be open to 
them. Oh, and most importantly, your 
imperfections are the best part of you! 
Value your whole self because you are a 
role model, no matter the scale of your 
influence, and what you want to embody 
is not perfection, it is the beautiful com-
plexity of humankind.

Kate Peake
2017 NT Winner

One of the biggest decisions you will 
make which will affect your whole life is 
who you marry/partner with and spend 
the rest of your life with. Go with your 
gut instinct and if it feels right and you 
are happy, make the most of that time. 
Follow your heart and everything else 
– work, career, passion, happiness and 
fulfilment –will follow. You will have no 
regrets. You don’t need to second guess 
your decisions. It’s OK to change your 
career, where you are living, or what you 
are studying to what feels right for you. 

Don’t be afraid to make changes to 
your life, bring new things into your 
community. Surround yourself with 
people who have a positive impact and 
who you admire. Talk to people older 
than you and take on their advice (they’ve 
been where you are). You’re right, it’s not 
always about money. Volunteering and 
giving back is the reward. It’s good to 
push yourself out of your comfort zone – 
the rewards make up for being scared and 
nervous. Don’t be afraid to travel. A home 
and job will be there to come back to. 

Sandra Ireson
2017 NSW/ACT Winner

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.

2017 
Cohort
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Don’t be in such a 
hurry as there’s so 
much to be gained 
from slowing down and 
taking time to enjoy 
every single moment.

National Winner 

Krista Watkins      QLD

State/Territory Winners 

Jillian Kilby

Melissa Connors

Alex Thomas

Linda Blackwood

Allison Clark

 

NSW/ACT

VIC

SA

NT

TAS

National Runner Up 

Darrilyn Gordon       WA
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I am Krista Watkins and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Winner in 2018 and the State  
Winner for Queensland.

I am an innovator, a waster warrior and more lately 
the media have described me as the “Queen of Green”. 
That’s a reference to the green waste we recycle as part 
of our business, Natural Evolution, which produces 
green banana flour from raw products and transforms 
them into nutritionally rich flours. 

In 2010, my husband Rob accidentally drove over a  
hand of bananas that had been baking in the Tropical 
North Queensland sun. In this moment, the idea of 
commercial banana flour was born. With more than  
450 tonnes of green bananas wasted each week in North 
Queensland, Australia had a problem. We made our first 
batch of green banana flour using fruit that would have 
otherwise gone to waste. Following tireless research, 
we have built the world’s first pharmaceutical grade 
green banana processing facility and we have pioneered 
the process of turning produce into functional foods 
and cosmetics. Besides the popular green banana flour, 
our facility processes sweet potato flour and broccoli 
powder. GUTHEALTH+ is one of our latest innovations 
which uses 95% recycled fruit and vegetables and we’re 
launching a new drying technology. We employ nine 
staff in Australia and three overseas.

The business has experienced remarkable growth, 
expanding into international markets and winning 
sustainability and innovation awards in Australia and 
overseas but it hasn’t all been smooth sailing. At the 
start there were plenty of ‘dark days’ where I didn’t 
sleep, with lots of early starts and friends and family 
who were pretty disbelieving in what we wanted to do. 
The disbelievers would take any opportunity to derail us. 
My response was to consume myself in my work. Timing, 
as they say, is everything and when I look back now, 
we were definitely ahead of our time. I think it is much 
better to be early at the gate than to be late.

The growth of our business has been both a great 
achievement and a great challenge. Fortune favours  
the bold. I went back to work full-time with one child  
(I now have two) and ran a startup business on the  
side while my husband stayed at home working on  
our startup business. I never gave up and that is my motto, 
just don’t give up.

Our business model has changed multiple times and 
we’ve learnt to pivot many times over. During the global 
pandemic, we were momentarily shut out of the Chinese 
market, so we’ve gone in a different direction. 

It was only two years ago I won the Rural Women’s Award 
and I believe it shone a very bright spotlight on our work 
and I will always be very grateful for the opportunities it 
presented. The winning combination of networking and 
media exposure helped our business grow enormously and it 
really doesn’t get any better than this. Even two years on, the 
media still refer to me as the National Rural Award winner 
which really shows the high regard the Award is held in.

I was tapped on the shoulder to get involved in the Rural 
Women’s Award in 2016 and I was a finalist in that year. 
In 2017, the rules changed around accepting commercial 
projects and in 2018 I re-entered because I had ‘unfinished 
business’. It took a lot of strength to go back but I had to 
because things weren’t complete.

The best piece of advice I have ever received is don’t take on 
board people’s opinions that you wouldn’t pay for. In other 
words, don’t seek advice from people you don’t know and 
don’t respect. I’ve seen what one cross word on social media 
can do to people’s great ideas.

My mantra is: Be bold, be innovative and be determined. 
Don’t let anyone or anything stop you from pursuing 
your dreams. 

I would say to my 21-year-old self: Don’t be in such a hurry 
as there’s so much to be gained from slowing down and 
taking time to enjoy every single moment.
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Darrylin Gordon
Upholding traditional culture and values

Darrylin Gordon is a busy mum living and working on 
Lamboo Station, an Aboriginal managed pastoral station 
50 kilometres west of Halls Creek in the Kimberley 
Region of WA.

As a Jaru woman, she is one of the traditional owners  
of the station and is passionate about her country  
and regional development.

Darrylin’s vision is for rural business to combine 
culture and community together in a holistic ap-
proach to land management and cattle produc-
tion. She wants to see traditional owners caring 
for country and maintaining cultural values while 
managing successful pastoral businesses.

Observing poor outcomes from employment programs 
delivered in Halls Creek, Darrylin wanted to develop a 
program that delivers work and mentoring on Lamboo 
Station, in which participants connect to country, learn 
invaluable life skills and gain financial independence.

Darrylin hopes the program will instil self-respect  
and pride in the participants. In addition to industry 

certification, the training will include life skills such as 
cooking, cleaning and hygiene, and challenge traditional 
gender roles. Darrylin hopes the trainees will take these 
skills back to their communities becoming role models 
to others.

Where there are high levels of education, there is 
virtually no gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
Australians and Darrilyn hopes that her program  
will provide an educational and emotionally  
supportive environment.

Having worked as an Indigenous Community Alcohol 
and Drugs Officer for Kimberley Mental Health and as a 
Community Engagement Officer with the Shire of Halls 
Creek, Darrylin sees great potential for an employment 
program that offers wrap-around counselling and  
support services as a way to increase the employability 
of participants.

Darrylin is demonstrating leadership in her community 
with a program that offers a better economic future  
and weaves traditional culture and cultural values.

Alex Thomas
2018 SA Winner

Don’t feel like you need to ‘man up’  
in order to be influential. Acknowledge 
the unique value proposition that 
comes with being a woman, no matter 
how tough it gets and no matter how 
isolated you might feel. Don’t be afraid 
to stick your head above the parapet and 
embrace the power of vulnerability. Get 
comfortable with being uncomfortable, 
call out bad behaviour and never, ever 
let someone – anyone – compromise 
you on your values, no matter how much 
perceived authority they might have. 
Never underestimate the magic of simply 
asking a powerful question and then 
sitting with the silence that ensues. 

Remember where you came from in 
order to remain focused on where you’re 
going, and for God’s sake, don’t put so 
much bloody pressure on yourself! Invest 
more energy in learning not to worry as 
an immediate priority over everything 
else, and consciously teach yourself 
how to relax. Always come from a place 
of compassion, truth and curiosity 
and remember that there is no greater 
teacher in leadership than the capacity 
to remain self-aware. Use humour, music 
and storytelling to bring the ‘human’ 
back into the world of business, and 
be relentless in your pursuit to remain 
authentic. Work hard on learning to love 
yourself and know that you are already, 
unequivocally ‘enough’.

Allison Clark
2018 TAS Winner

Dream big – you have started, but 
don’t stop! That desire you have 
to create opportunity and positive 
change will continue to grow and will 
become centered on rural and regional 
communities. In fact, you will settle  
in a rural community, marry a farmer,  
and have two wonderful girls who will 
bring great joy into your life.

You will wait many years to hear 
the phrase ‘of a certain age’ and it is 
liberating for you. You will realise that 
age is not a number – it is a gift that 
many do not gain and the experience  
and wisdom that age brings will make 
you more courageous. 

Your triplet sisters will be your best 
friends and share your journey to 
challenge, lead, and create. Perfection 
is good, but so too is 80%… so don’t 
slow down, and take those opportunities 
where you find them. You will find great 
mentors who will help you realise that 
you are energised by collaborating with 
people to deliver great outcomes. Bring 
others on your journey, listen to what 
they say, and be proud of the things  
you achieve! 

Linda Blackwood
2018 NT Winner

Embrace every opportunity. Never stop 
learning. Be an active listener and a great 
friend. These traits will clear the path of 
life and open doors. 

Stay true to yourself, your values and 
morals. Surround yourself with people 
who make you feel alive, who support 
you and who you support back. 

Educate yourself and take control of 
your financial future. Money doesn’t 
buy happiness but having control over 
it gives independence and ability to 
weather most things that come your way.

You will never see yourself as others  
see you – if you could, you would realise 
you are already enough. 

Melissa Connors
2018 VIC Winner

Woah girl you are really moving at fast 
speed – there’s no need for so much 
rushing, you will find your way and the 
only timeline that matters is yours and 
yours alone. Don’t worry that you have 
no idea what you want to do with your 
life – your potential is incredible and no 
matter what you decide to do, you can  
do it all, just not all at the same time.

Life is going to throw you your fair share 
of ups and downs, and sometimes you 
will feel like it is the end of the world 
and you can’t find the light at the end of 
the tunnel. You, precious girl, are your 
own light, you just don’t know it yet. 
You don’t ever need to doubt yourself 
because you got this!! Ignore and walk 
away from your haters – they can see the 
light in you and will try to hold you back.

If you feel something isn’t working for 
you, change it immediately, don’t wait. 
Your instincts are spot on and you can 
trust them every time, because they  
will always steer you in the right  
direction. Take all the chances and  
opportunities – life just goes by too 
damn fast.

Jillian Kilby
2018 NSW/ACT Winner

My 21-year-old self loved meeting 
people, making connections and 
introductions, and still does. I would  
let her in on a little secret, that the  
world is indeed really small. 

You will be surprised and grateful  
that someone you met 15 years ago 
is still in your life and somehow still 
supporting you on your journey.  
And you will be that person to others. 

2018 
Cohort
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If you’re passionate 
about your project and 
the changes it will make 
to your community, this 
is the Award for you. 

National Winner 

Jo Palmer        NSW/ACT

State/Territory Winners 

Natasha Roebig

Deanna Lush

Belinda Lay

Zoe Malone

Anh Nguyen

 

QLD

SA

WA

NT

TAS

National Runner Up 

Claire Moore       VIC
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I am Jo Palmer and I was the National Rural Women’s 
Award Winner in 2019 and the State Winner for New 
South Wales/Australian Capital Territory.

I had been running my company Pointer for about two 
years when I applied for the Award and could never have 
imagined the 12 months that followed. Retrospectively, 
I think I was living in ignorant bliss and completely 
underestimated the mindset change I was up against 
when putting my project into action. It turns out that it 
has taken a global pandemic to change mindsets that in 
all honesty could well have taken generations to change.

My project has evolved so dramatically in the past 
nine months. What started as a way to support rural 
individuals and businesses to access remote work,  
has all but become my core business. The COVID-19 
pandemic impacted on the recruitment arm of the 
business as businesses found themselves battening  
down the hatches to hold onto their current staff  
and recruitment almost completely dried up.

What happened next was that organisations who had 
never worked or managed people remotely before were 
coming to us for the support and programs that we 
had developed as my RWA project. We were supporting 
an additional market that I could never have planned 
for. We are now running capacity building programs 
to increase confidence and teach people how to do 
this ‘remote work’ thing. All of a sudden people and 
organisations were thrust into remote work and there 
were very few organisations like Pointer who were  
able to support them. 

In an extremely short turn around, I was then 
running webinars with businesses large and small and 
government departments, demonstrating strategies 
for people management when they have never done it 
before. I had previously spent a lot of time on the road 
delivering training and workshops in rural communities 
and as these physical events were cancelled, we were 

able to reach people by moving the events to the 
virtual space. Because of this experience and the work 
I had done with my project, we have been able to 
work with organisations across the country regarding 
communication structures, how to deal with working 
remotely, time management and effectively structuring 
employee workflows. 

What COVID-19 made very apparent is the mindset 
change around remote work. Workers have been 
asking for flexibility forever. But it has taken a 
global pandemic to start the shift in the mindset of 
employers and institutions. The statistics globally 
show that even with people working from home 
with their children, juggling remote learning and 
having their spouse at home, many have reported 
that they are still more productive working remotely 
and they don’t want to go back to the office full-
time. I see this mindset shift as a gamechanger for 
regional Australia and regional people globally.

I saw the Award as an amazing opportunity not only for 
what I hope to achieve with my business but also for 
my own personal development. The Award has been an 
incredible door opener for all levels of government but 
I had underestimated the respect for the Award. One of 
my goals for the Award year was to meet as many federal 
and state ministers as possible. The Award definitely 
gave me the courage to reach out directly to ministers 
and COVID-19 provided me with the opportunity to 
meet many of them via video conference.

My advice to other women considering the RWA: Reach 
out to some of the Alumni and talk to them. If you’re 
passionate about your project and the changes it will 
make to your community, this is the Award for you.  
Just be sure you’re willing to put in the hard yards.  
I really believe if you’re genuine about your project  
and you really want to supercharge it, then the  
Award is an incredible opportunity.
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Claire Moore
Sweet beginnings 

My name is Claire Moore and I was the National Rural 
Women’s Award Runner Up in 2019 and State Winner 
for Victoria.

My life has changed so dramatically since the 
Rural Women’s Award, it’s not even comparable. 
My newfound confidence has led me to complete a 
Certificate III in Beekeeping, majoring in artificial 
insemination. This is a very specialised and 
competitive course.

I am now applying for grants on a honey bee genome 
project with the University of Melbourne. We know 
there are particular bees that are more resilient to the 
Varroa mite, which has crippled honey bees everywhere 
it has taken hold. We are the only country in the world 
without it and the research is looking at isolating the 
gene which enables some bees to survive the mite. 
Eventually, the aim is to create herd immunity, a bit 
like COVID-19 for humans. My dream and passion is 
driven by the challenges facing bee populations across 
the world. Always fascinated by queen breeding, I 
decided early on I wanted to be a queen breeder rather 
than a beekeeper for honey.

I have been advocating for industry and subject to state 
government funding that will see a new Commercial 
Beekeeping and Bio Security Training Centre established 
for students in Victoria. I have personally been working 
on a new project called Sweet Justice. This project is based 
on the American Sweet Beginnings Project that engages 
youth in detention centres to get involved in beekeeping.

It’s an innovative social enterprise combining bees and 
young people in search of a new beginning. The US project 
trains them as beekeepers, helping to maintain and 
harvest hives. The project also involves making honey and 
graduates of the program have a recidivism rate of just 4% 
compared with the average of 65%.

Bees have been a lifelong passion. I grew up in a very 
small town near the Great Ocean Road called Bellbrae 
and attended Geelong College, later moving to Melbourne 
where I completed a Bachelor of Arts majoring in political 
science. When I graduated, I started working in finance 
and spent more than a decade working in the city in stock 
broking, but my heart was elsewhere.

The best piece of advice I have ever received is to be 
selective with who you work with. If you let other people 
run your projects, your voice will not be heard. It’s also 
important who you trust your intellectual property with. I 
have found there are a lot of knockers out there, so be true 
to yourself.

I would say to my 21-year-old self: Don’t give up.

My advice to the next generation of women: You can 
achieve whatever you want. Find the right people to help 
you and then find the pathway that will get you there.

Deanna Lush
2019 SA Winner

Don’t be limited by your own thinking – 
you will do and achieve more than you 
think. So, back yourself and your ideas… 
take risks for justifiable reward. Seek 
knowledge, but also wisdom. Work hard 
but remember to have fun! Above all, 
keep the most important things first in 
life. That’s the advice I’d give… whether 
my 21-year-old self would listen is 
another story!

Anh Nguyen
2019 TAS Winner

Keep trying, don’t settle for something 
good. Keep looking for something great. 
Don’t be afraid to fail, you will learn 
much more from failing than success, 
and have fun along your life and  
work journey.

Natasha Roebig
2019 QLD Winner

You’re about to embark on an intense 
and incredibly satisfying journey. There 
will always be a small amount of doubt 
in your mind, “you’re not old enough, 
you’re not wise enough, you’re a girl in  
a man’s agricultural world”. 

I can tell you this: There are times 
when you question your own apiculture 
skills and challenge your own business 
acumen, however your determination 
has planted the seed of growth that 
strengthens your will to never give up. 
You will evolve and develop the skills 
you need and find the confidence in 
which you positively disrupt an ageing 
industry and actively break down 
learning barriers for educating  
budding beekeepers. 

Identify an industry issue and work 
toward finding sustainable options 
to resolve the issue. Let your values 
lead the way and build a strong like-
minded team around you to challenge 
your thoughts and help you to thrive 
within your journey. Trailblaze your 
own pathway, never let anyone make 
you feel as though your abilities will 
never succeed. Always remember to keep 
learning as education is key to success. 
“What appear as roadblocks are simply 
opportunities to redefine your goals”. 

Belinda Lay
2019 WA Winner

Zoe Malone
2019 NT Winner

Giving my 21-year-old self advice is 
a bit of a challenge as I’m not sure I 
would have listened when I was that 
age… However, I would tell myself that 
everything that ever happens good or 
bad is a learning opportunity. You gain 
skills when you do something, so if you 
never stop doing things then you will 
never stop learning. Skills acquired can 
be adapted and used in other ways and in 
other areas. 

Nothing is fixed, continue to think 
outside the box and challenge the status 
quo. Not everyone will appreciate the 
challenges you raise but that’s about 
them not you. You will not see eye to eye 
with everyone and that’s OK too. Stay 
strong everything turns out OK.

My advice to my 21-year-old self is don’t 
take yourself too seriously and make 
sure you have lots of fun. Continue to 
dream big and take your time to enjoy 
and explore things. You won’t believe the 
amazing adventures that are ahead.

Failure is hard, and it will bring difficult 
times and some of the most valuable 
lessons. When times are tough, your 
strengths shine, and you find out who 
you really are. 

On that note, be true to who you are, 
even if you’re still working out who that 
is. It is important to recognise the value 
of friendships and building a network 
who will support you along the way. We 
are all in this together. 

My advice for today’s young women is to 
follow your passions, hopefully you will 
have more than one. You can and will 
achieve amazing things and together, 
we can change the world. Actually, we 
already are!

2019 
Cohort

AgriFutures Australia was unable to reach all of this year’s cohort.
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State/Territory Winners 

Cressida Cains  

Kelly Barnes

Elisha Parker

Stephanie Schmidt

NSW/ACT

VIC

QLD

SA

Cara Peek 

Amy Kirke

Karen Brock 

WA

NT

TAS
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* The 2020 National Winner and Runner Up will be announced in September 2021.
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Cara Peek 
2020 WA Winner

You are on the right track. Turns out 
it’s quite unique, who knew?! Every 
achievement and every tragedy will 
result in a formative experience turning 
you on the path meant only for you. 
People will try to put you in a box for 
the benefit of their understanding of 
what they believe your place in the world 
to be, but I know you won’t let them. 
The strong sense of self that you have 
possessed from birth will serve you well 
and perplex others. 

Mistakes will be made, but not failure, 
because you won’t give up. The 
confidence, strength, resilience and 
independence of the people that have 
come before you runs through your 
veins; as much as the saltwater and 
pindan of Yawuru and Bunuba country. 
It is with this, you will forge a path 
worthy of the stewardship you have 
been entrusted with, creating a legacy to 
elevate the next generation.

Karen Brock 
2020 TAS Winner

Despite all things that surround you 
at the moment, you are an incredible, 
loving and caring young lady. Your new 
start into motherhood is the beginning 
of an incredible journey. Appreciate 
each little milestone your son has as it 
is time that cannot be recaptured nor 
encapsulated even in pictures. Repeat 
with any young life you bring to this 
earth or share with others. 

Be thankful for these blessings.

People will travel in and out of your 
life, some with the intent to malign you 
or hinder your path, while others will 
carry you forwards on your travel either 
with laughter, companionship or wise 
guidance. Do not mourn when they leave 
but smile as a new relationship begins. 
These people are your greatest gift. Be 
grateful for them. 

There is no GPS for your life map, it 
is predetermined and things happen 
despite your best efforts to control them. 
It is OK. Accept these twisty turns as 
blessings, reflect upon them and you will 
value the beauty of what the universe 
is teaching you. Like all worn vehicles 
of life, you will have dents and scars. Be 
proud of them as they have created the 
perfect beautiful being. 

Give grace and be at peace with all  
that you do.

Kelly Barnes 
2020 VIC Winner

My advice to my 21-year-old self? 
Firstly, back yourself. Also, take time to 
practice self-love and to develop your 
values. These will change and need to be 
rewritten as you grow and develop but 
they will give direction and reassurance 
when you are facing difficult choices 
Don’t place emphasis on others or rely 
on the opinion of others for validation. 
Take a chance, make a choice and own it. 
Sometimes it may not be the best choice, 
but you don’t know until you try, so 
don’t be afraid to say no and try again. 

Ensure that you seek first to understand 
and conduct yourself with kindness. 
Always ensure that you put on your 
own oxygen mask first to enable you to 
help others and take time to appreciate 
the little things like gratitude and 
acceptance really do make a difference 
to your wellbeing. And most important 
of all I would tell myself to just keep on 
being you, you are enough and – from my 
true inspiration, the legendary Bridget 
Jones – I love you just the way you are!

Elisha Parker 
2020 QLD Winner

One of my favourite quotes is, “History will be 
kind to me for I intend to write it” by Winston 
Churchill and it is a quote I have inadvertently 
lived by.

Looking back, I would not change anything 
about the decisions I have made and the paths 
I chose. What I did at 21 and onwards is what 
I would tell my 21-year-old self again now 
– that you should always believe in yourself 
and trust your gut instinct. Jump at every 
opportunity to expand skills, networks and 
knowledge, as you never know how even small 
opportunities can benefit yourself or your 
career. I would also say that you should always 
do today what you could do tomorrow, as you 
never know what new opportunities tomorrow 
will bring.  

Finally, if it is meant to be it will be. There 
is nothing to be gained from agonising over 
what does not happen. There is usually 
a reason and reflecting on this leads to 
identifying areas for improvement, searching 
for other options which may in fact be better, 
and re-focusing. The world really is our oyster, 
and nothing is unachievable if you set your 
mind to it and work like hell.  

One other piece of advice I would give to 
my 21-year-old self is that you should never 
change yourself as a person or your career to 
satisfy someone or something else. Always do 
what you do for your own self and your true 
beliefs and stick to those no matter what.

Stephanie Schmidt 
2020 SA Winner

Hey you! Keep on shining. You have 
started on an amazing journey, although 
there are going to be some rocky patches 
ahead. You’ve just found psychology and 
transferred into it at university (definitely 
the right decision) and let me tell you, you 
are going to continue to love it and grow 
with it. 

You and Simon are also starting an 
amazing journey with the farm and 
creating a family. You probably cannot 
imagine now just how much you will 
achieve together over the next 13 years.  
Be kind to each other and yourself. 
Stand true for what’s important to you 
as well. Take risks and be confident in 
your own abilities.

Stop doubting yourself. Everyone else can 
see you for the kind and thoughtful person 
you are. Believe in your own awesomeness. 
It might take you having one or two babies 
to see yourself as a superhero, but trust 
me, you are special in so many ways. Put 
yourself in the picture. It is OK to look 
out for other people, but if you look after 
yourself first you will have even more 
energy for everyone and everything that 
matters to you.

Stop. Breathe. Enjoy. Have fun! 

Amy Kirke 
2020 NT Winner

Breathe, stop every now and again  
and breathe. 

Stop. Breathe and celebrate your hard-
working nature. Celebrate your passion 
and drive. Celebrate your achievements 
and the part of you that over thinks to be 
a better person. Believe in yourself and 
don’t underestimate what you are capable 
of. Allow others to see your true self – 
the nerdy, fun, dedicated and amazing 
person that you are. Make sure you are 
always your most authentic self because 
this is what people will be drawn to. Trust 
yourself and take a risk as this will create 
better perspective for later in life. It is 
hard, and it will be hard, and you will need 
to be prepared to go above and beyond.  

Cressida Cains 
2020 NSW/ACT Winner

Life is long, don’t feel as though you always 
have to do everything at once and at high 
speed. There is time. Trust your instincts, 
you are right not to follow everyone else 
or take the easy path. Working in an area 
you are passionate about for a lifetime 
is such a gift. Be courageous and say yes 
to all opportunities, but not so much 
that you compromise what you stand for. 
Everything happens for a reason and know 
that failure is part of the journey; it will 
make you stronger and wiser. Stay open 
to opportunities. They may come from 
unexpected places. Plans are meant to be 
deviated from. Finally, be yourself and  
enjoy the ride!

2020 
Cohort
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Every woman who contributed to this 
book. Thank you for your words of 
wisdom, stories and generosity of time.

Westpac 
Thank you for your ongoing 
commitment to the AgriFutures  
Rural Women’s Award.

Sunday Collective 
For the amazing design of this book.

Jo Mazzocchi, Brooke Croft  
& Angela Wakeman 
AgriFutures Australia team members 
who worked on this book.

While reasonable care has been taken in preparing 
this publication to ensure that information is true 
and correct, each of the Commonwealth of Australia 
and AgriFutures Australia gives no assurance as to 
the accuracy, reliability, relevance, completeness or 
currency of any information in this publication.

The Commonwealth of Australia does not 
necessarily endorse the views in this publication.
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as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part 
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