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Establishing a Gamba Army that works  

This submission highlights how a Gamba Army could contribute to the Northern Territory’s 

recovery from Covid-19. A strong, well targeted effort to tackle this long term problem facing 

the Northern Territory could provide Territorians with jobs at a time when they are needed 

the most.  

 

The NT Government’s Operation Rebound Green Paper includes a ‘Gamba Army’ as a 

possible priority initiative: 

 

Operation Rebound Green Paper:  

(xxvi) Mobilising a displaced workforce to protect key Territory assets 

The Territory has communities and important natural assets at risk from threatening 

processes such as weed incursions, fire and feral animals. As a short term employment 

strategy, displaced and underemployed workers could be mobilised to protect these assets 

and enhance their environmental, social and economic value. This could include a “Gamba 

Army” in the Greater Darwin Region to control gamba grass in land parcels of high value and 

as a “Waterhole Army” in the Central Region to protect and restore waterholes. 

 

This approach would reduce high future weed and fire response costs for Government and 

landowners as well as protecting high value assets including our parks and its infrastructure, 

enhancing their future value for recreation and tourism. 

 



Gamba Grass Roots is an alliance between the Pew Charitable Trusts and the Environment 

Centre NT. This alliance has been working to build public support for increased gamba 

control efforts, to increase resources dedicated to dealing with the problem across the Top 

End and work with stakeholders, government and community on solutions.  

 

Below we provide an outline of the strong case for a well resourced, well targeted, scalable 

Gamba Army and what it could achieve over the coming years:  

 

 

The benefits: 

● Keeping more Territorians in work: A well resourced Gamba Army would mean 

more Territorians employed to do this work. This would mean flow on benefits for 

Territorians in work, spending in businesses and supporting local suppliers. Many of 

the areas hardest hit by job losses due to the economic impact of Covid-19 are 

regions that are heavily tourism-dependent. In the Top End, this includes regions 

such as Coomalie, West Arnhem and other unincorporated councils. These Local 

Government Areas also face the ongoing threat that gamba poses to jobs in the 

tourism industry due to increased fires destroying habitat and destruction of iconic 

landscapes that brings tourists to the Territory. A Gamba Army could provide jobs for 

workers who have been hit hard by the Covid-19 downturn and get iconic Parks like 

Litchfield National Park in good shape for when tourism numbers rebound.   

● Greater reduction in fire risk: A larger Gamba Army deployed at scale with clear 

plans can reduce the fire risk that Territorians face every dry season. Gamba 

infestations fuel hotter, more intense, more dangerous fires putting lives at risk, 

threatening businesses such as mango farms and resulting in skyrocketing fire 

management costs for Territory taxpayers.  

● A strong surge can protect iconic Territory places: A Gamba Army can get to 

work protecting iconic landscapes in the Top End. These efforts could bolster current 

capacity working to protect tourism assets, favourite local spots and their 

environmental values. This includes (but is not limited to) Litchfield National Park, 

Harrison’s Dam, Fogg Dam, Charles Darwin National Park, Windows on the 

Wetlands, Casuarina Coastal Reserve and Nitmiluk National Park.  

● It can help Territorians struggling to get on top of their gamba: A Gamba Army 

can help Territorians who have been struggling to get on top of their gamba (such as 

elderly people or people with limited capacity to do physical activities), and reachout 

to landholders in priority zones (key vectors, nearby important assets).  



● It can set the Territory up for success in its fight against gamba: At scale, a 

Gamba Army can power the Territory’s response for the next decade. For example, 

using a Gamba Army to ‘frontload’ efforts on crown land could make a major 

difference to dealing with gamba on the ground and have a significant increase in 

public confidence in the Territory’s plan to deal with gamba.  

 

Note: The higher the level of ambition, the more likely that the above potential benefits and 

gains for the Territory can be achieved. Fewer workers and a smaller investment in a Gamba 

Army would reduce the gains that could be made.  

 

 

The basics:  

Activities: Training (chemical handling); survey and planning; community engagement (door 

to door); weed control, monitoring.  

 

Roll out: Target areas: control zone (DENR, Councils) and partners (ie natural resource 

management organisations), eradication zone (NRM bodies, rangers). Localised activity: 

local land management organisations could be a delivery partner for a Katherine team.  

 

Seasonal focus: A Gamba Army could be built as a seasonal jobs package. The most 

effective gamba control period is through November - April. This matches broadly with the 

‘low season’ for tourism and other sectors in the Top End. The Interim Report from the 

Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission made specific reference to the need to get 

the sector through to ‘tourism season 2021’. A Gamba Army could support jobs through this 

period. This timing also coincides with the reduction in JobKeeper and JobSeeker support 

measures later this year. This could provide jobs for Territorians when there is less work 

over the coming years and deliver value for money for taxpayers targeting this work when it 

can make the most difference.  

 

Community support level: A well designed, scaleable Gamba Army would receive strong 

backing from the community. We could expect a very positive public response to news that a 

well resourced Gamba Army is up and running. This can help ensure a Gamba Army 

receives strong backing for its work, helping break through the attitude that gamba has been 

put in the ‘too hard basket’ and community indifference. At scale, this is an ‘Army’ - operating 

at scale that can make a difference that Territorians will notice, recognise and celebrate.  

 

 



Cost assumptions:  

Gamba Army team members - Approximate costs: $60k pro rata salary, 25% on-costs and 3:1 

operational costs: $100,000 pa. FTE/p.a 

Gamba Army Coordinators/Leaders  - Approximate costs - $80K salary, 25% on-costs and 3:1 

operational costs - $130,000 pa 

 

Year 1: 50 FTE workers over 6 months; leaders 5 FTE over 12 months - approx. $3.15 million       

Year 2: 25 FTE workers over 6 months - leaders 5 FTE over 12 months - approx $1.9 mill 

Year 3: 25 FTE workers over 6 months - leaders 5 FTE over 12 months - approx $1.9 mill 

Year 4: 12 FTE workers over 6 months - leaders 3 FTE over 12 months - approx $0.9 mill 

 

 

Creating Territory jobs: We understand the strong economic focus of the NT Rebound 

strategy, in particular on creating jobs for Territorians. We have also included a copy of our 

report Counting The Cost: Economic Impacts of Gamba Grass in the Northern Territory. This 

report provides a detailed analysis of research into cost implications of ongoing gamba 

infestations and cost effective steps that can be taken to deal with this crisis.  

 

We have been pleased to see strong support from across the Northern Territory political 

spectrum for increased investment and programs designed to deal with gamba grass.  

 

We welcome the Northern Territory Government’s recent commitment of $500,000 to take 

the first steps towards establishing a Gamba Army. The announcement points to supporting 

45 jobs, which is a good start. However, a limited duration of work over just a few months 

would represent a missed opportunity to support jobs right through the wet season. 

Increasing the span of this work to cover the entire wet season could provide more stable 

seasonal employment and assist in the Northern Territory taking significant steps forward in 

dealing with this problem over this and the coming wet seasons.  

 

We look forward to seeing the path that will be laid out as part of the Northern Territory’s 

economic stimulus measures. We encourage you to support an ambitious Gamba Army as 

part of this broader response. A Gamba Army is a jobs focused proposal that can play an 

important part in keeping Territorians in work in geographic regions where and when it is 

needed the most. A Gamba Army can provide ‘shovel ready’ jobs tackling a long term 

challenge that can reduce fire risk facing communities and take long-term strain off the 

Territory budget due to increasing fire response costs.  

 



We would be happy to discuss this in more detail with the Territory Economic Reconstruction 

Commission and Team Territory. A Gamba Army can create jobs, help address the long 

term challenge of the spread of gamba grass and support the Northern Territory’s strategic 

advantages in industries such as tourism, agriculture and carbon farming.  

 

Regards, 

 

 

Mitch Hart 

NT Manager - Outback to Oceans 

The Pew Charitable Trusts 

 

 

Shar Molloy 

Director - Environment Centre NT 

 

 


