
Mt Isa MP Betty Kiernan opening the workshop 

 
 
Around 60 people participated in the Gulf Future Visions workshop held in Normanton 
on 14 October.  The purpose of the workshop was to identify factors likely to shape the 
Gulf economy into future decades, and to identify opportunities and challenges arising 
from these future trends. 
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Prominent company Director and 
former State Treasurer, Keith De 
Lacy, said that global “food security 
represents a much greater challenge 
for mankind than carbon pollution”, 
and told participants to prepare for the 
soft commodities boom (particularly 
food and fibre products). He outlined 
how the world population is growing 
by 87 million per annum, and how 
many people in Asia are moving into 
the middle class and demanding better 
quality food, particularly animal 
protein.  In China alone, 20 million 
people transition from the poor rural class into the middle class every year!  Keith went 
on to say this huge global demand for food is being undermined by biofuel production 
(using food crops like corn for fuel rather than food), and by climate change/ decreased 
water supplies.  To meet the challenge Keith said there needed to be increased 
productivity (science, GM crops etc), removal of trade protectionism and more efficient 
use of the world’s water.  He encouraged the Gulf to focus on its strengths (lifestyle, 
environment and resources).  He said the Gulf’s water resources are “a massive asset in a 
hungry world” and said that the Gilbert River irrigation proposal had “great potential, but 
many challenges”, and to make sure it had an economy of scale.  
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Economist and futurist, Kim Houghton, forecast that the global recession will last longer 
than the ‘downturn’ in Australia.  He challenged the Gulf economy to diversify, add 
value and seek flow-on benefits from larger projects (eg: mines).  At the Gulf Small 
Business Forum on 15 October, Kim urged businesses to plan for changes in their main 
markets.  He outlined the ageing population in Australia (Australians aged 85+ years will 
increase from around 200,000 in 1996 to around 650,000 in 2026). He also presented data 
showing that while there has been increased demand for low quality and high quality 



products across Australia, there has been a decline in demand for mid-value products.   
Kim said while it is hard for small businesses to compete with the big chains in the low 
value market, there are great opportunities for small business to compete in the high 
value markets – including in the Gulf.  The Gulf has a split market – cost conscious locals 
and visitors, but increasing numbers of higher spending visitors.   
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Representing the Queensland Office of Climate Change, David McRae said our climate is 
always changing and is influenced by both natural variability and human induced change.  
Since 1970, climate records show a drop in the Gulf’s rainfall and more El Nino events.  
He said the Queensland Government was planning for a 0.8 metre sea level increase by 
2100, a 1% decrease in Gulf rainfall by 2030 (especially in spring) and a 1 degree 
increase in temperature by 2030.  However, rainfall decreases are forecast to be much 
greater in other parts of Australia.  Cyclones are forecast to be longer-lived and more 
severe.  David encouraged Gulf businesses to increase their profitability and adopt best 
practice so they are better equipped to adapt to climate change into the future. 
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Academic and consultant, David Martin, exhorted the Gulf community as a whole to 
work together to address the socio-economic disadvantage facing Gulf Aboriginal people.  
He outlined the youthfulness of the Gulf Aboriginal population and forecast that the Gulf 
Aboriginal population is likely to increase as an overall proportion of the Gulf in coming 
years.   While he saw some niche business opportunities for Aboriginal people in the Gulf 
(such as land/ sea management and ecotourism), these are not labour intensive industries.  
Aboriginal economic development in the Gulf was said to be constrained by lack of 
Aboriginal land tenure (relative to Arnhem Land and Cape York) and that mining 
royalties were replacing welfare as “passive income” and were not a sustainable solution 
to the issues.   He also urged the Aboriginal community to embrace education to equip 
their leaders for the challenges ahead.   
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Donald Coventry, Convener of the Australian Peak Oil Association, outlined the links 
between oil consumption and world economic growth, and how the world production of 
oil is pretty much at its peak – and is set for a steady decline.  Fewer discoveries of oil are 
being made, and many current oil fields are reaching the end of their life.  Donald said 
that in 30 years world oil production could be down by 30% - yet world demand for oil 
continues to increase.   His main message is that we need to plan for a world with less oil 
and plan for higher costs for oil/ petrol.  The implications to the Gulf economy may 
include higher costs to service the region and uncertain implications on the tourism and 
fishing industries, until cost effective alternatives to oil are in place. 
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Local State MP, Betty Kiernan, and Federal Senator Jan McLucas, both spoke about their 
Government’s support for the region and their interest in supporting the outcomes of the 
workshop.  Carpentaria Shire Mayor, Cr Fred Pascoe, Burke Shire Deputy Mayor, Cr 
Eddie Camp and Etheridge Shire Mayor, Cr Warren Devlin, outlined their vision for the 
Gulf – and the need to align that local vision with national and global realities.   
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In the afternoon, participants discussed how we could respond to some of these future 
trends, and came up with the following: 

·  investigate export opportunities into Asia for the Gulf (esp. primary industries) 
·  redevelop the Gulf Regional Development Plan, with full indigenous 

participation, to plan how we adapt to these future trends 
·  hold a Gulf Renewable Energy Summit in 2010 to investigate alternate energy 

options 
·  promote sharing of business experience and sharing of information through 

establishment of a Gulf Chamber of Commerce. 
 
Copies of all presentations are available on CD from Gulf Savannah Development: 
info@gulf-savannah.com.au or 1800 630 119. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The Gulf Future Visions workshop was brought to you by Gulf Savannah Development 
and Karumba Progress Association, with funding support from the Queensland 

Government’s Blueprint for the Bush programme. 

                

David McRae (Climate Change Office), 
Erica Blumson (NGRMG) and Taryn 

Seccombe (Coralie Station) 

Lloyd Jones (MMG Century), Keith De 
Lacy, Paul MacGuiness (ADBT) 


