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1. THE NORTHERN TERRITORY TODAY 
 
The Northern Territory is a sparsely populated developing economy part of Australia where 26% of the 
population is Aboriginal. Almost 60% of the Territory population is in the Greater Darwin Area and, 
combined with its coastal location, Darwin has the greatest Territory potential for economic growth. 
 
Territory economic history is largely a boom-bust story around the major project of the day. The Northern 
Territory has a 75-year infrastructure deficit compared to eastern and southern Australia. An example is 
large areas of the Top End having dry season road access only.   
 

The Commonwealth Government has far greater authority and influence in the Northern Territory than any 
other Australian jurisdiction. This is because of political and economic realities such as: 
• almost 50% of the NT land mass and 85% of the coastline is Aboriginal Land under the Aboriginal Land 

Rights (NT) Act 1976 of the Commonwealth and the Land Councils (Commonwealth statutory 
authorities) exercise robust economic and social authority and access control over that land and 
coastline;  

• both iconic national parks (Kakadu and Uluru) are managed by the Commonwealth and Defence 

expenditure is 7% - 8% of State Final Demand;   
• low population density, narrow Government revenue base and high cost of government remote service 

delivery across ⅙th of the Australian land mass mean that the majority of budget capacity is Federally 

sourced funding (GST pool and Commonwealth specific purpose grants); and 
• the constitutional ability of the Commonwealth to intervene in the Northern Territory e.g. Federal 

intervention in Territory Aboriginal affairs which commenced in 2007. 

 

 
Source: Department of Treasury and Finance Economic Growth Website; ABS, Australian National Accounts: National Income, 

Expenditure and Product, Cat. No. 5206.0       1.  Inflation Adjusted 

As can be seen from the above chart, State Final Demand at March 2020 is around the same as a decade 
ago. Many parts of the Territory economy were already in recession prior to the end of the Inpex 
construction phase around mid-2018. Between March 2018 and March 2020 Northern Territory State Final 
Demand reduced by a further 20%. One dollar in five disappeared from the economy over that period, in 
spite of significant increases in NT Government maintenance and capital expenditure. There is no evidence 

that an upswing in State Final Demand was emerging pre-COVID-19. Further, we would not be surprised if 
State Final Demand falls a further 10% in the 2020 – 2021 period. 
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The current NT Government budget profile is unsustainable. In broad terms, a typical current annual 
budget for the Non-Financial Public Sector (includes Government owned utilities) comprises the following 
revenue streams to support $7B expenditure: 
• 11% - 12% Territory taxes, charges and royalties; 
• ≈ 50% from the federal GST pool; 
• ≈ 20% specific purpose payments from the Commonwealth (housing, health agreements etc); and  

• 15% - 20% new debt to fund the $1.2B plus annual deficit. 
• Given the probable decrease in GST and own-source revenues (excluding borrowings), increases in 

wages and other public sector costs, and already announced COVID-19 relief measures, we believe the 

deficit will blow out by at least another $1 billion in 2021. 
 
Sustainable long term Territory finances are central to maintaining confidence in the NT Government and 
to avoid any future significant cutbacks in services. They are important in providing part of the 
environment for both longer term investment confidence and population growth. Effective budget 
management is also crucial to establishing the necessary credibility with the Federal Government and other 
jurisdictions in order to maximise long term federal funding to the Northern Territory. 
 
The only way to sustainably reduce Territory financial dependence on the Federal Government is to grow the 

Northern Territory economy in industries which will pay significant Territory taxes and royalties. 
 
In terms of Northern Australia development and national security, Darwin is the only sizeable population 
centre between Cairns and Perth.    
 
2.  DARWIN MAJOR BUSINESS GROUP 
 
The Darwin Major Business Group members are 16 major businesses whose future success is strongly linked 
to the performance of the Darwin and Top End economies.  

 
In response to the reality that Government policies and decisions have a significant impact on business 
especially in a developing economy environment like the Northern Territory, the Darwin Major Business Group 
was established for major business to have a strong coordinated voice to inform and influence Government. 
 
The Darwin Major Business Group (DMBG) has a strong record of investment and an historical collective 
capital investment of around $400M per year. DMBG members employ over 4,000 people and represent 
around 6% of Gross State Product (GSP). 
 

The current DMBG collective member investment outlook for the medium term (next 4-5 years) is probably 
10% of historical investment or around $40M per year versus $400 million three to four years ago. 
 
A detailed Brief on DMBG is at Appendix A. 

 
3. SUBMISSION APPROACH 
 
The Green Paper notes that Economic Reconstruction Commission advice to Government, among other 
things, will include: 

• options to attract investment ….; 
• priorities for regulatory reform and streamlining approvals to support industry and investment; and 
• how to build on the Territory’s competitive advantage and strategic location. 

 

It also observes that the “… Commission will investigate and advise on the range of factors that could be 
addressed … such as government policy reform, priority infrastructure, access to land, regulatory approvals 
…” Green Paper p20 
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This submission will focus on economic recovery/development issues in these areas. Additionally, the Green 

Paper did not refer to budget management as a factor in economic development or population growth. For 
the reasons outlined in Section 1, budget management is a real long term factor in Territory economic 
development and job creation. 
 
4. CONDUCIVE INVESTMENT ENVIRONMENT 
 
Although the Northern Territory has a well-regarded planning and development consent system, it has 
developed a recent reputation in some industries as a difficult jurisdiction to obtain regulatory approval and 
where the policy environment is not conducive to investment. This is nonsensical for a small developing 
economy such as the Northern Territory which is struggling to attract investment and population.  

 
Resources Sector – Not Ranking Well in Regulatory and Policy Setting Stakes 
 
The Fraser Institute conducts annual global surveys of mining and petroleum industry executives on policy 
perceptions and barriers to investment in jurisdictions (number of jurisdictions included varies annually 
because a statistically significant number of returns need to be received for each jurisdiction included).  
 
The Best Practices Mineral Potential Index measures the mineral potential assuming the jurisdiction 
provides a best practice regulatory regime and there is no uncertainty. The Policy Perception Index 

provides a comprehensive assessment of the attractiveness of mining or petroleum policies in a jurisdiction.  
 
On the Policy Perception Index for the petroleum industry between 2015 and 2018 (last survey published) 
the Northern Territory ranking dropped from 30th out of 126 jurisdictions surveyed to 68thth out of 80 
jurisdictions. This occurred even though the 2018 survey occurred after the lifting of the fracking 
moratorium. No other Australian jurisdiction has experienced this dramatic slide for the petroleum sector. 
This is telling. 
 
Two examples of 2018 Global Petroleum Survey ratings in specific areas where the Territory is rated poorly 

are at Appendix B. These are: 
• Regulatory duplication and inconsistencies; and 
• Uncertainty concerning administration, interpretation and enforcement of regulations.  
 
The fact that the Northern Territory has tougher gas fracking regulatory and environmental requirements 

than Queensland, when Territory has shale gas deposits (well below water table) and Queensland has coal 
seam gas deposits (near water table), is illogical. 
 

Fraser Institute Global Mining Survey 

 Best Practices Mineral Potential 
Index Rank 

Policy Perception Index Rank 

2015 
(out of 109) 

2019 
(out of 76) 

2015 
(out of 109) 

2019 
(out of 76) 

Northern Territory 5th 5th 21st 30th 

South Australia 16th 9th 20th 19th 

Queensland 14th 11th 32nd 31st 

Western Australia 1st 2nd 8th 5th 

Note: the numbers 109 and 76 refer to the number of jurisdictions with statistically significant returns 
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The above table contrasts, from a world ranking perspective, the mining industry view of Northern Territory 

mineral potential and attractiveness of its policy and regulatory regime. Of course the situation is more 
complex than these rankings depict with mineral prices, demand etc. However, the rankings paint a picture 
of significant long term opportunities not being realised.  
 
Fraser Institute studies over the years have consistently found that 60% of a company decision to invest 
comes from the resource and 40% comes from a jurisdiction’s policy related factors. The Territory can do 
nothing about its natural resources, but it has 100% control over its policy/regulatory approval settings.  
 
A specific recent mining policy example is the move to a hybrid royalty regime in 2018. This royalty regime 
applies an ad valorem royalty to the early years of mine production as well as profits based royalties in 

later years. The Northern Territory is one of only 2 or 3 hybrid royalty regimes worldwide.  
 
The original profits based mineral royalty regime was introduced to attract mineral exploration and 
production to the Territory. The move to a hybrid mineral royalty, on the basis of gaining royalties from 
mines which fail early in their life, is a talking point among mining companies.  
 
The Inpex project was won from Western Australia because, at the time, the Northern Territory could 
provide investor certainty and Western Australia could not. The value of investor certainty was such that 
Inpex was willing pay a $1 billion premium to fund a 890 km 42-inch pipeline from the source of production 

to the Darwin processing plant. 
 
Little Progress on Previous Regulatory Reform Intentions 
 
One of the actions of the Northern Territory Government March 2017 Economic Development Framework is 
to “Progress a comprehensive, balanced and accountable regulatory reform agenda to provide a globally 
competitive environment to attract private investment and sustainable development.” 
 
John Langoulant picked up in his work that the Territory regulatory approval processes were not conducive 

to investment attraction.  The March 2019 A Plan for Budget Repair included the following recommendation 
– “Develop a microeconomic reform roadmap with the key objective of making the Territory a globally 
competitive capital investment destination”.  
 
While changes to Northern Territory environmental legislation are being made which may prove helpful, 
there has been little progress in a Government wide review of regulation to advance the Economic 
Development Framework and Langoulant Review recommendations. 
 
Investment capital in the Territory’s prospective industries is contestable globally and the investment policy 

and project approval regulatory settings (investment attraction environment) are fundamental factors in 
deciding whether to invest. 
 
One way to achieve a ‘best in class’ policy and regulatory settings for investment attraction would be to 
undertake a competitiveness assessment where Northern Territory policy and regulatory settings are 
compared to the three abutting jurisdictions (WA, SA and Queensland).  
 
These are the jurisdictions that, while having large urban populations, also have large remote and 
undeveloped areas. They also have well developed environmental protection systems and have prominent 

oil and gas, mining, farming, pastoral and tourism industry sectors.  
 
If there are policy or regulatory settings which disadvantage the investment attractiveness of the Northern 
Territory relative to any or all of these jurisdictions, then this should be addressed. 
 
Mining and Oil and Gas are two industries where the Northern Territory can be globally competitive. 
Investment capital is contestable globally and the barriers to investment, consistent with sustainable 
development, must be minimised.  
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Recommended Action: undertake an assessment of the policy and regulatory settings of WA, SA and 
Queensland in relation to investment in oil and gas and minerals sectors and address any policy or 
regulation which puts the Northern Territory at a relative disadvantage in investment attraction.  
 
5. POSITIVE INVESTMENT STIMULATION 
 
In addition to having a conducive regulatory and project approval environment, there are certain steps the 
Northern Territory could take to actively facilitate or stimulate investment in particular industry sectors. 
 
Agribusiness 

 
The long drought in southern Australia has some agricultural companies and individual farmers looking to 
northern Australia, and the Top End of the Northern Territory in particular, because of the more reliable 
water supply. They see horticulture and agriculture development in the Top End as a risk management 
measure to complement their southern operations. It is all about security of supply to meet contract 
requirements by diversifying productive capacity.  
 
There are prospective areas for dryland and irrigated agriculture in various parts of the Top End. An 
example is both dryland and irrigated cotton potential in the Daly River and Katherine areas. Some 8 

sizeable cotton trials are underway, including a well-publicised combined dryland/irrigated trial on 
Tipperary Station.  There is also talk of future demand for a cotton gin in Katherine. 
 
An effective way for the Northern Territory Government to actively facilitate and attract agricultural 
investment in cotton/other crop prospective areas is to: 
• package up the landform, vegetation and soil mapping and profile descriptions in GIS format, technical 

reports completed on suitability for specific crops, water data etc; 

• undertake a strategic EIS for specific horticultural or agricultural uses, with Department of Primary 
Industry and Resources as the proponent; 

• reach in principle agreement with the relevant Land Council on Native Title or Aboriginal Lands Rights 
(NT) 1976 issues (eg pastoral property scheduled as Aboriginal land) for the Strategic EIS area; 

• undertake legislative change which will allow multi-production usage on all types of land tenure (eg 

replace Non Pastoral Use Permit system under the Pastoral Land Act 1992 to simply have the existing 
non-pastoral permit approved uses as allowable uses. This would be similar concept to the allowable 
land uses within a zone under the Planning Act).  

 
This would considerably reduce the project approval risk (absolute risk and time risk) of prospective 
agribusiness investors plus make the environmental approval process easier for both the project proponent 
and Northern Territory Government. 

 
Gas Manufacturing and Export 
 
For the gas and liquids prospective Beetaloo sub-basin the Northern Territory could advance both the 
prospects and timing of Darwin based gas manufacturing and potential export through: 
• working with the oil and gas industry to establish both: 

 local Beetaloo area pipeline corridors for product consolidation; and 

 a pipeline corridor from the Beetaloo area to Darwin for gas manufacturing and export 
purposes; 

• conduct the EIS process on each corridor to gain environmental approval with Department of Primary 
Industry and Resources as the proponent; and 

• undertake Aboriginal land and Native Title land clearances similar to the Amadeus to Darwin gas 
pipeline corridor in the 1980’s and Alice Springs to Darwin railway corridor in the late 1990’s.  
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The Northern Territory currently has the toughest gas fracking regulatory regime in the world. Undertaking 

the planning and clearance of pipeline corridors would advance the prospects for gas manufacturing in 
Darwin and Gas exports from Darwin and also be a tangible expression of confidence in the industry. 
 
General Model of Private Sector Investment Stimulus 
 
The Northern Territory is still a developing economy with developing economy characteristics. One of the 
characteristics is that strategic investments, particularly in enabling infrastructure or capability, can lead to 
a step change in economic activity in a region. 
 
Government has already said that economy enabling investment cannot be solely left to the public sector. 

A private sector investment stimulus scheme with targeted criteria for different industry sectors could be a 
valuable part of the Territory economic development armoury.  
 
A standing general framework of Northern Territory Government private sector stimulus could be 
developed and implemented. It is envisaged the private investment stimulus framework would have an 
annual budget, projects initially have a maximum value of $50M (escalated annually by the General 
Construction Industry Price Index), where contingent liabilities entered into would be approved by the 
Treasurer and the investment stimulus scheme would adhere to normal commercial investment evaluation 
practice.  

 
Two possible mechanisms of investment stimulation are: 
• grants of up to 5% of project value; and 
• making part of the Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility (NAIF) fund available in grant funding to 

stimulate investment.  

 
A 5% capital grant scheme would support direct investment of up to 20 times the government investment 
in a developing economy.   
 
Recommended Action: It is recommended the Northern Territory: 
• package up the landform, vegetation and soil mapping and profile descriptions in GIS format, technical 

reports completed on suitability for specific crops, water data etc; 

• undertake a strategic EIS for specific horticultural or agricultural uses, with Department of Primary 
Industry and Resources as the proponent; 

• reach in principle agreement with the relevant Land Council on Native Title or Aboriginal Lands Rights 
(NT) 1976 (eg pastoral property scheduled as Aboriginal land) for the Strategic EIS areas; 

• undertake legislative change which will allow land tenure adjustments to allow multi-production usage 

(eg replace Non Pastoral Use Permit system under the Pastoral Land Act 1992 to simply have the 
existing non-pastoral permitted uses as allowable uses. This would be similar concept to the allowable 
land uses within a zone under the Planning Act).  

 
Recommended Action: It is recommended the Northern Territory: 
• working with the oil and gas industry to establish both: 

 local Beetaloo area pipeline corridors for product consolidation; and 
 a pipeline corridor from the Beetaloo area to Darwin for gas manufacturing and export 

purposes; 
• conduct the EIS process on each corridor to gain environmental approval with Department of Primary 

Industry and Resources as the proponent; and 
• undertake Aboriginal land and Native Title land clearances similar to the Amadeus in the 1980’s and 

Alice Springs to Darwin railway corridor in the late 1990’s.  
 
Recommended Action: It is recommended the Northern Territory institute a standing private sector 
investment stimulus scheme for projects up to $50M (escalated annually by the General Construction 
Industry Price Index), which has an annual budget, where contingent liabilities entered into would be 
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approved by the Treasurer and that the investment stimulus scheme would adhere to normal commercial 

investment evaluation practice.  
 
6. NEED FOR CREDIBLE NORTHERN TERRITORY MAJOR PROJECTS CULTURE  

 
From Uluru to INPEX, major projects have featured prominently in the development of the Territory since 
the introduction of self-government. While projects such as INPEX have provided short-term stimulus and 
demonstrated the potential of the Territory as a gas hub, initiatives such as Uluru, the Alice Springs to 
Darwin railway, and Waterfront Stage I have contributed ongoing benefits beyond that associated with 
initial project activity. Similarly, mineral developments including the Glencore McArthur River mine have 
provided an ongoing contribution to the Territory budget through mineral royalties and payroll tax.   

 

 
Reproduced from Northern Territory Department of Treasury and Finance ‘Outlook’ site viewed at 
https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/outlook    

 
While construction stage-only major projects will continue to play an important role in the advancement of 
the Territory as a developing economy with a promising resource sector, the Territory is also in great need 
of transformative projects which provide long-term opportunities for small and medium businesses, as well 
as large businesses. Transcending the historic boom bust cycle (see Figure 2 above) means carefully 
choosing which projects to champion, both with regard to the long-term transformative potential of 
projects (including long-term employment prospects), and the viability of specific projects.  
 
Past experience has demonstrated that pursuing unachievable projects ties up scarce Northern Territory 

Public Service (NTPS) resources and engenders false hope among the community. The latest additions to 
the list of stalled projects with ‘major project’ status include the Westin Hotel and Project Sea Dragon. In 
the Northern Territory Government Treasury (NTGT) pre-COVID-19 ‘Mid-year Report 2019-20’ (NTGT 
2019), published in November 2019, the Westin project was cited as part of a foreseen ‘upside’ offering 
medium-term respite from ‘generally soft economic conditions’. Project Sea Dragon, meanwhile, was 
heralded by the Northern Territory Government (NTG) as a ‘$1.45 billion prawn aquaculture project’ that 
would be ‘the largest of its kind in Australia’, in support of which the Territory government had contributed 

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/outlook
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more than $56 million in roads (NTG 2020). Both these projects now appear significantly if not indefinitely 

delayed by project funding fundamentals. 
 
In a speech delivered at a Property Council event on 22 June 2020, Chief Minister Michael Gunner reflected 
that Territorians ‘had all seen the grand ideas that sometimes float around this place’. The Chief Minister 
advised the audience that he had told the TERC: ‘no white elephants, please’, emphasising that ‘We want 
to make it real’. The DMBG fully supports the emphasis placed by the Chief Minister on the importance of 
‘real’ projects, and requests that TERC exercise due diligence in examining the current batch of projects 
being proposed as the basis of the revitalisation of the Territory economy, in order to evaluate the real-
world transformative potential of these projects.  
 

Our objective in highlighting these projects is not to criticise visionary and large-scale thinking, or the 
eventual movement to a ‘Beyond Zero Emissions’ economy. In fact, the more diverse and resilient the 
Territory economy becomes, the better, and we hope all of these projects eventually find success. Rather, 
our objective is to question whether the promise being placed in various ‘rescue’ projects is justified, or 
whether the intensity of this focus absorbs energy that would better be spent invested in promoting 
prospective industries, without in any way blocking ‘sunrise’ industries. We have included in Appendix C 
summaries of several ‘rescue’ projects attracting attention at the present time.  
 
We suggest that while of merit two of these projects (Arnhem Space Centre and the Data Centre) appear 

at this stage to have the profile of SMEs in terms of investment and/or number of employees. Two other 
projects (Coogee Chemicals and Darwin Clean Fuels) could result in large-scale jobs in the Territory and 
payroll tax revenue for the Territory government in the event they come to fruition, yet it is not yet clear 
that this will happen. Sun Cable is undoubtedly the most high-profile of the projects currently receiving 
attention. In the following paragraphs, as an example, we discuss Sun Cable and the risks associated with 
placing too much confidence in the chances of this major project succeeding.  
 
Sun Cable: Summary, Opportunities and Risks 
 
Summary  

$20 billion project aimed at supplying Darwin, Singapore, and potentially Indonesia with 24-hour electricity 
produced on a 10 GW 150 sq. km solar farm located near Tennant Creek. The project will push the limits of 
some existing technologies, including cable length and storage battery size1. Financial close for this project 
is end of 2023. The proponents aim to be supplying Darwin in 2026 and Singapore in 2027.   
 
Opportunities 

If the proposal succeeds in attracting sufficient capital and is implemented on time, the initiative could 
potentially provide benefits to the Territory including the following:  

• Employment opportunities cleaning solar panels at the solar farm near Tennant Creek, and in 
maintenance roles along other parts of the cable and installations. (Number of employees uncertain 
as some existing solar operators in the Territory use automated cleaning equipment).  

• Investors who value renewable energy and are willing to pay a premium (including data centre 

operators) could be attracted to the NT, locating skilled staff in the jurisdiction and potentially 
contributing payroll tax to the Territory government. 

• Given the appropriate development of Federal legislation, Territory revenue could benefit from the 
export of electricity. However, there is no precedent for this in the Australian experience (see also 
‘Risks’ below).  

• Given positive circumstances, the initial Sun Cable project could become the first of a number of 
similar projects.  

 
 
 

 

 
1 Vorrath (2019) reports that the Sun Cable system will include ‘a massive22GWh of battery storage’. This is understood to be 
substantially larger than the largest battery in service at the present time. 
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Risks 

While the territory should ignore the potential benefits of Sun Cable, the DMBG believes it is important to 
be aware of dangers associated with placing too much confidence in the chances of this project 
succeeding. Doing so leaves the Territory open to the following risks:  

• We are aware of local investors willing to develop now solar farms of >10 MW who have struggled 
to obtain the necessary approvals and agreements.  This is an apparent example of where the risks 
associated with becoming transfixed by visionary projects may have already been realised. 

• Placing too high a level of confidence in the chances of Sun Cable succeeding could prevent the 
timely replacement of the existing old generators at Channel Island with new fast-starting 
generators. If this happens and if Sun Cable is never constructed or is delayed, the Territory would 
miss out on the savings that would accrue from the installation of new fast-starting generators 
which could integrate efficiently with a local solar network 

• Placing too much emphasis on Sun Cable and the broader renewable energy sector risks losing 

sight of other more realistic opportunities for generating revenue, such as implementing pipeline 
expansion/compression projects that could enable the Territory to monetise unused gas under the 
take or pay agreement. Furthermore, enabling the Territory to generate revenue from Sun Cable 
would depend on the development of appropriate legislation at Federal level. There is no precedent 
in the Australian experience for states and territories to benefit financially from the export of 
electricity to other nation-states.  

• Risks associated with the extent to which the Sun Cable system is pushing the limits of existing 

technology. The proponent and the Territory government (which has awarded Sun Cable ‘major 
project’ status) are encouraged to provide information to the public and the business community 
demonstrating that this major project is technically feasible for the proposed budget, and that the 
necessary finance is likely to be forthcoming.   

 
* * * 

 
In the lead-up to the 2020 Territory election, a number of ‘sunrise’ projects, initiatives and strategies have 
received substantial attention; their potential contribution to the economic rejuvenation of the Territory 

celebrated. These sunrise industries include data centres, the space industry, renewable hydrogen 
production, a proposed ‘green’ energy precinct, large-scale clean energy refineries and global-scale Lithium 
battery manufacturing plants. Most recently, in the TERC first report,  an ‘electricity highway’ between 
Darwin and Alice Springs has been proposed which may or may not be associated with the proposed $20 
billion Sun Cable project or other mega-solar projects in Central Austral that are yet to be revealed. Again, 
while we hope that all these emerging sectors eventually succeed, the DMBG is concerned that collectively 
they are distracting too much attention from credible sectors with proven economic potential. Accordingly, 
we strongly encourage TERC to obtain detailed briefings from the Territory government on the substance 
behind these various visions with a view to verifying their prospects in the Territory context in the medium-

term. In particular we urge TERC to undertake robust analysis of the business cases for key major projects, 
and report back to the Territory business community in its final report concerning the feasibility of these 
major projects. 
 
Recommended Action: 
 

• Undertake due diligence of current major projects, including undertaking robust analysis of the 

busines cases for each, with a view to determining real-world prospects of success.  
• Ensure that logical projects of moderate scale are not threatened by large-scale visionary projects 

that may be associated with significant financial and technological risks.  
 

7. BUDGET MANAGEMENT 
 

Returning to a balanced budget in the medium term (7 -8 years) is crucial to the long term economic and 

social well-being of the Territory. It is important to providing the environment for both longer term 
investment confidence and population growth.  
 
This means significant savings need to be made in the medium term.  



 

Darwin Major Business Group Submission to Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission Draft 1   Page 10 of 32 

 

 

Northern Territory public services are at a cross-road. Looking like a smaller version of the larger Australian 
states in every aspect of government is not financially sustainable. The Territory taxes and royalties base 
will simply not be there until the taxable Territory economy and employed workforce expands considerably.  
This will require a re-imagining of how Government delivers certain types of services in order to create the 
room for savings.  Health, Education, Public Order, Social Protection and Housing & Community Services 
comprise 75% of Budget expenditure. It would be expected that a significant proportion of ongoing savings 
would come from there.  
 
The NT Government announced in early 2019 that it was undertaking a root and branch review of agency 
programs as input to the 2019/20 Budget. This was achieved in several months and could not have been a 

true root and branch review. 

An approach such as the one outlined below would be needed when a government is conducting a serious 
review of its expenditure. 
 

PROGRAM/ACTIVITY TEST PURPOSE 

Public Interest Test Does the program area or activity continue to serve the public 
interest? What is the public policy objective being met? 

Role of Government Test Is there a legitimate and necessary role for the Territory 
Government in this program area or activity? 

Results and Efficiency Test Is this program or activity delivering the intended results? Is it 
value for money? If the program or activity should continue, how 
could its efficiency be improved? Could the program or activity be 
delivered in a different way? 

Affordability Test Is the resultant package of programs and activities affordable 

when there is fiscal restraint? If not, what programs or activities 
should be discontinued or downscaled? 

 
A true comprehensive review of Government services and activities would be expected to take 2 – 3 years 

to cover the whole Government and would apply the sought of tests in the table above. Reviews of each 
service and activity would need to include technical, policy and economics expertise relevant to each area 
e.g. review of a health program should include relevant medical/health professionals, health policy 
expertise and a health economist. It is only through this multi-disciplinary approach that the appropriate 
balance can be achieved between the outcome and value for money propositions.   
 
The Territory Public Sector size was relatively stable over the 20 years from 1983 to 2003 while the 
population had increased by 50% over the same period. For the 16 years from 2003 to 2019 the 
population increased by a further 23% while the Public Sector increased by 49%. In percentage terms this 

is a 2 to 1 ratio. 
 

Year NT Population  NT Population 
Index 

NT Public 
Sector FTE 

NT Public 
Sector Index 

1983 132,800 100 14,200 100 

1993 169,700 128 13,700  97 

2003 199,300 150 14,600 103 

2008 220,500 166 16,485 116 
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2013 240,800 181 19,700 139 

2019 244,800 184 21,800 153 

 
On the face of it the Northern Territory public is receiving a considerably higher level of services from the 
Northern Territory Government in 2019 than it was in 2003. Identifying the savings necessary to meet 
medium term budget management targets will necessarily impact on the size of the Northern Territory 
Public Sector over time. 

 
The comprehensive review should also have provision that where it is in the public interest for certain 
services or activities to be expanded that this can occur. 
 
The Northern Territory must demonstrate to the Commonwealth and the other jurisdictions that it is a 
prudent manager of the GST revenue it receives under the horizontal fiscal equalization mechanism, tied 
Commonwealth grants and other Commonwealth funding (the Territory’s reputation matters). If this is not 
achieved the Territory’s negotiating power to achieve maximum federal funding will be weakened.  
 

A comprehensive Budget Review is, of course, not only focused on making savings. It will also examine the 
structure of the Budget and include longer term economic growth, social development and population 
objectives. A Budget Review that has the creation of private sector jobs and development of infrastructure 
among its objectives will serve the Territory well. 
 
Recommended Action: Implement a comprehensive review of Government services in line with the 
below review process. 
 

PROGRAM/ACTIVITY TEST PURPOSE 

Public Interest Test Does the program area or activity continue to serve the public 
interest? What is the public policy objective being met? 

Role of Government Test Is there a legitimate and necessary role for the Territory 
Government in this program area or activity? 

Results and Efficiency Test Is this program or activity delivering the intended results? Is it 
value for money? If the program or activity should continue, 
how could its efficiency be improved? Could the program or 
activity be delivered in a different way? 

Affordability Test Is the resultant package of programs and activities affordable 
when there is fiscal restraint? If not, what programs or activities 
should be discontinued or downscaled? 

 
Recommended Action: Budget Review to include creation of private sector jobs and development of 
infrastructure among its objectives. 
 
7. TRANSITION FROM THE NORTH AS A LIABILITY, TO THE NORTH AS AN ASSET  
 
For reasons including economic development, domestic manufacturing, and defence economics, it is critical 
for the commitment to Northern Australian Development to transition from the North as a liability, to the 

North as an asset. As outlined in the following chart based on Territory Department of Treasury and 
Finance (DTF) data, Territory own-source revenue has historically represented a fraction of the own-source 
revenue of the other states and territories. 
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Reproduced from DTF (2017:5) 

As outlined above based on 2015-2016 data, Territory revenue is the lowest of all other states and 
territories and around half of all those with the exception of Tasmania. Note, however, that the Territory 
own-source revenue articulated in this chart (totalling around 28%) includes around 18 per cent loans (also 
classified as ‘own source’ revenue) in addition to 11 to 12 per cent taxes and charges. In fact, territory 
Taxes and Royalties have comprised 11% - 12% of the Budget revenue for some years. This highlights the 
critical need to the grow the size of the Territory economy, including the size of the productive population, 

to the point where the Territory is a financial and economic asset rather than a liability to the 
Commonwealth.  
 
As we move into the third decade of the 21st century, a dynamic strategic environment provides reason to 
finally make Northern Australia Development a serious priority, through coordinating defence and civilian 
infrastructural development. The Alice Springs to Darwin railway and the planned ship lift are examples to 
build on in this quest. Potential future projects that could benefit both sectors include fuel processing and 
storage, and an expanded manufacturing and servicing sector. Whereas increasing the Northern Territory 
productive population is an agreed priority of Government and business, executing this priority continues to 
await decisive action.  

 
Get Serious about Northern Australian Development (Make the Northern ‘powerhouse’ a 
reality) 
 
The Federal government Northern Australia Policy is a key element in NT development. Many specific 
recommendations have been proposed and accepted for advancing Northern Australian development. 
Some of these proposals have included broad policy recommendations, including land reforms aimed at 
attracting investment. Other proposals have focussed on particular projects, including investment of 
specific enabling infrastructure. And yet, whether policy or project-oriented, the Northern Australia Policy 

has suffered from a lack of execution. 
 
The superficiality which has characterised Northern Australia Development to date is demonstrated by the 
fate of the ‘…White Paper on Developing Northern Australia’ prepared by the Commonwealth of Australia 
(CoA) in 2015. This vision was initially motivated by a fitting sentiment, asserting (CoA:4) that: 

‘Transformation won’t happen if…[the North’s]…population inches up by a few hundred thousand 
over the next 20 years. It would remain a high cost, small scale economy; more of a pilot project 
than a powerhouse. We need to lay the foundations for rapid population growth and put the north 
on a trajectory to reach a population of four or five million by 2060. 
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Like previous north Australia policy processes, the 2015 White Paper seemed to start off with substance. 

However, little progress was made in key areas identified in the White Paper (C0A 2015:123-124), 
including ‘Simpler land arrangements to support investments’, ‘Developing the north’s water resources’, 
creating a ‘business, trade and investment gateway’, or ‘More Australians working in the north’.  
 
The land reform component of the White Paper measures is one area that indicates the absence of a 
shared vision between the Commonwealth and Territory governments. This was evidenced in 2019 by the 
effort of the Territory government to increase the complexity of the non-pastoral lease application process. 
Whereas this effort ultimately stalled (Beef Central 2019), the objective of the Territory government to 
grant additional rights to native title holders in connection with applications for Non-Pastoral Use Permits 
appeared at odds with the vision of progress included in the White Paper (2015:123) describing ‘farmers 

able to engage in a wider range of activities without a permit’, and ‘simple pastoral rules and land access 
across the north.’ 
 
Furthermore, instead of swelling with a growing number of workers, the territory’s population is in decline, 
key business associations report that members find it difficult to justify investing in the Territory because of 
administrative complexities (less business ‘gateway’ than ‘business get-away…’), and despite substantial 
past work on identifying water storage options for the Top End,2 the possibility of swift action in this area 
has transformed into yet another study, reportedly costing ‘more than $1.3 million’, and not due for 
completion until mid-2021 (Brann 2020). 

 
Given the lack of progress in key areas, it is little surprise that by 2018 the implementation reports on the 
‘White Paper on Developing Northern Australia’ had degenerated to a glossy brochure outlining 
achievements which should have been standard Federal Government deliverables even in the absence of a 
White Paper. It was apparent at this point that the Federal Government had already given up.  
 
Planning for the COVID-19 recovery phase provides a new opportunity to focus on the contribution the 

North can make. A significant part of the development that will occur in Australia will occur in the north of 

Australia, which is still a developing economy. Northern Australia, including the Territory, is characterised 

by undeveloped agricultural and mineral resources, a more certain water regime, and gas reserves that 

could make a substantial contribution to realising fuel security priorities. In the challenging and dynamic 

strategic environment of the 21st century, a defence presence in the North is a given. Taking greater steps 

to coordinate defence and civilian infrastructural development would create an economy of scale and scope 

that benefits both defence and civilian sectors.  

Develop a Northern Territory Agenda within the Northern Australia Policy 

Whereas the existing Northern Australia Policy applies across northern Australia, there are significant 

differences across the three northern Australian jurisdictions. There is therefore cause for separate 

Northern Australia Development Agendas for each jurisdiction to reflect the distinct legal, demographic, 

geographic, economic, resource, and prospective industry environments.  

Furthermore, as discussed in Section 1, there are special characteristics that distinguish the Territory from 

the other Northern jurisdictions. These include the amount of land (almost 50%) and coastline (85%) that 

is Aboriginal Land under Commonwealth legislation, the fact that key Territory national parks (Kakadu and 

Uluru) are managed by the Commonwealth, the low population density (creating high service delivery costs 

for remote areas) and narrow Government revenue base which serves to increase dependence on Federal 

funding vis-à-vis other states and territories, and the constitutional ability of the Commonwealth to 

intervene in the Northern Territory. To address these particular distinguishing characteristics and the 

challenges they present, it is recommended that TERC advocate for a whole of government approach to 

the advancement of the Northern Territory Development Agenda that includes the appointment of a 

 
2 See the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) webpage titled ‘Reports on the Darwin Water 
Catchments (CSIRO 2020). 
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Federal minister responsible for developing the Northern Territory (e.g. an Assistant Minister for Northern 

Territory Development).  

Recommend Action: Take Developing the North seriously 

• Get serious about Northern Australian Development, aiming to increase the size of economy, the size 

of the tax-base, and the proportion of own-source revenue. 

• Develop separate Northern Australia Development Agendas for each jurisdiction to reflect the distinct 

legal, demographic, geographic, economic, resource, and prospective industry environments. 

• Advocate for a whole of government approach to the advancement of the Northern Territory 

Development Agenda that includes the appointment of a Federal minister responsible for developing 

the Northern Territory (e.g. an Assistant Minister for Northern Territory Development). 

• Prioritise the development of water and agribusiness potential in the Top End. Draw on existing 

analysis and studies to move this priority beyond the theoretical stage.   

• Prioritise the development of Beetaloo basin gas, with particular focus on the contribution it can make 

to the growth of manufacturing in the territory and advancing fuel security priorities. 

• Northern Australian development must be coordinated with the multi-billion dollar defence sector. The 

railway and the ship-lift are examples of how this can be done. 
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OBSERVATIONS ON FIRST REPORT OF TERRITORY ECONOMIC 
RECONSTRUCTION COMMISSION 

 
Addendum to Darwin Major Business Group Submission  

 
 
Darwin Major Business Group (DMBG) has a number of observations on the Territory Economic 
Reconstruction Commission’s First Report. 
 

Publishing First Report Before Submissions Close Curious 
 
Before outlining DMBG views it is rather curious that the Commission produced its First Report almost a 
week prior to the close of submissions.  
 
Operation Rebound and the Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission were announced on 22nd May. 
Submissions to the Commission were invited from the community and business on 19th June accompanied 

by the comment that work was already underway. Submissions closed on 24th July. Even though there was 
only a relatively short 5 week submission period the First Report was issued almost 5 working days prior to 
the close of submissions.  
 
This is seemingly a clear signal that Operation Rebound staff have been working on the First Report for the 
Commission since soon after 22nd May, and that the views and submissions requested, including those not 
received by 17th July, are not central to the process. 

 
Observations 
 
The following observations are made. The First Report: 
• continues the theme of the Green Paper in that it says all the right words and contains strong economic 

development, investment attraction, cultural shift towards greater agility, regulatory and administrative 
reform, engaging the Aboriginal estate positively, Territory must be the easiest place in Australia to do 
business, etc. It continues to develop the admirable themes of the Green Paper and nominates a 
number of processes and structures which will hopefully result in something tangible. However, there is 
little to no detail to be grasped by the community member, business sector or analytical reader. It 
could be described as a detailed plan for a plan; 

• flags many requests to the Federal Government for further funding which, if successful, could only 

come to fruition in the medium term (next 3 – 7 years). One would have expected that an early First 
Report would focus on initiatives which are in the Territory’s control and could be implemented in the 
short term (next 1 – 3 years); 

• lacks a theme or spirit of consultation going forward. Leadership is necessary, but leadership informed 
by the constituency it serves is better; 

• does not mention budget repair. Sustainable long term Territory finances are central to maintaining 

confidence in the NT Government and to avoid any future significant cutbacks in services. They are 
important in providing part of the environment for both longer term investment confidence and 
population growth.  Effective budget management is also crucial to establishing the necessary 
credibility with the Federal Government and other jurisdictions in order to maximise long term federal 
funding to the Northern Territory. Another factor is that the real growth in NT Government expenditure 
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and public sector numbers will increasingly crowd out private sector growth (jobs) by soaking up the 

available workforce etc; 
• focuses on large projects, some of which have significant project risks and which rely on technological 

developments. These tantalising large projects can divert Government attention from smaller projects 
which have greater certainty;  

• Government led Immediate Projects section relies on further Commonwealth funding for $715M out of 
the $751M worth of projects. There is no detail on the Private Sector led projects; 

• lacks a robust case for proposing a joint Territory and Federal government study into an ‘electricity 
highway’ between Darwin and Alice Springs. Industry sources suggest that it would cost approximately 
$2 billion to connect the 30MW system in Alice Springs to the 250MW system in Darwin, and 
approximately $20 million annually to maintain. Furthermore, this network would not provide any 
additional grid stability (i.e. batteries would still be required). Our estimate is that such a grid would 
add $100-$200 per MWh to everyone’s bill (i.e. 10-20 cents per KWh). 

• continues the Green Paper theme that the severity of the NT economic downturn is largely of COVID-19 

making. This of course is far from the case. The Inpex Project construction phase finished in mid-2018. 
From March 2018 to March 2020 State Final Demand (the economy we all live in) reduced by 20%. The 
1 dollar in 5 that disappeared from the NT Economy was all pre-COVID and mostly post-Inpex 
construction. Describing the NT economy with reference to GSP movements which include petroleum 
and mineral exports does not reflect the NT economy experienced by small and medium businesses and 
those looking for a job.  
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BRIEF 
 
 

APPENDIX A: DARWIN MAJOR BUSINESS GROUP  
 

Government policies and decisions have a significant impact on business especially in a developing economy 

environment like the Northern Territory. 
 
The Darwin Major Business Group was formed by 14 major businesses in January 2017. It was established for 
major business to have a strong coordinated voice to inform and influence Government and to share information 

among member businesses. 
 
Darwin Major Business Group members have a record of investment and their future success is strongly linked to 

the performance of the Darwin and Top End economies.  The Darwin Major Business Group has invested $2B in 
the Darwin economy in the 5 years to 2017 and has similar investment plans for the next 5 years. It has a 
combined employment of over 4,000. 
 

The collective Northern Territory economic impact of the businesses comprising the Darwin Major Business Group 
as calculated by Deloitte Access Economics is outlined below. 

 

 
 

The formation of the Darwin Major Business Group was initiated as a forum for Darwin major businesses to collectively 
share relevant information, an avenue for a strong coordinated voice in putting business views on important issues to 

the Northern Territory Government. 
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BRIEF 
 

The Darwin Major Business Group is comprised of larger businesses whose success is strongly linked to the 
performance of the Top End economy, consumer spending and capital investment. They are businesses which have 

a record of investment themselves and the nature of their business gives them a grasp of the Darwin economic 
pulse. These businesses have a strong and proud history of infrastructure facilitation. Since self-government, there 
is a solid record of government investment, for example in gas pipelines, roads, rail, ports, hotels and convention 

centres. 

The private sector plays an important role in the delivery of government infrastructure, as well as making the most 
of the opportunities this creates for private investment. Government also has a role in establishing the regulatory 
arrangements for key infrastructure assets, and ensuring these arrangements foster a business environment 

conducive to private investment.  

Infrastructure underpins our capacity to create jobs to grow the economy.  We do not have infinite resources so our 
approach to selecting, constructing and using infrastructure must be clear and efficient.   We need to decide what 

we want to achieve and what investments are critical and necessary to deliver the Northern Territory’s short, medium 
and long term objectives.  The challenge for government is planning, funding and delivering infrastructure for growth 
and change in a future we cannot accurately predict. 

Stakeholder input on the framework used to consider infrastructure investment decisions is important. These 

decisions are not just about what new things to build. These are also decisions around how existing infrastructure 
should be used, what infrastructure should continue to be maintained and who should contribute to the cost of 
infrastructure.   Choosing what, where, when and how much to invest in infrastructure requires government to 

assess, compare and select projects across a range of different infrastructure areas in a clear and transparent way. 

As a developing economy, geographically well positioned and rich in natural resources, the Northern Territory is an 
attractive location for private investment. However, projects need enabling infrastructure in place to manage project 
risks and to secure private capital. Government has a much greater role in developing enabling economic 

infrastructure in the Northern Territory than might be expected or experienced in other jurisdictions. The level and 
timing of Government infrastructure investment also has an important role in balancing the level of private sector 
economic activity, and growing labour force skills and expertise. 

The Northern Territory Government is proposing a new strategic approach for the planning, prioritisation and delivery 

of infrastructure through the NT Economic Summit.  To realise the Government’s vision for the Northern Territory, 
efficient and resilient infrastructure networks which link people to jobs and services, businesses to markets, and 
people within a community are necessary.  

The new Northern Territory Government is seeking input to long term economic and infrastructure plans from the 
Economic Summit in March. However, our businesses are subject to shorter term market circumstances. The focus 
of the Darwin Major Business Group needs to be on the next 2 to 4 years to address the current weakening Top End 
economy and the end of the Inpex construction phase. 

The Northern Territory Government is keen for the Darwin Major Business Group to put its views and 
recommendations on key policy and development issues. There would also be an ongoing role as an 
economic/business sensing Group for Government. A particular matter on which the Government is seeking early 

views is the $1.7B Capital Works Program. Appropriate and timely infrastructure investment is critical to securing our 
future and the approach to infrastructure investment assessment and prioritisation needs to accommodate the 
developing/transition economy characteristics of the Northern Territory and recognise the significant wider economic 
and social benefits of enabling infrastructure. 

The Group’ members are Ian Kew (NT Airports), Daniel Bowden (Airnorth), Polly Lamond (GPT Casuarina Square), 
Peter Savoff (Darwin Convention Centre), Michael Hughes (Landbridge Group),  

Shane Dignan (Halikos Group), Steve Margetic and Michael Sitzler (Sitzler & Margetic), Mick Burns (Mick Burns Group 

of Companies), Foxy Robinson (Trepang Services), Mark Bennett (SKYCITY Darwin), Michael Hannon Snr and Mick 
Hannon Jnr (Hannon Group), James Paspaley (Paspaley Group), Natasha Jensen (Genesee and Wyoming) Michael 
Bridge (CGH Group), Brett Dixon (Dixon Group) and appointed delegates.  

 

 

 

 



 

Darwin Major Business Group Submission to Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission Draft 1   Page 19 of 32 

 

 

BRIEF 

 

Members  

Daniel Bowden & Michael Bridge 
 

Established in 1978 and with its hub based in Darwin, Airnorth is the second oldest airline in Australia and operates the 
youngest regional jet fleet. It is the premier airline based in Northern Australia operating over 200 scheduled departures 
weekly, serving 17 destinations in the Northern Territory, Western Australia, Queensland and Timor-Leste. Airnorth is 
a full service carrier operating regional jets Airnorth is now the major aviation operator in Northern Australia. The 

company operates over 300 scheduled RPT and charter departures weekly, servicing over 20 destinations across four 
countries. Including Darwin, and remote areas of the Northern Territory, Airnorth carries in excess of 300,000 
passengers annually.  In addition to scheduled departures, Airnorth operates contract and ad-hoc charter services for 

a wide variety of companies undertaking mining, defence and government activity.  Airnorth directly employs more than 
200 staff in Darwin and provides indirect employment through the contracting of ground service operations across all 
its destinations.  Airnorth has formed a corporate alliance with Qantas Airways which includes the hosting of all flights 
in the Amadeus global distribution system, inclusion in the Qantas Frequent Flyer program, electronic ticketing and 

baggage checks as well as joint marketing activities. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 Polly Lamond 

The GPT Group is one of Australia’s largest diversified property groups and a top 50 ASX listed company by market 
capitalisation. GPT owns and manages a $24 billion portfolio of retail, office and logistics property assets across Australia.   
Casuarina Square is Darwin’s premier shopping destination, located in the northern suburbs of Darwin, a 15 minute 

drive from Darwin’s CBD and 20 minutes from the town of Palmerston.  The centre includes two discount department 
stores, two supermarkets, a variety of specialty stores, cinema and an entertainment and leisure precinct known as The 
Quarter. The centre is also complimented by a 303 bed student accommodation facility operated by Unilodge. Casuarina 
Square is also home to Australia's largest solar rooftop system master installation, a 1.25MW (megawatt) system built 

in 2015.  Construction is currently underway to deliver aesthetic upgrades these works, valued at $13M, highlight GPT’s 
continued commitment to staying relevant in a challenging market and its continued focus around investing in the local 
Darwin economy.        
 

  

https://www.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=http://www.transaustraliaag.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Air-North.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.transaustraliaag.com/airnorth/&docid=T0RDZuFkoVdNEM&tbnid=lohZQTpgTKS4DM:&vet=1&w=780&h=240&bih=974&biw=1702&q=airnorth&ved=0ahUKEwjm9c355eHRAhUHkJQKHZiKD8oQMwhgKC4wLg&iact=mrc&uact=8
http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiagdmx5-HRAhUEJZQKHcL5CSEQjRwIBw&url=http://australianaviation.com.au/2015/08/airnorth-appoints-new-chief-executive/&bvm=bv.145063293,d.dGo&psig=AFQjCNF2DQaAheFwq1TKIwQHN_yN9jL2bw&ust=1485588670020277
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BRIEF 
 

 

  

 

 Peter Savoff  
The Darwin Convention Centre (DCC) is the centre piece of the Darwin Waterfront, with the aim to drive local, national 

and international visitation to Darwin and generate economic benefit to Darwin and the Northern Territory. The Centre 
is a public-private partnership between the Northern Territory Government, AMP Investments (investment partner), 
Honeywell (facilities manager) and AEG Ogden (venue manager). Employing 40 full-time staff and up to 300 casuals in 
the peak event season, the DCC is capable of handling national and international conferences and meetings, exhibitions, 

gala dinners, award ceremonies, seminars, concerts and special events. Since opening in 2008, the DCC has established 
a reputation as a modern, multi-award winning centre that has welcomed over 558,000 visitors and generated $367 
million in delegate expenditure to Darwin and the NT. Peter Savoff was appointed as General Manager of the Darwin 

Convention Centre, in 2019.  Previously, Peter led the development and management of the multi-award winning 
Emporium Hotel in Brisbane’s Fortitude Valley and then launched the newest flagship Emporium Hotel at South Bank in 
2018. Peter has more than 25 years' experience in international hotel management. 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Brett Dixon Matthew Moss 
Brett Dixon is a family man, a father of 3 and has been in Darwin for more than 30 years. He is a passionate member 
of the local community who believes “Darwin has always been and still is, the land of opportunity for young people that 
want to work hard and get ahead”.  In the early 80’s Brett started a small concreting business that successfully evolved 
over the years that gave him a platform to diversify into many other businesses and ventures that he still owns and 

operates today.  In more recent years he has started Joint Venture companies in Asia and been involved in land and 
commercial developments in Darwin. Through his construction company “Jaytex Constructions” he has built and part 
owns numerous property’s in the Berrimah Business Park with the flagship being “The Darwin Corporate Park”.  Outside 

of work, Brett’s passion is horse racing and has been heavily involved in the NT Racing Industry for more than 16 years. 
Brett is a TRNT Board member and Chairman of the “Darwin Turf Club” which plays a very important part in Darwin’s 
Economic and Social Environment. 
 

 Natasha Jensen 

A safety leader in the freight industry in Australia, with 60+ daily train starts across South Australia, the Northern 
Territory, New South Wales and Victoria. GWA has more than 600 employees, 3,500+ km of owned track, 120 
locomotives and 1850 active wagons which are utilised in long-term contracts that support customer projects. GWA 

seeks to form partnerships with customers providing a particular emphasis on safety and reliability through the 
acquisition of locomotives and equipment to ensure existing and new start projects meet their transport targets. GWA 
operates the Tarcoola-to-Darwin rail line that links the Port of Darwin with the Australian interstate rail network in South 
Australia – a 2200km railway that forms a sizable part of GWA’s 3500km of track in South Australia and the Northern 

Territory. GWA provides its customers on the Tarcoola-to- Darwin corridor with service to bulk ports in Darwin, as well 
as serving intermodal terminals in Adelaide, Alice Springs, Katherine and Darwin. GWA is a major employer in the 
Northern Territory which extends to a multitude of sub-contractors across Infrastructure, Equipment, Suppliers and 

Services to ensure the smooth operation of the Intermodal services. 

 

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwjg4MDm6OHRAhVNv5QKHVolAHsQjRwIBw&url=https://www.linkedin.com/company/darwin-convention-centre&bvm=bv.145063293,d.dGo&psig=AFQjCNGu9vwKr35qnOImsY5uGRLLvdW6Kg&ust=1485589095523515
http://dixongroup.com.au/
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Shane Dignan 

Established in 1987, the Halikos Group is a proudly Territory owned and operated business. From its origins as a small 
contract and roofing business, Halikos has successfully developed across seven industries. Shane Dignan serves as the 
Managing Director of the Halikos Group. Shane is also the President of the Urban Development Institute of Australia 

(UDIA) NT, a member of the Master Builders Association (MBA) NT Major Contractors Group and a Member on the 
Contractor Accreditation Panel. Halikos’ philosophy to employ local, buy local and reinvest profits back into the Northern 
Territory economy has been the key to their success. 

 
  

  
 

 
Michael Hannon Snr & Jnr 

Operating since 1945, Hannon Group has been involved in, and has vast experience in a broad range of businesses and 
industries in the Territory, currently employing over 1000 people Australia Wide.  Hannon Group's has a major interest 

in Bus Transport.  Buslink NT started operating in 1988 with 3 buses.  Buslink Australia how holds contracts with 
Governments to supply public transport bus services throughout 4 states - school and urban - and is the 7th largest 
operator in Australia.  Buslink Vivo started operating in 2012 and won a major contract on Inpex's Ichthys project with 

almost 7000 passenger movements per day.  Hosepower - the Territory's largest integrated hydraulic and industrial 
fluid equipment supplier, and recently opened a branch in SE Queensland; and ongoing property development.   In 
building up these business, Hannon Group has invested tens of millions of dollars in the local economy, providing 
ongoing benefits and stimulus to the wider Territory economy. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 

Mike Hughes & Mark Hunt 

In 2015, Landbridge Group commenced a long term partnership to lease the Port of Darwin, specifically East Arm Wharf 
(including the Darwin Marine Supply Base and Vopak site) and Fort Hill Wharf.  Landbridge Group is a large private 
company with businesses based in China and Australia, with a focus on ports and logistics, real estate and tourism, 

trade and manufacturing, and oil and gas/petrochemicals.    
 
Landbridge plans to grow Darwin Port by developing the infrastructure to meet future customer needs. In addition, 

Landbridge brings an opportunity to increase trade with Asia through Landbridge’s business and extensive networks in 
the region.         
 

 

http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiVspao8OHRAhVBTJQKHd4LASEQjRwIBw&url=http://www.udiant.com.au/members&bvm=bv.145063293,d.dGo&psig=AFQjCNGnXpKrmQIO33UO2OmZ8WAXAkZUZg&ust=1485591109038273
http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjB65GRuu7RAhWLa7wKHUtVDAUQjRwIBw&url=http://buslink.com.au/our-leadership-team/&psig=AFQjCNG-9qO_mJM1QU_jc-U0rs7wVfa8tA&ust=1486023247134603
http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiSrM-kuu7RAhUEUrwKHddJDC4QjRwIBw&url=http://buslink.com.au/our-leadership-team/&psig=AFQjCNG-9qO_mJM1QU_jc-U0rs7wVfa8tA&ust=1486023247134603
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Mark Bennett 

In 2019 Delaware North took over Darwin’s Casino operation and rebranded it, Mindil Beach Casino & Resort.  Delaware 
North is a global leader in hospitality with more than A$4 billion in annual revenue from operations at high-profile places 
such as sports and entertainment venues, national and state parks, luxury resorts, restaurants at landmark locations, 

major airports, and regional destination casinos.  Mark Bennett is General Manager and oversees all aspects of Mindil 
Beach Casino & Resort, which features 600 electronic gaming machines, 30 table games, a beachfront resort, VIP super 
villas with gaming suites, a day spa, a variety of restaurants and conference space. The 152-room hotel and resort is 
Darwin’s only with a five- star rating, nestled on 30 acres of tropical gardens alongside the Arafura Sea. This Darwin 

tropical resort provides a level of service, comfort and style beyond compare.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Ian Kew (Chair) 

NT Airports directly employ over 80 full-time employees and contract many other personnel to provide key airport 
services. Together with airline customers, NT Airports handled over 2.4 million arriving, departing and transit 

passengers.  The combination of all on airport and off-airport businesses that support them contribute over 1.5% 
directly of the Gross State Product of the Northern Territory and employs over 1800 people when including our airline 
customers. Darwin International Airport makes a significant contribution to the Darwin and Northern Territory 
economies.  Besides being the key first point of contact to the Northern Territory is making significant contribution to 

growth of Darwin and its own business with significant Property Development of land owned in the Darwin Airport 
precinct.  The vicinity is becoming a key exciting commercial alternative for several key businesses and national 
franchises.   

 

 

  

 

 
 

James Paspaley  
The Paspaley Company was founded in 1935 with the collection of mother-of-pearl shells for the button trade.  In the 

years that followed, cultivation of Australian South Sea pearls became the company’s primary focus and revolutionised 
the South Sea Pearling Industry.  The Paspaley Group is an Australian family-owned and run company with a heritage 
of over 80 years and three generations. Recognised as pioneers of the Australian South Sea pearling industry, today 

the company has a diverse portfolio.   They currently have a portfolio of 9 boutiques stocked with jewellery from the 
highest quality of pearls produced.  Paspaley is heavily involved in Australian Agriculture with 6 rural properties 
producing high quality  mixed cropping, wine grapes, prime lamb and cattle and wool  ranging from pearling to retail, 
aviation to agriculture and property development.  The Group also own and operate a large portfolio of commercial 

properties in Australia and Internationally, many town transforming.   Most recently winning NTG tender for 9000 m2 
of government office space and subsequently building the impressive Charles Darwin Centre in Darwin Mall, where its 
Head Office, is now located. 

 

http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjNrKDH3OPRAhXMGZQKHczLB_kQjRwIBw&url=http://ntidf.com.au/about/board-of-directors/&psig=AFQjCNGpnsvwok-uxXcuQugihvGvWl7czw&ust=1485654498395861
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Mick Burns 

Mick Burns has been involved in a wide range of industries, businesses and developments. He has has built his business 
empire over the last four decades, successfully owned and operated hotels since 1985, operating at various times 
landmark hotels and turning them into the “it spot”. In 2000, with Discovery up and running and his first Darwin Cup 

winner under his belt — Star Bullet, owned with business partner Brooke David.  Mick constructed Crocosaurus Cove in 
2009 and operates the Darwin Crocodile Farm, housing approximately 70,000 saltwater crocodiles.   
Hotel properties include Monsoons, The Tap Bar, Discovery Nighclub and The Cavenagh Hotel.  In 2012 he took majority 

ownership with Porosus Pty Ltd, his flagship entity. He has been the President (NT) and national board member of  the 
Australian Hotels Association (AHA) for over 10 years, and is a life member in the NT and nationally. He is also Chairman 
of the Tiwi Bombers football club.    
 

   

 

 

 

 

Michael Sitzler Steve Margetic  

Sitzler Pty Ltd have been involved in the delivery of the majority of the major infrastructure projects delivered under 

PPP’s with the NTG and Federal Govt over the past decade amounting to in excess of $1.5Bn of work. Margetic & Sitzler 
play a significant role in growing and supporting smaller Territory businesses on these projects. The economic impact 
is reasonably large given the 6 to 7 times multiplier of every dollar spent through local business in our industry.  Sitzler 
Pty Ltd is one of the largest privately owned and operated construction companies in Northern Australia. Established in 

1976 we have a proven track record of delivering successful projects from Darwin through to Adelaide.  Using project 
management, design and construction, construction management and property development expertise to deliver a 
number of landmark projects such as the Darwin Convention and Exhibition Centre, Darwin Football Stadium, Chinatown 

multistorey car park, Ayers Rock Resort, Tiwi Aged Care Facility and the Darwin Waterfront Wave Pool. 
 

 

 

 

John (Foxy) Robinson 
John Robinson (also known as Foxy) has been in the Darwin accommodation industry for 35 years. Originating from 
humble beginnings John Foxy Robinson has built a formidable company and is one of the Territory’s wealthiest and 

dynamic entrepreneurs.  ‘Foxy’ ventured into the tourism industry buying and selling struggling hotels, motel and 
caravan parks.  His accommodation ventures include two 4.5 star hotels, Darwin Airport Resort and Darwin Airport Inn 
with a total of 317 rooms (sold 2011); 1500 accommodation rooms to house workers associated with the oil & gas 
sector.  He owns two 5 star luxury hotels in Broome and Kununurra, Western Australia.  In 2015 he completed a 200 

room 4.5 star hotel in Palmerston on the outskirts of Darwin which is under management to Rydges Hotels Australia.  
He has various interests and investments outside of accommodation including mining and other industry. 
 

  

http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwibgqmt0-PRAhUJHJQKHeEeAqsQjRwIBw&url=http://www.sitzlers.com.au/content/stz_v2_standard.asp?name%3DGeneral_Manager&bvm=bv.145063293,d.dGo&psig=AFQjCNFIUC6FMzKXlv8u7Wy-KQ1AGX0YCA&ust=1485652056798093
http://www.sitzler.com.au/content/default.asp
http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwjLpJmT1ePRAhXBpZQKHdFRBx4QjRwIBw&url=http://www.tourismnt.com.au/en/about-us/our-corporate-structure/board-of-commissioners?p%3D1&bvm=bv.145063293,d.dGo&psig=AFQjCNF_3jLyf8r4ckvOuUFUz42ofk2jLA&ust=1485652429148700
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Halkitis Brothers is a company of many different components.  Originating as a civil works company, HB was established 

in 1960 by Mick and Theo Halkitis. For over thirty years HB undertook a vast array of civil works projects, encompassing 
bulk and specialised earthworks, drainage and stormwater works, kerb installations, landscaping and protection, 
bridgeworks and dam construction throughout the Northern Territory and the Kimberley region.  In the ensuing fifty 

years, HB has expanded to incorporate HB Concrete (Yarrawonga and Palmerston divisions), HB Quarry (Arnhem 
Highway and Pinelands), HB Blocks and Pavers, HB Transport and HB Maintenance. By internalising the production 
process HB is able to control costs and deliver specified quality products to customers.  HB Group are committed to 
growth, and meeting modern construction industry expectations. 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 
Chris Bigg - Secretariat 

Twenty years private sector experience in the airline industry, privatised airports and transport consultancy. Twenty-
four years with the Northern Territory Government including heading Transport, heading Lands and Planning and central 
agency deputy. Sound board and governance experience. Post-graduate training in transport economics.  

 

Observer 

 Rick Allert 

Voyages is a wholly owned subsidiary of the Indigenous Land Corporation, a Corporate Commonwealth entity 
established under the ATSI Act.   The ILC was established in 1995, its statutory objective is to acquire and manage land 
to generate economic, social, cultural and environmental benefits for ATSI Australians  The ILC acquired ARR in 2011 
from GPT for circa $300m.  

ARR generates annual direct revenues of approximately $160m and supports the local visitor economy as the main 
driver of revenue for around 20 local business partners conducting touring and other activities at Uluru. ARR employs 
around 900 direct employees with a total annual payroll of approximately $48m. Around 350 staff or 40% of Voyages’ 

workforce at ARR are Indigenous. Connellan Airport is owned by the NTG and operated by Voyages under a long term 
lease. 

Voyages Chairman Rick Allert has been invited to join the DMBG as an observer. In addition to chairing Voyages, Rick 
chairs Kakadu tourism and is a director of IBA which owns the two Kakadu hotels in partnership with local TO groups.  

Uluru & Kakadu represent a significant component of the NT”s leisure tourism offering and are key international 
drawcards driving economic activity in the NT. 
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APPENDIX B: FRASER INSTITUTE 2018 GLOBAL PETROLEUM SURVEY 
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APPENDIX C: SUMMARY OF SELECTED TERRITORY ‘RESCUE’ PROJECTS ATTRACTING 

ATTENTION IN 2020 
 
1. Arnhem Space Centre 
 
Proponent:  
Equatorial Launch Australia (ELA) 
 
Description:  
Space centre for the launching, in the short-to-medium term, of ‘sounding’ or ‘suborbital rockets. Located 
on the Dhupuma Plateau on the Gulkala escarpment in East Arnhem. Launch of first batch of rockets for 

NASA delayed until 2021.  
 
The status of infrastructure development at the present time is unclear, but ELA state on their LinkedIn 
page3  that ‘much of the infrastructure requirement will be undertaken by the…[ Gumatj Corporation]… 
using labour and equipment previously used for mining operations’, and that ‘Rangers from the Gumatj and 
other local Yolngu groups will prove environmental monitoring on the site and take an active role in 
payload recovery.’  
 
While a successful ‘space port’ in East Arnhem would be an important development that will add to the 

diversity of the Territory economy, it would appear that the development would conform to the typology of 
an SME at least in the short-to-medium term. It is unclear that the staffing component would be of 
sufficient size to require payment of payroll tax.  
 
The lease itself, according to the NLC (2017) ‘may be worth more than $1 million’, although the period over 
which this amount may be payable to Traditional Owners via the Gumatj Corporation is unclear. 
 
Status: 

According to the Northern Land Council (NLC) a lease was granted on 21 September 2017 by the NLC to 
the Gumatj Corporation for 275 Hectares, part of which was to be subleased to ELA to enable ELA ‘to 
construct and operate…[a]…station on the Dhupuma Plateau on the Gulkala escarpment’ (NLC 2017). 
According to the NLC, the site would be used to launch ‘sounding’ rockets of ‘about 15 metres in length’. 
 
The DMBG has been unable to obtain an update from the proponent, but COVID-19 is reported to have 
delayed the launch of a small batch of NASA suborbital rockets (originally scheduled for launch in 2020) 
until 2021, according to a Darwin Innovation Hub bulletin.4  

 
Questions/Comments: 

• While a promising initiative with benefits for local landowners, it is unclear that the Arnhem Space 
Centre holds medium-term transformative potential. Whereas the ELA LinkedIn page features an 
image of an astronaut in a space setting, it may take some time for the facility to achieve the profile 
of Cape Canaveral. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 See: https://www.linkedin.com/company/equatorial-launch-australia 

4 See: https://darwininnovationhub.com.au/nasa-to-delay-first-rocket-launch-from-the-equatorial-launch-australia-site-in-arnhem-
land/ 

https://darwininnovationhub.com.au/nasa-to-delay-first-rocket-launch-from-the-equatorial-launch-australia-site-in-arnhem-land/
https://darwininnovationhub.com.au/nasa-to-delay-first-rocket-launch-from-the-equatorial-launch-australia-site-in-arnhem-land/
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2. Data Centre 

 
Proponent:  
IOT Data Centre (DC) 
 
Description:  
Proposal for a Data Centre (DC) or series of DC nodes, each of which resembles a minimally staffed ‘lights 
out’ building housing multiple servers in a temperature and humidity-controlled environment. The 
proponent plans to commence construction of the first $12 million facility in the second half of 2020. 
 
According to a Data-Economy report (Mingas 2020), IoT Data Centres ultimately intends to invest US$77 

million in the Territory, on a ‘Tier 3 uptime institute certified data centre’ program. The Territory 
government is endeavouring to attract other data centre operators to the Territory, citing proximity to Asia 
and the ‘potential’ for data centre operators to access renewable energy (understood to be preferred by 
some data centre operators) by executing potential ‘off-take agreements for Darwin Data Centres’ with the 
proposed Sun Cable solar project (NTG 2020). 
 
If the Territory succeeds in attracting Big Data actors such as Facebook and Amazon are attracted to 
Darwin, the DC sector may grow over time to the point where Territory revenue benefits from payroll tax. 
However, the initial IOT DC installation will be a ‘lights-out’ operation employing a handful of people, and 

conforming to the profile of an SME.  
 
Status: 
Construction of first IOT DC planned for the second half of 2020. 
 
Questions/Comments: 

• Once again, the development of a new DC in the Territory would be a positive development. 

However, as ‘lights-out’ facilities employing minimal staff, the sector would have to grow 
considerably in order to contribute such benefits as payroll tax. Part of the Territory government’s 
case for attracting DC operators to Darwin appears to be access to renewable energy including 
potential access to power produced by the proposed Sun Cable project. Sun Cable, however, is still 
in the concept stage and will need to raise a large amount of capital to become a reality. It is 
understood that some of the technology on which Sun Cable will rely does not yet exist. 

 
3. Darwin Clean Fuels 
 

Proponent:  
Darwin Clean Fuels (DCF) 
 
Description:  
Proposal for a ≈$2 billion plant, located at Middle Arm, producing quality transport fuels from gas 
condensate. Media information (ABC 2006) indicates that a ‘Notice of Intent’ to develop the project (to 
‘produce high-quality petrol, diesel and jet fuel’) was lodged in early 2006.  
 
According to the DCF website,5 the firm is ‘working towards becoming a major player in the Australian fuel 

processing industry…[producing]…condensate, a light petroleum liquid that condenses at atmospheric 
temperature and pressure that is produced in conjunction with the extraction of natural gas normally 
associated with the production of LNG…DCF plans to develop, construct and operate a 100,000 barrels per 
day (bpd) condensate and LNG processing plant in Darwin at a cost of up to US$2 Billion to produce high 
quality transport fuels (98,95, & 91 octane) gasoline, diesel, jet fuel, fuel oil).  
  
DCF and McDermott entered into agreement for a bankable feasibility study (BFS) on 31 October 2019 
which also incorporated agreement for FEED, FID and EPC construction. The results from the BFS will be 

 
5 https://www.darwincleanfuels.com.au 
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available in August [2020] but preliminary data indicates strong project viability at good KPI’s…The project 

FEED is anticipated to commence in 2020/21 followed by construction. The project will initially employ over 
400 construction workers, with 130 full-time employees after project commissioning. The project will add to 
fuel security in Australia and be able to produce in excess of 10% of Australian fuel requirements.’ 
 
 
Status: 
McDermott (2019) issued a news release on 30 October 2019 announcing an MOU ‘for the feasibility study, 
technology, front-end engineering design (FEED) and engineering procurement and construction (EPC) for 
a Clean Fuels Condensate Processing Plant in Darwin’. It is understood that the McDermott study is 
scheduled for completion in July 2020 and that an investor and lending evaluation will be prepared in the 

following weeks. 
 
Questions/Comments: 
The DCF proposal for a fuel plant has been in development since 2006. If it goes ahead it would create a 
substantial number of jobs and contribute revenue to the Territory government through payroll tax. 
However, the feasibility study is yet to be released and the proposal is not known to have secured financial 
backing. 
 
4. Darwin Methanol Plant 

 
Proponent:  
Coogee Chemicals 
 
Description:  
Concept for a $500 million methanol plant to be constructed in Middle Arm. 
 
In September 2019 it was reported that (Macdonald-Smith 2019) that the privately-owned WA based 
Coogee Chemicals firm had announced their intention to examine the ‘feasibility of a 350,000 tonnes a year 

methanol plant near Darwin after being forced to mothball a smaller plant in western Melbourne three 
years ago due to escalating gas prices.’ The firm is also reported to be studying the feasibility of 
constructing a larger plant on the Burrup Peninsula (WA). If constructed, the Darwin methanol plant is 
expected to create 1000 jobs during the construction phase and 350 jobs during operation.  
 
Status: 
It is understood that Coogee is working through the feasibility and communication processes and will 
provide an update in due course. 
 

Questions/Comments: 
If it goes ahead the Coogee methanol plant would create a substantial number of jobs and contribute 
revenue to the Territory government through payroll tax. However, the feasibility study is yet to be 
completed. 
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