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Chair’s Foreword

The inquiry into the development of Northern Australia has been greeted with a
huge amount of enthusiasm and anticipation, but also with much scepticism about
its possible outcomes. Since 1937, there have been numerous reports and
recommendations with the aim of developing Northern Australia which are
gathering dust on shelves. It is now up to us to prove the sceptics wrong and get
things moving.

The development of Northern Australia is one of the great challenges and
opportunities facing the nation. Northern Australia covers over forty per cent of
Australia’s land mass but contains only four per cent of Australia’s population. It
has abundant land, water and mineral resources. It has medical and educational
institutions with world class facilities. Northern Australia is on the doorstep of
Asia and a significant portion of it is part of the tropical world —which by 2050
will encompass over half the world’s population. There are great opportunities for
the people of Northern Australia within the tropical zone. But the development of
Northern Australia has in the past lacked a commitment by governments at all
levels to pursue investment and development in a consistent, sustainable and
coordinated way.

This inquiry has formed one part of a broader process aimed at promoting the
development of Northern Australia. The Australian Government has made a
commitment to produce within a twelve-month timeframe, a White Paper
outlining the Government’s vision for the future of Northern Australia. The
Committee’s findings and recommendations will inform the White Paper process,
assisting the Government to formulate its policy for the future development of
Northern Australia.

The Committee has made forty-two recommendations covering a wide range of
important issues. There are seven priority recommendations addressing issues
considered essential to the development of Northern Australia. The first is the
creation of a Department of Northern Australian Development based in Northern
Australia. This will give a high level political focus to Northern Australia,
ensuring that the recommendations of this report and the direction set out in the
White Paper are given priority in the development of Government policy. Several
priority recommendations target urgent infrastructure with the capacity to rapidly
facilitate economic development, including major roads and water infrastructure.
Recommendation 5 calls for the Government to investigate the creation of special
economic zones in Northern Australia. Recommendation 6 addresses the



availability and affordability of insurance in Northern Australia—currently a
major impediment to development. Recommendation 7 urges the continued
funding of the Great Artesian Basin Sustainability Initiative, which impacts on the
availability of water across a large area of Australia.

The remaining recommendations include particular development proposals and
measures to address opportunities for development and overcome impediments
to development.

Amongst the opportunities, the Committee has recommended that the impacts of
a changing climate, including mitigation and adaptation policies and strategies,
are included in all planning processes. The Committee has also made
recommendations to address the issue of socially significant communities, such as
Nhulunbuy and Mount Isa, which are at risk due to the finite nature of mining
opportunities.

The Committee has recommended establishing an abattoir in Northern
Queensland; promoting tourism, arts and culture in Northern Australia;
reopening the Christmas Island Casino; establishing a CRC for Northern
Agriculture; and developing a national institute for tropical sports and sports
medicine; relocating public service and defence assets to the North; developing
digital communications technologies and an area-specific telecommunications and
digital technology strategy; and increasing the presence of AQIS in Northern
Australia. The Committee has also recommended that projects requiring the large-
scale impoundment or extraction of water should not proceed before undergoing
thorough scientific analysis; and the exploration of new methods to harness the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce using successful models of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander enterprise. This is particularly significant
given the large and growing proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in Northern Australia. Allowing graduates to write-off HELP debts in
exchange for living and working in remote locations is seen as a potential way to
encourage people to move to the North. The Committee has also recommended
that the Government encourage ongoing bilateral exchange between communities
in Northern Australia and other communities in the region.

The Committee has recommended the design and implementation of long-term
strategies for the development of capital infrastructure in northern Australia, and
for the development of Northern agriculture. These strategies will underpin the
long-term growth and development that Northern Australia needs if it is to fulfil
its potential. The Committee has also recommended the creation of a network of
standover and transfer facilities for the transit of cattle; the creation of a rural
investment fund to provide opportunities for investors; the development of power
grids in North Queensland and the Pilbara; and the use of renewable energy
sources to provide power in remote communities.



xi

To address the impediments to development in the North, the Committee has
recommended a strategy to promote liveability using the “hub-and-spoke’ model
of service provision; the normalisation of local government arrangements in
mining communities; improved regulatory arrangements for aquaculture; better
regulation of fisheries to allow for sustainable growth of the industry; improved
taxation arrangements, especially around FIFO employment; simplified land
tenure arrangements; more cost-effective arrangements for the provision of
customs and quarantine services at regional airports; and the harmonisation of
regulation across jurisdictions. Currently we face a situation where even
something as simple as the movement of cattle across state borders on a truck is
fraught with regulatory inconsistency, to the detriment of the beef industry and
animal welfare.

The main purpose of the Committee’s recommendations is to promote investment
and liveability in Northern Australia. One of the major constraints that we face is
building our northern population. Australia must find ways to build its
population in the tropical North —not only to attract people, but also to retain
them. That is absolutely critical. There are great opportunities available in
Northern Australia, but we need more people living and working in the North to
be able to realise these opportunities.

During the course of the inquiry, the Committee undertook an extensive program
of travel for public hearings and inspections, and received a large number of
valuable submissions from a broad range of individuals and organisations. I thank
all those people who contributed to the inquiry, and for their efforts in
participating in up to three processes: the inquiry process, the Government’s
Green Paper process and finally the Government’s White Paper process. Without
the enthusiasm and hard work of many people in Northern Australia, this inquiry
would not have been as well informed and as valuable in regard to the quality of
information received.

I wish to acknowledge the contribution of my fellow Committee members. Each
and every one in their own way contributed positively to a very significant
achievement — a tri-party consenting report —reflecting the clear commitment of
the whole Committee to the development of Northern Australia. This report has a
sense of ownership across parties and will live beyond the life of the Parliament
because of that. I thank the Committee for its enthusiasm and endurance in the
face of the great demands placed upon it because of the inquiry’s tight timeframe
and the extensive travel required. I also wish to acknowledge the contribution of
those participating members of the Committee who have made a significant
contribution to its work —especially Senators Macdonald, O’Sullivan, Waters and
Ludwig.

Hon Warren Entsch MP
Chair
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Terms of reference

(2)

(4A)

The Committee consider policies for developing the parts of Australia
which lie north of the Tropic of Capricorn, spanning Western Australia,
Northern Territory and Queensland, and in doing so:

a)

b)

ca)

d)
e)

examine the potential for development of the region’s mineral,
energy, agricultural, tourism, defence and other industries;

provide recommendations to:

i)  enhance trade and other investment links with the Asia-Pacific;

ii)  establish a conducive regulatory, taxation and economic
environment;

iii) address impediments to growth; and

iv) set conditions for private investment and innovation;

identify the critical economic and social infrastructure needed to
support the long term growth of the region, and ways to support
planning and investment in that infrastructure.

present to the Parliament its recommendation for a white paper
which would detail government action needed to be taken to
implement the committee’s recommendations, setting out how the
recommendations were to be implemented, by which government
entity they were to be implemented, a timetable for implementation
and how and when any government funding would be sourced;

report to each House of the Parliament; and

have such other functions as agreed by resolutions of the House of
Representatives and the Senate;

as soon as practicable after 30 May 2014, the committee present an interim
report to Parliament on the activities of the committee, which should
include particular reference to the outcomes of public hearings held across
Northern Australia, and any specialist knowledge emanating from the
public submissions process;

the committee deliver its final report and recommendations to the
Parliament on or before 4 September 2014;

following presentation of the report, the committee:

(@)

Monitor issues relevant to development and implementation of the
government’s white paper.
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