
  



  

“Please, people of 
Australia, help us to stop 
our trees getting knocked 
down, destroying our 
country”

Marjorie Dunne

Aboriginal Elder, Melville 
Island, September 2007
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Aboriginal land
Melville and Bathurst Islands are owned by the Traditional Owners as Aboriginal 
freehold land under the Commonwealth Aboriginal Land Rights Act (1978). 
Different parts of the Islands are owned by different clans.
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The pristine native forests of Melville Island

Eucalypt forests rich in wildlife… 
the tallest eucalypt forests in the NT 
grow on the Tiwi Islands…



  



  

The eucalypt forests grow side-by-side with unique, 
highly diverse rainforest patches – which are very 
sensitive to fire and other disturbance.



  

The Tiwi eucalypt forests are now the 
target of a major clearfelling and 
woodchipping project, approved by the 
Howard government in 2001…

The project is owned by Perth-based 
Great Southern Ltd (‘GSL’ - formerly Great 
Southern Plantations Ltd).



  

Laying waste to thousands of 
hectares of native forest…



  

Turning the rich and diverse Tiwi 
forests into an industrial monoculture



  

The native forest is being chained and burned and replaced with 
monoculture plantations of acacia mangium (a species imported from 
Queensland) to be woodchipped and exported to Asia.



  

Industrial-scale forestry brings industrial-scale 
hazards and pollution to the pristine Tiwi Islands. 
Pesticides, fertilisers, diesel, oil: all are heavily used… 
and liable to be misused.



  

…Releasing millions of tonnes of 
greenhouse gases (GHG) into the 
atmosphere!

Scientists estimate each hectare of clearing of 
tall savanna forest releases over 190 tonnes of 
GHG into the atmosphere (EPA NT 2007). 

25,000 hectares of clearing = at least 4.7 million 
tonnes of GHG - emissions which will never be 
cancelled out by growing short rotation woodchip 
plantations.



  

Total of 31,000 hectares 
approved for clearing 
since 1998…

Almost 10,000 ha cleared 
in 2006 alone – almost as 
much as total annual 
clearfelling in Tasmania!

This project is the single 
largest native forest 
clearing project in the 
whole of northern 
Australia…

Large-scale 
clearing is 
obvious from the 
air



  

The project is currently under Federal investigation for serious breaches of 
environmental laws, such as clearing buffers around rainforest patches. If 
breaches are found, the project operating license should be cancelled 
and the operators prosecuted and required to replant all the cleared 
buffers with native species. 



  

In 2006 an internal NT government report 
documented widespread and serious 
breaches of environmental conditions by 
the forestry project on the Tiwi Islands.

In a March 2007 publication the project 
operators admitted that buffers had been 
cleared, ‘by accident’. (‘The Tiwi Forestry 
Story’, GSL 2007)



  

What a trained forester says:

“I am responding to your campaign against the 
expansion and practices on Melville Island by GSP 
Ltd.  

“In 2004 I worked for Sylvatech on Melville Island.  

“I have never been so overwhelmed by …the total 
disregard for the environment and remaining native 
forest.  

“One of the reasons tossed around by workers as to 
"how they got away with it" was the isolation of the 
island and the inaccessibility by campaigners ….

“I wish your campaign the best of support and hope that 
the atrocities occurring in such an unspoilt area of 
Australia can be stopped before it is too late.”

[Name withheld]
Bach. For. Sci. (Hons) / Bach. Sci. 
(Botany and Geography)
School of Forest and Ecosystem 
Science, University of Melbourne



  

Who’s behind it?

• The project was instigated by Sylvatech Ltd in the late 1990’s.

• Sylvatech had close political ties with the Northern Territory 
Country Liberal Party (CLP) government in Darwin and the 
Coalition Federal government in Canberra. 

• The project was approved by Howard government ministers in 
2001, after a fast-tracked environmental assessment.

• Since it was approved, millions of dollars of government 
subsidies have gone to the Tiwi forestry project including over 
$1.5million for road upgrades, and $4.3m for a new port from 
the Commonwealth-controlled Aboriginal Benefits Account.

• In 2005 Sylvatech was taken over by Perth-based MIS (tax 
minimisation) company Great Southern (Plantations) Ltd.



  

Who’s behind it?

• The project is supported by the Tiwi Land Council (TLC) – a 
Commonwealth statutory body created under the Land Rights Act to 
represent the interests of Traditional Owners.

• In 2006 almost 500 Tiwi Islanders signed a petition calling for an 
Inquiry into the TLC in relation to its land use decisions (see below for 
text of petition).

• The petitioners also called for the resignation of the long-standing, 
non-Indigenous Executive Secretary of the Tiwi Land Council, John 
Hicks, due to concerns about his influence over Traditional Owners.

• A company called Pirntubula Pty Ltd was created by the TLC in 
1987 on behalf of the Traditional Owners. There are concerns that 
the majority of the board of Pirntubula are non-Tiwi, and are actually 
senior managers of the companies exploiting the Island’s natural 
resources. For example, one of the Directors of Pirntubula is a senior 
manager with GSP Ltd, raising issues of conflict of interest.



  

Who’s behind it?

• In addition to the project owners (GSP Ltd), and Pirntubula Ltd, 
several other non-Tiwi companies are financially involved in, and 
profit from, the Tiwi forestry project including 

– Pentarch Forest Products Ltd; 

– PenSyl Ltd; and 

– Stratus Shipping Ltd.

• Very little is known publicly about the legal and commercial 
arrangements that exist between all these companies involved in 
the exploitation of the Tiwi forests.

• The Island’s Traditional Owners know very little about how all 
these businesses operate on the Tiwi Islands or how much 
money they are making out of clearing the Island’s forests, or 
how much they will make out of the woodchipping part of the 
project when it commences.



  

Rip off?  What GSP Ltd has said

• GSP Ltd has boasted about how much it is saving (“$40 million per year”) by leasing the Tiwi 
Islander’s land.

“The Sylvatech acquisition will provide Great Southern access to extensive plantation 
land for future projects at a significant discount to current market prices for land in Great 
Southern’s traditional plantation regions.”

• GSP Ltd describes the Tiwi’s as, “A low cost source of land”.

• GSP Ltd is only paying the Tiwi Traditional Owners $17/ha/year for leasing their land, 
compared to southern land owners who get paid $250-$350/ha/year for the use of their land 
by similar woodchip plantation companies.

• GSP Ltd has tried to justify the extremely low lease fee it pays the Traditional Owners on the 
grounds of ‘remoteness’ and ‘lack of infrastructure’. 

• However GSP Ltd has repeatedly contradicted itself and stated publicly that the Tiwi 
location is fantastic due to high rainfall, good soils, flat land and closeness to Asian 
markets.

• Despite years of talking up employment, up until March 2007 only two Indigenous Islanders 
worked on the forestry project… that has recently increased to about 13 (out of a total of 
some 60 full time/permanent GSP  Ltd employees on Tiwi).

Source: GSP Ltd website, shareholder presentations, Annual Reports, and 
ABC Background Briefing 16/9/07.



  

The log export farce:  Native forest logs from the destruction of 
Tiwi forests are piled up at Melville Port waiting for export – to be 
sold in Asia, sawn up, and then marketed in the USA, Asia and 
mainland Australia branded as ‘Tiwi Red’.

These are high quality old growth hardwood logs 
worth a lot of money… to someone, somewhere.



  

…But the first six shipments of these logs to Asia incurred 
a total LOSS to the Traditional Owners of $600,000!  
(Source: Mr John Hicks, ABCTV NT Stateline and Senate Estimates hearings, 2006)

The Tiwi Traditional Owners were told via 
the media that the export of these logs 
would earn them “millions of dollars”…



  

No satisfactory explanation has ever been given as to how so 
many shipments of such high quality logs could be sold in Asia 
at a loss to the Traditional Owners… Someone made a lot of 
money out of all those logs, but who? It is unclear whether the 
companies involved in the export and sale of these logs, Pentarch 
Forest Products Ltd and Stratus Shipping Ltd also made a loss or 
whether they in fact made a profit?…Investigations continue…



  

What the women say!

Photo 
courtesy 

Tiwi News

Tiwi women at the “Strong Women’s Group” meeting, 16 Feb. 2007



  

Women’s petition – February 2007

“We, the undersigned, are women of the Tiwi Islands and we would like 
to express our concerns over the clearing of our native forests…

“Our forests provide not only food source / bush tucker for our people but 
also our ceremonial items and craft…

“You may be aware that ours is traditionally a matriarchal society although 
our voices are seldom heard.

“We have no representation on the Tiwi Land Council. We are not consulted properly 
and never in Tiwi language. We hear promises of jobs and financial benefits for our 

people, yet have not seen any results.

“Most Tiwi do not benefit from royalty payments. In the meantime our forests 
are still being cleared at a fast rate.

“Our call is to stop clearing Tiwi land.” 

(signed by over 100 Tiwi women)



  Photo courtesy 
Tiwi News



  

What the scientists say

• "Seven of the 12 native mammal species examined in this study were not recorded 
at all in forestry plantations.”

• “These (and other) species are likely to be severely disadvantaged by plantation 
development.”

• "Extensive plantation development is now occurring on the Tiwi Islands, and is 
likely to expand considerably over the next few decades. This plantation 
development targets the tallest and most well developed eucalypt forest 
environments, which are especially favoured by [the Brush-tailed rabbit-rat] and 
much used by many other mammal species.”

• “Our results suggest that most of these species are absent or uncommon in the 
plantations that replace these forests, and hence that this development will 
substantially reduce the status of these mammal species on this island 
stronghold." 

Reference: "Environmental relationships of the brushtailed rabbit-rat, Conilurus 
penicillatus, and other small mammals on the Tiwi Islands , northern Australia "; Ronald 
S. C. Firth et al.; Journal of Biogeography (2006) 33, 1820–1837

A new and alarming scientific paper has recently been published following 
research on twelve Tiwi Island native mammal species.  Key findings:



  

10 fatal flaws in the Tiwi woodchip project

• Informed consent?: There are fundamental questions about the degree to 
which the Traditional Owners are in a position to grant informed consent 
for this project – given the lack of information, and misleading information, 
about so many aspects of it.

• Greenhouse: As the previous Howard government acknowledged, ending 
large scale native forest clearing is a crucial means to reduce greenhouse 
emissions globally. Projects like this which cause major net greenhouse 
gas emissions should not, and probably will not, gain ongoing approval. 

• Biodiversity: Projects like this which scientists say are a serious threat to 
biodiversity should not and probably will not gain ongoing approval.

• Missing $millions: There are many unanswered questions about the sale of 
six shipments of logs to Asia for a loss to the Traditional Owners of 
$600,000. These questions will continue to undermine the project’s 
credibility.

• Full disclosure: Tiwi Islanders have access to little information about the 
five companies involved in this project. Only a top-to-bottom ‘forensic 
audit’ of the legal and financial arrangements between the companies 
involved in the project can allay transparency concerns.



  

10 fatal flaws in the Tiwi woodchip project

• Subsidies: On past experience it seems the project is economically attractive to private 
companies because of large subsidies from government and Indigenous funds. 

• Tax laws: The Commonwealth may further restrict the use of ‘MIS’ tax minimisation 
schemes to make investment in the project uncertain.

• International markets and certification: The woodchips from this project are unlikely to 
gain credible international certification and will lose market opportunities accordingly. 
Coupled with competition from major plantations around the world, the price for Tiwi 
woodchips – if and when they come onto the market - could be uneconomic. 

• Investor uncertainty: Major institutional investors in GSP Ltd projects, such as Westpac 
Bank, which claim to have high environmental standards, may not wish to continue to be 
associated with such a destructive project.

• Cyclones: The project is in the middle of a major cyclone belt. In 2005 thousands of 
hectares of plantation were destroyed by cyclone Ingrid. Cyclones are expected to get 
more sever with global warming.

If and when the project fails for environmental, economic and/or social reasons, what then
becomes of 30,000 hectares of exotic acacia monoculture that will potentially be unmanageable 

weeds?



  

Expansion plans

“The continued expansion of the Tiwi Island Forestry 
Project beyond Stage 1 is referred to as Stage 2.  As 
part of Stage 2, Great Southern will seek to convert a 
further 48,800ha of native vegetation – which, if 
approved by the relevant Commonwealth and 
Northern Territory Authorities, will take the project to 
its desired capacity, with a total plantation estate of 
80,000 ha.” 

Source: GSP Ltd correspondence, August 2006



  



  

Any expansion will have to be approved by the NT 
and Commonwealth Environment Ministers. 

Write to them today!
Northern Territory Environment Minister - 
The Hon Leonard Francis Kiely MLA
Minister for Natural Resources, Environment and Heritage
GPO Box 3146
Darwin NT 0801
Email minister.kiely@nt.gov.au
Ph: 08 8901 4053

Federal Environment Minister - 
Hon Peter Garrett AM MP
Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the Arts
PO Box 6022
House of Representatives
Parliament House
Canberra ACT 2600
Email peter.garrett.mp@aph.gov.au
Ph: 02 6277 7640

mailto:minister.kiely@nt.gov.au
mailto:peter.garrett.mp@aph.gov.au


  

…and take action!
Protest at GSP Ltd AGM, Perth, 2007:

Mr Gawin Tipiloura, Tiwi Island Traditional 
Owner and former member of the Tiwi Land 
Council: “We want an inquiry into the Tiwi 
Land Council including their administrative 
procedures, land-use decision making 
processes and Pirntubula Pty Ltd.”

2007 AGM protest by the 
Wilderness Society (WA)

…Whatever you do, don’t buy ‘Tiwi 
Red’ timber products!



  

A future for the Tiwi Islands

• There is a much better future for the Tiwi 
Islands than being turned into a 
woodchip quarry for the benefit of tax-
minimisation investors from southern 
Australia.

• With help from government, business, 
philanthropic organisations and the 
public, a future based on the 
conservation, management and 
appreciation of the unique cultural and 
ecological riches of the Tiwi Islands 
will provide secure, sustainable long 
term economic benefit to the Island’s 
communities. 



  

A future for the Tiwi Islands

• The existing ~25,000ha of acacia 
woodchip plantations should be 
progressively replanted to native 
species and used for sustainable (long 
rotation) high value timber and craft 
products and for native wildlife habitat.

• The Tiwi Islanders should be paid to 
manage their native forests (and other 
ecosystems) for their outstanding 
cultural, biodiversity and carbon 
sequestration values.



  

An appeal from 
the heart of a 

Tiwi Aboriginal 
Elder

“Please people of 
Australia, help us to 
stop our trees getting 
knocked down, 
destroying our 
country

“The animals used to 
have the whole island 
to roam in, it was their 
island too, now its 
nearly all gone, 
cleared for plantations 
and roads.

“We go bush and 
collect wild food, 
plants and animals.

“The roads are getting wider, the plantations are getting 
bigger.

“I have been telling my people what Great Southern are 
trying to do. I tell them that what is on the land is more 
than money, more important than money.”

Marjorie Dunn
Aboriginal Elder, Yinpinari lands, Melville Island



  

For more information, contact:

Environment Centre NT:
Ph: (08) 8981 1984  
fax: (08) 8941 0387
email: coordinator@ecnt.org 
web: www.ecnt.org

The Wilderness Society:
Ph: 08 9420 7255   
Fax: 08 9226 0994
Email: wa@wilderness.org.au
Web: www.wilderness.org.au

The Environment Centre NT (ECNT) gratefully acknowledges the support of the Poola 
Foundation, the Australian Conservation Foundation and the Wilderness Society through the 
Northern Australia Small Grants Program. The views expressed in this presentation are 
those of the Environment Centre NT and not necessarily those of any other organisation.

 
…whatever you do, don’t buy ‘Tiwi Red’ timber products!



  

APPENDICES
The following 15 slides provide more detailed information about the Tiwi 

forestry project, starting with the biodiversity values of the Islands…

Biodiversity: Listed threatened fauna species of the Tiwi 
Island forests

• Masked owl (EPBC Act)
• Red goshawk (EPBC Act)
• Brush-tailed rabbit rat (NT Parks and Wildlife Act)
• Butler’s dunnart (EPBC Act)
• Northern brush-tailed phascogale (NT Parks and Wildlife Act)



  

Other biodiversity values
• The Tiwi Islands are recognised as having international biodiversity 

conservation significance due to: 

– high levels of species endemism; 

– the relatively intact populations of many species that are in 
decline on the mainland; and 

– relatively intact ecosystems. (NT Parks and Conservation 
Masterplan, 2005)

• The Tiwi Islands are home to 7 endemic bird and mammal species 
(or sub-species), and 10 endemic plant species, many of which live 
in or rely on the forests being cleared.

• Two of the 16 recognised forms of rainforest in the NT are almost 
entirely restricted to the Tiwi Islands.



  

Senator Robert 
Hill’s original 
approval, as 
Commonwealth 
Environment 
Minister, August 
2001.

Note that he 
approved the 
project, subject to 
11 environmental 
conditions, for 50 
years!



  

The corporate web
Details of Associates and Joint Venture Entities

“Sylvatech Limited, which was acquired by Great Southern
Plantations in the current period, holds 50% of the 
outstanding shares in Pensyl Pty Ltd. Pensyl Pty Ltd was
formed by Sylvatech in conjunction with Pentarch Forest 
Products Pty Ltd for the purpose of managing forestry and
shipping logistics and facilitating export marketing of 
forestry products from the Tiwi Islands. The acquisition of 
this Associate will not be material to the understanding of 
this report.”

Source: GSP Ltd, 2005



  

The land lease fiasco
Since the Tiwi forestry project began the companies 
involved, and the TLC, have repeatedly claimed that the 
minuscule lease fees paid to the Traditional Owners for the 
use of their land for plantations were arrived at following 
regular, independent land valuations carried out ‘every five 
years’ by the Australian Valuation Office (AVO) – a 
Commonwealth body.

In fact, investigations by the Environment Centre of the 
Northern Territory have established that there has only ever 
been one ‘independent’ valuation carried out by the AVO, in 
1998 (pers. comm. 2007). 

Furthermore, this single 1998 valuation did not assess the 
value of the Tiwi land for forestry plantation development. If 
it had, the Tiwi TO’s would be getting a lot more than 
$17/ha/yr for their highly valuable forestry land!



  

The Missing $Millions (1)

As discussed previously, a total of seven shipments of logs, mostly 
high grade eucalypt sawlogs, plus pine logs from historic 
plantations, were exported between 2004 and 2006. According to 
the Tiwi Land Council, these shipments, that the Traditional Owners 
(TO’s) were repeatedly told (via the media) were worth millions of 
dollars EACH, ended up recording a net loss to the TO’s of 
$525,000. The first 6 shipments reportedly lost $600,000; the 7th 
recorded a ‘profit’ - of just $75,000.

Interestingly, the small reported profit from the seventh shipment 
only occurred after publicity about the losses made on the previous 
six shipments. 

[Source: ABC TV NT Stateline; Hansard]



  

Missing $Millions (2) 

ABC NT Country Hour Summary: 10 August 2004: ‘Tiwi timber sets sail’

“It's taken seven years, but the Northern Territory's first shipment of export 
timber is due to leave on the tide tomorrow from the Tiwi Islands. Bound for 
South China to become floorboards and furniture, the seven thousand tonnes of 
hardwood eucalypt logs is the first tangible result of a joint venture between Tiwi 
Land Council and forestry company Sylvatech. Sylvatech Managing Director 
Peter Ryan says they hope to have a barge sail from Melville Island every four  
weeks for the next six months and eventually ship one million tonnes a year by 
2013 earning the Tiwi people several million dollars a year.”

ABC News: 10 February 2006. 4:13pm (AEDT): ‘Tiwi timber sets sail for China’

“Timber worth $1.5 million will leave the Tiwi Islands tomorrow bound for 
southern China. It is the largest shipment of timber from the island's fledgling 
forestry industry. The 15,000 tonnes of tiwi red eucalypt will be used for high 
quality furniture and flooring.”



  

Commonwealth Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 
(DAFF):

“With an operational port and more than 35,000 tonnes of logs ready 
to go, Sylvatech has scheduled shipments every three weeks for the 
next five years, generating more than $95 million for the Tiwi 
people." 

Source: ‘Contours’ newsletter, June 2005: 'Forestry - key to the Tiwi 
Islanders future’.

[Note: DAFF has been a strident supporter of the Tiwi forest 
destruction project]

Missing $Millions (3) 



  

From: THE PENTARCH NEWS December 2004, Volume 2 Issue 3

“Pentarch’s involvement with the rapidly developing Tiwi Forestry Project reached a 
significant  milestone recently, with the departure of the first 7,000 tonne export 
shipment of sawlogs from Port Melville for Indonesia and China. The shipment is a 
practical demonstration of the breadth of the Pentarch Group. ‘Our business has a 
number of divisions involved in the facilitation of what will be a 5 year, one million 
tonne hardwood export program worth some US$100 million,’ explains Pentarch 
Managing Director, Malcolm McComb. 

“’The success [sic] of this first shipment is testimony to our expertise in the areas of 
marketing, transporting, marshalling and shipping.’

“The company’s forestry division, Pentarch Forest Products, has driven the marketing 
of Tiwi timber to a number of customers, initially in China, Indonesia and Vietnam. 
Stage 1 of the Tiwi Forestry Project saw construction of the $4.29 million Port Melville 
wharf and log storage facility which was supervised by Pensyl, a joint venture 
between Pentarch and Sylvatech. Pensyl is also responsible for the ongoing 
operation of the port, which will accommodate vessels of up to 24,000 tonnes.”

Missing $Millions (4) 



  

From Commonwealth Department (DAFF): 
http://www.daff.gov.au/corporate_docs/publications/pdf/quarantine/bulletin/bulletin_feb05.pdf 
February 05

“More than 14,000 eucalypt logs set sail for China from the Tiwi Islands north 
of Darwin late last year, in a historic first for the commercial partnership 
between the Tiwi Land Council and Pentarch Forest Products. Pentarch is 
managing a sustainable forestry program on behalf of the Tiwi people, from 
Melville and Bathurst Islands, that has seen extensive logging of native forest 
and replanting with fast-growing plantation timber. The first shipment, of 6498 
cubic metres of Eucalyptus tetradonta and E. miniata, was the culmination of 
the cycle so important to the future economic well-being of this small 
indigenous community.”

Contrary to this patronising claim, this shipment, together with the five
 subsequent ones, ended up costing the “small Indigenous community”
 $600,000 in losses!

Missing $Millions (5) 

http://www.daff.gov.au/corporate_docs/publications/pdf/quarantine/bulletin/bulletin_feb05.pdf


  

THE PENTARCH NEWS April 2005 Volume 3 Issue 1
Melville Island first for Caribaea Pine to China

‘December saw the first shipment of Melville Island Pinus Caribaea to China. The 
shipment was made via the aptly named tug MT Destiny and the barge Dynaroy 3. The 
shipment contained Red Tiwi hardwood for Indonesia which was discharged at the port 
of Semerang and then sailed to the southern Chinese ports of Gaolan and Zhangzhou 
for the Caribaea delivery.

‘Ben Knight, Stratus Shipping, Superintendent Ship Loading and Operations, worked 
with Pentarch’s Chinese Agent Montis Chen who oversaw the discharging operations 
at both Chinese ports. The Gaolan timber was sold to long term customer CIMC for 
container flooring. After discharge, the tug then embarked on a two day voyage to 
Zhangzhou, discharging the balance of the cargo in 24 hours. This cargo was consigned 
to a number of small peeling facilities for processing into paper, pulp and associated 
products.

‘"All stakeholders and concerned parties were satisfied with the outcome of our first 
softwood shipment out of Melville Island", explained Ben. "This has laid the groundwork 
from which we can build to ensure continued successful barge shipments into the 
significant Chinese market." 
The shipment consisted of 6,200 cubic metres of which 2,100 was red tropical 
hardwood and 4,200 was Caribaea for China.’

Missing $Millions (6) 



  

THE PARLIAMENT OF THE COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA
SENATE       NOTICE PAPER No. 79       TUESDAY, 9 MAY 2006
1576 Senator Siewert: To ask the Minister for Fisheries, Forestry and 
Conservation—

In relation to the Commonwealth approved and supported native forest clearing and woodchip 
plantation establishment project on Tiwi Islands, Northern Territory:
(1) Is the Minister aware of the statement in a Great Southern Plantations (GSP) Ltd media release 
of Thursday, 17 February 2005, by the project operator GSP that ‘The Sylvatech acquisition will 
provide Great Southern access to extensive plantation land for future projects at a significant 
discount to current market prices for land in Great Southern’s traditional plantation regions’.
(2) Is the Minister aware that, according to GSP’s own information to its shareholders, it is paying 
the Tiwi Island Indigenous land owners a rental of around one dollar per hectare per year for the 
forested land that is being cleared for woodchip plantations.
(3) Is the Minister aware of the prices GSP and other woodchip plantation companies pay per 
hectare per year for land rental or lease in southern growing areas; if so, can details of these 
prices be provided.
(4) Is the Minister concerned that Tiwi Island Indigenous land owners are being disadvantaged in 
renting their land so far below current market rates.
(5) What does the Minister intend doing to rectify this corporate behaviour? 
[Minister’s answer next page]

Missing $Millions (7) 



  

Thursday, 11 May 2006 SENATE 161   QUESTIONS ON NOTICE
Senator Abetz—The answer to the honourable Senator’s question is as follows:

(1) [The] significant competition for land in the traditional (southern) plantation regions results in a 
competitive land market price for forestry and agricultural uses. These regions have extensive 
established infrastructure which is reflected in the price of land. In the Tiwi Islands by contrast, 
the Tiwi people hold inalienable freehold title to the land under the Aboriginal Land Rights 
(Northern Territory) Act 1976. As a result the land cannot be bought or sold. Also, there is little to 
no infrastructure, less competition for the land and therefore, lower market prices for the land.

(2) Great Southern have agreed to lease the land for $17/ha + 2% of net harvest proceeds for land 
that is plantation ready. In addition, Great Southern has agreed to pay $1/ha to secure the option 
to potentially utilise that land in the future, subject to joint agreement with the Tiwi Land Council 
and Australian Government approval. The prices were agreed to following two separate  
valuations. Additionally, revenue raised from the sale of the cleared timber accrues to the 
Tiwi Islanders.

(3) No I am not aware of the prices that Great Southern and other woodchip plantation companies pay 
per hectare for land rental or lease in southern areas. Whilst lease arrangements do occur in the 
industry this information is treated as “commercial in confidence” between the companies and the 
individual land holders.

(4) I understand that at the time of Great Southern’s purchase of Sylvatech, an independent valuation 
by a qualified valuer was undertaken to determine the rental return matrix to the Tiwi people. Tiwi 
Islanders are guaranteed an income flow in the future, as well as in the short term, as they 
receive returns from the sale of timber.

(5) It could be interpreted as highly patronising to seek to intervene in the arrangements freely 
entered into by the Tiwi people and Great Southern.



  

Petition on Tiwi Land Council
Petition Calls For Tiwi Land Council CEO Resignation

Shadow Parliamentary Secretary for Northern Australia and Indigenous Affairs and Member for Lingiari Warren
Snowdon today presented to Parliament a petition on behalf of nearly 500 Tiwi Islands residents.

The petition reads:

'To the Honourable Speaker and Members of the House of Representatives assembled in Parliament:

'We, the undersigned, are residents of the Tiwi Islands and wish to bring to your attention the concern of the Tiwi 
people regarding the actions of Mr John Hicks, the Executive Secretary/CEO of the Tiwi Land Council.

'We, the Tiwi people, feel that our interests are not being represented.

'After his 20 year involvement in the Tiwi Land Council, we feel that Mr Hicks exercises excessive influence over 
the respected Elders of the Tiwi Land Council. We, the Tiwi people, are not sufficiently consulted on the decision 
made which have a significant impact on our land and our people. We have little information about the workings 
of the Tiwi Land Council which makes decisions about our future.

'We do not have confidence in Mr Hicks playing such an influential role in the Tiwi Land Council and immediately 
call for his resignation.

'The undersigned petitioners therefore ask the House of Representatives to call on the Honourable Minister for 
Indigenous Affairs to acknowledge our call for Mr Hicks' resignation and to commission an inquiry into the Tiwi 
Land Council including their administrative procedures, land-use decision making process and Pirntubula Pty Ltd.‘

The petition received 493 signatures. It was today read to the Parliament by the Clerk of the House of Representatives
and will now be forwarded to the Minister for his attention.

2006-09-11



  

What else a trained forester says…
 

“Some of the photos show native forest timbers being heaped and burnt.  This could provide a 
valuable timber resource for local people (without the use of herbicides and fertilisers) and lends 
itself to a fantastic operation of sustainable hardwood supply, where the native forest is allowed to 
grow back naturally.  This type of industry would increase local islander employment and skills 
(unlike the current operation), and could be certified as sustainable to provide a small quantity high 
value timber with minimal environmental impact.

“The value of the native timber on the island is easily 10 times the value of the plantation it is being 
replaced with.
 
“The current state of affair with a large southern plantation company controlling the future of the 
island only serves to provide investors and share holders with short term financial gains and does 
not provide a future for local islanders or the island environment.
 
“I believe it is the best interest of the local people to stall/stop the current expansion planned by 
GSP and to employ independent forest consultants to evaluate alternative projects that have a 
community focus and are aimed at serving the interests of the local islanders as opposed to large 
company values.”

Name withheld; Bach For Sci (Hons) / Bach. Sci (Botany and Geography)School of Forest and Ecosystem Science, 
University of Melbourne



  

The Origins of the Project

Mr Clare—Sylvatech Ltd was formed in 1996. It came out of a parent company by the name of ForBio, which is located 
in Brisbane. It is an Australian company. ForBio has offices and laboratories in Brisbane and in Gosford, New South 
Wales.  Whilst here I was approached by the Northern Territory [CLP] government, which was aware of my previous 
background and knowledge of the territory, of Aboriginal leaders and culture. I was taken on as senior adviser to 
CLP Minister [Mick] Palmer with a brief to investigate and stimulate Aboriginal economic development. During that
 period I had a look at a number of opportunities that were presented, and I was very interested to hear the views of the
 previous speaker. The former Chief Minister of the Northern Territory, Paul Everingham, who is now the Chairman of 
Sylvatech, approached me and made me an offer that I could not refuse. I have taken up the position as regional 
manager of this company. In all the years that I have had anything to do with Aboriginal affairs—and I have 
investigated aquaculture, agriculture and every manner of business opportunities, and I have views on all of them—I 
have never seen an opportunity presented like this one. 

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES STANDING COMMITTEE ON ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER
AFFAIRS
Reference: Indigenous businesses
DARWIN
Thursday, 23 April 1998
PROOF HANSARD REPORT

WITNESSES
CLARE, Mr Christopher Lawrence, Regional Manager, Sylvatech Ltd, PO Box 1826, Darwin, NT 

 



  

Selected References

• Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs (Estimates), Thursday, 2 
November 2006 (HANSARD)

• Tiwi Land Council Annual Reports
• GSP Ltd Annual reports
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• Tiwi News February 2007
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