
 
 
28 January 2025 
 
 
 
 
Committee Chair 
Joint Select Committee on Northern Australia 
Department of the Senate 
PO Box 6100 
Parliament House 
CANBERRA ACT 2600 
 
Email: northernaustralia.joint@aph.gov.au  
 
Dear Committee Chair 
 
Re: Inquiry into energy, food and water security in Northern Australia 

The Climate Justice Alliance of the Northern Territory welcomes the opportunity to make a submission 

to the Joint Select Committee on Northern Australia’s Energy, Food and Water Security Inquiry.  

The Climate Justice Alliance NT is a grassroots network of Territory-based social and environmental 

justice organisations. We are concerned about the social impacts of climate change on our Territory 

environment, vulnerable communities, economy, and outdoor way of life. Spanning expertise in 

health, research, justice, environment, housing, law, and advocacy, our membership includes peak 

bodies and influential organisations such as the Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance NT (AMSANT), 

the Environment Centre of the Northern Territory (ECNT), and researchers from the Menzies School 

of Health Research (member organisations who have supported this submission are noted at the end 

of the document). 

Established in 2020, our focus is on community awareness and climate literacy, preparedness, and 

adaptation. We are particularly concerned about the impacts of extreme heat on health and housing, 

and the disproportionate impact that climate change is having on our most vulnerable communities.  

Of particular relevance to this Inquiry, the Climate Justice Alliance recognises the severe consequences 

that climate change impacts will have, and are already having, on our energy, food, and water security 

right across the Northern Territory. These observable impacts are projected to become much more 

severe, and as such, the Climate Justice Alliance is urgently calling for meaningful, effective, well-

funded action and investment to ensure that our energy, food, and water security remain robust and 

resilient in the face of a very uncertain and significantly hotter future.  

Thank you for considering our response. Please direct any enquiries to Dr Ned Bible. 

 

Facilitator, Climate Justice Alliance NT 

Climate Justice Project Officer, Jesuit Social Services  

mailto:joint@aph.gov.au
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1. Energy Security  

The most serious impacts of climate change for people living across the Northern Territory are 

anticipated to be from heat stress, and from increased reliance on energy to combat hot weather.1 

Energy security in the Northern Territory is complex, with an overreliance on pre-paid electricity 

metering and diesel generators, particularly in remote communities. As the effects of climate change 

become more evident and as heat rises across the Territory, the added burden on these systems 

stretches energy security to breaking point.  

Energy poverty is much more prevalent in the Northern Territory than in other parts of Australia. An 

analysis of prepaid metering data in 2022 revealed that 91% of households across 28 remote 

Aboriginal communities experienced at least one disconnection in a year, while a staggering 74% of 

households experienced in excess of ten disconnections throughout the year.2 This has very serious 

implications for human health, as extreme heat is the leading cause of climate change-related death, 

and increasing temperatures will only exacerbate energy poverty. 3  

The problem is also compounded by rising humidity levels; ‘swampies’, or evaporative air conditioning 

units, are in use across Central Australia. In the tropics, swampies are ineffective, as the humidity 

levels in the atmosphere are too high for the evaporative system. As the Northern Territory climate 

changes and as humidity travels south into desert regions, these old swampy units are being discarded 

and replaced with split system air conditioning.4 This option, however, is a luxury for those who can 

afford it. Energy poverty is an in-built feature of the archaic energy systems of the Northern Territory; 

the compound effects of rising heat, rising humidity, and prepaid metering create conditions in which 

human health is at serious risk. Electricity disconnections also mean that refrigerated food and 

medication is often spoilt, and such important commodities are not simply easily replaced in regional 

and remote parts of northern Australia.  

Extreme weather events such as fire and flooding often cut access to remote communities; this is 

another serious, compounding effect that will also be exacerbated as extreme weather events 

intensify in both frequency and severity.5 Communities that are isolated due to weather cannot seek 

cooler conditions, and cannot replace food and life-saving medication. The ability to address Closing 

the Gap targets in health and housing is undermined by systems that only reinforce energy poverty. 

Investment in renewables, and in community solar in particular, is critically important both in terms 

of energy security for remote communities and in terms of curbing the effects of climate change. The 

Climate Justice Alliance holds deep concerns about both the Federal and Northern Territory 

Governments’ ability to meet carbon emissions reduction targets, particularly as more fossil fuel 

projects are being approved across the country. Race et al.’s analysis of energy poverty in the Northern 

Territory found that ‘the combination of climate change and energy use should inform the 

transformation of energy generation to affordable renewable sources, and thereby enhancing 

liveability of the region.’ 6 

                                                           
1 Race et al. (2017). Re-imagining the future of desert Australia: Designing an integrated pathway for enhancing 
livability. International Journal of Sustainable Development, 20(1-2), 146-165. 
2 Longden et al. (2022). Temperature extremes exacerbate energy insecurity for Indigenous communities in 
remote Australia. Nature Energy, 7, 11-12.  
3 Zander et al. (2023). Living comfortably with heat in Australia – preferred indoor temperatures and climate 
zones. Sustainable Cities and Society, 96. 
4 Scully et al. (2025). ‘The decline of “swampy” air conditioners’. ABC News, 11 January. 
5 Climate Change in Australia. (2022). Northern Territory’s Changing Climate. 
https://www.climatechangeinaustralia.gov.au. 
6 Race et al. (2017). Re-imagining the future of desert Australia. 
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2. Food Security  

It is widely established that climate change impacts upon human populations in three key ways; 

through the direct impacts of extreme weather and climatic change, through indirect health impacts 

due to altered ecosystems, and through system changes that impact upon social and emotional health 

and wellbeing. 7 Food insecurity, along with water insecurity, are critically important elements that 

must be considered as being among the most serious indirect health impacts due to altered 

ecosystems.  

As noted above, food security and energy security are intertwined. One of the most serious impacts 

of unreliable energy is food wastage, particularly in remote communities where food cannot be easily 

sourced. Food supply chains in the Territory are long and vulnerable to disruption, and characterised 

by shortages and increased prices. The Australian Government have recognised that this vulnerability 

is highly likely to be exacerbated by ‘amplified climate variability, more intense and extreme weather 

events, longer periods with roads cut due to flooding, sea level rise in the intertidal zone, and rising 

energy prices.’8 Already, communities in northern Australia have been impacted by significant 

shortages and higher prices due to floods, including recent flooding events in the Kimberley and the 

Victoria River District.9 

Many remote communities depend on surrounding marine and terrestrial ecosystems as sources of 

food.10 Traditional foods are also a very important part of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture 

and generally have high nutrient value. Climatic changes have impacted upon the availability and 

distribution of food sources; water stress means that both flora and fauna may be less prevalent, while 

rising sea levels and saltwater intrusion around the Top End is already altering ecosystems and 

impacting upon species distribution. In Maningrida, for example, saltwater intrusion has seen the 

dieback of pandanus, which is both an important local food source and an iconic regional arts medium. 

In addition to cultural impacts, loss of pandanus has both food security implications and economic 

consequences due to impacts upon the arts industry.11 Aboriginal communities often experience 

compounded issues of climate injustice; of particular note, remote communities often have both high 

levels of high food insecurity, and some of the highest rates of chronic disease in the world, including 

diabetes.12  

The spread of highly invasive buffel grass is of particular concern to the Climate Justice Alliance. Buffel 

grass is a significant climate justice issue that is having a serious impact on food security in Central 

Australia. As environmental change has accelerated, the distribution of buffel grass has greatly 

                                                           
7 Hall & Crosby (2022). Climate Change Impacts on Health in Remote Indigenous Communities in Australia. 
International Journal of Environmental Health Research, 32(3), 487–502. 
8 Australian Government (2010). Adapting to climate change in Australia: An Australian government position 
paper. Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency; Petheram et al. (2014). Future sea changes: 
Indigenous women’s preferences for adaptation to climate change on South Goulburn Island, Northern 
Territory (Australia). Climate and Development, 7(4), 339–352;  
9 Jeffery-Dawes (2023). Coping with the Kimberley Floods. CRANA Plus. https://crana.org.au/our-
community/stories/2023/kimberley-floods22-23; Dick & Rangiah (2024). Emergency flood warning issued for 
Kalkarindji as supply chain disruptions hit NT supermarkets. ABC News, 21 January. 
10 Petheram et al. (2014). Future sea changes. 
11 CoastAdapt (2017). Climate Change Adaptation in the Northern Territory. https://coastadapt.com.au/case-
studies/coastal-climate-impacts-and-responses-darwin-region; Pettit et al. (2016). Dynamics of plant 
communities and the impact of saltwater intrusion on the floodplains of Kakadu National Park. Marine and 
Freshwater Research, 69(7), 1124-1133. 
12 Hare et al. (2022). Prevalence and incidence of diabetes among Aboriginal people in remote communities of 
the Northern Territory, Australia: a retrospective, longitudinal data-linkage study. BMJ Open, 12(5), 3-4. 
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expanded, crowding out local native food sources. The Arid Lands Environment Centre explain, ‘buffel 

affects the viability of bush foods, bush medicines and plant materials to be harvested, in addition to 

altering hunting practices. Culturally significant animal and plant species are also impacted.’13 This 

weed also significantly increases the severity of fire. Buffel grass supports intense fire, and its quick 

regrowth means that the fuel load is rapidly replaced, compounding the spread of both the weed and 

the fire risk.14 It also reduces biodiversity as it crowds out native plants, and it can be very destructive 

if it enters riparian zones.15 Once established, buffel grass can be 40-50 times more expensive to 

eradicate; advocacy, research, and funding is urgently needed to address this critically important 

issue.16 

3. Water Security  

Water security is essential for human survival. Across the Territory we have great variability in our 

water security, suffering from both too much and too little of this precious resource on a seasonal 

basis. Two of the most significant current and projected impacts of climate change in the Northern 

Territory are increased water demand, and increased water scarcity.17 At the same time, the risk of 

flooding, storm surges, rising sea levels, saltwater intrusion, and increased evapotranspiration (which 

can lead to both more intense storms and cyclones, and more intense drought) all pose serious threats 

to human life, from the Top End to the desert regions.18 

Water insecurity is a very serious issue for remote Aboriginal communities in particular. Along with 

energy poverty, the state of the Territory’s water security in regional and remote areas is an 

indictment on our ability to reach the most basic of Closing the Gap targets around life expectancy 

and the rights of children.19 Many communities do not have access to clean, safe drinking water 

supply, with frequent reports of reliance on bottled water.20  

The Climate Justice Alliance welcomes the recent joint Federal and Territory Government investment 

of over $34 million for water security in remote NT communities.21 Concomitant climate action 

however is required; there are significant connections between rising temperatures, reduced water 

quality, and poor human health outcomes.22 In addition to the basic requirement of water for human 

survival, another critical issue is the way in which climate change has negative impacts on water 

quality, further increasing risks to human health. Vector-borne diseases such as malaria, dengue, and 

                                                           
13 Arid Lands Environment Centre (2023). The battle against buffel: protecting Country and culture. 
www.alec.org.au/buffel_grass 
14 Northern Territory Government (2025). Buffel grass. https://nt.gov.au/environment/weeds/weeds-in-the-
nt/A-Z-list-of-weeds-in-the-NT/buffel-grass 
15 Ibid. 
16 Marshall et al. (2012). Buffel grass (Cenchrus ciliaris) as an invader and threat to biodiversity in arid 
environments: A review. Journal of Arid Environments 78, 1–12. 
17 City of Darwin (2021). Climate Emergency Strategy. City of Darwin Council. 
https://www.darwin.nt.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/attachments/1092105_CoD_ClimateEmergency
Strategy_WEB.pdf 
18 Ibid. 
19 Australian Government (2024). Closing the Gap Targets. https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/national-
agreement/targets 
20 Robinson (2024). Aboriginal communities in remote NT sent bottled water after new research into fluoride 
exposure. ABC News, 1 November.  
21 Australian Government Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (2025). Over $34 million for better water 
security in remote NT communities. Media Release, 14 January.  
https://ministers.pmc.gov.au/mccarthy/2025/over-34-million-better-water-security-remote-nt-communities 
22 Blashki et al. (2009). Primary health care responses to climate change. In J. Moss (Ed.), Climate Change and 
Social Justice (pp. 144-167). Melbourne University Press.   
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shigella are all linked to unreliable water availability and quality, as are two of the biggest global ‘silent 

killers’, malnutrition and diarrhoea. These killer health issues are expected to be exacerbated by 

unreliable water availability and changing weather patterns in the Northern Territory.23 Recent 

research out of the Territory highlights that even groundwater is not safe from the deleterious effects 

of climate change; as groundwater temperatures increase, so too does the potential for bacterial 

growth and tropical diseases.24 This is of particular concern, given our reliance on groundwater, again 

highlighting the multifaceted risks of climate change and the ways in which these impacts compound 

into profound issues of climate justice.  

4. Recommendations 

Climate change affects us all, but the impacts are disproportionate. Those who are least able to 
overcome the challenges of energy, water, and food insecurity, are the same people who are least 
responsible for, and most at risk of, climate change. Real, urgent action on the climate crisis must 
support those who are most vulnerable - if the Northern Territory is to overcome the challenges of 
the future, we must start working together in the present by:  

1. Immediately leading the way with the reduction in emissions from Government operations, 
embedding a commitment to mitigate climate change impacts into legislation and all 
government policy, budget, procurement and capital works decisions. 
 

2. Leading the clean energy transition through public investment in renewable energy supply 

and infrastructure upgrades. An equitable clean energy and low-carbon growth strategy is 

needed to ensure that all Territorians have the opportunity to share in the economic benefits 

of transition, but particularly those communities at the forefront of climate impacts. This 

includes ensuring jobs and income from new large-scale renewables projects flow to local 

communities, providing opportunities for public and community-owned and operated energy 

projects, and supporting workforce development in ecologically sustainable industries.  

3. Supporting communities to lead their own solutions. This requires listening to communities to 
understand how they are experiencing energy, food, and water insecurity, and how these are 
compounded by climate change, recognising traditional and local knowledge, ensuring the 
climate change response is informed by the experience and expertise of local communities, 
and resourcing locally-driven solutions.    

4. Adaptation planning to address the impacts of climate change already affecting our 
communities, including extreme heat, drought and more extreme weather events like 
cyclones and bushfires. Prioritising planning with Aboriginal communities and low-income 
communities who are experiencing the impacts first and worst. The urgent prioritisation of 
energy security is needed to ensure that our communities are climate resilient in the face of 
ever-increasing climate change related threats. 

5. Building the climate resilience of our communities by addressing the existing vulnerabilities 
that exacerbate climate change impacts. Providing climate resilient housing, access to health 
services that are equipped to respond to climate risks, guaranteed access to adequate and 
potable water, energy and food security, disaster resilient infrastructure and sustainable 
economic opportunities for people to live and work on country, helping restore and revitalise 
land, water and climate. 

                                                           
23 Blashki et al. (2009). Primary health care responses to climate change. 
24 Benz et al. (2024). Global groundwater warming due to climate change. Nature Geoscience, 17(6), 545-551. 
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6. The food security system in remote communities must be strengthened so that it is more 

resilient. The Commonwealth and Territory governments, along with the community-

controlled sector, are working to develop a comprehensive remote food security strategy. This 

must be fully funded and implemented in line with Closing the Gap Principles to ensure that 

the food system in remote communities contributes to improved health outcomes and is more 

resilient to climate change impacts. Two previous Commonwealth strategies have been 

developed since 2000 but implementation has been haphazard and ad-hoc.25 

7. Ongoing engagement with the community and across all sectors – including across all levels 
of government, with business and industry, and with the non-government sector – throughout 
the development and implementation of an effective climate change response.   

 

Signed, the following Northern Territory Climate Justice Alliance members: 

Jesuit Social Services 

Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance of the Northern Territory  

Arid Lands Environment Centre 

Associate Professor Supriya Mathew, Menzies School of Health Research 

Dr Manoj Bhatta, Menzies School of Health Research 

Dr Rishu Thakur, Menzies School of Health Research 

 

 

 

                                                           
25 Lee & Ride (2018). Review of nutrition among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Australian 
Indigenous Health Bulletin 18(1), 3. https://healthbulletin.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/sites/8/2018/02/Nutrition-Review-Bulletin-2018_Final.pdf. 


