
 

 

 
 
TO: Waste Policy Division 

Northern Territory Environmental Protection Authority 
Level 1, Arnhemica House, 16 Parap Road  
Parap, NT 0820    

 
Via email:  Waste.NTEPA@nt.gov.au 
 
 
10 February 2022 
 
Submission on the Draft Northern Territory Circular Economy 
Strategy 2022 - 2027 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission on the NT Government’s strategy 
to create a circular economy for the Northern Territory.  
 
To manage the crisis of plastic pollution endangering our ocean wildlife, we have      
long advocated for actions such as a phase out of dangerous single-use plastics, to 
save Australia’s iconic ocean wildlife from the escalating plastic pollution crisis. 
 
The Northern Territory has a lot to be proud of, as one of the first jurisdictions to 
introduce a ban on lightweight plastic bags or introduce a Container Deposit Scheme. 
Yet many lethal single-use takeaway plastics remain a threat to the Territory’s iconic 
turtles and wildlife, and plastic packaging recycling rates are the worst in the nation. 
This strategy is a critical opportunity to clean up our rivers and safeguard our Top End 
coasts.  
 
Please don’t hesitate to contact me if we can provide any further information in relation 
to this submission or the impacts of waste on the marine environment. 
 
Your sincerely, 
 
 
 
Shane Cucow 
Plastics Campaign Manager 
Australian Marine Conservation Society 

 
 
 
Adele Pedder 
Marine Campaign Manager 
Keep Top End Coasts Healthy 



 

The Australian Marine Conservation Society (AMCS) 
The Australian Marine Conservation Society (AMCS) is the leading environmental 
organisation devoted solely to caring for Australia’s oceans and their wildlife. AMCS 
has over 300,000 members and supporters in Australia who we represent and work 
with on key marine issues facing the nation. We work with science and conservation 
centres to support solutions that use best available science to deliver healthier 
outcomes for our oceans. One of our core focus areas is addressing the waste crisis 
that is leading to rising debris and plastic pollution in the marine environment.  

Keep Top End Coasts Healthy Alliance 
Keep Top End Coasts Healthy (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. 

The harmful impacts of single-use plastics on ocean wildlife 
Plastic pollution continues to flow into Australia’s oceans at an alarming rate, 
endangering marine wildlife. Turtles are dying from entanglement, maiming or 
starvation caused by plastic pollution. Whales are washing up dead on Australian 
beaches, with stomachs full of plastic. Urgent action is required to clean up our coasts 
and save animal lives. 
 
Best available research indicates there is already over 150 million tonnes of plastics in 
the oceans already, and that there will be more plastic than fish in our oceans by 2050 
unless action is taken today.1 Millions of seabirds die from ingesting plastic pollution 
each year, and over 100,000 marine animals as well.2 Half of all seabirds and turtles 
have plastic in their stomachs.3  

Delivering a circular economy for the Northern Territory 
We are pleased to see the NT Government’s commitment to transitioning the Territory 
to a circular economy. For far too long packaging and plastics have been shipped 
overseas, put in landfill, or left to pollute our land and waterways – when they could be 
safely recovered and reused. 
 
To date, recycling efforts have failed to stem the tide of plastic pollution flowing into our 
oceans, in large part due to decisions to ship waste exports overseas rather than 
processing it domestically. The Northern Territory has the lowest plastic packaging 
recycling rate in the country at just 7%, dangerously far from the national target 
of 70% by 2025.4  
                                            
1 World Economics Forum. (January 2016). The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the future of 
plastics. Access at: http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_New_Plastics_Economy.pdf 
2 UNESCO (2017). Facts and Figures on Marine Pollution.  
3 Schuyler, Q.A., Wilcox, C., Townsend, K.A., Wedemeyer‐Strombel, K.R., Balazs, G., van, 
Sebille, E. and Hardesty, B.D. (2016), Risk analysis reveals global hotspots for marine debris 
ingestion by sea turtles. Glob Change Biol, 22: 567-576. doi:10.1111/gcb.13078 
4 APCO. (2021). Australian Packaging Consumption and Recycling Data 2019-2020. 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_New_Plastics_Economy.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.13078


 

 
Improved waste recovery and recycling infrastructure is essential but it is only one part 
of the solution. With safer, non-toxic products available we have the opportunity to take 
vital actions such as phasing out the most dangerous and widespread single-use 
plastics, effectively reducing plastic consumption and cleaning up our rivers and coasts.   

Phasing out problematic single-use plastics 
We are pleased to see the NT Government has included a phase-out of single-use 
plastics in the draft strategy, including plastic bags, plastic straws and stirrers, plastic 
cutlery, plastic bowls and plates, expanded polystyrene (EPS) consumer food 
containers, microbeads in personal health care products, EPS consumer goods 
packaging (loose fill and moulded), and helium balloons. 
 
However, we are concerned that the proposed timeline is too late and we urge the 
NT Government to implement a ban on single-use plastics by 2023. With more 
than half of all states and territories having implemented similar laws already, there are 
now alternatives on the market that can be utilised. Waiting until 2025 only allows more 
pollution to pollute our rivers and coasts, and endanger wildlife. 
 
In considering the plastics that should be phased out under such a policy, we also have 
the following recommendations.  

Plastic bags 

While single-use plastic bags below a thickness of 35 microns are now banned in most 
Australian states and territories, many retailers have simply moved to using thicker 
heavyweight plastic carry bags for single-use purposes - defeating the purpose of the 
legislation. 
 
To address the gaps in current laws, we urge the government to implement the 
following changes: 

● a ban on the use of all single-use plastic carry bags up to 70 microns thick 
(including degradable or biodegradable bags);  

● regulations to ensure thicker plastic carry bags (>70 microns) may only be made 
available to consumers at cost or greater, in order to deter habitual use; and 

● a requirement that all plastic carry bags must have a minimum 80% recycled 
content, increased to 100% recycled content when technically possible. 

Helium balloons 

Balloons are the biggest ‘plastic’ killer of Australian seabirds and one of the most lethal 
types of marine debris for ocean wildlife. We are pleased to see the NT Government 
has included helium balloons in the list of banned items. 
 
In addition to banning the sale of helium balloons, we urge the government to also 
make a ban on deliberate release of balloons explicit under the legislation, removing 
confusion and putting an end to the dangerous practice of mass balloon releases. 



 

Other plastics that should be included under the ban 

We urge the government to also include the following priority plastics in proposed ban: 
● Plastic cotton bud sticks 
● Plastic fruit and vegetable barrier bags 
● Plastic cups and lids 
● Plastic lined coffee cups and lids 
● Plastic takeaway containers 

 
These are all priority plastics that are commonly found in ocean cleanup surveys and 
know to be dangerous to wildlife. 
 
With other jurisdictions such as SA, QLD, WA and the ACT now moving into their 
second tranches of plastic items to be banned, it is critical that the NT also works to 
make its ban consistent with others. This will reduce confusion and prevent businesses 
from relocating plastic stock to the Northern Territory.  

Waste infrastructure and management of compostable products 
We are pleased to see investment in recycling facilities as a cornerstone of the 
strategy. Significant investment will be required to overhaul the Territory’s waste and 
recycling facilities and to dramatically increase recovery rates for plastics in particular. 
 
The last decade has also seen a dramatic acceleration in the sale of compostable 
plastic alternatives, such as cutlery and containers. In part this growth has been driven 
by the phase out of single-use plastics. While these materials have the potential to be 
an important piece of the solution to plastic pollution, they pose a significant new waste 
crisis unless further investment is made to build composting infrastructure. In general, 
compostable products should not be favoured over genuinely reusable options.  
 
Commercial compost facilities do not currently exist at the scale to manage these new 
materials. In addition, poor regulation means there are many products on the market 
claiming to be compostable which do not meet the stringent standards required for 
compost in Australia. Without being able to verify the biodegradability of these products, 
waste managers are instead sending these products to landfill.  
 
If they are disposed of in landfill or the environment, compostable plastics will not break 
down quickly, continuing to threaten wildlife. When disposed of to landfill, organics such 
as compostable plastics, food and green waste break down anaerobically (in the 
absence of oxygen). This process releases methane, a greenhouse gas that is at least 
26 times more potent than carbon dioxide.5 
 
To deal with these problems, we encourage the NT Government to adopt the following 
solutions. 

                                            
5   Department of Industry, Innovation, Climate Change, Science, Research and Tertiary 
Education. (2011). Australian National Greenhouse Accounts. National Inventory Report 2011 
(Volume 3). 



 

Regulating compostable products 

We urge the NT Government to legislate a requirement that all compostable 
alternatives meet the Australian commercial composting standard (AS 4736) or home 
composting standard (AS5810). This will prevent greenwashing and ensure products 
meet the strong quality requirements of Australian composting facilities. 

Kerbside food and organics (FOGO) collection 

With most compostable packaging requiring industrial compost facilities to break down, 
convenient collection infrastructure is vital for these plastics to be kept from causing 
further pollution. 
 
We urge the government to commit to delivering widespread access to industrial 
composting facilities for Territorians. This needs to be delivered in a manner that is 
convenient and at the home, otherwise packaging will just be discarded into landfill. 
Methods being used in other jurisdictions include frequent kerbside food and organics 
(FOGO) collection services that accept compostable plastics, including compostable bin 
liners (which assist with smell etc).  

Expanding the Territory’s Container Deposit Scheme (CDS) 
We endorse the proposals to expand the highly successful Container Deposit Scheme 
to include more containers, including milk containers and wine bottles, and to expand 
access to the scheme in regional and remote areas.  

Other containers that should be included 

We urge the NT government to also consider the inclusion of other widely used and 
littered containers, such as plastic fruit / vegetable juice and cordial containers. 
 
In addition to single-use beverage containers, we suggest expanding the scheme 
to include reusable and refillable beverage containers. In countries such as 
Germany and Austria, the inclusion of reusable bottles has extended the life of their 
packaging by allowing it to be sanitised and used again multiple times, negating the 
need for costly recycling and remanufacturing. This has included a higher refund 
amount for these items. Introducing this element would power a shift towards reusable 
containers, an essential component of the transition to a circular economy. 

Expanding access with new collection methods 

With container deposit schemes now widespread around the nation, we encourage the 
NT Government to also incorporate learnings from other states, such as the placement 
of Reverse Vending Machines in convenient public locations, and models that allow 
community groups and charities to benefit from the scheme. 

Regulating container return targets 

Container deposit schemes should be judged on the rate of return, and this needs to be 
transparent and accountable. 
 



 

To increase the effective recovery rate and to further reduce litter, we encourage the 
NT Government to legislate an escalating return rate target, along with penalties for 
non-performance. This target should be commensurate with the ambition of states such 
as QLD who have proposed a return rate target of 85%. We encourage the NT 
government to follow the example of the European Union and lift this to 90% by 2030. 

Improving waste management and preventing illegal dumping 
We are pleased to see attention given to the serious issue of illegal dumping, 
particularly in regional and remote areas. This is a significant source of waterway 
pollution and improved management is vital to success. 
 
In addition, we welcome other commitments made to better understand and manage 
the NT’s waste, including commitments to map waste material flows so that the gaps in 
the system are better understood. 

Fossil fuel development has no place in a circular economy 
As cited in the draft strategy, a circular economy is based on three principles: 
 

• Eliminate waste and pollution 
• Circulate products and materials (at their highest value) 
• Regenerate nature 

 
In considering this strategy, it needs to be noted that continued support for fossil fuel 
developments is not compatible with fundamental principles of a circular economy, 
running in direct opposition to the principles of eliminating pollution and regenerating 
nature. 
 
We note with concern that the Northern Territory is at the front line of plans for a ‘gas 
fired recovery’. Despite the high value Territorians place on Darwin Harbour’s pristine 
state for fishing, boating, and recreation, Middle Arm already acts as the terminal point 
for gas from three offshore gas fields, hosting two LNG plants and two gas-fired power 
stations.  
 
We are concerned that yet more gas-based development is envisaged for Middle Arm 
in the next few years, including: 
 

• Santos plans to spend $600 million on revamping its Darwin LNG facility to 
process gas piped from the Barossa gas field 300km north of Darwin, after its 
current gas source, the Bayu-Undan field, runs out (likely next year if Santos’ in-
fill drilling is unsuccessful).  
 

• A petrochemical industrial precinct is being planned for the Middle Arm precinct, 
that will use gas as a feedstock to produce plastics and fertilisers.   

 
These developments are fundamentally incompatible with visions for a circular 
economy, fuelling the production of more plastic and placing at risk the 
Territory’s critical marine ecosystems. 
 



 

The development of the Barossa field is particularly troubling because of its global 
climate impact and its likely impact on various marine environments. The Barossa field 
is located in the pristine waters of the Arafura-Timor sea, 150km north of the Tiwi 
Islands. The pipeline for the project would traverse the Oceanic Shoals Marine Park, 
and will come within 6km of the Tiwi Islands, possibly affecting the Tiwi’s cultural 
aspirations for a marine Indigenous Protected Area.   
 
If approved, Barossa could produce the most carbon intensive LNG in Australia, 
potentially amongst the most polluting LNG projects in the world, with extremely high 
levels of CO2 which would be vented into the atmosphere offshore. 
 
To protect our marine environment, we urge the Northern Territory government to end 
the consideration of new gas and petrochemical facilities in the Territory. 

Concluding remarks 
As a former leader in the fight against plastic pollution, Territorians have rightly been 
proud of their ban on lightweight plastics bags and the successful container deposit 
scheme. Yet recent inaction has left the Northern Territory trailing behind other 
jurisdictions. 
 
We urge the NT Government to once again take a leadership role and set its ambitions 
high, showing a commitment to national harmonisation and acting with urgency to 
address the gaps in its waste management system. With appropriate action, there is 
much to be gained for the Territory’s economy, its people and its wildlife.  
 
With these suggested actions, we can rapidly reduce the plastic flowing into the natural 
environment and stem the tide of pollution that is killing ocean wildlife. 
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