
Modern Cotton
A cornerstone to the Northern Territory’s 
agricultural sector
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The agriculture sector is important for 
the Territory economy and underpins the 
sustainable management of vast areas of  
arid and subtropical Australia. 

The Northern Territory Government’s 
Economic Development Framework 
identifies agriculture as a growth sector 
with considerable potential for future 
development. With an existing value of 
annual production estimated to be  
$1 billion (total livestock and plant 
production), there is significant potential  
for substantial agricultural expansion.

The Territory is renowned for producing 
quality mangoes and other tropical fruit, 
vegetables, grapes, ornamental plants, 
pastures and fodder crops. There is now an 
interest in growing broadacre crops such as 
rice and peanuts, and fibre crops like cotton 
and industrial hemp. 

Further development of the cotton industry 
would bring significant growth opportunities 
for supply chains, associated transport and 
logistics within the Territory, while building 

capacity and strengthening the northern 
agricultural sector.

With the Territory’s favourable tropical 
weather conditions and the implementation 
of modern technologies, there is increasing 
interest in growing cotton. There is also the 
potential to develop a common user cotton 
gin in Katherine. A cotton gin is a machine 
that separates cotton seeds and foreign 
material from cotton fibres. The cottonseed 
by-product produced from the ginning 
process can then be used by the cattle 
industry as a high-protein fodder. 

The development of a cotton gin would 
enable the cotton industry to make a major 
contribution to the export economy of  
the Territory.

Modern cotton in the 
Territory

The Northern Territory Government supports the responsible 
and sustainable development of a diversified cropping industry in 
the Territory. The emerging cotton industry presents a significant 
economic development opportunity with strong support from  
local growers and the broader industry.



Supporting a responsible and 
sustainable industry
The Northern Territory Government 
has been actively promoting the 
development of the Territory’s 
agricultural sector to increase 
investment, jobs and exports.  
The results are now showing with  
increased interest in growing cotton.

Australian cotton is considered a 
premium product on the global market. 
Cotton is a profitable natural product 
and has potential to become a reliable 
cornerstone crop for the Territory with 
forecasts suggesting that the local 
industry could expand to 400,000 bales 
within the next decade. Plantings of 
cotton have increased from around  
200 hectares (ha) in 2018-19 to  
almost 1000ha in 2019-20 with 
significant interest and commitment  
for future years across the Territory  
and Kununurra regions. 

The Northern Territory Government 
contributed $80,000 towards a feasibility 
study and business plan into the viability 
of a modern cotton industry in the 
Territory. The study undertaken by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers maps out a 
clear pathway for the development of the 
cotton industry over the next decade.

Industry development also has the 
support of the Northern Territory 
Farmers Association (NT Farmers 
Association).

1000 HECTARES 
of cotton sown in 
the NT in 2019-20 

40% LESS WATER 
to produce one tonne of 
cotton lint than 10-15 
years ago

30% LESS LAND 
to produce one tonne  
of cotton lint than  
10-15 years ago

LOCAL JOBS 
70 during construction 
88 ongoing

ABOVE: Farmers meet to discuss cotton crops in the Douglas-Daly region. Source: NT Farmers Association.

RIGHT: Cotton crops now use 40 per cent less water to 
produce one tonne of cotton lint than 10-15 years ago. 
Source: NT Farmers Association. 
BELOW: Cotton planted at the Katherine Research Station 
in 2019.



The opportunity

Location
In 2019 approximately 1000ha of  
cotton was sown in the Territory across  
five properties in the Katherine and  
Top End regions. 

Soil mapping across the Territory indicates 
that soils suitable for producing cotton are 
generally restricted to small mosaics across 
a broader landscape. Therefore, a potential 
cotton industry would probably be a series 
of relatively small operations across a region 
or regions. 

Currently, cotton grown in the Territory and 
the Kimberley in Western Australia must 
be transported to South-East Queensland 
for processing. A recent feasibility study 
indicated that having a cotton gin close by 
is imperative for a successful industry. A gin 
will enable growth opportunities for supply 
chains, leveraging the valuable cottonseed 
by-product which is a high energy, protein 
and fibre ingredient in feedlot rations. It will 
build capacity and strengthen the northern 
agricultural sector.

The potential construction of a cotton  
gin in Katherine is estimated to support  
around 70 jobs during construction and a 
further 88 jobs would be supported once 
fully operational.

The Katherine region is the largest producer of agricultural 
commodities in the Territory and has significant prospects for future 
primary industry development. The natural resources, including soils, 
water and rainfall, are suitable for further intensification of cattle 
production as well as irrigated and rain-fed farming, and horticulture. 

ABOVE: Katherine Research Station cotton trials commence.
Source - Katherine Times

BELOW: Source - ABC News

Such infrastructure is a key enabler of 
economic development, which underpins our 
capacity to create jobs, increase productivity 
and stimulate growth. 

The Northern Territory Government has 
identified Katherine for the development 
of an Agriculture and Logistics Hub. The 
hub would export to emerging Asian 
markets from regional Northern Territory 
and Western Australia, as outlined in the 
10 Year Infrastructure Plan and ensures a 
coordinated approach to industry expansion.  

Weather
The Territory has favourable weather and  
soil conditions for growing cotton.

Cotton farming in the Territory will be  
largely based on rain-fed farming systems, 
also known as dryland farming, with irrigated 
cropping only used where adequate water 
resources are allocated and matched to 
suitable soils.

It is estimated that approximately  
80 per cent of a future Territory cotton 
industry will use water efficient rain-fed 
farming systems, which use significantly  
less water. Currently, only approximately  
10 per cent of Australia’s cotton is produced 
by these systems. 

Strong seasonal rainfall patterns  
(December to March) and high  
temperatures make rain-fed farming  
systems in Northern Australia very  
different to south eastern Australia,  
where cotton is traditionally sown during  
the cooler spring months. 



Supporting beef and cattle
The Territory’s beef and cattle industry is 
a long-standing, established sector with 
potential for growth in both production and 
market access. Cotton ginning can provide 
the cattle industry with an important  
by-product that can be used in feedlot 
rations to bolster production.

Cottonseed is high in energy, protein  
and fibre. It has been used successfully  
in Australia as a feed supplement for  
many years.

Modern farming
Due to the significant contribution of  
cotton research and development  
nationally, growers now use 30 per cent  
less land and 40 per cent less water to 
produce one tonne of cotton lint than  
they did 10 to 15 years ago.

Historically, the cotton industry has received 
strong criticism for intensive water usage. 
When compared with other cropping 
systems in Australia, modern cotton is in  
fact middle of the range for water usage. 

Expansion of the cotton industry in the 
Territory will be advanced through use of 
modern technologies that minimise adverse 
impacts to the environment. It has been 
well documented that when cotton is grown 

 

ABOVE: Tipperary Station farm manager Bruce Connolly checking the progress of the cotton, which was picked at the end of  
April 2020. Source - Katherine Times

using industry developed Best Management 
Practices (BMP), there is no increased 
environmental impact compared with other 
crops grown in the Territory. 

The Department of Primary Industry and 
Resources is currently undertaking cotton 
agronomy trials at Katherine Research 
Station to enhance understanding of  
disease and pest resistance, yield and 
fibre quality to support industry viability 
assessments. On-farm monitoring sites 
commenced in 2020 as part of the 
Cooperative Research Centre for  
Developing Northern Australia. The  
project is named the ‘Potential for  
Broadacre Cropping in the NT’ and is  
also known as the NT cropping project. 

Around 1,000ha of commercial cotton  
was planted in the Territory in 2019-20, of 
which 80 per cent is rain-fed cotton, using 
natural rainfall. The other 20 per cent that 
is irrigated is only using supplementary 
irrigation to finish the crop at the end of  
the growing season.

This research, combined with Territory 
Government programs mapping suitable  
land and water resources and biotech 
advances, reinforces the significant 
opportunity to develop cotton as a 
cornerstone of a broad, diversified  
cropping industry that has significant  
flow-on benefits to the livestock industry.

DID YOU KNOW? 

cotton uses less water than 
many other commonly 
planted crops

WET SEASON 
RAINFALL 
will further reduce 
crop water use

ESTIMATED WATER USE

IRRIGATED 
COTTON 
5-7 megalitres

SUPPLEMENTARY 
IRRIGATED COTTON 
2-3 megalitres

HORTICULTURAL 
TREE CROPS 
7-10 megalitres



Land inputs
Successful expansion of farming, or  
cropping, in the Territory will depend on 
identifying and accessing suitable land  
and water resources. 

The Northern Territory Government’s 
Land and Water and ‘Mapping the Future’ 
programs have identified high value 
agricultural land and commercially suitable 
water resources in a number of regions in  
the Territory. 

There is significant scope to further develop 
the Territory’s agricultural land for higher 
value production. There is no evidence 
to suggest that a cotton industry would 
have a significant impact on the vast area 
of the Territory’s environment, given that 
soils suitable for cotton production exist in 
specific patches.

The NT Farmers Association believes  
there is enough land already cleared to  
grow sufficient cotton to supply a  
Katherine-based ginning operation.

Water inputs
Cotton farming in the Territory will be largely 
based on rain-fed farming systems, also 
known as dryland farming, to take advantage 
of wet season rainfall, with irrigated cropping 
only used where adequate water resources 
are allocated and matched to suitable soils.

If required, supplementary irrigation may be 
used to finish the crop due to the variable 
nature of rainfall. Supplementary irrigation 

All development in  
the Territory is regulated 
to ensure that it 
is appropriate and 
sustainable.

Regulation

PASTORALISM - 
GRAZING NATIVE 
VEGETATION

44%

0.29%

0.016%

RESIDENTIAL, 
MANUFACTURING, 
COMMERCIAL, 
UTILITIES AND ROADS

DRYLAND AND 
IRRIGATED 
AGRICULTURE 
INCLUDING 
HORTICULTURE



ABOVE: NT Farmers meet in the Douglas-Daly region. Source - NT Farmers Association

uses significantly less water (around two to 
three megalitres) than the total five to seven 
megalitres per hectare required for a fully 
irrigated crop.

Cotton production in the Katherine region, 
including Mataranka and Larrimah, would 
likely require groundwater from aquifers 
underlying the regions. 

Development would be restricted to 
locations where suitable soils overlay 
suitable and available water resources.

The groundwater resources of the  
Daly region are currently largely allocated. 
Water trading may be an option for new 
developments under the relevant water 
allocation planning arrangements. 
 
 

Non-pastoral use
Pastoral leases cover almost 45 per cent of 
the Territory, and are diverse in their soils, 
climate and pasture production. 

Pastoral leasehold land is primarily used for 
pastoral purposes. Over recent years the 
Territory Government has made a number 
of policy changes in support of diversifying 
the agricultural sector to enable agricultural 
developments other than grazing to take part 
on pastoral leases. 

Pastoral lessees are able to apply for a 
Non Pastoral Use Permit (NPUP) to use 
the land for purposes other than pastoral 
under the Pastoral Land Act 1992, provided 
the dominant use of the pastoral lease 
remains pastoral. The diversification 
‘primary production’ activities permissible 
under an NPUP are forestry, horticulture, 
aquaculture, agriculture and tourism. NPUPs 
are registerable to the title and valid for up to  
30 years with an option to extend for a 
further period. 

In 2019, new subleasing provisions took 
effect, enabling a NPUP holder (pastoralist) 
to sublease the diversification activity to 
a third party, which is registered on the 
title and transferable at sale. Subleases are 
subject to the Minister for Environment 
and Natural Resources approval under the 
Pastoral Land Act 1992.



Sustainability

Modern cotton varieties
Genetically engineered (also called 
genetically modified or GM) cotton is 
engineered to be either herbicide tolerant, 
resistant to major insect pests, such as 
bollworm, or both.

Significant testing of these technologies, 
modern cotton varieties, production systems 
and contemporary agronomic methods 
has been underway at Katherine Research 
Station since 2018 to build local expertise 
in optimising growth, production and 
sustainability.

Best management practice
Cotton growers in Australia have committed 
as an industry to the implementation of  
BMP and all growers are actively encouraged 
to become accredited.

Accreditation with the myBMP program 
is governed by Cotton Australia as the 
industry’s peak body and covers 10 key  
areas of cotton production, including: 

 – biosecurity
 – human resources
 – sustainable natural landscape
 – water use efficiency

 – soil health
 – integrated pest management
 – fibre quality
 – pesticide management
 – agricultural chemical storage and
 – handling.

Regular industry-funded workshops are 
held in each growing region to provide the 
support and education necessaryto assist 
growers to achieve myBMP accreditation. 
This initiative is a cornerstone of the 
development of expanded production in  
Northern Australia.

Biotechnology
Critical to the success of expanding the 
Territory’s cropping industry is the use of 
modern cotton varieties appropriate for  
Top End tropical conditions.

The Australian cotton industry has seen huge 
advances in international competitiveness 
and environmental sustainability through 
the adoption of transgenic cotton varieties 
containing insecticidal traits.

These advances have seen the Australian 
cotton industry become a global leader in 
reducing reliance on chemicals. 

The use of biotechnology in cotton has revolutionised industry 
potential in Northern Australia.  The Australian cotton industry has 
seen huge advances in environmental sustainability through the 
adoption of transgenic cotton varieties containing insecticidal traits.

ABOVE: Cotton being farmed at Tipperary Station. 
Source - NT Farmers Association



 

ABOVE: Nick Black, Maya Black and Steve Black stand with one of the many bales of cotton successfully grown on their station about 
50km outside of Katherine. Source - Katherine Times

NEW VARIETIES 
of approved cotton  
will be tested on  
Territory soils

24 YEARS 
of GM cotton grown  
in Australia 

PEST RESISTANT 
GM cotton varieties 
protect the crops against 
a broad range of pests

Pesticide use in Australia has reduced  
by 95 per cent since 1993 in the cotton  
industry over the last 15 years.

Currently, 98 per cent of cotton grown in 
Australia, and 81 per cent grown throughout 
the world, is genetically modified to reduce 
pest damage, negating the need to resort 
to heavy chemical use. Variety development 
for Australian cotton is managed by 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation (CSIRO) in close 
consultation with industry.

Biotechnology is strictly regulated and 
monitored by government, with traits only 
introduced after extensive laboratory and 
on-farm trials. Modern cotton varieties 
(Bollgard3™) and modern agronomic 
methods have greatly reduced chemical 
applications and crop water use supporting 
substantive yield gains.

Biosecurity
Biosecurity is the economic, environmental 
and community protection from serious 
damage of pests, diseases and weeds. 

Extension services and improved on-farm 
biosecurity management will support 
increased productivity and consumer 
confidence in the Territory’s products.  
This will require continued partnerships 
between industry and government in 
planning and implementing initiatives to 
allow purpose-driven farming and greater 
adoption of digital agriculture and improve 
access to the latest science. 

Ongoing research aims to improve our 
knowledge and understanding of the 
biosecurity threats, the crop’s response  
and the environment to minimise the 
likelihood and impact of an outbreak.

A strong focus on robust biosecurity 
practices such as monitoring machinery 
movements will support a strong  
agriculture industry in the Territory.



Department of Primary Industry and Resources

t.  +61 8 8999 6058 
e.  AgInvest.DPIR@nt.gov.au

Version June 2020

The Northern Territory Government is committed to: 

 – ecologically sustainable developments

 – supporting  jobs and driving long term economic growth

 – protecting the environment to maximise economic benefits while   
 minimising environmental impacts through appropriate and   
 transparent regulatory processes.

The Northern Territory Government will work in strong partnership 
with industry and growers to implement enhanced research, 
development and extension services to underpin informed  
decision-making for the development of a modern cotton industry.

The future

Cotton production in the Territory can be the 
cornerstone to a diversified cropping industry  
to generate export income, support jobs and  
provide added value to the livestock industry. 

The Northern Territory Government supports  
the development of sustainable cropping systems 
based on cotton being rotated with other suitable 
crops with strong synergies and benefits for the 
Territory beef and cattle industry. This will be key  
to balancing environment, social and economic 
factors creating resilient regions and a thriving 
Territory agriculture industry. 

ABOVE: NT Farmers meet in the Douglas-Daly region. Source - NT Farmers Association




