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Industry outlook
The Territory’s economic output is concentrated in the mining and manufacturing, and government and 
community services sectors, which account for over half of the Territory’s economic output. The main 
contributors to employment are the government and community services, service industries, retail and 
wholesale	trade,	and	construction	industries.	This	publication	provides	a	descriptive	overview	of	the	
Territory’s	key	industries	and	discusses	opportunities	and	risks	to	growth	in	these	industries.

Table 1: Gross state product and employment, Northern Territory 2019-201 (chain volume measure)

GSP  Employment

 
Value  
$M

Change  
%

10-year 
CAGR %

Share of 
GSP % Number

Change  
%

10-year 
CAGR %

Share  
%

Government and community services 6 186 2.0 2.5 23.8 55 625 7.6 3.0 42.3

Public	administration	and	safety 3 059 3.0 1.5 11.8 21 983 4.2 2.4 16.7

Health care and social assistance 1	949 3.5 6.1 7.5 20 853 8.1 4.8 15.8

Education	and	training 1 178 - 2.9 0.5 4.6 12 790 13.2 1.5 9.7

Service industries 5 056 - 5.8 3.2 19.7 42 578 - 10.5 0.8 32.3

Accommodation	and	food	services  579 - 8.1 0.9 2.2 7	574 - 21.0 1.5 5.8

Transport, postal and warehousing 753 - 11.0 4.1 3.0 5 930 - 0.2 -	0.6 4.5

Information	and	media	telecommunications 	114 - 0.9 2.3 0.4 1 317 - 30.1 - 2.7 1.0

Financial and insurance services 	633 1.0 0.3 2.4 1	504 5.8 - 1.2 1.1

Rental, hiring and real estate services  373 - 2.1 3.2 1.4 2	049 -	6.4 - 1.0 1.6

Professional,	scientific	and	technical	services 967 - 10.3 7.7 3.9 7	402 9.1 1.6 5.6

Administrative	and	support	services 	441 - 3.1 2.5 1.8 4	579 - 27.0 1.9 3.5

Electricity, gas, water and waste services 	472 0.9 2.6 1.8 1 791 -	34.3 -	0.6 1.4

Arts	and	recreational	services 	294 - 7.8 5.8 1.2 3 309 - 20.1 1.8 2.5

Other services 	430 -	3.6 2.1 1.6 7 123 7.8 1.7 5.4

Mining and manufacturing 8 503 31.9 5.3 31.6 6 026 - 12.6 - 3.9 4.6

Mining  7 521 39.7 6.7 27.5 2 213 -	32.4 -	4.9 1.7

Manufacturing  982 - 7.5 - 1.3 4.1 3 813 5.4 -	3.4 2.9

Construction 1 466 - 15.7 - 0.9 5.9 10 810 - 2.9 - 0.9 8.2

Defence2 2 244 7.0 1.5 8.8 5 433 0.9 - 2.8 n.a.

Retail and wholesale trade 1 112 - 9.1 1.5 4.5 14 197 9.0 - 0.2 10.8

Retail trade 	690 - 0.9 1.5 2.7 11	640 8.5 - 0.3 8.8

Wholesale trade 	422 - 19.9 1.4 1.7 2 558 11.1 0.2 1.9

Tourism3 852 - 26.8 - 2.2 3.3 7 300 - 12.1 - 1.7 5.5

Agriculture, forestry and fishing  649 - 5.9 - 3.4 2.5  2 414 34.8 - 2.4 1.8

GSP: gross state product; CAGR: Compound Annual Growth Rate
1	 Excludes	non-industry	components	of	GSP	(ownership	of	dwellings,	taxes	less	subsidies	and	statistical	discrepancy).	Numbers	may	not	add	due	
to	rounding.	Tourism	and	defence	estimates	are	indicative.	These	sectors	are	not	discrete	industries	in	ABS	reporting,	and	activity	for	these	
sectors	is	captured	across	multiple	industries	in	ABS	state	accounts	data.	Therefore,	figures	in	the	table	do	not	sum	to	ABS-reported	GSP	and	
employment	data	due	to	double	counting	related	to	the	separate	reporting	of	the	tourism	and	defence	sectors	in	this	table.

2	 ABS	labour	market	statistics	exclude	defence	personnel.
3	 State	Tourism	Satellite	numbers	produced	by	Tourism	Research	Australia	are	in	current	prices	only.	The	contribution	to	GSP	has	been	deflated	to	

chain volume prices.
Source:	ABS	State Accounts	Cat.	No.	5220.0,	ABS	Labour Force	Cat.	No.	6291.0.55.003,	ABS	unpublished	defence	data,	Department	of	Defence	
Annual Reports, Tourism Research Australia State Tourism Satellite Accounts, Department of Treasury and Finance
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After	a	strong	rebound	in	the	domestic	economy	in	2020-21,	economic	growth	is	forecast	to	average	
2.4%	per	annum	in	the	five	years	to	2024-25,	compared	with	average	growth	of	1.9%	in	the	five	years	
to	2019-20.	The	recovery	is	expected	to	be	broad-based	across	consumption	and	investment,	and	
across the private and public sectors. There are also several large scale resource and technology projects 
proposed that are not included in the forecasts and, if they proceed during the outlook period, will 
contribute to growth.

Gross	state	product	(GSP)	is	estimated	to	increase	by	4.7%	in	2020-21,	and	SFD	by	4.2%.	This	reflects	
a	significant	turnaround	in	the	domestic	economy,	notably	for	private	investment,	which	is	estimated	in	
increase	by	9.6%	(the	first	growth	in	three	years),	household	consumption,	estimated	to	increase	by	4.2%	
(its	first	growth	in	two	years),	and	housing	investment,	estimated	to	increase	by	17.6%	(its	first	growth	in	
six years).

Growth	was	supported	by	the	continuation	of	many	Territory	and	Commonwealth	government		
COVID-19	assistance	measures,	limited	trading	restrictions	and	low	interest	rates.	There	was	also	a	
noticeable	shift	in	business	confidence.	Across	the	Territory,	a	net	balance	of	67%	of	businesses	were	
confident	at	the	end	of	2020,	compared	with	33%	in	the	March	quarter	2020.	COVID-19’s	economic	
impacts have been varied across regions and industries, with businesses in Central Australia more 
worried	than	those	in	other	parts	of	the	Territory,	and	tourism	and	hospitality	businesses	more	negatively	
impacted	due	to	the	lack	of	international	tourists.

Mining	and	manufacturing	activity	will	be	heavily	influenced	by	liquefied	natural	gas	(LNG)	production,		
with	the	expectation	the	Darwin	LNG	plant	temporarily	ceases	production	in	2023-24	as	feedstock	gas	
from	the	Bayu-Undan	field	is	depleted.	There	is	expected	to	be	an	18-month	gap	in	LNG	production	
before	gas	from	the	Barossa	field	becomes	available.	This	gap	will	have	a	significant	impact	on	the	
sector’s output and exports.

Growth in the government and community services sector is expected to be modest over the outlook 
period.	Defence-related	activity	is	expected	to	be	significant	over	the	outlook	period,	with	much	of	the	
benefit	being	felt	in	the	construction	industry	as	facilities	and	capability	are	upgraded.

The	outlook	for	construction	is	positive,	with	investment	for	a	number	of	significant	public	and	private	
sector	projects	to	underpin	building	and	engineering	construction	over	the	outlook	period,	and	
supported	by	improved	housing	construction	as	population	growth	picks	up.	The	pick-up	in	project	work	
and	population	growth	will	also	support	the	service,	retail	and	wholesale	trade	industries.

Agriculture is expected to grow over the outlook period, with the expansion of agricultural land, trialling 
of	new	crops	and	significant	investments	in	aquaculture	projects.

The	outlook	for	tourism	is	weak	in	the	short	term,	as	international	border	closures	and	uncertainty	
regarding	interstate	travel	impact	visitation.	The	vaccination	rollout	will	support	visitation,	however	there	
are	many	other	uncertainties	regarding	the	recovery	in	this	industry	which,	in	the	short	term,	will	be	
supported	by	Territory	and	Commonwealth	government	initiatives	to	support	activity	while	the	industry	
awaits	a	return	to	normal	conditions.

In	November	2020,	the	Territory	Economic	Reconstruction	Commission	(TERC)	completed	its	final	report,	
outlining	recommendations	to	provide	a	roadmap	to	accelerate	the	economic	rebound	post-COVID-19.	
In	response,	the	Territory	Government	approved	22	plans	to	implement	the	recommendations	and	
established two key roles in April 2021, the Major Projects Commissioner and Investment Commissioner, 
to strengthen and lead government’s strategy for increasing private investment.
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Government and community services
Outlook
As the impact of COVID-19 subsides, medium-term growth in  
the sector is expected to be constrained as the Territory Government  
continues to implement budget repair measures.

Recent activity
Government and community services is a significant contributor to  

economic activity in the Territory, accounting for 23.8% of gross state  
product and 42.3% of total resident employment in 2019-20.

The government and community services sector consists of public administration and safety; education 
and training; and health care and social assistance, which provide education, health, aged care and other 
community services including defence. These services are mainly provided or funded by the public sector 
(Commonwealth, Territory and local government), but can also be provided by non-government and 
private entities.

In 2019-20, the government and community services sector contributed $6.2 billion or 23.8% of the 
Territory’s GSP, significantly larger than the national contribution of 17.4%. Government and community 
services employed about 55,600 Territorians in 2019-20, accounting for 42.3% of employment. Of 
these, about 22,000 (39.5%) were employed in public administration and safety, 20,800 (37.5%) in 
health care and social assistance, and 12,800 (23%) in education and training.

For the latest data on government and community services, refer to the Territory Economy website.

Outlook
Since 2018, the Territory Government has implemented various counter-cyclical fiscal and policy 
measures to support economic activity to offset deteriorating conditions associated with completion 
of construction for the Ichthys LNG project. Measures have included major infrastructure programs, 
job retention and creation initiatives, and a population growth strategy. The onset of COVID-19 in 
2020 also saw a rapid fiscal response from the Territory and Commonwealth governments to support 
businesses and households.

The Territory economy is now showing signs of recovery, underpinned by investments by the Territory 
and Commonwealth governments on infrastructure and defence projects, and supported by population 
growth and improved business sentiment and optimism that is translating to private investment.

In the 2021-22 Budget, the Territory Government will continue to deliver its $41.3 million commitment 
for headworks and subdivision works to accelerate land release across the Territory. The Territory 
Government is also continuing to deliver the $1.1 billion remote housing investment package, with a 
further $550 million commitment from the Commonwealth. Other projects include the Mandorah marine 
facilities, upgrades and expansion of mental health facilities at Royal Darwin Hospital, replacement of 
Frances Bay Mooring Basin lock and upgrades to sterilisation facilities across Territory hospitals. 

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/
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The Territory and Commonwealth governments have committed to substantial new and continuing 
investments in road infrastructure across the Territory. This includes $275.9 million for Roads of Strategic 
Importance initiatives to connect regional communities and businesses to local and international 
markets. The initiative includes gas industry road upgrades, which is a combined commitment of 
$217 million to improve road infrastructure in the Beetaloo region and support industry. Other 
infrastructure investments include the Road Safety Program, a $267 million project, and $297.2 million 
for upgrades to the Carpentaria Highway, Central Arnhem Road, Buntine Highway and roads within 
Kakadu National Park.

The Territory Government is committed to improving the quantity and quality of economic and 
community infrastructure, including:

• the Darwin City Deal, a $200 million contribution ($100 million each from the Commonwealth and 
Territory governments) to the construction of the Darwin Education and Community Precinct, Civic 
and State Square Redevelopment, State Square Art Gallery, new shade structures and landscaping to 
lower temperatures in the central business district (CBD) and redevelopment of the Darwin harbour 
and waterfront

• the Alice Springs CBD revitalisation, with $20 million for upgrades to meeting places and shading

• the Barkly Regional Deal, a 10-year commitment of $78.4 million ($45.4 million from the 
Commonwealth, $30 million from the Territory Government and $3 million from the Barkly Regional 
Council) for projects including a new weather radar, Tennant Creek visitor park, and sporting and 
leisure facilities for youth

• progressing the $400 million Darwin ship lift and marine industry project

• continuing to invest in the future of Kakadu National Park and Jabiru by providing $135.5 million.

The 2020 Defence Strategic Update and 2020 Force Structure Plan reinforces the importance of a 
strong defence presence in the Territory, with over $8 billion to be invested in the Territory over the next 
decade. Major projects include upgrades to facilities and capabilities at Her Majesty’s Australian Ship 
(HMAS) Coonawarra and Robertson Barracks, fuel storage infrastructure at Royal Australian Air Force 
(RAAF) Base Darwin, magazine storage facilities at RAAF Base Tindal and upgrades at training areas and 
weapon ranges.
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Service industries
Outlook
The output from many service industries is expected to improve in line with 
population growth, while tourism‑related services will remain impacted by 
international border closures.

Recent activity
The value of service industries decreased by 5.8% in 2019‑20, with declines 

in output from the professional, scientific and technical services; transport, 
postal and warehousing; and accommodation and food services industries. 

Employment in the service industries sector decreased by 10.5% in 2019‑20.

The service industries sector covers a broad range of discrete industries and in 2019‑20, accounted for 
$5.1 billion of the Territory’s GSP (or 19.7%) and employed around 42,600 people (or 32.3%). The high 
share of employment relative to GSP reflects the labour‑intensity of service industries. 

The service industries are: professional, scientific and technical services; transport, postal and 
warehousing; financial and insurance services; accommodation and food services; administrative and 
support services; electricity, gas, water and waste services; rental, hiring and real estate services; arts and 
recreation services; information and media telecommunications; and other services. 

For the latest data on Territory service industries, refer to the Territory Economy website.

Outlook
The outlook for the service industries sector is mixed by industry. Output from the electricity, gas, water 
and waste services; financial and insurance services; rental, hiring and real estate services; information, 
media and telecommunications; administrative and support services; and other services is expected to 
improve in line with population growth. Also professional, scientific and technical services will benefit 
from demand for front‑end engineering and project management skills to progress new investment for 
public and private sector projects.

The outlook for the accommodation and food services; transport, postal and warehousing; and arts and 
recreation services industries is mixed, and expected to be variable by location and exposure to the 
closure (and reopening) of international borders. By region, the Top End is likely to be less impacted than 
Central Australia as international visitors make up a smaller proportion of tourists. Food service outlets 
have benefited from essentially no trading restrictions in the Territory, however accommodation and 
touring‑related businesses have suffered from the lack of demand.

The outlook for tourism services in 2021‑22 should be supported by the expected return of interstate 
travellers (who are unable to travel internationally), and initiatives such as the:

• Commonwealth’s $1.2 billion Tourism Aviation Network Support program, including 800,000 half‑price
airfares to targeted tourism destinations, including the Top End and Central Australia

• plan to transition Jabiru from a mining town to a tourism hub and upgrades to Kakadu National Park,
comprising a Territory Government commitment of $135.5 million from 2019‑20 to 2022‑23, as well
as the Commonwealth’s planned commitment of $216 million over 2018‑19 to 2027‑28

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/
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• the Territory Government’s commitment of $45.6 million over four years from 2021‑22 to increase 
visitation to the Territory.

These initiatives are intended to support the domestic market while the industry waits for international 
travel to recommence. The Tourism section provides more detail regarding the outlook and current 
situation for the sector.

The outlook for the transport, postal and warehousing industry will also be supported by development 
of the new ship lift and marine industry project which will support marine maintenance, servicing, 
engineering, fabrication and logistic activities.

The Territory’s residential property market has strengthened recently and will continue to be supported 
in the medium term by historically low interest rates and recent population growth. Increased sales 
volumes and decreased vacancy rates could help conditions for the rental, hiring and real estate services 
industry.
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Mining and manufacturing
Outlook
The value-adding activity of the mining and manufacturing sector 
is expected to remain high from 2020-21 to 2022-23, followed by 
a temporary drop over 2023-24 and 2024-25 as Santos transitions 
to a new source of gas for the Darwin LNG plant.

Recent activity
The value-adding activity of the mining and manufacturing sector increased by 

31.9% in 2019-20, driven by increased output from the Ichthys LNG plant.

Mining and manufacturing activities in the Territory include mining of metal ores, oil and gas production 
and quarrying, as well as the manufacture of fabricated metal, concrete and helium for domestic and 
overseas markets. The Territory’s mining industry data also includes offshore oil and gas production in 
Territory waters.

Mining and manufacturing contributes to the Territory economy through international trade, private 
investment and employment. The mining industry also has a significant impact on the Territory’s 
construction industry, as mining development projects generally require significant levels of 
construction activity. 

The value-adding activity of the Territory’s mining and manufacturing sector grew by 31.9% in 2019-20 
to $8.5 billion in inflation-adjusted terms. The increase is largely attributed to the ramp-up of production 
at the Ichthys LNG plant.

In 2019-20, the mining and manufacturing sector contributed 31.6% to Territory GSP, the highest 
contributing sector, well above government and community services, the second highest contributing 
sector at 23.8%. On an industry-by-industry basis, the mining industry is the largest contributor to the 
Territory economy, accounting for 27.5% of GSP.

Mining and manufacturing employed 6,026 persons over 2019-20, accounting for 4.6% of total Territory 
employment.

For the latest data on the Territory’s mining and manufacturing sector, refer to the Territory Economy 
website.

Outlook
Mining and manufacturing output is dominated by LNG and metallic minerals. Production from the 
Ichthys LNG plant is expected to remain broadly steady at 2019-20 levels, whereas the Darwin LNG 
plant is expected to temporarily suspend production in 2023-24 as it transitions its gas source from the 
depleting Bayu-Undan gas field to the Barossa field. Santos confirmed the change in gas source for the 
Darwin LNG plant with its final investment decision on 30 March 2021.

Uncertainty around the strength and timing of the global economic recovery from COVID-19 is likely 
to affect mineral prices over 2020-21, with gold prices expected to remain high because of its status as 
a safe asset and other mineral prices staying lower than their pre-pandemic levels. Full resumption of 
global manufacturing activity over 2021-22 is expected to underpin recovery in mineral prices.

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/
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The Territory has a series of mine developments approaching final approval, which if successful, will 
increase future output.

Minerals production 
The majority of minerals produced in the Territory are metallic, including gold, manganese, zinc, lead and 
bauxite (Map 1). The Territory also produces non-metallic minerals, such as crushed rock, sand, quicklime 
and gravel. 

The value of the Territory’s mineral output was $4.4 billion in 2019-20, a 10.6% decrease from the 
previous year in current prices. This decrease was largely driven by a decrease in the value of manganese 
produced (Chart 1), caused by a decline in the global price for the mineral. 

Chart 1: Value produced of selected Territory minerals

Source: Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade

Globally, prices for most mineral commodities fell over 2019-20 because of United States (US)-China 
trade tensions, and depressed industrial production and infrastructure investment in China and 
elsewhere due to COVID-19. Gold trended opposite because of its status as a safe asset. Chinese 
industrial production and infrastructure investment has since resumed, although recovery in other 
countries may be slower while the pandemic is brought under control. Consequently, mineral prices are 
expected to increase but remain below pre-pandemic levels over 2020-21, with recovery continuing into 
2021-22.
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Map 1: Current and pending mineral and onshore petroleum operations in the Territory1

1 This map is produced from various sources. Department of Treasury and Finance cannot guarantee the accuracy, currency or completeness of 
the information. To be used as a guide only.

Source: Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade; Department of Treasury and Finance
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Manganese
Manganese is an input to steel manufacturing and production is largely driven by global steel demand. In 
the Territory, manganese is produced at the Groote Eylandt Mining Company (GEMCO) mine, the largest 
manganese mine in the world, and at Bootu Creek near Tennant Creek (Map 1). 

In 2019-20, the value of manganese produced declined by 28.9% (Chart 1), largely caused by a decline 
in the global price for the commodity. Manganese accounted for 36.6% of the value of all minerals 
produced by the Territory, the highest for any mineral. 

Manganese prices are expected to remain low over 2020-21, before recovering from 2021-22. Both the 
GEMCO and Bootu Creek mines are expected to operate at capacity, subject to global demand.

Gold
Gold is produced at the Granites mine in the Tanami region and Mt Tymn mine, just south of Adelaide 
River (Map 1). The value of gold produced increased by 27.9% in 2019-20, accounting for 27% of the 
value of all minerals produced by the Territory. The quantity of gold produced decreased by 2.5% in 
2019-20, and the increase in value was due to an increase in the price of gold.

Gold prices hit an all-time high of around $2,800 per ounce in the second half of 2020, but have since 
dropped, and are expected to average about $2,500 per ounce going forward.

In 2020, Newmont, the owners and operators of the Granites mine, approved expansion of the mine, 
extending its life beyond 2040. Primary Gold Pty Ltd is also proposing to reopen the Tom’s Gully gold 
mine near Darwin. Following environmental approval in 2020, the company is planning to commence 
operations in 2021-22.

Zinc and lead
Zinc and lead are produced at the McArthur River mine located 65 kilometres south-west of Borroloola 
(Map 1). The value of zinc and lead produced dropped by 16.5% to $794.7 million in 2019-20, due to a 
decrease in price and quantity produced.

Similar to metallic minerals other than gold, lower prices are expected to prevail through 2020-21, 
before rising in 2021-22.

In November 2020, Glencore, the operator of McArthur River mine, secured approval to increase the 
size of the mine, and extend its productive life to 2048.

Bauxite
Since late 2017, there have been two bauxite mines operating in the Territory – Rio Tinto’s mine at Gove 
and Gulkula’s mine on the Dhupuma Plateau (Map 1). The Gulkula mine project agreement was signed by 
Rio Tinto and Gumatj Corporation in August 2017, becoming the first Aboriginal-owned mining company 
operating on traditional land. Bauxite from this small-scale mine is sold to Rio Tinto.

The value of Territory bauxite produced increased by 5.9% to $547.5 million in 2019-20, reflecting small 
increases in price and quantity sold. Bauxite price and quantity produced are expected to remain steady 
or slightly increase over the short term.
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Iron
Iron ore prices have surged since May 2020, on the back of increasing demand from China and 
elsewhere as the world recovers from the effects of COVID-19, encouraging mining activity in the 
Territory. Nathan River Resources recommenced mining iron ore in October 2020, and the Frances Creek 
mine, near Pine Creek (Map 1), has commenced processing low-grade stockpiles, and intends to 
commence exporting iron ore in 2021. Production from the Nathan River and Frances Creek mines is 
expected to ramp-up in 2021 and 2022.

Uranium
Uranium mining at Ranger ceased in 2012 and processing of stockpiles ceased in January 2021.

In 2019-20, 1,613 tonnes of uranium was processed and there is still around 2,000 tons of processed 
product to be sold in 2020-21 and 2021-22. Uranium prices increased by 8.6% in 2019-20 and are 
expected to increase going forward. 

Energy Resources of Australia Limited’s rehabilitation of the mine site is expected to continue to 2026. 
Jabiru, the township built by Energy Resources of Australia Limited to service the mine and which 
doubled as a key service point for the surrounding Kakadu National Park, is transitioning to a tourism 
and regional service hub following the release of a masterplan for the town in mid-2018. The plan 
provides for investment in essential services and infrastructure, including a hybrid diesel and solar power 
station to commence construction in mid-2021.

Other minerals
The value of production of non-metallic minerals was steady in 2019-20 at $44.9 million. There were 
declines in the value of crushed rock, diamonds, limestone, mineral specimens, quicklime and soil, offset 
by an increase in the value of dimension stone, gravel, garnet sand and sand. 

Most non-metallic mineral production is for Territory consumption and is responsive to changes in 
construction activity. Production is expected to grow over the outlook period with the construction of 
the Darwin Education and Community Precinct, ship lift and defence projects.

Future mineral mining developments
There are a number of projects pending final approvals, which if realised, will boost mineral production in 
the Territory. These projects include: 

• Finniss lithium project

• Jervois base metal project

• Mount Peake vanadium project

• Nolans rare earths and phosphate mine

• Mount Todd gold mine.

Some of these commodities are listed as critical minerals, considered vital for the world’s economies, 
though with limited supply. Prices for critical minerals have been increasing since mid-2020 and will 
support the business case for the projects progressing. 

The Territory Government’s Critical Minerals Plan and the response to TERC’s final report, seek to focus 
private sector attention on the Territory’s mineral resources and encourage private investment in the 
Territory.
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Oil and gas production
Presently all the Territory’s onshore oil and gas production is conventional in nature, sourced from the 
Amadeus Basin in Central Australia. Gas production occurs at the Mereenie, Palm Valley and Dingo 
fields, and the Mereenie field also produces oil. Central Petroleum Limited operates all of these fields.

Onshore gas production decreased by 25.1% in 2020, from 18.3 billion cubic feet to 13.7 billion cubic 
feet, resulting from lower east coast demand due to COVID-19. This followed the sharp increase in 
production in 2019 as Jemena’s Northern Gas Pipeline provided access to the east coast market.

COVID-19 also affected the Territory’s onshore oil production, which decreased by 25.9% from 
0.21 million barrels in 2019 to 0.16 million barrels in 2020. Most of the oil produced at the Mereenie 
oilfield is transported by road to South Australia for export. 

There are a number of offshore reserves that supply gas to onshore facilities in the Top End (Map 2) 
for further processing or use. Current offshore gas production is from the Bayu-Undan gas field in 
Timor-Leste’s waters, and the Blacktip and Ichthys gas fields in Western Australian waters.

Map 2: Offshore petroleum activity near the Territory1

1 This map is produced from various sources. Department of Treasury and Finance cannot guarantee the accuracy, currency or completeness of 
the information. To be used as a guide only.

Source: Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade; Department of Treasury and Finance

Offshore oil production attributed to the Territory in 2019-20 was primarily from the Montara field, 
following production ceasing at the Laminaria-Corallina field in July 2019. Oil produced offshore is 
exported overseas. The value of the Territory’s offshore oil exports dropped from $166.6 million in 
2018-19 to $5.1 million in 2019-20, reflecting reduced production and the fall in oil prices in the first 
half of 2020.
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The Bayu-Undan gas field, which supplies gas to Santos’ Darwin LNG plant, is expected to be depleted 
by 2023. The Barossa gas field, located about 300 kilometres north of Darwin, has been confirmed 
as the source of gas to replace Bayu-Undan, with Santos announcing its final investment decision on 
30 March 2021. Gas is expected to start flowing from Barossa in early 2025, extending the life of the 
Darwin LNG plant to about 2045. Given the timing of gas from Bayu-Undan running out and Barossa 
coming online, the Darwin LNG plant is expected to temporarily cease production in 2023-24, resulting 
in decreased LNG production.

The Ichthys LNG plant commenced exports in late 2018 and reached peak production in 2019-20. The 
2019-20 production levels are expected to be maintained going forward.

Exploration activity
Exploration does not always lead to the development of new mines, but levels of exploration activity can 
be a lead indicator of potential future development. 

Chart 2: Value of mineral exploration expenditure in the Territory1

1 Moving annual total
Source: ABS, Mineral and Petroleum Exploration, Australia

Total mineral exploration expenditure in the Territory decreased by 16.5% to $110.8 million in 2020, 
largely driven by a decline in base metals exploration from $25.5 million in 2019 to $2.3 million in 2020 
(Chart 2). As with minerals production, this decline can be attributed to COVID-19.

Petroleum exploration expenditure in the Territory decreased by 53.1% to $106.1 million in 2020, largely 
due to a temporary pause in onshore gas exploration in the Beetaloo and McArthur basins (see below for 
more information). Expenditure on petroleum exploration has averaged $201.7 million per annum over 
the past decade, peaking at $554.2 million in 2014. 

The decline in minerals and petroleum exploration is expected to be temporary, with activity expected 
to resume in 2021 as COVID-19 is brought under control, and with support from the Territory and 
Commonwealth governments. For example, the Territory Government’s Resourcing the Territory initiative 
upgrades geophysical data and makes it more accessible, supports industry innovation through grants 
for exploration, and promotes the Territory’s resource potential and investment opportunities. Originally 
funded from 2018 to 2022, the Territory Government recently announced increased and ongoing 
funding for the program.
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Unconventional gas in the Territory
The Territory has prospective shale gas resource of over 257,000 petajoules. Miners have recommenced 
exploration activities in the Beetaloo and McArthur basins. COVID-19 caused a temporary pause in 
exploration through part of 2020, with activities recommencing around the last quarter of the year. 
At the same time, exploration was provided a boost with the Commonwealth’s announcement of the 
$224 million Beetaloo Basin Plan, the first of five strategic basins prioritised by the Commonwealth to 
stimulate recovery from COVID-19. Of the $224 million, $50 million is for exploration and $174 million 
is allocated to road upgrades to facilitate commercial gas development. 

At this stage, gas production in the Territory is expected no earlier than 2025-26, and is therefore not 
reflected in the budget economic forecasts.

Consistent with the Commonwealth’s vision of the gas plan being part of a broader effort to revitalise 
Australian manufacturing, the development of onshore gas resources in the Territory presents significant 
downstream manufacturing opportunities for the Territory. Some of these opportunities are discussed in 
the TERC section below.

Manufacturing
In 2019-20, significant manufacturing industries in the Territory included fabricated metal products, 
ready-mixed concrete, helium, and transport equipment and repair. Fabricated metal product 
manufacturing and ready-mixed concrete manufacturing are inputs to the construction industry.

In 2019-20, the value-adding activity of the Territory’s manufacturing industry decreased by 7.5% to 
$982 million in real terms, in part reflecting a decline in construction activity because of weaker demand 
caused by COVID-19.

Population is showing early signs of recovery in 2020-21, and with the rollout of the COVID-19 vaccine 
in 2021, manufacturing industries are expected to recover from 2020-21. The Territory is also well 
positioned to benefit from the Commonwealth’s $53 million package to develop a competitive domestic 
gas market and the $1.5 billion Modern Manufacturing Strategy. 

TERC’s final report was released in December 2020, and identified gas-based manufacturing as a 
significant economic development opportunity, supported by renewable energy production. These 
opportunities are discussed in the next section.
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Territory Economic Reconstruction Commission
The Territory Government formed the TERC in mid-2020, to provide independent recommendations 
to rebound the Territory economy from the effects of COVID-19, with a goal of building a $40 billion 
economy by 2030. TERC’s final report and recommendations were released in December 2020.

TERC identifies mining and manufacturing, tourism, agribusiness, and national defence and security as 
key activities to drive Territory economic growth into the future. Focusing on mining and manufacturing, 
TERC’s recommendations include:

• expanding the LNG export hub by tapping into proven offshore gas reserves, such as the Barossa 
and Petrel gas fields, and accelerating exploration in onshore basins including Beetaloo, McArthur, 
Nicholson, Georgina and Amadeus

• using gas as feedstock input into petrochemical manufacturing industries

• realising opportunities to increase renewable energy production, storage and transmission, for 
example, through combining the Territory’s abundant solar energy resources with improvements in 
battery technology and developing high voltage direct current transmission cables. To advance this 
opportunity, the Territory Government signed a project development agreement with Sun Cable in 
January 2021 to develop the $22 billion Australia-ASEAN Power Link, supplying electricity generated 
at a solar farm in the Barkly region to Darwin, and to Singapore via an undersea cable. The final 
investment decision on the project is expected by late 2023

• using gas-generated and renewable energy for mineral processing and hydrogen production. Demand 
for hydrogen as a fuel is expected to increase dramatically as countries seek clean energy to meet 
carbon emission targets. To encourage growth of the hydrogen industry in Australia, National Energy 
Resources Australia has commenced building a national network of regional hydrogen clusters, 
including one located in Darwin, and the Commonwealth has recently announced $275.5 million to 
accelerate the development of hydrogen hubs in regional Australia. 

To advance the TERC’s recommendations, the Territory Government has approved 22 implementation 
plans, including establishing a mineral development taskforce, driving market-led processes for 
renewables, trialling hydrogen production in remote communities, and collaborating with the 
Advanced Manufacturing Growth Centre to develop new manufacturing opportunities. In April 2021, 
the Territory Government also created the Territory Investment Commissioner and Major Projects 
Commissioner roles to further assist and fast track private investment projects in the Territory and 
established the Infrastructure NT Commission to ensure the Territory builds the public infrastructure 
needed to deliver these projects.

Renewable energy
The Territory Government is committed to a 50% renewable energy target by 2030, informed by its 
2017 Roadmap to Renewables report, and has the objective to reduce emissions to achieve net zero 
emissions by 2050. A number of renewable energy projects are planned over the outlook period, 
including:

• solar farms at the Darwin, Alice Springs and Tennant Creek airports totalling 65 megawatts (MW). 
These installations form part of a $300 million expansion of facilities, supported by a $150 million loan 
approved by the Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility (NAIF) in 2018

• a $40 million, 25 MW solar farm near Katherine, currently being commissioned

• $43 million for 20 MW solar capacity at Batchelor and Manton Dam
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• a 10 MW solar farm with battery storage in Batchelor. The project, together with a gas-fired power 
plant in Darwin, jointly costing $74 million, was approved for a $37 million loan from NAIF in 2020. 
Construction on the projects has commenced

• a proposal to build solar facilities at Robertson Barracks (3.6 MW) and RAAF Base Darwin (10.9 MW)

• a proposal for a 2 MW solar virtual power plant on the Alice Springs electricity network

• the Territory Government’s $5 million Rooftop Solar in Schools program, providing selected schools 
with funding to install rooftop solar systems over a four-year period to 2021-22

• $5.4 million in Commonwealth funding to the Intyalheme Centre for Future Energy at Desert 
Knowledge Australia, for the Alice Springs Future Grid project, to inform the pathway for Alice Springs 
to achieve 50% renewables by 2030

• the Territory Government’s Household and Business Battery Scheme, announced in April 2020, 
offering $5 million in grants to businesses and households to purchase and install solar photovoltaic 
systems, batteries and inverters

• the Territory Government’s approval of $30 million for a battery energy storage system for the 
Darwin-Katherine grid

• construction of a hybrid diesel and solar power station in Jabiru, with construction expected to begin 
mid-2021

• $6.6 million in the Renewable Remote Power Program, beginning with a pilot program to supplement 
the power supply at Wurrumiyanga with renewables

• $2 million over 2021-22 and 2022-23 to secure land and develop an open and contestable framework  
to facilitate private sector investment to supply renewable energy to 72 remote communities, 
including the $1 million Remote Hydrogen program

• a pilot renewable hydrogen project being trialed in Tennant Creek in 2021.
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Construction
Outlook
Construction activity is expected to improve, supported by public and private 
investment, including for the Barossa project.

Recent activity
The Territory construction sector’s contribution to economic activity can vary 

significantly depending on major projects underway, and peaked between 2013 
and 2018 with the Ichthys LNG project. Output has been declining since,  

and in 2019‑20 fell by 15.7%, returning to historical levels.

Analysis of construction activity and work done is based on monthly and quarterly data reported by 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) through a number of data releases including engineering 
construction activity, building activity, building approvals and construction work done. The sector’s gross 
value added is measured annually and reported in ABS state accounts data. Sector contributions to 
employment are based on quarterly ABS labour force statistics.

In 2019‑20, the Territory’s construction sector decreased by 15.7% to $1.5 billion, following the 
completion of several major projects. The construction sector was the fifth largest industry in 
the Territory, accounting for 5.9% of total GSP, down from 7% in 2018‑19. Construction‑related 
employment in the Territory has decreased by 2.9% to 11,800 people in 2019‑20. 

For the latest data on the construction sector, refer to the Territory Economy website.

Outlook
In the near term, several new construction projects announced by the Territory Government are 
expected to commence, including the Darwin ship lift and marine industry project, Mandorah 
marine facilities, State Square Art Gallery and various land release developments. The rollout of the 
Territory Government’s $2.76 billion infrastructure program is also expected to contribute to the local 
construction sector by stimulating economic activity and creating employment opportunities over the 
outlook period. This includes a variety of construction works on Territory roads, hospital and health 
facilities, school and education facilities, urban and remote public housing, community safety facilities, 
community infrastructure, and tourism facilities across all Territory regions. 

Construction in 2020‑21 is being supported by the Territory’s Home Improvement Scheme and 
BuildBonus grant and the Commonwealth’s HomeBuilder grant, which created strong demand for 
residential property works. Over the long term, the Territory’s construction sector is expected to be 
supported by defence, roads and public housing spending. There are also prospective private and public 
sector investment projects, including those with major project status. If realised, these projects have the 
potential to provide significant upside to the Territory’s construction sector over the forecast period.

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/
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For an overview of committed and proposed major projects in the Territory, all of which will require 
varying degrees of construction work, refer to the Economic Growth chapter in the 2021‑22 Northern 
Territory Economy publication.

The Territory’s construction sector has been heavily influenced by resource‑related projects over the 
past 20 years, leading to large fluctuations in construction activity. The strong economic expansion 
from 2012 to 2018, primarily driven by the construction of the Ichthys LNG project, prompted a surge 
in engineering construction, which peaked at record levels in 2015. Residential and non‑residential 
construction also experienced an increase in activity over this period, albeit at lower levels of growth. 
Following completion of the Ichthys LNG project, construction activity has declined significantly and 
continues to recalibrate closer to long‑run levels (Chart 3).

Chart 3: Construction work done in the Territory1 

GEMCO: Groote Eylandt Mining Company; LNG: liquefied natural gas
1 Moving annual total.
Source: ABS, Construction Work Done, Australia, Cat. No. 8755.0; Department of Treasury and Finance

While the decline in the construction sector is mainly due to the fall in engineering work, the value of 
private sector non‑residential and residential construction activity has also been on the decline since 
2013 and 2014, respectively, albeit at a softer rate in recent years. In response to significant falls in 
private investment, the Territory Government has increased construction activity through various 
economic strategies, infrastructure programs and incentives, reflecting the government’s effort to 
support the economy (Chart 4).

Despite this positive contribution, the public sector does not have the scale or fiscal capacity to offset 
the economic downturn attributed to the sharp decline in private sector investment in recent years.

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21

Engineering Non-residential Residential Total
Year ended June

$B

Blacktip
GEMCO

Darwin LNG plant
Alice Springs –
Darwin railway Alcan G3

Darwin 
Correctional 

Centre

Ichthys LNG project
Northern Gas Pipeline

https://budget.nt.gov.au/_media/documents/papers/2021/2021-22-NT-Economy-book.pdf
https://budget.nt.gov.au/_media/documents/papers/2021/2021-22-NT-Economy-book.pdf


Budget 2021-22

Construction

Industry Outlook

 19

Chart 4: Building activity in the Territory by sector

Source: ABS, Building Activity, Australia, Cat. No. 8752.0

Engineering 
The value of engineering construction work done peaked in 2014‑15 at $9.2 billion and fell to 
$1.1 billion in 2019‑20. The peak was primarily associated with heavy industry and electricity‑related 
works for the Ichthys LNG project and, to a lesser but significant extent, work to construct the Northern 
Gas Pipeline (Chart 5). Engineering activity is expected to accelerate over the outlook period as 
significant new defence projects and the ship lift commence, investment in solar generation capacity 
continues and work on road infrastructure supports development across the Territory. Residential 
subdivisions will also contribute to activity as existing stock is absorbed, and population growth and low 
interest rates stimulate demand for new land.

Chart 5: Value of Territory engineering construction work done by type

Source: ABS, Building Activity, Australia, Cat. No. 8762.0; Department of Treasury and Finance

Major defence projects underway include $1.1 billion for works at RAAF Base Tindal including airfield 
works; $472 million for works at Larrakeyah Barracks and HMAS Coonawarra to improve services 
and provide new maritime facilities; and $221 million at the Larrakeyah Defence Precinct to support 
the Arafura‑class offshore patrol vessels. Other works, subject to Commonwealth Parliamentary 
Works Committee approval, include $711 million for upgrades to various defence training areas and 
$402 million for upgrades at Robertson Barracks and RAAF Base Darwin. Refer to the Defence section 
for more information.
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The Commonwealth’s NAIF is also providing support for engineering projects and has already approved 
about $700 million in loans to facilitate infrastructure investment in the Territory. These projects include 
Humpty Doo Barramundi, Voyages Indigenous Tourism, Northern Territory Airports, the Darwin ship lift 
and marine industry project, Darwin Education and Community Precinct, as well as the Hudson Creek 
power station and Batchelor solar farm.

Newmont’s Tanami Expansion 2 project will see construction of new infrastructure in the Tanami region, 
with the aim to increase the mine’s life beyond 2040. The US$3.6 billion Barossa project will provide 
gas to replace the existing Bayu‑Undan offshore gas supply, and kick starts an additional US$0.6 billion 
investment for the Darwin LNG plant’s life extension and pipeline tie‑in projects. This expansion project 
will increase construction activity in the Territory, contributing to economic and employment growth.

Following the lifting of the moratorium on shale gas extraction, companies have recommenced 
exploration activities in the McArthur Basin and Beetaloo Sub‑basin. Beetaloo has received 
Commonwealth’s infrastructure priority list status and is earmarked to receive $224 million under the 
Beetaloo Basin Plan to advance exploration activity and upgrade roads. Subject to exploration results 
and feasibility studies, unconventional gas extraction in the Beetaloo Sub‑basin has the potential to 
create demand for significant engineering activity for essential infrastructure works over the outlook 
period. There are also several other potential projects that, if realised, could provide a significant boost 
to engineering construction, including the Mount Peake project and Nolans rare earths project in 
Central Australia; Jervois base metal project; and Ammaroo phosphate project near Tennant Creek; the 
Core Lithium Finniss project; Sun Cable’s Australia‑ASEAN Power Link project; Darwin Clean Fuels’ 
condensate processing facility; and HyperOne fibre network. 

Infrastructure investment by the Commonwealth and Territory governments for transport works 
and upgrades will also continue to support engineering construction and industry employment, with 
$1.3 billion announced for 2021‑22. Significant works include $275.9 million as part of the Roads of 
Strategic Importance initiative; $267 million under the Road Safety Program; $217 million for Territory gas 
industry road upgrades; $297.2 million across the Carpentaria Highway, Central Arnhmen Road, Buntine 
Highway and roads within Kakadu National Park; and $50 million for the Mandorah marine facilities. 
These works will improve connectivity and safety for rural and remote communities in the Territory.

The Territory Government is also committed to developing a local space industry. Equatorial Launch 
Australia is progressing construction of the Arnhem Space Centre near Nhulunbuy, which NASA has 
selected as the launch site for rocket missions in 2022. The Territory Government has announced 
works to seal parts of the Central Arnhem Road to improve access to the region to support industry 
development. This will support jobs in the professional, scientific, technical and education industries, and 
generate flow‑on benefits through the Territory economy. 

Non‑residential 
The value of non‑residential building work done in the Territory increased 12.6% in the calendar year 
2020 to $490 million, with private sector activity increasing by 37.9% to $265 million, and public 
sector activity decreasing by 7.4% to $225 million. Private sector activity was boosted by the Territory 
Government’s suite of COVID‑19 stimulus measures, such as the $20 million Business Improvement 
Scheme and $10 million Immediate Work Grants program, as well as the leased property stimulus 
scheme that encouraged entities to undertake renovations and upgrades. Public sector activity was 
supported by COVID‑19‑related works including construction and upgrade works for border checkpoints 
and the Howard Springs quarantine facility.
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Non‑residential building projects are anticipated to sustain construction activity for some time, with the 
value of non‑residential building approvals, a leading indicator of building activity, showing significant 
growth to levels not seen since 2015 (Chart 6), driven in part by defence‑related works.

Chart 6: Value of residential and non‑residential building approvals in the Territory1

 

1 Moving annual total.
Source: ABS, Building Approvals, Australia, Cat. No. 8731.0

Over the medium term, the Territory and Commonwealth governments’ City Deals project will inject 
$200 million to revitalise the Darwin CBD, with construction activity underway for the new Darwin 
Education and Community Precinct, and works planned for the State Square Art Gallery. A further 
$20 million is also ongoing for revitalisation works in the Alice Springs CBD.

The Barkly Regional Deal, a 10‑year commitment of $78.4 million by the Territory and Commonwealth 
governments and Barkly Regional Council to improve the productivity and liveability of the region, 
is expected to include new construction projects that will benefit local industry. New investment in 
buildings is also expected to support resource industry developments in the region (for example, Edna 
Beryl gold mine, Northern Gas Pipeline and unconventional gas extractions), and the Territory 
Government is committed to see Tennant Creek develop as a resource services hub and supply centre.

The Commonwealth and Territory governments’ masterplan to redevelop Jabiru as a regional service 
centre, and upgrade and expand infrastructure and facilities at Kakadu National Park will support the 
region’s construction sector. The Territory Government’s commitment of $135.5 million, in addition 
to the Commonwealth’s planned investment of $276 million, will include the construction of an 
Aboriginal‑led World Heritage Kakadu Centre, significant road upgrades, new tourism infrastructure, and 
remediation works. The Territory Government has also committed to develop the $30 million Katherine 
Logistics and Agribusiness Hub, which will require significant construction work.

Various other works to progress over the outlook period include the $64 million Darwin Youth Justice 
Centre; $50 million National Aboriginal Art Gallery; $36.4 million Berrimah Farm Science Precinct; and 
$35 million defence health facility upgrades.
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Residential
The value of residential building work done in the Territory increased by 2.8% to $335 million in the 
calendar year 2020, with private sector activity increasing by 6.6% to $230 million and public sector 
activity decreasing by 4.6% to $105 million. As with non‑residential building activity, private sector 
investment in the year was boosted by government COVID‑19‑related stimulus measures, with 
the Territory Government’s $100 million Home Improvement Scheme a key contributor to building 
alterations and additions activity increasing by 15.8% in 2020, and the Territory and Commonwealth 
BuildBonus and HomeBuilder schemes supporting construction activity.

Beyond 2021‑22, growth in residential building activity will be supported by population growth 
absorbing excess stock and requiring new land release and construction. To prepare for future growth 
the Territory Government has committed an additional $15 million in Budget 2021 for planning 
works, including work on new land releases, and establishing the Infrastructure NT Commission. An 
independent expert has also been appointed to assist to streamline and simplify the land development 
process.

Public housing is a considerable proportion of dwellings in remote communities, and there is a strong 
commitment to improve the quality and quantity of public housing stock, particularly in the regions. The 
Territory Government is continuing to deliver the $1.1 billion remote housing investment package over 
10 years from 2016‑17, in addition to the Commonwealth’s $550 million over five years from 2018‑19 
to improve housing in remote communities. Residential construction is also supported by the $45 million 
John Stokes Square redevelopment in Nightcliff, which includes constructing three new public housing 
towers, anticipated to be completed in 2022.

Refer to the Residential Property Market chapter in the 2021‑22 Northern Territory Economy publication 
for more information.

https://budget.nt.gov.au/_media/documents/papers/2021/2021-22-NT-Economy-book.pdf
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Defence
Outlook 
As the strategic defence landscape evolves in the Indo-Pacific region, there is 
renewed investment in recognition of the Territory’s strategic position, with a 
commitment of $8 billion over the next decade. 

Recent activity 
Defence is a significant contributor to the Territory economy through major 

investments, and joint operations and exercises. Personnel numbers have 
marginally increased in the past two years, following eight years of decline.

Defence is not reported as a discrete industry in national accounts, and its impacts are reported against a 
number of industries, predominantly public administration and safety. Defence employment numbers are 
not included in ABS labour force reporting. References to defence refer to both Department of Defence 
and the Australian Defence Force.

Defence activities are estimated to have accounted for $2.2 billion or 8.8% of the Territory’s GSP 
in 2019-20, above the 10-year average defence expenditure of $2 billion per annum largely due to 
increased operational expenditure. The Territory accounted for 4.8% of national defence expenditure in 
2019-20. In 2019-20, there were 5,433 Australian defence personnel based in the Territory (including 
permanent personnel and reservists), of whom 3,460 were in the army, 1,033 in the air force and 736 in 
the navy, and 204 were Department of Defence civilians.

The number of Australian defence personnel located in the Territory increased by 0.9% in 2019-20, the 
result of a 9.4% increase in the number of reservists offsetting a 0.4% decrease in permanent forces. 
This was the second consecutive year of growth, after declines since a peak of 7,234 in 2009-10. The 
Territory’s national share of defence personnel was 5.2% in 2019-20, down from a peak of 7.5% in 
2007-08.

Defence’s contribution to the Territory’s population is broader than the number of personnel directly 
employed, as a significant number of defence force personnel arriving in the Territory relocate with 
families, and the total defence-related population is estimated to be 12,000 or about 5% of the 
Territory’s population. 

For the latest data on the Territory defence sector, refer to the Territory Economy website.

Outlook
The Territory Government’s Defence and National Security Strategy 2018 reinforces the Territory as 
a key defence and national security hub, and the primary centre for maintenance and sustainment of 
facilities and assets deployed to the region. The strategy outlines key areas to support a strong defence 
and national security presence in the Territory, and to enhance local industry and business opportunities 
as part of developing northern Australia.

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/
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The Territory is a strategic national defence location and this is reflected in the Commonwealth’s 
substantial and ongoing investments in facilities and capabilities. Defence is expected to increase its 
economic contribution (Chart 7) over the medium term through infrastructure investments, providing 
stimulus to local businesses and creating employment opportunities. Defence also generates economic 
activity through major operations and exercises, such as Exercise Pitch Black and Exercise Kakadu.

Chart 7: Defence expenditure in the Territory

Source: ABS unpublished data; Department of Treasury and Finance 

The presence of the USFPI, which includes US Marine rotations in the Territory, is a key feature of 
Australia’s alliance with the US. With developments in US strategic priorities and the preference by the 
US and other regional partners for smaller, agile defence platforms based throughout the Indo-Pacific, 
northern Australia’s strategic significance is expected to increase in coming years. For example, the 
annual US Marines rotation has grown from 200 in 2012 to an estimated 2,200 in 2021, with a peak 
rotation of 2,500 in 2019. US Marines with the USFPI are not included in the defence force personnel 
data or population.

The Indo-Pacific is a region of rising strategic competition and instability, and the 2020 Defence 
Strategic Update and 2020 Force Structure Plan reinforced the importance for Australia to have a strong 
defence presence in its north to achieve its strategic and regional objectives. The Territory is currently 
benefiting from significant investment to enhance northern Australia’s defence capability and further 
investment is expected, including from our defence partners.

Australia and the US will be investing about $20 billion in defence infrastructure in the Territory 
over 20 years. About $2 billion of infrastructure investment will be for the USFPI, which includes 
the construction of a bulk fuel storage facility at the RAAF Base Darwin (Map 3), consisting of two 
7,950 cubic metre bulk fuel storage tanks, two pump houses, fuel filter building and petroleum operations 
building, as well as fuel-filling and uploading stands. At RAAF Base Tindal, the US is constructing 
earth-covered magazine facilities to support joint training activities. In addition, US Defence is considering 
a strategic fuel reserve facility in Darwin capable of storing 1.9 million barrels of aviation fuel. 

Projects in progress or expected to be executed in the near term include: 

• $55 million in facility upgrades at the Jindalee Operational Radar Network site at Alice Springs

• $145 million on upgrades to RAAF Base Darwin to support the new Poseidon P8 maritime patrol aircraft

• $35 million on upgrades to health facilities at Robertson Barracks and development of a new health 
facility at Larrakeyah Barracks

• $221 million on new facilities to support the Arafura-class offshore patrol vessels
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• $84 million to replace the existing defence air traffic systems at RAAF Base Tindal and 
RAAF Base Darwin

• $472 million on redeveloping Larrakeyah Barracks and HMAS Coonawarra to improve infrastructure 
services and provide new maritime facilities, including a 250 metre wharf facility

• $1.1 billion for the RAAF Base Tindal redevelopment and USFPI airfield works at RAAF Base Tindal

• $298 million for the Delamere air weapons range.

Other proposed projects over the next decade, subject to approval from the Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Works Committee, include:

• $145 million on new facilities to support the Triton unmanned aircraft at RAAF Base Tindal 

• $711 million towards upgrades to various defence training areas, including the Bradshaw field training 
area

• $180 million for the pavement upgrade works at RAAF Base Darwin, Robertson Barracks and 
Mount Bundey as part of the National Aircraft Pavement Maintenance Program

• $402 million on infrastructure upgrades at Robertson Barracks and RAAF Base Darwin.

The Darwin ship lift and marine industry project will have capacity to service defence, Australian Border 
Force and other commercial users, and will reduce the need for defence vessels to use other ports either 
overseas or at other Australian cities for maintenance and repairs. 

The Defence Housing Australia is also progressing new developments and refurbishments of its housing 
stock on bases and in townships, including Darwin and Katherine, reaffirming the long-term defence 
presence. Expected to commence in the coming years is the Defence Housing Australia development of 
the former Lee Point radar station site located near Lee Point and Muirhead North, which is expected to 
result in about 800 residential lots, of which 30% will be allocated for defence members.
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Map 3: Major defence sites in the Territory1

1 This map is produced from various sources. Department of Treasury and Finance cannot guarantee the accuracy, currency, or completeness of 
the information. To be used as a guide only.

2 The Jindalee Operational Radar Network has two operating facilities within the Alice Springs region, at Harts Range and Mount Everard.
Source: Department of Treasury and Finance; Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade; Department of Defence 
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Retail and wholesale trade
Outlook
Retail trade is expected to rebound strongly in 2020‑21, assisted by 
government measures to support household spending, while latest data reports 
wholesale trade is the industry most severely impacted by COVID‑19. 
The improved outlook for economic and population growth will support the 
industries over the forward estimates period, but will be  
constrained by expectations of modest wage growth.

Recent activity
Output from the retail and wholesale trade sector decreased by 9.1% 

in 2019‑20, the second consecutive year of contraction, with 
activity impacted by declining population and a weak labour market.  

However, employment in the sector increased by 9% in 2019‑20.

Retail trade captures the sale of goods in stores and online to households for personal consumption. 
Domestic online sales are attributed to the state in which the online retailer is based. This means, due to 
the relatively low number of Territory‑based online retailers, published retail trade data does not provide 
a complete representation of the level of spending on retail goods by Territorians. Retail turnover data 
does not include purchases made directly from an overseas website. 

Wholesale trade is the sale of new or used goods to businesses and institutional users, with the 
exception of government users, as government transactions are final. Wholesale trade is a smaller 
component of Territory GSP than retail trade and a much smaller share of employment.

In 2019‑20, the Territory retail and wholesale trade sector decreased by 9.1%, to $1.1 billion of the 
Territory’s GSP (Chart 9), accounting for 4.5% of GSP. However, the number of people employed in the 
sector increased by 9% to around 14,200 persons in 2019‑20, which was 10.8% of total employment 
in the Territory. The sector’s contribution to GSP is relatively low compared with other jurisdictions and 
nationally (Chart 10), reflecting the dominance of the government and community services, mining and 
manufacturing, and construction sectors. 

For the latest data on the retail and wholesale trade sector, refer to the Territory Economy website.

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/
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Outlook
The retail and wholesale trade sector is expected to see modest growth over the medium term as 
employment and population growth increase aggregate demand (through increases in both the number 
of consumers and capacity of consumers to spend), and innovation and competition in the market 
for financial products that support spending. A challenge for traditional ‘bricks and mortar’ retailers is 
the trend for households to spend more online, and the ongoing rationalisation and consolidation of 
wholesaling activities.

Household retail spending in 2020‑21 has been supported by low interest rates, JobKeeper and 
JobSeeker payments, and early access to superannuation. Closed national and interstate borders have 
also encouraged local spending on both discretionary and non‑discretionary items. Although difficult to 
quantify, available information suggests there has been an influx of people to the Territory since the start 
of COVID‑19 (for example, the rapid fall in rental vacancy rates, despite weak official population growth), 
which is also contributing to retail turnover.

The ceasing of JobKeeper and JobSeeker payments at the end of March 2021 is expected to have a 
modest impact on employment and spending in the Territory, and it is likely monies received through 
early access to superannuation will be largely spent in 2020‑21. This will affect the outlook for 2021‑22, 
as will the timing of when people decide to relocate out of the Territory as the vaccination program 
is implemented, and the health and lifestyle benefits of residing in a jurisdiction with no cases of 
community transmission of COVID‑19 subside. Weaker wages growth over the outlook period is also 
expected to constrain growth in household consumption and retail turnover.

The net impact is expected to be weak growth in retail activity in 2021‑22, before more ‘typical’ 
conditions prevail and activity becomes more closely aligned to the fundamental demand drivers – 
interest rates, population and employment, disposable income, consumer sentiment and the level of 
household debt.

Chart 9: Year‑on‑year change in the retail and wholesale trade industries

Source: ABS, Australian National Accounts: State Accounts, Cat. No. 5220.0
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Chart 10: Retail and wholesale trade share of GSP, GDP and employment, 2019‑20

GSP: gross state product; GDP: gross domestic product
1 Current prices.
2 Annual average.
Source: ABS, Australian National Accounts: State Accounts, Cat. No. 5220.0, Labour Force, Australia, Cat. No. 6291.0.55.003

Retail trade
There has been significant investment in new retail capacity in the Territory in recent years, notably the 
Gateway and Coolalinga shopping centres, which were developed during a period of rapid employment 
and population growth. This saw the number of operating retail businesses in the Territory increase by 
3.3% to 910 in June 2018, though retail turnover only increased by 1% in 2017‑18. With the completion 
of construction for the Ichthys LNG project in 2018, retail turnover in the Territory fell significantly, with 
expenditure spread over a broad range of outlet types. The number of retail businesses operating in 
the Territory has continued to increase though, and had increased further by 3.3% (to 948) in the year 
to June 2020, with the increase driven by a 39% increase in electrical and electronic goods and 14% 
increase in hardware, building and garden supply businesses. 

However, this increase in the supply of floor space and businesses has not been matched by demand 
and, until 2020‑21, retail conditions in the Territory had been difficult. Going forward, any retail 
developments are expected to be of relatively small scale and associated with urban renewal or servicing 
new land releases and suburbs. Developments likely to support retail investment and turnover in the 
medium term include:

• the Territory and Commonwealth governments’ $200 million commitment to the Darwin City Deal 
project to revitalise the CBD. It includes an education and civic precinct for the new Darwin Education 
and Community Precinct, the Civic and State Square Redevelopment and the State Square Art Gallery

• $135.5 million to redevelop Jabiru into a tourism and regional service hub

• $20 million to rejuvenate Alice Springs, focusing on heat mitigation, crime prevention (through 
environmental design), the Kwatja (water) play space and a carpark master plan.

The latest ABS data reports that retail turnover is showing consistent signs of recovery from the 
lows reported early in 2020 associated with COVID‑19, and increased by 10.2% in 2020 driven by 
expenditure on food, clothing, footwear and personal accessories. Nationally, retail trade turnover 
increased by 6.6% in 2020.

Increased retail turnover will be shared across both traditional bricks and mortar stores and online 
retailing as consumer spending habits adjust, with a shift from traditional shopfronts to e‑commerce 
shops. Spending will also be supported by pay‑later innovations offered by outlets. Another contributing 
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factor to the shift to e‑commerce is COVID‑19, which saw consumers turn to online shopping to 
comply with social‑distancing measures and minimise health risks of in‑store purchasing. There has 
been significant growth in online sales, with all jurisdictions reporting year‑on‑year growth in online 
sales of more than 20% according to NAB’s online retail sales index (to February 2021). Online retailing 
is only partially captured in data, as it only captures online retail sales by Australian resident retailers. 
E‑commerce shops can be located in other jurisdictions or overseas and, therefore, growth in online 
retail expenditure does not directly translate to growth in the retail industry in the Territory. 

The very strong growth in retail spending is unlikely to be sustained and, as government stimulus is 
withdrawn, fundamental demand drivers will determine future growth patterns. Prior to COVID‑19, 
national retail sales growth had been sluggish, with a number of shopping centres and chain stores closing.

Wholesale trade
Wholesale trade’s contribution to economic output tends to move with major project investments, which 
require significant logistics support, particularly during construction. The outlook for wholesale trade 
is positive but subdued, though there is potential for greater growth if major projects currently being 
progressed reach final investment decision.

Chart 11: Wholesale trade

GSP: gross state product; LHS: left‑hand side; RHS: right‑hand side
Source: ABS, Australian National Accounts: State Accounts, Cat. No. 5220.0

Wholesale trade’s contribution to GSP decreased by 19.9% to $422 million (Chart 11) in 2019‑20, and 
it represents a smaller proportion (38.6%) of the retail and wholesale trade sector than nationally (48%). 
This difference is expected to persist over the outlook period.

The number of wholesale businesses operating in the Territory at the end of June 2020 fell by 1% to 
311 compared with June 2019, with the decrease driven by a 29% fall in machinery and equipment 
wholesaling businesses (Chart 12). Other wholesaling businesses and commission‑based wholesaling 
grew by 6% and 21%, respectively.
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The cold storage unit and export hub at the Darwin International Airport was completed in 2020 and 
will provide new export opportunities for fresh agricultural produce, which will assist local and regional 
economies across the Territory gain access for new products to interstate and international markets.

Chart 12: Number of wholesale businesses, by type

 

Source: ABS, Counts of Australian Businesses, including Entries and Exits, Cat. No. 8165.0
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Tourism
Outlook
With Australians unable to travel overseas, there are new opportunities for the 
Territory to attract holiday makers, with prospects expected to be greatest  
in 2021 given the Territory’s ‘safe’ status, and before the national  
vaccination program is fully implemented. A challenge will be the time  
and cost to visit the Territory, and the ongoing risk of hotspot  
declarations at short notice, versus holiday makers choosing short stay trips 
around major cities, supported by government incentives.

Recent activity
The Territory and Australian tourism industry has been strongly impacted by 

COVID-19, which resulted in the cessation of international travel and disrupted  
interstate movements. These disruptions are  

expected to continue through 2020-21 and into 2021-22.

Tourism differs from other industries as it is defined by consumers’ behaviour rather than the process 
of producing goods and services. Accordingly, standard ABS measures of production in the national 
accounts are not available for tourism. Rather, tourism’s contribution to the Territory economy is 
captured in a range of industries, including accommodation and food services, retail trade, culture and 
recreation, and transport. Tourism is sensitive to factors such as global and local economic conditions, 
exchange rates, tourism marketing activity, aviation access, changing consumer behaviour, visa 
regulations and competition amongst destinations.

Tourism is a significant contributor to economic activity in the Territory. Visitor numbers to the Territory 
can vary significantly from year to year but have averaged 1.6 million per annum over the past 10 years. 
Over this period tourism has, on average, accounted for 4.5% of Territory GSP and 8.1% of employment. 
Tourism is also a significant sector for regional areas, contributing to business and employment 
opportunities. Prior to the pandemic, 1.2 million visitors spent at least one night outside of the 
Greater Darwin region, with these regional areas accounting for 62% of total visitation to the Territory 

Tourism’s contribution to GSP in 2019-20 is estimated at $852 million, a decline of 27% compared with 
2018-19, and tourism-related employment fell by 12% to 7,300, even with the support of JobKeeper. 
In the calendar year 2020, visitor numbers to the Territory fell by 51%, affected by bushfires in southern 
states in the first quarter and then by COVD-19, which resulted in international border closures and 
intermittent border closures between jurisdictions.

For the latest data on tourism, refer to the Territory Economy website.

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/
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Outlook
Despite the multitude of restrictions and border closures that affected travel in 2020, and resulted 
in severe changes to the tourism operating landscape, there is a cautiously optimistic outlook for the 
Territory’s tourism sector in 2021. This view is contingent on a number of factors, including borders 
remaining open to interstate visitors and the long-term efficacy of vaccines to suppress the transmission 
and severity of COVID-19.

With international destinations to remain inaccessible for the majority of 2021, it is expected interstate 
visitation for the Territory’s peak tourist season between May and October will be strong. The Territory’s 
success in managing COVID-19 will assist to reassure interstate travellers the Territory is a safe travel 
destination, and contribute to a recovery of international markets once the Australian border reopens.

The Commonwealth’s $1.2 billion Tourism Aviation Network Support program, specifically targeted at 
tourism industries, will support visitation with half-price air tickets available to Darwin, Alice Springs and 
Uluru from 1 April 2021. Industry operators that have been relying on JobKeeper will also be eligible to 
access an expanded and extended version of the Commonwealth’s SME Recovery Loan Scheme.

The accommodation sector is expected to see year-on-year improvements from the second quarter 
of 2021, with Top End properties such as Mindil Beach Casino Resort and DoubleTree by Hilton 
Hotel Darwin Esplanade reopening for business. Forward daily occupancy rates for Darwin in the 
next year indicate the majority of peaks are centred on holiday periods and local events. Demand 
for accommodation in Central Australia is also expected to strengthen with the availability of more 
affordable air access created by the Tourism Aviation Network Support program (discounted airfares), 
coupled with increases in flight frequencies to Uluru.

The aviation landscape is expected to remain unstable in the near term, particularly with risks associated 
with hotspot declarations. The aviation sector’s recovery will depend on the efficacy of Australia’s 
vaccination program, international government policies and the ability of jurisdictions to manage 
outbreaks. 

A challenge for many tourism businesses will be the anticipated labour shortage during the dry season, 
due to an expected shortage of workers from overseas and a loss of employees during COVID-19 who 
have moved to work in non-tourism related industries. 

The NT’s Tourism Industry Strategy 2030 will continue to act as the overarching framework that guides 
the Territory’s long-term plans, and the government has committed to implement tourism-related 
recommendations from the TERC, which aim to significantly improve the Territory’s tourism 
product range.

Government Initiatives
The Territory Government implemented a number of initiatives to support the tourism sector during the 
evolving challenges of 2020, including:

• contacting over 800 tourism-related Territory businesses in March and April 2020 to gain a first-hand 
appreciation of challenges being faced and highlight government support programs

• delivering the Tourism Resilience Plan, a $2 million plan including the Tourism Business Support 
Program, Small Business Survival Fund and the Business Rebound and Adaptation Grant

• three rounds of (intra) Territory Tourism Vouchers worth $16.2 million to support local businesses. As 
at 4 March 2021, the initiative had delivered over $22 million to the Territory economy, with most 
benefits flowing to Top End businesses, as aligned with the Territory’s population distribution

https://www.tourismnt.com.au/research-strategies/strategies/nts-tourism-industry-strategy-2030
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• the NT Summer Sale, a $5 million cooperative campaign to encourage Australians to visit the Territory 
over summer. The sale, which ran from 1 October 2020 to 31 March 2021, offered travellers $200 
off every $1,000 spent on a Territory booking made through campaign partners, up to a maximum 
discount of $1,000

• the $2.5 million Territory-focused tourism campaign launched in March 2021

• a comprehensive Drive Strategy to increase visitor numbers and length of stay, and improve regional 
dispersal. The strategy complements the $4 million Roadhouse to Recovery package designed to 
improve the amenity of facilities that underpin the drive market.

For 2021-22, the Territory Government has committed $10 million to extend the Territory Tourism 
Voucher and NT Summer Sale schemes. A further $9.9 million is being funded for programs focused 
on supporting the rebound for tourism and hospitality businesses. This includes an extension of the 
$4 million Roadhouse to Recovery scheme.

Visitors, visitor nights and expenditure
The number of visitors to the Territory fell by 51% to 986,000 in 2020. Given international border 
closures and interstate travel being severely disrupted, 61% (or 603,000) of visitors were intra-Territory, 
34% (333,000) came from interstate and 5% (50,000) were international visitors. International visitors 
were confined to the first three months of 2020, prior to the closure of Australia’s border. On average, 
visitors stayed in the Territory for 5.7 nights, spending an average of $960 per stay (down 26% on 2019) 
with expenditure of $947 million (down 63% on 2019).

Decreased visitation occurred across intra-Territory, interstate and international markets in 2020, 
declining by 83% for international, 69% for interstate and 3% for intra-Territory visitation. International 
visitor expenditure fell by 83% to $72 million and domestic expenditure was down 59% to $875 million.

The declines in 2020 were mostly due to travel restrictions in response to COVID-19. Intra-territory 
travel restrictions were in place in the Territory from March 2020 to May 2020 (although biosecurity 
zone restrictions remained until early June), and interstate travel restrictions were in place until 
17 July 2020, and then targeted hotspots were declared intermittently as new cases were identified. The 
restrictions have impacted all jurisdictions to varying degrees but have been more severe in the Territory 
due to it having a smaller resident population to offset declines in interstate and international visitation.

Some businesses have started to report a slow recovery in domestic markets but Central Australian 
businesses continue to endure the brunt of the pandemic due to its high exposure to international 
visitors. The severity is further intensified in towns like Alice Springs and Yulara that do not have a 
critical mass of local residents to generate significant visitation from friends and relatives to support local 
businesses during the downturn. Visitor numbers in Central Australia declined by 63% to 294,000 in 
2020, compared with the Top End’s 46% decline to 719,000 in the same period.

The cruise and expedition ship sector is traditionally a key part of the tourism industry in the Top End, 
particularly over the tropical summer period. Foreign cruise ships are currently prevented from entering 
Australia until at least 17 June 2021. 
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Accommodation
Demand for accommodation declined significantly and immediately following the closure of international 
and some interstate borders from March 2020, with occupied room nights declining by 72% in the June 
quarter 2020 compared with the same period in 2019.

The tourism voucher scheme has supported accommodation businesses since July 2020, as has the 
return of some interstate travel, with the number of rooms sold increasing by 62% in the second half of 
2020 compared with the first half of 2020 (but still down by 28% on the same period in 2019). 

The higher occupancy rate partly reflects the 13% decline in available rooms over 2020 as hotels closed 
their doors due to the lack of demand, with supply in Darwin and Alice Springs declining by 15% and 
13%, respectively. In Darwin this included closure of the Mindil Beach Casino and DoubleTree resorts, 
as well as other hotels. Forward bookings are now recovering, and some supply is coming back online in 
time for the dry season. Supply in Alice Springs has been impacted by the Mercure Hotel being used as a 
quarantine facility since October 2020, resulting in 139 fewer rooms being available.

Aviation
Aviation services directly support the Territory’s economic development from a tourism perspective, and 
underpin essential services such as healthcare, education, social welfare and movement of time-critical 
freight. The Territory’s large area means air services form an integral part in sustaining intra-Territory, 
interstate and international connectivity.

Global air services were disrupted for most of 2020, and will continue to be for much of 2021. In a 
local context, the Territory saw suspension of most regular international passenger air services in 2020, 
including services from Singapore, Denpasar (Bali) and Shenzhen.

Domestic routes were initially restricted to a minimum route network to ensure essential connectivity at 
Darwin and Alice Springs. Flight routes and capacity gradually expanded, including at Ayers Rock Airport, 
in line with easing of domestic borders. By March 2021, the Territory’s domestic flight capacity was 60% 
to 70% of pre-COVID-19 levels. Aside from routes that depend heavily on international tourism (for 
example, Darwin, Adelaide, Alice Springs and Cairns to Uluru), all other routes have been reinstated.

Regional areas such as Gove, Groote Eylandt and Maningrida have remained connected with air services. 
These routes are primarily operated by Airnorth and other general aviation operators.

Beyond regularly scheduled passenger flights, the Territory continues to play a role in the repatriation 
of Australian citizens arriving on Commonwealth initiated international charter flights from the United 
Kingdom, Germany, France, India and Canada. Darwin is one of the ports selected to underpin this 
framework, which involves processing and quarantining of arriving passengers at the Howard Springs 
quarantine facility.
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Agriculture, forestry and fishing
Outlook
The value of the Territory’s agricultural output is expected  
to decrease in 2020-21, reflecting weaker live cattle exports, a  
below-average mango season and the impact of labour shortages  
as a result of COVID-19 travel restrictions. The sector is forecast  
to grow over the forward estimates period, reflecting new investment in 
horticulture and aquaculture, and new crops coming into production.

Recent activity
The agriculture, forestry and fishing sector accounted for 2.5% of 

gross state product and 1.8% of resident employment in the Territory 
in 2019-20. The sector is a significant employer and source of 

economic activity in regional and remote areas of the Territory.

The agriculture, forestry and fishing sector represents a relatively small proportion of the Territory’s 
output and employment. It is a significant employer and source of economic activity in regional and 
remote areas (Map 4). It also has important linkages to other industries of the economy, including retail 
and wholesale trade, manufacturing and transport. The sector’s output can vary significantly from year 
to year due to changes in demand (including trade restrictions), seasonal conditions affecting production 
and disease.

In 2019-20, the sector accounted for 2.5% ($649 million) of the Territory GSP and 1.8% (2,400 people) 
of employment. 

For the latest data on the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector, refer to the Territory Economy website.

Outlook
The agriculture industry’s contribution to GSP is expected to decrease in 2020-21 as the high price 
of Australian cattle reduces Indonesian demand for livestock exports in the first half of 2021, despite 
stronger export levels in the second half of 2020 compared with 2019. Production of horticulture and 
aquaculture goods has also been affected by travel restrictions, reducing the supply of labour for picking.  
The outlook for 2021-22 is more positive, with above-average rainfall in 2021 leading to improved 
growing conditions, easing labour supply constraints, investments in new crops and expanded 
aquaculture capacity contributing to growth in production. Strong horticulture prospects exist over the 
outlook period including developments at Singleton Station for large-scale irrigated cropping. Additional 
upside exists if Project Sea Dragon reaches a final investment decision, with stage 1 of the project 
continuing to progress.

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/
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Live cattle
The Territory’s live cattle exports are expected to decrease in 2020-21 due to high domestic cattle 
prices as well as increased competition from Brazil and Argentina as Indonesia seeks to diversify its 
source markets, especially given a weak rupiah against the Australian dollar. Live cattle movements from 
the Territory to eastern states are also expected to increase as pastoralists look to restock following 
above-average rainfall, which will generate strong pasture growth in 2021.

Due to the surge in demand to restock, domestic live cattle prices reached historic highs in April 2021, 
passing 900 cents per kilogram on the Eastern Young Cattle Indicator, up almost 200 cents per kilogram 
from the same time last year. Record domestic prices are also related to low national herd numbers, 
and prices are expected to remain elevated for the rest of 2021. High domestic demand and prices 
will impact the supply of cattle to international markets, and the weak rupiah will result in significant 
price increases in Indonesia. The Australian dollar appreciated by 20% against the rupiah in the year to 
March 2021.

Indonesia is the Territory’s largest live cattle export market, accounting for 82% (224,400 head) of cattle 
exports in 2020. India is Australia’s major competitor in the Indonesian beef market, with lower quality 
but cheaper frozen buffalo meat. Combined with higher Australian cattle prices and the Indonesian 
government’s policies to achieve self-sufficiency for major commodities, including beef, it continues to 
have an impact on Australian live cattle exports.

In early 2020 the Indonesian Government issued import permits for 20,000 tonnes of beef from Brazil 
and Argentina, and permits for 100,000 tonnes of Indian buffalo meat. Market competition is expected 
to increase further, with Mexico currently being assessed for market access. However, trade will also 
be supported by the the Indonesia-Australia Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement, which 
came into effect on 5 July 2020 and will provide some competitive advantages by delivering more 
open-market access for Territory live cattle exports and further tariff reductions for Australian beef.

Despite the global impact of COVID-19 and the appreciating Australian dollar, live cattle exports 
from the Territory increased by 7% in 2020 (Chart 13). Territory live cattle exports to Indonesia, the 
Philippines (13,500 head) and Brunei (5,050 head) increased by 11%, 35% and 44%, respectively. 
Exports to Vietnam decreased by 11% to 28,650 head in the year, and there were no shipments to 
Malaysia (compared with 6,000 head in 2019). Exports to Vietnam are expected to be down in 2021 
due to the high price of Australian cattle and a second wave of COVID-19 following a national holiday 
in February 2021.

Chart 13: Annual number of live Territory cattle overseas exports, by destination

1 Other comprises Brunei, Cambodia, Egypt, East Timor and Thailand.
Source: Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade
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Live buffalo
The live buffalo industry is a small emerging industry in the Territory. The high price of beef has made 
live buffalo a more attractive Territory export in developing nations as it sells for around 60% of the 
price of live cattle. In February 2017, Indonesia restarted the live buffalo trade with the Territory after 
several years of little activity. It has since grown to become the largest export destination for Territory 
buffalo, accounting for 58% (6,250 head) of total buffalo exports in 2020. Vietnam is the second largest 
export destination for Territory buffalo at 37% (4,000 head). Overall, buffalo exports increased by 8% in 
2020. Despite increased overseas demand, the industry is not expected to see any significant increase in 
production due to the challenges of harvesting wild buffalo.

Other livestock
Commercial production of boxed beef recommenced in December 2019 with the re-opening of Central 
Agri Group’s beef processing facility in Batchelor. The number of locally-sourced cattle and buffalo 
processed in the Territory increased from 2,200 head in 2019 to 7,061 head in 2020.

Australia accounts for 60% of the global trade in saltwater crocodile skins, with about two-thirds farmed 
and exported by the Territory. Of the remaining one-third farmed interstate, the majority of eggs and 
juvenile stock are sourced from the Territory. In 2019-20, the global market experienced an oversupply 
of crocodile skins and, in the latter part of the year, retail disruptions due to COVID-19. Revenue from 
the Territory crocodile industry is estimated to decrease by 11% to $24 million in 2019-20. Although 
demand for the high quality skins remains strong, the market conditions are expected to continue to 
be constrained over 2021. Revenue is forecast to increase by 8% to $26 million in 2020-21, remaining 
below pre-pandemic levels.

In November 2020, PRI Farming Pty Ltd purchased a former melon and banana farm with plans to build 
Australia’s largest crocodile farm. If realised, the project will increase the number of farmed crocodiles in 
the Territory by 50%.

Trade agreements
The Indonesia-Australia Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement was signed between Australia 
and Indonesia in March 2019, and came into effect on 5 July 2020. The agreement will reduce tariffs 
on live cattle and boxed beef, and allow an unlimited volume of boxed beef to be exported to Indonesia. 
Tariffs on boxed beef to Indonesia will then be eliminated over the course of five years. Live cattle 
permits will increase by 4% each year to a cap of 700,000 head by the sixth year of the agreement. 



Budget 2021-22

Agriculture, forestry and fishing

Industry Outlook

 39

Map 4: Territory agriculture, forestry and fishing

1 This map is produced from various sources. Department of Treasury and Finance cannot guarantee the accuracy, currency or 
completeness of the information. To be used as a guide only.

Source: Department of Treasury and Finance; Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade
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Horticulture
Mango production accounts for a large proportion of the Territory’s horticulture sector (57% of total 
value, excluding forestry). Output is strongly influenced by seasonal conditions, and the value of 
production is influenced by demand and prices in southern Australian markets. Mango production 
decreased by 2% to 32,300 tonnes in 2019, and fell further in 2020 as below-average rainfall since 
2018-19 affected crop growth, and labour shortages impacted the capacity to pick fruit. The situation 
is more favourable for 2021, with a good wet season expected to create better growing conditions and 
initiatives in place to bring seasonal workers from Vanuatu and other countries for picking.

More than 50,000 mango trees were planted in the Darwin and Katherine regions since 2018, and 
are expected to take four to five years to mature. The net impact on production from these plantings 
is expected to be minimal due to the scheduled decommissioning of older trees. Beyond the forecast 
period, there is the potential for new, more productive varieties to enter the market. The Department 
of Industry, Tourism and Trade is currently testing three new varieties of mango that have a higher 
yield with the same inputs and are expected to extend the production window compared with existing 
varieties. Market testing will be critical to the success of any new and more productive varieties that are 
developed.

Melon production increased by 3% to 66,400 tonnes in 2019. Similar to mango production, melon 
production is expected to be down in 2020 due to labour shortages. Trading restrictions and border 
closures have also affected production since April 2020, with fruit largely being left to rot due to closure 
of hospitality businesses interstate. The market is expected to recover over 2021, though supply of 
skilled and unskilled labour will continue to be a challenge. In partnership with NT Farmers, the Territory 
Government launched a recruitment campaign to find 200 workers to pick melons between April and 
July 2021.

There are several new crops under consideration that are expected to increase the value of horticulture 
production over the outlook period. One of the most promising prospects is a developing cotton 
industry, with commercial-scale trials being conducted in the Douglas-Daly and Katherine regions. 
Over 1,000 ha was harvested in 2020, with up to 3,000 ha likely to be harvested in 2021. Studies 
suggest the value to production from the cotton industry could be $200 million per annum, providing 
direct investment and employment opportunities, and supporting growth in the pastoral industry with 
a high protein feedstock as a by-product of the harvest. A grower-operated cotton gin is planned to 
open in 2022 in the Katherine region and production is expected to increase from 3,960 bales in 2020 
to 194,900 bales by 2025. In early 2020, a collaboration between the Cooperative Research Centre 
for Developing Northern Australia, Grains Research and Development Corporation, Cotton Research 
and Development Corporation, and 14 industry partners, initiated a two-year, $1.4 million project to 
explore the potential for broadacre cropping across the Territory, with cotton and peanuts identified as 
prospective commercial crops.

After an experimental industrial hemp crop was successfully trialled at Katherine Research Station 
in 2018, commercial production of industrial hemp was legalised in August 2019. In May 2020, the 
Territory Government began accepting applications for industrial hemp licences, with commercial 
production expected in 2021 after the first licence was granted in October 2020.

Peanut is another prospective crop following a 14 ha commercial harvest in 2020, the first peanut crop 
grown in Central Australia. Trials of native rice also commenced in November 2020, with three different 
species being grown at the Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade’s Coastal Plains Research Farm 
and CDU’s Casuarina campus. The focus of the project is to produce a high value grain that can be 
grown by Aboriginal communities and enterprises.
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Kakadu plums are a native bush food harvested within Kakadu National Park, Maningrida and western 
Top End, and sold on the expanding traditional medicine and health food markets. The Gundjeihmi 
Aboriginal Corporation commenced trials in April 2018 and the commercial viability of the crop is still 
being assessed.

In 2020, the Territory Government released expressions of interest for three large-scale agricultural land 
developments: the Keep Plains Agricultural Development (total area of 67,500 ha with up to 15,000 ha 
suitable for intensive irrigated agriculture); Wildman Agricultural Precinct (26,000 ha); and Larrimah 
Agricultural Precinct (5,700 ha). Collectively these developments provide an opportunity to significantly 
expand the Territory’s agricultural production area and opportunities for new investment in a wide range 
of high value crops, including mangoes, bananas, melons, forestry, and broadacre crops such as cotton, 
sorghum and chia. Another prospective region in Western Davenport is Singleton Station, which has 
been identified as having the potential to produce up to 150,000 to 200,000 tonnes per annum of 
various crops. This is further supported by a 30-year conditional groundwater extraction license granted 
to Singleton Station in April 2021, allowing large-scale irrigated horticultural development. There has 
also been interest in further expanding the Douglas-Daly region, with opportunities for several pastoral 
properties in the high rainfall zone to further develop land for intensive agriculture and horticulture 
production.

Forestry
The outlook for the forestry industry is generally positive, noting the longer-term nature of the activity 
means the economic pay-off takes many years to realise. There are currently 42,000 ha of plantations in 
the Territory.

Trees from the Acacia mangium plantations on the Tiwi Islands are currently being harvested and sold on 
the international woodchip market. In early 2020, COVID-19 resulted in an extended seasonal shutdown 
at the plantation. Production is expected to fall from 122,000 green metric tonnes (GMT) in 2019-20 to 
60,000 GMT in 2020-21. Despite the disruption, production is expected to rebound to 150,000 GMT in 
2021-22.

African mahogany is grown as a high-value timber in the Douglas-Daly and Katherine regions. The trees 
have an expected rotation of between 18 to 25 years and are currently in mid-rotation. The net present 
value of these trees is estimated at $390 million. Plans to expand the plantation by 20% are currently 
under consideration.

Indian sandalwood is grown in the Douglas-Daly and Katherine regions, and used to produce high value 
oil and pharmaceutical products. The trees are currently in mid-rotation and will not realise the bulk of 
their value for another four to five years.

Fisheries

The outlook for fisheries production in the Territory is positive, driven by increased aquaculture production.

In 2019-20, production from wild harvest fisheries fell by 8%, reflecting the impact of below-average 
rainfall. Both wild barramundi and mud crab production are affected by environmental conditions, and 
2019-20 was one of the driest wet seasons on record. With significantly higher rainfall in 2020-21, 
mud crab production is expected to rebound while wild barramundi numbers will recover over the next 
few years. 

Nationally, the seafood industry was significantly affected by reduced international demand associated 
with COVID-19. The Territory is less exposed to international markets but was still impacted by trading 
restrictions in other jurisdictions, with a notable decrease in demand for mud crabs from eastern states.
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Seafarms Group continues to progress its Project Sea Dragon, a US$1.5 billion aquaculture project 
in northern Australia. The project aims to produce over 150,000 tonnes of black tiger prawns each 
year. Stage 1 will produce more than 6,000 tonnes in the first 12 months, scaling up to 15,000 tonnes 
per annum, and is expected to be operational by 2023. Upgrades to Keep River Road completed 
in November 2020 will support Project Sea Dragon and agricultural development in the region. 
Project Sea Dragon is expected to provide significant employment opportunities in the Territory and 
Western Australia. The project is yet to receive a final investment decision.

Humpty Doo Barramundi is the Territory’s largest producer and distributor of Australian saltwater 
barramundi. The company is investing to significantly expand production capacity, supported by 
NAIF loans. After completing stage 1 of its expansion, the business secured a second NAIF loan of 
$24 million for stage 2, which is expected to increase production from 80 tonnes per annum currently, 
to 200 tonnes per annum by 2024.

Territory Government agribusiness development
Agribusiness is identified as a priority industry in the TERC Final Report. There are several projects 
and opportunities mentioned in the Territory Government’s 10-year Infrastructure Plan that focus 
on developing the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector in the Territory. Priority projects include the 
Katherine Logistics and Agribusiness Hub, the Keep Plains Agricultural Precinct, the Wildman River 
Agricultural Precinct, the Gunn Point Development Precinct (which includes intensive agriculture), an 
improved regional road network and the development of infrastructure to increase export opportunities.
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Abbreviations and acronyms
ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations

B billion

Cat. No. catalogue number

CBD central business district

GDP gross domestic product

GEMCO Groote Eylandt Mining Company

GMT green metric tonne

GSP gross state product

ha hectares

HMAS Her Majesty’s Australian Ship

LHS left‑hand side

LNG liquefied natural gas

M million

MW megawatt

NAIF Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility

NASA National Aeronautics and Space   
 Administration

RAAF Royal Australian Air Force

RHS right‑hand side

SME small and medium‑sized enterprises

TERC Territory Economic Reconstruction   
 Commission

US United States (of America)

USFPI United States Force Posture Initiatives
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Glossary
Current prices

The value in nominal terms, not adjusted for inflation or changes in prices. It is the market value for the 
good or service at the time it was being sold.

Employed
Persons 15 years and older who worked for one hour or more in the reference week. Persons are 
measured as being employed in the jurisdiction in which they reside, regardless of the location of their 
employment. Employment and other labour market estimates are derived from the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics labour force survey.

Gross domestic product
The value of goods and services produced in Australia over the period for final consumption. 
Intermediate goods and services used in the production of final goods are excluded. Gross domestic 
product can be calculated by summing total output, total income or total expenditure.

Gross state product
Similar to gross domestic product, except it measures the value of goods and services produced in a 
state or territory.

Inflation adjusted (also known as chain volume)
Inflation‑adjusted measures provide estimates of ‘real’ changes in activity by factoring in changes in 
prices from year to year.

Labour force
All persons 15 years and over who are either employed or actively seeking work. Excludes Australian 
Defence Force personnel and non‑residents.

Visitor
Tourism Research Australia defines a visitor as someone who has stayed in a place at least 40 kilometres 
from their usual place of residence for at least one night, but who is away from home for less than 
12 months. An international visitor is defined as an overseas arrival who stays in Australia for less than 
12 months.
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