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Informing

better decisions

ADC FORUM

ADC Forum, an independent, not-for-profit leadership organisation, was founded in 1996 by Australian members
of the World Economic Forum in Davos. It contributes to building a resilient global system by helping leaders
make better decisions. Central to this is a collaborative engagement around major issues, bringing together
business, government, academia and other parts of civil society. ADC Forum facilitates this through initiatives
that challenge conventional wisdom, provoke debate and build greater understanding about the profound,
complex and interconnected challenges facing Australia, our region and the world.

ADC Forum presents a strong program of high-profile events, such as Future Summits, which provide a col-
laborative framework for Australia’s established and emerging leaders to share ideas and exchange views to
help shape the future. This is complemented by the annual Australian Leadership Awards. ADC Forum also
holds topical summits on strategic issues of national interest. In 2014, such summits focused on Infrastructure
and Cities and Northern Development. The annual program also features the Australian Leadership Retreat for
business, political, academic and community leaders. Other initiatives include boardroom briefings and corpo-
rate-government consultations, including the annual ‘Canberra Connection’.

Publications of proceedings and contributions of major ADC Forum events represent an enduring resource for
business and public policymakers, disseminating insights and expert contributions. Video records of events are
also available on our website.

ADC Forum initiatives attract a diverse array of high-calibre participants, engendering a frank and constructive
sharing of views, and generating quality ideas and pathways for action. ADC Forum anticipates key trends and
issues and fosters long-term strategic thinking with a strong orientation towards delivering tangible outcomes.
For further information visit www.adcforum.org
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Executive Summary

INTRODUCTION

Development of Australia’s North has the potential to
drive Australia’s next century of growth and prosperity.
To explore this opportunity, the ADC Forum Northern
Development Summit 2014 invited representatives
from across Australia to come together to develop

a shared vision and a shared understanding of the
actions required to drive development of northern
Australia, defined broadly as the area north of the
Tropic of Capricorn. The overwhelming response from
the Australian community has confirmed that if done
effectively, northern development is positive, it is
feasible and it is necessary for Australia’s future.

This executive summary sets out the range of issues

and actions identified at the Summit, filtered through

the work of five expert working groups developed as
part of the Summit proceedings. The purpose of the
report, which is summarised here, is to:

1. Contribute to a national vision and narrative for
northern development that embeds this policy
commitment within the hearts and minds of all
Australians;

2. Feed directly into the ongoing work of the Northern
Development Taskforce in its development of
the Commonwealth White Paper on Northern
Development;

3. Facilitate collaboration across the business,
academic and community sectors to drive develop-
ment outside of government and to hold govern-
ment to account; and

4. Set out a future path for all government and
non-government stakeholders to engage with and
drive a coherent, national agenda for development
of Australia’s vast northern regions

Due to the extensive and detailed nature of the Summit
proceedings, this report is presented in two sections.
The first includes each of the final working group
reports and a number of working papers prepared for
the Summit. The second section presents transcripts

of the Summit sessions. This record will allow readers
to draw on the widest possible range of perspectives
of northern development, find detailed evidence and
argument in support of these perspectives, and identify

the detailed arguments behind the full list of recommen-
dations to emerge from the Summit.

NORTHERN DEVELOPMENT: THE
OPPORTUNITY AND THE IMPERATIVE

The context for northern development is clear. On

the supply side Australia’s northern regions are home
to vast areas of arable, diverse and pristine land.
Northern Australia is home to 60 per cent of Australia’s
water run off, 90 per cent of gas reserves, at least

$117 billion of identified potential mining and energy
projects and some of the world’s most beautiful natural
environments. The people of the North are pioneering
and innovative, including the deep knowledge of
country held within the ancient cultural traditions of
Australia’s first peoples.

Perhaps most importantly, northern Australia sits at
the intersection of the two most important global axes
of the 21st century, Asia and the tropics. Together
these axes define the demand side potential of north
Australia as they produce a millennium-defining
growth in population, economic power and urbanisa-
tion. This demand growth is manifest in an explosion
in the numbers of wealthy middle-class consumers in
the region to Australia’s north from around 500 million
newly middle-class citizens in Asia today to well over
3 billion in the coming decades. As the gateway to
Asia, tropical northern Australia represents one of the
nation’s clearest pathways to embedding ourselves
within Asia and leveraging this Asian century to drive
the next century of Australia’s growth and prosperity.

However these unique opportunities will not be avail-
able forever. Just as Australians are waking up to the
opportunities presented by growing Asian and tropical
economies, others in the region and around the world
are racing to meet this demand. This is true both in
terms of attracting foreign investment and foreign
human capital, both of which will be critical to driving
northern development in addition to growing foreign
market access. The current global surge in investment
capital from public and private sovereign wealth and
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investment funds measures in the trillions of dollars
and represents a significant opportunity for major
investment in northern Australia. However, global
competition to attract this capital has created genuine
urgency for development of “investor ready” projects
in northern Australia. According to Commonwealth
Minister for Trade and Investment, Andrew Robb, the
window for accessing these capital reserves may be
as small as 10 to 20 years before they find secure
investment homes around the world.

Likewise, the opportunity to source foreign human
capital is also time-limited. Head of NYU’s Stern
Business School, Paul Romer, has identified that the
world is already part way through a century-long transi-
tion to urbanisation, leaving the next few decades free
for Australia to attract potential new migrants to build
new and expanding northern Australia cities. In terms
of the new foreign markets, foreign human capital and
foreign direct investment, which will drive northern
development, there are critical time imperatives which
warrant immediate action.

From the national perspective, the imperative for
northern development could not be more stark. Of all
the world’s nations, Australia has navigated the global
changes of the last century most effectively. From an
almost completely protected economy generating the
highest standard of living in the world at Federation

in 1901, Australia alone among developed economies
managed to navigate 2008’s global financial crisis
with single digit unemployment, interest rates above
0 per cent and no consecutive quarters of negative
growth. However this success has not been without
cost. Today Australia’s fiscal environment is as difficult
as at any time in recent decades. Continued transitions
in the global economy have softened the trajectory

of Australia’s mining boom with a consequent impact
on revenues to government and the community. The
legacy effects of that rapid growth and investment
remain, however, in the form of high costs of labour
and housing nationally, congestion and pressure on
core services and infrastructure in major cities, and
competitive pressure on traditional manufacturing and
other industries.

It is time, therefore for Australia to “reboot” its growth
trajectory and leverage the flexibility and innovation of
the last century to build a new century of growth and
prosperity. In this context, development of Australia’s
north represents a real and essential pathway for
Australia’s national future.
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THE ADC FORUM NORTHERN
DEVELOPMENT SUMMIT 2014

The ADC Forum Northern Development Summit,
convened in Townsville, Queensland on June 27 and
28, 2014, was an enormous success in its own right.
More than 400 participants from across Australia and
internationally came together for two days of discus-
sion with more than 30 of Australia’s most eminent
business, government, community and academic lead-
ers. This remarkable group included representatives
from local, state, territory and federal governments
including parliamentary, cabinet, departmental and
council members. Representatives from a wide range
of business sectors including mining, energy, agricul-
ture, tourism, education, health sciences, investment,
infrastructure and the services sector were able to
engage with members of the community and a wide
range of university and NGO representatives. The
result was a passionate, wide-ranging and focused
discussion of the potential futures of northern Australia
and the nation as a whole.

Real success, however, as identified at the Summit,
will depend on making the transition from a century of
talk about northern development to a century of action
and achievement that will change the face of Australia
forever. To support this agenda, ADC Forum invited a
group of eminent Australians with necessary expertise
to form five working groups to explore northern devel-
opment from five different perspectives, focusing on:
Australia and the region

Infrastructure and the population base

The future economy of the North

Policy, finance and governance; and

Natural resource capability

INAENIES

These five working groups came together prior to the
Summit to develop short reports on the critical issues
and actions required to develop the North within each
of their issue areas. These reports were circulated to
Summit participants to help guide discussion over the
two days of the Summit. In addition, these groups were
charged with conducting two sessions at the Summit
designed to draw together the key recommendations
of the Summit contributors (speakers and panel
members) and participants (registered attendees).

The final of these two sessions took the form of five
extended workshop discussions led by the working
groups at the end of the Summit. After drawing on this
process, each of the working groups has updated their
pre-Summit reports to develop a list of recommended
actions across each issue area to reflect discussion

at the Summit. These recommendations and a brief
summary of each report are listed below.



SUMMARY LIST OF KEY
RECOMMENDATIONS BY
WORKING GROUPS

AUSTRALIA AND THE REGION

>

v

v

Developing northern Australia involves an artic-
ulation of who we are and where we are going.
This story needs to be collaboratively written,

led by those located in the north and supported
by champions elsewhere in Australia. Strategic
investment in the knowledge assets located in
tropical northern Australia (educational, research,
community and governance institutions) will
provide a platform that enables a sophisticated
and multi-layered strategy where all people are
engaged, ensuring momentum and opportunities
for economic development are not lost.

The New Colombo Plan to expand and include a
focus on the leadership capacity of young people
living in northern Australia.

Strategic infrastructure funding to be directed to
northern development under clear policy architec-
ture incorporating all levels of government. Digital
connectivity be planned and resourced. Access
to northern air routes to be opened up to Asian
airlines.

A tourism structural adjustment, education and
enabling strategy put in place to focus on the
Asian market and our ability to recognise and
meet demand.

A high-level co-ordination office be established in
the North to support the connection of investors
and those seeking investment. This would include
the marketing of investment opportunities in
projects identified through a long-term infrastruc-
ture strategy and would depend upon, and help
facilitate, co-ordinated, outward-looking policy at
all levels of government.

NATURAL RESOURCES

>

A multi-jurisdictional body, reporting to COAG,
should be established to direct, approve and
oversee policies and projects that seek to develop
the resources of northern Australia.

That the research requirements of northern
Australia’s future be constantly considered and
that, where necessary, research capabilities be
established and their outcomes be more readily
made available but, in so doing, note existing
research capabilities of national, regional, aca-
demic and other organisations.

That advisory bodies representing existing and
future commercial interests, communities and
Aboriginal groups be established.

That a comprehensive and transparent system

for allocating water rights should be developed
on a multi-jurisdictional basis, taking account of
Aboriginal and other local community interests, by
December 31, 2015.

That a national population policy that takes
account of long-term, sustainable objectives for
northern Australia’s development is established
with regular reviews.

That investment research and policies be
reviewed to attract long-term foreign investment
and to ensure increased Australian investment.

That market opportunities, both short and long-
term, be developed and monitored to identify
markets for northern Australian products.

That a stated government goal for the develop-
ment of the North is to provide for the long-term
development of Aboriginal communities and
that this be included in all government policies,
education and employment opportunities.

That the implications of climate change, and the
potential impact on biodiversity and the constant
degradation of soils and the environment be noted
and consideration be given to countering these
issues.

INFRASTRUCTURE AND POPULATION

> There is significant difficulty in promoting large-

scale developments in northern Australia on

the current governance structures of Australia,
especially when considering the allocation of infra-
structure resources against priorities that are set
in favour of the large urban complexes of Sydney,
Melbourne, Perth, and south-east Queensland.
This truth is highly evident when looking at the
priorities and allocations set out in the current
infrastructure plan.

It seems to us evident that a new system for
representing the needs of remote areas such as
northern Australia needs to be put in place, cutting
across the more traditional state and territory
boundaries.

We highly recommend the establishment of a
Northern Australia Authority, which should be
given powers to manage the further development
of the area in a holistic way, and provide the

REPORT OF THE ADC FORUM

X1



v

v

v

v

leadership to inspire a great outcome for all
Australians.

Water should be priced consistent with other
allocations, taking into account the private provi-
sion of storage infrastructure.

This will send a positive sign to investors. It is
recommended to take “water with development
potential” from state water agencies (regulatory
agencies) and transfer it to state or federal
development agencies. Without early confirmation
of a competitive price for water, no project can
raise funds.

A modern, user-based river system management
authority is required to encourage sustainable
development rather than relying on intrusive and
technically limited government water bodies.

A generic user-run and funded water management
model should be developed for each river basin.
User water charges that go into general state
revenue should instead be directed to the river-ba-
sin management authority to carry out monitoring
and maintenance

A Remote and Disadvantaged Shire Development
Fund is required to assist councils to undertake
planning and establish appropriate aspirations for
the community around large projects.

A north Queensland port should be developed as
a critical asset to facilitate project construction in
north Queensland and to export products directly
rather than truck to the east coast and traverse
through the Great Barrier Reef.

A relatively small investment in a barge facility

at Karumba or Normanton will significantly assist
the viability of projects. The barge facility can be
used for unloading of pre-assembled modules
and subsequently used to export bulk products by
barging to seagoing vessels.

Separate funding mechanisms should be estab-
lished to promote a mix of public and private
funding for important initiatives and to see that
infrastructure is properly managed across two
states and the Northern Territory.

This should be a key task of the special authority
referred to in the first three recommendations.

The Commonwealth and all state and territory
governments should immediately implement a
nationwide, long-term urban planning process to
identify options for public consideration of supply
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v

v

and demand for new urban development out to
2100.

A serious feasibility study should be carried out to
examine the potential benefits of constructing a
new city at Lake Argyle, as proposed by Ecoscape.

In the context of development over the next 10
years there is some urgency to conclude the
feasibility study, which must include a public and
private funding requirement as noted above.

FUTURE ECONOMY

v

v

Governments should explore options for tax
breaks to be provided to encourage private
investors to start large-scale projects as part of a
suite of potential incentives.

In return, the investors could be asked to ensure
that at least some of the infrastructure they have
to construct to facilitate their production (e.g.
roads, ports) is also available for other businesses
and residents to use.

There is widespread acceptance of the need
to invest in large-scale physical infrastructure
projects that may take years to complete.

There is a need to start thinking about people
in similar terms: developing long-term projects
(ideally in partnership with traditional owners) to
determine how best to strengthen the region’s
human/social capital, whilst maintaining — or
ideally improving quality of life.

There is an exciting possibility here to ‘close the
gap’, whilst also helping to redress skills/workforce
shortages.

Governments across northern Australia should
commit to a broad program of removing all
inefficient regulation and improving/strengthening
essential regulation.

This should be a priority of any higher-level
authority, First Ministers’ partnership or COAG
standing item responsible for developing northern
Australia with public goals and timelines and
regular reporting.

Removing inefficient regulation and improving/
strengthening essential regulation (such as that
which protects the very things which industries of
the North rely on — people and natural resources)
would significantly lower the costs of doing
business.



POLICY, FINANCE AND GOVERNANCE

> That the emerging White Paper on Developing
Northern Australia casts a clear, united narrative
about the future of northern Australia that can
secure investor confidence, protect the region’s
most critical natural and cultural assets, while help-
ing the North’s indigenous population to secure
their aspirations and escape long-term poverty.

A clear pan-northern policy architecture is needed
that builds on and strengthens the existing
governance arrangements and overcomes the
weaknesses. It should formally hook back into
COAG (as a standing item) and Western Australia,
Northern Territory, Queensland and Australian
cabinet processes and budget cycles.

A strong pan-northern policy architecture would
need to be supported by a government-based
institution within the North (perhaps a new division
within PM&C) that is jointly staffed by different
governments as required, focused on stakeholder
engagement and builds the evidence base for
policymaking and budget planning. It would

have responsibility and authority for ensuring

that agreed policies are delivered and reported
on to the new “Northern Australian Strategic
Partnership” and the northern Australian and wider
Australian communities.

Once the White Paper process and associated
advisory arrangements have been finalised,

a Northern Australian Development Advisory
Council should be formed to feed clear advice
into, and seek reporting accountabilities from, the
new “Strategic Partnership” process.

A clear, cross-northern policy architecture should
be responsible for the development of a clear,
long-term Northern Australia Infrastructure

& Investment Strategy that aligns across
Commonwealth and state/Northern Territory
budget cycles, explores potential Future Fund
investment, and can help facilitate the long-term
negotiation of strategic PPPs.

Far more effective administrative/finance
mechanisms are needed to encourage more
place-based, longer-term and flexible government
program delivery.

A strong alliance of research, development and
education institutions across the North should
have an explicit link to any emerging northern
Australian governance and policy architecture,
providing the foundations for the evidence build-
ing required to underpin and monitor the risks and

benefits of major policy reforms and investments.
Such an alliance might focus effort on specific
topics (e.g. agricultural development) through
support for the development of specific research
collaborations in the short to medium term.

ABS and ABARES should collaborate with any
northern research and development alliance to
start to build a long-term and continuously improv-
ing social and economic statistical series for the
northern Australian region.

A clear forward vision and budget strategy needs
to be developed to lift science capability within
the North that both lifts productivity and presents
opportunities for substantive knowledge export
where we have a competitive advantage. This
needs to be linked to key educational strategies
that generally lift science literacy and workforce
capacity.

Bilaterally agreed approaches to regional develop-
ment visioning and associated land-use planning
are required to lift investor confidence and form
the foundations for strategic regional infrastructure
plans. These regional planning approaches should
be commenced where conflicts affecting invest-
ment security are most prominent.

Progression and monitored implementation of
the Commonwealth’s approvals bilateral should
be hastened in northern Australia, and significant
Commonwealth departmental capacity in facilitat-
ing development assessment should be relocated
into northern Australian to expedite continuous
improvements in the system.

Through the “Strategic Partnership”, progress the
development of a work plan to further implement
recommendations associated with the North

Australian Ministerial Forum’s earlier work on har-
monising tenure reform across northern Australia.

As part of the emerging major reforms in
indigenous affairs, significant policy focus and
investment effort should be directed towards
continuous improvement in native title resolution
processes and supporting traditional owners to
take advantage of their land tenures to facilitate
wealth creation while also protecting their core
property rights.

The Australian Government to provide the
Productivity Commission with specific terms of
reference to explore and recommend the most
effective possible incentives for offsetting the
considerable costs of doing business and encour-
aging PPPs in northern Australia.
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> The Australian, state and territory governments,
when developing landscape-scale environmental
regulation, adopt a trust-building, co-operative
management versus a command-and-control
approach. When some form of adjustment is
required, the design and implementation of
more effective structural adjustment programs is
essential.

> Improve disaster response arrangements in north-
ern Australia through radical reform of Natural
Disaster Relief and Recovery Arrangements to
better accommodate mitigation and betterment. A
long-term partnership between government and
the Australian insurance industry is also required
to keep continuous downward pressure on
insurance premiums in northern Australia.

> Australian, state and territory governments to
seek bilateral agreement about how to best
support endemic regionalism; better defining the
role of key regional and local players in strategic
planning for (and the implementation of) regional
economic development. There should be a focus
on exploring the relative roles and capacities of
RDAs, Development Commissions, REDOs, local
government and indigenous organisations and
positive approaches to improving the system.
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