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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Gamba grass is a risk to biodiversity, assets and people. It threatens key natural assets, such as Litchfield and 

Charles Darwin National Parks, significant tourist and amenity drawcards. Management of this declared weed 

is an obligation under the Weeds Management Act, across all tenures, including Territory and Commonwealth 

government managed land. There is a limited ‘spray window’ (Dec-May) when gamba grass is most effectively 

controlled, requiring intensive labour resources in a concentrated time period, often in climatically and 

logistically challenging scenarios. ‘Mobilising a displaced workforce to protect key Territory assets’ has been 

identified as one of the Immediate Rebound Initiatives under the Operation Rebound. The current government 

has committed $500,000 to the creation and deployment of a ‘Gamba Army’, to be activated over the 2020-

2021 season. 

There needs to be commitment of resources beyond this 2020-21 season; follow-up on-ground control works 

are required. A minimum three-year management cycle is required to ensure cost-effective outcomes – 

without second and third year control and monitoring, it is highly probably that areas will return to initial 

infestation levels, and the 2020-21 work will be redundant. An initial Gamba Army will require both labour and 

capital resources, estimated to employ approximately 30 personnel, requiring training, and operational 

expenditure including spray equipment and herbicides. Vehicle costs are not included; Bushfires NT have 

currently more than 100 ‘volunteer’ vehicles which are primarily deployed during the fire-fighting period over 

the dry season; transferring the fire-fighting unit to a spray unit on the back of the vehicle over the weed-

fighting period over the wet season would be a cost-effective use of these government owned assets. 

A ‘spray team’ may encompass a team leader ($75,000) with six FTE workers (6x$60,000, working 2 gangs x 

4 hours/day, due to extreme nature of the work), backpack spray equipment and one larger spray equipment 

unit (QuikSpray®, $18,000); total approximate cost (pro-rata 5 months) = $225,000 + $25,000 (operational). 

The committed $500,000 funding for the initial year will be able to fund two such structured spray teams.  

Ideally, four times this amount ($2million), would fund 8 teams, which would enable significant on-ground 

outcomes. Subsequent years will not require as much capital outlay on equipment, so maintaining the same 

level of funding would enable follow-up work of initial spraying, plus targeting new areas.  

Two million dollars per year for three years for the Gamba Army, reviewed after this period, would lead to a 

significant decline in areas of gamba grass infestation. The return on investment would be the opportunity cost 

to NOT be spraying and fighting wildfires in perpetuity, as well as non-tangible benefits for biodiversity and 

protection of assets.  

Prioritisation and identification of key areas will be transparent and relevant; the initial year will develop ‘micro-

management zones’ within the current Zone B (control and management) under the Act. Subsequent years 

will progress these to ‘micro-eradication’ zones (MEZs). Gamba grass management on Crown Land will assist 

government to fulfil its obligations under the Act, as well as inspiring confidence in adjoining land managers 

that government are ‘doing their bit too’. 

The tangible benefits are: 1) Job creation; 2) Protection of key biodiversity, tourism and amenity assets; 3) 

Decreased risk to assets and people in the Darwin urban and peri-urban area, including decreased risk of road 

closures from wildfires (e.g. as has occurred on Amy Johnson Ave and Tiger Brennan Drive); 4) Significant 

decrease in cost of fire management in both the NTFRS and Bushfires NT zones; 5) Increased opportunity for 

small business to partake in weed management through provision of equipment and services; 6) more efficient 

and strategic use of current weed management expenditure across all tenures; and 7) Increased confidence 

and subsequently, compliance, from the public that government are also fulfilling their legal obligations.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Gamba grass is infesting more and more areas within the Top End. It has long been acknowledged that this 

introduced grass, and its high fuel load compared to native grasses, poses increased risk of hotter and more 

intense wildfires which can transform native bushland habitats and reduce biodiversity. So what? 

The Territory is much in need of economic stimulus, a situation which has been exacerbated by COVID-19, 

and its subsequent impact on the Territory, particularly tourism and hospitality industries.  

There is increasing recognition that this grass is no longer just a problem in the bush ‘down the track’, but is 

also impacting more and more in the urban and peri-urban fringe and the day to day lives of individuals from 

Nakara to Noonamah to Knott’s Crossing. The increased incidence of wildfire increases the risk to people and 

property; gamba burning along major roads including Dick Ward Drive, Tiger Brennan Drive, Amy Johnson 

Ave, Gunn Point Road, Arnhem Highway, Litchfield Park Road, Katherine Gorge Road; risk to property 

backing onto Lee Point and Buffalo Creek, Pinelands and Hidden Valley, Mitchell Creek and Zuccoli, Howard 

Springs Pine Forest, Pussy Cat Flats. The list goes on.  

Parks and reserves are also increasingly under threat from gamba grass wildfires, and associated with this, is 

the impact on recreation values, not just for the locals, but on our visitors, and the tourism industry which is a 

major contributor to the Territory economy. 

We acknowledge that gamba grass is widely entrenched in many areas in the Top End; to eradicate it would 

be a significant cost. Gamba grass also has its place as a valuable cattle feed. But, what if we do nothing? 

That is not really an option – human life will be lost if gamba grass is not managed in priority areas. Property 

will be destroyed. Parks, reserves, and the bush will lose their current biodiversity, become less attractive, and 

certainly less accessible due to increased fire risk days and closure of areas.  

 

IMPLEMENTATION 

Current infestations of Gamba grass are already distinguished as either being in the A-zone (Eradication), or 

the B-Zone (Management and Control), based on previous assessment of Feasibility of Control. The basic 

operational principles are firstly, keeping the clean areas clean – that is, eradicate in the Eradication Zone, 

with concerted effort to prevent introduction into these areas.  Secondly, to develop micro-zone Management 

Plans within the B-Zone, with consideration of cross-tenure synergies (e.g. Table 1). There has been some 

discussion on a ‘Crown Land Eradication Plan’ (https://www.countryliberal.org/gambapolicy.html). Crown Land 

makes up less than 4% (946km2) of Zone B area. A review of Weed Management on Crown Land has recently 

been conducted. Significant on-ground outcomes can be made with strategies to increase the capacity with 

freehold land managers; current initiatives such as the Gamba Action Program already endeavour to do so.  

 

Table 1.The facts and figures of gamba grass and tenure in the B-Zone (adapted from ‘Gamba Grass and Land 

Tenure in the NT, Grass Roots Alliance, prepared by Centre of Conservation Geography, 2020);  

Tenure Area of gamba (km2) Proportion of gamba 
grass overall (%) 

Proportion of land 
tenure (%) 

Freehold 222 56 15 

Parks / reserves 37 9 9 

Pastoral 50 13 49 

Crown 26 7 2 

 

Underpinning these principles is the provision of incentives for innovation and employment; how can small 

businesses evolve to be part of the solution of this weed problem, and how can Territorians from a displaced 

workforce, be meaningfully employed. There needs to be a willingness to use herbicides, often in hot and 

climatically difficult conditions, and flexible to logistic constraints including rain, getting bogged, mechanical 

breakdown.  

https://www.countryliberal.org/gambapolicy.html


 

TERRITORY NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT. Operation Rebound Submission. July 2020. 

 

There are already many individuals and organisations involved in gamba grass management, some as 

contractors and agencies fulfilling their legal obligations to control gamba grass on their tenures (refer 

Appendix 1), some as volunteers (refer Table 2). Building from the operational and incentive principles above, 

synergies with current management activities will be developed to get more bang for buck. We acknowledge 

there is not an endless bucket of money; essential services such as police, health and education are also part 

of this bucket. Prioritisation and appropriate allocation of resources will be paramount. 

Prioritisation will be based on a transparent and rational risk matrix, with strong stakeholder engagement and 

community commitment, informed by mapping and science, and supported by compliance. Factors will include 

the ecology of the plant, timing of herbicide application and burning, minimising incursion from adjoining 

tenures, asset protection, biodiversity conservation, current land manager investment etc. 

 

Table 2. Engagement with a wide range of stakeholders will be necessary to maximise leverage from NT 

Government ‘Gamba Army’ investment. Subsequent leverage could be sought from other funding opportunities. 

ORGANISATION 

Weed Management Branch (NT DENR) 

Vacant Crown Land (NT DIPL) 

Parks (NT DTC) 

City / Shire Councils 
- Darwin 
- Litchfield 
- Palmerston 
- etc 

Defence 

Weed Contractors 
- Sterling 
- Territory Weed Management 
- etc 

Landcare groups 
- Ludmilla  
- Casuarina Coastal Reserve 
- Rapid Creek 
- etc 

Bushfires NT (20 Brigades) 
- Berry Springs 
- Lambells 
- Darwin River  
- etc 

NT Fire and Rescue Service 

Corrections/Prison  

Sporting Groups 
- DORCs (Mountain bikers) 
- Quad bike Association 

Aboriginal Organisations 
- Larrakia 
- Etc. 

   

We acknowledge the recent Government commitment of $500,000, and potential for 45 jobs, for an initial 12-

month period for the Gamba Army. A comprehensive Project Management Plan will be developed in the near 

future, encompassing, but not restricted to, Budget, Recruitment and Training, Stakeholder Engagement, 

Operational, OHS and Communications Plans. 
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However, this initial Gamba Army, is not a long-term solution, for either strategic gamba grass management, 

or to provide sustained economic stimulus. A three-year commitment, building on from the Prioritisation matrix, 

would solidify both on-ground gamba outcomes, plus continued employment opportunities. 

 

STIMULUS FORWARD 

The control work conducted in the initial season will need a minimum three-year follow-up plan. No follow-up 

work will result in re-establishment of gamba grass back to the initial levels. Years two and three will evolve 

the gamba micro-management zones into micro-eradication zones (MEZs) with concerted follow-up efforts, 

which will likely require more labour intensive rather than capital intensive on-ground efforts. E.g. Figure 1, 

surrounding the airport. 

The initial ramp-up costs will be dispersed, and capacity building efforts will be reinforced in subsequent years. 

Declaration of MEZs; could result in Eradication of gamba grass in the Darwin urban area, and encompassing 

high value amenity areas including Charles Darwin NP, Holmes Jungle, Casuarina Coastal Reserve, and the 

adjoining tenures to eliminate risk of reinfestation. 

Cost-effectiveness will require not only ‘labour’ investment, but significant capital cost. QuikSpray units are the 

most effective method in the majority of gamba grass areas, especially dense infestations (Plate 1). These will 

require regular servicing – there may be an opportunity to create a ‘Gamba mechanic’ apprenticeship. 

 

 Plate 1. Cost effectiveness of labour and capital will be considered for best results from the Gamba Army. 

 

Deployment of a Three Year Gamba Army will require identification and prioritisation of key assets for 

protection, often across multiple tenures (Figure 1). This will enable development of management plans aiming 

for ‘Micro-Eradication Zones’ within the current Gamba grass B Zone (control and management required), and 

appropriate allocation of labour and capital resources. 
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a) Potential Airport micro-eradication zone 

b) multiple tenures within a geographical boundary. 

Figure 1. Current Weed Management Contracts are based on per-tenure (e.g. Vacant Crown Land Contract. Refer 

Appendix 1.). A more efficient method, accommodated by a Three-Year Gamba Army, is to develop micro-

eradication Zones implemented across tenures. a) A potential Airport MEZ geographical boundary. b) An example 

of the multiple tenures within this geographic boundary. 

Street Name

Street 

Type

Parcel Area 

M2 Owner Category

Tenure Reference 

Description

Ucv 

Per M2
STUART HWY 2570 Private Freehold 327

STUART HWY 4400 Private Freehold 273

STUART HWY 1896 Commonwealth Government Reserve 148

MCMILLANS RD 49300 Private Freehold 53

MCMILLANS RD 100 Northern Territory Government Government 39

STUART HWY 3100 Private Freehold 331

AMY JOHNSON AVE 187200 Private Freehold 8

BATTEN RD 5330 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 141

BATTEN RD 31300 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 32

MCMILLANS RD 2390 Northern Territory Government Government 44

ABALA RD 4240 Northern Territory Government Government 151

ABALA RD 91600 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 29

ABALA RD 3910 Northern Territory Government Government 164

ABALA RD 58800 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 42

BATTEN RD 17800 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 48

STUART HWY 14520 Northern Territory Government Vacant Crown Land 0

ABALA RD 22300 Northern Territory Government Vacant Crown Land 48

STUART HWY 146700 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 20

AMY JOHNSON AVE 628500 Commonwealth Government Freehold 5

BATTEN RD 7780 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 96

BILLEROY RD 11840 Northern Territory Government Vacant Crown Land 0

STUART HWY 4070 Private Freehold 289

LINKS RD 576250 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 9

BATTEN RD 16600 Private Crown Lease Perpetual 45

BOULTER RD 74400 Private Freehold 39

AMY JOHNSON AVE 17400 Private Freehold 83

BATTEN RD 11600 Unregistered Crown Land 73

BATTEN RD 5620 Unregistered Crown Land 123

AMY JOHNSON AVE 78200 Northern Territory Government Vacant Crown Land 0

AMY JOHNSON AVE 433900 Northern Territory Government Vacant Crown Land 0

MCMILLANS RD 199000 Local Government Council Freehold 11

STUART HWY 2320 Private Freehold 366

BATTEN RD 86900 Private Crown Lease Term 32

BOWERLEE RD 184000 Private Freehold 6

HENRY WRIGLEY DR 7730 Local Government Council Freehold 0

HENRY WRIGLEY DR 3105000 Commonwealth Government Freehold 0

STUART HWY 12230000 Commonwealth Government Freehold 9
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Reference Description of procurement Agency 
Contract 

value Contractor name 
Territory 
enterprise Awarded 

Q19-0398 Katherine, Pine Creek, Mataranka - Weed 
Management on Vacant Crown Land 

Department of Infrastructure, 
Planning and Logistics - Lands 
and Planning 

$150,553.00 Territory Weed 
Management Pty Ltd 

Yes 11 Oct 2019 

Q19-0467 Greater Darwin Region - Consultancy - Review 
of the Crown Land Weed Management 
Strategy and the Darwin Region Weed 
Management Plan 

Department of Infrastructure, 
Planning and Logistics - Lands 
and Planning 

$68,219.00 SLR Consulting Australia 
Pty Ltd 

Yes 23 Dec 2019 

T19-1229 Darwin Region - Slashing and Weed Control in 
Road Reserves for a Period of 36 Months - 
Mandatory Industry Briefing 

Department of Infrastructure, 
Planning and Logistics - 
Transport and Civil Services 

$4,995,476.04 Akron Group NT Pty Ltd Yes 24 Sep 2019 

T19-1796 Katherine Region - Central and Eastern Area - 
Weed Controlling in the Road Corridor for a 
Period of 12 Months - Mandatory Industry 
Briefing 

Department of Infrastructure, 
Planning and Logistics - 
Transport and Civil Services 

$125,850.00 Piening Holdings Pty Ltd Yes 24 Dec 2019 

T19-1799 Katherine Region - Gulf Area - Weed Control in 
Road Corridor - Period of 36 Months 

Department of Infrastructure, 
Planning and Logistics - 
Transport and Civil Services 

$134,275.00 Triple P Contracting Pty 
Ltd 

Yes 27 May 2020 

T19-2229 Darwin Region - Auditing of Weed 
Management Compliance for a Period of 36 
Months 

Department of Infrastructure, 
Planning and Logistics - 
Transport and Civil Services 

$135,825.00 Stephen Paul Wingrave Yes 24 Feb 2020 

19-1215 Darwin - Supply and Delivery of X3 Quikspray 
Weed Spray Units for Parks, Wildlife and 
Heritage 

Department of Tourism, Sport 
and Culture - Parks, Wildlife and 
Heritage 

$59,582.00 H.D Enterprises Pty LTD Yes 29 Aug 2019 

19-1638 Katherine - Supply of X 1 Weed Spray Unit for 
Parks, Wildlife and Heritage 

Department of Tourism, Sport 
and Culture - Parks, Wildlife and 
Heritage 

$17,486.76 HD PUMPS Yes 10 Feb 2020 

19-1624 Darwin Region - Darwin Package A (Wishart 
West, Wishart East, Sec 1902 Middle Arm, Sec 
6126 East Arm and Hidden Valley Reserve) - 
Weed Mgt Services -  Period of 12 Months 

Land Development Corporation - 
Corporate Management 

$66,528.00 Practical Land 
Management 

Yes 5 Nov 2019 

19-2172 Darwin Region - Multiple Sites - Weed and Fuel 
Load - Project Planning and Management 
Services - Period12 Months 

Land Development Corporation - 
Corporate Management 

$18,480.00 Little Falcon Consulting Yes 20 Dec 2019 

Appendix 1. Weed management tenders awarded over the 2019-2020 season. 


