
 
 

10 December 2021 

 

 

 

Executive Officer 

Pastoral Land Board 

Email to: 

PastoralAssessment.DEPWS@nt.gov.au 

 

Copy to: 

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

 

To Whom it May Concern, 

Vermelha Pty Ltd - Application to Clear Pastoral Land (s3(1)(h)) on Vermelha Station 

The Environment Centre NT (ECNT) is the peak community sector environmental 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 Vermelha 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 Vermelha Station PPL 1174. 

 

ECNT submits that: 

(a) the Application should be refused; or 

(b) the Application must be referred for assessment under the Environment Protection Act 2019 (NT) 

because it clearly meets  the threshold of having the potential to have a significant impact on the 

environment. 

 

 

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 
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(a) Relevant statutory context 

Section 38(1)(h) of the Pastoral Land Act provides that a pastoral lease is subject to a condition that 

the lessee will not clear any pastoral land except with and in accordance with the written consent of 

the Board or guidelines, if any, published by the PLB. 

Any clearing approved by the PLB is subject to general environmental duties and conditions imposed 

upon the pastoral lessee. For example, the pastoral lessee must carry out the pastoral enterprise 

under the lease so as to prevent degradation of the land (s6(a)), and must take all reasonable 

measures to conserve and protect features of environmental, cultural, heritage or ecological 

significance (s39(b)). These duties structure and constrain any consents granted under s38(1)(h). 

The Northern Territory Pastoral Land Clearing Guidelines (PLC Guidelines) were published by the 

Pastoral Land Board on 7 September 2021, and outline the requirements for the preparation, 

submission and determination of a pastoral land clearing application.  

(b) Scale of the Application, the conservation status of the Sturt Plateau bioregion, and cumulative 

impacts 

This is a large development proposal, in a bioregion (the Sturt Plateau) which is currently under 

increased land clearing and development pressure.  

The Sturt Plateau is very poorly represented in the national reserve system, with only 0.7% of the 

bioregion protected. This is inconsistent with the targets of the Convention on Biological Diversity, to 

which Australia is a signatory. It puts the bioregion at serious risk from development and other 

threatening processes. 

ECNT notes that there are a number of other current and proposed developments in the Sturt Plateau 

bioregion. A development of up to 5,712 hectares is proposed on adjacent land owned by the 

Northern Territory Land Corporation.  The nearby Maryfield Station had a land clearing permit of 

approximately 4,544.87 hectares granted in 2019.  In 2021, there has been a significant increase in 

land clearing applications in the Sturt Plateau bioregion.  Of the 27,295.17 hectares with permits 

issued, under assessment or under exhibition in 2021, 51% are in the Sturt Plateau.  In addition, there 

may be significant clearing and habitat fragmentation associated with the development of a shale gas 

industry in the region. 

ECNT notes that the pro-forma “referral checklist” completed by the proponent (and provided by the 

NTEPA to proponents to assess whether their proposals trigger the Environment Protection Act) is 

deficient in that it does not require any consideration of cumulative or indirect impacts.  In 

considering whether a proposal has the potential to have a significant impact on the environment, 

the proponent and relevant decision-makers must by law consider the cumulative impacts of the 

Proposal.   

Section 10 of the Environment Protection Act defines impact to include impacts that are cumulative 

and may occur over time.  The NTEPA’s guidance materials also take a broad view of cumulative 

impacts, requiring proponents: 
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“to examine all potential impact sources that relate to the action, and the potential impact 

pathways between the source of an impact and sensitive receptors and environmental values 

that may be impacted.  These need to be considered for the life of the proposed action, both 

in isolation and cumulatively with other reasonably foreseeable proposals and approved 

actions.”1   

This guidance also states that cumulative impacts include “activities conducted over a wider area 

than the proposed action, such as the activities of multiple projects operating in a region.” 

The information in the Application is inadequate in its treatment of cumulative impacts as it does not 

refer to the impacts of existing and proposed clearing in the Sturt Plateau bioregion.  These are 

“reasonably foreseeable” cumulative impacts in the region within the definition of the legislation and 

the NTEPA guidance. It is imperative that the Proposal and its impacts are assessed cumulatively in 

terms of these other reasonably foreseeable developments in the region. 

(c) Non-compliance with the Pastoral Land Act 

ECNT is of the view that the necessary regulatory approvals have not been sought for the Proposal, 

and that the Proponent may be in breach of the Pastoral Land Act as a consequence. 

The Proponent was granted a groundwater extraction licence for 2,956ML in 2019, which has been 

granted for the purposes of irrigated agriculture (mangoes, watermelons and sorghum).  The 

Proponent has been using centre pivot irrigation in a portion of the Application area, presumably with 

water extracted pursuant to this licence. At page 4 of the Northern Territory Non Pastoral Use 

Guidelines,2 it states that horticulture activities and “the production of agricultural products that are 

not going to be utilised on the pastoral lease but used for off-lease consumption” require a non-

pastoral use permit approved by the PLB.   

In ECNT’s view, this demonstrates non-compliance with the Pastoral Land Act. The Application should 

not be approved until such time as the Proponent has obtained a non-pastoral use permit in 

accordance with the requirements of the Pastoral Land Act.  

(d) Greenhouse gas emissions 

The greenhouse gas emissions from the Application will be very significant, in the vicinity of 600,000 

tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents.3 There is no mention of this in the Application.  The Application 

exceeds the trigger in the newly approved Greenhouse Gas Emissions Management for New and 

Expanding Large Emitters Policy (of 500,000 tonnes for a land use project).4 It thus requires the 

preparation of a Greenhouse Gas Abatement Plan in accordance with that policy. It also, in ECNT’s 

view, meets the threshold of significant impact as that term is defined in the Environment Protection 

Act and therefore requires referral under that legislation on the basis of the emissions alone. 

 
1 https://ntepa.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/805167/referring-proposed-action-to-ntepa-guideline.pdf.  
2 https://nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/261950/npu-guidelines.pdf.  
3 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. 
4 https://depws.nt.gov.au/environment-information/large-emitters-policy/large-emitters-
policy?SQ_VARIATION_1042148=0.  

https://ntepa.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/805167/referring-proposed-action-to-ntepa-guideline.pdf
https://nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/261950/npu-guidelines.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5194/bg-13-%206285-2016
https://depws.nt.gov.au/environment-information/large-emitters-policy/large-emitters-policy?SQ_VARIATION_1042148=0
https://depws.nt.gov.au/environment-information/large-emitters-policy/large-emitters-policy?SQ_VARIATION_1042148=0
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(e) Soil and land suitability 

There is insufficient information about soil and land suitability in the Application.  ECNT notes that the 

groundwater extraction licence granted to the Proponent (dated 2019) states: 

“using reconnaissance field site transect data published in the department’s DLRM Technical 

Report 19/2015D, findings suggest that there are high levels of soil variability relevant to the 

Larrimah area.  With this information the Rangelands division indicated there remains too 

much uncertainty to be able to assess and provide an assessment on the crop suitability. 

The Rangelands division suggests a need to investigate by collecting adequate data and map 

soil variability at the proposed development site to enable a more transparent assessment to 

be made.” 

There is little information available in the Application to ascertain whether this uncertainty has been 

resolved. It is unclear what, if any, additional information has been obtained by the Proponent to 

understand the suitability of the subject land for the proposed use. The Application should not be 

approved in the absence of this information. 

(f) Interference with a waterway and land modification 

ECNT is concerned by the reference to the possible construction of “graded banks” as an erosion 

control to control “excess overland flow”.  The Application links to a Northern Territory Government 

guideline which refers to the “redirection of surface water into a stable receiving area.”5 Graded 

banks are frequently used to capture and divert overland flow into storages, which would require a 

surface water extraction licence to be granted under the Water Act.  Whether or not the diverted 

water is captured in a storage, the alteration or stoppage of any water flowing over the cleared land 

using an embankment would breach the Water Act in the absence of a permit to interfere with a 

waterway.6 Further detail, and specificity, is required from the Proponent to understand these plans 

and assess the risks associated with them. Failure to do so may cause breaches of other legislation. 

(g) Impacts on terrestrial ecosystems (including biodiversity) 

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

fragmentation and degradation of native vegetation, and a variety of impacts on soils (eg erosion, 

salinity, loss of nutrients and acidification) and disrupts essential ecosystem processes.7 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.8 

ECNT draws the PLB’s attention to recent research which indicates that Northern Australia’s tropical 

savannas are one of 19 ecosystems in Australia that meet the criteria of being under collapse.9 

 
5 https://nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/212259/graded-banks.pdf.  
6 https://nt.gov.au/environment/water/bores-drilling-dams-and-waterways/apply-for-a-permit-to-interfere-with-a-
waterway.  

7 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-pressuresland-clearing. 
8 Neldner et al. 2017. Scientific review of the impacts of land clearing on threatened species in  Queensland. Queensland 
Government, Brisbane. 
9 Bergstrom et al. 2021. "Combating ecosystem collapse from the tropics to the Antarctic." Global change biology 
27(9):1692-1703. 

https://nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/212259/graded-banks.pdf
https://nt.gov.au/environment/water/bores-drilling-dams-and-waterways/apply-for-a-permit-to-interfere-with-a-waterway
https://nt.gov.au/environment/water/bores-drilling-dams-and-waterways/apply-for-a-permit-to-interfere-with-a-waterway
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Bergstrom et al suggest that it is imperative to understand how different threatening processes 

combine cumulatively (acting in what they term “threat webs”) to further threaten Australia’s 

collapsing ecosystems. 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. 

Land clearing is recognised as a key threatening process to threatened species (including in the 

Northern Territory) under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth).10 

Habitat loss and  fragmentation (including due to land clearing) has long been recognised by the 

Northern Territory Government as a key threat to the Northern Territory’s biodiversity.11 

The Department’s own published guidance material makes clear that, while Northern Australia has 

the largest and most intact tropical savanna system in the world, this value could be “readily 

compromised by excessive removal of native vegetation”.12 Further, this guidance makes clear that 

the highly seasonal environment of northern Australia means that it is more important to retain a 

higher proportion of native    vegetation in the landscape than for a less seasonal environment. The 

guidance refers to research undertaken for the Department in 2009 which showed significant impacts 

on biodiversity at a landscape scale (approximately 3000ha) if more than 50% of native vegetation is 

cleared. In particular, the research notes that clearing of this extent “may reduce the diversity of 

plants and animals to a point where some populations may fall to unsustainable levels”.13 Applying 

the findings of this research, the Application could result in regional biodiversity being reduced to a 

point where some populations (including threatened species) fall to unsustainable levels. This clearly 

meets the threshold of significant impact within the meaning of the Environment Protection Act. 

ECNT also refers to research recently undertaken by the National Environmental Science Program’s 

Northern Australian Environmental Resources Hub (NESP) which created spatial data that can be used 

to inform species conservation policy, assessments of species’ conservation status and decision-

making about  threat mitigation and management.14 ECNT used this data to create a map showing the 

cumulative risk from land clearing for agricultural development (historically, and projected) in the 

Northern Territory. A copy of the map is attached, and clearly demonstrates that the Sturt Plateau is 

at a very high risk of clearing. 

Cursory (and indeed desk top) analysis is given in the Application of potential impacts on numerous 

threatened species which may potentially be impacted by the Application if it is approved. These 

include the Northern Quoll, Curlew Sandpiper, Gouldian Finch, Ghost Bat, Red Goshawk, Purple 

Crown Fairy Wren (which has been seen at the homestead at Vermelha), the Crested Shrike Tit, the 

 
10 https://www.awe.gov.au/environment/biodiversity/threatened/key-threatening- processes/land-clearance. 
11 https://nt.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf_file/0009/204210/vegetation-management-habitat- loss-fragmentation-
english.pdf. 
12 Ibid. 
13 https://nt.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf_file/0009/204210/vegetation-management-habitat-loss- fragmentation-
english.pdf, referring to “Landscape design for maintaining ecosystem services in tropical agricultural landscapes: the 
response of fauna and flora to landscape mosaics and implications for land clearing policy” Griffiths, A.D, Stewart, A.J., 
Calnan, T, Venn, S, Brooks, K, & Rankmore, B, (2009) Report to Land and Water Australia. Department of Natural 
Resources, Environment, the Arts and Sport, Darwin. 

14 A. Pintor, M. Kennard, J. Alvarez-Romero and S. Hernandez, “Prioritising threatened species and threatening 
processes across northern Australia”, User Guide for data, Northern Australia Environmental Resources Hub, 
National Environmental Science Program, 
https://www.nespnorthern.edu.au/wpcontent/uploads/2020/04/Prioritising-threatened-species-and- threatening-
processes-across-northernAustralia-User-guide-for-data.pdf. 

http://www.awe.gov.au/environment/biodiversity/threatened/key-threatening-
http://www.nespnorthern.edu.au/wpcontent/uploads/2020/04/Prioritising-threatened-species-and-
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Painted Honeyeater, the Masked Owl, and the Gulf Snapping Turtle. Many of these are listed under 

the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) and thus the Application 

(and the project as a whole) must be referred under that legislation. In addition, any conservation 

advice or recovery plan in force under the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 

1999 (Cth) is not adequately addressed. For example, the Northern Quolls are particularly threatened 

by habitat degradation and destruction. The Red Goshawk nests will be impacted by clearing of 

mature trees, even up to a kilometre from watercourses.15  

No consideration is given in the Application to how other multiple threatening processes may 

exacerbate the impacts of the Application. These include threats posed by agriculture, climate 

change, disease, invasive species, changed fire regimes and grazing (refer Pintor et al, see footnote 

12). This provides a misleading picture for the public of the scale of potential impacts from this 

development. Furthermore, such cumulative impacts are required to be taken into account when 

considering whether the Proposal has the potential to have a significant impact on the environment 

under the Environment Protection Act. 

Assessment at the level of environmental impact statement under the Environment Protection Act is 

required to understand, assess and manage the impacts of land clearing on local and regional 

biodiversity (including threatened species), including “edge effects”, of the Application.  The 

Proponent must undertake detailed baseline terrestrial fauna surveys in the Proposal area and 

surrounding areas that may be directly or indirectly impacted by the proposal.  The Proponent must 

apply the mitigation hierarchy and explain how the Proposal has been designed to avoid and 

minimise impacts to fauna and habitats, and explain monitoring, management and mitigation 

measures to reduce residual impacts. Further, a referral under the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) is required for any matters of national environmental 

significance that may be impacted. 

(h) Impacts on aquatic environmental quality 

ECNT notes that the development is in the Roper catchment and overlies the Tindall aquifer, one of 

the most valued water resources in the Northern Territory.  The aquifer discharges water around 

the Elsey National Park area through Bitter and Rainbow Springs.  These springs in turn feed the 

Roper River, one of the most valued fishing and tourist areas in the Northern Territory.  The cultural, 

social, and economic importance of this aquifer, the springs it produces, and the Roper River to 

which it connects, cannot be underestimated.  

 

ECNT notes recent research about the high degree of connectivity between the different parts of 

the Tindall aquifer, as well as recent research in relation to stygofauna discovered in the aquifer.16  

This means that contamination of the aquifer from the development could have serious impacts, far 

away from the development area (including to the Roper River and Bitter and Rainbow Springs, as 

well as to stygofauna).  

 

There is inadequate information regarding impacts on groundwater and surface water quality from 

sediment or pesticides/herbicides proposed to be used on the development as a whole, including 

run-off impacts into the sinkhole, swamp and streams within or close to the clearing footprint that 

 
15 http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/species/pubs/60756-conservation-advice.pdf.  
16 https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-
sub-basin/beetaloo-gba-region-stage-two-report and https://gisera.csiro.au/project/characterisation-of-the-stygofauna-
and-microbial-assemblages-of-the-beetaloo-sub-basin-nt/.  

http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/species/pubs/60756-conservation-advice.pdf
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-gba-region-stage-two-report
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-gba-region-stage-two-report
https://gisera.csiro.au/project/characterisation-of-the-stygofauna-and-microbial-assemblages-of-the-beetaloo-sub-basin-nt/
https://gisera.csiro.au/project/characterisation-of-the-stygofauna-and-microbial-assemblages-of-the-beetaloo-sub-basin-nt/
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provide connectivity to the Tindall aquifer underground. Little information is given about how and 

where chemicals will be used and stored. Likely volumes and application rates, as well as potential 

for loss to surface water and groundwater must be specified as part of an environmental impact 

statement.  

 

Baseline studies must be taken for groundwater and surface water quality, and a description of 

monitoring, management and mitigation measures to reduce residual impacts. It is not clear that 

the buffers proposed around the sink hole, swamp and streams will be adequate to stop run-off of 

chemicals and sediment into the aquifer, particularly given the vast area of land to be cleared, and 

the direction of any overland flows as disclosed in the Application. 

 

The Application contains an inadequate assessment of the possible impacts on the water balance 

from the proposed land clearing, which might lead to an increase in salinity. Increased salinity is a 

well-known impact from land clearing, and may destroy habitat for native species within and in the 

vicinity of the Application area (See for instance: Williams et al. 1997. 10 

 

Conclusion 

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

Northern Territory. 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 Northern Territory is an outlier in biodiversity protection in Australia. The Northern Territory is the 

only jurisdiction without native vegetation laws. There is no Northern Territory-wide conservation or 

biodiversity strategy, despite the dire state of the Northern Territory’s ecosystems. The Territory Parks 

and Wildlife Conservation Act is primarily a tool for listing threatened species only, and has no regulatory 

force with respect to land clearing. 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 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. 

In the interim, the Application should be rejected or be referred for assessment under the Environment 

Protection Act. 

 

Yours faithfully,  
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Kirsty Howey 

Co-Director 

 

 

 

 

Shar Molloy 

Co-Director 


