
28 29

U P  C L O S E

O
n a warm May afternoon, Seonaid Philips 
walks through waist-high spear grass 
on the edge of the Walsh River in Far 
North Queensland. The CSIRO research 
technician clambers over a rock outcrop 

and finds what she’s looking for. “This camera has been 
here since November, before last wet season,” Seonaid says, 
retrieving a small time-lapse camera from a tree overlooking 
the river, about 30 kilometres north-west of Chillagoe. 
“Hopefully it’ll give us a good record of how the river has 
changed during that period, the rise and fall of flood events, 
how fast that water moves, how much sediment and what 
sort of debris load it carries,” she says.

Seonaid was one of more than 100 contributors to the 
CSIRO’s landmark Northern Australia Water Resource 
Assessment (NAWRA). The two-and-a-half-year project, 
which included ecologists, hydrologists and soil scientists, 
covered the Fitzroy River catchment, WA, the Adelaide, 
Finniss, Mary and Wildman rivers between Darwin and 
Kakadu, NT, and the Mitchell River catchment, Qld. Almost 
200,000 square kilometres was assessed in terms of land 
suitability, agriculture, surface and groundwater, Indigenous 
interests, water storage, ecology, economics and climate. 

When released in September, the report created front-
page headlines, with news that there’s potential to develop 
an additional 3700sq km of agricultural crops in northern 
Australia and 7100sq km of coastal land suitable for lined 
aquaculture ponds. If developed to their full potential, the land 
and water resources identified could generate an additional 
$5.3 billion in economic activity and create 15,000 new jobs. 

Broken down state-by-state, the report found a potential 
economic benefit of $1.5 billion and 7250 new jobs in the 

Mitchell River catchment; $2.6 billion and 2845 jobs in the 
Darwin region; and $1.2 billion and 5260 jobs in the Fitzroy 
River catchment. It said there’s potential for four new 
dams in the Mitchell catchment, which could release 2800 
gigalitres of water to irrigate 1400sq km of crops. 

In the Darwin catchments, two potential new dams could 
release 436GL for agriculture, and large-scale off-stream 
storage and groundwater extraction could harness another 
435GL – enough to irrigate an additional 90,000 hectares 
of mangoes and horticulture crops. And in the Fitzroy, it’s 
possible that water harvesting for on-farm storage could 
divert 1700GL to irrigate 1600sq km of dry-season crops, 
and groundwater could supply another 170GL to irrigate 
30,000ha of hay. The report found all three catchments 
offer opportunities for large-scale developments as well as 
smaller, mosaic-style operations.

Environmental groups and traditional owners across 
northern Australia have expressed concerns about the 
downstream impacts of floodwater diversion, and particularly 
around the construction of any new dams. Darwin-based 
director of the Environment Centre NT, Shar Molloy, says 
there is wide-ranging opposition to dams on Top End rivers. 
“Territorians do not want a revisit of the Murray–Darling 
disaster,” Shar says. “It is also inappropriate for east coast 
National Party politicians to say to Territorians, ‘Here, have 
a dam’ without listening to community concerns … Most 
Territorians have no interest in dam proposals like this and 
understand the reality that they threaten iconic Territory 
rivers like the Adelaide and Finniss.”

On Gogo station, south-east of Fitzroy Crossing, 
development manager Philip Hams says the NAWRA report 
is a step in the right direction for northern development but 

CSIRO research technician Seonaid Philips inspects soil samples taken in the Mitchell River catchment, Qld.  
OPPOSITE: Scientists drill for soil samples north of Mareeba, Qld.
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Magpie geese on wetlands that form part of the Mitchell River catchment.

U P  C L O S E

more work is needed to build support in local communities. 
“We certainly welcome the CSIRO report, however we 
clearly understand there is more work government and 
industry need to undertake to better educate the wider 
community about what irrigated development looks like 
around the Fitzroy River,” Phil says. “As farmers, we’re very 
eager to work with community to do that legwork and 
create those opportunities for all.”

Gogo irrigates 70ha of Rhodes grass under pivots, 
and dryland farms another 1000ha. It currently has a 
controversial proposal to expand its cropping operation 
with irrigation, in order to support increasing cattle 
production. It’s a concept backed by the NAWRA findings, 
which suggest growing irrigated fodder could significantly 
boost beef production in northern Australia. “The fact the 
CSIRO report found the Fitzroy River is able to support 
water resource development and more specially irrigation 
development to produce crops is very positive and we now 
need to progress with that,” Phil says.

CSIRO research leader for the Northern Territory Dr 
Chris Chilcott says although dams are mentioned in the 
report, the CSIRO is not advocating for or against, but 
simply outlining what is possible. “The report is about 
understanding where the land and water resources are that 
can be developed, and how they can be developed,” he says.
Chris says NAWRA is the most comprehensive multi-
disciplinary study ever undertaken of northern Australia’s 
land and water resources. The project’s groundwater 
fieldwork teams assessed the interaction between surface 
water and key aquifers to gain an understanding of how 
agricultural developments could impact things such as 
groundwater flow and rates of recharge and discharge. 

Two-hundred-kilometres south of Broome, pastoralists 
Kirsty and Damien Forshaw welcome the NAWRA report, 

but caution that red tape continues to be a concern for 
those on the land. The Forshaws, who purchased 2100sq 
km Nita Downs in 2005, spent more than a decade getting 
the approvals needed to install a 40ha pivot. They now have 
two pivots irrigating 80 hectares, pumping from the La 
Grange aquifer, and are also selling a separate 3000ha block 
with a 6GL secured water licence to help finance plans 
for three more pivots on Nita. “Ever since we bought Nita 
we’ve known growing fodder crops is essential to the long-
term viability of marginal country like ours,” Damien says. 
“It ticks all the boxes, it’s sustainable and it takes pressure 
off the rangelands. We’ve just got to get over that red tape 
and have governments and landowners working better 
together. At the moment, the process can be difficult.”

Dan Richards, CEO of Humpty Doo Barramundi, 30km 
south-east of Darwin, says developing a skilled workforce 
remains one of the biggest hurdles to development. “There’s 
always been a lot of land and water up here, so limitations 
on land and water have never constrained success,” Dan 
says. “The challenge up here is developing the skilled 
workforce, and being able to turn that raw land resource 
into value. It’s a long way from where the mouths are, and 
it’s a long way from where most people want to live.” 

NAWRA’s joint project leader and principal research 
scientist, Dr Cuan Petheram, says the findings will help fill 
knowledge gaps that have hindered northern development. 
“There’s been a lot of talk about developing the north 
for a long, long time, but there’s been an overall lack of 
on-the-ground action and essentially we’ve tried to provide 
information to reduce the uncertainty of investors and 
regulators, as well as giving a whole range of other people 
the information to answer their own questions,” he says. 
“Ultimately, the decision to develop is one for governments 
and communities to decide.” 

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: A centre-pivot hay crop on Gogo Station, near Fitzroy Crossing, WA; rice paddies on Mt Keppler station, near Adelaide River, NT; 
packing Asian vegetables on a farm south-east of Darwin, NT; Humpty Doo Barramundi general manager Dan Richards with a farmed f ish.


