
Arid Lands Environment Centre, Inc. 
 

Office 
 
Mail 

90 Gap Rd, The Gap 
PO Box 2796 Alice Springs  
NT 0871 Australia 

Phone +61 (08) 8952 2497 
Fax +61 (08) 8953 2988 
E-mail director@alec.org.au  
ABN 50 100 640 918 

 

 

  

 

 
July 24, 2020 
 
 

Submission on the NT Green Paper on Operation Rebound 
 
 
Dear Commission members,  
 

RE: Bouncing forward: Building a better Territory through decarbonisation, 
nature protection and strengthening community resilience  
 
The Arid Lands Environment Centre welcomes the opportunity to make a submission on 
this important Green paper on Operation Rebound. The Arid Lands Environment Centre 
(ALEC) is Central Australia’s own environmental organisation. ALEC currently has around 
400 financial members and more than 3000 local and regional supporters. For more than 
40 years, ALEC has worked towards its vision of ‘healthy futures for arid lands and 
people’. This involves advocacy for the protection of nature, the responsible development 
of natural resources and work to build local climate resilience in Central Australia.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has changed all of our lives. It has brought home the 
vulnerabilities of the Northern Territory to external threats while demonstrating the 
possibilities that emerge when political leaders and the public service step up to the 
challenge and work with business and the wider community in taking urgent action to 
deliver short term stimulus and long-term outcomes. In addition to this submission, ALEC 
supports the submission made by The Pew Charitable Trusts and the Central Australian 
Regional Group of Organisations (CARGO).  
 
This submission is calling on the Territory Economic Recovery Commission to consider 
the climate risks for the Northern Territory and focus stimulus efforts towards 
decarbonisation of the economy; practical conservation and land management work and 
building community resilience to the impacts of climate change.  
 

Decarbonising our economy  
 
ALEC acknowledges the significant body of research and work that sits behind the 
development of the green paper. There is a vast array of opportunities and directions 
identified. However, Operation Rebound fails to consider the serious economic, social and 
ecological consequences of global heating. The Northern Territory is highly vulnerable to 
the impacts of climate change. The failure to acknowledge this existential crisis is a 
serious shortcoming of this document. In an investment environment that is highly tuned 
to increased uncertainty in a COVID-19 changed world, failing to acknowledge and 
consider the climate risk is potentially a huge oversight in setting the long-term direction 
of our economy.  
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Decarbonisation of the Northern Territory economy needs to be the goal. Choosing to 
focus on moving the economy in this direction will provide investment certainty and sets 
the policy environment for generating much more investment and community buy-in in the 
short, medium and long-term. The Northern Territory can give investor certainty through 
legislation. 
 
A Climate Change Act for the Northern Territory would: 
 

 Legislate a target of net zero emissions by 2050, in line with globally agreed goals 
of the Paris Agreement; 

 Commit the NT to net zero emissions by 2050 with requirement to adopt 5-yearly 
interim targets by the end of 2020; 

 Ensure adaptation measures are taken, focusing on the most vulnerable 
communities; 

 Drive low-carbon investment and innovation, and lower the cost of a just transition 
to a low-carbon economy; and 

 Provide certainty for business and civil society, with a positive influence on 
investor confidence in the Territory.1   

ALEC welcomes the recent announcements supporting a feasibility study for an ‘electric 
superhighway’ connecting Alice Springs to Darwin with a HVDC line and the increased 
focus on building renewable energy capacity of bush communities. However, a whole of 
government strategy to rapidly decarbonise the economy is required. The Beyond Zero 
Emissions ‘10GW Vision for the Northern Territory’ 2 estimates that up to $2 billion in 
revenue and 8000 jobs by 2030 are possible through determined focus on developing 
renewable energy in the NT and supporting the manufacturing and resources sector to 
transition away from fossil fuels.  
 
Job creation needs to be a focus on the decarbonisation effort. This will require building a 
workforce that will meet this global challenge. Training and reskilling Territorians to 
access the growing opportunities for employment and redeployment in zero carbon and 
carbon positive industries. The opportunities to develop land based carbon sequestration 
projects on public, private and Aboriginal land through, supporting Indigenous land and 
sea management and conservation action on pastoral stations will also create jobs and 
protect the environment.  
 
There are also opportunities to transform our waste sector through developing Territory 
wide approaches to support food and organic composting, regional recycling hubs and 
developing innovative approaches to reforming waste as a resource into a manufacturing 
industry. The Territory will also benefit from the fast tracking of charging infrastructure for 
electric vehicles and the electrification of our transport sector. The Climate Council 
recently reported that there are approximately 1000 jobs that could be developed 
immediately in the NT through its Clean Jobs Plan.3 
 
The converse of decarbonisation is the development of an onshore shale gas industry in 
the Territory. The gas fracking industry is tanking across the world where the pandemic 
and price war has smashed demand. The gas industry is facing an unprecedented 
downturn and bankruptcies are rife. Looking across the Pacific at the US example4, the 
gas industry continues to externalise the risks to local people and the environment, while 
privatising the benefits for executives at the expense of investors. Now is not the time for 
the NT to be accelerating an industry that has the potential to emit billions of tonnes of 
carbon pollution at a massive cost to the public purse. We need to turn towards a clean 
energy future and carbon positive industries that build our resilience and not diminish it.  

                                                 
1 https://www.edo.org.au/publication/climate-change-act-nt/ 
2  https://bze.org.au/research/regional/repowering-nt/ 
3  https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/clean-jobs-plan/ 
4  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/12/climate/oil-fracking-bankruptcy-methane-executive-pay.html 
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Recommendations: 

1. Legislate a Climate Change Act the for the Northern Territory 
2. Develop an economy wide decarbonisation strategy focusing on energy, 

waste, transport, land based carbon sequestration and building 
performance.  

3. Ensure public funds are not wasted on developing the cost intensive, jobs 
poor onshore shale gas industry 

  

Creating jobs for nature and people 
 
ALEC is a signatory to the stimulus proposal that was developed by more than 70 
conservation, farming and land management organisations and sent to both the Prime 
Minister and Chief Minister in April this year.  
 
The proposal calls for on-ground, practical conservation activities that could be 
undertaken across public and private land including: 
 

 a surge in weed control efforts, focused on containment and preventing cross-
tenure spread; 

 river and wetland restoration, including fencing, revegetation and erosion 
control; 

 national park infrastructure, track maintenance and park management (fire, 
weeds, feral animals); 

 bushfire recovery and resilience activities, including infrastructure repairs and 
habitat restoration; 

 invasive animal control, including buffalo, pigs, camels and cats which impact on 
farming and threatened species; 

 tree planting and habitat restoration in urban and remote areas;  

 funding for private land conservation, putting money in the hands of farmers 
and other land managers; 

 coastal habitat restoration and monitoring, in partnership with the fishing 
industry and local communities; 

 plastics and marine debris clean up, including research to inform future policy 
decisions; and 

 funding for Indigenous rangers to deliver jobs directly to vulnerable 
communities using a proven model. 5 

 
ALEC welcomes the reference to a ‘Gamba Army’ and ‘Waterhole Army’ to protect sites 
of ecological and cultural significance in the Green Paper. However, much more is 
required to ensure the full employment and ecological benefits of this proposal are 
realised. The Northern Territory can benefit from the direct investment in Indigenous land 
management, threatened species conservation, weeds and feral animal control and land 
restoration on public and private land.  
 
Recommendation   
 

4. That immediate investment in a wide range of practical conservation and 
land management activities is prioritised to create meaningful employment 
opportunities for Territorians recently unemployed or underemployed as a 
result of the pandemic.   

 

                                                 
5 https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2020/07/07/conservation-funding-can-
strengthen-the-australian-economy-in-the-face-of-covid-19 

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2020/07/07/conservation-funding-can-strengthen-the-australian-economy-in-the-face-of-covid-19
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2020/07/07/conservation-funding-can-strengthen-the-australian-economy-in-the-face-of-covid-19
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Building our resilience sustainably 
 
The Northern Territory Government recognises that climate change is a key threat to our 
economy and way of life in the Territory6. This is compounded by the vulnerability of bush 
communities and income inequality across the Territory. The impacts of heat on health is 
well documented and the need for government investment to support energy and water 
efficiency is critical. There are immediate opportunities for government investment that 
don’t require 3 year strategic planning processes to implement. Energy efficiency is one 
of the most cost effective means of reducing emissions, it also supports households to 
reduce their energy costs.  
 
Given the fiscal situation, it is critical that public funds are not wasted and opportunities 
for leveraging NT government investment is maximised. In the past the NTG has directly 
funded and directed funding through the utilities to support households and businesses to 
invest in energy and water efficiency measures. The impact of these programs are 
maximised with community education and audits to determine the most effective 
investment. Home Improvement Schemes need to be tied to efficiency outcomes to 
ensure funds invested will create lasting impacts for the environment and the economy. 
Opportunities to increase private investment in building upgrades could include property 
assessed clean energy finance or environmental upgrade agreements where tripartite 
agreements between a bank, property owner and local government to enable loan 
repayments to be paid as an addition to the rates on the property ie. the loan is tied to the 
property rather than the owner.   
 
The lens of climate justice is critical to ensure communities who have contributed the 
least to climate change and the first to experience its impacts are supported to reduce 
their vulnerability. Consultative planning processes are critical to ensure that agency and 
ownership of the opportunities for change reside with the community. Support for and 
collaboration with local government and the land councils will be essential in assessing 
the vulnerability of communities and developing plans to address it.  
 
Housing needs to be appropriate for the conditions and models developed to provide a 
living example. The proposed CARGO recommendations provide a pathway to creating a 
local model for safe and sustainable housing for Central Australia. Housing needs to be 
underpinned by clear principles that include: systematic and systemic reform to ensure 
community control of high-quality new housing and refurbishment that: meets people’s 
current and future housing needs; is climate safe; assures access to clean affordable and 
reliable energy; assures access to water that is safe and potable; and maximises local 
Indigenous employment and training in every stage of the housing lifecycle7.  Community 
ownership models in the delivery of energy is also critical to support local resilience.  
 
ALEC also supports reform to ensure all people have access to clean drinking water 
outside of areas defined under a Water Allocation Plan. Healthy people are essential to a 
resilient community and legislating to ensure the protection of drinking water through a 
Safe Drinking Water Act prior to the development of any proposed regional Strategic 
Water Plans is essential. This issue must be resolved as part of our economic recovery to 
ensure no one is left behind in this accelerated program for development.  
 
 
 

                                                 
6 https://denr.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/904775/northern-territory-climate-change-
response-towards-2050.pdf 
7 Protect Country Alliance Northern Territory Climate Justice Summit 

https://denr.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/904775/northern-territory-climate-change-response-towards-2050.pdf
https://denr.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/904775/northern-territory-climate-change-response-towards-2050.pdf
https://www.protectcountrynt.org.au/climate_justice_statement
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Recommendations: 
 

5. That the NTG recognises and defines heatwaves in the Emergency 
Management Act 

 
6. That the NTG develop energy and water efficiency grants, fund community 

education and explore innovative financial mechanisms to incentivise 
private investment in energy efficiency, energy generation and storage; and 
improve overall building performance. 
 

 
7. That vulnerability assessments and consultative masterplanning processes 

are initiated immediately to determine the pipeline of investment needed to 
mitigate the impacts of global heating on Territory towns and communities. 

 
8. That investment in appropriate housing and a Desert Living Community 

Model is established to develop a sustainable housing model for Central 
Australia. 
 

9. That the NTG invest in community energy projects that demonstrate key 
benefits for social and community housing tenants  

 
10. That the NTG legislates for the protection of public drinking water through a 

Safe Drinking Water Act prior to the development of any regional Strategic 
Water Plans 

  
Conclusion 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted our vulnerability to external threats but also 
demonstrated how quickly and how well government, business and the community can 
work together to address urgent and immediate threats. The consequential economic 
impacts require a long-term view and cannot be divorced from the opportunity to invest 
capital into the development of social and economic infrastructure that can rebuild the 
economy and help us to mitigate and adapt to the impacts of climate change.  
 
We have a choice, we can invest in the decarbonisation and adaptation measures we 
need to ensure a safe and sustainable future, or sink public funds into projects that will 
increase risk and harm to people and the environment stranding both assets and 
communities through the process. This is the stark choice we face - we can’t head in 
opposite directions at the same time.  
 
ALEC urges the Commission to balance the needs of today with that of tomorrow - 
climate change is the biggest threat that faces our economy in the long-run and we can 
act on that today. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to write this submission to you. 
 
 
Kind regards 
 
 
 
  
Jimmy Cocking 
Chief Executive Officer 
Arid Lands Environment Centre 


