May 2021
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Delivering food for all
communities
The Cape, Torres and Gulf region is a region ready to:
• Lead the way in food production
• Step change economic growth
• Partner and deliver
• Pilot food production activities
• Adapt and learn from past experiences

The Cape, Torres and Gulf region in Far
North Queensland (shown in Figure 1) offers
scale – covering an area of approximately
130,000km2 with a population of around
28,000 people, 65.7 per cent of whom are
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Cape
York is the largest unspoiled peninsula in
northern Australia, which is bordered on
three sides by the ocean, with its tip being
the northernmost point on the Australian
continent. The Torres Strait Islands are a
group of at least 274 islands which lie in
the Torres Strait – a total of 18 which are
inhabited. The Gulf includes Mornington
Island, which is in the Gulf of Carpentaria,
and the largest of 22 islands that form the
Wellesley Islands group.
Figure 1: Cape, Torres, and Gulf region
The region has extraordinary potential to shift our current understanding of economic
systems and appropriately balance and scale economic opportunities with social and
environmental considerations.
The Cape, Torres and Gulf Opportunities Plan (December 2019) details the scale of
opportunity for the region, setting the direction for regional economic growth and
guiding public and private sector investment. One focus area is growing the region’s
resilience. Investing in greater food production activities across the region is a
key building block to this, reducing reliance on imported fresh food and delivering
significant local and regional benefits.
Ariculture is integral to the social and economic prosperity of the Cape, Torres and Gulf
region. The recent COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the importance of food security
and resilience in remote communities, with access to affordable fresh food produce
necessary to ‘level up’ inequalities between remote and Indigenous communities
compared with those in the city. Greater food production in the region will provide
greater access to fresher produce and reduce the cost of food, influencing health
outcomes, and providing the opportunity for more employment pathways, including
training and upskilling.

A region ready to lead the way in
food production
The timing is right to explore larger scale fresh food production
across the region, leveraging existing agriculture enterprises,
collaborative partnerships, paradigm shifts in agriculture
technology, and new infrastructure investment.
The sealing of the Peninsula Development Road (PDR), in particular, is a
major drawcard for the region reducing travel times across the Cape and
enabling more efficient freight movements. This is evidenced through
current agricultural ventures in the region, including the Lakeland
Irrigation Scheme in the southern part of the region, CSIRO’s research into
extensive prawn farming opportunities on the western Cape and the Wujal
Wujal Vanilla Bean Project.
The current environment enables the opportunity to overcome some of
the previous challenges associated with agricultural related activities
and projects including extreme weather events, variable soil quality,
freight costs and water security issues. It also brings a fresh approach
and willingness to navigate other challenges such as complex land
tenure arrangements, native title considerations, legislation restricting
land clearing, limited access to markets, and difficulties attracting and
retaining suitably qualified staff.
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Growth in fresh food production in the region is also necessary to
reduce the well-documented gap in in the health outcomes between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. In 2015-2017, the life expectancy
for Indigenous males and females was 71.6 and 75.6 years respectively; in
comparison, the life expectancy for non-Indigenous males and females
was 80.2 and 83.4 years respectively.

While there are other contributing factors, diet and nutrition are a
key influencing factor. In addition to providing for nutritional food for
communities, food production in the region can support people to reengage in traditional food activities, pass on knowledge around traditional
foods, and help the community have control over their food system
(including traditional foods).
Five food production typologies have been identified as suitable to take
forward in the region:
•

Native forest production

•

Soil based horticulture

•

On-shore aquaculture

•

Off-shore aquaculture

•

Hydroponics

A region ready to step-change
economic growth
The economic opportunity associated with agriculture and food
production is great, with rising demand for food and some products being
highly valuable in export markets. The potential to scale up successful
food production activities in the Cape, Torres and Gulf region presents
an economic opportunity for the region. It also presents huge social
and environmental benefits associated with land management, carbon
capture and storage, sustainable water management, waste reduction
and improving relationships between urban and regional and remote
communities.
New technologies can bring both incremental and transformational
change – and in the case of the Cape, Torres and Gulf region, investment in
alternative forms of agriculture, through use of technology and alternative
growing methods, can maximise opportunities for regional employment,
business development and Indigenous landholders. Collaboration with
research organisations provide opportunity to combine high-level
technical knowledge with local insights to identify specific opportunities
for medium and large scale production in the local context with regard
to climate, environment, native title and management of land and sea
country.
For example, technology advancements in more affordable and sustainable
energy and water supply for food production (such as hydroponics) make
it possible to explore alternatives to traditional agricultural methods. This
creates a huge opportunity for the region to invest in new methods which
enable food production to occur without heightened risk of destruction
from extreme weather events. A good example of this is cyclone resistant
greenhouses or different growing techniques, including use of cyclone
resistant trellising or those that can be laid down in times of cyclones.
This enables opportunity for scalability of food production activities in the
region, which can help drive Australia’s growing food agenda. Continued
urbanisation will result in the continued need for increased food
production, and regional areas, due to land and resource availability, will be
largely responsible for producing food for a growing population.

Future regional growth and economic development can be further realised
by clustering mutually beneficial and enabling opportunities. For example,
co-locating food production activities with renewable energy hubs. A
recent study on Hydrogen Hubs for the COAG Energy Council identified
Weipa and Karumba as suitable locations for hydrogen export hubs. If
hydrogen hubs were to proceed in these areas, food production hubs in
these same locations, where possible, could benefit from such energy
supply.
Community benefit will be greatly enhanced by an ecosystem of
symbiotic opportunities for employment and economic development as
well as support ongoing investment in essential services (power, water,
communications) in the region. A regional approach enables strategic
management of environmental, economic and social impacts to be
considered holistically within the planning.
The food production system, its influences and outcomes are shown in
Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Food production system, influences, and outcomes
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A region ready to partner
and deliver
The Cape, Torres and Gulf region is politically and institutionally mature,
with local governments working collaboratively towards their shared
vision:

In 2040, the Cape, Torres and Gulf
region is recognised across Australia
and beyond for its succession building
a diverse and sustainable economy by
caring for, celebrating, and learning
from its people, their culture and the
environment.
The strong relationship between the local governments, coordinated
through the Torres Cape Indigenous Council Alliance Inc (TCICA), has
fostered cooperation and resource sharing to effectively deliver on agreed
regional positions and priorities, some of which are set out in the Cape,
Torres and Gulf Opportunities Plan (December 2019).
This puts the Cape, Torres and Gulf region in a unique position. Unlike
other regions, the Cape, Torres and Gulf, offers a region of many places,
ready to partner and invest to achieve wider economic and social outcomes
for the region.

Potential partners include SeaSwift, schools and TAFE, Health and
Wellbeing Queensland, Community Enterprise Queensland (CEQ) stores
and MyPathways. It is acknowledged that there is already work underway
in the region in relation to promoting the importance of fresh food
produce, including Health and Welling Queensland’s work with Apunipima
and Gidjee Healing (community health services in the region) and stores
across the community to promote better food options and monitor health.
The government also plays a critical role in supporting new ventures in the
agricultural and food sector, providing ongoing government programs and
grants.

A region ready to pilot food
production activities
The TCICA and represented councils are eager to see greater success
with food production activities in the region. They are willing to drive
and deliver appropriate food production activities to gain support and
momentum for growth.
Three priority sites have been identified as pilot sites, with consideration
to existing infrastructure in place, access to labour force, community and
council readiness, current limitations to access of fresh food, and viability
of a locally appropriate food production typology.
Pilot sites include:
•

Hope Vale

•

Weipa

•

Napranum

Additional, longer-term opportunities have been
identified for:
•

Thursday Island

•

Mornington Island

•

the wider Western Cape

•

Cooktown

These opportunities are shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Food production opportunities in the Cape, Torres, and Gulf region

Hope Vale

Land at Hope Vale (part of lot 999 on SP242970 – refer to
Figure 4) presents a clear and immediate opportunity for food
production. The site was previously used to grow bananas,
however the plantation was destroyed by tropical cyclones
Ita in 2014 and Nathan in 2015. The potential for this site was
identified through the site analysis process and was confirmed
through discussions with Council.
The site been identified as a priority site for food production for
the following strengths:
Land tenure: the land is freehold land and owned by Council
•

Zoning: the Hope Vale Planning Scheme identifies the site
in the rural zone, which is supportive of agricultural land
uses

•

Natural hazards: while the broader area is known to have
experienced cyclones, the site is free from other mapped
natural hazards such as storm tide inundation, erosion,
flooding, or bushfire. Careful site planning and design of
growing systems can seek to mitigate effects of cyclone.

•

Physical access: the site is located less than 2km from the
Hope Vale town and is accessible through sealed roads,
which have been upgraded suitable for truck access.
This means that the site is easily accessible by the local
workforce, and there is appropriate existing road to enable
the movement of goods and machinery in and out of the
site.

•

Transportation: As the site is located near Lakeland, an
agricultural region, there is opportunity for utilising
existing freight routes and services.

Figure 4: Potential food production site in Hope Vale

•

Biosecurity: the site is not located in the Far North
Queensland Biosecurity Zones, and is located south of the
Coen biosecurity inspection point. This means that that
there would be less biosecurity management procedures
associated with movement of produce from the site to the
south and the north.

•

Infrastructure: As the site was previously used for banana
farming, there is an existing irrigation system on site.
Additionally, the site already contains packing sheds, and
care taker accommodation.

•

Local workforce: The Hope Vale community has been
referred to as having a strong labour force with good work
ethic and experience and interest in agricultural activities.
Discussions with Council indicated a willing, suitable,
and ready workforce of approximately 50 people, linked
to the former banana farm. Other stakeholders have
also referenced the strong-work ethic of the Hope Vale
community.

•

Community support: The community were supportive of
the former banana farm and saw the social and economic
benefits it brought. The re-activation of the site for similar
purposes is expected to be supported by the community.

Hope Vale
(continued)

The site contains good quality soil, evident through the
quality of banana crops grown in the past. As such, soil-based
horticulture is proposed on site. Council expressed interest in
a variety of crops including cocoa, vanilla, potato and sweet
potato, and legumes. A variety of crops would allow for crop
rotation, ensuring produce at various times of the year and
resilience against potential pests or cyclones. Crop variety can
also provide variety to local consumers and can incorporate
quicker growing plants to allow for earlier harvesting of plants
while other plants are establishing. A crop rotation involving
peanuts (food and soil benefits), corn (food), sunflowers
(chicken feed and soil benefits), and sweet potato (food and
soil benefits) would be a practical starting point. Over time
the variety of crops could expand and even include plantation
crops such as pawpaw, pineapples and bananas (noting that
plantation crops typically utilise a bed for three to five years).
As cocoa and vanilla are high value commodities, which
have been grown in the region with success, they have been
identified as key priorities for the site. Cocoa and vanilla also
present value-adding opportunities, which can provide for jobs
beyond farming (i.e. food manufacturing).
To protect against the effects of cyclones, trellising and
reinforcement of cocoa trees and design of trellises for vanilla
plants that can be laid down against the ground in times of
strong winds are recommended. Planting of breadfruit trees large, strong tropical trees – to act as windbreaker and provide
protection against cyclonic weather is also recommended.
Bread fruit can be used in a variety of ways and also present
value add opportunities (e.g. bread fruit flour).

Source: National Indigenous Australians Agency

Weipa

Figure 4: Potential food production site in Weipa

Discussions with Weipa Town Authority revealed an interest in
food production at a site west of Weipa Town (refer to Figure
4). The site was not identified through the site identification
process as it is currently under mining lease under Rio Tinto.
However, Council believe negations with Rio Tinto could
result in the site being available for food production through a
hydroponic system, with interest in growing leafy greens which
there is a demand for.
As identified for Napranum, the establishment and operation
of a food production hub at Weipa could involve educational
establishments from kindergarten to the Western Cape College.
Food production would provide opportunity for diversifying the
economy, which is currently based around mining.
As Weipa is one of the key towns in the Cape, with nearby
communities such as Mapoon and Napranum, there is
opportunity to function as a hub servicing these communities.
Given the existing port infrastructure and weekly service
by SeaSwift there is opportunity to distribute produce to
communities along the SeaSwift route, including Aurukun
and Mornington Island, and opportunity. It is also understood
that travellers through the Cape stop at Weipa to restock
food supplies, presenting an opportunity to be a destination
for locally grown fresh fruit and vegetables along the tourism
route.

Napranum
The site of the former community garden in Napranum is
identified as one of the key priority sites. The site (refer to
Figure 5) is already subject to plans for re-establishment of
the community garden, with a focus on a hydroponic setup.
Funding of $100,000 has been obtained by Council to establish
the site and advice is currently being obtained by My Pathways.
My Pathways are running trials in Gungarde farm in Cooktown
and have visited a Food Ladder hydroponics setup in Katherine
- knowledge from these projects can be applied to implement a
similar system in Napranum.
The site has good access to road, and contained existing
infrastructure such as a water tank, a shed, a house and
reticulated water. Power at the site is available through diesel
generator provided via Ergon and Rio Tinto.
Discussions with Council and My Pathways indicate there are
local people with interest in working on the farm. My Pathways
is based in the community and there is opportunity to align
with their programs.
Given the proximity to Weipa, there is opportunity to supply
food to Weipa residents and travellers. Discussions with Weipa
Town Authority indicated there is a need for fresh, leafy greens,
and that previously, when the Napranum community farm
was operational, Weipa residents would travel to Napranum
to source local produce. Advice also indicated that travellers
through the Cape restock food supplies at Weipa supermarket
which can have short-term impacts on local supply.
As such, there is opportunity to scale the hydroponic setup
to operate beyond a community farm scale to produce food
beyond the needs of the Napranum community and function as
a food hub for the Western Cape, servicing nearby communities
of Weipa and Mapoon. The site could be developed to include
vertical forms to allow for further productivity and to
accommodate other complementary agricultural activities on
the site. This may include soil-based horticulture which could
use the wastewater from the hydroponic system. This would
also allow for the inclusion of a variety of crops, including fruit
trees and other field crops.

Figure 5: Potential food production site in Napranum

During the preparation of this report, Napranum Council
was preparing an application for microgrid for solar. There is
opportunity to establish a solar microgrid at the community
farm to meet the energy requirements for the hydronic system
in a more sustainable and cost-effective manner.
There is also an opportunity to involve kindergarten and
primary school students in the operations of the farm,
embedding gardening, farming, and food growing and
preparation studies into education. This would also strengthen
community support and involvement. Whilst Napranum does
not have a secondary school, the Western Cape College at
Weipa is located nearby and there is opportunity to involve
the college. This would allow work experience opportunities
for secondary school students which would allow for the
involvement of students beyond Napranum (e.g. Weipa and
surrounds). Access and partnership with the Western Cape
College present a range of opportunities beyond horticulture
projects and work experience. A range of school-based projects
and work experience programs could be created based on the
farm, including accounting, business administration, building
and construction, and machinery. These aspects are important
to ensuring the long-term success of the farm. They provide for
diversity in training and long-term employment opportunities
for the community beyond the farming activities previously
associated with the community garden and beyond miningrelated activities of the Western Cape.

Thursday Island
In the early 2000’s, a small-scale hydroponic farm was
established on Horn Island. It supplied the community with
fresh, green vegetables through the IBIS supermarket and
by visiting various businesses and government agencies on
Thursday Island providing direct and convenient service to
employees and visitors. However, the business and farm ceased
operating for a number of reasons including, financial viability
and success (given it received no government support), the
operators were not permanent residents, and the farm was
setup on leased land. With government support and greater
awareness in the community of the benefits of eating healthier
food and buying local produce, the establishment of a similar
operation could be more successful. There is strong interest
in the community to reduce reliance on food from Cairns,
Brisbane and beyond; increase self-sufficiency and resilience,
and improve sustainability and mitigate the impacts of climate
change.
The previous operation instigated interest in a community
garden. Established in 2016, the Frog Gully Community Garden
Project (shown in Figure 6) is a successful community garden on
Thursday Island, often cited by other councils in the region as
a good example. It created more than 70 council jobs, was built
using recycled construction materials, and uses scraps from
local businesses . It is generally used by locals, including a local
café, to grow their own fruit and vegetables. The land is owned
by Torres Shire Council, who also provide water on site and mow
the grass, however Council involvement is limited, and it is
generally run by individuals from the community.
Discussion with Torres Shire Council indicates there is
opportunity to up-scale the project from a community garden
where currently individuals garden and swap produce, to a more
coordinated, collaborative approach. The current community
garden occupies only a portion of the council owned land parcel,
and given the limited land on the island suitable for agriculture,
efficient utilisation of the remaining part of the parcel is
needed. This could include a vertical hydroponic form, to allow
for more intensive production. There is opportunity to supply
fresh vegetables to the IBIS stores, local cafes, restaurants,
businesses in the Torres Strait and directly to the community.

Figure 6: Existing community garden on Thursday Island

An agricultural specialist would be needed to establish the
farm and train local workers for a period beyond two years
would be needed to get the project up and running. Broader
community involvement would improve scope for success and
could include partnerships with schools, TAFE, and health care
services to provide students with opportunities for learning
(e.g. agriculture, finance, marketing, cooking), and supplying
produce to tuck shops and canteens.
There is a large Torres Strait Islander population living in the
nearby Northern Peninsula Area (NA). If production allows,
there may be opportunity to supply produce to the NPA
particularly if there are communities who may have an interest
in supporting a business and buying produce ‘from home’.
It is understood that there is already activity around the trade
of sea cucumber and lobster from the Torres Strait. There
is opportunity to strengthen seafood production, including
potential on-shore and off-shore aquaculture.
Given the proximity to Papua New Guinea, where production
and supply allows, there may be opportunity to also supply food
to Papua New Guinea.

Mornington Island
Mornington Shire Council has expressed a keen interest in
food production, in particular the opportunity to recommence
operations on its former market garden. Located in the Gulf,
this is one of the more remote communities, which is reliant
on food brought in by barge. Freight costs associated with
supplying the supermarket and butcher with food is reported to
be in the order of $1.3 million per year. This means that cost of
food is high, in a community with limited income. Additionally,
without the barge services, there would be no access to fresh
food aside from fishing, highlighting the vulnerability of the
community.
The market garden site is on approximately 10 acres of land,
with black soil, and with access to fresh-water river and weir
systems. Council identified potatoes, pumpkin, carrots, beans,
garlic and chives as potential crops. Past operations of the
community garden were supported by the local store, with the
store taking over the community garden, employing staff at
the market garden, and selling local produce at the store at a
cheaper rate. However, due to financial reasons, operations at
the market garden ceased, and equipment has deteriorated.
The council also expressed interest in bush tucker and bush
medicine production, citing existing ad-hoc and informal
harvesting, processing, and selling on the island. Based on
a discussion with council representatives, these include
sandalwood oil, chest rubs, ringworm ointments, and vines to
treat sores. Funding and support to provide for an appropriate
vehicle and equipment required to harvest and prepare bush
food and medicines would assist in establishing an Indigenous
led, community-based enterprise. Through capacity building,
training, and business mentorship and support, this could lead
to the development of a niche, Indigenous product which could
be exported beyond Australia. A growing interest in natural,
plant-based, and Australian made products.
Both the abovementioned opportunities would also be regarded
as a community building projects, addressing employment,
health and community resilience more broadly. Investment that
leads to improved health and employment outcomes, would
reduce government costs associated with health and welfare
payments.

Western Cape
CSIRO are carrying out a study on extensive prawn farming on
the Western Cape. Whilst potential locations have not been
identified, considerable effort has been made in identifying
appropriate prawn farming systems. The systems require large
areas of land, however, capital investments are considerably
lower that intensive prawn farming systems.
Discussions with CSIRO indicate community engagement will
be carried out with the communities on the western cape to
share the findings of the study and potential implementation
on the western cape area. Where communities are interested in
extensive prawn farming, there is opportunity to partner with
CSIRO, benefitting from their research, technical expertise, and
community engagement efforts.

Cooktown
A vast number of rural lots to the west of Cooktown exist with
desirable soil and suitable land use zoning designations. With
existing significant food production at Mareeba and Lakeland
located nearby, there is opportunity to expand the agricultural
sector in the region and capitalise on existing investments in
the area, such as the Lakeland Irrigation Scheme and existing
freight and logistics systems. However, given the existing
agricultural activities in the area and accessibility to food (in
comparison to other parts of the region), establishing new
food production activities in Cooktown was not identified as a
priority, but a long term opportunity.

A region ready to learn and adapt
from past experience
There have been several attempts across the region to establish
food production. While there have been some successes, there have
been challenges. Past failures provide opportunities to learn and
adapt, and success stories of relevant projects within and outside of
the region offer inspiration and valuable information.
Communities and agencies have learnt of the complexities of operating
and maintaining farms and the broader aspects of operations and support
required to ensure business viability. There is recognition that future
projects need support and resources beyond those required to tend to
crops, but to also include the aspects of business administration, finance,
marketing, and logistics.
Community buy-in and support of a project is also needed. The ability to
draw in various parts of the community into the project is important to
establish community ownership and pride and therefore project longevity
and success.
Discussions with councils and stakeholders have indicated that past
programmes and initiatives did not have programmes and funding that
were long enough to allow for traction of the projects. Any programme
would need to be longer than two years, ideally five years.
Some communities have experienced first-hand the impacts of cyclones
on crops. By learning from this experience and drawing from strategies
implemented by other farms in other areas also prone to cyclones,
measures can be put into place to avoid or minimise impacts. Carefully
selecting and arranging crops and designing and installing systems that
are more resilient to extreme weather, minimises potential damage of
produce and assets and improved prospects for success.

Next steps
TCICA and its represented local councilsmembers are driving meaningful
development opportunities in the Cape, Torres and Gulf region.
Continuation of this is front and centre of everything they do, and as such,
they are inviting government and selected partners to collaborate on
delivering affordable fresh food to communities in the region.
TCICA is committed to:
•

Taking a leadership and governance role to coordinate efforts across
the region and achieve outcomes for all stakeholders.

•

Working with local councils to drive the delivery of pilot food
production activities.

•

Setting the standard for food production activities across the region
to create ethical and collaborative environments for people to work.

•

Collaborating with government, industry, research bodies, schools
and universities, and local communities to create integrated efforts
towards provision and promotion of fresh food produce to all
communities, and wider opportunities for the region.

With a strong track record in collaboration and partnership, TCICA and the
local councils are committed to realising the shared vision for the Cape,
Torres and Gulf region. Together the region can become recognised as a
truly resilient region.

The time is now.
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