
 

 

 
 

Tel: (08) 8981 1984  |  Fax: (08) 8941 0387  |  admin@ecnt.org   |  http://www.ecnt.org/  
Postal: GPO Box 2120, Darwin NT 0801  |  Office: Unit 3/98 Woods Street, Darwin Northern Territory - Australia 

7 October 2021 

To 

Executive Officer  

Pastoral Land Board 

 

By Email to: 

PastoralAssessment.DEPWS@nt.gov.au  

 

Copy to: 

Minister Eva Lawler: Minister.Lawler@nt.gov.au 

Northern Territory Environment Protection Authority: NTEPA@nt.gov.au  

 

To Whom it May Concern, 

 

Conway Country Corp Pty Ltd. - Application to Clear Pastoral Land (s3(1)(h)) on Conway Station 

 

The Environment Centre NT (ECNT) is the peak community sector environment organisation in the 

Northern Territory of Australia, raising awareness among community, government, business, and industry 

about environmental issues. We assist people to reduce their environmental impact and support 

community members to participate in decision-making processes and action.  

Thank you for the opportunity to provide a comment on the application (Application) of Conway Country 

Corp Pty Ltd. (the proponent) to the Pastoral Land Board (PLB) for a permit to clear Pastoral Land under 

section 38(1)(h) of the Pastoral Land Act 1992 (NT) in respect of Conway Station Pastoral Lease 1187. 

ECNT notes that the NT Government’s Land Clearing Guidelines were developed to ‘assist in preventing 

environmental degradation associated with clearing and help to support the sustainable development of 

the Northern Territory’s natural resource-based economy’.1 It is evident from the content of the 

proponent’s application that the issuing of a land clearing permit would not give effect to the purpose of 

these Guidelines. This is due to the lack of information regarding intended methods to improve pasture 

provided to the PLB. In s 10 and 11 of the application, regarding land and weed management, the 

proponent provides limited operational information beyond noting that a Katherine Based Agronomist (EE 

Muir and Sons) will ‘provide advice on pasture selection, weed control, crop trials and best practice 

agricultural land management.’ The application makes a single reference to fast growing grass or legumes 

as a potential crop. In addition, while the use of chemicals regarding weed management is regularly 

referenced, no specific chemicals are listed for assessment.  

 
1 Northern Territory Government, Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security, ‘Land Clearing Guidelines: 
Northern Territory Planning Scheme’, last amended 24 September 2021.  
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The proponent has provided inadequate information to assess whether environmental degradation will be 

prevented and how this will help to achieve the sustainable development of the Northern Territory’s 

natural resource-based economy. Naturally, if the method of pasture improvement is not explicit nor 

transparent, associated issues regarding land capability, greenhouse gas emissions, heritage assessments 

or biodiversity impacts cannot adequately be considered.  

ECNT submits that this application should be refused, and the proponent should not be permitted to clear 

pastoral land until they provide transparent, defined, and detailed evidence of their intended method of 

pasture improvement.  

Acknowledging the effect of limited operational information, ECNT has further concerns including: 

Biodiversity Values 

Land clearing is a fundamental pressure on the environment and causes the loss, fragmentation, and 

degradation of native vegetation. It also has various other detrimental impacts on soils (e.g., erosion, 

salinity, loss of nutrients and acidification) and disrupts essential ecosystem processes.2 Threats to 

biodiversity from land clearing and habitat loss are one of the greatest threats to threatened species in 

Australia, and to the environment more generally.3  Land clearing applications are nevertheless on the rise 

in the Northern Territory, aided by an inadequate and piecemeal regulatory regime. 

ECNT draws the Pastoral Land Board’s attention, once again, to research which indicates that Northern 

Australia’s tropical savannas are one of 19 ecosystems in Australia that meet the criteria of being under 

collapse.4  

At least 13% of the savanna woodland in the Gulf Fall and Uplands Bioregion has been cleared.5 Bergstrom 

et al suggest that it is imperative to understand how different threatening processes combine cumulatively 

(acting in what they term “threat webs”). As habitats become increasingly fragmented, populations 

become more vulnerable to other threatening processes, such as climate change, changes in stream flow 

regimes, predation by invasive species and destructive fires, and they lose the ability to recolonise suitable 

habitat.  

ECNT is concerned that there is very little attempt in the proponent’s application to understand the 

cumulative impacts of different threatening processes in the region. This is concerning as the critically 

endangered Curlew Sandpiper and endangered Gouldian Finch, Australian Painted Snipe, Northern Quoll, 

Gulf Snapping Turtle and Arnhem Plateau Sandstone Shrubland Complex all occur within the vicinity of the 

clearing. 

 
2 State of the Environment Australia 2016. “Land Theme: Regional and landscape-scale pressures: Land 

clearing.” https://soe.environment.gov.au/theme/land/topic/2016/regional-and-landscape-scale-pressures-

land-clearing  
3 Neldner et al. 2017. Scientific review of the impacts of land clearing on threatened species in Queensland. 

Queensland Government, Brisbane. 

https://environment.des.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/90272/land-clearing-impacts- threatened-

species.pdf 
4 Bergstrom et al. 2021. "Combating ecosystem collapse from the tropics to the Antarctic." Global change 

biology 27(9):1692-1703. 
5 Department of Environment. ‘Gulf Fall and Uplands Bioregion’. 

https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/a8015c25-4aa2-4833-ad9c-

e98d09e2ab52/files/bioregion-gulf-fall-and-uplands.pdf 

https://soe.environment.gov.au/theme/land/topic/2016/regional-and-landscape-scale-pressures-land-clearing
https://soe.environment.gov.au/theme/land/topic/2016/regional-and-landscape-scale-pressures-land-clearing
https://environment.des.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/90272/land-clearing-impacts-%20threatened-species.pdf
https://environment.des.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/90272/land-clearing-impacts-%20threatened-species.pdf
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In addition, Northern Australia is in the midst of an unprecedented mammalian extinction.6  As habitats 

become increasingly fragmented, populations become more vulnerable to other threats, such as predation 

by feral species and destructive fires, and lose the ability to recolonise suitable habitat. 

 

In regard to Attachment 14, it is important to note that the proponent filling out an NT EPA pre-referral 

screening tool is not adequate environmental assessment. This application must be referred to the NT EPA 

as scrutiny is essential and self-assessment is not sufficient.  

Riparian Communities and Water and Springs 

There are significant water courses including Seasonal Wetland, Springs and Riparian Community in 

proximity to the proposed clearing area. The proponent has indicated that these sensitive features will be 

buffered in accordance with s 4.4.7 and s 4.4.8.2 of the Pastoral Land Clearing Guidelines7. However, crop 

selection and associated chemical use will drastically impact the efficacy of buffer zones. As the crop is not 

specified this risk cannot be appropriately mitigated.  

Greenhouse gas emissions  

Despite the considerable quantity of greenhouse gas emissions from the project (which ECNT estimates to 

be in the vicinity of 100,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent), the proponent’s application refutes the 

significance of emitting additional greenhouse gas into the atmosphere.8 While the proponent participates 

in the Carbon Farming Initiative, no carbon offsets have been proposed to mitigate these emissions. 9 

This clearing proposal alone could produce emissions equivalent to 0.5% of the NT’s total greenhouse gas 

emissions in 2019. This is a significant and unacceptable amount of emissions at a time when the NT 

Government needs to be reducing emissions to play its part in addressing climate change. A clearing 

approval of this magnitude is inconsistent with the NT Government’s greenhouse gas emissions target of 

net zero emissions by 2050. 

Land Capability vs Land Suitability 

The proponents obtained two contradictory land capability assessments. They failed to address why the 

more forgiving McGrath and Andrews Test is more reliable.  The Emerson Test, outlines that a significant 

472.2 HA of Brown Vertosol would not be viable land due to imperfect – poor drainage. To have two 

radically inconsistent land capability tests on the same application is high risk. The significance of Native 

vegetation and our greater biodiversity is far too great to sacrifice for private agricultural pursuits on 

potentially unviable land. In addition a land suitability assessment is only deemed necessary if the proposal 

meets a threshold of complexity. The operations are too vague to appropriately determine whether a Land 

Capability Assessment is satisfactory.  This lack of certainty is not appropriate when biodiversity values are 

being sacrificed for economic development.  

 
6 J Fitzimons et al. Into Oblivion – The disappearing native mammals of North Australia. The Nature 
Conservancy, Australian Wildlife Conservancy and Pew. 
https://www.natureaustralia.org.au/content/dam/tnc/nature/en/documents/australia/Into-Oblivion.pdf 
7 Northern Territory Government, Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security, ‘Land Clearing 
Guidelines: Northern Territory Planning Scheme’, last amended 24 September 2021. 
8 Estimated using the figure of 148.3 tonnes of CO2 equivalent emissions per hectare from savanna clearing 
and burning from Bristow, M. et al. (2016) “Quantifying the relative importance of greenhouse gas 
emissions from current and future savanna land use change across northern Australia” Biogeosciences 
13:6285–6303 https://doi.org/10.5194/bg-13-6285-2016. 
9 See the 2019 Greenhouse Gas Inventory for the Northern Territory from the Australian Greenhouse 
Emissions Information System website: https://ageis.climatechange.gov.au/ 

https://www.natureaustralia.org.au/content/dam/tnc/nature/en/documents/australia/Into-Oblivion.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5194/bg-13-6285-2016
https://ageis.climatechange.gov.au/
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Heritage Assessment: 

 
ECNT notes that the letter from AAPA makes reference to a restricted work area near clearing area B. This 

matter is not adequately addressed in the proponent’s application. 

 

In addition, there are no records found for the significant area of land that constitutes the Sorghum and 

Roughleys Paddock.  As within proximity of water courses, there are likely to be sacred sites in the vicinity 

of the project area. A registry extract is manifestly inadequate to protect these, and any other sites that 

may exist in the area. An authority certificate granted under the Northern Territory Sacred Sites Act should 

be a mandatory requirement. 

ECNT is concerned that the Heritage Branch placed the onus on the proponent to self-refer any 

archaeological sites and elect to cease clearing. This is not adequate protection for heritage of the oldest 

living culture on earth.  

Unregulated Clearing: 

The proponents have confirmed that at least 416HA of the area proposed for clearing has previously been 

cleared with no record of any application or permit to clear pastoral land. This allows the proponent to 

avoid scrutiny and does not take into consideration the cumulative impacts of multiple events of clearing. 

In addition, it undermines the Pastoral company’s reputation to comply with regulation.  

 

Conclusion 

ECNT is extremely concerned by the rate of increase in land clearing applications and approvals in the 

Northern Territory. The PLB considered applications for 21,700 hectares of land clearing in 2020, more 

than double the area approved for clearing in 2019, and more than ten times the area approved in 2018.  

The PLB approved 12,900 hectares of clearing were approved in 2020 with applications for a further 8,800 

hectares of clearing held over pending further information.  In 2021 so far, an application for 4,100 

hectares of clearing is under assessment pending further information and 926.85HA of clearing was 

assessed in a streamlined application.  ECNT understands that this is likely to be the start of an avalanche 

of applications. The NT Farmers Association has revealed plans for 168,000 hectares of farming 

development across the Northern Territory focused particularly on the Daly catchment, which will not only 

increase the Northern Territory’s greenhouse gas emissions significantly, but also require millions of litres 

of the Northern Territory’s groundwater and surface water, as well as exacerbating the impacts of climate 

change (through increased heat and changes to the water table from clearing and irrigation). 

The Pastoral Land Act is not fit for purpose to protect the Northern Territory’s pastoral estate from habitat 

fragmentation and damage on the vast scale that is underway, and being proposed. The Northern Territory 

is completely unprepared to respond to the environmental threats posed by the proposed large-scale 

agricultural development in a wider context of ecological and climate collapse, with piecemeal regulatory 

approvals that frustrate any attempts to strategically assess the likely cumulative impacts of these 

developments instead the norm. Urgent regulatory reform is needed so that landscape scale integrated 

protection and management of the Northern Territory’s unique savannas and freshwater systems can 

occur. 

ECNT calls on the Northern Territory Government to introduce a new regulatory system for deforestation 

and land clearing that protects remnant and high conservation value native vegetation.   
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In the interim, due to the lack of essential detail regarding the proposed improved pasture and the 

consequential inability to adequately assess the suitability of land capability and impacts on biodiversity 

and heritage assessment, the Application should: 

(a) be rejected and resubmitted and 
(b) be referred for assessment under both the Environment Protection Act NT and EPBC Act. 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 

Kirsty Howey 

Co-Director 

 

 

Shar Molloy  

Co-Director 

 

 

 

 

Jess Black 

Savanna and Freshwater Campaigner 

 

 


