


Inappropriate economic development for northern Australia  

ACF urges the Taskforce to ensure that the degrading land and water management practices of southern Australia resulting 
from large scale land clearing and over-extraction of water for industrial scale irrigated agriculture, are not repeated in 
northern Australia. Experience in southern Australia and in tropical areas such as the Ord River Irrigation Area and the lower 
Burdekin4 indicate that intense agricultural development is unlikely to occur without risking the environmental, economic and 
cultural assets that characterise Northern Australia.  
 
Agricultural impacts are not confined to terrestrial and aquatic systems but can threaten oceanic and coastal areas, critical 
environments for key northern Australian industries such as fishing and tourism, as well as threatening the cultural and 
environmental values of these areas. It is worth noting that the 2006 State of the Environment Report refers to “[a]griculture 
[as] the major human-induced source of excess nutrients, sediments and pesticides on the Great Barrier Reef”.5 
 
Due to the long dry season, high evaporation rates and highly permeable soils, real water availability is low for most 
northern catchments.6 Accessing groundwater is also problematic due to the complex relationship between surface and 
groundwater flows, lack of information and understanding around groundwater dependent ecosystems and the highly 
variable nature of aquifer recharge rates.  
 
Climate change with predicted increases in temperature, more variable rainfall, more extreme rainfall and storm events and 
increased evaporation poses further problems to ensuring sustainable extraction of water resources in northern Australia.  
 
Generally tropical soils are poor in quality and highly weathered, unsuitable for intense irrigated agriculture, with distances to 
national markets and crop vulnerability to international demand and prices providing further barriers to sustainable and 
viable tropical agricultural development. 
 
ACF urges the Taskforce to consider the significant scientific and financial evidence available on past failed agricultural 
activities and environmental conditions in northern Australia. Objective consideration of this information, in our view, can 
only lead to the finding that any major expansion of agricultural development in the north is unlikely to be economically 
viable, ecologically sustainable or culturally appropriate.  

A new way forward 

ACF strongly encourages the Taskforce to embrace the need for a new, visionary development pathway for northern 
Australia that guarantees protection of natural ecosystems; recognises Indigenous rights and responsibilities and builds on 
the comparative advantages of the natural and cultural assets of the region. Establishing a new sustainable development 
pathway for northern Australia through a culture and conservation economy is dependent upon strong direction and 
ownership by local people and communities and capacity building of key individuals and organisations. Focussed research 
and policy development that ensure a scientifically robust foundation; culturally appropriate approaches; and innovative 
policy ideas is also fundamental to achieving appropriate economies in northern Australia.  
 
A cultural and conservation economy is defined as one which: 
• recognises Aboriginal culture, rights and title; 
•  builds and supports strong, vibrant, sustainable communities; 
•  provides meaningful work, good livelihoods and sustainable enterprises; and 
•  conserves and restores the environment, and supports caring for country.  
 
There are a range of appropriate economic opportunities for northern Australia including the emerging carbon economy; 
land and sea management including fire management, weed and feral animal control; eco and cultural tourism; bush foods; 
arts and crafts; biosecurity and illegal fishing management service provision and other ecosystem service delivery. ACF is 
interested in how the Taskforce views the future of these types of economic activities in northern Australia. 

 

                                                
4 The 2006 State of the Environment Report notes that intensive agriculture is a significant pressure on Australia’s coasts, oceans, 
estuaries and nearshore environments with the highest nutrient loads expected in, among other places, the Far North of Australia and 
northern Queensland (p.2 www.environment.gov.au/soe/2006/publications/report/coasts ) 
5 P.3, www.environment.gov.au/soe/2006/publications/report/coasts  
6 Banks, R. 2007. Northern waters, Origins, Charles Darwin University, Darwin, p8 



Broadening the Taskforce Terms of Reference 
 
As outlined above the ACF’s program in northern Australia has a strong focus on investigating opportunities for, and 
pathways to, more appropriate economic development. While we retain our core mission to ensure the protection and 
management of regionally, nationally and globally significant natural environmental assets and values we have a particular 
view that these can best be conserved through constructing a development paradigm that relies on maintenance and 
protection of these important assets rather than their over-exploitation and degradation.  
 
ACF believes that the Taskforce focus is overly constrained by narrow Terms of Reference which focus only on agricultural 
potential and therefore cannot and will not be able to determine the best or most optimal, sustainable economic 
development outcomes for northern Australia. 
 
We strongly recommend a broadening of the role and scope of the Taskforce to look more holistically at the social, cultural 
and economic fabric of northern Australian regions and communities with a view to determining a new institutional 
framework capable of responding to, valuing and building upon the unique characteristic and assets of the north most likely 
to support a truly sustainable future into the long-term. 
 
Some consideration should be given to expanding the Taskforce Terms of Reference to address bigger picture issues and 
scenarios that have the potential to shape the economic future of northern Australia and, in particular, to severely curtail 
agriculture-based economic activity. 
 
1. The Taskforce should investigate and identify long-term national and international trends with the potential to impact on 

the economic viability of an expanded agricultural sector in northern Australia such as: 

- uncertainty around the potential impacts of dangerous climate change in the near and long-term; 

- the likely reduced supply and subsequent increasing cost of energy making large transport distances and fuel-
intensive industries increasingly unsustainable; 

- increased incidence or risk of disease and pathogens associated with global warming; 

- continuing deregulation of global markets eg trade agreements between Australia and other major world economies 
eg China, USA, India; 

- increasing cost of credit and associated risk factors. 
 
2. In addition, with the above constraints in mind, the Taskforce should undertake a cost-benefit analysis of investment in 

agriculture based industry as opposed to other economic opportunities/industries that are more sustainable and 
appropriate to northern Australian conditions and communities.  

 
Should the Taskforce choose to expand its scope beyond its current focus on agricultural expansion, ACF strongly 
commends two existing programs of the Australian Government that are already clearly demonstrating the enormous 
potential for economic prosperity and social improvement in local Indigenous communities through employment associated 
with environmental protection and management activities. These programs are the Indigenous Protected Areas (IPA) 
program and its recently announced co-initiative Working on Country. A recent independent review of Indigenous Protected 
Areas hailed the program as Australia's 'most successful innovation in Indigenous conservation'. This evaluation report is 
available at the following web link: http://www.environment.gov.au/indigenous/publications/ipa-evaluation.html  
 
ACF looks forward to future opportunities to engage with the Taskforce. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Jann Crase 
Northern Australia Program Manager



Attachment One 
 

Kimberley Appropriate Economies Roundtable Principles 
 
1. Development proposals recognise that the Kimberley region is a place of special cultural and environmental values with 

national and international significance. 
 
2. Development proposals acknowledge that culture guides economic activity for Indigenous people, and appropriate 

development must be based on healthy country and strong culture. 
 
3. Development proposals recognise and respect the rights of Traditional Owners to make decisions about their country. 
 
4. Development proposals consider issues of Aboriginal access to land and equity of land tenure. 
 
5. Conservation and cultural management are recognised as valuable and important contributions to the economy and 

society: 

• The local economies of hunting, fishing, looking after people, culture and country are valued and supported; 

• The rights of Traditional Owners are recognised when conservation areas are established; 

• Senior Indigenous people are supported in the transmission of knowledge and confidence to young people; & 

• Benefits from cultural information are returned to the holders of that information. 
 

6. The people of the region are able to participate in planning for the region, are supported by government in that process, 
and their views are respected and included when implementing planning outcomes. 

 
7. The Fitzroy River, ground-waters and conservation areas are protected by a legal framework. 
 
8. A new economic system is developed, based on a diversity of enterprises that support the needs and wishes of 

Kimberley people. 
 
9. Enterprise planning and management is built upon skills and knowledge transfer, and is tailored to the needs of the 

local area. 
 
10. Successful and emerging local enterprises are supported by the establishment of region-wide co-operative networks. 
 
11. Ongoing and sufficient funding is a critical component in the support and implementation of appropriate development. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 


