


Why did the Australian Government allow the Northern Territory Government to sell off the 
Port of Darwin in 2015? 

⋅ State and territory governments are responsible for land use planning and controls, 
including for ports, their adjacent land areas and connecting transport systems. 

⋅ At the time the lease was entered into the FATA Act did not apply to the sale of state 
and territory owned assets.  

⋅ The FATA Act was amended in 2016, however, there is no ability for a Government to 
undertake a retrospective review.  

⋅ Further questions about the Port of Darwin should be directed to DITRDCSA. 

Background 
2015 acquisition by Landbridge 

⋅ In 2015, Landbridge, via a wholly-owned subsidiary, acquired a 99-year lease from the 
Northern Territory Government of parts of Darwin Harbour at a cost of $506 million. 
The Port of Darwin is a small portion of the Darwin Harbour precinct.  

⋅ Landbridge Group is a private firm headquartered in Shandong, China.   

The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2022-23 review of Port of Darwin 

⋅ On 31 March 2023, the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) 
provided the Review into the Circumstances of the Port of Darwin Lease (the Review) to 
the Prime Minister.  

⋅ Consistent with the findings of previous reviews, the Review advised that it was not in 
the national interest to vary or cancel the lease arrangement at that time. The review 
found that: 

­ there is a robust regulatory system in place to manage risks to critical
infrastructure, including the Port of Darwin 

­ existing monitoring mechanisms are sufficient and will be ongoing

­ as a result, it was not necessary to vary or cancel the lease.

⋅ The Government accepted the findings, which were publicly released on 
20 October 2023.  
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Port of Darwin 

OFFICIAL: Sensitive 

Darwin Port sits in an industrial precinct not far from the CBD. (ABC News: Che Chorley) 

The prime minister predicted Mr Dutton would "pretend" the original Northern Territory 

deal "had nothing to do with the LNP federally, and will just blame the former Northern 

Territory government." 

"The CLP (Country Liberal Party) should've never flogged it off," Mr Albanese told ABC Radio 

Darwin. 

"We want it to be in Australian hands," he said. 

Mr Albanese flagged this week his government was considering options to end the port's 

lease. 

He declined to detail how much his government would be willing to pay but told Radio 

Darwin that the government would have more to say before May 3. 

'Port is not for sale', says Landbridge 

Landbridge non-executive director Terry O'Connor told the ABC the company had not had 

any discussions with the federal government or the NT government around any of the 

proposals that the prime minister had announced. 

"As far as the owner is concerned, there's no intention to sell the port and there's been no 

negotiations around selling the port," he said. 

"We've said repeatedly that the port is not for sale." 

Mr O'Connor added that similar announcements had been made in other election 

campaigns and staff were not concerned. 

"At this stage, there's nothing that's changing the current arrangement that we have." 

"We understand the politics that are being played out here. Our perspective is we're a 

commercial organisation in a legally binding contract, which involves us operating the 

facility for the next 90 years or so. 

"So any negotiations would have to take that into account, and I can say quite 

straightforward, that there's been no engagement at any level in relation to the 

governments around terminating that contract or any change to the existing contract rule 

arrangement." 

Election fallout and analysis: 

'Third party' vote looks set to beat Coalition 

Labor win turns sour as the bloody realpolitik takes centre stage 

In Australia, the conclaves continue for the top job in politics 

Want even more? Here's where you can find all our 2025 federal election coverage 
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OFFICIAL: Sensitive 

Catch the latest interviews and in-depth coverage on ABC iview and ABC Listen 

Mr O'Connor also addressed security concerns around Landbridge's connection with the 

Chinese government. 

"Our day-to-day operations are run by Australians, operating inside the Australian 

requirements. Under our security arrangements ... there is no input from China. 

"There is no input from the Chinese owners. In relation to the day-to-day operation, we're 

dealing with Australian agencies as we operate the port." 
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OFFICIAL: Sensitive 

Criticism of the government's port decision instead came from Chinese state media, 

although it was relatively muted. A blogger warned that Australia's iron ore trade could be 

at risk but an editorial by the staunchly nationalist Global Times described the port lease as 

a specific issue to be discussed, rather than voice strong opposition. 

But the success of Albanese's five-day, six-night visit, which was warmly reported in China 

and included visits to the Great Wall and a panda breeding centre, suggests the port issue 

may not be as contentious if a face-saving solution can be found. 

King's spokesman said the government was working with the Northern Territory 

government on the next steps. 

"The Albanese government is committed to returning the Darwin Port to Australian 

control," he said. 

Landbridge denies seeking buyer 

Landbridge, owned by Chinese businessman Ye Cheng, won a bidding war in 2015 to secure 

the port for $506 million with a 99-year lease after the Northern Territory government 

privatised it. 

China hawks have long attacked the sale on national security grounds, citing the closeness 

of Darwin's US Marine deployment and the optics of a Chinese-owned company owning a 

key piece of infrastructure. 

Despite several government reviews finding there were no national security grounds to 

terminate the lease, Albanese and then opposition leader Peter Dutton promised in the run­

up to the May election to end Landbridge's tenure. 

Landbridge director Terry O'Connor said this week the company's position remained that it 

was not interested in selling the port, denying the company was seeking a buyer. 

While a commercial transaction would arguably be more palatable for Landbridge and the 

Chinese government and deliver a better return, Albanese has powers under the 

Constitution to forcibly acquire the port, putting it in government ownership. 

Australia-China Relations Institute executive director James Laurenceson said a face-saving 

solution would help soften the blow for China. 

"Albanese is very keen for it to end up in Australian hands. If it ended up with an American 

buyer then the Chinese response would be a lot stronger," he said. 

"The fact that it [the port] wasn't raised by Chinese leaders does send a signal that it is not 

Beijing's No.1 complaint. I don't think Beijing is going to blow up the relationship over this." 
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Port of Darwin 2022-23 Review          NSIP25-000852 

Contact Officer

Sponsoring Officer Assistant Secretary Andrew Rose,  

Cleared by First Assistant Secretary Richard Sadleir on 23 September 2025

Senate Estimates: October 2025 OFFICIAL    Page 1 of 5

Port of Darwin 2022-23 Review

Key Messages:

• PM&C led the Review into the circumstances of the Port of Darwin lease (the Review) in 2022-23.

• The Review was conducted by PM&C in consultation with relevant agencies.

• The Review advised that it was not in the national interest to vary or cancel the lease arrangement
at the time.

Handling Note: 

• Deputy Secretary, Economy, Industry and Resilience Group, Nadine Williams, to lead on Port of
Darwin election commitment questions.

• First Assistant Secretary, National Security Division, Richard Sadleir, to only lead on the PM&C’s
2022-23 Review into the Circumstances of the Port of Darwin Lease.

• The Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications, Sports and
the Arts (DITRDCSA) is the lead agency for Port of Darwin election commitment.

• The Department of Home Affairs is the lead agency for security aspects relating to ports and other
critical infrastructure.
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Talking Points 
• On 31 March 2023, PM&C provided the Review to the Prime Minister.

• Consistent with the findings of previous reviews, the Review advised that it was not in the national
interest to vary or cancel the lease arrangement at this time. The review found that:

 There is a robust regulatory system in place to manage risks to critical infrastructure, including
the Port of Darwin;

 Existing monitoring mechanisms are sufficient and will be ongoing; and

 As a result, it was not necessary to vary or cancel the lease.

• On 9 August 2023, the Prime Minister agreed to accept the findings of the recommendations of
the Review. The findings were publicly released on 20 October 2023 (Attachment A).

• The Review found a range of Commonwealth and Northern Territory legislative measures that
support security of Commonwealth interest at the Port of Darwin, including:

 The Maritime Transport and Offshore Facilities Act 2003, which places obligations on port
operators, including the Port of Darwin, to safeguard against unlawful interference. The 
Department of Home Affairs may also conduct regular compliance assurance activities to 
ensure port operators are implementing agreed maritime security plans.

 The Security of Critical Infrastructure Act 2018 (SOCI Act) complements the maritime transport 
security regime by establishing an all-hazards framework for 20 designated ports to uplift the 
resilience of Australia’s critical infrastructure, including the Port of Darwin.

 The Ports Management Act 2015 (NT), which sets out ongoing monitoring responsibilities over 
the Port, which are aimed at detecting any suspicious behaviour and providing the Northern 
Territory Government the right to direct vessel movements in certain circumstances.

If asked about the Review process?

• The 2023 Review considered the findings and outcomes of previous reviews into the Port of
Darwin lease to the Landbridge Group, and concluded that the previous findings and outcomes
remained contemporary, and no further action was required at the time.

• PM&C conducted consultations with relevant agencies to support the Review’s assessment.

• The Department of Defence, Department of Home Affairs, and Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade, ONI and ASIO provided written responses to inform PM&C’s review.
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If asked: why was a Review required? 

•

• The Government asked PM&C to look into the findings and outcomes of previous reviews
including any updated assessments, and advise if any action is required.

• The Review found that there is a robust regulatory system in place which is able to manage risk to
critical infrastructure, including the Port of Darwin.

• The previous government undertook a number of reviews into the Port of Darwin and its lease.
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Freedom of Information (FOI) Requests 

• On 3 June 2025, the Department of Finance disclosed ‘PM&C talking points’ under the FOI Act.
The disclosure includes email correspondence between Departments, including PM&C, on a draft
of whole-of-government talking points for the Port of Darwin election commitment. This included
a draft talking points page and a media summary covering several days of reporting immediately
following the Prime Minister’s 4 April 2025, announcement.

• FOI/2025/013: On 28 January 2025, PM&C received a request for access to documents relating to
the Port of Darwin from an ABC Darwin journalist. On 27 February 2025, the application was
refused under section 24A(1) of the FOI Act as the requested documents did not exist.

• FOI/2025/082: On 23 April 2025, PM&C received a request for access to documents relating to the
Port of Darwin from an ABC Darwin journalist. On 27 May 2025, the application was refused under
section 24A(1) of the FOI Act as the requested documents did not exist.

• FOI/2025/085: On 28 April 2025, PM&C received a request for access to documents relating to the
Port of Darwin from  On 26 June 2025, the decision refused access
in full.  On 23 July 2025, PM&C was notified that the applicant had sought internal review of the
FOI decision. On 12 September 2025, the refusal decision was upheld.
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PORT OF DARWIN 

In 2015, Landbridge Group acquired a 99-year lease from the Northern Territory Government of 
parts of Darwin Harbour at a cost of $506 million. Landbridge Group is a private firm 
headquartered in Shandong, China. At the time the lease was entered into the Foreign 
Acquisitions and Takeovers Act 1975 did not apply to the sale of State and Territory owned 
assets but this was amended in 2016 on a prospective basis. 
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Port of Darwin 

• The Port of Darwin is a critical infrastructure asset

• The Government is committed to returning the port to Australian ownership,
preferably through commercial means.
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