
Parks and Wildlife Commission                                                                                                  15th October 2021
PO Box 496,
PALMERSTON, NT, 0831

Dear Parks and Wildlife Commission,

Re: the Northern Territory Parks 2022-52 Masterplan Consultation Paper Submission

Keep Top End Coasts Healthy (KTECH) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Northern Territory
Parks 2022-52 Masterplan Consultation Paper.

KTECH is an alliance of environment groups that includes the Australian Marine Conservation Society, The
Pew Charitable Trusts and the Environment Centre of the Northern Territory, and has a focus on the
protection of coastal biodiversity and culture.

1. Introduction
The Masterplan Consultation Paper is a timely reminder of the significant role that the Territory’s parks and
reserves network plays in the conservation of biodiversity and culture, and in supporting the Territory
lifestyle. Protecting natural habitats in well managed parks and reserves is one of the most effective ways to
conserve them for current and future generations to appreciate and enjoy. The network also provides a
generous return on public investment, underpinning the Territory economy through a growing domestic and
international tourism sector, ecosystem services, employment and recreation opportunities, and benefits
for health and wellbeing.

KTECH supports the preparation of the Masterplan as an important first step in reinvigorating the parks and
reserves network and guiding the modernisation of the current Parks and Wildlife Act, which is now 45
years old, not fit for purpose and in need of critical reform.

This submission outlines the critical issues that the master planning process must consider, along with a
number of concerns about the direction that the Northern Territory Government wishes to take the parks
and reserves network as articulated in the Masterplan Consultation Paper.

2. The values of the parks and reserves network
The 85 parks and reserves referred to in the Masterplan Consultation Paper are a rich mix of small, medium
and large-sized areas that protect a diversity of marine, coastal and inland natural environments and
culture. Visitation to the Territory’s parks and reserves, including the two parks managed by Parks Australia,
is worth $1.2 billion in direct value to the Territory economy and an estimated 2597 direct jobs and 1963
indirect jobs.
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The prime purpose of the Northern Territory’s parks and reserves network should be the protection,
conservation and effective management of marine, freshwater and terrestrial biodiversity. However, the
network also provides many other environmental as well as cultural, social and economic benefits to
Territory residents, and interstate and international visitors. Unfortunately, the Masterplan Consultation
Paper moves away from biodiversity conservation being the main purpose of the network in favour of other
less satisfactory mechanisms for biodiversity conservation. Further, the Western Australian Government
recently amended their relevant legislation to introduce a new management objective to protect and
conserve the value of the lands and waters to the culture and heritage of Aboriginal people. The Northern
Territory Government may wish to consider following suit.

3. Filling gaps in the network
Aside from the highly anticipated and celebrated Limmen Bight marine park, there has been little recent
change in the spatial extent of the Territory’s parks and reserves network, which has evolved over many
years in a relatively ad-hoc fashion. If the network were to be established today, based on best-practice
design and management principles and international and national conservation and human rights
obligations (e.g. Australia’s Strategy for the National Reserve System 2009-2030; Ramsar Convention on
Wetlands; UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples), it would look very different than it does
today. There would likely be a stronger commitment to higher levels of protection i.e. IUCN categories I and
II and to it being comprehensive, adequate and representative.

In the current network, higher-level protection (IUCN categories 1a and II) are only ascribed to the
Bullwaddy Conservation Reserve (Ia at 11,530 ha) and Garig Gunak Barlu National Park (II at 220,700 ha),
which together represent just 4.5% of the network’s spatial coverage. Three reserves in private hands –
Newhaven (261,842 ha), Wongalara (192,539 ha) and Fish River Station (II at 178,053 ha) – have been
assigned IUCN Category II, as have the two Commonwealth national parks, Kakadu and Uluru-Kata Tjuta,
which in total cover 2,044,424 ha.

The Masterplan Consultation Paper acknowledges that the current network is not comprehensive, adequate
and representative:

‘There are also gaps in the representation of ecosystem types found in the Northern Territory and
opportunities to fill those gaps to ensure a comprehensive and representative park system can be
identified. In particular the areas to the south and east of the Northern Territory are less well represented
than those found in northern parts.’

The size, number and diversity of the parks and reserves in the network should be seen as one of its
strengths, providing varied levels of protection for significant natural, social and cultural values. Any
perceived gaps should not be used to downgrade the network’s significant achievements in providing
protection and conservation of the Territory’s biodiversity and culture. Unfortunately, the underlying theme
in the Masterplan Consultation Paper is the network’s perceived weaknesses.

There are a number of ways that the parks and reserves network can be strengthened and these should
feature heavily in the Masterplan. They are discussed in later sections of this submission.

4. What the Northern Territory Government hopes the Masterplan will achieve
The Masterplan Consultation Paper outlines what the future Masterplan is intended to achieve in a series of
dot points on page 4. Although KTECH supports most of the statements, there are several that are of
concern and these are summarised in Table 1. The main concern centres on the Masterplan Consultation
Paper’s over-emphasis of engagement by business and private investment in the future of the parks and
reserves network, and proposals for its ‘consolidation (and potential rationalisation)’.
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Table 1 KTECH comments of what the masterplan is intended to achieve
The Masterplan will: KTECH Comment
Set clear objectives for managing natural and cultural
values in our parks.

Strongly agree.

Provide a clear vision for how visitor enjoyment and
community and business engagement can be further
developed.

Strongly agree on the first section of this sentence but
have reservations about the very vague term of
‘business engagement’ given such prominence in the
vision.

Provide a clear direction for developing and managing
recreation values and opportunities for the Territory’s
most visited parks for the next 30 years, and priorities
for capital works and maintenance programs.

Strongly agree with first part but are concerned that
capital works programs, if driven by economic
development principles rather than conservation
principles, will damage the natural and cultural values
of the parks and reserves.

Identify opportunities for:
o targeted activities and projects that will accelerate

advancement of Aboriginal Territorian’s economic
aspirations

Strongly agree.

o new or enhanced experiences for visitors and the
private sector

Strongly agree with first part of this sentence but are
concerned by the reference to ‘experiences’ for the
private sector. Its meaning in this context is unclear.
There is potential for the private sector to be involved
in service provision in parks and reserves, however, it
should not be a primary driver.

o consolidation (and potential rationalisation) of the
entire estate that best represents public benefit

This is of great concern and could lead to reductions in
the network, the opening of more gaps in the
representation of ecosystems, and the diminution of
already very low protection levels (IUCN categories).
The Masterplan Consultation Paper has not clearly
defined what is considered to be public benefit.

o accelerating biodiversity conservation investment
partnerships with the private sector and
philanthropic investors

This should only occur if the outcomes of the
partnership are permanent and high-level protection
for existing areas, fill gaps in ecosystem representation
and do not involve developments that are
inappropriate in function, operation or scale.

o maximising liveability, health and wellbeing
outcomes from urban and peri-urban parks,
reserves and conservation areas.

Strongly agree.

5. Decisions pre-emptive of the consultation process
Although the headline question of the Masterplan Consultation Paper is ‘What do you want from your
Territory Parks and Reserves?’, it is disappointing that some decisions about the key elements that will
underpin the final Masterplan appear to have already been made. These decisions are highlighted in the
following quotes from the Masterplan Consultation Paper, which are followed by our comments:

Quote: ‘the Masterplan must have a focus on economic objectives.’

Comment: In this frame of the Masterplan Consultation Paper, social, environmental and cultural
outcomes appear to be secondary objectives, the reverse of what should be the case. This deliberately
moves away from what the prime objectives of parks are, to protect and conserve biodiversity and
culture.
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Quote: A ‘10 year Activation Plan that consists of real projects that will be prioritised for development to
support recovery and growth of the tourism sector and its contribution to the Northern Territory
economy.’

Comment: Putting aside their perceived value, these ‘real projects’ listed in the Masterplan Consultation
Paper could be seen as fait accompli, even though the paper asks for commentary on them.

Quote: ‘Not all investment must be undertaken by government and an important part of identifying
priority projects includes identifying opportunities for private investment on the park estate.’

Comment: There is an underlying frame in the Masterplan Consultation Paper that the parks and
reserves are a cost burden to the Territory and which places insufficient emphasis on their economic
benefits (other than the overall economic impact quoted above). The following quote from the
Masterplan Consultation Paper also highlights a basic misunderstanding of the economic importance of
parks and reserves.

Quote: ‘The majority of the financial resources available to manage the park estate are spent on
employing and supporting Park Rangers with salaries, housing and the infrastructure necessary to
support their presence on park such as vehicles and equipment. Allocations for managing fire, weeds,
feral animals and conservation programs consume the remainder of available resources.’

Comment: The cost-burden frame evident in this quote ignores the local and regional economic stimulus
that the ongoing management of existing parks and reserves provides (and the likely local and regional
stimulus from new parks and reserves). For example, the salaries of the 130 park rangers referred to in
the Masterplan Consultation Paper are spent in their local communities. Funds allocated to housing and
infrastructure and the supply of vehicles, fuel and equipment can benefit local suppliers and have a
multiplier effect through local and regional economies. Such local and regional economic stimulus from
expenditure on parks and reserves is far better targeted and more reliable than the boom and bust
economics of major resource projects that can degrade natural environments and undermine culture but
be subsidised by governments at great cost.

Quote: ‘Partnerships with private investors and industry stakeholders are needed to enhance the
economic contribution of parks and also to improve the management of their natural and cultural values.
This can only be achieved by creating a development and investment framework for Territory parks and
reserves that encourages investment.’

Comment: The assumption here in the Masterplan Consultation Paper is that private investment is good
and public investment is bad, and that parks and reserves are lagging in their economic contribution. As
discussed above, they make very important contributions to local and regional economies, supported by
public investment. The Masterplan Consultation Paper does acknowledge concerns about private
investment in parks and reserves in the following quote.

Quote: There has been community concern in many countries about private investment in infrastructure
on national parks and reserves. These concerns are generally related to the allocation of exclusivity over
a public asset and the possibility that the standards of protection offered to the park may be degraded.

Comment: However, the Masterplan Consultation Paper brushes aside these concerns, which are not
just expressed in ‘other countries’ but also across Australia. In Victoria, it has been viewed as the
‘privatisation’ of parks. In an open letter to the then Premier of Victoria in 2013, 20 eminent persons
wrote of Victorian Government proposals for private tourist development in parks thus:

‘National parks have NOT been set aside for grazing by cattle, logging, prospecting, hunting or
commercial development. These activities, to be permitted in national parks in a number of States,
are incompatible with the fundamental reasons for creating national parks – protecting our natural
and cultural heritage. Such uses compromise and diminish the reasons for visiting national parks – to
enjoy the beauty of natural landscapes and to relax in natural settings removed from the complexities
and stresses of modern living.’ … and … ‘New resort development within national parks is now
recognised internationally as undesirable and in conflict with the very things that national parks are
established to protect. Resort developments established in the 19th and early 20th Century in Canada
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and the USA by the railroad barons, are today substantially constrained with only modernising and
replacement now occurring.  Closer to home, the new visitor development together with camping
ground at Cradle Mountain National Park in Tasmania has been built outside the park, as is the Cradle
Mountain Lodge.’1

6. Strengthening the legal protection of parks and reserves

The Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 1976 (TPWC Act) was enacted at the time of
self-government and reflects the priorities and thinking of that era. Its initial function was to deal with the
transition to the new authorising environment. Although it has been amended a number of times and other
parks-related legislation has been introduced, the TPWC Act has not been fundamentally revisited since it
was first enacted. Forty-five years later, Northern Territory protected area legislation is in need of extensive
modernising.  

The TPWC Act needs reviewing to ensure that it provides the legal framework to improve protection and
management of land and sea and support Traditional Owner management of Country. It is essential that
legislative design is negotiated with Aboriginal peoples, organisations and communities.

IUCN identifies elements of protected area legislation as including:
● objectives and scope
● definitions and management principles for a range of protected area types
● diversity and quality of governance
● design principles and establishment for a reserve network
● process of management planning, evaluation and adaptive management
● management of activities and impacts through permits, leases and licences.

6.1 Objectives of NT protected areas legislation
Modern legislation, regardless of its scope and application, establishes overarching objectives that articulate
the intent and ambition of the Parliament.  

We recommend that more specific outcomes and objectives be incorporated in the legislation to be
achieved through the protected area network. These will include recognising the strong connection
between Country and culture and the rights of Native Title holders and Traditional Owners. 

Modern NT legislation should include new sections establishing:

● a strong primary objective recognising outcomes for biodiversity conservation and Aboriginal rights
and connections over land and seas  

● secondary objectives and principles that protect conservation values, recognise Aboriginal
management of Country, and enable community benefit

● mechanisms for ensuring legislative objectives are implemented.

6.2 Design principles and procedures for establishing, altering and degazetting NT protected areas

Design principles and procedures for establishing, altering and degazetting protected areas should be
transparent and evidence-based, and include opportunities for consulting with the community. 

1 Open Letter to the Premier of Victoria, ‘Privatising Our National Parks – A Betrayal of Public Trust’, Park Watch, no.254, Sept 2013,
p.4-6 (ISSN: 1324-4361)
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Definitions and management principles for NT protected areas
Modern protected area legislation defines categories and management principles for parks and reserves,
often referencing international standards and guidelines. Such categories and principles enable a spectrum
of objectives, and can range from a focus on sustainable use through to strict protection.

The TPWC Act refers to categories of parks and reserves that were contained in the now repealed
Commonwealth National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 1975 and the Wildlife Conservation and
Control Act 1962. Part 3 Joint management of certain parks and reserves which was first inserted into the
TPWC Act in 2005, includes sections establishing objectives and principles for jointly managed parks
(Sections 25AB and 25AC).

The TPWC Act does not define categories of protected areas or assign management principles. To improve
consistency and transparency, categories and management principles for protected areas should be
defined. 

Modern NT legislation should include new sections that establish:
● protected area categories and management principles for each category
● a single process for declaring protected areas
● transitional arrangements for re-designating existing protected areas
● mechanisms for ensuring all protected areas are managed in collaboration with Traditional Owners

regardless of whether or not they are formally ‘jointly managed’.

6.3 Protected areas governance and financing
Modern protected area legislation sets out principles of good governance, provides clear authorities and
gives appropriate heads of power for decision-making. 

The TPWC Act establishes a variety of decision-making powers with governance arrangements also set
under the Parks and Wildlife Commission Act 1980.

As noted above, we propose applying principles such as transparency and effectiveness to all aspects of the
legislation including governance. The TPWC Act does not have robust mechanisms for public reporting on
the effectiveness of protected area management, so we also recommend that modern NT legislation
includes sections that establish:

● governance principles and objectives
● rights and responsibilities in declaring and managing protected areas
● requirements for transparency through reporting on implementation of plans of management for

individual parks and ‘state of protected areas’ reporting on outcomes and trends
● a mechanism for holding and disbursing hypothecated revenue for protected area (biodiversity

conservation) purposes

In recognition of the resources required for appropriately funding protected area management, especially
where participative practices are embedded in all decision-making, it is important to have finance
mechanisms available which enable revenue to be hypothecated for biodiversity conservation purposes.

This requires a head of power in legislation, potentially to establish a specific-purpose fund/trust that can
accept tax deductible donations as well as hypothecated revenue sources. Although the fund should have a
wide scope for disbursing resources, safeguards are needed to ensure that it is used to augment
government budgetary allocations and not as a substitute source (as occurred with the Natural Heritage
Trust).   

A governance mechanism, such as an advisory committee may be established to oversee the operation and
disbursement of any fund, and there should be a requirement for fully transparent public reporting on a
regular basis. 
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Potential sources of revenue for the fund could include, but not be limited to:

● user fees including fees for permits, authorities and concessions
● conservation trust funds with either sinking or endowment funds
● payment for ecosystem service schemes
● impact investment 
● grants for research and specific activities
● donations and bequests
● fines 
● offset payments.  

6.4 Management planning, evaluation and adaptive management for NT protected areas
Intentions and management directions for protected areas should be clearly spelled out in plans of
management; be underpinned by effective, transparent and consultative processes; and be supported by
the capacity for evaluation and adaptive management. 

The TPWC Act relies on preparing and implementing plans of management as a key mechanism for
establishing and administering the parks and reserve system. Modern legislation uses overarching principles
to provide guidance for protected area management. 

In order to strengthen effective planning and management of NT protected areas, modern NT legislation
should include new sections that establish:

● management principles for each category of protected areas
● standardised zones, especially for marine parks (potentially by regulation)
● the precedence of the protected area legislation over potentially conflicting uses, and transitional

mechanisms for grandfathering, phasing out, prohibiting any existing such uses
● a single pathway for preparing, approving and amending plans of management
● mechanisms for reporting on implementation of plans of management and zoning

6.5 Regulated activities in NT protected areas
Effective implementation of plans of management is supported by clear delineation in each protected area
designation of what activities and developments are (i) as of right; (ii) by permit or lease; (iii) prohibited;
and heads of power to enable compliance. 

Currently enforcement of the TPWC Act primarily occurs using regulations and by-laws across a range of
activities (Section 71, Section 123).  

In order to achieve greater consistency and certainty about activities that are prohibited or permitted in
protected areas and to broaden enforcement systems, modern NT legislation should include new sections
that establish:

● activities that are prohibited in protected areas; potentially allowed by permit or concession; or
allowed unless otherwise specified in a plan of management (see above)

● mechanism/activities that trigger environmental/social impact assessment

7. Managing and resourcing the parks and reserves network
KTECH is very concerned that the Masterplan Consultation Paper suggests that management and resourcing
of the parks estate should no longer be through the Parks and Wildlife Commission because the agency is
under-resourced and, what resources it does have, are severely stretched. It is the responsibility of the
Government to adequately manage and resource the parks estate to protect the Territory’s natural and
cultural values for the public good. Any movement away from this responsibility would not be supported.

The Masterplan Consultation Paper does give examples of where Commission revenue has been increased
through ‘the introduction of higher camping fees, multi-day walking fees and a parks pass’. However, rather
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than increase the Commission’s funding, the paper argues that it would be better to consolidate and
rationalise i.e. reduce the number of parks and reserves it manages and not allocate any more funding. This
could either result in the revocation of some areas or the transfer of management to another government
agency, Traditional Owners or private and philanthropic interests.

KTECH believes there is value in reviewing the protection status and management of each park and reserve
in the network. There may be better management alternatives for some of them. For example, the roadside
heritage reserves along the Stuart Highway might be better managed and resourced by the Department of
Infrastructure, Planning and Logistics, which manages the road. There might be some parks and reserves in
the network that would benefit from reconfiguration. Others might be limited in their biodiversity
conservation, recreational or cultural values. There might also be opportunities for some to be integrated
with adjoining areas managed by Traditional Owners.

However, there should be a very clear, robust, transparent and consultative process to conduct such a
review and one that is enshrined in a modernised Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act. The
outcome of such review and reform should be a strengthening – and an expansion – of the current parks
and reserves network. Any review should consider areas that should be added to the network to fill the
gaps in its protection of the Territory’s natural ecosystems, to protect one or more threatened species from
extinction or to protect land and Sea Country in jointly managed areas. The designation of higher levels of
protection i.e. IUCN 1a and II, must also be part of the review. Furthermore, the Territory’s Aboriginal
people may wish to follow the recent Western Australia example and propose that parks legislation be
amended to include the protection and conservation of Aboriginal cultural and heritage values and provide
for joint vesting of marine parks.

To assist the community in its response to the issues of the network’s effectiveness and the resource
limitation of the Parks and Wildlife Commission, it would have been very helpful to include information in
the list of parks and reserves in Appendix 1 on their IUCN category, their natural, cultural and recreational
values, and the activities currently allowed.

Current funding for protected areas is clearly insufficient and disproportionate to the economic value of the
parks and reserves network, including tourism and ecosystem services. A credible allocation from general
revenue should be the principal means of funding the parks and reserves network. Public investment should
be proportionate to the public goods and services the network provides. The Northern Territory
Government should properly assess and value the contribution the network makes to the Territory economy
and expand public investment to ensure its ongoing expansion and management maintains natural and
cultural values.

There is an opportunity for investment in Indigenous land and sea management. In addition to improved
conservation and biosecurity outcomes, Indigenous ranger groups provide benefits for their communities in
terms of employment and career pathways, health and wellbeing, and economic development. The
Northern Territory Government has recently implemented a charging policy for a range of protected area
permits such as camping and long-distance walks. In jointly managed parks, a percentage of this revenue
will be returned to land councils for distribution to Traditional Owners. Any such revenue must supplement
rather than substitute budgetary allocations because it must be the responsibility of the Northern Territory
Government to fund the parks and reserves network.

8. Embracing Indigenous culture and connections to Country
Aboriginal peoples’ connection to Country, and rights and responsibilities for management remain strong,
with joint management and Indigenous Protected Areas forming a critical component of the Territory’s
parks and reserves network.
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The network should recognise and give effect to the important and leading role for Aboriginal communities
in the management, recovery and restoration of biodiversity. In addition to their roles as skilled natural
resource managers, Aboriginal people are important co-investors in regional development and conservation
management.

Aboriginal knowledge can and does make significant contributions to conservation and land management,
including in addressing major threats and risks. Moves to incorporate Indigenous knowledge, values and
engagement throughout implementation needs to be supported by rigorous protocols, including for data
management, publication and intellectual property, to ensure the protection of Indigenous culture,
knowledge, rights and interests.

Effective Aboriginal land management requires the presence of people on Country, together with the
necessary infrastructure to support that presence, and this should be recognised as a fundamental principle
in the management of the Territory’s parks and reserves network. Aboriginal interests in land and Sea
Country should be prioritised, embodying a holistic approach to environmental management consistent
with the long-established management of the environment by Aboriginal Territorians.

In its submission to the independent review of the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation
(EPBC) Act, the North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance (NAILSMA) listed the issues
of greatest concern to Indigenous people in areas covered directly or indirectly by the federal
environmental legislation, concerns that could potentially apply to Territory environmental management
and legislation. Their issues of greatest concern are:

1. absence of obligations to ascertain and give priority to maintenance of environmental values of
particular importance to Indigenous people;

2. weak or absent obligations in environmental assessment to demonstrate understanding of and
specific steps to manage impacts on natural, social and cultural values of particular importance
to Indigenous people;

3. asymmetries in information availability that disadvantage Indigenous landholders requiring
informed decisions on land use and related developments;

4. relegation of Indigenous roles to conservation practice rather than key decision-makers,
investors and partners in sustainable development;

5. failures to give proper effect to objects relating to Indigenous interests due to inadequate
supporting provisions in the Act proper;

6. weak requirements for social impact assessment that take too little account of cultural impacts
and obligations to generate local benefits to compensate for often severe dislocation of
relationships with Country.

The Northern Land Council (NLC) also submitted to the independent review of the EPBC Act. In its
submission, the NLC indicated that it was ‘concerned that funding for Indigenous land and sea management
projects continues to decline, significantly reducing the outcomes that can be achieved. While funding for
employment has been secured for a number of groups across the NLC region, funding for the establishment
of new ranger groups does not meet the demand and several “gaps in the landscape” remain. In addition,
adequate levels of funding for remote ranger program infrastructure (such as coordinator housing, ranger
compounds and offices) and operational funding continues to remain a serious issue affecting the ongoing
sustainability of these programs.’

The NLC described Indigenous Protected Areas in its submission as ‘first and foremost a conservation
initiative and a pillar of the National Reserve System.’ The Council argued that the Indigenous ranger
programs should be ‘funded and managed as a mainstream core employment sector (similar to education
or health services), rather than as a fringe program dependent on grant funding.’2

2 Northern Land Council 2020, Submission to the Independent Review of the EPBC Act.
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In the creation of parks and reserves, the NLC submission had this to say: ‘For a long time in Australia, the
creation of a reserve system has been seen as a major component for the protection of biodiversity.
However, over time it has become increasingly apparent that simply designating an area as a reserve is
insufficient to protect biodiversity. Even within very large reserves such as Kakadu National Park, there has
been a continued decline in threatened species. Active management of the reserves is required, and in most
cases this is best achieved through an understanding of Indigenous management practices and
implementation of similar management.’

9. Strategic growth and management of the parks and reserves network
The Parks Masterplan Consultation Paper implies that the Northern Territory Government wishes to divest
itself of the responsibility for many of the parks and reserves. While there may be some grounds for
consolidation, the government should not be absolving itself of its responsibilities to protect the Territory’s
natural and cultural values.

Furthermore, the Masterplan Consultation Paper says on Indigenous Protected Areas: ‘It must be acknowledged
that this is a viable alternative model for biodiversity conservation.’ This suggests that the government considers
that the mechanism for protection of biodiversity and culture is either parks and reserves or IPAs. In contrast, the
Commonwealth Government is investing in both mechanisms and other states and Territories are investing in
parks and reserves to manage and protect biodiversity and cultural values. The Territory Government must do the
same. The Territory Government should not back out of their obligation and commitments to look after Country
by cost shifting to the Commonwealth Government.   IPAs and parks and reserves compliment each other and, if
well designed and managed they can enhance protection outcomes.  Investment in the protected area estate
across all models and tenure types should be growing as we face the increasing pressures from climate change,
biodiversity loss and cultural heritage impacts.  This should apply both to budgets but also to people, expertise,
collaborative arrangements and policy innovation to generate true partnerships for sustainability. The NT
Government should be looking to build their commitments, not handball them to other jurisdictions.

The inclusion of areas that do not meet expectations or definitions of protected areas but are currently
managed by the Parks and Wildlife Commission should be reviewed. KTECH acknowledges that these can
absorb considerable resources and may be more appropriately managed by other agencies. Examples
include hunting reserves, small coastal reserves (recreational in character) and possibly historical reserves.
However, there has been a lack of expansion of parks (except Limmen Bight Marine Park) and the Territory
has fallen behind other jurisdictions. For example:

● the WA Government has its ‘Plan for Parks’, a plan to create five million hectares of new national and
marine parks and reserves over five years. It recently completed the Great Kimberley Marine Park ;

● the Commonwealth Government has been active on the expansion of the marine parks network and
recently announced the Christmas Island and Cocos (Keeling) Island marine parks;

● the Commonwealth Government has also provided additional funding for IPAs, including funding
designated specifically for Sea Country IPAs;

● in WA, cultural conservation objectives have been incorporated into the Conservation and Land
Management Act alongside the biodiversity conservation objectives, and marine parks allow for
cultural use zones.

● the Queensland Government has its Protected Area Strategy 2020-2030 which provides a pathway to
grow the protected area system and transform the way protected areas are managed—providing real
benefits to all Queenslanders including First Nations peoples, and putting Queensland at the forefront
of conservation innovation across the globe.

Any expansion of the parks and reserve network must ensure that it is fair and just for the Traditional Owners.
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10. Case study: Protected areas in the Territory’s coasts
Top End coasts are at the heart of the Territory’s lifestyle. They contribute $2 billion to the economy each
year and support over 6000 jobs. While the Top End coasts are mostly in good shape, they are under threat,
and many Territorians have observed that things on the water are not as good as they once were.
Mangroves are being destroyed and coral reefs have bleached. Industrial development is expanding along
the coast, polluting harbours and damaging fishing. Rivers are under threat from proposals for
industrial-scale dams, water extraction, and toxic pollution from mines.

Recent polling showed that Territorians want action to protect our coasts. The research found that while3

most people (73%) believe the Territory coasts were in good health, many (53.1%) are concerned that they

are in decline.The vast majority of respondents said keeping our coasts healthy is vital for tourism and

economic recovery (86%) and 84% support investment in management and protection of our coasts. 74% of

respondents want the NT Government to do more to protect the health of our coasts.

Without improved protection and management, the Top End is at risk of going the same way as many
degraded areas in southern and eastern Australia. For a place with such an enviable outdoor lifestyle, this
would be devastating and undermine the cultural heritage of Indigenous communities, the tourism industry
and our regional economies. With only two marine parks and a handful of coastal and aquatic reserves,
these receiving inadequate management and resourcing, our coasts are at risk.

The development of the Parks Masterplan and subsequent review of the Territory Parks and Wildlife

Conservation Act 1976 presents a unique opportunity to protect the health of our coasts.

The Masterplan provides the opportunity to set a new course for the Top End coasts. Enabling improved
management and protection of Top End coasts in the Masterplan can help to manage and protect marine
life and create significant benefits for the Territory’s people, fishing and tourism economy.

In 1983 the Cobourg Marine Park (Garig Gunak Barlu National Park) was created as the first of its kind in the
Territory. Today, it boasts some of the best fishing in Australia, attracting visitors from across the globe and
supporting a growing tourism industry. Just last year, 37 years after the Cobourg marine park, the Territory’s
second marine park was established at Limmen Bight. The new marine park was warmly welcomed for the
benefits it will bring to the Top End's fishing, tourism and marine life.

Marine parks can help ensure that the unique cultural, conservation and fishing lifestyle values of the Top
End’s coasts and seas are secured. The protection of the Territory's tourism assets, including marine parks,
Sea Country Indigenous Protected Areas and recreational fishing areas can generate significant benefits for
the Territory’s people and the tourism economy, just as it has in such iconic and now thriving places as
Ningaloo, the Kimberley and the Great Barrier Reef. We can expect tourism numbers to grow once the Top
End’s coasts are given greater protection, as has occurred in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park region.

Despite being one of the Territory’s most extraordinary and favoured coastal destinations, Cobourg Marine
Park has suffered from years of under-resourcing. If we are to protect the marine resources  of Cobourg
Marine Park, we must properly implement the park’s zoning plan and provide adequate resources for
management.

Limmen Bight Marine Park’s healthy waters, incredible marine life and remoteness attract recreational
fishers and visitors from across the country. This is supporting an expanding tourism economy. However,
with growing threats to the region from industrial development, pollution, and mangrove dieback, the
protection a marine park provides is needed more than ever. A strong marine park zoning plan, with good
management and funding will protect our wildlife and create significant benefits for the Territory’s people,
fishing and tourism economy.

3 https://www.topendcoasts.org.au/polling_2020
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12. Conclusion
The Masterplan provides a remarkable opportunity to strengthen the Territory’s parks and reserves network
and guide the modernisation of the NT Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act. However, the protection of
biodiversity and culture must be the primary focus of the network. The park's estate must be adequately
funded primarily by increased public investment and not overwhelmed by the impacts of inappropriate
private investment and development.

We need to balance the role of parks in protecting biodiversity and supporting tourism, maintaining our
outdoor lifestyle while embracing and supporting Aboriginal culture, connection to Country and economic
opportunities. While tourism provides tangible social and economic benefits, tourism and recreational use
should be well managed so as to not come at the expense of natural and cultural values.

Once again, thank you for the opportunity to comment. Should you seek clarification on comment made
throughout this submission, please contact Adele Pedder on adelepedder@topendcoasts.org.au or 0422
108 539.

Yours sincerely,

Adele Pedder Fiona Maxwell
Marine Campaign Manager National Oceans Coordinator
Keep Top End Coasts Healthy The Pew Charitable Trusts

Shar Molloy                                                                                                                Kirsty Howey
Co-Director                                                                                                                 Co-Director
Environment Centre NT                                                                                            Environment Centre NT
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