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Part 1: Introduction and context 
 
Submission overview 
The Chamber of Commerce Northern Territory (Chamber NT) is pleased to make this submission to the Territory 
Economic Reconstruction Commission (TERC). The submission is in three parts: 
 

1. This introduction and context paper 
2. The Chamber NT position paper on economic recovery and growth 
3. A series of “big, fresh ideas” papers, expanding on the summaries in the position paper. 

This submission has been prepared with the assistance of the Northern Policy Project, who share our desire to 
promote effective, evidence-based policy that advances the interests of Northern Australia, its people, 
environments, and economies. 

Implementation is critical to success 
The current considerations of TERC are certainly not the first-time economic development strategies and economic, 
financial and governance reform priorities have been developed and proposed. The principal shortfall has been 
inadequate commitment to, and effectiveness of implementation. As always, implementation of TERC’s 
recommendations will be critical to success. Effective monitoring, evaluation, reporting and learning (MERL) 
mechanism will help to drive performance and accountability.  

Recommendation: TERC’s considerations should include effective implementation and how MERL and 
accountability frameworks should drive this. 

Government capacity is key to implementation 
In the experience of Chamber NT, the principal barrier to effective implementation is capacity of government 
agencies to drive it and deliver what is needed, when it’s needed. Other organisations have proposed institutional 
changes, led by a coordination function with teeth. Chamber NT supports such initiatives. 

Recommendation: TERC should consider how to overcome barriers to implementation stemming from lack of 
government capacity.     

  



 

 

 

Good thinking already…now to make it happen 
The task of TERC is made easier by the fact that detailed thinking about economic opportunities and reform has 
been done recently.  

Just three years ago, the Northern Territory Economic Development Framework was released after extensive 
engagement of business. Government has reported on its implementation annually since, though Chamber NT 
believes its implementation should have been much more actively pursued. Almost all the content and priorities of 
the EDF remain relevant, though they should be revisited and refreshed. 
 
Recommendation: TERC should revisit EDF priorities and propose changes and mechanisms to drive 
implementation.  
 

Economic reform to support development 
The Chamber strongly advocates a recommitment to economic and financial reform in the Territory and nationally. 
This, and the related need for governance reform to reset relationships between governments, as well as between 
governments and business, are high priorities of Chamber NT.  
 
Again, almost all the reform prioritisation has been done, albeit spread over several documents. The Chamber NT 
position paper identifies a series of publications that have addressed reform priorities. The leading documents are  

• Shifting the Dial: 5 Year Productivity Review, Productivity Commission, 2017 (national and state, and 
federal-state reforms) 

• A plan to fix the budget, NT Government, 2019 
• Reforms proposed by business at the Economic Recovery Summit. 

 
Recommendation: TERC should consolidate and prioritise reform lists and propose mechanisms to drive 
implementation.  
 

A focus on ease of doing business 
As the Government and TERC spokespeople have stated, it is business investment and business activity that 
generates jobs and economic growth. As the smallest economy in the nation, the Northern Territory should aspire 
to be the easiest place to do business at competitive cost. Unfortunately, that is often not the case. Regulations 
and government processes can be inconsistent, duplicative, and lengthy, collectively contributing to investment 
uncertainty.  

Costs of doing business are unnecessarily high: both direct costs through government charges, high and increasing 
costs of energy, high transport and logistics costs, and high workforce costs; and indirect costs through complexity 
and delays in approvals and licensing.  

This situation must change if the Territory is to be competitive in attracting investment, and its businesses are to 
be competitive in supplying goods and services to markets at home, interstate and abroad. 

Recommendation: TERC should prioritise making the Territory much more business-friendly in terms of 
regulations, government processes and costs. 

  



 

 

 

Need a clear-eyed understanding of the NT’s economic situation  
The Northern Territory economy was already depressed before COVID-19. The economy has been in steady decline 
for the past two years. On an annual basis the economy has shrunk by 21% during the past two years as measured 
by State Final Demand1.  Employment has declined by 6.8 per cent in the same period. Largely in response, 
population has declined by 2,047 persons (0.8 per cent) over two years. The number of new houses being built has 
halved during the past five years. 
 
COVID-19 impacts have made situation much worse. While the impact of the pandemic relative to the rest of 
Australia may be less, in large part that is due to the NT economy already being in recession. Between 9,000 and 
10,000 jobs2 (roughly 5% of total jobs) appear to have disappeared since 14 March, with fears for the short term 
when JobKeeper is scheduled to end. A third of all Territory businesses are currently accessing JobKeeper. 
 
Recommendation: The task of TERC should be to identify viable pathways towards recover and growth from both 
the downturn of past two years and the impacts of COVID-19 and responses by government, business, and the 
community.  
           

The Territory economy is different… and requires tailored 
management responses 
The Territory economy has unique characteristics3. These include: 

• The smallest economy of any state and territory as measured by both GSP and SFD4, although they are high 
on a per capita basis 

• Economic volatility, with highs and lows cycling over periods of three to eight years5 
• An economy driven by investment in major project that deliver both economic benefits and undesirable 

impacts like crowding out and cost inflation 
• International export orientation of major industries that is well documented, but also large two-way trade 

with other states (in goods, services and investment) that is largely unmeasured 
• Wide disparity of household incomes and entrenched disadvantage, with Territory households on average 

having the second highest income in the nation, but with around 25 per cent of the population economically 
and socially disadvantaged 

• Hampered by major infrastructure deficits, notably in roads and remote community facilities, with some 
20,000 Territory residents in remote Top End regions not having year-round road access 

• Chronic shortages of both skilled workers and less skilled service workers 
• Low capacity to earn own-source revenue, but servicing needs that are high cost 
• Deficits in governance, borne out of small population size, remoteness, and skills deficits 
• High dependence on financial transfers from central government. 

 
1 From ABS and DTF Territory Economy website. SFD is a good indicator of economic activity within the Territory, as Gross State 
Product, which includes exports less imports, shows growth when clearly there is not. The big increase in LNG exports is the 
principal driver of recent GSP growth. 
2 ABS 6160.0.55.001 - Weekly Payroll Jobs and Wages in Australia 
3 Department of Treasury and Finance documents well the Territory economy’s unique (for Australia) characteristics in the 
Northern Territory Economy Book accompanying the 2019 Budget papers, and monitors and reports on economic 
developments and trends on the DTF and Territory Economy websites. 
4 ABS National Accounts 
5 NT Budget 2020 The Territory Economy book 



 

 

 

These characteristics describe a developing economy within a developed national economy. As such, tailored 
economic development strategies are required. These are likely to be quite different to strategies employed in 
much of the rest of Australia. 

Recommendation: TERC must consider the differentiated economic situation of the NT and tailor its 
recommendations. 

The Territory community is unique…and requires targeted responses 
The population of the Northern Territory is also quite different to the rest of Australia: 

• 30 per cent of people are Indigenous  
• 25 per cent of people (mostly Indigenous) live in remote or very remote communities 
• Current negative population growth, with annual net interstate departures averaging more than 4000 a 

year for the past two years, outpacing natural increase and overseas arrivals 
• High population churn amongst non-Aboriginal people, with nearly 42,000 people a year (17% of the 

population) arriving and leaving (the equivalent of a million people leaving and arriving in Victoria each 
year) 

• Entrenched poor outcomes amongst Aboriginal people in health, education, employment, economic 
participation, and crime – and attendant high costs, both in expenditure and opportunity costs 

Recommendation: the task of TERC is not only to identify pathways to economic growth, but also to identify 
viable pathways towards economic inclusion and overcoming disadvantage. 

Economic objectives 
Recommendation: TERC proposals should be accompanied by economic objectives with ongoing performance 
measurement.  

Chamber NT proposes the following economic objectives for consideration: 

• Sustained economic growth that underpins steady business investment and employment 
• An inclusive economy with participation across the Territory community, all regions and all sectors 
• Reduced economic volatility, with attendant reduction of extremes of demand on limited capacity followed 

by over-capacity and recession 
• Greater economic diversity and resilience, with new and smaller sectors growing, as well as traditional 

dominant sectors 
• Sustainable growth with respect to society, the environment and governance. 

Pathway to meeting objectives 
The approach to Territory development must be one that is tailored to its unique circumstances while being a key 
part of the national economy. Our economic future is based on natural and cultural endowments, comparative 
advantages and our knowledge and skills.   

To succeed, we must also remedy serious deficits in infrastructure, education, economic participation and health. 

Chamber NT identifies three themes in Part 2 of this submission, the Chamber’s position paper: 



 

 

 

• Restart economic reform: to make the Territory economy more efficient, reduce costs to business, lower 
barriers to investment and drive government performance.  

• Revise relationships: build on current cooperation between governments to reset relationships and move 
to long-term partnerships; and engage with business to create shared objectives and strategies for 
economic growth.   

• Rethink development: bring fresh, big thinking to development in the Territory, unconstrained by business-
as-usual, to leap to the next phase of sustained economic growth and social development.  

The position paper expands on these themes. 

Big, fresh thinking 
Part 3 of this submission is a series of proposals developed by Chamber NT to illustrate its concepts of ‘big, fresh 
thinking’ and how development can be curated. These proposals also illustrate how the Territory’s factor 
endowments or comparative advantages should be leveraged. The proposals are listed here: 

1. NT energy powerhouse 
2. Reigniting gas development 
3. Think global, act local on climate change 
4. Infrastructure for industry and communities 
5. Water for development 
6. Engaging more Indigenous people in the real economy 
7. Expanding technology and knowledge industries 
8. Maximising value from development 
9. Skills required for competitiveness and growth. 

Recommendation: TERC should consider these proposals in considering streams of economic development and 
how these can be activated.  

 



CCNT Position Paper 

EMERGING FROM  
THE COVID-19 CRISIS 

STRONGER 
AND FITTER

Part 2Submission to TERC



COVID-19 and the necessary actions to protect 
public health are having severe and long-lasting 
impacts on the economic health of the Northern 
Territory, the rest of the nation and indeed the 
world. This is a once in a generation event that 
has crushed demand, disrupted supply chains 
and decimated incomes. 

The already depressed state of the Territory 
economy, however, means that the economic 
downturn here could be more severe than 
elsewhere in Australia. 

But out of adversity can come opportunity – to 
position the Northern Territory for revitalised and 
sustained economic growth that will deliver future 
revenue and development that provide lasting 
benefit for all Territorians

COVID-19 has delivered both a health crisis 
and an economic crisis. Territory and national 
responses must address both. The swift focus 
on the health crisis in Australia has resulted in 
a strongly managed outcome that will allow a 
strong focus on rebuilding our economy.

We need to recognise, though, that the health 
crisis will not be resolved until there is an effective 
vaccine available to all. Until and if that occurs, 
the global, national and Territory economies will 
remain disrupted, with governments, businesses 
and community members having to adapt to 
ongoing major change.

RETURNING TO  
ECONOMIC VITALITY

The Territory Government, businesses, community organisations and 
households have demonstrated rapid resolve and cooperation to stop 
the spread of COVID-19 in the Territory.  They have been very successful. 
These efforts must continue.

Similar leadership and cooperation are now needed to lift the Territory back 
to economic vitality, and once again to thrive as a preferred place to invest, 
do business, work, live and play. 

We need to deal squarely with the economic damage and chart an 
ambitious but realistic pathway for renewed, sustained growth. It’s going 
to be difficult, but to have a chance of success, government, business 
and the community must take new, bold and cooperative approaches, 
unhampered by old thinking and entrenched positions. 

EMERGING FROM THE COVID-19 
CRISIS STRONGER AND FITTER

FOUR STAGE PATHWAY,  
THREE SUPPORTING PILLARS 
The Chamber of Commerce Northern Territory – the voice of Territory business – proposes a 
four-stage pathway to return the Territory to economic health and a new three-pillar strategy to 
build the Territory into a national economic force. The pathway and strategy are built on enabling 
business to undertake its role as the driver of investment, jobs and growth.

Some businesses are affected more severely than others and will take longer to move though 
each stage and recuperate. Realistically, some businesses may not recover, resulting in lost jobs. 
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THE PATHWAY: 
SURVIVE, ADAPT, RECOVER, GROW

Survive: policies and targeted support to help businesses and 
their employees survive close-downs and loss of sales and revenue. 
Governments have moved swiftly to provide ballast to national and Territory 
economies. Policy effectiveness needs to be monitored, with adjustments 
and additional measures as necessary.

Adapt: businesses, governments and community members change 
their way of operating to adapt to the long-term, new normal of protecting 
people from the pandemic while restarting their activities. Approaches to 
risk management, social distancing and hygiene are already part of the 
way we do business, work and live. We need to continue to adapt to the 
new normal, with governments facilitating through guidance and easing of 
regulation, enabling businesses to reopen and rebuild.

Recover: businesses and governments work together to rebuild the 
Territory as a great place to do business, restart investment, reduce costs, 
and employ Territorians. This phase has yet to commence. It will require a 
fresh approach to communication and cooperation, and new government 
policies to build certainty and confidence amongst business and its 
employees.

Grow: the Territory moves rapidly to a new growth model, underpinned 
by our natural endowments, knowledge and skills, and driven by new 
thinking, strong leadership and unity of purpose. Success in this phase 
requires full implementation of the three-pillar Territory development 
strategy to provide the foundation for growth.

Examples of actions required to implement each phase are set out on page 8/9, noting that during 
the process, different sectors of the economy may be at different stages, with some able to 
accelerate away more quickly than others from the disruption they have experienced, and to adapt 
to the ‘new normal’.
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THE STRATEGY:  
REFORM,  
RETHINK, 
RELATIONSHIPS

The three-pillar strategy for the Territory’s 
future development comprises:

Restart economic REFORM: to make the 
Territory economy more efficient, reduce costs 
to business, lower barriers to investment and 
drive government performance.

RETHINKING development: bring fresh, big 
thinking to development in the Territory, 
unconstrained by business-as-usual, to leap 
to the next phase of sustained economic 
growth and social development.

Revise RELATIONSHIPS: build on current 
cooperation between governments to 
reset relationships and move to long-term 
partnerships; and engage with business to 
create shared objectives and strategies for 
economic growth.  

Examples of each strategy element are 
highlighted on page 11.

4 5



THE PATHWAY: 
SURVIVE, ADAPT, RECOVER, GROW

Survive: policies and targeted support to help businesses and 
their employees survive close-downs and loss of sales and revenue. 
Governments have moved swiftly to provide ballast to national and Territory 
economies. Policy effectiveness needs to be monitored, with adjustments 
and additional measures as necessary.

Adapt: businesses, governments and community members change 
their way of operating to adapt to the long-term, new normal of protecting 
people from the pandemic while restarting their activities. Approaches to 
risk management, social distancing and hygiene are already part of the 
way we do business, work and live. We need to continue to adapt to the 
new normal, with governments facilitating through guidance and easing of 
regulation, enabling businesses to reopen and rebuild.

Recover: businesses and governments work together to rebuild the 
Territory as a great place to do business, restart investment, reduce costs, 
and employ Territorians. This phase has yet to commence. It will require a 
fresh approach to communication and cooperation, and new government 
policies to build certainty and confidence amongst business and its 
employees.

Grow: the Territory moves rapidly to a new growth model, underpinned 
by our natural endowments, knowledge and skills, and driven by new 
thinking, strong leadership and unity of purpose. Success in this phase 
requires full implementation of the three-pillar Territory development 
strategy to provide the foundation for growth.

Examples of actions required to implement each phase are set out on page 8/9, noting that during 
the process, different sectors of the economy may be at different stages, with some able to 
accelerate away more quickly than others from the disruption they have experienced, and to adapt 
to the ‘new normal’.

Survive

Adapt

Recover

Grow

Re
fo

rm

Re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

Re
th

in
k

THE STRATEGY:  
REFORM,  
RETHINK, 
RELATIONSHIPS

The three-pillar strategy for the Territory’s 
future development comprises:

Restart economic REFORM: to make the 
Territory economy more efficient, reduce costs 
to business, lower barriers to investment and 
drive government performance.

RETHINKING development: bring fresh, big 
thinking to development in the Territory, 
unconstrained by business-as-usual, to leap 
to the next phase of sustained economic 
growth and social development.

Revise RELATIONSHIPS: build on current 
cooperation between governments to 
reset relationships and move to long-term 
partnerships; and engage with business to 
create shared objectives and strategies for 
economic growth.  

Examples of each strategy element are 
highlighted on page 11.

4 5



ACKNOWLEDGE 
THE REALITIES

The survive, adapt, recover, grow process 
must start with everyone understanding and 
acknowledging the realities of the current situation: 
there’s been serious damage to business in an 
already depressed economy; there’s a great risk of 
businesses closing, and  losing people and skills; 
investor confidence in the Territory is low; and the 
Territory Government’s financial situation is dire 
and is unlikely to recover inside a decade.  

These realities make it more difficult for the 
economy to recover and respond to opportunities. 
But they also provide great incentive and urgency 
for a new approach to the Territory’s development. 

It is uncertain whether the overall Territory 
economy will follow a V-shaped (fast in, fast out) or 
a U-shaped (slower) trajectory, or a combination of 
the two. Quite possibly, there could be an initial fast 
response as businesses reopen and scale up and 
as consumers start spending again. Recovery from 
then could follow a shallower, slower path back as 
businesses struggle with damaged finances and 
investors remain nervous. 

Whatever the pathway back to economic health, 
governments and business must do everything 
they can, and work closely together, to accelerate 
the return to business vigour.

MAKING 
THE MOST OF 
A BAD 
SITUATION

The economic health of the Territory 
might currently be acute, but it also 
opens an opportunity to set up the 
Territory for a more prosperous 
future. We must not waste it!

In National Cabinet, the Prime 
Minister and Chief Ministers have 
left ideological differences at the 
door in driving a decisive, united and 
effective approach by governments 
to crushing the COVID curve. 

Rebuilding and reinvigorating the 
economy need the same approach, 
underpinned by cooperation 
and unhampered by ideological 
differences. 

The Territory must leave behind 
old ideologies and stale strategies 
to seek fresh approaches to its 
development, to nurturing people 
and supporting business growth. 
The economic future of the Territory 
depends on much more than 
business as usual!

It is business that must be the 
focus of economic reopening. 
Prime Minister Scott Morrison and 
Chief Minister Michael Gunner 
have emphasised that economies 
and jobs are driven by business.  
Governments’ role is to support and 
facilitate. 

A TERRITORY-TAILORED  
ECONOMIC STRATEGY
The Chamber is proposing a new approach to Territory development: one that is tailored to its unique 
circumstances while being a key part of the national economy; that is based on its natural and cultural 
endowments and comparative advantages; and that seeks to overcome serious deficits in infrastructure, 
education, economic participation and health. 

The Territory has very different economic and social attributes to Australia as a whole and development 
strategies must make the most of positive conditions while transforming negative ones. 

At the same time, the Territory is a key part of the Australian economy and depends on the rest of the 
nation as a market for much of its production, as a source of finance for business and homeowners, 
for the large proportion of government revenue, and as an essential partner in delivery of services and 
goods. The Territory also depends upon international markets for much of its large-scale production.

Therefore, not all levers are in the direct control of the Territory. We rely on others to take action to 
accelerate their own recovery from the massive economic shock they are experiencing.

ACTIONS TO EMERGE FROM  
THE ECONOMIC CRISIS
Examples of actions to implement the survive, adapt, recover, grow process are set out below. This list is 
not exhaustive and will require additions and change as the process is adaptively managed.

Most of these reform actions are not new. They have been proposed and/or implemented in numerous 
summits, reports and strategies, including:

• Our North, Our Future: White Paper on Developing Northern Australia, Australian Government 2015
• Northern Territory Economic Development Framework, NT Government June 2017
• Shifting the Dial: 5 Year Productivity Review, Productivity Commission, August 2017
• Economic Recovery Summit Communique to Government, February 2019
• A plan to fix the budget, NT Government, April 2019 
• 2020 Business Confidence Survey, Chamber of Commerce NT, February 2020
• Working together in the national interest – COVID-19 next steps, Business Council of Australia,  

April 2020
• Towards A New Economy: NT Economic Recovery Post Covid-19, Master Builders Northern Territory, 

April 2020

Implementation of the actions set out in these documents is patchy. Some actions are well-progressed or 
even completed, some have started only recently, while some – proposed several years ago – have not 
progressed far.
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 j Revise NT Infrastructure Strategy and 10 Year plan to reflect new 
economic and development priorities.

 j Develop strong business cases for Australian Government investment 
in infrastructure, Indigenous development and Defence.

 j Implement rigorous benefit-cost assessment for infrastructure, industry 
support and other major government expenditure.

 j Revise, reset and legislate NT Budget repair strategy to set a clear 
pathway to reduce debt to manageable levels.

 j Tax reform and other mechanisms to reduce business costs.

 j Vigorous regulatory reform to reduce costs and improve efficiency.

 j Establish a digital one-stop-shop for licence and permit application 
processes. 

 j Public sector reform to build efficiency and effectiveness.

 j Faster government decision-making and better coordination.

 j Restart economic reform to build the most business friendly 
environment in the nation.

 j Rethink development opportunities and strategies based on clear 
Territory advantages.

 j Revise relationships with Australian and other State governments to 
work cooperatively together in mutual interests.

 j Reset relationships with Territory business to develop shared 
objectives, revise strategies for growth, and facilitate joint problem 
solving. 

EXAMPLES OF ACTIONS NEEDED TO 
EMERGE FROM THE ECONOMIC CRISIS

 j Implement and review government support and stimulus measures.

 j Allow rapid business reopening tailored by risk management.

 j Monitor business trading conditions and performance.

 j Government cease with non-essential expenditure and pass lower costs 
onto ratepayers and taxpayers.

 j Keep costs to business as low as possible (fees, charges) – e.g. waive 
application fees for licences and permits.

 j Speed approval timelines for common processes, e.g. planning and 
building permits.

 j Clear, plain English regulation guides to aid business to implement them.

 j Redesign and streamline training courses around occupations with  
skill shortages.

 j Address Indigenous specific Employability Skill gaps to enable greater 
workforce participation

 j Amend working hours in awards to enable greater flexibility of working.

 j Electricity market reform to deliver lower energy costs to business.

 j Facilitate access to training courses for employees stood down.
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A NEW APPROACH TO TERRITORY 
DEVELOPMENT
Activating the three pillars of the reform, rethinking, relationships strategy is vital to achieving success in 
the Recover and Grow phases of the pathway to emerge from the economic crisis. 

Restart economic REFORM
Economic reform needs to be restarted so as to position the NT as the most business enabling 
environment in Australia. Since 2016, several reports and strategies have set out comprehensive economic 
reform proposals for the Territory and nation (see page 7). Some have been implemented, some are 
in process, and some have yet to be implemented. All are vital to the Territory’s future as a preferred 
investment destination where business can innovate and thrive in a more diverse, less volatile economy.    

Reforms are needed across the economy, particularly in the methodologies that governments use to 
operate and interact with business. Areas for reform include industrial relations, taxation and charges, 
government spending, project approval processes, regulation, planning, infrastructure and business 
facilitation. The aim is to achieve more efficient government, lower costs, less red tape, more dynamic 
business, and stronger economic growth.

RETHINK development
There is a great opportunity to rethink development in the Territory and the rest of Northern Australia. The 
vision to date generally has aimed low, and delivery and execution have been disappointing.  We must use 
the global and national economic shocks to move beyond small thinking, business-as-usual mindsets. 

Examples of fresh, big thinking are set out on the next page. 

The Territory’s Economic Development Framework of 2017 included some new thinking about growing the 
economy. Emerging from the economic crisis provides both an opportunity and an imperative to revisit and 
revise the basis of the EDF, plus the industry development priorities and the actions needed to realise them.

The Australian Government has commenced a 12 month review of the Northern Australia Agenda. This 
process must also incorporate fresh thinking based on new understanding of the economic opportunities 
and how to remedy socio-economic deficits, and shortfalls in infrastructure and services.

Revise RELATIONSHIPS
Emerging from the economic crisis requires State, Territory and Australian governments to work 
collaboratively together, building on the relationships formed in COVID adversity. 

From a Territory perspective, the relationship with the Australian Government needs to move from holding 
out financial begging bowls to generating robust value propositions for joint participation in infrastructure, 
development facilitation and wide-ranging investment.

Relationships between business and the Northern Territory Government need to be reset to facilitate 
development of shared objectives, strategies for economic growth and joint problem solving. 
Government needs business to provide it with real-time feedback on business conditions, impacts of 
government policies and proposals for change. Business needs government to test policy settings with it 
before implementation, and to engage in joint planning of initiatives that facilitate economic growth.
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EXAMPLES OF BIG, FRESH THINKING 
ABOUT TERRITORY DEVELOPMENT
NT Energy Powerhouse
As global and regional markets recover, the Territory’s comparative advantages in energy in all its forms, 
and in its proximity to markets,  position it well to become an energy powerhouse, tapping world class 
resources in gas, solar, uranium and carbon management to supply competitive energy to the rest of 
Australia and the Asian region, and at the same time support our customers to transition to lower carbon 
energy. Ensure Territory consumers and business customers can access secure energy at competitive cost.

Think global, act local on climate change
The Territory, with its natural endowments of resources, sunshine and land, and utilising traditional 
knowledge and new skills and technologies, can contribute to reducing national and global greenhouse 
gas emissions. At the same time, the Territory needs to adapt to the inevitably changing climate. By 
thinking globally and acting locally, the Territory can develop a customer-centric approach to climate 
change, positioning itself not only as a growing energy producer, but also as a key contributor to national 
and global emissions reduction.

Infrastructure for industry and communities
Prioritise, plan and rapidly deliver infrastructure, in collaboration with the Australian government and private 
sector, to overcome infrastructure deficits, to allow tens of thousands of Territorians in isolated areas to 
engage in the mainstream economy, to support industry growth, including energy development and tourism, 
and to facilitate efficient transport and communication, as well as building climate change resilience. Bold 
infrastructure investment could provide the backbone of economic transformation of the Territory.

Water for development
Enable new agriculture and hydrogen development and deliver water security for a future growing 
Territory population, by planning and delivering new water capture, storage and supply infrastructure. 
Better knowledge of underground water resources across the Territory will complement recent studies of 
surface water storage potential in the Top End. 

Engaging many more Indigenous people in the real economy
Enable Indigenous Territorians to actively participate in the mainstream economy through access to 
better transport and communications infrastructure, participation in major projects, use of Aboriginal 
land for economic activities and diversity of employment opportunities. Develop innovative and tailored 
programs to tackle employability skill gaps across the Territory to enable greater involvement in 
employment and business for intergenerational welfare recipients.

Expanding technology and knowledge industries
Tap the advantages and capabilities created by the Territory’s geographic and demographic characteristics, 
climate and strategic location, to further develop industries that are rich in technology and knowledge. 
These could include marine services, aeromedical services, telemedicine, mining equipment, technology 
and services, and integration of renewables into remote, small-scale electricity generation.
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Part 3: Big, fresh thinking about Territory development overview 
 
This part of the Chamber of Commerce Northern Territory submission sets out nine ideas for fresh 
thinking about Northern Territory development. They are summarised below and discussed on 
the following pages. 
 

1. NT Energy 
Powerhouse 

 

As global and regional markets recover, the Territory’s comparative advantages 
in energy in all its forms, and in its proximity to markets,  position it well to 
become an energy powerhouse, tapping world class resources in gas, solar, 
uranium and carbon management to supply competitive energy to the rest of 
Australia and the Asian region, and at the same time support our customers to 
transition to lower carbon energy. Ensure Territory consumers and business 
customers can access secure energy at competitive cost. 
 

2. Reigniting gas 
development 
 

Further gas development in the Territory offers one of the fastest routes to 
revitalisation of the economies of the Northern Territory and Australia. But with 
global markets very depressed on the demand side and currently over-supplied, 
prices now and in the short term will militate against investment. Strategic 
interventions are needed by Australian and Territory governments to help 
developers resume or accelerate previous investment timetables. 

3. Think global, act 
local on climate 
change 
 

The Territory, with its natural endowments of resources, sunshine and land, and 
utilising traditional knowledge and new skills and technologies, can contribute to 
reducing national and global greenhouse gas emissions. At the same time, the 
Territory needs to adapt to the inevitably changing climate. By thinking globally 
and acting locally, the Territory can develop a customer-centric approach to 
climate change, positioning itself not only as a growing energy producer, but also 
as a key contributor to national and regional emissions reduction. 

4. Infrastructure to 
enable economic 
and social 
transformation 

Prioritise, plan and rapidly deliver infrastructure, in collaboration with the 
Australian government and private sector, to overcome infrastructure deficits,  
allow tens of thousands of Territorians in isolated areas to engage in the 
mainstream economy, to support industry growth, including energy 
development and tourism, and to facilitate efficient transport and 
communication, as well as building climate change resilience. Bold infrastructure 
investment can provide the backbone of economic transformation of the 
Territory. 

 



 

 

5. Water for 
development; water 
for communities 
 

Enable new agriculture and hydrogen development and deliver water security 
for a future growing Territory population, by planning and delivering new water 
capture, storage, and supply infrastructure. Better knowledge of underground 
water resources across the Territory will complement recent studies of surface 
water storage potential in the Top End.  

6. Skills for 
competitiveness 
and growth  

The next phase of Territory development will require higher skill levels and more 
skilled people across all parts of the economy. The Territory’s chronic skills 
deficits must be overcome. This requires a new approach to building skills and 
retaining skilled people. Current training infrastructure and services are not 
delivering skilled people to the level required by fast-transforming industries. 
The future approach needs to be enterprise-focussed and dynamic, adapting to 
changing technologies and needs. 

7. Engaging more 
Indigenous people 
in the economy 
 

Greater economic participation by Indigenous Territorians is essential to 
achieving progress in Closing the Gap across all measures. Enabling Indigenous 
Territorians to actively participate in the mainstream economy requires access 
to better transport and communications infrastructure, participation in major 
projects, use of Aboriginal land for economic activities, diversity of employment 
opportunities. 

8. Expanding 
technology and 
knowledge 
industries 
 

Tap the advantages and capabilities created by the Territory’s geographic and 
demographic characteristics, climate and strategic location, to further develop 
industries that are rich in technology and knowledge. These could include marine 
services, aeromedical services, telemedicine, mining equipment, technology and 
services, and integration of renewables into remote, small-scale electricity 
generation. 

9. Maximising value 
from development 
 

The coming phase of major investment in the Northern Territory provides an 
opportunity for the Territory to generate greater value from major, long-life 
projects than it has historically. It also provides the impetus for the Territory to 
shift its positioning as essentially a buyer of investment to become a seller of 
investment opportunities.  

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Big, fresh thinking about Territory development 
 

1. NT Energy Powerhouse 
From a globally significant energy producer… 
The Northern Territory is already a globally significant energy producer. With the commissioning of the Inpex 
Ichthys project in 2019, the Territory now exports more than 12 million tonnes a year of LNG. That represents about 
15% of Australia’s world leading LNG production. 

The Northern Territory also produces gas for domestic electricity generation and industry. It has a long history of 
uranium production, with Territory-produced uranium oxide providing feedstock for nuclear electricity production 
in several nations. 

…to an Energy Powerhouse 
The next phase of energy development promises to propel the Territory into becoming an Energy Powerhouse. 
When considering factor endowments and the future drivers of economic development, energy dominates. 
Development of multiple energy sectors and supply chains can expand the range and volume of energy products 
and energy-derived products produced at scale and at world-competitive cost.  These can include the following: 

Primary products 
• Natural gas produced offshore and onshore  
• Manufacturing feedstock carbon compounds contained in natural gas 
• Petroleum liquids produced in conjunction with natural gas 
• Large-scale solar-generated electricity 
• Uranium for processing as fuel for nuclear electricity generation 
• Minerals for batteries and high-efficiency technologies.  

Secondary products 
• Natural gas compressed and piped interstate for electricity generation, LNG and manufacturing 
• LNG produced in the Territory from natural gas and exported to Asia 
• Petroleum-derived manufactured products produced in the Territory and exported to Asia (eg, 

petrochemicals, fertiliser, methanol) 
• Hydrogen produced from reformation of natural gas (blue hydrogen) and exported to Asia (notably Japan) 
• Hydrogen produced from electrolysis of water, powered by renewable energy (green hydrogen) and 

exported to Asia (notably Japan) 
• Competitively priced energy for business and households in the Territory. 

 
Tertiary goods and services 

• Carbon management services including: offsetting emissions through rangeland fire management; 
sequestration in biomass; and carbon capture, storage and possible processing 

• Technology layer of industry delivering goods and services to energy producers, transporters, and 
processors, and exporting industries 

• High skill workforce providing services for construction, operations and maintenance 
• A strong, technically advanced energy services supply sector to deliver local customers energy and energy-

derived products and services that meet their needs and reduce their costs. 



 

 

Competitively priced energy products for customers… 
As an Energy Powerhouse, the Territory’s will provide customers in Australia and the Asian region with 
competitively priced products delivered via efficient supply chains. Customers within the Territory will also have 
access to diverse and affordable energy products that will enhance business competitiveness and reduce household 
costs.  

…delivering lower global emissions…  
These products will also enable customers to transition to lower carbon energy sources, which is critical to the 
reduction of global emissions while maintaining economic growth. 

In the future, export of electricity and hydrogen will enable customers in Asia to make big reductions in their 
emissions. 

Gas is also a vital enabler of greater use of renewables, providing fast response generation when renewable output 
declines overnight and in cloudy periods.  

…and economic and social benefits for the Territory 
As an Energy Powerhouse, the Territory will be able to generate long-term value across the economy. A diverse 
energy sector, in conjunction with other sectors, will underpin economic growth, reduce volatility, and provide 
opportunities across all parts of the community. The global role of the Territory in supplying cleaner energy and 
reducing emissions should garner broad-based community support. 

Actions to activate 
• Alignment of Territory and Australian governments to the policies and actions required to work towards 

the Energy Powerhouse concept, plus industry buy-in.   
• Strong, well-founded, and consistent narratives to both investors and the community are needed to achieve 

this potential.  
• Some curation may be needed to facilitate and coordinate development, including investment in strategic 

infrastructure such as corridors, baseline environmental studies and education and training.  
• Narratives and government support must be backed by processes for rigorous and certain assessment, 

approval and regulation to deliver win-win-win outcomes for investors, Territorians, and the environment. 
• Policies that enable long term value to be created for investors, the economy and the community, are 

required to ensure all reap the benefits of the Energy Powerhouse. 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 



 

 

Big, fresh thinking about Territory development 
 

2. Reigniting gas development 
Gas is the fastest route to renewed growth… 
Expanded gas development in the Territory offers one of the fastest routes to revitalisation of the economies of the 
Northern Territory and Australia. The Beetaloo Sub-basin, which is promising for liquids as well as gas, has been 
identified by the Australian energy minister, Angus Taylor, as contributing to Australia’s liquid fuel security as well 
as gas supply.  

New gas development will lead realisation of the Territory as an Energy Powerhouse and a major contributor to 
global emissions reduction. 

Development of the offshore Barossa field is a priority to backfill the depleting Bayu Undan supply to Darwin LNG. 
Short- to medium-term development of Petrel and Tern fields could supply gas-based manufacturing or provide 
supplementary feed for LNG. Exploration in the Beetaloo by Santos and Origin and their partners, plus Empire 
Energy is expected to restart in the second half of 2020. 

But with global markets depressed on the demand side and currently over-supplied, prices now and in the short 
term could militate against investment. For example, final investment decision for Barossa could be delayed, as 
could the next phase of development of the Ichthys project. 

If gas development can be accelerated back to its previous pathway, however, the economic benefits will be large, 
and potentially start to be delivered within 12 to 24 months. If development remains stalled, however, there are 
few if any other options for stimulating strong growth in the Territory.  Territory economic growth is highly 
dependent on investment in major projects. In between investment phases, it falls back to a much-reduced level of 
economic activity, with attendant stresses on businesses, employment, government revenues and property 
markets. 

…and a key to our energy future 
In the future, export of renewable-generated electricity and blue and, later green hydrogen will enable customers 
in Asia and elsewhere in Australia to make big reductions in their emissions. Cost-competitive gas is a key to realising 
these market opportunities, providing a complementary energy source to allow transition to lower carbon energy 
and an essential route to the potentially lucrative future hydrogen market. 

Gas is also a vital enabler of greater use of renewables in Australia, providing fast response generation when 
renewable output declines overnight and in cloudy periods.  

Strategic government interventions needed… 
Given global energy market uncertainty, strategic interventions are needed by governments to help developers 
resume or accelerate previous investment timetables. Such interventions could include: 

• Concessions and incentives to help developers overcome depressed current market conditions to invest 
counter-cyclically 

• Reduce timeframes, risks and costs by supporting strategic studies (already underway) and facilitating rapid 
regulatory assessments and approvals 



 

 

• Reduce costs by co-investing in infrastructure (eg infrastructure corridors, pipelines, waste management) 
that can be shared now or in the future 

• Improving inter- and intra-government coordination through dedicated coordination bodies and ensuring 
approvals agencies are adequately resourced and incentivised. 

…to stimulate investment across the value chain 
The NT Government has adopted a portfolio approach to gas-based development so as to generate benefits across 
the full value chain over decades. The Government is seeking to: 

• Support development of offshore gas fields in Commonwealth waters 
• Facilitate development of onshore gas in the Beetaloo Sub-basin, wider McArthur Basin and conventional 

gas fields in the south of the Territory 
• Expand LNG exports by developing existing brownfield sites 
• Establish a sustainable gas based and energy intensive manufacturing industry. 
• Grow oil and gas service and supply industry  
• Grow research, innovation and training capacity 
• Contribute to national energy security in both gas and liquid fuels. 

The Australian Government and Territory Government must now fully partner in pursuing these goals. This could 
include a joint Northern Australia energy development agency. 

Maximising value the Territory and the nation also requires portfolio approaches.  Proponents too can maximise 
value and reduce risk from such approaches. These can include: 

• Production at world scale to reduce unit costs, improve competitiveness and reduce effects of market 
fluctuations 

• Long-life projects that deliver to deliver value beyond construction phases and reduce economic volatility 
• Generating a steady and sustained flow of investment, through staged and successive development over 

many years, reducing volatility of demand for skills and contractor capacity, and facilitating development 
of service and supply industries 

• Sharing of infrastructure to reduce costs, speed development timeframes and enhance value 
• Processing of primary products to generate value from the investment itself, and value from the long-term 

demand for enhanced technologies, skills and services 
• Industry diversity that helps to insulate the NT from the effects of market fluctuations and provides a 

platform for development of technology-rich supply and services sector 
• Value generated from a pull-though effect whereby successful investment is likely to attract further 

investment requiring similar inputs and technologies. 

 

 

 

  
 



 

 

Big, fresh thinking about Territory development 
 
3. Think global, act local on climate change 
Using endowments to help customers reduce their emissions 
The Territory, with its natural endowments of resources, sunshine and land, and utilising traditional knowledge and 
new skills and technologies, can contribute to reducing national and global greenhouse gas emissions.  

By thinking globally and acting locally, the Territory can develop a customer-centric approach to climate change, 
positioning itself not only as a growing energy producer, but also as a key contributor to national and regional 
emissions reduction. 

The Territory’s current and future energy products – gas and gas-based products, solar generated electricity, energy 
minerals, battery minerals, carbon management, and in the future blue hydrogen and green hydrogen - will enable 
customers in Australia and the Asian region to transition to lower carbon energy sources.  This is critical to the 
reduction of emissions while maintaining economic growth. 

In producing energy products at scale, the Territory will inevitably increase its local emissions of greenhouse gases, 
including from exports powered by large-scale renewables. 

…and reduce global emissions  
Importantly though, the lifecycle emissions from production, processing, transport and end-use of the Territory’s 
energy products in many cases will be less than from alternative energy sources.  For example, gas substituting for 
coal in Australia’s national electricity market and in Asian markets will lead to lower emissions. 

In the future, export of electricity and blue hydrogen, then green hydrogen will enable customers in Asia to make 
big reductions in their emissions. 

Gas is also a vital enabler of greater use of renewables in Australia and globally, providing fast response generation 
when renewable output declines overnight and in cloudy periods.  

Building a carbon management hub 
The Territory is already a world leader in emissions reduction and offsetting through fire management of rangelands 
in the Top End. Cooler early-season mosaic burning helps to mitigate later season high-emission wildfires. This land-
management approach extends traditional practices to create carbon credits that are sold by landowners to the 
LNG industry.  

The Territory can expand its role as a carbon management hub, with capacity to capture, store and even process 
carbon dioxide, utilising exhausted gas fields and other secure geological structures. Santos and Eni have announced 
plans to focus on carbon capture and storage, with Eni proposing future processing as well. 

On 18 May 2020, Minister for Energy and Emissions Reduction, Angus Taylor, announced a widening of the funding 
mandate of the government’s Climate Solutions Fund to co-invest up to $2 billion in new technologies, including 
carbon capture and storage. 



 

 

Taking a comprehensive approach in the Territory 
The Territory also needs to do what it can, on a no-regrets basis, to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions locally. 
Given the Territory’s unique emissions profile (including a relatively small proportion of emissions from electricity 
generation), a comprehensive approach is needed. All sources need to be addressed and sinks need to be activated. 
For example, the high level of emissions from land use mean the Territory needs to place greater emphasis on 
farming and land management.  These sectors are highly exposed to the physical risks of climate change, but also 
have great potential to sequester carbon cost-effectively, far beyond their own emissions, while also conserving 
biodiversity and water resources. 

Adapting to an inevitably changing climate 
At the same time as contributing to global emissions reduction, the Territory needs to adapt to the inevitably 
changing climate and its impacts.   

Climate change is already impacting in many ways on the Territory, its industries, its infrastructure, its environment 
and its communities.  

The Territory could be impacted more severely than much of the rest of Australia due to its geography and climate 
– and the high number of disadvantaged people living in remote areas with infrastructure and service deficits. 

Insurers are already factoring in the Territory’s risk profile to policy availability and cost.  

There needs to be high emphasis on climate change adaptation and resilience, particularly in planning decisions, in 
infrastructure selection and design, in service delivery, in industry adaptation, and in emergency and disaster 
response.  

Climate change is inherently uncertain and, therefore, response measures need to allow for changes to take 
account of new information and new technologies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Big, fresh thinking about Territory development 
 

4. Infrastructure to enable economic and social 
 transformation 
Infrastructure is key to inclusive development  
The Territory, in collaboration with the Australian government and private sector, has the opportunity to take a big, 
fresh approach to infrastructure. Adequate infrastructure is fundamental to economic growth and social progress 
in the Territory. 

Current deficits, particularly in transport infrastructure, are major contributors to entrenched Indigenous 
disadvantage and hold back realisation of economic opportunities in primary industry, resources and tourism. 
Infrastructure deficits also result in high costs to business, government and communities for delivery of goods, 
services and community infrastructure. These costs and lack of access to markets hold back development of small 
business in remote areas.  

These issues will not be able to be resolved without adequate infrastructure to connect remote towns and 
communities, and development zones, with the rest of Australia, year-round. 

There is a great opportunity to make inroads into infrastructure deficits through prioritising, planning and rapidly 
delivering infrastructure.  Bold infrastructure investment will provide the backbone of economic transformation of 
the Territory.   

Better infrastructure will enable tens of thousands of Territorians in isolated areas to engage for the first time in 
the mainstream economy, will support remote economic development and industry growth, including energy, 
minerals, agriculture and tourism. It will facilitate efficient transport and communication to remote regions, 
reducing costs to all. Better transport and communications will also help to build resilience to climate change and 
natural disasters.  

Infrastructure can also enable efficient and rational development of the Territory’s industries. For example, 
planning and surveying infrastructure corridors and obtaining environmental and landowner clearance will make it 
much easier for developers to utilise them for gas and electricity transmission, roads and railways and 
telecommunications.  

Delivering reliable roads for 20,000+ Territorians 
Currently, more than 20,000 Territorians do not have year-round, reliable road access to and from their hometowns 
and communities. That is by far the largest number of people in Australia who can’t engage in the mainstream 
economy because they can’t travel. Some roads are cut for up to six months a year. 

 

 

 

The social and health impacts from disadvantage of remote communities are stark: 



 

 

• The Territory has third-world rates of infant mortality, childhood disease and chronic health conditions 
• Remote Territorians live years less than other Australians 
• Levels of violent crime in remote towns and communities are higher than the rest of Australia 
• Levels of unemployment are much higher than the rest of Australia 
• Per capita health costs are much higher than for Australia as a whole 
• Costs of groceries, housing construction, electricity and water supply, and human services impose burdens 

on communities, business and governments alike, reducing funds for other high priority purposes. 

While providing reliable road access is not the sole solution to this situation, it is a necessary solution. Without road 
access, people will remain disconnected and socio-economically disadvantaged, while social and service costs 
remain very high. 

Some funding has been allocated to remote roads in recent years, notably to upgrade the Tanami Road, Central 
Arnhem Road, Wadeye Road and Keep River Road. For the most part, however, funding allocations from the 
Territory and Australian governments has been far too little to make significant inroads into road reliability and 
utility.  

Alternative approaches to benefit-cost assessment 
Part of the problem is the inability of the Territory to compete with other jurisdictions justify Australian Government 
investment in roads using standard benefit-cost assessments, due to its small population and thin traffic on its 
transport routes. There are also concerns about the commitment of the Territory government to strongly advocate 
the Territory’s case for priority infrastructure investment. 

The June 2020 Infrastructure Priority List of Infrastructure Australia reflects the inability of the Territory to 
‘compete’ for Australian government investment. Projects are modest and scattered.  

Taking an alternative approach to benefit-cost assessment, could redress the structural justification problem. 
Applying economic costs to the key social indicators and adding these to the economic costs of delivery of goods 
and services provides a more robust and real cost of maintaining the status quo. One such study in 2005 estimated 
the total opportunity cost for the Thamarrurr region, based on the town of Wadeye, at $39.8m per year, or about 
$350m NPV over 10 years. 

This data helped achieve government funding for the Daly River Bridge, some upgrades to the Wadeye Road and 
fibre-optic telecommunications infrastructure to Wadeye and some other remote locations. Some 10 years later, 
further upgrades of the Wadeye road are programmed, co-funded by the Australian Government. 

Enabling the next wave of development 
In addition to roads, there are other infrastructure investments that can facilitate and help accelerate resources 
development. The Territory and Australian Governments have already invested in a study of infrastructure required 
to facilitate and leverage gas development in the Beetaloo Sub-basin and consequential gas-based investment near 
Darwin.  

 

They are also investing in environmental studies, including a Strategic Regional Environmental and Baseline 
Assessment in the Beetaloo region, and a Strategic Environmental Study of Darwin Harbour. These environmental 



 

 

studies provide knowledge infrastructure vital not only to environmental protection but also efficient development 
of environmental impact studies by project proponents. 

Governments are also investing in upgrades to the Tanami Road in WA and the NT and have previously collaborated 
on funding of an upgrade to the WA-NT Keep River Road to service the proposed Project Sea Dragon. In addition, a 
study is underway to identify a gas pipeline corridor from the Beetaloo region to East Arm industrial precinct near 
Darwin.  

The Annual Review of the 10 Year Infrastructure Plan for the NT, due for finalisation before end 2020, should reflect 
revised priorities for investment to support industry and remote development. The Territory government also 
should ensure that its representations to the Australian government reflect the real priorities for overcoming 
infrastructure deficits and are well-justified and forcefully presented. 

Lifting sights to bold infrastructure investment 
Government infrastructure considerations now need to lift sights to bold investment in infrastructure to enable 
industry and economic participation, such as: 

• Infrastructure corridors to connect gas and solar generation regions to markets in Darwin and the rest of 
Australia, with pre-clearance of environmental and landowner requirements 

• Investment in all-weather roads to connect Arnhem Land and other regions to the rest of the Territory and 
the nation to enable development and economic participation 

• Investment in pre-cleared and developed and partially developed industrial land to host service industries 
in regions and large-scale gas processing 

• Co-investment in carbon capture and management projects with major gas-based developers, Indigenous 
landowners, and pastoralists 

• Investment in both underground water resources studies and surface water storage projects to enable new 
agriculture and provide water security 

• Co-investment in additional fuel storage to enhance national fuel security. 
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5. Water for development; water for communities 
Water supply is fundamental to development…  
The next phases of Territory development require water. All industries utilise water in different ways. Agriculture 
requires high quality water for stock, crops, fishing and aquaculture. Mining requires water for processing ores and 
also abstracts water from the ground during mining processes. Gas production utilises water for drilling and 
hydraulic fracturing. Manufacturing needs water for processes and cooling. Construction uses water in multiple 
ways. Electricity production uses water in steam turbines. 

Without adequate water, Territory development will not be able to reach its potential. 

…and to communities 
Water is life. A fundamental human right is supply of safe water to drink, cook and wash with, to bathe and manage 
waste. More than that, water is vital to food supply and to community amenity. Territorians use water on gardens 
and to grow fruit and vegetables. Water is vital to maintaining the beauty and liveability of Territory cities and 
towns. Territory and local governments use water on parks and gardens and in highway verges to enhance amenity. 
Businesses and community organisations beautify their grounds and maintain sporting fields using water. 

Adequate water supplies are vital to maintaining and enhancing Territory communities. 

Human activities impact on water supply and quality 
The activities of people and industries have several impacts on water: 

• Water is often used with inadequate attention to adequacy of supply or sustainable yield of supply sources, 
notably ground water 

• Industry and community activities create wastewater that can impact on the environment and other water 
users 

• Water is often treated as a free or low-cost good, with little attention to the full costs of supply and use, 
and scant consideration of demand management. 

This noted, many water users are paying attention to how they utilise water and deal with waste streams. Water 
conservation is a priority in cities and major towns. Industries pay attention to using water wisely, in order to reduce 
their impact on supply and the environment, and also to reduce costs. In agriculture, crop breeding and agronomic 
practices are reducing demand on water and at the same time enabling better productivity. 

The Territory’s water supplies are limited… 
Water is a scarce resource in the Territory. Surface water storage potential is limited by topography, geology and 
rainfall. Not enough is known about groundwater resources, but many aquifers are known to be over-allocated. 
Some aquifers, for example under and near Alice Springs, are being ‘mined’ for water, meaning that these have 
limited life and alternative supplies will be needed in future. The shallow aquifers in the rural area of Darwin are 
under pressure due to below-average rainfall for the past two west seasons. 

…so better understanding and planning are needed  
In order to provide water for multiple uses and increase supply for development of all kinds, better understanding 
is needed of supply options and future demand.  



 

 

The Northern Australia Water Resource Assessment, conducted by CSIRO in 2018 found the Finniss, Adelaide, Mary 
and Wildman catchments in the Darwin region have the potential to support about 90,000 ha of irrigated dry-
season horticulture and mango trees from a range of water sources. These comprise a combination of two major 
dams, farm-scale offstream storages and groundwater.  

Studies being conducted for Power and Water Corporation are examining rehabilitation of Manton Dam to 
supplement water supply to Darwin and the business case for the Adelaide River Offstream Storage project. 

An inquiry commissioned by the Territory government in 2017 into water extraction licences, found there was 
inadequate scientific understanding of several aquifers and flows in key rivers. As a result, decisions on water 
allocation carry risks of over-allocation beyond sustainable yield. The inquiry recommended detailed studies of key 
aquifers and modification of river flow models to underpin better decision-making about allocation of water for 
use. All of the inquiry’s recommendations are being implemented. 

The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the NT found that water resources and the potential impact of 
shale gas extraction needed to be well understood and managed. The inquiry made numerous recommendations 
on management of water, including:  

• Regional water assessment should be conducted as part of baseline assessments for any prospective shale 
gas basin 

• Use of all surface water resources for any onshore shale gas activity in the NT should be prohibited 
• For gas basins in semi-arid and arid regions, all groundwater extraction for shale gas production be 

prohibited until there is sufficient information to demonstrate that it will have no adverse impacts on 
existing users and the environment. 

Achieving better water management 
It is clear that the Territory needs a high quality, comprehensive plan to manage its water resources and water use. 
This plan needs to include: 

• Improving scientific understanding of surface and ground water resources  
• Forecasts for use by consumers in urban, regional and remote areas 
• Forecasts for use by communities to sustain or improve amenity 
• Forecasts under various industry development scenarios for use and discharge 
• Demand management measures to limit water use while maintaining its utility 
• Options for supply under forecast usage scenarios, taking into account risks and costs. 
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6. Skills for competitiveness and growth  
Our most precious resources are people… 
People are the Territory’s most precious resources. Without people and their skills, we cannot develop our 
resources, farm our land, manage our natural environment, make and build things, provide essential services, and 
deliver human services. The Territory needs skills. People have the skills. The Territory needs skilled people to 
support and grow the economy. 

…but skills shortages are chronic 
The Territory has long had to contend with shortages of skilled people. Indeed, at the outbreak of World War 1, the 
Australian Military Forces did not seek to recruit from Darwin for fear of depleting the pool of workers there. 

The Territory’s high interstate migration churn (more than 40,000 people a year or 17 per cent of the population) 
and net loss of people to interstate (currently about 4,000 a year) means that there is a constant exodus of people 
and their skills.  

Overseas migration has been a key source of skills supply over the past decade. However, COVID-19 restrictions 
mean this source has ceased for an indeterminant period. Overseas migrants and visa workers not only bring high-
end sills, they also provide many of the lower-skill services required by the hospitality, transport, agribusiness and 
human services industries. 

In recent years, skills shortages have necessitated considerable interstate fly-in, fly-out (FIFO) working 
arrangements. As at 2016, the Department of Treasury and Finance estimated that there were 8,700 inbound FIFO 
workers in the Territory, of which 2,260 worked in construction. Adjusting for this and other changes by 2020, there 
still could be as many of inbound 6,000 FIFO workers or 5 per cent of the total workforce. Inbound workers deliver 
across the majority of sectors in the economy, with construction, mining, professional and technical services, and 
human services the largest FIFO employers. The Territory also supplied 1,700 FIFO workers to interstate jobs in 
2016. 

Strong VET infrastructure… 
The Territory has substantial skills formation infrastructure and services which support critical industry job entry 
level training. It is acknowledged that the development and sustainment of apprenticeships and traineeships 
underpin the foundation of workforce skill growth in the Territory.   

The Industry Skills Advisory Council (ISACNT) works with industry, schools and Registered Training Organisations 
(RTOs), to facilitate the connection between Territory businesses and vocational skills development, and to ensure 
training products are locally fit for purpose and to meet industry skills needs. 

The NT has more than 3,000 apprentices a year commence across all industry sectors. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
had a negative impact on this demand and it is likely the impacts of the declines in current apprenticeships 
commencements will be felt over the coming 3-5 years. 

There are a significant number of Territory-based Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) (46 at present) 
operating throughout the region delivering to the apprenticeship and workforce upskilling markets. These include 



 

 

the dual sector Charles Darwin University and Bachelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education. Private sector 
and independent Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) also provide skills development services, with school-
based training readying students for post-school career development and further training. 

In addition, there is a large cohort of interstate RTOs (280 approximately) delivering VET training delivery and 
assessment services within the NT.  These RTOs are supplying unmet demand because local RTOs offer only a limited 
range of programs. 

A recent study conducted by Deloitte and ISACNT investigated the relationship between occupations, skills levels 
and industry skills gaps. It identified the critical relationship between worker qualifications and a business’ ability 
to meet both industry capability and skills capacity demand within an industry. 

This research highlighted a significant shortfall in the delivery of post trade or advanced skilling in the NT.  This 
shortfall in workforce development underpins a very serious lack of both business capability and workforce skills 
capacity for the growth of the NT. 

…but current approaches are under-delivering 
Unfortunately, many employers, particularly in high technology fields, report that VET graduates from the 
apprenticeship system often do not possess skills to the level expected and required to be productive employees. 
These skills deficits mean that most need substantial additional on-the-job training and re-training. Impacts of the 
NT’s ageing workforce and the lack of ‘on-the-job’ upskilling result in a loss of productivity and decreasing workforce 
skills capacities. 

In May 2020, the unemployment rate in the NT for young people under 20 was 13 per cent. The overall NT 
unemployment rate was 5.5 per cent. The increasing unemployment rate of young people under 20, their declining 
participation in training and costs of full-time education reflect a potential risk to future NT workforce capability. 

Shortages and deficits are likely to worsen 
Industry acknowledges the next phases of the Territory’s economic development will require higher skill levels and 
more skilled people to support future demand. 

The Territory’s chronic skills shortages and deficits in standards must be overcome if the NT is to attract investment 
and capture greater value. However, based on employer experience and the current trajectory, the gaps between 
employer needs and skills supply will worsen. 

Labour and workforce skills shortages hold back industry development, particularly in those industries that require 
higher level technical and professional skills to grow. This issue is further compounded by the departure of NT based 
skilled workers lured away by higher paying roles interstate. 

Labour and workforce skills shortages inhibit the Territory’s ability to capture value from economic development, 
instead resorting to higher numbers of FIFO workers and more goods and services coming from interstate firms. 

The Territory’s necessary repositioning from being a buyer of investment to a seller of investment opportunities 
(see Big Idea 9) will also be inhibited. This repositioning will depend very much on offering a mutual value 
proposition of more locally supplied skills, goods and services which in turn, lowers costs to investors.  



 

 

Activating a new approach to skills 
Many Territory employers believe that a new approach is required for skill development. The future approach needs 
to be enterprise-focussed and dynamic, adapting to changing technologies and needs. Training needs to align more 
closely to the workplace and respond faster to changing technologies and job roles. Key steps towards a new 
approach to skills should include: 

Structured investment into the VET workforce practitioner training: 

• Consideration of an accreditation system for VET practitioners which may include professional 
development requirements and industry currency 

• Establish arrangements to support industry hosted work placement/experience to support the gaining of 
current knowledge and skills that need to be transferred to learners 

• Upskill trainers to appreciate the value of employability/foundational skills and their impacts on employer 
expectations of vocational competence. 

Training providers taking steps to improve the system, such as: 

• Create partnerships to obtain industry expertise for student learning and practical application of skills 
• Provide solutions to industry needs through the adoption of emerging education and industry technology 
• Adopt innovative practices and develop resources that provide customised solutions to their clients. 

Improve employer engagement to understand and respond to industry demand: 

• Maintain workplace and on-the-job learning where the work is delivered to ensure local industry needs are 
met 

• Promote adult learning in the workplace 
• Support the delivery of skills sets over qualifications, where appropriate, to better support industry demand 

for workforce skilling 
• Focus on STEM digital skills for future digital work and use STEM skills as a strategy to create partnerships 

with tertiary providers, business and industry. 

Knowledge is an exportable product 
There is an emerging potential to build a knowledge-based economy in the Territory. This is evident by the $32B a 
year contribution to Australia’s GDP in the international university student market. 

Skills development is implicitly interwoven with the knowledge economy. It provides the pathway for industry to 
achieve its productivity needs and the social and economic development of the NT. The benefits of investing in 
knowledge and skills development go beyond improving our local human resources and industry capabilities. 

 

With a smart skills and knowledge investment strategy, based on an evaluation of best practice approaches to smart 
specialisations and skills development, the Territory could be positioned as the knowledge centre of the growing 
Asia Pacific region at the VET and Higher Education levels. The proposed industrial common user facilities located 
at East Arm and Darwin International Airport with associated skills academies identified in the Deloitte ISACNT 
Feasibility Study provides the necessary infrastructure and capability to deliver focused advanced skilling for the 
Territory. 



 

 

An integrated evidence-based strategy to developing human capital through skills and knowledge growth, will be 
needed to underpin any of the emerging opportunities identified by the Territory Economic Reconstruction 
Commission. 

For example, a collaborative approach with industry and our university, using students in degree courses to 
undertake research oriented activities into marketable innovations, could provide the evidence that will help inform 
the development of new policies, skills development programs and highlight potential investment opportunities. 
The linkage between VET and Higher education will also become more transparent and dynamic. 

The partnership between Charles Darwin University and Advanced Manufacturing Alliance is a current example of 
this collaboration and world leading innovation. 

To strengthen the approach, and to make use of existing resources, an integrated skills growth model could also 
consider focussing on those NT industries that are key employers, such as public administration, health, tourism, 
retail and education and training. 

The tourism and primary industries sector, as well as the mining and oil and gas industries, provide opportunities 
to be innovative and competitive in exporting knowledge, skills and new ideas. 

These emerging opportunities need businesses to be able to support and to access research and development data 
to guide workforce development in skills at post-apprenticeship levels. 

The Territory will need smart, specialised enterprises that have the capability to partner and co-contribute with 
government and educational institutions that carry out research and development activities. 

Knowledge and competencies need to be applied to real world problems that are demand driven by industry’s 
needs to create sustainable development, new jobs and economic growth.  
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7. Engaging more Indigenous people in the economy 
Economic participation is essential to Closing the Gap 
Greater economic participation by Indigenous Territorians is essential to achieving progress in Closing the Gap 
across all measures. Nyunggai Warren Mundine is correct when he says: 

The gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians exists for one reason: too many Indigenous 
people do not participate in the real economy. Lack of economic participation underpins all areas of 
Indigenous disadvantage. And lack of economic participation is the main barrier to achieving parity 
(between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians).1 

In the Northern Territory, progress towards Closing the Gap2 has been patchy at best. On some critical measures, 
for example infant mortality3, the Territory is going backwards, and the gap is widening.  

Without greater economic participation the Territory is unlikely to be able to close the gap, or even make 
substantial, sustained progress.  This is not just a human rights issue, it is also a cost issue: the economic impact of 
poor health outcomes, social dysfunction and crime, poor education outcomes and low employment place a huge 
burden on taxpayers. In one community, Wadeye, ANU researchers estimated direct and opportunity costs totalling 
$39.8m a year in 2005 dollars.  

The Territory’s economic paradox 
Economically, the Territory is a paradox in several ways, including: 

• It has the second highest average household income in the nation (after the ACT), despite more than a 
quarter of its population being economically and socially disadvantaged  

• It has high employment participation and low overall unemployment rates historically but low Indigenous 
participation rates, and high unemployment and under-employment 

• Economic wealth, jobs and businesses are concentrated in greater Darwin, then Alice Springs and regional 
towns, with very few in remote communities that house 25 per cent of the Territory’s population 

• Indigenous people own vast tracts of the Northern Territory under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act and have 
Native Title rights over much more, but earn very little from their land 

• While infrastructure in Darwin and Alice Springs, and along major transport corridors is generally of a high 
standard, some 20,000 people in the Territory do not have access to reliable roads, and comprise by far the 
largest population in Australia who are unable to connect with the outside economy for several months a 
year. 

 
1 It’s The Economy, Stupid: Economic participation only way to Close the Gap, Nyunggai Warren Mundine AO, Centre for 
Independent Studies, July 2020. 
2 Closing the Gap measures currently are: Child mortality, Early childhood education, School attendance, Literacy and 
numeracy, Year 12 or equivalent, Employment, Life expectancy. This are expected to change following a current review. 
3 Indigenous infants in the Northern Territory are four times more likely to die before their first birthday than infants across 
Australia, and NT mortality rates have risen over four years to 2019, while Australia’s continue to decline. 



 

 

The Territory is likely to have the highest Gini coefficient (a summary measure of inequality4) in the nation for both 
income and wealth. It is also likely that the economic gap is widening. This is clearly unsustainable in itself.  
Inevitably it will hold back progress in closing gaps across all measures. 

Jobs are the key to economic participation… 
For most people, the key to economic participation is a job.  

There are very few jobs in remote communities, however, because there are very few businesses there. Many of 
the jobs that do exist are government-sponsored services jobs that require high skill personnel from elsewhere. 
Many other jobs are government-supported through work-for-the-dole and CDP. Such jobs have never been 
demonstrated to lead to mainstream employment. Nevertheless, government-supported jobs remain important. 

…and businesses are the key to jobs in remote areas 
Most jobs in the mainstream economy are created by business. The lack of jobs and diversity of employment in 
remote and regional settings are principally due to lack of business investment and activity. The key to creating 
remote jobs is therefore through entrepreneurship and setting up more businesses. There is plenty of unmet 
demand in communities from consumers, business, service providers and government. 

Building economies in remote communities 
Remoteness in itself should not be a barrier to economic development. Indeed, businesses in remote settings enjoy 
market access advantages with local consumers, and in supplying goods and services to other businesses and 
governments. Indigenous-owned businesses have special status when it comes to procurement by governments 
and larger firms operating in the region, for example in mining and construction.  

There are many case studies of successful Indigenous-owned businesses that employ Indigenous people across 
many industry sectors. These can be used both to inspire and to be models for new enterprises.   

What’s needed 
Enabling more Indigenous Territorians to actively participate in the mainstream economy through more jobs and 
though entrepreneurship requires:  

• Access to reliable transport and communications infrastructure year-round 
• Greater use of Aboriginal land and seas and their natural resources for economic activities 
• Reduced regulatory constraints that lock up Indigenous communities, including barriers to private asset 

ownership  
• A focus on school attendance and effective training to ready young people for the world of work 
• Strengthened and tailored business services to support Indigenous businesses. 

 

 

 
4 A Gini coefficient is a summary measure of inequality where zero means complete equality and one means complete 
inequality. A Gini coefficient of 0 represents perfect equality (every person has the same income or wealth), while a coefficient 
of 1 implies perfect inequality (one person has all income or wealth). Australia’s income Gini coefficient in 2018 was calculated 
at 0.34. For more on measuring inequality see Inequality in Australia 2018, Australian Council of Social Service and University 
of New South Wales. 
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8. Expanding technology and knowledge industries 
Territory economy driven by advantages and demand 
The Northern Territory’s economy is and will continue to be underpinned by tapping its comparative advantages or 
endowments, such as land and sea, minerals and energy resources, sunshine, natural environment and strategic 
location. These endowments, plus demand from customers elsewhere in Australia and in Asia, drive private sector 
investment and employment.  

Firms that provide services to households and businesses also contribute a large proportion of the economy. In 
some cases, disadvantages, such as remoteness of many communities, has led to development of specialised 
services to overcome them. 

Tap advantages to grow a technology industry layer 
There is an opportunity to tap advantages, community demand and capabilities created by the Territory’s 
characteristics, to further develop industries that are rich in technology and knowledge. Many of these industries 
exist already and can grow and develop to create a strong industry layer that diversifies the economy, deepens 
capability, and adds value to the Territory’s traditional industry sectors. 

Such industries include: marine services; aviation and aeromedical services; remote and telemedicine; mining 
equipment, technology and services; defence services; logistics; and integration of renewables into small-scale 
electricity systems. To these could be added future demand-driven sectors including rocket launching and data 
storage. 

The next phase of development across mining, oil and gas, gas-based manufacturing, marine, agriculture and 
aquaculture provide the opportunity to grow technology-rich service and supply industries. These industries will 
leverage and add value to investment. 

Many technology and skills crossovers 
Many of these industries utilise technologies and skills that can be applied to new sectors. For example, there is 
strong commonality across many technologies used in defence, mining, oil and gas, aviation and marine.  

Historically, Territory firms have delivered technology-rich goods and services to several of these sectors at once in 
an effort to build a demand base, reduce volatility and utilise scarce skills efficiently. Such multi-sectoral customer 
bases are key to firms thriving in thin markets such as in the Territory.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Adding value to the economy and customers 
Stronger, more capable technology-rich firms deliver benefits to customers and the Territory economy.  Firms that 
deliver goods and services that are knowledge- and technology-rich add value in several ways. They: 

• Capture business for the Territory that may otherwise go interstate, adding value to the economy 
• Build technologies, knowledge and skills in the Territory that can be applied across sectors 
• Add value to customers’ activities by providing local capability that increases equipment availability, 

enhances services and reduces costs 
• Enhance the Territory’s positioning as a services hub for resources, marine, aeromedicine and defence 
• Provide high skill employment and training opportunities that help attract and retain workers 
• Help to diversify the Territory economy, reducing volatility and improving resilience. 

What’s needed to grow the technology business layer: - 
Given that many knowledge- and technology-rich firms and sectors exist already, interventions should be light 
handed and generally aimed at providing support for growth. This is not about picking winners: the winners have 
already picked themselves. Key support initiatives are: 

Facilitating cluster development 
Industry clusters are groups of organisations that individually, and as a group, gain advantage through local 
proximity, cooperation and interdependence.  Participating organisations can become more productive through 
mechanisms such as sharing facilities, infrastructure and suppliers; deepening labour markets to attract, upskill and 
retain workers; developing and exchanging knowledge and technology; facilitating innovation; and reducing costs. 
Government and firms working together can support development of clusters through appointment of cluster 
coordinators. 

Enhancing skills formation and development 
As discussed in Big Idea 6, Skills for competitiveness and growth, skilled people are in several ways the Territory’s 
most precious resources. For knowledge- and technology-rich sectors, this is doubly so. Skills shortages are chronic 
and are likely to worsen, however. Current training infrastructure and services are not delivering to industry needs. 
To enhance training delivery, the following is needed: 

• Structured investment into the VET workforce practitioner training and currency 
• Training providers taking steps to improve the system, such as creating partnerships to obtain industry 

expertise for student learning and practical application of skills 
• Improve employer engagement to understand and respond to industry demand 

Investment in hard and soft infrastructure 
Technology and knowledge industries require infrastructure to make the most of opportunities. This includes 
shared training facilities and equipment such as simulators, and access to transport and telecommunications. 
People-centred soft infrastructure and services are also needed to attract and retain skilled personnel and their 
families. 

Business, government and service providers should collaborate to identify, scope and deliver infrastructure and 
associated services that can be used by multiple firms and even several sectors.  
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9. Maximising value from development 
Repositioning for greater value 
The coming phase of major project investment in the Northern Territory provides an opportunity for the Territory 
to generate greater value from major, long-life projects than it has historically.  
It also provides a parallel impetus for the Territory to shift its positioning as essentially a buyer of investment to 
become a seller of investment opportunities. 

Gas-based developments are expected to lead major project development, with minerals, agribusiness and defence 
also important sectors. In the longer term, renewables and hydrogen could also join this portfolio. 

The Territory’s mineral and petroleum resources can be extracted and used only once, so it is particularly important 
that their development realises long-term, sustainable benefits. 

Territorians also have a major stake in value maximisation of offshore petroleum owned by the Australian 
Government as well as its onshore resources, while Australians resident in other jurisdictions have a major and 
increasing stake in realising value from development in the Territory. 

Decisions that the Territory Government takes now, and the policies and negotiating positions it adopts, will dictate 
for many decades the value derived by the Territory from gas, minerals and other endowments.  

A value window of opportunity 
All major corporations are shifting their own positioning to move beyond corporate social responsibility to be 
recognised as investors of choice by national and sub-national jurisdictions and local communities. Some have 
embraced the concept of shared value, while all realise that delivery of strong value propositions for governments 
and communities is necessary to build social licenses to operate and  

For the Territory to influence corporate mindsets and strategies to embrace the concept of value creation will 
require the Territory to demonstrate the additional value for companies to be generated in the long term.  The 
Territory should emphasise that companies are not expected to do this on their own, but rather through enduring 
partnerships between project operators, governments, suppliers, workforces and communities.  

The Territory Government has already started along the pathway in defining value and setting expectations. The 
new Territory Benefit Policy challenges project developers to implement strategies and plans to enhance the local 
benefit outcomes of their project, and at the same time adding value to their business from having local capable 
suppliers and skilled people. 

Delivering value though efficient processes  
The Territory Government needs to ensure that its value maximisation approach is matched by efficient regulation, 
timely processes and agency capacity. This is the key mechanism by which the Territory can create value itself and 
facilitate value creation by others. 

 



 

 

Value has multiple dimensions 
Value from development to the Territory has multiple dimensions: across all parts of each industry sector; over 
project lifetimes and beyond; and financial, economic and social dimensions.  Value also needs to be generated, in 
parallel, for each of project owners, taxpayers, suppliers, workers, communities and the wider economy.  

• Financial value to government though direct and indirect revenue.  
• Economic value through expanded and diversified business activity and employment. 
• For gas, whole-of-sector value from each part of the gas production cycle and value from use of gas in the 

Territory. 
• Value from infrastructure constructed to service major projects but able to be used by others. 
• Regional development value through stimulation of local development, local business, local jobs and social 

infrastructure.  
• Social value though new and high skill employment opportunities, and education and training pathways. 
• Strategic value from positioning the NT as key to national energy security and as a major Asia region gas, 

mineral and primary product producer, processor and exporter. 
• Value over the short, medium and long term, sustained though economic cycles to dampen volatility and 

underpin steady growth. 

Implementing a value-sharing approach 

The following are some of the requirements to establish successful value sharing: 

• All parties agree principles and shared objectives  
• Parties build effective partnerships in which each plays their agreed role in value maximisation 
• Knowledge symmetry between parties is essential to effective negotiations and successful partnerships. 
• Government and other parties may consider co-investment with the project proponent, so as to achieve 

value maximisation, including in investment in infrastructure, health, education and capacity-building of 
local business. 

• There may be circumstances where taking of equity in projects by government or local land owners is a 
feasible pathway to value-sharing to deliver income streams beyond royalties, taxes and charges. 

Repositioning the Territory as a seller of investment opportunities 
The investment cycle and the state of the NT economy mean that the Northern Territory is currently positioned as 
a buyer of investment or is a ‘price taker’. That means that the Government has limited leverage over what 
investment comes to the Territory, the conditions under which new investment is developed, and how investment 
leads to broad-based economic development and positive social outcomes.  

Development of onshore gas provides the opportunity (and imperative) for the NT to reposition itself as a seller of 
investment opportunities, or in economic terms a ‘price maker’. The Beetaloo Sub-basin contains a world-class 
resource that should be able to be developed at costs that deliver gas (and hopefully liquids and other by-products) 
at globally competitive costs for a range of products and markets. 
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