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Chair’s Preface 
Over the 2019-20 financial year the Public Accounts Committee has followed up on 
matters raised in the Auditor-General’s reports, examined reports of independent 
statutory bodies and scrutinised the subordinate legislation tabled in the Assembly. It 
has also sought further information on a range of matters through public hearings and 
ministerial correspondence. 

This Annual Report outlines the key issues the Committee has examined and the 
preliminary outcomes of those examinations. To date, none of these issues has led to 
a formalised inquiry. Nonetheless, the Committee has continued to monitor how several 
of these matters are dealt with to ensure transparency and consistency of government 
decision making over time. 

I thank the Auditor-General for the high quality and professional assistance she has 
provided the Committee as well as Ministers and their staff for their responsiveness to 
the Committee’s requests throughout the year. 

I would also like to thank my fellow Committee members for their efforts to ensure 
matters of public interest are investigated and reported on. 

 

 

 
Kate Worden MLA 

Chair 
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Terms of Reference 
Sessional Order 14 

(1) Standing Order 177 is suspended and the Public Accounts Committee 
appointed under that Standing Order shall continue with the following 
terms of reference. 

(2) The Public Accounts Committee has the following duties: 

(a) to examine the accounts of the receipts and expenditure of the 
Northern Territory and each statement and report tabled in the 
Legislative Assembly, pursuant to the Financial Management Act 
and the Audit Act 

(b) to report to the Legislative Assembly with such comments as it 
thinks fit, any items or matters in or arising in connection with 
those accounts, statements or reports, or in connection with the 
receipt or disbursement of the moneys to which they relate, to 
which the committee is of the opinion that the attention of 
Parliament should be drawn 

(c) to report to the Legislative Assembly any alteration which the 
committee thinks desirable in the form of the public accounts 
or in the method of keeping them or in the method of receipt, 
control, issue or payment of public moneys 

(d) to inquire into and report to the Legislative Assembly on any 
question in connection with the public accounts of the 
Northern Territory 

(i) which is referred to it by a resolution of the Assembly or 

(ii) which is referred to it by the Administrator or a Minister 

(e) to inquire into and report to the Legislative Assembly on any 
matters within the executive authority of Ministers of the 
Territory to which the committee is of the opinion that the 
attention of the Assembly should be drawn. 

(f) the reports by statutory bodies tabled in the Assembly, 
including the recommendations of the Electoral Commissioner 
tabled under section 313 of the Electoral Act 

(g) in relation to any instruments of a legislative or administrative 
character which the Assembly may disallow or disapprove: 

(i) whether that instrument has sufficient regard to the 
rights and liberties of individuals, including whether 
the instrument: 

(A) makes rights and liberties, or obligations, 
dependent on administrative power only if the 
power is sufficiently defined and subject to 
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appropriate review; and 

(B) is consistent with principles of natural justice; and 

(C) allows the delegation of administrative 
power only in appropriate cases and to 
appropriate persons; and 

(D) does not reverse the onus of proof in criminal 
proceedings without adequate justification; and 

(E) confers power to enter premises, and search for or 
seize documents or other property, only with a 
warrant issued by a judge or other judicial officer; 
and 

(F) provides appropriate protection against self-
incrimination; and 

(G) does not adversely affect rights and liberties, 
or impose obligations, retrospectively; and 

(H) does not confer immunity from proceeding or 
prosecution without adequate justification; and 

(I) provides for the compulsory acquisition of property 
only with fair compensation; and 

(J) has sufficient regard to Aboriginal tradition; and 

(K) is unambiguous and drafted in a sufficiently clear 
and precise way. 

(ii) whether that instrument has sufficient regard to the 
institution of Parliament, including whether an 
instrument: 

(A) is within the authorising law which allows the 
instrument to be made; and 

(B) is consistent with the policy objectives of the 
authorising law; and 

(C) contains only matter appropriate to subordinate 
legislation; and 

(D) amends statutory instruments only; and 

(E) allows the subdelegation of a power delegated by an 
Act only in appropriate cases and to appropriate 
persons and if authorised by an Act. 

(3) The Committee will consist of six Members. 

(4) The Committee will elect a Government Member as Chair. 

(5) The Committee will provide an annual report of its activities to the 
Assembly. 
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(6) This resolution does not change the Chair, membership, or existing 
inquiries of the Committee. 

(7) Standing Order 176 is suspended and the Subordinate 
Legislation and Publications Committee is dissolved. 

(8) The Public Accounts Committee will have access to the records of 
the former Subordinate Legislation and Publications Committee 
and may continue the consideration of any matter commenced by 
that Committee. 

Adopted 24 August 2017
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1 Introduction 

Establishment and Functions of Committee 
1.1 The Public Accounts Committee was established by the Assembly on Tuesday 

18 October 2016 under Standing Order 177.  

1.2 On Thursday 24 August 2017, Standing Orders 177 and 176 were suspended 
and the Subordinate Legislation and Publications Committee was dissolved.  

1.3 The terms of reference for the Public Accounts Committee are now in Sessional 
Order 14 and include the function of the previous Subordinate Legislation and 
Publications Committee1 to examine all subordinate legislation and report to the 
Assembly if it considers the subordinate legislation should be disallowed. The 
terms of reference also extends the Public Accounts Committee’s inquiry into 
whether the subordinate legislation has sufficient regard to the rights and liberties 
of individuals.2  

1.4 The previous duties of the Public Accounts Committee remain. These are to 
inquire into and report to the Legislative Assembly on any question in connection 
with the public accounts of the NT as it deems necessary, as well as any matter 
referred to it by the Assembly, Administrator or any Minister. The Committee also 
examines the reports of the Auditor-General. 

1.5 The Public Accounts Committee also has the duty “to inquire into and report to 
the Legislative Assembly on any matters within the executive authority of 
Ministers of the Territory to which the committee is of the opinion that the attention 
of the Assembly should be drawn”3 and the “reports by statutory bodies tabled in 
the Assembly” including recommendations of the Electoral Commissioner. 4 

                                                
1The Public Accounts Committee was also granted access to the former Committee’s records and was 
empowered to continue consideration of any of its commenced matters. 
2 Sessional Order 14(2)(g) 
3 Sessional Order 14(2)(e) 
4 Sessional Order 14(2)(f) 
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2 Committee Program  

Meetings 
2.1 The Public Accounts Committee met 19 times during the reporting period 

including 8 public briefings and hearings. The details of these meetings are 
contained in the Associated Minutes of Proceedings tabled alongside this report.  

2.2 The key issues considered at those meetings are discussed in the following 
chapter. 

Auditor-General’s Briefings 
2.3 The Auditor-General, Mrs Julie Crisp, provided three private briefings to the 

Committee during the reporting period on the findings of agency audits reported 
to the Assembly from August 2019 to March 2020. 

Australasian Council of Public Accounts Committees  
2.4 On behalf of the Committee, the Chair of the Committee, Mrs Kate Worden MLA, 

and the First Clerk Assistant, Mr Russell Keith, attended the Australasian Council 
of Public Accounts Committees Conference held in Canberra on 6-8 November 
2019. 

2.5 This conference included sessions on the work of Auditors-General and 
Parliamentary Budget Offices in helping to maintain trust in the parliamentary 
process; the powers of PACs to access expertise and call for documents; and the 
role of ‘big data’ in service delivery and policy outcomes, as well as reports on the 
work of the public accounts committees from all participating jurisdictions. 
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3 Matters followed up by the Committee 

Auditor-General’s Reports 
3.1 The Committee was briefed by the Auditor-General on her August and November 

2019 Reports and March 2020 Report. The Committee also discussed the 
Auditor-General’s 2017 audit of the Darwin Correctional Centre (discussed 
below). 

Indigenous Participation on Construction Projects 
3.2 The Committee held a public briefing with representatives from the Department 

of Infrastructure, Planning and Logistics on Indigenous Participation on 
Construction Projects. The Committee published the transcript on its webpage. 
The briefing covered: 

• Indigenous development plan audits 

• Contract management and compliance 

• Aboriginal Business Enterprises 

• Aboriginal Contractor Framework. 

Darwin Youth Justice Centre 
3.3 The Committee wrote to the Minister for Territory Families seeking an update on 

the proposed Darwin Youth Justice Centre. The Minister provided an update by 
letter dated 1 October 2019. The letter is copied at Appendix A. 

3.4 The Committee held a public briefing on the Darwin Youth Justice Centre with 
representatives from Territory Families. The Committee published the transcript 
on its webpage. The briefing covered: 

• Site selection analysis 

• Rezoning of the selected site 

• Consultation on infrastructure design 

• Design tender 

• Cost of maintaining the existing Darwin youth detention centre 

• Project timeline. 

Darwin Turf Club Grant 
3.5 The Committee wrote to the Minister for Trade and Major Projects with questions 

regarding the $12 million grant to the Darwin Turf Club. The Minister provided a 
response to the Committee’s questions by letter dated 13 September 2019. The 
letter is copied at Appendix B. 
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3.6 The Committee held a public briefing on the Darwin Turf Club Grant with the Chief 
Executive Officer of the Department of Trade, Business and Innovation and 
published the transcript on its webpage. The briefing covered: 

• Budget allocation 

• Infrastructure capital budget 

• Cabinet submission and approval 

• Market-led proposals policy 

• Feasibility analysis 

• Independent probity audit 

• Northern Territory Project Development Framework 

• Capital grant tendering policy changes. 

Arafura Games Costs 
3.7 The Committee wrote to the Minister for the Arafura Games with questions 

regarding the cost of the Arafura Games. 

3.8 The Acting Minister for the Arafura Games provided a response to the 
Committee’s questions by letter dated 8 October 2019. The letter is copied at 
Appendix C. 

3.9 Following the Acting Minister’s response, the Committee held a public briefing 
with representatives from the Department of Trade, Business and Innovation, 
Department of Tourism, Sports and Culture, and the Northern Territory Major 
Events Company. The Committee published the transcript and the answers to 
questions taken on notice on its webpage. The briefing covered: 

• Secondment of public service employees 

• Arafura Games employees 

• NT Police support 

• Jetstar Asia sponsored flights 

• Forgone venue hire fees 

• Interstate recruitment 

• Flights and accommodation for interstate consultants and contractors 

• Total cost of Arafura Games 

Former INPEX Workers’ Village 
3.10 The Committee wrote to the Minister for Business and Innovation requesting a 

tour of the former INPEX Workers’ Village in Howard Springs to gain an 
understanding of the facilities within the Village and the opportunities for its future 
use.  
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3.11 On 26 September 2019, the Chair of the Committee, Mrs Kate Worden MLA, 
Mr Tony Sievers MLA, Mr Gerry Wood MLA and the Committee Secretariat toured 
the Village with an INPEX employee and representatives from the Department of 
Trade, Business and Innovation. Following the tour, the Committee was provided 
with a copy of the expired Crown Lease for the land which detailed the terms for 
improvements made on the leased land and the ownership of these 
improvements at the end of the lease. 

Contract Management Framework 
3.12 The Committee wrote to the Auditor-General, Mrs Julie Crisp, regarding her audit 

of the Contract Management for the Darwin Correctional Centre reported in her 
March 2017 Report to the Legislative Assembly to request that she seek 
information from the Commissioner of Correctional Services on the progression 
of implementing the recommendations contained within her report. 

3.13 The Auditor-General provided a response by way of letter dated 19 July 2019 
which contained advice from the Department of the Attorney-General and Justice 
that 13 of the 15 recommendations had been finalised and two matters were being 
progressed with an anticipated completion date of 30 June 2020. The Committee 
resolved to seek an update on the progress of these recommendations in 2020. 

3.14 The Committee wrote to the Attorney-General and Minister for Justice requesting 
an update on the progress of these recommendations. The Minister provided a 
response to the Committee by way of letter dated 6 March 2020 which outlined 
the government’s action in response to the Auditor General’s recommendations. 

Northern Territory Project Development Framework 
3.15 The Committee has continued to monitor the finalisation and implementation of 

the Northern Territory Project Development Framework (NTPDF) outlined in the 
May 2017 Infrastructure Strategy.  

3.16 The Committee wrote to the Minister for Trade and Major Projects seeking an 
update on the implementation of the NTPDF. The Minister responded by way of 
letter dated 6 March 2020 which advised that the NTPDF was approved by the 
government in October 2019 and applies to all capital projects that are NT 
Government funded or require some level of government support, whether they 
are projects funded through the government capital works program or otherwise 
facilitated by government; and have a total NT Government contribution in excess 
of $30 million. 

COVID-19 and Territory Finances 
3.17 In April 2020 the Chief Minister wrote to the Committee requesting that the 

Committee convene monthly public hearings with the Security and Emergency 
Management Sub Committee (SEMSC) of Cabinet and the Under Treasurer to 
facilitate discussion on the government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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On 24 April 2020 the Legislative Assembly passed a resolution to formalise 
arrangements for the public hearings with the SEMSC.  

3.18 The members of the SEMSC are the Chief Minister, Deputy Chief Minister and 
Treasurer, Minister for Heath, Commissioner for Police and Chief Executive 
Officer of the Northern Territory Police, Fire and Emergency Services, Chief 
Executive Officer of the Department of the Chief Minister, Chief Executive Officer 
of the Department of Health and Chief Executive Officer of the Department of 
Trade, Business and Innovation. 

3.19 The Committee held three public hearings with the SEMSC and departmental 
representatives and the hearings covered: 

• COVID-19 physical distancing restrictions 

• COVID-19 testing 

• NT border and remote community biosecurity restrictions 

• Mandatory quarantine and exemptions 

• Quarantine compliance checks 

• Jobs Rescue and Recovery package 

• Home Improvement Scheme 

• COVID-19 response funding, expenditure, indirect costs and forgone 
revenue 

• Criteria for opening NT border 

• Economic Reconstruction Commission 

• COVID-19 stimulus programs 

• Economic modelling on impact of stimulus programs and forgone revenue 

• Economic modelling on financial losses to tourism and hospitality industries 
due to border closures 

• Borrowing program 

• Treasurer’s advance 

• Estimates of GST allocation 

• Financial information to be provided prior to 2020 election 

• Interest on borrowings. 

3.20 At the end of the reporting period a fourth hearing was scheduled for July. 

3.21 Eight questions were taken on notice during the hearings. The hearing transcripts, 
questions taken on notice and answers to questions taken on notice were 
published on the Committee’s webpage for these hearings. 
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Reports of Independent Statutory Bodies 
3.22 The Committee reviewed the reports of independent statutory bodies tabled in 

the Legislative Assembly. The Committee followed up on issues arising from two 
of the reports. 

Health and Community Services Complaints Commission De-Identified 
Investigation Report 

3.23 The Health and Community Services Complaints Commission De-Identified 
Investigation Report (August 2019) investigated the case of a young Aboriginal 
woman who was admitted to hospital for involuntary mental health treatment. The 
report contained recommendations related to the review of the Mental Health and 
Related Services Act 1998. 

3.24 The Committee wrote to the Minister for Health seeking an update on the review 
of the Mental Health and Related Services Act 1998. The Minister for Health 
provided a response to the Committee by way of letter dated 19 February 2020. 
The Minister advised the review of the Act is being undertaken in a staged 
approach to create a contemporary legislative framework which will require 
extensive consultation, with targeted consultation to commence in late February 
2020 and a discussion paper is anticipated to be released for public consultation 
by mid-2020. 

Preliminary Report of the Inspector of the Independent Commissioner 
Against Corruption 

3.25 In the Preliminary Report of the Inspector of the Independent Commissioner 
Against Corruption (September 2019), the Inspector raised concerns about 
whistle-blower protections and the resourcing of the Office of the Independent 
Commissioner Against Corruption.  

3.26 The Committee wrote to the Chief Minister seeking information on the actions 
being taken to address the concerns raised by the Inspector. The Chief Minister 
provided a response to the Committee by way of letter dated 6 March 2020. The 
letter is copied at Appendix D. 

Subordinate Legislation 
3.27 The Committee has reported on its examination of subordinate legislation in its 

Report of Ministerial Correspondence on Subordinate Legislation tabled in March 
2020. 
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4 Northern Territory Fuel Prices 

4.1 In April 2020 the Chief Minister wrote to the Committee expressing concerns 
about the difference between retail fuel prices in the Territory and southern cities 
and requested the Committee hold public hearings with fuel companies to 
examine Northern Territory fuel prices. At the time there was public commentary 
and discussion about fuel prices and it was perceived that Territory consumers 
were paying too much for fuel as prices had not deceased as much as the cost of 
oil and had not gone down as much as other places in Australia.  

4.2 The Committee initially held a private briefing with representatives from the 
Department of Treasury and Finance to inform its understanding of the Territory 
fuel market, factors that affect retail prices and fuel price trends in the Territory 
and other jurisdictions. Following the briefing, the Committee decided to monitor 
fuel prices and, if reductions in wholesale prices did not appear to flow through to 
retail prices, to hold public hearings with fuel companies to seek explanations 
about the seemingly high retail prices in the Territory. 

Components of fuel prices 

4.3 Retail fuel prices in Australia are primarily determined by the international refined 
fuel price for the Asia-Pacific region (the Singapore Mogas 95) and the AUD-USD 
exchange rate.  

4.4 The terminal gate price (TGP) is the price to purchase a tanker of fuel from a 
wholesale terminal on any given day. The largest components of the TGP are the 
international refined fuel price and the Commonwealth fuel excise and GST, while 
the much smaller remaining proportion of the TGP is made up of wholesale 
operating costs and profits. 

4.5 The TGP is used as an indicative wholesale price when reporting on fuel prices, 
however, the majority of fuel is purchased under confidential contractual 
arrangements and the wholesale contract price may include marketing and 
branding costs as well. The wholesale price paid through these contracts can be 
higher or lower than the daily advertised TGP. 

4.6 Retail prices include the TGP, retail operating costs and profits. Operating costs 
can include rent, utilities, freight, wages, franchisee expenses, insurance, 
marketing and advertising, maintenance, depreciation and GST on the retail sale. 
The difference between the TGP and the retail price is known as the gross 
indicative retail difference (GIRD).  

4.7 GIRDs are used as an indicator of gross retail margins and should not be 
confused with actual profits as the GIRD includes retail operating expenses. 
There are a range of different business structures and operating models within 
the retail fuel industry and these can significantly impact on the operating costs 
of different retail sites. The GIRD is the one component of the total retail price 
over which the retailer has some level of control and it can provide critical insight 
into pricing trends as well as an indication of retail profits. It is this component that 



Public Accounts Committee Annual Report 2019-20 

 
18 

should be examined when considering whether retail prices appear to be fair and 
reasonable, while taking into account the various factors that can affect retail 
prices and profits. 

4.8 There is a lag in the time from changes in the TGP and corresponding changes 
in retail prices. The lag times are longer in regional areas as fuel supplies are 
restocked less frequently due to the lower volumes of fuel sold compared with 
metropolitan cities. When TGPs increase by large amounts in a short period the 
lag in retail prices increasing will often have the effect of reducing GIRDs in the 
short term. Conversely, when TGPs decrease by a large amount in a short period 
the lag will often have the effect of increasing GIRDs. 

The Territory retail fuel market 

4.9 The retail fuel market in the Darwin area is very concentrated and primarily 
controlled by major fuel companies. In 2013-14 major fuel companies were 
responsible for setting the retail price for 97% of the fuel sold in Darwin.5 The four 
major companies currently operating in the Darwin retail fuel market and who set 
the retail prices at the overwhelming majority of outlets are Puma Energy, United 
Petroleum, Euro Garages (Woolworths Petrol) and Viva Energy (Coles Express). 
There are a small number of retail outlets that are independently owned and 
operated that have branding agreements with a major fuel company as well as 
independent retailers without branding agreements such as FuelXpress.  

4.10 The Alice Springs retail fuel market comprises major fuel companies, 
independently owned outlets with branding arrangements, Liberty Indervon (an 
Indigenous owned company), Refuel Australia and Recharge Petroleum. 

Factors affecting retail prices 

4.11 Movements in retail prices are largely driven by changes in international fuel 
prices and the AUD-USD exchange rate. Prices in regional areas are generally 
higher than in major metropolitan cities and the Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission (ACCC) identified the four primary factors that influence 
retail prices in regional areas are the level of local competition, the volume of fuel 
sold, distance and location and the amount of convenience store sales. 

4.12 The pricing cycles that occur in the five major metropolitan cities do not occur in 
Darwin, Canberra, Hobart and regional areas. Pricing cycles have a volatile effect 
on retail pricing and prices can vary significantly in the major cities based on the 
point in time during the cycle. Retail prices in areas without pricing cycles are 
much more stable and there is generally less variation in the GIRD. Caution must 
be exercised when comparing Territory point in time fuel prices to those in major 
metropolitan cities as the comparison may be against a low point in a pricing 
cycle. 

                                                
5 ACCC, Report on the Darwin Petrol Market, November 2015, p. 2, 
https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Petrol%20Report%20Darwin.pdf 

https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Petrol%20Report%20Darwin.pdf
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Fuel pricing data sources 

4.13 Data on Territory fuel prices is published by a number of sources. The ACCC 
monitors fuel prices and publishes quarterly reports which contain detailed data 
and analysis of the Darwin market, however, the reports only contain quarterly 
average retail prices and price movements for Alice Springs, Katherine and 
Tennant Creek.  

4.14 The Department of Treasury and Finance (DTF) publishes monthly economic 
briefs detailing movements in retail prices, the TGP and the GIRD and includes 
comparisons with other jurisdictions. The data is sourced from the Australian 
Institute of Petroleum (AIP) and the ACCC.  

4.15 Real time retail prices are available on the MyFuel NT website which can be 
searched by fuel type and suburb, postcode or region. Retailers are required to 
report the normal fuel price (the price available to any customer without any 
discount such as vouchers or reward schemes) to the Consumer Affairs which is 
done through the website. The website also contains graphs with the weekly, 
monthly and yearly averages, however, the graphs are regional averages and it 
is not possible to view historical averages by postcode. 

4.16 The retail prices for the Alice Springs township (postcode 0870) shown on MyFuel 
NT on 17 June 2020 ranged from 127.7 to 135.8 while the preceding weekly 
average graph for the Central Australia region was 174.1. In regards to the 
historical graphs on the website the Automobile Association of the Northern 
Territory (AANT) suggested at the public hearing that ‘the Alice Springs township 
should be separated to give a true indication of what is happening.’ 

4.17 The retail prices published on the AIP website and in the DTF economic briefs for 
Alice Springs are notably higher than the retail prices published by the ACCC in 
their quarterly reports. It appears that the AIP and DTF data uses a regional 
average for Central Australia as opposed to the Alice Springs township average. 
Using a regional average as opposed to Alice Springs township prices when 
calculating the Alice Springs GIRD makes it more difficult to understand what is 
occurring at either the town or regional level. 

4.18 There are also a number of commercial website and apps such as MotorMouth 
and Petrol Spy that publish fuel prices but the data can be outdated and may not 
cover all retail outlets. 

Territory fuel prices 

4.19 The Committee analysed current and historical fuel pricing data to inform its 
understanding of how GIRDs have changed over time in Darwin and Alice Springs 
and how these GIRDs compared to other cities and regional towns. 

4.20 Between 2004-05 and 2014-15 the Darwin GIRD ranged from 6.3 cpl to 24.2 cpl 
while the Alice Springs GIRD ranged from 11.8 cpl to 32.2 cpl as shown in graph 
1. 
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Graph 1. Average Annual GIRD: Darwin and Alice Springs 2004 – 2015 

 
Data Source: ACCC Report on Darwin Petrol Prices, November 2015. 

4.21 Public and political concern about the high retail prices and GIRDs led to the 2014 
NT Fuel Summit and the subsequent establishment in 2015 of a select committee 
to inquire into the Draft Fuel Price Disclosure Bill. The select committee heard 
evidence that the prior to the 2014 Fuel Summit the Darwin GIRD had peaked at 
35 cpl while the Alice Springs GIRD peaked at around 50 cpl. 

4.22 In 2015 the ACCC undertook a comprehensive investigation of the Darwin fuel 
market and in November 2015 published their report. The ACCC analysed the 
Darwin and Adelaide GIRDs for 2013-14 and found that while Darwin operating 
costs were on average double those of Adelaide, the high retail prices and GIRDs 
in Darwin were primarily due to high net retail margins (profits).6 

4.23 As illustrated in graph 2, the Darwin GIRD has fluctuated more than the Alice 
Springs GIRD which has hovered around 25 cpl and the difference between the 
GIRDs has increased since December 2018. 

                                                
6 ACCC, Report on the Darwin Petrol Market, November 2015, p. 14, 
https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Petrol%20Report%20Darwin.pdf  
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Graph 2. Average Quarterly GIRD: Darwin and Alice Springs January 2015 – 
December 2019 

 
Data Source: ACCC quarterly reports on the Australian Petroleum Industry. 

4.24 Graph 3 illustrates that the Alice Springs GIRD data is generally higher than other 
regional locations that are a significant distance from a wholesale terminal and 
with similar populations to Alice Springs. 
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Graph 3. Average Quarterly GIRD: Regional Towns January 2015 – December 
2019 

 
Data Source: ACCC quarterly reports on the Australian Petroleum Industry (using 5 city average 
TGP). 

4.25 The data presented to the Committee by the Department of Treasury and Finance 
at the private briefing showed that for much of 2019 and the first two months of 
2020 the Darwin GIRD was the lowest of all the capital cities in Australia.  

4.26 In March 2020 TGPs across Australia started decreasing dramatically due to 
significant falls in the price of crude oil and international refined fuel prices. The 
monthly average TGP in Darwin fell from 130.6 cpl in February to 117.9 cpl in 
March and further dropped to 87.7 cpl in April but the size of these decreases 
were not reflected in retail prices. As such the Darwin GIRD climbed from 6.4 cpl 
in February to 15.3 cpl in March and skyrocketed to 38.1 cpl in April.  

4.27 The delays in wholesale reductions being passed through to retail prices and 
consequential inflated GIRD led to increased concerns that retailers might be 
maintaining high retail prices to increase their profits at a time when many 
individuals and businesses were suffering financially as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

Darwin public hearings 

4.28 On 5 May 2020 the Committee held public hearings with representatives from the 
ACCC, AANT, Australasian Convenience and Petroleum Marketers Association 
(ACAPMA) and fuel companies. The Committee sought explanations about why 
the reductions in the TGP had not flowed through to the retail prices which in turn 
had resulted in higher than normal Darwin GIRDs. 
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4.29 The fuel companies attributed the increased lag times and subsequent higher 
GIRDs to a reduction in the volume of fuel sold at retail outlets resulting from the 
COVID-19 restrictions on both individuals and businesses. The fuel companies 
advised the Committee that retail sale volumes for unleaded fuel had decreased 
50% nationally, 30% across the Territory and up to 75% to 80% in some regional 
areas in the Territory and South Australia. ACAPMA stated the volume reductions 
occurred from the week ending 22 March 2020. Diesel volumes had also 
decreased but not to the same extent as unleaded fuel. 

4.30 Data provided to the Committee by Vopak (the company operating the fuel 
storage facility at East Arm) showed the volume of ground fuels loaded into trucks 
at the terminal for the first four months of 2019 was 195 million litres compared 
with 181 million litres for the same period in 2020. 

4.31 The Committee noted that while the volume reductions provided by Vopak did not 
align with the figures provided by fuel companies for retail sale volumes, Vopak’s 
data covers diesel and gasolines not just unleaded fuel. The retail fuel market is 
not the only industry that purchases wholesale fuel for their operations. Industries 
such as mining and long haul transport have continued to operate during COVID-
19 restrictions and their wholesale purchase arrangements and volumes of fuel 
purchased are unknown and may be tied in with the volumes loaded into trucks 
at Vopak. 

4.32 The Committee understands that in low volume markets wholesale purchases 
occur less frequently and the unit cost price of retailing fuel is higher than in high 
volume markets due to fixed operating costs and efficiencies of scale. Slower 
turnover of fuel leads to increased lag times when TGPs drop as retailers may 
still be selling fuel that was purchased at a higher wholesale price. In this 
circumstance retailers may decide to not reduce retail prices to cover their 
operating costs, or alternatively reduce prices with the hope that increased sale 
volumes will generate a profit and clear old supplies. 

Fuel prices following the Darwin hearings  

4.33 Following the Darwin public hearings, the Committee continued to monitor fuel 
prices in Darwin and Alice Springs. The Committee observed that retail prices in 
Darwin continued to decrease which reduced the GIRD and the GIRD decreased 
further when TGPs started rising from early May. While care must be taken in 
comparing weekly average GIRDs due to the pricing cycles that occur in the five 
major metropolitan cities, the Committee noted that in the week ending 12 June 
Darwin had the lowest weekly average GIRD of all capital cities.  
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Graph 4. Average Weekly GIRD: November 2019 – June 2020   

 
Data Source: Australian Institute of Petroleum.  

4.34 The Committee noted that the decreases in retail prices in Darwin did not appear 
to be occurring at a similar rate in Alice Springs and the reductions in the Alice 
Springs GIRD, while in part the result of reduced retail prices, was primarily due 
to increases in the TGPs. This raised questions for the Committee about why the 
same level of price reductions were not being seen in Alice Springs.  

Graph 5. Average Weekly TGP and GIRD Data: Darwin and Alice Springs February 
– May 2020 

 
Data Source: Australian Institute of Petroleum.  

NB: This ‘Alice Springs’ data appears to include outlets within the central Australian region. 
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Graph 6: Average Weekly Retail Prices: February – June 2020 

 
Data Source: Australian Institute of Petroleum  

NB: This ‘Alice Springs’ data appears to include outlets within the central Australian region 

4.35 In June 2020 the Committee wrote to Alice Springs fuel retailers detailing the retail 
pricing data the Committee had examined, noting the increase in the Alice Springs 
GIRD both over the last two and a half years and that over the last 14 years the 
GIRD had increased significantly ahead of inflation and ahead of the Darwin 
GIRD. The Committee invited retailers to provide information on the cost of 
transporting fuel to Alice Springs and how those costs have changed over time; 
other costs associated with retailing fuel in Alice Springs and any changes in the 
Alice Springs fuel market that have affected prices. 

4.36 The Committee was advised that sale volumes in Alice Springs have decreased 
dramatically during the COVID-19 pandemic due travel restrictions and the 
cancellation of major events such as the Finke Desert Race which one retailer 
stated generates the highest sale volumes for the year. Retailers rely on profits 
made during the peak tourism season to cover the operating losses that occur 
during the low season and those profits have not been made this year.  

4.37 Retailers stated that operating expenses including insurance premiums, wages 
and rent have increased over time which all impact on the retail price and GIRD. 
The Committee was also advised that the freight costs associated with 
transporting fuel to Alice Springs are considerable due to its remoteness and 
distance from wholesale terminals in Darwin and South Australia. 

Committee’s findings 

4.38 Retail fuel prices in Darwin were slow to respond to reductions in the wholesale 
price during March, resulting in prices going from amongst the lowest of 
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Australia’s capitals to amongst the highest in April. This changed again during 
May, so that at times in early June Darwin petrol prices were the cheapest in the 
country. It appears from price variations this year and over the last decade that 
the Darwin fuel market can move between competitive and expensive. Such a 
market needs ongoing vigilance to ensure it remains competitive.  

4.39 Retail fuel prices in Alice Springs were slower to respond to reductions in the 
wholesale price, and have very rarely looked competitive. The high level data on 
fuel prices in Alice Springs and other Territory regions raises significant questions 
regarding whether those markets operate fairly. However, those questions are not 
easily answered. Issues around changing costs and decreasing volumes mean 
that more detailed data is required before firm conclusions can be drawn. 

4.40 The coming dissolution of the Legislative Assembly for the general election did 
not allow the Committee time to thoroughly examine these issues. Nevertheless, 
the Committee considered a range of responses to promote fair fuel prices in the 
Territory from the information it was able to obtain during the time available. 

4.41 The Committee considered a broad range of options for driving competition in the 
fuel market and ensuring that Territorians are paying a fair price for fuel. Evidence 
suggests that increased scrutiny of retail prices incentivises retailers to reduce 
prices and readily available pricing information can empower consumers to make 
informed purchasing decisions. 

4.42 Retail prices and GIRDs fell considerably following the NT Fuel Summit, select 
committee inquiry and ACCC investigation of the Darwin fuel market and the 
Committee considered that the increased scrutiny likely contributed to these 
reductions.  

4.43 Similarly, the Committee noted that after the ACT Chief Minister issued an 
ultimatum to Canberra fuel retailers to reduce prices to under $1 per litre or he 
would use existing legislative powers to step in and regulate prices, the prices 
reduced to slightly above $1 per litre for two successive weeks during mid-May. 

4.44 While there are a number of organisations that monitor and report on fuel prices, 
the Committee was not able to find data that gave consistent information about 
prices in the Alice Springs township over an extended period, with much of the 
publicly available data including the wider region, making it harder to know what 
was occurring in either the town or the region, or not going back very far in the 
past. 

4.45 The Committee considers that better public information on Alice Springs and 
regional prices is key to better understanding how those markets are operating 
and to fostering competition to keep downward pressure on prices. To this end 
the Committee wrote to the Attorney-General and Minister for Justice to ask that 
the Commissioner of Consumer Affairs improve the information available on Alice 
Springs fuel prices, such as by enabling historical searches by postcode on the 
MyFuel NT website and looking at other options for increasing the detail and 
accessibility of data available. 
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4.46 The Committee considers that the 14th Assembly should continue to monitor fuel 
prices throughout the Territory and take further action should it appear that there 
is unfair pricing. To this end the Committee suggests that the 14th Assembly refer 
to the Public Accounts Committee or some other committee the task of reviewing 
Territory fuel prices every six months, with a view to conducting a full inquiry 
should it be found necessary. 

4.47 The Committee considered other options including legislation similar to the Fuel 
Price Disclosure Bill 2016 which lapsed when the 12th Assembly was prorogued 
which would have required retailers to provide the Commissioner of Consumer 
Affairs with a breakdown of retail and profit margins, as well as options for 
government regulation of fuel prices.  

4.48 The Committee is of the view that neither of these options are warranted at this 
point, particularly given the risks they have of adverse consequences and creating 
inefficiencies. However, should pricing be clearly excessive in the future, they 
should be reconsidered as potential tools for addressing unfair markets. 
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Appendix B: Darwin Turf Club Grant 
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Appendix C: Arafura Games Costs 
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