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FIGURE 1 - MAP OF PASTORAL LAD IN THE NT
SOURCE PASTORAL LAND BOARD ANNUAL REPORT 2017-18, P13.
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FACTSHEET - PASTORAL LAND CLEARING

ISSUE:

WHY THIS IS A CONCERN:

Just weeks after new research was released showing that the Northern Territory’s tropical savanna and arid lands

ecosystems are collapsing, the Northern Territory Government created a streamlined process for clearing native vegetation

on pastoral land.  The Northern Territory Government slashed approval times for the clearing of native vegetation on

pastoral land. This will accelerate eco-system collapse and create significant greenhouse gas emissions from clearing and

burning felled trees.  

Close to half of all land in the Northern Territory (45% or 596 542 km2) is held

under just 224 pastoral leases.1 The Pastoral Land Act 1992 only has one line

relating to land clearing, requiring pastoralists to obtain the permission of

the Pastoral Land Board (PLB) before clearing native vegetation. Traditional

owners’ native title rights coexist with the pastoral leases, but pastoralists do

not need the permission of traditional owners to clear land, except where

sacred sites will be affected. 

The PLB rarely if ever requires an environmental assessment under the

Environment Protection Act 2019: the PLB’s guidelines make environmental

assessment easy to avoid by stating that they will refer applications to clear

more than 5000 hectares (approximately 5000 rugby fields) for environmental

assessment.2 There is nothing to stop applicants from making successive

applications to clear just under 5000 hectares. 

Unsurprisingly given the lax regulations, the NT has become a hotspot for

land clearing in recent years.3 Instead of acting to protect the Territory’s

ecosystems, the Northern Territory Government has weakened its already

weak land clearing rules by introducing a six-week timeframe for approvals

to clear up to 1000 hectares at a time.4

Research released in February this year identifies three of the Northern Territory’s key ecosystems as ‘collapsing’ and points

to land clearing as a threat to two of those ecosystems: the tropical savanna and the arid zone.5 Clearing native vegetation

destroys habitat for native animals, fragments the wider ecosystem and can contribute to the spread of invasive weeds and

feral animals. In general 'based on current trends, many native mammals will become extinct in northern Australia in the

next 10-20 years.'6 Data from the National Environmental Science Programme, highlights that land clearing as one of many

threats to the NT's biodiversity has a grave cumulative impact.  This data identifies the Daly Bioregion as especially

vulnerable. This Bioregion has also been crudely selected as a key agricultural development precinct. 7

Additionally, bulldozing and then burning savanna (a common method of clearing vegetation) causes the release of a

considerable amount of greenhouse gases, contributing to climate change.  For instance, in an application to clear over

20,000 hectares, it was estimated that the greenhouse gas emissions generated could account for up to 18.5% of the

Territory’s emissions for that year.8  In 2018 (the most recent data available), the category of “Land Use, Land-Use Change

and Forestry”, which includes land clearing, was approximately 35% of the Northern Territory’s approximately 16 million

tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions for that year.9  The entire Indigenous carbon industry in the Territory can only offset

approximately 1 million tonnes per year.10 
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REFERENCES CONTACT

The minister for Environment,

Water Security and Climate

Change.

Tell the minister we want

robust protections from land

clearing for our precious

Territory ecosystems.

Hon Eva Lawler MLA 

GPO Box 3146

requiring bioregional planning and management of the Territory’s ecosystems that will set limits for land clearing on an

ecosystem scale.

recognising the interests of traditional owners in maintaining biodiversity on pastoral lands and empowering them to be

involved in planning to protect that biodiversity.

1.Create new legislation that protects the Territory’s unique biodiversity by:

 

2. Until the new legislation is in place, require all pastoral land clearing applications to be referred to the Northern Territory

Environment Protection Authority for assessment under the Environment Protection Act 2019. 

3. Offsetting the greenhouse gas emissions that result from land clearing should be a requirement of any approval given to

clear pastoral land. 
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