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ABSTRACT: Peripheral, staples-based regions around the world are often
subjected to disempowering “development” processes by international, national,
and subnational forces. The remote regions of northern Australia are some of the
most marginalised regions in Australia, despite holding critical mineral and energy
resources, major defence establishments and vital transport links. Using a mixed
methodology of economic analysis, document review and semi-structured
interviews, this paper examines economic development planning for the Katherine
region of the Northern Territory of Australia from 2014 to 2021 and contrasts this
with a place-based development approach. Ostensibly building on the region’s
comparative advantages, formal economic strategies developed at the Federal and
Territory scale are focused primarily on industries and projects that increase
revenue for higher levels of government and large corporations, rather than
creating local employment. These plans are unlikely to diversify the economic
structure of the Katherine region and lead to truly sustainable development.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Peripheral, staples-based regions provide natural resource export
commodities and income that are essential to national and subnational
economies. These regions also play important environmental management,
biosecurity, and national defence roles (Woinarski ef al., 2007). However,
their narrow economic bases and remoteness from the core regions of
political, economic and demographic power often leave these regions
disempowered and vulnerable to economic and demographic volatility.
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The diverse ontologies held by Indigenous peoples, who often comprise a
substantial share of the population of such regions within Western
colonised countries, create additional cultural realities and complexities.
However, a postdevelopmental lens positions Indigenous worldviews as
essential driving forces for community development, even though they are
often sidelined in mainstream development discourse (Escobar, 2012;
Ndlovu and Makoni, 2014). This perspective is supported by the place-
based development approach, which prioritises regional empowerment and
leadership (Horlings et al., 2018; Rodriguez-Pose and Wilkie, 2017,
Tomaney, 2010). Place-based development has been recognised as one of
the most effective approaches to economic diversification and
sustainability in remote regions (Rodriguez-Pose and Wilkie, 2017;
Tomaney, 2010). Despite this, economic development processes in remote
regions are still overwhelmingly controlled by higher levels of government
(Eversole, 2017; Taylor et al., 2011)

In the remote Katherine region (also known as the Big Rivers Region)
of Australia’s Northern Territory, shown in Figure 1, public discourse
suggests that a core-periphery tension exists between it and the Territory’s
capital city, Darwin. A common perception in the Katherine region is that
most of the decisions that directly impact the region are made by authorities
in Darwin (Bardon, 2018; Brann, 2021; Fitzgerald, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c).
Darwin, in turn, experiences a similar core-periphery tension with the
Federal Government in Canberra, making Darwin simultaneously a core
region in the Northern Territory and a peripheral region at the national
scale (Carson et. al., 2010; Powell, 2009; Taylor et al., 2011). With these
tensions and the significant responsibilities that both the Territory and
Commonwealth Governments have across the Territory, the Katherine
region experiences multiple layers of peripherality. Despite the lively
discourse in local media and inquiry submissions on the need for a more
diverse and sustainable economy in the Katherine region, there is a lack of
holistic research to support evidence-based economic development
planning in the region. The existing academic literature on economic
development in the Katherine region primarily explores significant
industries, such as mining, agriculture, and tourism, as well as having a
strong focus on issues for remote Aboriginal communities (Ash and
Watson, 2018; Blackwell et al., 2017; Faulkner and Vikulov, 2001; Puig
etal., 2011).

This paper explores the impacts of multi-layered peripherality on
contemporary economic development planning for the Katherine region of
the Northern Territory through a critical analysis of the effectiveness of
existing economic development plans from 2014 to 2021 in responding to
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the region’s strengths and the degree of local institutional involvement in
the planning processes. It also makes recommendations on the strengths,
gaps, and opportunities for economic development in the region and
provides a holistic view that is currently missing in the literature. The rest
of this paper is structured as follows. After a review of the literature on
economic development in peripheral, staples-dependent regions, the
methods used to gather and analyse information and insights central to this
study are presented, along with a description of the case study area. Then
follows a detailed analysis of the Katherine regional economy with regard
to the Northern Territory using secondary data, compared and contrasted
with the views of key informants from the Katherine area. This analysis is
summarised in the discussion and conclusion.

Economic Development in Peripheral, Resource-Based Regions

The economic diversification of peripheral, natural resource-based
regions has been a concern for the international regional development
literature over the last century (Mackintosh, 1923/2002; Carson, 2011;
Hayter and Barnes, 1990; Plummer and Tonts, 2015). As the established
Keynesian/Fordist regime of accumulation and mode of social regulation
began to be seriously challenged in the 1970s, Wallerstein’s world systems
theory popularised the concept of a hierarchy of core, peripheral, and semi-
peripheral countries, with nations categorised according to their broad
levels of economic development and nature of participation in international
markets (Robinson, 2011; Wallerstein, 2012). Regions can be thought of
similarly. Core regions leverage historical power, technology, and
innovation to control production and accumulate capital, while peripheral
regions rely mainly on the provision of low-skilled labour for the extraction
of unprocessed natural resources for export (Beer ef al., 2005; Robinson,
2011). Political, economic, and cultural power is concentrated in core
regions and the actions and perceptions of core regions have enormous
impacts on peripheral regions (Eversole, 2017; Golebiowska, 2015). Core
regions receive most in-migration and immigration, boosting their human
capital and increasing their economic and political influence
(Golebiowska, 2015). Peripheral regions are reliant on core regions to
provide markets for their goods, and for the financial and human capital
and technological inputs to support staples production (Eversole, 2017).
With economic, regulatory, and policy decisions being made in the core
regions, peripheral regions are subject to external decision-making control
over their economic activity—decisions that may not meet the needs and
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wants of the region (Eversole, 2017; Plummer, et al., 2018). Locally driven
regional economic development planning can empower peripheral areas
and contribute to the achievement of sustainable economies, whereas
disempowerment results in negative outcomes in the form of perceived
disenfranchisement, which itself can exacerbate the experience of regional
decline (Eversole, 2017; Rodriguez-Pose and Wilkie, 2017).

The peripheral northern regions of Canada and Australia share common
experiences of instability and disempowerment created by their physical
isolation, economic dependence on staples exports, sparse population, and
colonial history (Taylor et al., 2011). William Mackintosh proposed that
staples-based regions could use wealth accumulated during boom cycles to
diversify and secure their economic base (Mackintosh, 1923/2002; see also
Schmallegger and Carson, 2010). However, such an outcome requires
strong local leadership, community empowerment, effective support from
higher levels of government and the leveraging of potential advantages
such as high amenity landscapes, cultural or historical attractions and
industrial specialisations (Beer ef al., 2003; Halseth and Ryser, 2018). By
contrast, Harold Innis identified that these regions may fall into a “staples
trap”, with institutions becoming reliant on primary resource exports and
suffering repeated boom and bust cycles (Hayter and Barnes, 1990;
Schmallegger and Carson, 2010; Plummer and Tonts, 2013). This
dependence may result in a downward spiral of diminishing employment
opportunities and conditions, the withdrawal of services, and the loss of
younger cohorts to larger centres, this process itself triggering structural
ageing and long-term demographic and economic decline (Beer et al.,
2003; Collits, 2004; Dufty-Jones and Wray, 2013; Plummer and Tonts,
2015).

Recent economic development policy debates have focused on the
prioritisation of either spatially blind or place-based approaches
(Rodriguez-Pose and Wilkie, 2017). The World Bank advocated for a
spatially blind approach in its 2009 report Reshaping economic geography,
despite acknowledging that ‘place is the most important correlate of a
person’s welfare’ (World Bank, 2009, p.1). The report argued that
prosperity primarily occurs in a few leading regions and that worker
mobility should therefore be encouraged, with taxation, social security, and
public services used to ensure equal living standards for the entire
population (World Bank, 2009). However, inequities in access to basic
services and infrastructure ensure that place remains a major determinant
of life outcomes. Theoretically, a place-based approach responds to the
unique characteristics of each location to produce effective, sustainable
outcomes. Most importantly, place-based development emphasises
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endogenous processes that empower communities and regions, focusing on
identifying a broader range of potential regional strengths that can be
leveraged and built upon instead of concentrating on what is lacking
(Argent, 2021; Rodriguez-Pose and Wilkie, 2017; Tomaney, 2010).

Formal and informal institutions are critical elements of effective place-
based development (Barca et al., 2012; Eversole, 2017; Tomaney, 2010),
influencing the effectiveness of development planning and implementation
(Horlings et al., 2018). Formal institutions such as government authorities,
rules and regulations (Beer and Lester, 2015) provide governance and
formal structures for regional development planning. Informal institutions
are the relationships and norms that hold a community together and can
create strong social capital, enabling a community to work cohesively
towards common goals (Horlings et al., 2018). However, weak formal and
informal institutions render communities vulnerable to decline, as they lose
capacity to advocate for change (Beer et. al., 2003; Halseth and Ryser,
2018). A large number of institutions, overlapping administrative
boundaries, and bureaucratic burdens can create extensive work for local
stakeholders to maintain necessary relationships and networks for effective
engagement (Horlings et al., 2018). This work becomes more challenging
in regions with a significant Indigenous population living in remote areas,
where ontological and language differences, and transport and
communication infrastructure deficits create additional barriers. Without
strong vertical and horizontal institutional relationships, a region is
unlikely to influence higher-level decision making (Rodriguez-Pose and
Wilkie, 2017).

Formal and informal leadership is also crucial to successful regional
development (Horlings ef al., 2018; Kroehn et al., 2013). Strong leaders
can encourage collaboration, facilitate networking, and maintain
momentum among stakeholders (Horlings et al., 2018; Kroehn ez al., 2013;
Rodriguez-Pose and Wilkie, 2017). Leaders can also be a driving force to
establish and implement a cohesive vision for the region (Beer, 2014;
Horlings et al., 2018). Without a strong vision for economic
diversification, both formal and informal institutions can struggle to shift
the economic base of staples-based regions. The accepted norms within
informal institutions may then interact with the policies and priorities of
formal institutions and result in path dependency and a locked-in mindset,
where staples-based exports remain the focus of both regional sentiment
and public policy (Markey et al., 2019).

Postdevelopment theory rose to prominence in the 1990s as a
poststructuralist critique of the international development industry,
positioning development as a hegemonic discourse that relied on
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assumptions of the unquestionable “good” of capitalist growth and
entrenched colonial power imbalances (Escobar, 2012; McGregor, 2009;
Ndlovu and Makoni, 2014; Rahnema, 1997). Escobar’s (2012) seminal
work challenged the very concept of “underdeveloped” nations and
highlighted that material accumulation and consumerism run counter to the
ontologies of many cultures (Escobar, 2012). Escobar (2012) specifically
identified the need for alternatives to development and its inexorable
pursuit of economic growth, proposing a “pluriverse”, a world in which
many ways of being co-exist. While postdevelopment arose as a response
to the international development industry, it is also an important
underpinning theory for subnational development in colonised countries.

The remote regions within the Northern Territory are among the most
peripheral regions in Australia and subject to severe economic, political,
and legislative disempowerment by Federal and Territory governments
(Beer et al., 2003). These regions are highly dependent on government
expenditure and primary industry exports, especially the resource
extraction projects relied on as the largest private sector revenue source for
the Northern Territory Government (NTG) (NTG, 2022a, 2022¢c). When
viewed through the lens of postdevelopment, traditional economic
management perpetuates a capitalist development discourse that is often
ineffective in addressing the needs of remote Indigenous communities in
northern Australia. In Arnhem Land, for example, Bawaka Country ef al.
(2013) demonstrated the vital importance of Escobar’s multiple world
views in their discussion of the fundamental differences between Yolngu
and Western ontologies. Altman’s extensive investigations of Arnhem
Land hybrid economies (see, for example, Altman, 2004; Altman, 2009;
Altman, 2016) shows how subsistence and capitalist activities are
intertwined and used by Traditional Owners to maintain traditional values
and simultaneously participate in a self-determining way in the Western
economy.

2. METHOD

This study used a mixed methods design to analyse the effectiveness of
economic development plans in increasing employment and economic
growth in the Katherine region. The analysis focused on employment
numbers to best reflect the important role of employment opportunities as
drivers of development in peripheral regions (Hettihewa and Wright, 2018;
Horlings et al., 2018). Evidence from the literature demonstrates that
increased revenue generated by regional and remote areas often provides
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little local benefit. Additionally, while a focus on employment numbers
may contradict the priorities of a postdevelopmental approach, this study
considers it highly unlikely that significant movement towards a
postdevelopmental approach will occur within the timeframes of current
economic development plans. Increasing regional employment is therefore
utilised as the preferred indicator of effective place-based development.
Employment by industry data was accessed from the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS) 2006 to 2021 Time Series Profiles for Australia, the
Northern Territory and the Katherine Statistical Area Level 3 (SA3). The
Katherine SA3 is the ABS region that most closely approximates the
regional boundaries used by the Northern Territory Government and the
majority of the relevant planning documents (ABS, 2022f; NTG, 2019).
The economic structure of the Katherine region, and its regional
specialisations and strengths were identified by calculating employment
trends and location quotients (Hodgkinson, 2006; Martinez Prats and
Armenta Ramirez, 2018).! A review of economic development plans and

! Formulas
Location quotient: R; /R
RR;/RR

where: R; equals the number of employees in an employment sector in the study
region, RR; equals the number of employees in the employment sector in Australia,
R equals the total number of all employees in the study region, and RR equals the
total number of all employees in Australia (adapted from Miller et al., 1991).
Shift-share: Total shift-share is made up of:

Ae; = NS; + IM; + RS;
where: ¢; is regional employment in a given industry, NS; is the share of
employment change in the given industry due to national factors, /M; is the share
of employment change in the given industry due to the industrial mix, and RS; is
the share of employment change in the given industry due to regional factors.

The formulas to calculate the shares are:

NS = eiri0 x E.=Er10
Eipo

IM; = eiri0 x E;
Eit1o Ei10

RS: = eirio X eir—€ir1o _ Eir—Eirio
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associated stakeholder submissions to identify and compare the priorities
of the different levels of government and regional stakeholders were also
undertaken.

Finally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight regional
stakeholders so as to: 1) contextualise and “ground truth” the results of the
document analysis; 2) gain greater insights into the extent to which
economic development plans for the Katherine region genuinely reflected
local needs; and 3) gauge how effectively the plans were being
implemented (Dunn, 2005; Schoenberger, 1991). As shown in Table 1, the
eight interviewees represented a range of industries, including five
interviewees who represented two or more industries. The industries are
identified only at the ABS division level to protect the identity of
interviewees. The research was approved by the University of New
England Human Research Ethics Committee, approval number HE21-222,
valid from 26 November 2021 to 17 June 2022.

The Northern Territory is a frontier region built on primary industries
and public services (Anwar and Prideaux, 2005). As a Territory, it is
subject to legislative oversight by the Commonwealth Government and has
minimal representation in the Federal Parliament. Occupying one-sixth of
Australia’s land mass, the Territory is home to only one per cent of the
nation’s population, yet produced the second highest Gross State Product
per capita in Australia in 2020-21 (ABS, 2022g; Department of Trade,
Business and Innovation, 2017; Department of Treasury and Finance,
2021). Darwin is the Territory’s capital city and major population base. It
is home to almost 60 per cent of the Territory’s population, approximately
two-thirds of the Members of the Legislative Assembly and most of the
Northern Territory’s quaternary employment sector (ABS, 2022c;
Department of Infrastructure, Planning and Logistics, 2019; Legislative
Assembly of the Northern Territory, 2022).

€ir10 Eiro

where: e;, is total regional employment in the given industry in 2021, e;.;o1s total
regional employment in the given industry in 2006, E; is total national employment
in all industries in 2021, E,. ;o is total national employment in all industries in 2006,
E;, is total national employment in the given industry in 2021, and E; is total
national employment in the given industry in 2006. (Formulas adapted from
Herath and Jayanthakumaran, 2020; Martinez Prats and Armenta Ramirez, 2018).
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Table 1. Deidentified List of Interviewee Industries.

Interviewee ID  Industry

P1 Professional, Scientific and Technical Services
Public Administration and Safety

P2 Transport, Postal and Warehousing

P3 Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services

P4 Public Administration and Safety
Manufacturing
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing

P5 Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing
Mining
Manufacturing

Accommodation and Food Services
Public Administration and Safety

P6 Public Administration and Safety
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing

P7 Arts and Recreation Services

P8 Transport, Postal and Warehousing
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing
Manufacturing

Katherine and Northern Territory in Historical and Geographical
Context

The Territory’s abundant land, water, mineral, and energy resources;
close proximity to Asia; and natural and cultural attractions have appealed
to development ambitions since the colonial era (Ash and Watson, 2018).
Nonetheless, many economic development projects have foundered upon
poor administrative decisions, high costs, inexperience, and an
inhospitable climate (Powell, 1988; Price, 1930). Despite these challenges,
the mining, pastoral and public service sectors became well established in
the early 1900s, with tourism, defence, and horticulture becoming more
important through the late 20th century (Kelly, 1966; Northern Territory
Development Corporation [NTDC], 1984).

The Northern Territory was administered by South Australia from 1863
to 1911, when it was surrendered to the Commonwealth Government
(Powell, 1988; Price, 1930). The Commonwealth Government continues
to wield considerable legislative and economic power over the Northern
Territory, despite the Territory finally attaining self-government in 1978
(Harwood et al., 2010; McIntyre, 2007; McNamara, 2012). The
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Commonwealth has the power to make laws for the Northern Territory, to
prohibit and override Territory legislation, and to determine the Territory’s
level of Federal representation (Commonwealth of Australia Constitution
Act 1900). The Commonwealth also administers the Aboriginal Land
Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 (Cth) and the Native Title Act 1993
(Cth), tenures which when combined cover almost 70 per cent of the
Northern Territory’s land mass (Howey, 2014). The Commonwealth
Government also provides 69 per cent of the Northern Territory
Government’s income through transfers and expenditure (NTG, 2022a).
The Katherine region encompasses 24 per cent of the Territory’s land
and eight per cent of its population, and its economy is based around the
primary industries and public service sectors (ABS, 2022f, 2022¢g; Powell,
1988). As shown in Figure 1, the region extends from 200 km south of the
capital city of Darwin, continues south for approximately 560 km and
stretches from the Queensland border to Western Australia. The Katherine
area has been occupied by Aboriginal people for over 65,000 years, most
of whom were driven from nomadic lifestyles to residing in approximately
30 remote Indigenous communities across the region and now comprise
almost 50 per cent of the region’s population. Some of the larger groups
include the Jawoyn, Wardaman, and Dagoman peoples in the centre,
Yanyuwa in the east and Walpiri, Gurindji, and Ngaliwurru in the west.

Darwin
East Amhem
Top End

Big Rivers

Barkly

Central Australia

Figure 1. Map of the Northern Territory Showing Katherine Region (also
known as the Big Rivers). Source: Northern Territory Government, 2022b.
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From its early days of European colonisation in the 19th century, the
township of Katherine was a critical communication and transport hub,
positioned on the Overland Telegraph Line, completed in 1872, and the
railway from Darwin which began operation in 1917. Katherine also sits at
the junction of the Stuart and Victoria Highways, the only sealed road
access from Darwin to Adelaide, and the Northern Territory to Western
Australia, respectively (Powell, 1988). Sealing of the Stuart Highway was
completed in 1987, while the Victoria Highway was only completely
sealed in the early 1990s. The region is also home to a handful of service
towns, important cultural and natural attractions, critical national transport
connections, three major defence establishments, and a range of primary
industries, as well as nationally significant defence and gas projects (Big
Rivers Region Regional Reconstruction Commission [BRRRRC], 2020;
Faulkner and Vikulov, 2001; NTG, 2021). The range of Federal, Territory,
and regional authorities with different purposes and boundaries has created
multiple layers of mismatched administrative regions across the Big Rivers
region, which now encompasses the Katherine Town Council and parts of
three regional councils, parts of both the Northern and Central Land
Councils, and all or part of five electoral divisions of the Northern Territory
Legislative Assembly.

Table 2 compares some of the key characteristics of Australia, the

Northern Territory, and the Greater Darwin and Katherine regions.
The Katherine region contains a volatile, staples-based economy that
experiences damaging boom and bust cycles, and there is an active public
debate on the preferred economic development strategies in the region,
especially regarding proposals for controversial agricultural, mining, and
energy projects (Bardon, 2018; Brann, 2021; Cook, 2022; Fitzgerald,
2022a; Rowley, 2022).

3. RESULTS

The Effectiveness of the Economic Development Plans for the Katherine
Region in Responding to the Region’s Strengths

This section describes the Katherine region’s employment structure,
specialisations, and strengths using employment trends and location
quotients from 2006 to 2021. These are then analysed against the planning
documents from 2014 to 2021 and results from interviews conducted in
late 2021 and early 2022 to establish the extent to which the plans match
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the identified strengths of the Katherine region. Finally, the nature of the
relationship between the Greater Darwin and Katherine regions is explored
through document and interview analyses.

Table 2. Key Characteristics of Australia, Northern Territory, Greater
Darwin and Katherine Region, 2021.

Australia Northern Greater Katherine
Territory Darwin SA3
Capital region
City Area
Population 25,422,788 232,601 139,902 18,739
Land area (km?) 7,688,094.9 1,348,134.5 3167.7 326,253.8
Population 33 0.18 44.17 <0.1
density
(persons/km?)
Median age 38 33 34 30
(years)
Aboriginal 3.2 26.3 10.4 49.6

and/or Torres

Strait Islander

(%)
Note: Compiled and calculated from Australia 2021 Census All Persons QuickStats, by Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2022a, https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-census-data/quickstats/2021/AUS;
Australia 2021 Census Community Profiles by Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022b,
https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-census-data/community-profiles/2021/AUS; ~ Greater Darwin
2021 Census All Persons QuickStats by Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022c,
https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-census-data/quickstats/2021/7GDAR;  Greater Darwin 2021
Census Community  Profiles by Australian Bureau of  Statistics, 2022d,
https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-census-data/community-profiles/2021/7GDAR; Katherine 2021
Census  All  Persons  QuickStats by  Australian Bureau of  Statistics, 2022e,
https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-census-data/quickstats/2021/70205; Katherine 2021 Census
Community Profiles by Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022f, https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-
census-data/community-profiles/2021/70205; Northern Territory 2021 Census Community Profiles by
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022g, https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-census-data/community-
profiles/2021/7

As shown in Figures 2 and 3, the Katherine region’s employment is
highly concentrated, with its largest four sectors by employment in 2021
providing 57.30 per cent of all jobs. The three largest employment sectors
in both 2006 and 2021 were the public service sectors of public
administration and safety, education and training, and health care and
social assistance. Agriculture, forestry and fishing was the largest non-
government employer in both 2006 and 2021. The lowest employing
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industries in 2006 were electricity, gas, water and waste services; and
rental, hiring and real estate services. By 2021, however, information
media and telecommunications, and financial and insurance services had
become the two lowest employing sectors, possibly reflecting an ongoing
trend of service provision from Darwin. Education and training saw the
highest growth in raw numbers from 2006 to 2021, with 281, a 53.22 per
cent increase. Construction had the second highest growth, at 196, or a
65.99 per cent increase. Professional, scientific and technical services had
the greatest percentage increase, at 89.53 per cent, with mining having the
second highest percentage increase, at 66.10 per cent, but these two sectors
only accounted for a combined total of 116 new jobs. Despite being the
highest employing sector in 2021, public administration and safety
recorded the greatest loss over the study period, with -614, or -32.23 per
cent, while retail trade had the second largest loss, at -87, or -18.35 per
cent.

m Agriculture, forestry & fishing
= Mining

Manufacturing

Electricity, gas, water & waste services
= Construction

= Wholesale trade
m Retail trade
= Accommodation & food services
= Transport, postal & warehousing
g m Information media & telecommunications
‘ = Financial & insurance services

m Rental, hiring & real estate services
= Professional, scientific & technical services
Administrative & support services
Public administration & safety
Education & training
Health care & social assistance

7

Arts & recreation services
m Other services
= Inadequately described/Not stated

Figure 2. Employment by Industry, Katherine SA3, 2006 (%).
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A

= Agriculture, forestry & fishing

= Mining

= Manufacturing
Electricity, gas, water & waste services

= Construction

= Wholesale trade

= Retail trade

= Accommodation & food services

m Transport, postal & warehousing

= Information media &
telecommunications

= Financial & insurance services

m Rental, hiring & real estate services

= Professional, scientific & technical
services

= Administrative & support services
Public administration & safety
Education & training

= Health care & social assistance

= Arts & recreation services

= Other services

= Inadequately described/Not stated

Figure 3. Employment by Industry, Katherine SA3, 2021 (%).

Location quotients indicate the degree of specialisation of industries in
a region relative to the national degree of specialisation (Hodgkinson,
2006; Kartikawati et al., 2019). This enables the identification of industries
that may have a competitive advantage for the region and provides
guidance for regional economic development planning (Hodgkinson,
2006; Kartikawati et al., 2019). Table 3 shows the location quotients in
2021 for all industries in the region. The greatest specialisations were in
agriculture, forestry and fishing, and public administration and safety. The
lowest results were for financial and insurance services, and information

media and telecommunications.
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The changes in location quotient from 2006 to 2021 are shown in Figure
4. The agriculture, forestry and fishing; and arts and recreation services
sectors showed the greatest positive change, recording increases of 1.70
and 0.37 respectively. Public administration and safety had the largest
negative change, at -1.53, followed by health care and social assistance at
-0.26.
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Figure 4. Location Quotient Change, 2006—2021, Katherine SA3.

Reflecting Aspirations or Actual Strengths? Analysing Regional Development
Policy and Strategy for Katherine

In the period from 2006 to 2021 employment in the Katherine region
grew by 3.39 per cent. Table 4 shows the strongest and weakest performing
sectors, highlighting the region’s reliance on the public service sector and
the lack of quaternary sector employment. The “other services” sector
showed the second-highest growth in both employment change and
specialisation. This sector provides important regional services, including
repairs and maintenance for vehicles, machinery, domestic and industrial
equipment, clothing and other personal belongings; hairdressing and
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beauty services; funeral services; laundry; babysitting; pet boarding;
religious services; and civic, professional and other interest groups (Trewin
and Pink, 2006).

Table 3. Location Quotient 2021 by Industry for Katherine SA3.

Katherine SA3
Industry Location Quotient

2021
Agriculture, forestry & fishing 4.25
Mining 0.84
Manufacturing 0.18
Electricity, gas, water & waste services 0.91
Construction 0.85
Wholesale trade 0.53
Retail trade 0.65
Accommodation & food services 0.75
Transport, postal & warehousing 0.59
Information media & telecommunications 0.17
Financial & insurance services 0.09
Rental, hiring & real estate services 0.36
Professional, scientific & technical services 0.32
Administrative & support services 0.95
Public administration & safety 2.99
Education & training 1.41
Health care & social assistance 1.04
Arts & recreation services 1.27
Other services 1.05

Source: Author’s own analysis.

Despite the three government sectors accounting for 47.34 per cent of
Katherine’s total employment in 2021, the public sector did not feature
prominently in the planning documents (see Table 5). The opportunity for
strategic leveraging of public sector employment was only briefly
mentioned in the 2017 Economic Development Framework. The
leveraging of increased local training, career pathways, and the return of
senior positions to the region could improve local workforce development,
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increase service quality, and provide more effective support to the private
sector (NTG, 2017; P1).

Table 4. Selected Most Positive and Negative Results for Katherine SA3.

2021 Employment Employment .
o Location
Employment change no. change % Lotient chanee
sector 2006-2021  2006-2021 1 &
. Professional, .
. PUbl.l ¢ . Education &  scientific & Agriculture,

Katheri administration traimin technical forestry &

ne SA3 & safety & . fishing

Most services

ositive Health care & Arts &

p social Construction  Construction  recreation
assistance services
Information —p ;o Financial &  Public

. media & .. . ) L )

Katheri telecommunica administratio  insurance administration

ne SA3 tion n & safety services & safety

Most .

negativ  Financial & Information
) ) media & Health care &

€ insurance Retail ) ) .

. telecommuni  social assistance
services ;
cation

Source: Author’s own analysis.

As the largest private employment sector, agriculture, forestry and
fishing was appropriately identified as a priority sector by all multi-sector
plans. However, the lynchpin project of an agribusiness hub in the
township of Katherine received a lukewarm response from interviewees.
One interviewee commented, ‘If it was there, it would get used, I suppose’
(P8). Agricultural land developments had some support, although
government inaction, water and seasonal worker challenges were identified
as significant barriers to the success of these developments. One participant
noted, ‘Labour shortages is huge’ (P5) and ‘they [Northern Territory
Government] don’t put any infrastructure in place’ (P5).
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Table 5. List of Documents Included in the Document Analysis.

Title Author Year Summary Reason for Inclusion

Our North, Our Future:  Australian 2015 20-year plan to drive Arguably the foundational

White Paper on Government economic development plan for economic

Developing Northern across northern Australia  development in northern

Australia Australia; underpins

(White Paper) Commonwealth
commitment to northern
development

Official Committee Australian 2014 Transcript of the hearing ~ Provides the perspective

Hansard: Joint Select Government held in Katherine for the of key stakeholders within

Committee on Northern development of the White  the Katherine region on

Australia: Development Paper on Developing economic development

of northern Australia, Northern Australia

Thursday, 22 May 2014,

Katherine

(JSC Hearing)

Our north, our future: Office of 2021 Agenda for the next five Provides the most recent

2021-2026 Targeted Northern years of the White Paper  update to the

Growth, 2021 Australia (Cth) on Developing Northern implementation of the

Australia White Paper on
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Northern Territory
Economic Development
Framework

(Economic Development
Framework)

A Step Change to Win
Investment and Create
Jobs: Territory
Economic
Reconstruction
Commission: Final
Report

(TERC Final Reporf)
Big Rivers Region
Regional Reconstruction
Committee: Submission
to TERC

(BRRRRC TERC
submission)

Northern
Territory
Government

Territory
Economic
Reconstruction
Commission

Big Rivers
Region
Regional
Reconstruction
Committee

2017

2020

2020

A plan to stimulate the
economic development of
the Northern Territory

Provides a roadmap for
the Northern Territory’s
economic recovery from
the COVID-19 pandemic

Submission to the
Territory Economic
Reconstruction
Commission

Developing Northern
Australia

Outlines the Northern
Territory Government’s
priority actions and
industries for economic
development

Provides the most recent
and comprehensive plan
for economic strategies for
the entire Northern
Territory

Outlines the priorities of
the Big Rivers Region
Reconstruction Committee
for economic recovery
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Unlocking the Beetaloo:

The Beetaloo Strategic
Basin Plan

(Beetaloo Strategic
Basin Plan)

Creative Industries
Strategy NT 2020-2024
(Creative Industries
Strategy)

Destination
Management Plan Big
Rivers Region 2020
(Destination
Management Plan)
Katherine and Big
Rivers Region Regional

Australian
Government

Steering
Committee of
NT
Government,
non-
government
organisations
and private
sector
Northern
Territory
Government

Katherine and
Big Rivers

2021

2020

2020

2014

Strategy for developing
the gas industry in the
Beetaloo Basin

Strategy to quantify and
develop the economic
contribution of the
creative industries in the
Northern Territory

Management plan for the
development of tourism in

the Big Rivers Region

Action plan to be
undertaken by the

Identifies the Beetaloo
Basin (located in and
adjacent to the Big Rivers
Region) as a critical
component of Australia’s
Gas-Fired Recovery from
the COVID-19 pandemic
The creative industries
sector has been identified
as a growth sector that is
important to liveability
and tourism

Tourism was identified in
all cross-sector plans in
this study as a priority
industry

This is the most recent
plan sourced for this
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Economic Development
Committee: Strategic
Plan 2015-2017
(KBRRREDC Strategic
Plan)

Submissions to Scientific
Inquiry into Hydraulic
Fracturing in the
Northern Territory

(Pepper Inquiry)

Region
Regional
Economic
Development
Committee

Public 2017
submissions

Katherine and Big Rivers
Region Regional
Economic Development
Committee

Public submissions into
the development of
hydraulic fracturing in the
Northern Territory

committee, which is the
advisory body to the
Northern Territory
Government for regional
development of the Big
Rivers Region

These submissions
provide a range of public
views on the hydraulic
fracturing industry in the
Northern Territory
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The resources and energy sector was the second industry that was
prioritised by all multi-sector plans. This was clearly in recognition of the
potentially substantial export earnings and royalty payments that such
development could attract rather than job creation, given the sector’s
relatively low 1.5 per cent contribution to regional employment. The most
public and controversial mining development in the Katherine region is the
Beetaloo unconventional gas field, which was previously promoted as key
to Australia’s “gas-led recovery” from the economic devastation of the
COVID-19 pandemic (Bardon, 2018; Department of Industry, Science,
Energy and Resources, 2021; Taylor, 2021). As with many other places
around the world, the prospect of “fracking” has created vociferous local
debate and public opposition. However, interviews revealed that the
unconventional gas industry has strong, if muted, support in the region,
with one participant stating, “I haven’t spoken to anybody that actually
doesn’t want to use it [uranium, coal and gas]” (P8). Two interviewees also
observed that the Beetaloo development has already provided regional
business and employment opportunities in support activities, including
transport and site monitoring. With the absence of information in the
Beetaloo Strategic Basin Plan, the Pepper Inquiry (or the Scientific Inquiry
into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory) submissions provided
an insight into public perceptions. Written and verbal submissions clearly
identified as being from the Katherine region were almost equally divided
among those that were firmly opposed, those that were strongly supportive,
and those making recommendations regardless of whether they supported
the industry (this analysis excluded standardised submissions that were
submitted through www.dogooder.co).

Mining royalties to the Northern Territory Government in 2021-22
were AUS$353 million, making up approximately 40 per cent of the
Territory’s taxation and royalty revenue (NTG, 2022a). In the same period,
the Aboriginal Benefit Account (ABA) distributed AU$292 million in
royalties from mining on Aboriginal land in the Northern Territory to the
affected councils, communities, and traditional owners (National
Indigenous Australians Agency [NIAA], 2021). Regional figures and
royalties to landholders are difficult to establish, but the McArthur River
mine in the Katherine region reports an annual payment of AU$1.3 million
to a community trust that is used to support community infrastructure and
programmes in Borroloola, the service town closest to the mine (Glencore,
2021). The JSC Hearing, however, observed that another Territory mining
town had not received any significant sustained benefits from four decades
of mining. Typical of the sector more broadly, mining accounted for 24 per
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cent of the Territory’s GSP (production measure) in 2020-21 but only 1.5
per cent of employment in 2021 (NTG, 2022a).

Tourism and hospitality was the third sector identified as a priority
industry in all multi-sector plans, a positive outcome given its strong
position as the second-highest employing private sector and its domination
by small regional businesses; support for Aboriginal enterprises; and
greater retention of regional income, wealth and employment. As such,
efforts to expand the opportunities for Aboriginal communities and
businesses and to extend the timeframe of the highly seasonal tourism trade
are essential (Faulkner and Vikulov, 2001).

Defence support was identified in several plans as a second-tier industry
and arose as a major theme in the interviews, due primarily to a minimum
of AUS$1 billion in expenditure currently underway at RAAF Base Tindal
(Price, 2020). Accessibility to defence support contracts for small and
medium businesses was identified as a requirement in the Commonwealth
White Paper and other documents; however, interviewees indicated that
regional workforce and housing shortages, financially large contracts, and
onerous liability clauses made participation very challenging for local
businesses. One participant noted, ‘Local industry does not have the
capability when it comes to labour, equipment, finance’ (P3), while another
stated, ‘There’s a shortage of housing, rentals, properties’ and ‘locals do
not have the opportunity to ... actually be competitive’ (P5). The trend of
housing defence personnel and their families at the RAAF Base rather than
in the township of Katherine, 15 km north of the base, and the excision of
the Base from the electorate of Katherine were identified as diminishing
both the social and political capital of the defence presence in the township.
One interviewee noted that previously Katherine ‘had them [Defence
personnel] integrated into the town, to stop the them and us situation’ and
‘the social implications ... in my view, are not being looked at’. The
electoral redistribution especially limited the ability of local businesses to
obtain support in working with Defence from their local Member.

One of the notable findings of the economic analysis was the strong
growth in the location quotient of the arts and recreation services sector,
which in the Katherine region reflects particularly strong involvement from
Aboriginal art centres and artists. This growth accords with both the strong
employment contribution of the creative industries in Darwin identified by
Luckman et al. (2009) and the increasing focus on the creative industries
in more recent economic development planning documents. One
participant from the creative industries spoke of an ‘optimistic’ and
‘productive’ relationship with the NTG (P7). This sentiment was not
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shared by interviewees representing most other industries. The more
prevalent perspective was that the siloed and sectoral nature of government
support left the majority of industries, especially small to medium local
businesses, receiving only piecemeal support from the Territory and
Federal Governments. Some interviewees criticised eligibility
requirements for government support that excluded many essential
businesses, with one participant commenting, ‘There’s a segregation ...
some get so much funding.” Given that small businesses made up 96 per
cent of the region’s businesses and, as one participant observed, ‘provides
the bulk of the employment opportunities’ (P1), this is a significant deficit
in economic development planning (ABS, 2020).

Interviewees had mixed views on the planning documents’ potential
contribution to regional employment. The strongly sectoral approach of the
plans was criticised by some participants, and the strong employment
performance of the public service was largely ignored. The prioritisation
of the food and agribusiness sector was seen somewhat positively, although
the lack of progress in large-scale projects reduced the likelihood of
effective outcomes. The tourism and hospitality sector was also an
appropriate focus industry given the strong representation of small,
regional businesses in the sector. Unfortunately, the lack of access to
current tourism and hospitality participants limited this paper’s ability to
analyse the outcomes of the plans. Finally, the third priority industry of
resources and energy was strongly favoured by all multi-sectoral plans.
This was perhaps inevitable given mineral and energy’s economic
importance to the NTG and reflected the general prioritisation of
Australian or Territory economic growth over regional employment in
most of the plans. This spatially blind, revenue-based policy gives
precedence to the needs of higher levels of government, while place-based
development would prioritise the return of revenue to the region for
positive regional business and employment outcomes (van Staden and
Haslam McKenzie, 2019).

Analysis of Local Industry Engagement

Local institution engagement is critical for effective regional change
and requires meaningful involvement in decision-making by the full range
of stakeholders from the earliest planning stages (Dufty-Jones and Wray,
2013; Horlings et al., 2018). Katherine’s high level of employee turnover
and the number of institutions with overlapping boundaries and
responsibilities have a significantly negative impact on effective
coordination and engagement across the region.
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Despite the critical roles played by both the Commonwealth and
Territory Governments in the Katherine region, interview participants
noted the loss of local managerial positions and decision-making power in
most government agencies over previous decades. One interviewee stated
that, in trying to get a programme running, ‘nobody in Katherine’s going
to have any decision-making capacity’ (P1). There was also a strong
perception that this disempowerment was exacerbated by the continuing
lack of understanding of, or engagement with, northern Australia at the
Federal level. One participant’s observation was that ‘there’s a ...
disconnect again, between NTG [Northern Territory Government] and the
Federal Government’ (P3). The majority of participants felt that the wishes
of the Katherine region were also unimportant to the NTG, with comments
such as ‘we [Katherine] don’t really get much out of the Northern Territory
Government’ (P5) and ‘the NT Government ... they don’t care about
Katherine’ (P3). Several interviewees also invoked the “Berrimah Line”, a
longstanding perceived zone of influence beyond which Darwin-based
decision-makers have no interest. The legislative and bureaucratic
limitations on local government were a particularly prickly issue in some
interviews, with conflicting views between an acceptance of these
limitations and the need to challenge the restrictions. There was also a
feeling that local government had become less responsive to the
community, although the Katherine Town Council has recently undertaken
a comprehensive consultation process with industry, non-government
organisations, and the public to develop a more community-driven
strategic plan.

The Northern and Central Land Councils are key institutions for
economic development in the Katherine region, especially for the very
remote remainder. Stakeholder submissions and interview participants
spoke of complex processes and years-long delays to obtain Land Council
approvals for small businesses in remote communities, even for local
residents. One interviewee stated, ‘There’s no real comprehension of how
challenging and how many barriers there are for local people’ (P1),
including land approvals, financing, language differences, and lack of
access to telecommunications in remote communities. In combination,
these processes and issues favour large-scale mining and energy companies
that have the capacity to promote their projects and fulfil all approval
requirements.

A perceived loss of vision, drive, and social capital emerged as a
particularly strong concern in the interviews, especially within the
Katherine township. One participant observed, ‘There doesn’t seem to be
a direction where the town’s going’ (P4) and another stated, ‘There is no
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vision for Katherine’ (P5). Almost all interviewees bemoaned the lack of
leadership, with one participant stating outright, ‘We have a lack of
leadership’ (P3), while another observed, ‘Nobody seems to be doing
anything’ (P4). There was also a common theme of the burden of
bureaucratic red tape, with one interviewee commenting, ‘They make it
very difficult to do business’ (P5). However, there were some hopeful signs
over the course of this research that both formal and informal institutions
were working to rebuild the social capital and the vision that was feared
lost. This includes increased community engagement and ownership in
local and Territory Government strategic planning processes and local
businesses and organisations staging a range of revived and new
community events.

The strong desire for regional empowerment and decision-making was
made abundantly clear in stakeholder submissions and by interviewees.
Disempowerment was identified at all scales and in a range of situations,
including land use, service provision, and grants administration. The
Developing Northern Australia White Paper (Australian Government,
2015) referred to increased local decision-making as government policy;
however, interview participants noted that the loss of decision-making
authority held within the region acted in direct contradiction to this policy.
Bureaucratic barriers were also a common theme, which was again
identified in several of the planning documents but reported by participants
as continuing roadblocks.

4. CONCLUSION

The Katherine region is among Australia’s most peripheral regions, yet
it is a vital economic contributor to both the Northern Territory and
Australian economies. Employment in the region is dominated by the
public service sector, with agriculture, forestry and fishing providing the
highest private sector employment and the highest increase in
specialisation from 2006 to 2021. The public service sector and the “other
services” sector both provided essential frontline services and
demonstrated strong employment performances, but neither industry was
addressed in regional development plans.

Tourism is the second-highest private sector employer in the region,
although its two main component industries, retail trade and food and
accommodation services, both performed somewhat below average across
the economic analyses. Mining is a low employer though, nonetheless,
showed strong employment growth and regional share, while the “other
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services” sector employed approximately twice as many people as mining
and performed well on all economic analyses. Most quaternary industries
were poorly represented in the region, with the exception of professional,
scientific and technical services.

Peripheral regions of northern Australia are essential for managing the
nation’s biosecurity, border protection, and a range of natural and cultural
resources, and they are home to high percentages of Indigenous people.
The Katherine region is among Australia’s most peripheral regions, yet it
is a vital economic contributor to both the Northern Territory and
Australian economies.

Economic development planning for the region is dominated by a major
project and staples-based mindset imposed by the Territory and Federal
Governments, which prioritises the facilitation of major staples-based
projects that primarily raise revenues for both tiers of government, but with
an expectation that any residual benefits will trickle down to local
communities. The realisation of sustainable local benefits, however,
requires formal structures with long-term, high-level support, such as the
Royalties for Regions programme operating in Western Australia (van
Staden and Haslam McKenzie, 2019). Such structures must be
underpinned by a place-based approach that is responsive to the diversity
of aspirations, strengths, and needs across the region, together with a
postdevelopmental lens that enables a more flexible and culturally
sensitive understanding of the range of definitions and pathways for
regional economic development.

A suite of actions is required to enable the region to drive economic
development planning and build on its strengths and vision for the long-
term benefit of its entire population. Higher levels of government must
increase the empowerment and resourcing of regional institutions and
strategically leverage the Territory and Commonwealth public services for
long-term regional benefits (Pritchard, 2005; van Staden and Haslam
McKenzie, 2019). All levels of government should provide regional
businesses with long-term, competency-based and non-sectoral support,
particularly reduced red tape and an improved regulatory framework that
ensures reasonable conditions for local contractors to major projects. With
all of these actions in place, the Katherine region may create a more
sustainable economic structure that matches the vision that residents have
for their future.

These things said, it is important to acknowledge that the paper’s focus
on employment as the key indicator of regional economic importance is a
weakness of this research. An examination of revenue flows would most
likely reveal different potential priorities for the region. There were also
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industry sectors that were not well represented in the interviews, including
tourism, manufacturing, and regional councils, although this gap was
somewhat mitigated by the use of verbal and written submissions from
representatives of these sectors to public consultations.

An important direction for future economic development research in the
Katherine region is the potential impact of the proposed treaties between
the NTG and First Nations people in the Northern Territory, that may also
involve the Federal Government.
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