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Agribusiness Potential of the Big Rivers Region
This document identifies potential agribusiness activities which could support the
development of the Katherine Agribusiness and Logistics Hub and regional investment.
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The town of Katherine is located 320 kilometres south-east of Darwin
with an estimated population of 11,000.
Katherine provides a range of infrastructure, services and facilities.
It services the remote towns of Lajamanu, Wadeye, Borroloola,
Numbulwar, Daguragu – Kalkarindji and Ngukurr, as well as the
outlying communities of Pine Creek, Mataranka, Larrimah, Timber
Creek, Barunga, Bulman, Jilkminggan, Lajamanu, Kybrook, Nuiui,
Palumpa Peppimenarti and Yarralin.
Katherine is a transport hub. It connects the Ord River and Kimberley
to the west, Alice Springs to the south, and Queensland to the east.
The north-south transcontinental rail route passes through Katherine
connecting Darwin to Adelaide.
The NT Government has committed to capitalising on Katherine’s
regional potential through development of an agribusiness and
logistics hub. The hub will be located near the township of Katherine
and will support growth of the agribusiness, mining, defence, transport
and tourism sectors.
As part of planning for the design and tenanting of the Katherine
Agribusiness and Logistics Hub, the Department of Primary Industry
and Resources (DPIR) has assessed the potential for agribusiness
development in the broader Big Rivers Region. Valuable feedback
from regional stakeholders, NT Cattlemen’s Association, NT Farmers
Association and others has been incorporated into this document.
Agribusiness industries include horticulture, agriculture, pastoralism
and aquaculture. Agribusinesses along the value chain have been
considered.
The Big Rivers Region adopted here is very broad and includes, Mary
River, the greater Darwin area, Wadeye, and the Katherine, Roper,
Victoria River and Stuart Plateau districts. The Region has been
defined on the basis that production value chains could be linked to a
hub in Katherine.
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Agribusiness opportunities in the Big Rivers Region

Cattle

Beef cattle production has a long history in the region. It supplies the
live export trade and boxed beef to domestic and international markets.
There is opportunity for improved productivity through improved
resource and business management.

Buffalo (harvest and farmed)

Swamp buffalo are harvested to supply the live export trade, largely from
the west Arnhem Land sub-region. There is potential for expansion of
this feral harvest as well as farming domestic buffalo with introduced
genetics to produce premium (Tender Buff) product.

Donkey (farmed)

Feral herds of donkey occur across the region, with highest densities
located in the Douglas-Daly, Katherine, Roper, Gulf and Victoria River
sub-regions. There is growing interest in commercial farming of donkeys
for production of gelatin (ejiao) from the hides as well as meat and byproducts for the Chinese and other markets.

Depot or feedlot

There are export yards in the region which are registered for live cattle
export preparation. Potential exists for further development of depot or
feedlot facilities located to service the livestock industry.

Livestock processing

AACo’s Livingstone Beef (50 kilometres south of Darwin) is an export
accredited (Tier 2) facility that currently processes cattle, largely focused
on out-of-specification export cattle from the Katherine and Top End
regions. There are smaller abattoirs at Palumpa (Port Keats Road
50 kilometres east of Wadeye) and Kalkarindji (Buntine Highway
150 kilometres south of Timber Creek) servicing local communities.
There is potential for development of processing facilities to process
buffalo, donkey and other livestock as these industries grow in the region.

Field crops

Broadacre cropping is currently limited to hay production. There is
potential for expansion of field crops to be grown as part of dryland
and irrigated production systems. Future crops could include cassava,
poppies, chia, guar, lucerne, peanuts, cotton, soybean and ancient grains.

Horticulture

The region produces a range of fruits and vegetables, the major
crops being mangoes and melons. Opportunities exist for increased
productivity and for the diversification of high value products particularly
tropical fruits.

Forestry

There are large stands of African mahogany and Sandalwood in the
region. Harvest of existing stands will require developments along
the supply chain for transport and processing. There is potential for
expansion of forestry plantations (such as eucalypt hybrids) as well as
select harvest of native hardwoods.

Nursery

Opportunity exists to increase nursery production in the region. Cut
flowers and foliage, potted plants and other nursery products could be
developed to supplement the existing sandalwood nursery.
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Aquaculture

Coastal and inland opportunities exist for the production of fish
and other aquatic foods (oysters, trepang, algae, crocodiles). Low
technology aquaculture presents a particular opportunity for Aboriginal
communities.

Bush food and medicine

Wild harvest, supplementary planting and cropping of bush foods and
medicinal plants presents an opportunity particularly for Aboriginal
communities. This includes Kakadu plum, bush tomato, bush apple and
wattle seed.

Ecosystem services

Commercial opportunity for the provision of ecosystem services is
expected to increase including carbon farming and abatement schemes.

Agricultural supply
and services

Growth and diversification of agribusinesses will facilitate demand for
agricultural inputs. This will include fuel, fertiliser, seed, machinery,
contractors and consultants, agri-tech products, financial and insurance
services.

Agri-tourism

Tourism presents an opportunity for diversified income stream alongside
commercial agricultural ventures, capitalising on farm stay, wilderness
and safari experiences.

Precincts

Clustering of compatible agricultural activities presents efficiencies
for inputs and can provide sufficient scale at the sub-regional level to
validate the viability of downstream value chain development.

Some icons made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com
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Prospective agribusiness of the Big Rivers Region
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Realising the agribusiness potential of the Big Rivers Region
To effectively utilise the offerings of a hub, agribusiness development faces a number of challenges.

Challenges

Current NT Government Actions

Natural Resources
Groundwater

Access to groundwater is constrained by
the nature of the resource and existing
allocation.

Surface water

The region’s reliance on groundwater
has meant that surface water
development has not been explored in
detail.
Future agribusiness will rely on secure
access to suitable quality water
particularly over the dry season.
Harvesting of wet seasons flows and
storage (including managed aquifer
recharge) are now being considered for
development.

Pastoral
Leasehold land

Changes to pastoral lease administrative
arrangements have allowed for a
broader range of diversification
opportunities on pastoral land.
Sub-leasing arrangements would
provide flexibility for business
management.

Aboriginal Land

Agribusiness development on Aboriginal
Land can be challenging due to the
complexity associated with communal
ownership, and the time scales required
for negotiation.
Similar to other tenure, where there is
interest in agribusiness development,
there can be a lack of information on the
suitability of land and water resources
to support this interest.

Land capability

The NT Government program of land
resource mapping is invaluable in
determining agribusiness potential.
Focus has been on areas with identified
higher agribusiness potential.
More detailed investigation is usually
required at the property scale for
financial planning purposes.
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• Continued research into water resource
availability under the land and water
assessment and Mapping the Future
programs will provide information for new
developments.
• Continued roll out of water allocation
planning will provide certainty and security
to new and existing users.
• Development of policy mechanisms such
as trade, management of unused water and
water market development may provide
new opportunities.

• Continue improvements to pastoral
lease administrative arrangements to
provide improved security for investment
associated with enterprise diversification,
a broader range of uses and ownership/
operation models.
• Reduce red tape associated with
development assessment processes.
• Streamline processes for leasing of
Aboriginal Land.
• Continue to support aboriginal businesses
to identify opportunities and partnerships.
• Seek partnerships to invest in the
collection of pre-feasibility information.
• Support the Aboriginal Land and Sea
Economic Development Agency (ALSEDA)
to drive investment on Aboriginal land.
• Continue the land resource mapping
program in priority areas.
• Provide open access to existing land
resource data through NRM Maps.
• Continue government services provided
for intensification of pastoral land.
• Seek partnerships to invest in the
collection of pre-feasibility information for
untested agribusiness ideas.

Crop feasibility

The NT and Australian governments
have invested in crop research for many
years. This research needs to continue in
line with demonstrated market demand
for new crops, genetic improvements
in crop varieties and improvements in
agronomic practices.

• Work with industry bodies to determine
crop suitability for soil types identified
through land use mapping.
• Seek partnerships to invest in trials and
pilots for new varieties.
• Develop a coordinated program to
systemically evaluate and trial broad acre
crops.

Biosecurity

The high biosecurity status of the
region help protects Australia’s ‘clean,
natural and safe’ reputation and offers
preferred status in international food
markets.

• Continued implementation of prevention,
elimination and management programs.
• Industry and community partnerships to
share the responsibility of minimising the
likelihood of pest, disease and weeds.

Transport

Safe and reliable access is critical
for agribusinesses operations. Road
access for road trains and heavy farm
machinery can be limiting during the
wet season. Bridge crossings for any
vehicle size can also be restricted.

• Maintain and improve the regional road
network (as per 10 Year Infrastructure Plan).

Electricity

The reliable supply of electricity
is a key enabler for agribusiness
development. Outside of the DarwinKatherine network, generated from
natural gas, access to electricity is
limited. Agribusinesses in this area
generally operates with diesel powered
generators.

• Support the development of diesel/solarbattery/gas generation on-farm in line with
the Territory’s renewable energy target
(50 per cent by 2030).
• Encourage new players into the market to
encourage price competition.

Telecommunications

Connectivity will play an increasingly
important role in agribusiness for value
chain partners. Outside of regional
centres there is extremely limited
internet access, even along transport
corridors.

• Continue to advocate for greater access
with service providers.
• Support on-farm implementation of
remote connectivity solutions.

Scale and precincts

Larger scale and intensified farming
systems offer efficiencies in production
by increasing production units for the
same level of fixed cost, meaning an
overall lower cost of production.
Co-location or clustering of compatible
agribusinesses can offer efficiencies, in
transport, labour, technical skills and
processing facilities; as well attracting
other businesses.
As scale is achieved businesses becomes
self-generating and the regional
economy self-sustaining.

• Encourage investment in larger scale
agricultural precincts.

Infrastructure
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Realising the agribusiness potential of the Big Rivers Region
To effectively utilise the offerings of a hub, agribusiness development faces a number of challenges.

Challenges

Current NT Government Actions

Infrastructure cont.
Processing

Downstream processing of agricultural
and fisheries products adds value and
can reduce cost and technical issues
associated with transport. There is
very limited processing of agribusiness
products in the region.

• Encourage investment in larger
downstream processing to value- add to
agribusiness products.

Supply chain
including dry and
cold store

Live export of cattle from the Darwin
Port is well established. For other
products, much of the gain from the
region’s proximity to Asia is currently
lost, as products are road transported
to southern Australian sea and air ports,
then exported to international markets.

• Develop processing, cold chain
infrastructure and logistics support (as per
10 Year Infrastructure Plan).

Access to capital

Access to finance can be constrained by
existing levels of debts and land tenure
regulations.

• Explore new business models for
partnering with potential investors.

Financial
capability

Whilst some agribusinesses have
corporate ownership and local
management, many are family owned
business where there is room to
improve financial capabilities.

• Continue training and education, financial
products and tools, network and mentoring
programs in conjunction with industry
organisations.

Land management
capability

There is further gains to be made from
increasing land management skills for
improved productivity. This includes
implementation of Smart Ag products
to make the most of the increasing
technological applications.

• Continue training and education, network
and mentoring programs in conjunction
with industry organisations.
• Continue government advisory services
on livestock carrying capacity and
management scenario modelling.

People and Labour

Finding and keeping skilled labour is
essential to growing business profits.
The cost of continued training can
impact on the bottom line.

• Continue to advocate for the seasonal
worker program.
• Support liveability by investing in social
infrastructure in Katherine Township.

Export capability

The technical requirements (biosecurity,
packaging, paperwork) requirements
to facilitate to export can be difficult to
navigate initially.

• Continue to work with agribusinesses
through export requirements to
demonstrate financial return.
• Continue to work with Australian
Government partners on trade access and
export capabilities.

Business capacity
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More information
For further information please refer to our website at dpir.nt.gov.au
or contact Linda Lee at Linda.Lee@nt.gov.au or 08 8999 6058.

DISCLAIMER
Subject to any terms implied by law which cannot be excluded, in no event shall the Northern Territory Government be liable for any losses or
damages, including incidental or consequential damages, resulting from use of the published material. While care has been taken to ensure that
information contained is true and correct at the time of publication, changes in circumstances after the time of publication may impact on the
accuracy of this information. Northern Territory Government gives no warranty or assurance, and makes no representation as to the accuracy of
any information or advice contained, or that it is suitable for your intended use.
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