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Introduction

Darwin Harbour and its port have a long history of disregard, disrepair and haphazard investment and control
by successive governments dating back to the close of World War II. There has arguably never been anything
like a coherent national security or economic strategy for Australia’s most northern and strategically important
deepwater port.
Both the harbour and port are the subject of a range of rumours and assumptions, from claims about the perilous
challenges of navigating the harbour’s waters (a hotly contested perspective, especially in Darwin) to the added
expense of operating in northern Australia. Regardless of their veracity, those debates are luxuries belonging
to a long period of peace and security, but ought to be of far less concern amid today’s heightened global
strategic uncertainty.
Darwin Port is critical infrastructure for the current and future economic and social prosperity of the Northern
Territory (NT). However, until 2015, the NT Government faced a dual problem: funding the port’s operations and
investing for its future maintenance and development. Despite repeated efforts, the government was unable to find
assistance to resolve either problem. Following a global trend, a long-term lease seemed to make good economic
sense. We shouldn’t forget that, at that time, most in Canberra were working under the assumption that a red line
separated economic and national security policies.
Australian strategists and policymakers were 15 years into the so-called War on Terror when, in 2015, the
NT Government decided to lease the Port of Darwin to Landbridge Infrastructure Australia (Landbridge), which is a
subsidiary of the Chinese-owned Shandong Landbridge Group. The government maintained authority over 20% of
the port (Figure 6).
Some, such as ASPI’s executive director, Peter Jennings, and the then new Secretary of the Department of Home
Affairs, Michael Pezzullo, had sensed a distinct change in the global strategic environment, making the leasing a
concerning move from a national security perspective.
But, by and large, globalisation and faith in a long peace meant that many Canberra policymakers were
unconcerned by the 99-year lease of the port to a Chinese-owned company.
Over the following five years, first the 2016 Defence White Paper and later the 2020 Defence Strategic Update (DSU)
would slowly change the tide of policy opinion. Alarmingly, for the first time since the development of the idea of
warning time as a defence planning tool in the 1980s, the 2020 DSU warned Australia that we could no longer rely
on a 10-year warning of military conflict.
That thinking, on its own, would have been unlikely to result in speedy policy change without the combined impacts
of Covid-19 and practice of ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) over 2020 and 2021.
Covid-19 showed that globalisation and just-in-time supply chains were great for bottom lines, but that stress points
quickly become evident in times of crisis. The CCP’s wolf-warrior diplomacy shook Australia awake to the reality that
Chinese trade and direct investment have a strategic price.

Introduction

In December 2020, Australia’s Foreign Relations (State and Territory Arrangements) (Consequential Amendments)
Act 2020 was assented to.1 The Act marked a new chapter in relations between Australia and China. In April 2021,
the Australian Government used the Act to end an agreement between the Victorian Government and the Chinese
Government on China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).2 It’s important to note that a similar agreement between
the Australian Government with any level of government outside Beijing would be considered unconscionable by
the CCP.
Even before those events occurred, the Landbridge lease was the subject of contentious debate.
National security doves continue to protest that the CCP isn’t an expansionist power. However, even the most
strident acknowledge that the global security context continues to experience more significant uncertainty and
unpredictability. Furthermore, Covid-19 has shown that national resilience and sovereignty have an all-new level of
policy importance.
Today, everyone has a plan for Darwin Port and Harbour: the NT Government, the Defence organisation, the
US Government, INPEX, Landbridge and the broader private sector. Better still, many of those plans have very real
budgets; for example, the US is planning to spend more than $80 million on liquid-fuel storage. However, it seems
that too little is done to align those often ambitious visions, and uncertainty about the future of the port lease leads
to further confusion.

7

Aim

Darwin Harbour has substantial cultural and social value for the NT and broader Australia. However, more than
120 years of fierce agreement on the strategic importance of northern Australia has resulted in sporadic policy
interest and declarations but precious little action. As noted by the leading Darwin Harbour historian, Mike Bartlett,
in the Port of Darwin: 150 years: history of the Port of Darwin,3 if all the money spent on committees’ reviews, studies
and reports had been expended on cement and steel, the port would have been impressive.
Both the port and the harbour are of increased importance to Australia’s national security. In today’s strategic
environment, the 99-year Landbridge lease signed in 2015 wouldn’t have been approved by the federal government.
The economic, resilience and national security reasons for not doing so are clear and strong. Regardless, debates on
2015 decisions are irrelevant for deciding on the next steps, and the inevitable finger-pointing so common in politics
is best left to those who do it best.
This report aims to move beyond binary options for the future of Darwin Port playing out in current public
policy discourse. Instead, we offer an analysis of both the port and the harbour. In doing so, we explore the
harbour’s history, the nature of its strategic importance to Australia and our allies, and opportunities for its future
development. We explore four potential options for the future development of the port and harbour. Rather than
providing a specific policy treatment on the current leasing arrangements, this work focuses on promoting policy
discourse on a unifying vision for Darwin Harbour’s future.

Methodology

Our research took a qualitative, explorative approach to reviewing the port’s official history of development.
That work included reviews of primary reports, including official records and historical publications, committee
reports, federal and territory government reports and policy documents, and official strategy and policy
documents. Semistructured research interviews were conducted with private- and public-sector stakeholders.
The research team also visited the harbour and port facilities.

Overview of the
harbour and port from
geographical, economic and
environmental perspectives
The Darwin Harbour Advisory Committee (DHAC) is a ministerial committee providing advice to the NT Government
through the NT Minister for Environment and Natural Resources. It developed the Darwin Harbour Strategy
2020–2025 to aid government and non-government stakeholders in the sustainable management of the region
by detailing ‘principles, goals, objectives and outcomes to help guide’ management and planning.4 The strategy
promotes a balanced emphasis on ecologically sustainable development, policy decisions aligned with the cultural
and social values of the local community, partnerships with the private and public sectors, and the enabling of
diverse economic opportunities associated with the region and the port.

Geography
Darwin Port is significant as Australia’s northern maritime trade gateway to international markets (Figure 1). It is the
only declared port in the NT, and its roles and responsibilities are set out in the NT Ports Management Act 2015.5
Figure 1: The maritime trade significance of Darwin Port

Source: Landbridge Group, Darwin Port handbook, November 2019, 3, online.
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Darwin Port is also well connected to Australia’s domestic transport infrastructure through the national highway
network, the Darwin-to-Adelaide rail line and Darwin Airport (Figure 2).
Figure 2: Connections to Australia’s domestic transport infrastructure

Port Kembla

Source: Landbridge Group, Darwin Port handbook, November 2019, 5, online.

Economy
Darwin Port is a multicargo-handling facility. The 99-year Landbridge lease includes running Darwin Harbour control
services, which provide ‘a continuous traffic organisation service to monitor the movement of participating vessels
within the Port of Darwin, to facilitate the safe and efficient passage of ships and to protect the environment and
infrastructure of the port’.6 Current facilities include three main commercial wharves: East Arm Wharf, the Marine
Supply Base and Fort Hill Wharf.7
The Darwin Marine Supply Base is part of the Darwin Port precinct and is located at East Arm under a long-term
lease agreement between ASCO Group (Australia) Pty Ltd and the NT signed in 2011. In 2014, the base opened
for operations to support the offshore energy industry, including loading and unloading support vessels.8 INPEX
Corporation, which runs the Ichthys liquefied natural gas (LNG) operation in the Timor Sea, uses the base weekly
and uses the Landbridge port facilities as a backup when the base is busy. No agreements between INPEX and
Landbridge or ASCO governing that arrangement are publicly available.
The port is a busy export hub for live cattle (nearly 400,000 cattle in FY 2020), oil and gas, and dry bulk goods
(531,000 tonnes in FY 2020)9 and a point of import for motor vehicles (almost 5,000 in FY 2020). It also docks an
increasing number of the cruise ships (61 in FY 2020) and naval ships.10

11
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Environment
Darwin is hot year round (average temperature 32°C), has a dry season from May to October and a wet season from
November to April, and is subject to frequent and often severe storms, many of which occur with little notice. While
a large portion of the world’s population lives in similar conditions, especially in the Indo-Pacific, climatic conditions
have long been used as an argument in Canberra for reduced ADF staff numbers in northern Australia.
Darwin weather includes frequent tropical cyclones during the wet season. The Bureau of Meteorology’s State of the
climate 2020 report notes that ‘there has been a downward trend in the number of tropical cyclones observed in the
Australian region since 1982 [and] the trend in cyclone intensity is harder to quantify or estimate.’ However,
it projects that Australia will experience ‘fewer tropical cyclones over the coming decades, but a greater proportion
[are] projected to be of high intensity, with ongoing large variations from year to year’ because of climate change.11
Darwin Harbour has a large tidal range and strong tides, particularly along the Fort Hill and East Arm wharves.12
Mangrove forests line most of the tidal boundaries of the harbour and grow in fine sedimentary soil. A total of
36 mangrove species grows over more than 26,000 hectares of harbourside land.13 The harbour waters sustain a rich
biodiversity of marine species, which is dependent on mitigating human use of the port to ensure healthy and clean
water.14 To that end, the NT Government is developing a water-sensitive urban design strategy for Darwin Harbour,
with funding from the Australian Government.15
Figure 3 shows the deepwater channels into Darwin Harbour. One major ‘very deep’ channel runs in and closely
alongside the Fort Hill and Stokes Hill wharves, and three ‘deep’ channels branch off it to reach into the east, middle
and west arms of the harbour. Shipping channels reach into the east and middle arms.
Figure 3: Deepwater shipping channels into Darwin Harbour

Source: Landbridge Group, ‘Port maps’, 2011, online.
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Darwin Harbour is one of just two bays in the NT that can accommodate large vessels and the only one with
the necessary port infrastructure. The other deep channel bay is Bynoe Harbour to the west of Darwin Harbour
(Figure 4).
Figure 4: Bynoe Harbour, showing depths in metres

Source: ‘Northern Territory—Anson Bay to Cape Dombey, marine chart AU_AU414129’, GPS Nautical Charts, 2021, online.
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Glyde Point is to the northeast of Darwin Harbour (Figure 5).
Figure 5: Glyde Point and surrounding ocean depth in metres

Source: ‘Australia—Northern Territory—Darwin and approaches, marine chart AU_AU5025X6’, GPS Nautical Charts, 2021, online.

Summary of the port
and harbour’s history
General history
World War II left Darwin and its harbour in a state of significant disrepair. However, due to being well maintained
to sustain the war effort, the railway, roads and airport and the agriculture industry were in good shape.16 From
the 1950s, road trains consolidated reliance on the road system for general cargo, while the port was used only for
sea-specific cargo.
In the years between the end of World War II and 1978, when the NT became self-governing, Darwin’s population
grew by nearly 20 times and remained steady to 1980, despite Cyclone Tracy in 1974. Darwin’s growth from a small
town to a small city resulted in a flurry of bureaucratic and administrative activity, which included the establishment
of various Australian Government committees to consider the harbour’s future and port developments.
During that time, the main problems with the port facilities were the need to replace all the damaged parts, build
the necessary rail and road connections, and clear sunken warships from the harbour. That work took decades
to complete.
Bureaucracy delayed port infrastructure and facilities development well into the 1970s. However, while
governments battled the red tape, the port’s shipping tonnage reached record levels. Iron ore drove the port’s first
economic boom from 1967 to 1973. In the end, the much-needed improvements were the result of multiple private
companies submitting complaints and requests regarding the port’s disrepair. The Iron Ore Wharf, completed in
1967, was the first cargo wharf built for a specific purpose rather than general use. The government built a railway
spur from the ore mine near Burrundie to the port to facilitate the industry’s operations. When exports dwindled
in 1973, the port tonnage dropped back to pre-iron-ore levels, and the railway to the port from Burrundie stopped
operating. During that time, the federal government’s Department of Works was the construction authority for the
Darwin Port Authority.
The Darwin Port Authority was created as a government body in 1963 specifically to manage the port. The authority
began by calling for tenders for a capital works project to rehabilitate the many damaged facilities. It funded and
installed a range of port facilities during its tenure. However, the authority couldn’t develop and implement a
cohesive and coherent strategy for the port because it never had the power to determine leasing arrangements or a
budget to build facilities with a port perspective that looked forward to future economic and strategic imperatives.
Since that first iron-ore boom, the port has continued to expand on an ad hoc basis to meet the demands of new
industries—agriculture, meat, fish, livestock and natural resources. During the 1970s and 1980s, the port’s facilities
became more specific to particular industry needs, making building and maintaining them more costly to the port
authority and shipping companies.
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In 1983, the Darwin Port Authority became the Darwin Port Corporation, which continued until the leasing to
Landbridge in 2015. The Australian Newspaper’s Christine Lacy, reported in May 2021 that Landbridge Infrastructure
Australia was the vehicle the Chinese-owned Shandong Landbridge Group created to lease the port.17 The
NT Government dissolved the port corporation, and all records of the port authority and port corporation from their
52 years of operations were transferred to the NT Department of Treasury and Finance.
The federal government made a significant investment into port infrastructure at the beginning of the NT’s
self-government in 1978, building a land-backed wharf at Fort Hill and a new cattle ramp. In addition, after
self-government Darwin Port Authority funds were used to build boat ramps for small private craft. However,
there was a significant debate between the authority and the public leading up to self-government. The discussion
centred on the potential allocation and leasing of harbourside land and responsibility for administering that
mechanism. The federal government wasn’t able to resolve those debates, which largely precluded investment in
harbour facilities, except for the leasing of land by the port authority to Thiess Brothers (then a road builder, now a
mining company) to build a road (now Frances Bay Drive) from the port to service the small boats area.
Further development of the harbour and port facilities was prevented by land tenure problems, despite the
inclination of the local and federal governments to develop the port. The Australian Government and the
Commonwealth Railways controlled most of the appropriate land. Neither transferred control to the Darwin Port
Authority, despite assurances that they would do so. Users’ criticism focused on the port authority, which didn’t
have the power to approve or disapprove applications for land and facilities. In the late 1960s, for example, the
growing fishing industry brought an economic case, validated by port authority studies, for a dedicated small craft
facility in the harbour. Despite the port authority advocating the case to the federal government, no facility was built
until after self-government. Private companies’ applications to develop hospitality and entertainment complexes in
the harbour faced similar barriers in the 1970s.

History of port planning
Even the question of which government body has or should have the authority to make strategic decisions about
the leasing, development and construction of harbour and port land and facilities has been a matter of significant
contention and befuddlement since World War II. There are a handful of crucial historical moments in which the
authority for strategic decision-making, specifically about the leasing of port and harbour land, changed hands:18
•

1963: Authority shifted from the NT administration within the federal government to the federal government
via application to the Darwin Port Authority or Commonwealth Railways.

•

1978: At NT self-government, authority over the port and its assets shifted from the federal government to
the Darwin Port Authority. For the first time, the government owning and controlling the port was the local
NT Government and represented the electorate living next to the harbour and port, instead of in Canberra.19

•

1979: Federal cabinet decided that all land above the low water mark was to be removed from the Darwin Port
Authority’s control, converted to freehold and largely sold, while all areas below the low water mark remained
under the port authority’s control.

•

1983: The Darwin Port Corporation Act established the Darwin Port Corporation.20 This body corporate took over
the Authority from the Darwin Port Authority, which was subject to the direction of the Chief Minister.

•

2015: Darwin Port was leased by the NT Government to Landbridge.21

In the past 20 years, the following plans and strategies have been developed by the DHAC in partnership with the
NT Government:
•

2003: Darwin Harbour Regional Plan of Management22

•

2010: Darwin Harbour Strategy23

•

2020: 2020–2025 Darwin Harbour Strategy.24

Summary of the port and harbour’s history

All three of the strategies focus primarily on environmental, ecological and cultural heritage, with a minor focus
on ensuring sustainable industry development. They focus on ensuring industry sustainability, not on building
industry sustainably. However, that aside, these documents aren’t strategic: they don’t set out sectional interests or
consider Australia’s national security and economic plans. Instead, they’re understandably concerned about local
management and good practice. That’s due in no small part to a lack of interest in Canberra and the complex siloed
nature of the federal bureaucracy.
There’s arguably never been anything like a coherent national strategy to manage Darwin Harbour and Port from a
strategic perspective. A strategy for the port would set out all the major interests involved in it. At a minimum,
those would include:
•

the port’s value as a piece of strategic real estate to enable Australian and partner naval operations

•

its role as an economic and trade gateway into Southeast, East and North Asia

•

the ways corporate, economic, strategic, security, environmental and heritage issues can be balanced and
pursued together.

HMAS Coonawarra
After World War II, demand for more inner-city real estate reduced the size of the HMAS Melville shore base
(1940–1974) in Darwin Harbour. The base had been built in 1940 and was eventually destroyed by Cyclone Tracy
in 1974. Its replacement, HMAS Coonawarra (originally known as Darwin Naval Base) was constructed inside
Larrakeyah Barracks in 1982 to service the Fremantle-class patrol boats, which were entering service to replace the
Attack class. A new wharf was built in 2001 to accommodate an additional number of Fremantle-class boats and
was extended in 2006 to berth the larger Armidale-class patrol boats (APBs). From 2022, the APBs will be steadily
replaced by the new Arafura-class offshore patrol vessels, which are significantly larger than the APBs (80 metres
versus 57 metres long). Six of the new vessels will be based at HMAS Coonawarra.25
There are no NT Government agreements or memorandums of understanding with the Royal Australian Navy
(RAN) covering HMAS Coonawarra and the harbour or port’s leasing or administration. There is, however, federal
legislation that provides the RAN with access to Australian ports, including Darwin. HMAS Coonawarra has always
been on Commonwealth land and never under port authority or NT Government control.
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Much has been written already about Australia’s changing and increasingly uncertain strategic environment.
This developing challenge is, of course, worthy of substantial policy discourse. Any consideration of the future of
Darwin Harbour and Port must consider this strategic context.
The global geopolitical and security environment has been experiencing several critical developments tearing
at strategic stability, and the rules-based order underpinning it, for several decades. In short, the world is going
through state, non-state, economic, social, environmental and technological upheavals.
In Europe, Russian President Vladimir Putin is driving a resurgent Russia that’s seeking to re-establish its influence
in Europe and beyond. Its military endeavours from Ukraine to Syria have created all-new levels of uncertainty in
regions already experiencing extreme levels of security pressure.
Almost 20 years of fighting the War on Terror has left the US military war-weary, overstretched and under-resourced,
but perhaps it was the Obama and Trump presidencies that have created the most strategic uncertainty. Obama
promised a pivot to the Indo-Pacific, but, as with his constant warnings about ‘red lines’ in the Middle East, there
was little follow-through. Trump only created further uncertainty through his almost daily policy course corrections
delivered via Twitter.
Closer to home, an economically and militarily rising China continues to dash optimistic hopes of avoiding
great-power competition between it and the US. Through its broken promises of ‘one country, two systems’ for
Hong Kong, to manufacturing islands more akin to aircraft carriers in the South China Sea and its increasing rhetoric
about taking Taiwan, the CCP’s deep cultural insecurity undermines the international community’s trust in its
words. Its various border disputes with India, Japan, the Republic of Korea, the Philippines, Vietnam and Indonesia
worsen the situation considerably. The CCP’s use of severe economic coercion through a variety of strategic trade
restrictions and its soft-power manoeuvrings through the BRI reveal a government that prioritises self-interest
above regional stability. Collectively, those actions, along with developments such as its militarised global fishing
fleet and maritime militia, paint the picture of an aggressively assertive CCP that’s here to stay.
These changes are occurring at a time in human history when a range of other factors are influencing geopolitical
and human security. Strategists shouldn’t underestimate the threat posed by rogue states such as North Korea
and their erratic behaviour. While the War on Terror has raged for 20 years, several non-state actors now operate
in countries from Myanmar to the Philippines, including separatists, jihadists and transnational serious organised
crime groups. Despite Covid-19, uneven economic growth and conflict continue to drive irregular migration. Since
March 2020, Covid-19 has illustrated the importance of the resilience of supply chains. All the while, the increasing
effects of climate change have the capacity to intersect with and catalyse many of those threats.
Little wonder, then, that the 2020 DSU warned us that, for defence planning purposes, the warning time for a ‘major
conventional attack against Australia’ is under 10 years for the first time since the mid-1980s.26

Strategic context

In responding to the global changes in the strategic environment, the Biden administration is breathing life back
into the Indo-Pacific ‘pivot’ through its global force posture review (GFPR). However, while it has many friends in
this region, it has few options for increasing its presence. While some ASEAN member states are happy to host US
military visits, none is likely to welcome a more permanent presence. Moreover, South Korea, which is already
hosting the US military under the ROK/US Combined Forces Command in Pyeongtaek, is unlikely to look positively
on any additional presence when it’s focusing on keeping the peace with North Korea. Options for further US
expansion in Japan also seem limited.
The changing strategic circumstances have brought together old friends. The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
between Japan, Australia, India and the US has found new life over the past few years. It seems that cooperation
across several fronts, including increased military cooperation, is possible.
In World War II, northern Australia was the edge of our sovereign territory, and the ocean was a moat insulating
us from the region and its strategic turbulence. In the 21st century, Darwin, the NT and northern Australia are our
connection with the broader region, and, in the current era of great-power competition, the oceans to our north
are deeply implicated in the strategic calculations of our regional neighbours. Darwin is a harbour between two
great oceans and sits centrally in the Indo-Pacific—a point well understood by Japan, China and the US. The US’s
Marine Rotational Force—Darwin (MRF-D) and exercises, along with its infrastructure investments, illustrate its
commitment. It’s little wonder that Japan chose to create resilience and depth in its energy supply chain through
its INPEX investment.
In comments made to state-owned agency Xinhua, Landbridge Infrastructure Australia’s owner Ye Cheng said
regarding Darwin Port that, ‘This is our involvement in One Belt, One Road’. Ye Cheng’s admission suggests
that there is a connection between Landbridge’s purchase of the Darwin Port and the BRI.27 It’s no coincidence that
Chinese-owned companies are buying facilities and businesses adjacent to key military and intelligence facilities
globally.
The implications of this strategic context for Darwin Harbour now and for the foreseeable future are relatively
straightforward. First, geopolitical uncertainty is making it increasingly strategically important to many different
stakeholders. Second, the geographical centrality of Darwin Harbour to the Indo-Pacific makes it strategically
important for Australia’s preparedness for a range of possible scenarios and contingencies, from humanitarian
assistance and disaster relief (HADR) to the protection of vital sea lanes and maritime approaches.
There is, of course, a big difference between Darwin Harbour being broadly understood as strategically important
and it being sufficiently prepared and resourced to support a range of contingencies. History has shown thus far
that Australia hasn’t been particularly successful in ensuring its readiness. While there are silos of investment by the
federal and NT governments and the US, there’s a distinct lack of cohesive wholeness in their design and operation
that must be addressed.
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While many recreational and private-sector entities make extensive use of Darwin Harbour, four control
its most significant operations: INPEX, the NT Government, Landbridge Infrastructure Australia and the
Defence organisation.
The NT Government’s decision to lease Darwin Port to Landbridge for 99 years in return for $506 million was a
policy move that sought to relieve the government from ongoing operational expenses and future liability for
infrastructure maintenance and investment. And it followed a global trend in privatising ports to ensure greater
productivity. The lease resulted from an NT Government committee review, Defence advice and a Foreign Review
Investment Board ruling that the lease was exempt from the board’s consideration under Section 12A(7)(a) of the
Foreign Acquisitions and Takeovers Act 1975. Questions over this decision are already playing out in the media and
public policy discourse. There ought to be little doubt that in time it will be the subject of further review. Already,
the National Security Committee of Cabinet has asked the Defence Minister Peter Dutton’s department to provide
updated advice on the lease.28
The areas of the Port of Darwin leased to Landbridge (Figure 6) are:
•

East Arm Wharf

•

Darwin Marine Supply Base

•

Fort Hill Wharf (used for cruise ships and ADF vessels)

•

commercial shipping channels within the port area

•

the bulk-fuel terminal (currently leased by VOPAK).

Figure 6: Five lots currently leased to Landbridge in the Darwin Port precinct

Source: Created by ASPI using information obtained through the NT Land Titles Office.

The harbour today …

Figure 7: Location of Figure 6 map in the broader Darwin Harbour region

Source:Created by ASPI using Bing maps, online.

In addition to maintaining complete operational control of those parts of the port, Landbridge has complete control
over all maritime movement in Darwin Harbour, although the NT Government still maintains a harbourmaster.
The lease has been far from a profitable investment for Landbridge Infrastructure Australia, or its parent company,
over its first five years of operation. The company has managed to generate $231.8 million in revenue but hasn’t
reported any profit. While the revenue is nothing to dismiss, the company has made $151.1 million in cumulative
losses over the same five-year period.29 It seems that both the subsidiary and its parent company are looking
at the Port of Darwin as a very long term investment. Over the long term, those kinds of year-on-year losses
are unsustainable.
The Australia–China economic relationship has changed dramatically since the November 2014 high water
mark when Chinese President Xi Jinping addressed the Australian Parliament. The CCP’s economic and trade
punishments of Australia for perceived wrongdoings have accelerated over the past two years. Together, those
developments have changed the economic and geopolitical risk fundamentals used by the NT and Australian
governments and Landbridge in 2015, when they were deciding about the lease.
The areas of the port that don’t form part of the lease agreement and continue to be owned and operated by the
NT Government include:
•

Stokes Hill Wharf

•

Fisherman’s Wharf

•

Hornibrook’s Wharf

•

Frances Bay Mooring Basin, including Sadgroves Creek moorings.30

The Defence organisation continues to own and operate HMAS Coonawarra, which is part of Larrakeyah Barracks.
The ship lift at HMAS Coonawarra is due to be decommissioned in 2023–24 (it isn’t capable of lifting the new
Arafura-class offshore patrol vessels). It’s expected that future lifts of naval vessels for maintenance in Darwin,
including the offshore patrol vessels, will occur at East Arm using the new Darwin Ship Lift.

21

22

‘Lead me to the harbour!’: Plotting Darwin Harbour’s future course

In addition, the ADF routinely uses the East Arm Wharf to load and unload vessels. The RAN and the Army are
increasing their maritime presence and operational tempo in northern Australia, and Defence has offered high-level
dollar commitments to its infrastructure spend in the region. However, many aspects of the future spend remain
opaque to stakeholders and observers alike. The planned roll-on/roll-off wharf, which was one of the investments
identified to de-risk the Landbridge lease in 2015, illustrates this. Despite the 2020 Force Structure Plan’s
commitment to readiness and capability, paragraph 12.7 killed off the wharf plan with little explanation.
The Australian Border Force (ABF) continues its high operational tempo in responding to irregular migration,
organised crime and illegal fishing threats. It’s important to note that the ABF uses the East Arm Wharf to moor its
Cape-class patrol boats.
The US’s MRF-D and Enhanced Air Cooperation initiative contribute to an increased US naval presence in Darwin
Harbour. In many cases, they use the East Arm Wharf to load and unload stores and equipment.
Japanese company INPEX operates onshore LNG processing facilities at Bladin Point in Darwin Harbour to
process gas from the Ichthys gas field in the Timor Sea.31 The facility cools the gas, transforming it into a liquid for
transport by sea. INPEX’s Darwin Harbour facilities include two LNG processing trains, liquefied petroleum gas and
condensate plants, product storage tanks, a combined-cycle power plant, administration facilities, utilities and a
product load-out jetty.

… and in the future

When it comes to Darwin Harbour’s future, it seems that everyone has a plan, at least for the bits they’re
interested in.
However, it’s far less clear how all the various plans, and the associated projected spending, will be integrated into a
single vision that serves Australia’s strategic interests and promotes the NT’s economic prosperity and stability.
For the NT Government, bridging the silos between all the plans is a challenging prospect. In an economy in which
the sparse population was already receding, every dollar spent in the economy is critical. It’s a tricky prospect for
the government to act unilaterally to shape strategy involving Darwin Port or Harbour, especially if it comes at the
cost of investments into the NT economy.
The NT Government’s Darwin Harbour Strategy 2020–2025 details a vision and guiding principles for the future
development of the harbour.32 Recognising the NT Government’s limited locus of control for growth, the plan
emphasises the need for integrated management and shared responsibility models. Among its five key goals are the
requirements to foster partnerships and to contribute to economically and environmentally sustainable industries.
In both cases, while the government holds decision-making power, it has limited policy levers and, as previously
highlighted, limited tolerance for economic failure. That lack of control becomes evident when we consider the
sustainability of the port. Neither the Defence organisation nor the US Government, despite their substantial
equities, are party to the strategy.
Two key objectives under the sustainable industry goal are:
•

‘Implement strategic land use planning within the Darwin Harbour to proactively protect and enhance the
existing and future economic and commercial benefits.’

•

‘Develop and implement policy and regulatory settings that support and enhance environmentally sustainable
economic uses of Darwin Harbour.’33

While the strategy may meet some of that need, it doesn’t address national strategic and economic interests in
Darwin Harbour, let alone integrate them with the NT Government’s local needs.
The NT Government controls development approvals on both counts but has only limited access to the means to
promote investment. As a result, it finds itself in a difficult position when it has to consider development proposals.
The NT Government plans to establish East Arm in Darwin Harbour (an area outside of the Landbridge port lease)
as the prime location for marine maintenance and servicing facilities in northern Australia by building the Darwin
Ship Lift Facility.34 The project has a value of $400 million, including a Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility loan
of almost $300 million, and will build the largest ship lift in northern Australia.35
The facility will be designed to meet the current and long-term maintenance and servicing needs of ADF and ABF
vessels and commercial and private vessels, including those used in the oil, gas and marine industries. However,
there can be little doubt that the NT Government is planning for the Defence organisation to be a critical ‘anchor
tenant’. While many of the ship lift’s details are yet to be finalised, it will at the very least be able to lift vessels such as
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the RAN and ABF offshore patrol vessels. Interestingly, Defence has yet to make a formal commitment to using either
the ship lift36 or the Marine Industry Park.37
Once operational, the facility will be a catalyst for developing a marine maintenance and servicing industry.38
Landbridge also has ambitious plans for the development of Darwin Port. Its Port Development Plan 2020 outlines
its intentions to:
•

develop a purpose-built facility at East Arm Wharf to accommodate harbour support vessels

•

upgrade its cruise ship facility.39

Landbridge also signals in the plan that it intends to build additional facilities in support of the ADF, the ABF and the
mining sector.
However, despite all this planning, and suggestions by some that Defence and the ABF will have no choice but to use
Landbridge leased facilities, the 2020 DSU radically shifted Australia’s strategic thinking. Using a Chinese-owned
port facility in an era of strategic uncertainty is now far less appealing.
For the mining sector, plans are being developed for additional laydown locations, cross-land conveyor systems and
bulk loading systems. Its plans also include the development of a $200 million hotel and residential complex.40
The Defence organisation has a long-term commitment to spending more than $8 billion on northern Australian
infrastructure over the next 10 years. Works, including the redevelopment of Larrakeyah Barracks and HMAS
Coonawarra, are already well advanced. The plans include the upgrading of the landing craft tank ramp, the
development of a new wharf,41 the construction of new hardstand and associated buildings42 and a new ready-use
fuel facility.43 The proposed new wharf will support a range of vessels to safely resupply and restock, such as
amphibious ships, afloat support vessels, surface combatants and specialist minor war vessels. The largest will
be the Canberra-class LHD. The wharf will be 250 metres long and 25 metres wide. Two berthing dolphins and a
mooring dolphin will be constructed to the north of the wharf. The wharf will be a piled structure with a quay line
nominally 55 metres from the shoreline and with 32-metre and 42-metre-long approach bridges spanning between
the wharf and the proposed hardstand.
Those facilities will allow for the introduction of new patrol vessels and amphibious capabilities. The new fuel facility
will be configured to refuel vessels alongside and will be able to pump fuel from the wharf to the storage tanks to
refill them. This infrastructure will reduce reliance on the Landbridge-leased East Arm port facility and reduce the
number of fuel tankers on Darwin’s roads, adding some resilience to fuel supply and storage.
More than 600 RAN personnel and nine Armidale-class patrol boats are based at HMAS Coonawarra, following the
decommissioning of HMAS Port Pirie in March 2021. HMAS Coonawarra also hosts more than 100 visiting Australian
and major foreign warships each year. The wharf can accommodate six patrol vessels, berthed three abreast.
Services such as fuel, electrical power, compressed air, sewage disposal, oily waste suction and defuelling are
available at the berthing points. Defence’s current infrastructure investment plans for HMAS Coonawarra appear
impressive but will do little but ensure that the current fleet vessels, and their planned replacements, can be
home based.
With a displacement over four times that of the Armidale-class patrol boats that they’re replacing and crew
double in number, the much larger and more capable Arafura-class offshore patrol vessels will bring a new level
of surveillance capability in the north. They’ll also create a higher level of complexity and demand on the regional
defence industry’s capability to support them.
The current expansion of HMAS Coonawarra, under Plan Galileo, is intended to establish a ‘long-term sustainable
Australian naval shipbuilding and sustainment capability that will generate industry growth and develop secure
Australian jobs for the future’.44

… and in the future

With continuous shipbuilding comes the need for continuous sustainment. Under Plan Galileo, the RAN intends to
establish a regional maintenance hub in Darwin that can provide logistics and maintenance support to any ship,
current or planned, in the fleet.45 This would also tick more boxes for Darwin as a future location for allied and
regional maritime forces training and maintenance.
Increased workforce and economic opportunities are central to Plan Galileo, so there’s a case for ensuring that RAN
operations stay in Darwin, rather than at a possible second, military-specific facility that could be built in Glyde
Point, for example. Spreading the north’s military presence unnecessarily thinly across the area could temper
how much of a positive effect military forces based in the Greater Darwin area could have on the local community
and economy.
While the details are opaque, discussions with those involved reveal that, even with the planned upgrade, HMAS
Coonawarra will remain at capacity. In short, the shore base is ill prepared, in terms of planning under the 10-year
planning paradigm, and its potential to deal with any substantial increase in home basing or naval operations is
in doubt.
HMAS Coonawarra will be able to act as a primary operating base for small vessels on constabulary duties and as a
forward operating base for major fleet units. This development should lead to more RAN time spent in the north and
less time transiting to and from the main naval bases in Sydney and Perth. That said, HMAS Coonawarra is not able
to take large fleet units, which are forced to use civilian facilities instead.
While the Defence organisation is investing in capability and infrastructure for an enhanced naval presence, the
federal and NT governments and the private sector all have roles to play. Darwin needs to be ready to accept greater
numbers of personnel and their families. That will mean providing more educational and recreational facilities for
families and employment opportunities for partners.
The success of the planned regional maintenance hub will rely on industry investing in facilities and providing the
workforce to fill the range of roles required to support and sustain the force. INPEX Australia’s LNG project has
shown that Darwin can maintain an ‘if there are jobs, people will come’ model. While that may work for the private
sector in major critical infrastructure projects, the defence industry may need further guarantees to secure its
workforce, but those guarantees haven’t been given.
Even before the completion of the current and planned HMAS Coonawarra upgrades, Defence has had informal
conversations with stakeholders on developing a potential overflow mooring facility for visiting Australian and
US Navy vessels further inside Darwin Harbour and a large purpose-built explosives magazine on the opposite side
of the harbour. That kind of incremental thinking prevents the ADF and its allies from leveraging the full strategic
benefits from our northernmost deepwater port. It’s also a symptom of a force posture that has failed to keep pace
with defence strategy. Defence’s last force posture review was completed in 2012. Given all that’s occurred since
then, perhaps it’s now time for the Australian Government to undertake a new review.
Before the 2020 DSU, getting infrastructure planning right was more concerned with introducing new capabilities
into service than with long-term planning. Shorter warning times mean that Defence needs a stronger focus
on infrastructure, especially in Australia’s north, where the scalable industry base is substantially smaller than
that in southern states. One of the key problems relating to Darwin Port and Harbour is that Defence has trouble
defining its long-term requirements for the harbour. Its reluctance to make long-term infrastructure decisions and
commitments results in incremental development that misses opportunities for cross-portfolio, cross-government
and cross-sector cooperation and collaboration.
The US military has drastically increased its investment in infrastructure in northern Australia as part of its force
posture initiative. That investment includes $300 million in Darwin for naval construction,46 which will include a
spend of $86.4 million to establish a US-funded, commercially operated strategic fuel reserve in Darwin, for the US,
to make ‘a significant step toward strengthening the resilience of our supply chains’.47 The infrastructure upgrade
is being done to address fuel-security challenges in Darwin, but, given the time imperative (less than three years),
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it seems likely that the US will have little choice but to build its facility alongside the existing VOPAC fuel facility
outside of the Landbridge facility. Resupply to this facility will be processed through the Port of Darwin.
The real story isn’t the current US force posture but what comes next. As highlighted in the strategic context section
the US GFPR, announced by President Biden earlier this year, it intends to recalibrate US military forces stationed
globally to mitigate the strategic risks of an increasingly aggressive CCP in the Indo-Pacific. The timeline for this
realignment of the US military ‘footprint, resources, strategy and missions’ with the Biden administration’s foreign
policy and national security priorities involves a review followed by the realignment. The US Department of Defense
has stressed the importance of input from and coordination with allies to gauge and realign the US force posture to
match the pressures of the era of great-power competition between the US and China that has emerged.
Australia is one of the most logical places for the US to want to disperse more of its forces and support them
from. There are few other countries in the Indo-Pacific with comparable space, training environments and
strategic geography.
The strategic significance of Darwin Port in a US review of the Indo-Pacific can’t be understated, due to the impact it
has on enabling US and Australian capabilities and collaboration in the region. Nor can the imperative that Australia
must decide on a future for Darwin Port that actively serves the role Australia must play in the US–Australia military
alliance in order to maintain and optimise the security benefits of that relationship.
With these investment numbers, the future of Darwin Harbour and Port look set to be all about construction.
Of course, the NT Government has a say in these developments, but it’s unlikely to put future investment at risk.
As we’ve said, everyone has a plan for the future of the port, but there’s little guiding strategy. The clear need
is to develop a strategic plan that aligns the differing aspirations and ensures that long-term needs are taken
into consideration.

New opportunities

To this point, we’ve highlighted how Darwin Harbour and Port got to where they are. Then we explored where
Darwin is now before looking at all the different and often disparate plans and visions for where it could be. What
becomes clear from these perspectives is that both the port and the harbour are economically and strategically
important to Australia and our allies and partners. It doesn’t take much imagination or vision to see that the full
opportunities presented by this strategic port are not being realised, and that’s even before reconsidering any lease
arrangements for Darwin Port.
First and foremost, there’s an opportunity for the federal government to work with the NT Government to harness
the existing plans for the port’s future, or at least those proposed by Defence, the US and the NT Government.
While each of those worthy projects will undoubtedly have merit, the question is whether, by carefully harnessing
them together, they could produce a greater economic and national security whole. For example, if Defence and
the NT Government were able to look at their respective investments to identify whether consolidation and better
interproject coordination and synchronisation were possible, that could produce better facilities and infrastructure,
greater economic benefits, or both.
If planning for flow-over mooring is already on the table, ought not that and other works be synchronised with
Plan Galileo and current and future US force posture initiatives? Such plans could consider planning for the ABF’s
capabilities and Home Affairs’ future maritime surveillance requirements as well. It’s hard not to think that such a
response would create anchor clients that would make other investments more attractive.
The challenge with this first approach is that the current plans have, for the most part, failed to keep pace with
the demands of our strategic environment. That needs to change, and Australia needs to do its own thinking and
planning. In doing so, we need to get ahead of Biden’s global posture review to maximise our security outcomes
from US interests.
This kind of dramatic change in approach wouldn’t be easy. It would involve working across complex bureaucratic
arrangements, including interdepartmental cooperation and the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public
Works. The Defence organisation is remarkably complex and siloed. There would need to be a mindset shift in
Defence away from commitments to infrastructure investments primarily linked to specific capabilities and towards
broader thinking about infrastructure. In addition, it would require working across multiple levels of government.
There would also need to be substantial diplomatic efforts between Australia and the US. All this work would fit well
with the reality of a nation that faces the spectre of fewer than 10 years warning time of a major conflict for the first
time in decades.
There’s also an opportunity for all the stakeholders involved to work collaboratively, with a focus on big-picture,
collaborative nation building. As noted in a recent ASPI report exploring the topic, what’s needed is:
[n]ot the kind of one-off investment ‘announceables’ we’re familiar with that connect cities with roads, but
nation-building that is big-picture, courageous and reminiscent of the big ideas of the past. These are initiatives
that build the infrastructure from which economic, social and national security opportunities grow.48
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Covid-19 has shown the criticality of sovereignty and resilience. In the case of northern Australia, wins in those areas
are hard to come by. Economic success often comes only from megaprojects such as INPEX, and then it’s tied to
boom-and-bust cycles, which sustain the long-term social, economic and industrial instability that makes nation
building so hard to imagine and implement, despite bringing in significant money and people. However, the kind of
infrastructure investments already proposed, let alone new ones that might arise from broader, more innovative
ideas, could well serve as the foundation for further economic growth while contributing to defence and broader
national security. A nation-building lens, applied carefully and collaboratively, could well provide the Defence
organisation with the kind of scalable industry base it needs in northern Australia to action a range of contingencies,
from HADR missions to conflict. Again, though, such an opportunity requires bigger, braver thinking.
Geographically, Darwin Port and the runways at Darwin Airport and RAAF Base Tindal are a potentially central
strategic location for naval and air forces operating across the Indo-Pacific. While the port is critical on its own,
the combined package of the two airfields and the port, including their individual and collective ecosystems, is a
powerful strategic enabler. This strategic package could well also become a strategic crossroads for Australia and
our allies.
Darwin Harbour is the basis for significant economic and national security connectivity with our region, rather than
protection from it, as has been the case in the past. The US Government has already reinforced this point with its
infrastructure investment. The continued growth of the Quad could see Darwin Port become a multiuser maritime
and air logistic facility for India, Japan, the US and Australia.
In 2019, Landbridge Group posted a corporate promotional video stating that Darwin was now an ‘important
maritime cooperation pivot for the One Belt and One Road to contribute to China a more powerful port strength’.49
The video also stated:
Landbridge Group follows the One Belt and One Road to the world, so that the world can feel the speed and
strength of Chinese national enterprises
and
In the future, Landbridge will continue to actively respond to the call of the state, take the initiative to undertake
major national strategic mechanisms, always adhere to the national interest … and strive to become the most
influential multinational enterprise group in the Eastern Coast of China.50
The video is no longer available online. Furthermore, there is no publicly available information to suggest that these
messages were supported by either the Federal or Northern Territory Government.
This moment in Australian history also brings an opportunity to think even bigger about maritime facilities in
Darwin. More specifically, this is a chance for the US, Japanese and Australian governments to work together to
establish an all-new, purpose-built, joint naval facility in Darwin Harbour. Once built, that kind of facility could
quickly become a logistics base for the three nations. At the very least, developing a joint-user port facility for US,
Japanese and Australian vessels would provide all-new bilateral and trilateral exercising opportunities and a point
for coordinating future HADR missions in the region.
Most importantly, though, this kind of ambitious project would prepare Australia’s force posture for a range of
possible contingencies. It would reinforce both Australia’s and the US’s commitment to our alliance. With Japan on
board, it would project a new dimension in military cooperation in the Indo-Pacific. Cooperation with Indonesia
would bring further opportunity to leverage Darwin to create additional regional connectivity.
Success in this space relies on far-sighted whole-of-government thinking that bridges departmental and
jurisdictional silos and applies a good measure of diplomatic prowess.

New opportunities

The overall argument here is that Darwin Harbour and Port present Australia with several strategic and national
security opportunities. However, current thinking about the future is limited by a siloed view of opportunities
and public discourse shaped by oversimplistic viewpoints (keep the lease or buy it back) on the national security
implications of a port that’s been leased to a Chinese-owned company.
Thinking about the port and harbour needs to be driven both by Australia’s interests in our deteriorating strategic
environment and by the policy directions we can see being taken by our major security partners: Japan, the US and
now India as a Quad member.
The key question that any future strategy for Darwin Harbour must address is: How can our most northern
deepwater port best be used in an environment in which the Chinese party-state and military are aggressively
pursuing interests that are vastly different from our own? The answer to that question can be found in
understanding what role Darwin can play in Australia working with allies and partners to evoke positive
contributions to regional security and credible deterrence of conflict.
What constraints must be addressed to deliver on that role? One is that the long-term lease of a key part of the
harbour and port facilities to a Chinese-owned company will restrict the future development of this critical naval
asset and will hinder future investment by other partners. There are all-new opportunities, such as the Biden
administration’s GFPR, that will have no doubt already identified Darwin (and possibly HMAS Sterling) as a key
location for a US presence. Japan, too, has already recognised Darwin for its strategic and economic importance.
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Where to from here?

There can be little doubt that the strategic environment Australia faces today is vastly different from and more
unpredictable than in 2015. Similarly, the Australia–China economic relationship has changed dramatically since
the November 2014 high water mark, when Xi Jinping addressed the Australian Parliament. Taken together, those
developments have changed the fundamentals that guided the original Darwin Port lease decision-makers.
Since 2015, media commentary and public policy discourse have focused on the lease of the port. There’s been a
consistent underlying message in this deeply polarised ‘buy the port back’ or not debate. This message is clear: the
Port of Darwin is strategically important to Australia and our allies. Yet, despite that clarity, the polarised debate has
failed to identify what Australia ought to do to ensure that we’re fully leveraging this strategically important asset for
maximum economic and strategic benefit.
The current trajectory for the future development of both the port and harbour isn’t without promise, but it lacks
cohesion. The development plans hardly seem sufficient to prepare the harbour or port for the nation’s rapidly
evolving strategic and economic context. Given that this has been the case for some 120 years, a lost opportunity
isn’t new for those in Australia’s north.
So, regardless of what happens to the port lease, new thinking and more resources are needed to ensure the
future of Darwin Port as a national strategic and economic asset, invested in to enable greatly increased ADF, ally
and partner military operations and supporting Australia’s economic and trade relations in Southeast, West and
North Asia.
The decision to be made is all about national security and economic opportunities for the NT and Australia. The
following sections discuss four possible alternative opportunities from the perspective of Australia’s strategic
environment, taking full account of the radical changes since the lease was granted in 2015.

Steady as she goes
Option 1 is to allow the Landbridge lease to continue.
While some media coverage would have us believe that the Darwin Port question is a simple binary one of removing
Landbridge or not, it is most certainly not that simple. Of course, the Australian Government can choose to keep the
leasing arrangements in place. And why not? Landbridge is wearing significant annual losses running the port51 and
committed to maintaining and investing in it to the tune of at least $200 million.52 Let’s not forget that it also paid the
NT Government for this ‘privilege’. Of course, those may be ‘book losses’ related to the repayment of an internal loan
to the parent company.
Even if this is the preferred option, Canberra and the Defence organisation will need to make significant policy
changes to negate some of the security impacts and leverage even more significant economic opportunities.53 At
the very least, Canberra will need to work with the NT Government to ensure that all the various stakeholder plans
for the harbour’s future align (aligning across federal government silos is hard enough). While Defence is reluctant to
make long-term commitments to infrastructure not directly aligned to new capabilities, it will need to develop and
share a long-term strategy for its future in Darwin Harbour.

Where to from here?

The federal and NT governments will also need to reconsider the terms of the port lease, and that’s not an easy job
to do when many of the agreements aren’t publicly available. At the very least, Landbridge’s control over all harbour
traffic and its powers to direct the movement of vessels will need to be considered.
This ‘steady as she goes’ approach will have an opportunity cost. In the short term, it will affect how and when our
allies use the port. For example, this year, the UK carrier group led by HMS Queen Elizabeth is visiting the region but
won’t be visiting Darwin in its strategically important deployment across the Indo-Pacific. It seems relatively clear
that a visit to Darwin wouldn’t be welcomed by Beijing. It seems equally likely that the current arrangements will
also inhibit future US force posture decisions in northern Australia. While none have gone on the public record to
confirm them, rumours abound that defence industry primes are nervous about storing, maintaining and operating
capabilities in a Chinese-run port.
While Beijing and Landbridge might argue that ‘steady as she goes’ is a win–win (to use one of the CCP’s favourite
terms), it will have negative national security and economic impacts for Australia.

It’s ours
Option 2 is to end the Landbridge lease.
Ending the port lease early would be contentious and initially expensive. One would assume that, given its ongoing
losses, Landbridge would be open to ending the lease. It seems unlikely that the federal and NT governments would
be getting any discount from Landbridge when buying the lease back, nor much change from almost $600 million.
Then, of course, both governments would need to invest in and operate the port. Governments are typically
poor managers of port facilities, so the two governments might look to quickly lease the port again, either to an
Australian or a foreign-owned organisation. This time round, they would be using the Foreign Investment Review
Board to apply stringent national security criteria to a new lease arrangement if a foreign company buys the lease.
Despite its significant costs, this approach would have some benefits. By taking back responsibility for port
operations, the security risk for Defence would be reduced. There would also be greater opportunity to leverage the
existing port infrastructure and centralise broader Defence, NT Government, US Government and private-sector
investments around the port precinct. This approach would be likely to provide a range of new economic
opportunities but would require big thinking and deep pockets. It could have significant positive effects for the NT
and Australia more broadly if done with enough financial commitment, especially as Australia moves further into
the new era of great-power competition and works domestically to reduce the NT’s reliance on federal government
funding to provide economic stability.

New tenants
Option 3, which is one of the most attractive options for Darwin and Canberra, is the prospect of securing new
tenants for the Port of Darwin.
The preferred course would be a transfer from Landbridge to a new tenant with little involvement of and cost to the
federal and NT governments.
A new lease would have to take into account a realistic valuation, which might be under the price paid by
Landbridge. That requires foresight about future earnings based on predictions of the port’s future use made
possible by the change in ownership and the future strategic significance of the port to the Defence organisation and
the defence forces of our allies, particularly the US and Japan.
Even if a new tenant could be secured, the problem for Defence remains. The lack of a cohesive plan for the ADF and
ABF and the US harbour presence prevents longer term industry investment and facilities. However, with the right
private-sector lessee, Darwin Port could in a short period find itself transformed into a multiuser maritime and air
logistic facility for India, Japan, the US and Australia. Buying a 99-year lease for a port that will become a trilateral or
quadrilateral joint naval logistic facility would be a very attractive proposition.
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However, perceptions about the high cost and risk of the investment, plus the new and challenging national security
environment, could on face value make this an unattractive prospect for a new tenant. The harbour’s varied, tangled
and competing development woes are complex as well.
But those assessments are somewhat pessimistic. The future of Darwin Port and Harbour depends on their future
uses, which is something the Australian Government can shore up. For example, a new lessee could also offer
short-term access to existing facilities for an expanded US Marine Corps presence.

Building back better
Option 4 is to leave Landbridge in place and responsible for the Darwin Port, and build an all-new port facility for
defence and maritime security purposes at a location such as Glyde Point.
However, as we’ve highlighted, that would still require changes to the level of control that Landbridge has over
maritime traffic and critical infrastructure such as fuel-supply chains.
Canberra could harness the NT Government and US harbour infrastructure commitments to build an all-new
purpose-built defence and national security maritime logistic facility and port to negate the security impacts of
leaving Landbridge with the lease. If the money that would have otherwise been used to ‘buy back’ the Darwin Port
lease were included in this project, then the new facility would be even more attractive because of the combined
impact of cost and a positive strategic outcome.
The ABF and ADF could use the new port. It would allow for a long-term investment in Darwin Harbour that would
leverage partnerships with the US and Japan, and perhaps later India and Indonesia. At the very least, developing a
joint-user port facility for US, Japanese and Australian vessels would provide new bilateral and trilateral exercising
opportunities. Most importantly, though, this kind of ambitious project would prepare Australia’s force posture for a
range of possible contingencies. It would reinforce both Australia’s and the US’s commitment to our alliance. Japan
has sent a strong signal, which has included a prime ministerial statement, about its interest in Darwin. With Japan
on board, that would be a new dimension in military cooperation in the Indo-Pacific.
This approach would allow for several opportunities, including addressing Darwin’s liquid-fuel vulnerabilities. In
addition, by bridging some of the federal bureaucracy’s siloes, the project could be leveraged to create a strategic
fuel-storage facility.
A project of this scale and scope would provide a range of jobs in construction and operations and could well create
economies of scale that support longer term economic growth and a much-needed and scalable industry base.
This approach would require big thinking and further spending. However, it would result in all-new economic
benefits and much-needed new infrastructure at the same time as limiting the national security impacts of foreign
control of Darwin Port.
Success in this space relies on strategic whole-of-government thinking that bridges departmental and jurisdictional
silos and applies much diplomatic skill. The fly in the ointment here is that a new facility would take between five
and 10 years to build, and that’s a long time in the current strategic environment. It seems that this approach, in
the short term, would require accepting a degraded national security advantage from our strategic geography and
cooperation with our allies and partners. The pressing time frame in which US GFPR and realignment are set to
take place has major implications for the possible future of Darwin Port. The US review and realignment would be
well and truly complete before Australia could boast of a new port safely distant from Landbridge. In fact, given the
possibility of military conflict within 10 years, the ADF could even be facing deployment before the new port could
be complete.

Conclusion

While the public debate on Landbridge’s lease of Darwin Port has distracted many, the harsh reality is that a
decision must be made sooner rather than later, as Australia’s security context has changed greatly and increased
in complexity. The 2020 DSU made the case that we no longer have the luxury of time to get our infrastructure right.
Covid-19 showed us that our understanding of resilience and sovereignty will no longer serve us well if we hope to
come out on top of the challenges we now face. The assumptions and logic informing our thinking up to this point
need to change urgently to match the strategic environment and at the same time protect the economic interests of
the NT.
To that end, policy discourse needs to focus on more than the lease of the port. It needs to engage with the fact that
everyone currently has a plan or vision for this port and harbour, but each of those products of siloed thinking is at
best creating missed opportunities and at worst vulnerabilities. Pulling together those various perspectives needs
to be given priority, and the future of the Landbridge lease must be examined through that collaborative lens.
The task of determining the ‘right’ course of action is burdened by the fact that any decision on the future of the
port lease will have deep symbolic messaging associated with it. In the current security environment, pre-empting
that messaging and mitigating negative effects on relationships at the political, strategic and industry levels is more
important than ever.
In choosing ‘where to next’ for the Port of Darwin, all stakeholders need to avoid examining the issue as a binary
choice. The federal and NT governments have critical leadership roles in adopting and promoting this nuanced
perspective, leading by example at all levels of government and industry.
As highlighted in the previous section, there are several sensible opportunities available, each with its strengths
and weaknesses. The two things they all share are a need to mitigate the security implications of the current
lease arrangement in the era of great-power competition and a need to invest considerable money into any of the
proposed solutions for the chosen option to be successful in anything beyond the short term.
Strategic policy decisions in northern Australia are very different from those made in the southern states. In the
north, even small policy decisions have dramatic economic, social and national security implications. Therefore, this
decision about the port and harbour needs to be different from those that have occurred over the past 120 years.
The future Darwin Port must be a national strategic and economic asset, invested in to enable greatly increased ADF,
ally and partner military operations and supporting Australia’s economic and trade relations with Southeast, West
and North Asia. A partnership between the federal and NT governments that uses Defence as an anchor tenant in
developing the port as a primary naval asset for Australia and our strategic partners is the essential starting point.
That will also enable new corporate investment and activity—but only if the two governments work together to use
a strategic and economic focus on the port and its future.
This time around, big thinking and a long-term view are required. Getting Darwin Harbour right will take real vision,
leadership, collaboration and investment, and all in spades.

Recommendation

It’s now time for a national discussion on the role of Darwin Port in the long-term strategic future of Australia.
That national discussion must result in the production of a Darwin Port and Harbour national security and economic
strategy with appropriate funding attached.
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