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MEDIA RELEASE: ENVIRONMENT GROUP TAKES NT GOVERNMENT TO COURT 

OVER LAND CLEARING FOR COTTON  
 

The Environment Centre NT (ECNT), the Northern Territory’s peak conservation body, is taking the 

NT government to the Supreme Court, in a landmark challenge to a corporation’s plans to clear 

ecologically important tropical savanna to grow cotton.   

 

Under powers given to it by the NT government, the NT Pastoral Land Board last year permitted 

agribusiness Clean Agriculture and International Tourism to clear 923.33 hectares at Auvergne 

Station in the Victoria River region of the Northern Territory.   

 

ECNT, represented by Environmental Justice Australia, will argue this land clearing permit is invalid, 

and the proponent’s cotton plans require better environmental assessment.  

 

This is the first time a Court will test the Territory’s land clearing laws in the Pastoral Land Act. It 

could set a vital precedent to ensure the rapidly expanding cotton industry cannot continue clear 

land without proper oversight, assessment of the risks of environmental harm or notification of 

native title holders.   

 

If successful, this case could help protect some of the largest remaining intact savanna on earth – 

and prevent big cotton and industrial agriculture from devastating internationally significant 

ecosystems on country cared for by Traditional Owners for millennia.   

 

The Northern Land Council has also commenced legal proceedings in the Supreme Court challenging 

the same land clearing permit.  

 

Executive Director of ECNT, Kirsty Howey:    

 

“The Northern Territory’s savanna is a national treasure, part of a largely intact ecosystem stretching 

from Cape York to the Kimberley. But it is in crisis. Like the Great Barrier Reef, it’s a vital ecosystem 

that’s literally collapsing before our eyes. The Northern Territory Government should be doing all it 

can to protect it.  

 

“Right now, land clearing is skyrocketing in the Northern Territory, spurred in part by the cotton 

industry’s huge expansion plans. Land clearing is the biggest threat to biodiversity in Australia, and 

clearing for cotton will decimate local wildlife, impact rivers, and add to greenhouse gas emissions.   

We don't want another Murray Darling Basin here in the Territory.”  

 

“We’re taking on these landmark legal proceedings because we believe the Pastoral Land Board has 

failed to uphold the law in granting a land clearing permit for cotton at Auvergne Station.   
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“If we are successful, this will be a wake-up call to the cotton industry. Cotton growers in the 

Northern Territory will no longer be able to bulldoze our precious savanna without adequate 

oversight, and proposals to grow cotton will need to undergo additional scrutiny.”   

 

Lawyer at Environmental Justice Australia, Laura Dreyfus:  

“Land clearing and habitat destruction is pushing Australia’s plants and animals to the brink. It’s a 

key contributor to entire ecosystems collapsing, and the single biggest cause of animals and plants 

ending up on Australia’s threatened species list. The bulldozers are moving in on the NT’s savanna at 

an alarming rate,”  

 

“Land clearing is skyrocketing, much of it without proper oversight or scrutiny. Our client is taking 

the matter to court to hold the NT government and big cotton producers accountable, and to 

prevent environmental devastation before it’s too late.  

 

“This is the first time land clearing laws under the Pastoral Land Act have been tested in court. If this 

case is successful, it will set a vital precedent for how land clearing applications are assessed and 

help ensure potential impacts to ecosystems already on the brink are properly accounted for.”  

 

For media enquiries contact Dave Krantz (dave.krantz@ecnt.org and 0429 671 803) or Kathryn 

Lewis (media@envirojustice.org.au and 03 8341 3110)  

  

Key Facts and Background  
Auvergne Station is a pastoral lease in the Victoria River region of the Northern Territory.   

 

• A subsidiary of the TH Group, Clean Agriculture and International Tourism, finalized 

purchase of the cattle station in 2020, alongside two other Top End cattle stations.  

 

• The pastoral lease is more than twice the size of London (61,000ha).   

 

In November 2022, a delegate of the Pastoral Land Board granted a permit to the multinational 

industrial agriculture corporation to clear 923.33 hectares of native vegetation at Auvergne Station 

under the Northern Territory Government’s new “streamlined” process. The corporation proposed 

to use 249 hectares of the permit area to grow cotton.  

 

The legal argument  

 

ECNT, represented by lawyers at Environmental Justice Australia, will argue the permit is invalid 

because growing cotton is not a “pastoral purpose” under the Pastoral Land Act.   

 

If successful, the permit would be revoked, and the proponent must apply for a non-pastoral use 

permit in addition to a clearing permit to clear the tropical savanna woodlands for cotton. 
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Significantly, this would require assessment of the environmental impact of the proponent’s plans as 

well as notification of native title holders.     

 

Cotton on pastoral leases  

 

Close to half of all land in the Northern Territory (45%) is held under 224 pastoral leases, which are 

generally subject to co-existing native title rights and interests.   

 

• A pastoral lease allows for limited grazing of stock on natural vegetation   

• Land clearing permits are granted on pastoral land by the Pastoral Land Board under the 

Pastoral Land Act.  

 

Just weeks after new research revealed 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, slashing approval times from 6 months to 6 weeks for 

certain proposals of up to 1000 hectares at a time.  

  

Environmental assessment in the NT  

 

Unlike other jurisdictions, the Northern Territory has no native vegetation laws, no state of the 

environment reporting, and no overarching biodiversity conservation strategy or policy.  

 

• No land clearing application in the Northern Territory has ever been assessed under the 

EPBC Act; nor under Northern Territory environmental assessment laws.   

• Land clearing approvals in the Northern Territory have increased by 300% in the last 3 years.  

• In early 2021, the Northern Territory Government reduced approval times for “simplified” 

pastoral land clearing applications of up to 1000 hectares at a time;   

• Land clearing approvals for close to 5000 hectares are now the norm in the Northern 

Territory  

 

The cotton industry in the NT  

 

The cotton industry has plans for up to 200,000 hectares of broadacre cropping in the Northern 

Territory. The industry has recently come under scrutiny in the Northern Territory with ABC 730 

exposing numerous instances of alleged unapproved clearing. 

   

• A significant proportion of proposed cotton expansion will occur on the pastoral estate, with 

stations such as Tipperary Station (in the Daly River region), Ucharonidge Station (in the 

Barkly) and Scott Creek Station (near Katherine) already growing sizeable cotton crops.  
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The significance of tropical savannas in the NT   

 

The Northern Territory’s tropical savannas are a national treasure, representing some of the last 

intact savanna on earth.   

 

• Sweeping across more than 1 million kilometers in northern Australia, NT savanna 

ecosystems have gum trees over an understory of tall grasses and ancient soils.  

• Land clearing has removed vegetation permanently, reducing food availability for wildlife. 

Climate change is adding further pressures as rains increase in the wet season, and dry 

seasons are becoming hotter and last longer.  

• Land clearing is the biggest threat to biodiversity in Australia, and the key reason for our 

current extinction crisis.   

 

ENDS    
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