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Executive Summary 
 
1.1 Purpose 
 This paper has been prepared to brief the Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission 

(TERC) on the proposal by The Essington School Darwin Limited (Essington) to undertake a $25 
million master plan redevelopment of its educational campus in Darwin. 

 
1.2 Key components 
 

• Essington is an independent day school for students from Kindergarten to Year 12 located in 
Nightcliff.  Essington has an outstanding academic record and offers an exceptional staff 
team for delivering programs at all levels.  However, it currently occupies facilities that do 
not reflect its values and aspirations as a leading school in the Northern Territory. 

 

• There is a pressing need to address significant underinvestment in campus infrastructure.  
Many teaching spaces are not fit for purpose.  Other spaces are not well suited to support 
innovative learning practices. 

 

• Essington has developed a master plan for the redevelopment of its campus to address the 
deficiencies.  The Master Plan addresses the need to correct the challenges in timetabling 
purpose-built specialist learning spaces and the need for more efficient and logical 
circulation and sheltered spaces within the playground, tailored to the extremes of weather 
conditions on campus. 

 

• The capital cost for redevelopment is $25M 
 

• The School lacks the financial capacity to undertake the redevelopment in the immediate 
term without access to external capital. 
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2. An overview of Essington 
 
2.1 A brief history 

The Essington School Darwin Limited (Essington) is a parent-controlled, secular, co-educational 
independent school with a reputation for innovation and high-quality learning outcomes at a 
national and international level.  Essington is genuinely independent and is not affiliated with 
any school system or church organisation.   

 
Essington was established in 1989 and offers high quality childcare, preschool, early childhood, 
primary and secondary programs to an enrolment of 966 students from Pre-School to Year 12.  
Classes from early childhood to Year 9 are conducted on the main campus located at Chapman 
Road in Nightcliff.   Essington’s senior secondary program (The Essington International Senior 
College) is situated on the Casuarina campus of Charles Darwin University. The Senior College 
opened in January 2011 and offers classes from Year 10 to Year 12.   Essington’s Year 12 
graduates routinely feature in the top-performers list for the Northern Territory and at a 
national level. 

 
Essington is guided by local expertise and global thinking and exists by design to deliver inspiring 
education to families, to build connection within the community and to prepare students with 
purpose for the world beyond.     Powered by the pioneering spirit of the Northern Territory, 
Essington’s mission is to create an inspiring environment that fuels creativity and imagination, 
motivates students to be the best that they can be and where everyone can belong. 

 
In 2019 Essington developed a new strategic plan aimed at addressing systemic operational 
weaknesses and securing a sustainable future.   Four elements are central to the plan:  

 

• Quality teaching and best practice learning, 
 

• Empowering staff voice as a respected view, 
 

• Valuing student voice through seeking feedback, and 
 

• Nurturing a positive collaborative culture.   
 
Underpinning the strategic plan components is a commitment to sustainable commercial 
operations and a built environment that is fit-for-purpose and reflects the quality of the 
education services provided to students.   

 
2.2 Governance 
 Essington is a public company limited by guarantee and is registered as a charity with the 

Australian Charities and Not for profit Commission (ACNC).    
 

The School is parent governed.  All families of students currently enrolled at Essington are 
required to nominate one parent to become a member of The Essington School Darwin Limited 
(the Company), which operates the School.  Members of the Company elect a board of directors 
to govern the Company.   
 

2.3 Executive Leadership 
 Essington’s key management personnel are the Principal (who is also the Company Chief 

Executive Officer) and the Business Manager (Chief Operating Officer).    
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3. Building and Development 
 
3.1 Priorities 

Essington faces competing strategic priorities that must be reconciled.  These can be 
summarised as: 

 

• A commitment to affordability necessitates that revenue from fee income will be 
constrained in an environment of no enrolment growth.   Pressure on EBIDA and cash 
surpluses limits the funds available for reinvestment. 

 

• The historical underinvestment in existing infrastructure leaves Essington burdened with a 
large remediation schedule.  Many teaching spaces are not fit for purpose.  Other spaces are 
not well suited to support innovative learning practices. 

 

• The Essington community has an expectation that the available facilities will reflect its 
reputation for quality (notwithstanding that the fee scale is relatively modest by 
independent school standards).   There is pressure to visibly commit to new infrastructure. 

 

• It is an accepted benchmark for facilities maintenance that annual expenditure should at 
least match the rate of depreciation.   Much of the built environment needs refurbishment.   

 
3.2 Master Plan objectives 

Essington has completed a master plan for the redevelopment of its main Nightcliff campus.  
The Master Plan also includes plans to either redevelop its Senior College campus at CDU (if 
suitable commercial terms can be negotiated with the University) or to consolidate all 
operations at its Nightcliff campus.   The Master Plan incorporates the following objectives: 

 
1. To develop the most economically viable model for operating Essington by consolidating 

Essington campuses and releasing resources, or finding efficiencies to justify their continued 
separation, 

 
2. To aid staff in developing a collegiate approach across campus with fewer perceived and 

literal barriers to shared resources and experiences, 
 
3. To create a positive and welcoming sense of arrival and logical wayfinding for all parents and 

visitors to campus, 
 
4. To improve the logic and efficiency of circulation across campus with shelter and safety and 

eliminate key bottlenecks such as those around key learning facilities, 
 
5. To create safe and shaded open spaces between buildings for student passive and active 

recreation, 
 
6. To construct specialist learning spaces for subjects such as science, visual arts, design 

technology and performing arts – all areas that Essington students excel, 
 
7. To provide spaces that facilitate student wellbeing initiatives, informal learning and 

collaboration in breakout zones, including provision of lockers, toilets and change facilities, 
and 
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8. To improve drop-off and pick-up, relocate and improve staff parking to the peripheries of 
campus and reduce traffic conflicts and safety issues for students. 

 
3.3 Capital Funding 
 
3.3.1 Proposed Master Plan funding.   
 Over the next five years Essington will not generate a sufficient surplus to allocate any 

significant funds to major capital works.   Any capital works programs beyond routine 
maintenance will need to be funded by external sources (either grants or a restructuring of 
existing finance arrangements).   
 
The Opinion of Probable Costs (OPC) developed as part of the Master Plan estimates the total 
program at $23.6M (plus project costs of $1.5M), which would need to be debt-funded. 
 

3.3.2 NAIF Funding 
 Essington seeks to obtain a $25M concessional loan from NAIF to fund the full campus 

redevelopment plan.   The loan will be taken by the controlling entity, The Essington School 
Limited.  

 
3.4 Project development status 
 The following components have been completed: 
 

• Initial condition report on campus infrastructure 
 

• High-level master planning on key requirements, including the identification of staged 
development requirements and priorities 

 

• Opinion on probable cost analysis completed, 
 

• Sketch designs and quantity surveyor cost analysis reports on the identified “Stage 1” 
component, which entails the redevelopment of the main middle-school building and the 
simultaneous development of new administration infrastructure to release additional 
classroom space, has been completed. 

 
The plan has been approved by Essington’s board of directors.   
 
No work has been undertaken to obtain development consent approvals due to the inability 
to fund the project. 
 

3.5 Timeline 
 Ideally, Essington would undertake an immediate construction and refurbishment program for 

several phases of the master plan (and optimally, the full plan) to address the significant 
underinvestment on the main campus and develop facilities that will support contemporary 
education practice.   

 
 In the absence of external funding, the first stage will not commence until 2028, when the 

existing debt has been repaid.  A staged approach over 15 years from 2028 will then be 
required to fund the complete redevelopment. 
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4. Project benefits to the Northern Territory 
 
4.1 Material enhancement to the economic infrastructure of the Northern Territory 
 Redevelopment of the Essington Campus would provide material enhancement to the 

economic infrastructure in the Northern Territory by: 
 

• Providing a best-in-class education facility that will support the needs of students in Darwin.  
The broader Territory and Commonwealth Government strategies to boost economic 
activity in the Northern Territory require the support of quality educational institutions to 
support the needs of families drawn to Darwin.     Essington’s own history shows the impact 
of significant projects (such as the Inpex Gas project) on demand. 

 

• Creating a pathway for international student enrolment.   Redevelopment of the Essington 
campus will create increased demand from international students in key markets that, in 
turn, will support the overseas student strategy of Charles Darwin University 

 

• Generating a boost to construction work during the redevelopment.   The campus 
redevelopment project will create new jobs in the construction industry during the 
development.   Essington would commit to ensure that all contracts were let to local 
companies and that the tender process included analysis of local training programs, 
including support of indigenous programs. 

 

• Ensuring a sustainable future for Essington.  Improving campus infrastructure will ensure 
that Essington can continue to provide best-in-breed independent school choice to families 
which will in turn sustain enrolment and ensure the ongoing employment of over 150 full-
time equivalent employees.   On current projections Essington will inject $180 million into 
the local economy over the next decade. 

 
4.2 A public benefit 
 Like all independent schools, Essington receives direct government funding from the 

Commonwealth and Territory governments calculated on a per-student basis.  This funding is 
acknowledgement by Government at both levels that schooling is an important public good, 
vital to a country’s economic prosperity and social well-being. All students are members of the 
community and all schools provide public benefit, beyond the benefit to individual students. 

 
 Supporting the capital redevelopment of Essington is self-evidently providing a public benefit. 
 
 Moreover, Essington supports a range of community organisations with access to its facilities.  

This will remain a component of its engagement strategy.   Improved facilities will provide a 
tangential benefit to the community beyond those students directly enrolled at the School. 

 
4.3 Indigenous engagement 

 
4.3.1 Educational programs 

The majority of Independent Schools across Australia have embraced Indigenous programs in 
the form of scholarships and worthy programs which promote greater understanding and 
connection with Indigenous Australia. The impact of these programs on a school community is 
evident and real. While it will take time to build funding resources to assist Indigenous students 
to access an Essington education, we can do much more in terms of a greater impact via the 
curriculum and accessing local indigenous communities. 
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The School leadership is very committed to encouraging the aspirations of young Indigenous 
people and aims to support them in making the most of the opportunities presented at the 
School and has a history of doing so in past roles.    
 
In 2021, Essington will formalise this commitment by providing for a dedicated budget to 
identify and select students of merit for the award of Indigenous scholarships to allow for 
attendance at Essington in the senior school and to support cultural and indigenous activities 
and to allow Indigenous students to pursue their passions.  
 

4.3.2 Capital program support 
 Essington will be keen to ensure that the campus redevelopment project generates 

opportunities for local indigenous trade training and employment.    
 
 


