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Introduction 

The Local Government Association of the Northern Territory (LGANT) welcomes the opportunity to 
provide a response to the Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission First Report July 2020, and 
to explain who we are, what we have done and outline how we are part of the answer to rebuild the 
Northern Territorys economy. Local government plays a vital role in the Northern Territory's social and 
economic development as well as providing key services, infrastructure and facilities. This document 
outlines the urgent economic development priorities that the local government sector believes will 
assist in the rebound phase of the COVID-19 pandemic response. 
 
Local Government in the Northern Territory has already implemented many initiatives to ease the pain 
of local businesses and for its constituents. Councils are also planning for the now, the mid-term and 
the future that includes playing their part in the immediate economic response, stimulus and 
recovery. 
 
We are already the biggest spenders in most communities and also employ around 3000 Territorians, 
who are critical to local economies and service provision in the Territory. Whilst we are the third level 
of government in Australia, councils  are run more like a business than perhaps the Federal and State 
government. 
 
With the closure of borders we see communities, and by extension councils, take a massive hit in 
terms of loss of income and by way of example, from the tourist economy as the "reverse-multiplier 
effect" kicks in and gathers momentum. 
 
LGANT is the voice of local government in the Northern Territory, representing all 17 municipal and 
regional councils, 63 local authorities, 67 remote communities with a physical council presence and 
614 homelands with over 100 Aboriginal languages and dialects. We provide leadership, support, 
representation and advocacy on behalf of our member councils for the benefit of their communities. 
 
Our sector provides in excess of 40 core and support services such as: Aged Care, Community Safety, 
Libraries, Waste Management, Community Development Programs, Centrelink and Postal Services, 
Youth, Sport and Recreation. We do much more than roads, rates and rubbish. 
 
Our councils have revamped hardship policies for individuals and businesses via suspending interest 
on outstanding rates and extending rate payment due dates. Councils have dipped into reserves, to 
keep staff on and budget for zero rates and fees increases in 2020-21. This is not sustainable as it does 
not account for the current and forecasted cost of doing business and supplying services. 
 
This could come to a screaming halt if Federal and Territory government assistance is not maintained. 
Local government and local economies are a significant part of the short, mid and long-term answer 
for economic recovery in the Northern Territory. 
 
We understand that whoever forms government will find it difficult to find new money for initiatives 
so the effort should be around influencing how the budget is allocated within a tight fiscal framework. 
Indeed, the following submission contains local priorities that will make Territory-wide impacts. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Sean G Holden 
Chief Executive Officer  
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Executive Summary 

Local Government councils exist to improve community wellbeing. Economic development is a key 
component and local government appreciates its role in creating and supporting an environment for 
businesses to start and for businesses to grow. 
 
We note that the Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission First Report July 2020 does not 
mention the involvement of the local government sector despite the significant contribution to the 
Northern Territory economy. Collectively councils employ around 3,000 Territorians, is the largest 
employer of Indigenous people in remote and regional areas, manage and control assets and 
infrastructure valued at over $2.2 billion, is responsible for over 14,000 kilometres of roads and 
receive and expend over $500 million in the Northern Territory annually. These statistics underscore 
the imperative to keep the financial sustainability of local government secure.  
 
A strong and healthy local government sector contributes to a strong economy, and ensures councils 
are able to afford the high quality services required and expected by local communities. 
 
This submission includes, but is not limited to, opportunities already outlined to the Northern Territory 
Government via the Budget Submission and the NT Election advocacy document We are Local. We 
Connect. We understand that the NT Government is and will be under significant budgetary restraints 
and we submit that some of what we outline will be cost-saving initiatives and that some asks will 
require advocacy to the Commonwealth Government for funding. 
 
LGANT has identified nine initiatives that supplement the TERC’s medium term economic growth 
strategy: 
 

• Local infrastructure projects brought forward. 

• Localised Economic Development Plans for all councils and shires. 

• Establishment of a NT Red Tape Reduction Taskforce. 

• Development of a Local Procurement and Tender Ready Capability Program. 

• Regional and remote Local Qualifications, Skills and Training Audit. 

• An emphasis on Creative Industries, Cultural, Accessible and Heritage Tourism. 

• Leveraging for business and communities the high level of connectivity in the NT. 

• NT Water Security Plan that includes desalination for the Top End. 

• Cooperative Research Centre in Waste Recycling and the Circular Economy 

 
Any Territory economic development plan must include the identification of major projects but the 
quickest and most sustainable way forward is to urgently stimulate local economies and this is where 
local government councils can play a major role. Economic recovery is going to include less red tape, 
coordinating the effort, cross-sectoral and cross-jurisdictional collaboration to be more effective and 
efficient, connectivity, creative thinking, innovation and a return to basics.  
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Please find below a summary of the local government sectors response to each point identified in 
Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission First Report July 2020: Economic Growth in the medium 
term. 
 
 

Key Growth Sectors 

• Significant growth across five main sectors; energy (renewables and gas), manufacturing (gas 
and non-gas), resources, agribsusiness and tourism with a focus on attracting private 
investment, building the value-add and access to markets. 
 

• By quickly developing robust Masterplans that articulate jobs and GDP growth across industry 
areas and are marketable to Australian and international investors, the Territory can be ready 
to compete for investment.  

 
Almost all of the abovementioned activities will occur in areas of direct local government council 
responsibility. For local and outside investment attraction to materialise confidence needs to be 
restored and confidence comes from a well developed, articulated and executed plan that 
demonstrates the conversion of variables into controls and minimising risk. Local government councils 
have the largest footprint , are the largest employer, and the largest buyer in most of the Territory and 
are ready to play their part. Tellingly, they have the local knowledge.  

 

Infrastructure and Utilities 

• The enabling economic and social infrastructure, such as roads and water projects, to support 
growth in the key sectors. 
 

• The supply of key industry inputs, such as stable and affordable power, and sustainable access 
to water for industry and community use. 

 
Affordable and available power and water is an integral part of an overall commercial and 
sustainable strategy for growth. 

 

Roads 

Local government councils are responsible for over 14,000 kilometres of road and infrastructure 
valued at over $2.2 billion and the role of the NT Government in this instance is to advocate for the 
rention of the Commonwealth Government's Roads to Recovery Program which allows councils and 
LGANT to maintain and construct the roads that enable economic growth. 
 

▪ $150,000 per year for three years to fund a Project Officer to facilitate the use of the Konect 
program by councils so that data on all government roads are kept on the one site.  

 
▪ Maintain the Strategic Local Government Infrastructure Fund (SIF) at $5M so that councils can 

continue to underpin infrastructure provision in their communities  
 

Power Supply 

Consistency of power supply has been an issue for our regional and remote communities and was 
highlighted during the internal lockdowns when it was reported that drops in connectivity meant 
those with the BasicsCard could not purchase food in local stores.  
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Water 

LGANT has already advocated for a Territory-wide water security plan including a feasibility study into 
desalination in the Top End. Despite the fact that the Top End's average annual rainfall is over 1.5m, 
inadequate water storage and supply outside of municipal centres are placing communities and 
industry at risk every year. The Northern Territory's rainfall in 2019 was 50% below average and the 
secondowest on record. 
 
This initiative is not exclusive of other options such as decreased water use and wastage, greater 
surface and sub-surface rain capture and the re-use of wastewater. All these options remain 
predicated and are tied to rainfall. Investment decisions cannot be made on hope. Why hope for rain 
when we can simply make our own water? 

 

Aboriginal involvement 

• Engaging the Aboriginal estate in positive, Aboriginal led development. 
 
Aboriginal Territorians own about 48% of the land and about 80% of the coastline, and hold 
native title over a significant proportion of the remainder. Territory economic growth must 
involve Aboriginal Territorians. 

 
LGANT believes that there is an enormous opportunity to expand local economies in regional and 
remote communities in particular. To generate economic development an emphasis on training and 
skills, connectivity and business capabaility development will be key.  
 

Regulatory and Administrative reform 

• The Territory must become the easiest place to live in Australia to do business. This can only 
happen through smart regulation and administration that supports small business and reduces 
their costs. 
 

An NT Red Tape Reduction Taskforce needs to be established that includes the three levels of 
government, Business NT and the Property Council. The taskforce would identify the regulatory and 
administrative barriers to economic growth and remedy them 
 

Capability 

• Increasing the capability of business, workforce and the public sector to meet the challenges 
and chase the opportunities – skilled, effective and innovative operations is what the Territory 
needs right now. 

 
LGANT would like to see greater resourcing for the NT Chamber of Commerce (Business NT) and the 
Regional Development Australia Northern Territory (RDANT) to perform specific tasks for small 
businesses and regional economic development respectively. The first step would be to bring all 
parties, including local government and land councils to the table and establish who does what 
currently and who will do what with whom and how in the future. 
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Local Economies 

The COVID-19 restrictions have shown how important businesses are to local 
communities and their overall wellbeing.  
 
Councils are in most regions the largest employer and largest "business" and need to know what they 
can do to help reinvigorate local economies and play a part in the recovery. The economic health of a 
community is a significant determinant of its levels of wellbeing. Economic recovery for the Northern 
Territory will be led by the stimulation and activation of local economies.  
 
Background: 
 

• Identify red tape that acts as a barrier to growth then simplify or remove it. 

• Councils buying locally is the quickest and easiest way to stimulate local economies. 

• Standardise and harmonise small business-friendly procurement philosophies, policies and 
practices across the NTG and local government need to be explored.  

• To better understand the capability of local suppliers, we need to know what skills and 
qualifications already exist and then identify the opportunities for upskilling and retraining. 

• The NT needs to attract more niche markets such as the creative industries, cultural, accessible 
and heritage tourism 

• Technology and connectivity help to solve the tyranny of distance and lack of scale. 

• The identification and promotion of investment opportunities, greater synergy between the 
RDA NT, Business NT, the Industry Capability Network (ICN) and NTG to match investors with 
investment product is key. 

• The investment attraction function within the NTG could work more closely with our councils 
with an emphasis on attracting more skilled migrants, business migrants and international 
students to assist regional investment attraction.   

• Greater emphasis on export ready programs, business start-up assistance and outlets for 
entrepreneurs to develop ideas in a safe, encouraging way. This could be via businesses 
incubators, and for example the Darwin Innovation Hub adopting a hub-and-spoke model 
linked to the regions. 

• Significant public infrastructure investment required to encourage private investment 
including roads, rail, ports, water, electricity and gas infrastructure, affordable land, skilled 
local labour-force and strong and stable local leadership. 

 
In Summary:   
 

• Local infrastructure projects brought forward. 

• Economic Development Plans for all 17 councils and shires. 

• Establishment of a NT Red Tape Reduction Taskforce. 

• Development of a Local Procurement and Tender Ready Capability Program. 

• Regional and remote Local Qualifications, Skills and Training Audit. 

• An emphasis on Creative Industries, Cultural, Accessible and Heritage Tourism. 
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Local Connectivity 

To make the most out of a connected Northern Territory, considerable planning and coordination is 
required and real commitment from all levels of government, the private sector, businesses and 
communities. The Territory Economic Development Reconstruction Commision First Report July 2020 
mentions "Digital Industry" but there needs to be greater exploration as to just what greater 
connectivity and bandwith can actually be used for to grow economic development. 
 
High bandwidth will assist councils to be more effective, efficient and adaptable, using technology and 
data to do good things better. Councils can use connectivity to improve planning and budgeting for 
community services. They can use real-time data to make quicker and better decisions, allocating 
resources where they need to be and when they are most needed. This is not, however, just about 
councils. 

   

Background: 
 

• The three main challenges for business growth in regional NT are the tyranny of distance, the lack 
of scale, and the right skills at the right time to do the right job by the right person. A connected NT 
would address distance and scale, grow markets, and allow locals to be global businesses.  

• We need to make the most out of the high level of connectivity that the NBN has already given us 
to drive local economies and take our regional and remote products and services to the world. 

• Reliable mobile phone and internet connectivity are important to individuals and communities for 
everyday liveability and emergency services, for business operability, viability and sustainability. 

• An opportunity to make the NT the most "connected" jurisdiction in Australia.  

• This type of connectedness will allow, for example, highly technical medical procedures to be 
performed by local practitioners directed by specialists anywhere in the world. It will also enable 
our youth to study overseas from home or at a communal space for learning.  

• This plays into how we retain those people we already have and how we attract the skills that we 
need, as there will be fewer reasons to leave and more reasons to come to the NT. 

• Smart Cities concepts regionalised to become Smart Communities principles using a hub and spoke 
model to drive and enable greater innovation and entrepreneurship as ideas can be exchanged 
globally with regional thinkers with access to mentors, programs and peers. 

• The CDU and our TAFEs can have a much greater online and virtual presence. 

• A key enabler that will attract investment, innovators and entrepreneurs is connectivity.  

• ALGA has identified that the Smart Communities Program could have a cumulative Gross Domestic 
Product benefit of $242.3M by the third year and create up to 700 new jobs. The Digital Local 
Government and Rural/ Regional Telecommunications Program could have a cumulative Gross 
Domestic Product benefit of $98.1 million by the third year and create up to 300 new jobs. 

• Explore recommendations from the 2018 Regional Telecommunications Review. 

  

In Summary: 
 

• Build on the Smart Cities and Suburbs Program approach by providing a Smart Communities 
Program of $100M per annum. 

• Establish a Digital Local Government and Rural/Regional Telecommunications Program of $100M 
over four years to improve technology, connectedness and innovation. 

• Develop an Indigenous digital inclusion strategy focused on access, affordability and access to 
learning for digital capability. 

• Audit of regional and remote communities to ensure continuous connectivity. 
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Local Water 

Even with the Top End's average annual rainfall of over 1.5m, inadequate water 
storage and supply outside of municipal centres is placing communities and 
industry at risk every year. The Northern Territory's rainfall in 2019 was 50% 
below average and the second-lowest on record. 

 
Despite initiatives to reduce water consumption in the NT, water use continues to climb. 
 
Every year the dry season sees our communities hoping for an early onset of the wet, as bores dry up 
across the Top End, a number of our community leaders have expressed grave concerns about the 
water quality and quantity for their communities.  
 
Around 90% of the NT's water supply comes from groundwater. Groundwater quality varies across 
sites, and not all groundwater is drinking quality. Overuse of groundwater is a great risk to springs, 
soaks and rivers, threatening environmental flows. A 2013 strategy by Power and Water (Darwin 
Region Water Supply Strategy) proposed a feasibility study into the use of desalination as a water 
supply option for the Darwin region.  
 
Improvements in desalination technologies are driving the costs down. Previous concerns around the 
high energy use of desalination plants can be allayed as the Northern Territory renewable energy 
market grows.  
 
We see this as a great investment for the future, creating a continuous stream of new water on tap 
and much needed jobs both now and for generations to come.  
 
Background: 
 

• Uncertainty around rainfall as a result of climate change means we can't continue to rely on 
annual wet season recharge. 

• The 2019 wet season in the Northern Territory (NT), which runs from October to April, was 
the driest in 27 years and the hottest on record. This saw Darwin River Dam, responsible for 
supplying about 85% of Darwin's waterand record its lowest ever rainfall: just 905 mm of rain 
was reported compared to an average of 1541 mm.   

• Increasing populations are causing greater pressure on groundwater sources. 

• Increasing demand for surface and groundwater is reducing water availability for the 
environment. 

• Investment into renewable energy such as the proposed 10GW Sun Cable project in the Barkly 
and the emergence of renewable hydrogen as a significant global market creates a serious 
opportunity to use this electricity to power a coastal renewable hydrogen manufacturing hub 
with desalination plants.  

• An opportunity to drive renewable energy in the NT . 

• Jobs opportunities both in the construction and the maintenance. 

• A centralised desalination plant should be considered in the Greater Darwin Region. 

• Decentralised small-scale desalination plants should be considered in remote centres to 
service those communities and surrounds . 

• Hobart and Darwin are the only capitals in Australia without desalination. 

• The desalination plant in Adelaide cost $1.83 Billion to construct, over $1 million per year to 
run and has the capacity to produce 100 Gigalitires of water per year. The Northern Territory 
as a whole consumes 163 Gigalititres per year. 

http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/current/season/nt/summary.shtml
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Local Waste, Recyling and Resource Management 

There is no over-arching plan for the Northern Territory to address the challenges 
and opportunities of waste, recycling and the circular economy.  

 
The Northern Territory has a growing waste issue over a vast geography, and we do not know what 
environmental damage is being done nor what could be recycled and sold as another product in a 
changing global market. 
 
Background: 
 

• COAG has directed the development of a strategy to reduce waste, decrease the amount of 
waste going to landfill, and maximise the capability of the waste management and recycling 
sector to collect, recycle, reuse, convert and recover waste. 

• Infrastructure Australia recently listed national waste and recycling management as one of five 
national high priority initiatives. 

• The issues with waste management and recycling are complicated by the lack of an 
appropriate policy framework and expertise to guide waste industry development across 
Northern Australia. 

• The Shoal Bay Waste Facility is the only active waste management site across four municipal 
and shire councils and services over half of the NT population. A second site needs to be 
identified for future needs and as an "overflow" for waste generated from an extreme 
weather event such as a cyclone. 

• The Federal Government is proposing a waste export ban on unprocessed recyclables putting 
more pressure on Australian industry and local government to implement solutions to the 
recycling crisis.  

• The establishment of a Cooperative Research Centre for Waste, Recycling and the Circular 
Economy is required to develop innovative projects designed to grow the Territory's waste 
management and recycling industries and address the many legacy waste issues facing local 
government. 

• Jobs will be created from “pit to port” via the Commonwealth Government funding of a CRC 
for Waste, Recycling and the Circular Economy in the Northern Territory. 
 

LGANT believes that such a body should develop an NT Solid Waste Strategy with staged targets and: 
 

• Include representation from the three levels of government, industry, universities and special 
interest/community groups 

• Work with NTG to identify a site in the Top End for emergency waste from cyclones or natural 
disasters 

• Develop broad regional waste policies that can be tailored by individual councils 

• Develop codes of practice for landfills and other waste disposal facilities 

• Assist with the development and implementation of waste education programs 

• Set industry reduction targets and develop opportunities for recycling and circular economies 
 

In Summary: 
 

• Establish a Cooperative Research Centre for Waste, Recycling and the Circular Economy. 

• Develop a NT Solid Waste Strategy with targets. 

• Identify a second Top End Regional Waste Management facility. 
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Local Populations  

As at September 2019, the NT's population was 245,562, a decrease of 0.6% from 
2018. This is well below the national increase of 1.5% and the NT's 20 -year 
average growth. 

 
Increasing local populations will boost consumer and business confidence increasing local spending, 
while attracting local and outside investment. We need to retain who we have and attract the specific 
skills we need to particular areas. As the NTG's 2018-2028 Population Growth Strategy says, "A 
sustainably growing population that supports a healthy economy and thriving communities is essential 
to the future of the Northern Territory." 
 
The Northern Territory has had five years of low population growth, including 21 consecutive quarters 
of negative net interstate migration. Research by the team at the Northern Institute of CDU suggests 
that changes to people's migration behaviours are based around life-stage transitions.  
 
Background: 
 
LGANT believes that the following measures will contribute to population retention and increase: 

• A Northern Territory Local Government Strategic Population Plan for each of the 17 councils 
and shires to responsibly grow our population and allow for the more efficient and effective 
allocation of public and private resources, to achieve economic, social, cultural and 
environmental outcomes, job creation and community sustainability. 

• $900,000 over three years for a Regional Youth Traineeship program. 

• Increase the Zone Tax Offset to CPI to support those living in regional Australia and incentivise 
people to move to regional Australia to reduce the population pressures in Australia's major 
cities. 

 
Councils need to know what their roles are in telling the Territory story, attracting investment and 
creating jobs, attracting and retaining migrants, enhancing liveability, understanding the drivers of 
population change and maximising the opportunities post COVID-19 to grow the population. 
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Local Government Council Sustainability 

LGANT calls on the Northern Territory government to maintain the NT 
Operational Subsidy and special purpose grants for the 2020-2021 financial year 
to assist to councils provide services that the NT Government would otherwise 
have to provide at a greater cost.  

 
Financial sustainability is the benchmark for councils throughout Australia.  The viability of local 
government councils across the Northern Territory is vulnerable to changes in Commonwealth and 
NTG policy.  
 
Regional councils in particular are dependent on highly prescriptive Commonwealth programs 
designed to support disadvantaged communities and individuals. Cost shifting to local government is 
becoming a significant issue for these Commonwealth programs. 
 
Background: 
 
With a diverse and highly dispersed population, and only a brief history of local government funding, 
communities and their local councils are decades behind other jurisdictions in the provision of basic 
infrastructure and community services. While local government councils appreciate the financial 
assistance from the Commonwealth and Territory governments, much of this is based on short-term 
contracts that do not allow for appropriate long-term asset management, planning or workforce 
development. 
 
Specifically, from the NTG, LGANT seeks the continuation, extension or expansion of: 

• NT Operational Subsidy 
• Special Purpose Grants and Local Authority Project Grants  
• Strategic Local Government Infrastructure Fund 
• Continued Funding for Elected Member Training 

 
The NT Operational Subsidy (NT Ops Sub) is one of the very few untied revenue sources available to 
regional and shire councils, given rate capping (Conditional Rating) for the pastoral and mining sectors, 
and LGANT is requesting a  5% NT Ops Sub increase from 2021-22 to contribute to the following: 

• The operating costs of local authorities 
• Infrastructure leasing costs for properties on Aboriginal land  
• The preparation for councils to assume full responsibility for cemeteries 
• Increased employee expenses 
• Increased costs meeting with the NT government's environmental reforms 
• Extraordinary increases in insurance costs 

 
LGANT is developing a Local Government 2030 strategy in partnership with the Department of Local 
Government, Housing and Community Development to guide the sector's future over the next decade. 
LGANT seeks to continue this initiative to assist financial sustainability, formalised arrangements and 
gain some consensus on future directions for local government for the next ten years. 
 
In Summary: 
 

• The retention and expansion of current NTG and Commonwealth funding streams. 

• Commonwealth Grants Commission's Financial Assistance Grants restored to 1% of GDP. 

• The removal of Conditional Rating 

• The ongoing development of the Local Government 2030 Strategy. 
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A Local Territory - Incorporating locations within local 
government areas 

The incorporation of unincorporated areas could save the NTG money, 
particularly in terms of local infrastructure outlay and local service provision.  

 

LGANT calls on the NTG for the provision of $2M for the 2020-2021 financial year 
for constituting and resourcing councils to complete local government 
incorporation for the Northern Territory. 

 
Background: 
 
Unincorporated areas currently include areas in East Arm, North and East of Litchfield Council, 
Southeast of Adelaide River (town), West of Coomalie and Litchfield Councils, Darwin Waterfront and 
the towns of Alyangula, Nhulunbuy and Yulara. If these areas are not brought into local government 
areas landowners, within these areas, will continue to receive benefits at the cost to the taxpayer and 
other council ratepayers.  Such incorporation will mean most of the Northern Territory falls within 
local government areas, a situation not unlike most states in Australia.   
 
Full incorporation has been a LGANT policy since 2004 and is equitable in that all landowners or 
lessees of land in the Northern Territory will then contribute to service and facility provision as well as 
infrastructure maintenance, upgrading and replacement through the system of taxation that is local 
government rates.  
 
Given the progress to date over the joining of the Coomalie and Belyuen councils into one entity, 
sufficient funds need to be allocated by the Northern Territory government to ensure that this 
transition, and others, are adequately resourced particularly in terms of systems, processes and 
personnel. 
 

 

 

Conclusion 

LGANT on behalf of the local government sector looks forward to continuing the 
discussion with the Commission and working together with the NTG and other 
key industries and sectors to move the Territory economy forward.  As the 
“Local” level of government we are here to help.  
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