
Resilient transport infrastructure to ensure 

connectivity across the region is essential if FNQ is 

to have sustainable economic growth and 

development. The current situation however, is far 

from satisfactory and the state of roads and ports is 

an inhibitor to further realise the vast untapped 

potential that Far North Queensland offers.

Roads

Over 80% of Cape York cannot be accessed by 

land-based transport during the wet season due to 

the unsealed nature of large parts of the Peninsula 

Development Road (PDR) and the numerous low-

level river crossings. Equally the east-west 

linkages are poor and simply cannot cope with any 

increased level of heavy transport. The current 

transport network is exacerbated with the National 

Highway ending south of Cairns.  Our region has a 

large Indigenous population and their attempts to 

achieve economic growth and prosperity is 

thwarted by the poor transport infrastructure.  

A resilient transport infrastructure is expected to 

support a diversity of road users from agriculture 

and the resource industries to a growing tourism 

industry. The state of our roads is a major safety 

concern impacting tourism development across the 

region as the growth of visitors from Asia fly in 

through Cairns to explore northern Australia.

It is estimated that global food production needs to 

increase by 70% by 2050 to keep pace with 

population growth.  FNQ has vast untapped 

potential for the development of an array of 'Agri 

Businesses'. The Mitchell River catchment, for 

example, receives almost as much water annually 

as the Murray Darling Basin (96%) and yet this 

resource is essentially untapped due to the lack of 

suitable water and transport infrastructure. Land 

that could be used for high earning crops is being 

used for grazing and even this use is inhibited by 

the lack suitable transport infrastructure. Properly 

constructed, all weather, north-south and east-

west road linkages are essential for the growth of 

the region. Without resilient infrastructure the 

economic potential of FNQ cannot be realised. 

Ports

The FNQ region has four major ports with the 

capacity to connect the resource and agricultural 

industries, including live export of cattle, to 

international markets.  Tropical North Queensland 

is the second-fastest growing tourism destination in 

Australia and Cairns Port serves as a significant 

tourism gateway to the Great Barrier Reef and a 

rapidly growing cruise ship market. The lack of 

investment inhibits development of these ports.

Ÿ Cairns: Whilst Cairns has developed as a major 

tourism port, it has far more potential to attract 

major marine industries; both domestic and 

military. Dredging of the port would allow for 

visitation of much larger vessels. The limitations 

of the Kuranda Range Road and the railway line 

to the Tablelands means it currently has little 

potential to service export markets.

1 of 10

1 Develop resilient transport infrastructure and connec�vity 

v1.0



2 of 10

Ÿ Mourilyan: Mourilyan Harbour is a protected deep 

water harbour with potential for the conduct of 

export operations; currently utilised for iron ore, 

timber, livestock, raw sugar and molasses.  Land 

surrounding the port has been protected to 

support the potential for further mid-sized bulk 

exports from this region; more particularly to the 

Pacific Islands and Papua and New Guinea.

Ÿ Weipa: A major deep water port on the western 

s ide of  Cape York Peninsula.  With the 

development of the new bauxite export facility, 

Weipa now emerges as an excellent opportunity to 

develop this port for live cattle export, minerals 

and ultimately, perishable goods. It also has the 

potential to be a home port for the Pacific Fleet. 

Long term connectivity by rail would guarantee 

Weipa to be our most important access point for 

the container trade.

Ÿ Karumba: Karumba has excellent potential for the 

live cattle trade, seafood and mineral exports. Also 

for the import of supplies and services for 

agricultural industry and the export of grain and 

other agricultural commodities in the future.

Due to the poor interconnectivity of our road and rail 

network, each of these ports is limited in its potential 

to support export markets.

The FNQROC region now encompasses the third  

largest production area of fruit and vegetables in 

Queensland and is situated several thousand 

kilometres from major markets by both coastal (Bruce 

Highway) and inland routes. The completion of the 

inland route from Lakeland Downs to Melbourne will 

provide an all-weather, efficient transport alternative.

High priorities for a resilient transport network in FNQ 

include:

1.Extension of the National Highway to Smithfield to

connect the Cairns International Airport and

strategic highway l inks to the Peninsula

Development Road (north), Burke Development

Road (West) and Kennedy Highway (South west).

2.The development of a Cairns urban and regional

heavy vehicle road network within the region.

3.Integrated development of the Innisfail transport

hub which includes road connection, development

of Mundoo Airport and Mourilyn Port.

4.Investment in the ports of Weipa and Karumba.

5.Investment in Cairns Port to cater for the existing

needs and potential growth.

6.Pacific Fleet home port at Weipa and long-term

development of a rail linkage to Weipa.

History tells us that investment in transport 

infrastructure is a vital precursor to the economic 

growth and development of a region and the nation. 

Until this investment is made the FNQ region will fail 

to deliver on its vast potential.
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Reliable and affordable water and energy is 

essential for the FNQ region if it is to have 

sustainable economic growth and development. 

COAG policies including Northern Australia White 

Paper, Regionalisation, Asian Market Access and 

Indigenous Advancement have identified the 

strategic importance of FNQ to economic and social 

development.  

FNQ has seasonal over and under water supply.  

Bulk storage and control via new and enlarged dams 

is a key solution and offers the collateral benefits of 

hydroelectr ic power, tourism and l i festyle 

opportunities.

There are potential opportunities within:

Ÿ CSIRO's recent resource assessment of the 

Flinders Gilbert catchments found that the area 

could add up to 50,000 hectares of irrigation with 

a combination of in-stream and on-farm dams.  

The Gilbert offers the possibility of irrigation 

developments exceeding the scale of the current 

Ord River irrigation area.  The private sector is 

already showing strong interest in investing in 

new infrastructure to support agricultural growth 

in this area.2

Ÿ The Mitchell river catchment.  This catchment 

receives almost as much water as the Murray 

Darling Basin (96%) and yet is essentially 

untapped largely due to the lack of water and 

transport infrastructure.

Ÿ Lakeland for increased agricultural productivity.

Ÿ Southern Tablelands (upper Herbert) for 

irrigation & flood mitigation; 

Ÿ Nullinga for urban and agricultural expansion, and

Affordable water pricing is essential for:
Ÿ Agricultural industry viability. Sunwater, a 

government owned company (GOC), has 

control in the Tablelands and Mareeba districts 

with the Department of Natural Resources 

controlling the volumetric approval and pricing of 

on-farm dams and bores;

Ÿ The livability and affordability of communities via 

Council operation and maintenance of domestic, 

business and industrial supply.

2 CSIRO. (2015). Flinders and Gilbert agricultural resource assessment. 3 of 10v2.0
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Energy costs are escalating unsustainably due to a 

combination of:

Ÿ Inflated energy market prices set by GOCs with a 

regulatory cartel on the national grid. Price 

benchmarks – even for renewable energy system 

buy-ins are now set at unaffordable levels – even 

with the Queensland Governments “tariff 

equalization” subsidy.

Ÿ Off-grid and mini-grid users of wind / solar/ 

generator / battery hybrid systems are realizing 

cheaper systems than being on the main grid 

network.

Energy reliability is being enhanced by installation of 

renewable utility scale green energy production and 

battery storage at remote and fringe off grid locations 

such as:

Ÿ Kidston, Lakeland and Weipa Solar Farms;

Ÿ Winton Geothermal Plant (pilot for other western 

shires);

Ÿ Ravenshoe and Mt Emerald Wind farms; and

Ÿ Potentially, hydro at Nullinga, Lakeland, Gilbert 

and Herbert dams.

Reduction in capital and operational costs could see 

prices kept at existing levels. It is more likely, 

however, that price constraint will only come from 

government policy changes or consumers installing 

independent, off-grid systems.
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Our region's world renowned natural assets, natural 

resources and environment are key factors in the 

economic success of the region.  The region 

includes two World Heritage listed areas, the 

rainforests of the Wet Tropics and the reefs and 

waters of the Great Barrier Reef (GBR).  To the west 

we have the Gulf Rivers Strategic areas and to the 

north Cape York Peninsula.

The economic success of our natural assets is 

evidenced by the growth in our largest industry, 

tourism, which is valued at over $3.1 billion dollars. 

This is in addition to the contributions from the 

region's growing global reputation in primary 

industries, education, health, marine and aviation.

Respecting our natural assets and upholding the 

integrity of the areas unique bioregions is important 

for the sustainable economic growth and 

development of FNQ.  A changing climate and land 

use impacts on water quality are recognised as 

major threats to the region's natural assets.  

The diverse FNQ environment faces a range of 

pressures including invasive species, changes in 

climate, land-clearing and fragmentation. This 

includes the world-renowned GBR, with our 

changing climate considered to be one of the 

greatest threats to its health, along with poor water 

quality from land-based practices.  Long term 

monitoring by the Australian Institute of Marine 

Science shows the GBR has lost half its coral cover 

in the past 27 years.  Recent media releases 

highlighting wide spread bleaching of the GBR have 

already had some negative implications on the 

tourism industry.  Other examples include the 

threatened mangrove communities of the Gulf of 

Carpentaria and the decline of endemic and key-

stone species, such as the Wet Tropics cassowary, 

an icon of several destinations in the region. Further 

deterioration of the region's natural assets will 

threaten the tourism industry and the economic 

prosperity of the region.

Counci ls recognise that healthy, resi l ient 

ecosystems are essential for sustainable economic 

growth and healthy communities.  A collaborative 

approach between local government, the State and 

Federal governments and industry is essential in 

ensuring the value of our natural assets and 

environment is retained now and into the future to 

support ongoing economic growth. Successful 

examples include the Healthy Waterways 

Partnership which helps to identify target areas to 

address, the Citizens of the Great Barrier Reef 

Program to promote tourism and the Reef Guardian 

Councils Program. 
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The FNQ region is well positioned to supply local and 

global markets with innovative emerging industries 

which harness the region's natural assets, 

knowledge and partnerships including renewable 

energy,  env i ronmenta l  management  and 

Indigenous knowledge.

Respecting and managing the region's natural 

assets and the environment will assist sustainable 

economic growth and development in the region.  

Improving the water quality and managing the 

effects of a changing climate will offer some 

protection to the estimated 69,000 related (tourism, 

recreation, commercial fishing and scientific 

research) jobs which depend on a healthy waters in 

a sustainable ecosystem.  

By deploying a combination of strategies to protect 

natural assets the region will be able to prosper and 

grow.  Strategies such as:

Ÿ Investing in renewable energy which will 

stimulate employment, innovation and offer a 

sustainable energy source for future generations; 

and

Ÿ Reducing excess nutrients, sediments and 

pesticides and other pollutants will improve water 

quality.  This could be achieved by upgrading 

sewerage treatment plants and encouraging the 

agricultural industry to reduce run-off through 

sustainable farming practices.
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3Queensland Government Statistician's Office, Queensland Treasury, Queensland Regional Profiles: Resident Profile for FNQROC Region
4JACOBS - Regional Transport Plan: Far North Region Part A, Far North Region – Technical Working Group (TWG) Regional Transport 
Plan, Working Paper draft.
5Chamberlain C, MacKenzie D2009.  Counting the homeless 2006: Queensland. Cat. No. HOU 205. Canberra: AIHW
6http://www.aihw.gov.au/expenditure-data/ 

There is universal agreement that strong, resilient 

and healthy individuals, families and community play 

a vital role in building the ongoing prosperity, 

wellbeing and economic development of a region. It 

has been demonstrated that long term economic 

growth in the regions occurs through investment in 

human capital development. 

The population of FNQ is currently 273,000 persons 

which represents approximately 5.6% per cent of the 
3state population .  The population is expected to 

4grow to over 363,000 by the year 2036 .

The region covers a large area of 319,063 square 

kilometres, encompassing over 17% of the state.    

Approximately half of the population lives in urban 

areas, while the rest are distributed over rural and 

remote locations. Most of FNQ is in fact rural and 

remote with only few centres with populations over 

25,000 people. 

The  connec t i on  be tween  d i sadvan tage , 

demography and geography are well established. 

The Socio-economic Indicators for Areas (SEIFA) – 

an overall measure of disadvantage – shows that 

FNQ has a larger proportion of its population in the 

most disadvantaged quintile. The majority of 

locations in FNQ are below the Australian average of 

1000 points.  Some examples include Cairns 975, 

Carpentaria 865, Hope Vale 678, Tablelands 932, 

and Yarrabah 554.  The Indigenous local 

government areas in FNQ have the lowest SEIFA 

indexes in Australia. 

There is long list of social issues that have been 

identified in FNQ including lower levels of income, 

high unemployment, lower levels of school 

completion, higher levels of domestic and family 

violence, mental health issues, just to name a few.  
5The Counting the Homeless Queensland , shows 

that FNQ has a higher proportion of homeless 

people per 10,000 population than Queensland as a 

whole, with 11.6% of Queensland's homeless 

people where the state average is 6.3%.

There is also ample evidence to show that health 

and human service investment is not equitable in 

FNQ. The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 

has identified that health expenditures in 

Queensland generally and even more so in FNQ 

were below the national average.  Additionally, the 

non-government funding was one of the lowest 
6nationally at $815 per person in 2011-12 , 

demonstrating the significance of public funding in 

health and welfare.
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7Submission No. 122  
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Former_Committees/Northern_Australia/Inquiry_into_the
_Development_of_Northern_Australia/Submissions

A number of factors influence welfare spending 

including population growth, the cost of providing 

services and rates of service use, and the capacity to 

pay, which in FNQ is limited (CSSA 2014) reflected 

by the relatively small private sector in human 

service delivery.  It is well established that 

investments in people yield multiple returns to 

society in both social and economic terms.  As noted 

by the Minerals Council of Australia, in its 

submission to a Parliamentary Inquiry into Northern 
7Australia  “research suggests that communities that 

do not have sufficient infrastructure, social amenity 

and economic diversity will not attract new residents 

and this will in turn constrain the industry's 

recruitment capacity”.

FNQROC will work towards developing strong 

communities and social infrastructure to deliver 

equitable outcomes.   Key focus areas are:

Ÿ Building an Evidence Base: Supporting the 

development of disaggregated data and  

developing social profiles of FNQROC areas and 

undertaking research into social inequity and 

disadvantage; 

Ÿ In tegrated serv ice p lanning:   Work ing 

cooperatively to develop regional approaches to 

common social issues and seeking to coordinate 

health and human services planning efforts;

Ÿ Service Development: coordinated regional 

efforts for building social infrastructure and 

serv ice del ivery.  Addressing issues of 

under fund ing ,  se rv i ce  gaps ,  phys ica l 

infrastructure and sector fragmentation. Forging 

partnerships for new models of service delivery 

for rural and remote communities.

Ÿ Support Workforce Development:  Support a 

cohesive regional effort to attract and retain 

health and human service professionals; support 

training and education efforts of the health and 

human services workforce and provide support 

for professional development

Ÿ Advocacy:  Advocating to State and Federal 

government Departments and Ministers and 

other relevant agencies to address priority 

issues, policy development or projects.
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8Infrastructure Australia. (2015). Northern Australia Audit - Infrastructure for a Developing North Report. Canberra: Australian Government
9Infrastructure Australia. (February 2016). Australian Infrastructure Plan - Priorities and reforms for our nation's future Report. Canberra: 
Australian Government.

An equitable communication network for the region 

is essential if FNQ is to have sustainable growth and 

development.  The size of FNQ means we are reliant 

on our communication networks whether this is 

mobile, broadband, fixed Wi-Fi or satellite.  To be 

competitive in current marketplaces (national and 

international) and drive increased productivity and 

access to greater economic opportunities through a 

global marketplace our communication network is 

essential.  FNQ has vast untapped potential for the 

development of an array of 'Agri Business', tropical 

expertise and tourism products which can be 

expor ted f rom the reg ion.   An equi tab le 

communication network will also support efficient 

and effective employment, government service 

delivery, education, health, workplace health and 

safety and social wellbeing. 

In terms of fixed broadband quality, quality level A 

(where at least 80% of the premises have access to 

high quality fibre to the premise (FTTP) services), 

this currently applies to only 34,000 premises in 

northern Australia.  This represents 5% of premises 

in North Queensland.  In terms of quality level D and 

E (the lowest), 90% of premises in North 
8Queensland fall into this category . Australia's 

internet services are currently supported by an 

ageing copper network which requires considerable 

maintenance and provides for inferior service to that 

provided in much of the rest of the world.  The NBN 

will significantly reduce download times for content 

with high bandwidth requirements and will offer 

speeds much faster than is currently possible.  

There is also considerable concern that, while 

satellite services will deliver broadband to many 

areas that currently don't have it, and that it should 

improve speeds significantly, the network will remain 

far inferior to that covered by the fibre footprint.

9 Infrastructure Australia's Infrastructure Plan

identifies that in terms of mobile coverage, services 

in regional Australia are not as accessible as in our 

capital cities. Without better mobile services, 

regional Australia will not fully benefit from new 

technologies and the associated business 

opportunities and better service delivery.  For 

example, mobiles (and other technology) enable 

remote control of agricultural tasks including 

monitoring soil moisture, supplying water to drinking 

troughs for cattle and opening and closing gates.  

Mobile coverage also means a quicker response to 

car accidents and greatly assists in fighting 

bushfires, floods and other natural disasters.  Mobile 

access is important for regional tourism because 

visitors expect to have mobile services wherever 

they go.
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More people are choosing to forego fixed voice 

services and rely on mobile services alone.  Only 16 

per cent of people have a preference for fixed-line 

telephone. 

The cost of backhaul is directly related to the 

capacity required to supply mobile services and the 

distance of the backhaul link.  The cost of this capital 

is enough to discourage providers from building their 

own network, thereby denying services to some 

regions or limiting consumer choice.  The NBN is 

investing in backhaul infrastructure as part of 

delivering broadband infrastructure in the region.  

This infrastructure could also be used by mobile 

network providers, to expand their coverage in more 

regional areas.

As Infrastructure Australia aptly puts it, technological 

improvements and innovation can transform 

industries and open up opportunities for regional 

business.  Providing equitable communication 

networks will create innovations that will help 

overcome geographic chal lenges and are 

particularly relevant to FNQ.  This will also greatly 

assist in closing the gap on access to health, 

education, training and employment opportunities 

for many socially disadvantaged groups, including 

people in indigenous communities and people with 

disabilities.
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