
Confidential, Impartial, Timely 

 

 

 

Issue 

The 99-year Port of Darwin lease to a Chinese subsidiary in 2015 has proven to be one of the 
most contentious decisions in recent Australian foreign policy. Despite government reviews 
finding no national security reasons to terminate the agreement, intensifying global and 
regional strategic environments have renewed debate. At the 2025 federal election, both the 
government and the Opposition advocated discontinuing the lease. 

Key points  

• Landbridge Group has portrayed Darwin Port as part of China’s global Belt and Road 
Initiative. 

• Security assessments of the lease arrangements have found no national security 
concerns. 

• A government review following the 2022 federal election concluded it was not 
necessary to vary or cancel the lease. 

• During the 2025 federal election campaign, both major parties promised to return 
the port to Australian control. 

• Chinese Government officials have publicly opposed any moves to terminate the 
Landbridge lease.  

 

  

Policy Brief | 17 July 2025 
 

The Landbridge lease of the Port of 
Darwin 

Foreign Affairs, Defence & Security section 

 



The Landbridge lease of the Port of Darwin 

Parliamentary Library | Policy Brief [2025-26] 2 

Contents 

Issue ........................................................................................................................ 1 

Context..................................................................................................................... 3 

Expanding connections .............................................................................................. 3 

Continuing doubts ..................................................................................................... 4 

What next? ................................................................................................................ 5 

 

  



The Landbridge lease of the Port of Darwin 

Parliamentary Library | Policy Brief [2025-26] 3 

Context 

The Northern Territory (NT) Country Liberal Party returned to power in 2012 with a policy to 
consider privatisations. In early 2014 it hired Flagstaff Partners, which reportedly advised that 
a long-term lease would be the best option to expand and develop the Port of Darwin. 

Also in 2014, the Chinese company Shandong Landbridge Group established an Australian 
presence when its subsidiary Landbridge Energy Australia purchased Queensland coal seam 
gas operator Westside Corporation. Landbridge Group’s chairman, YE Cheng, became a 
member of the 12th Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference Committee in 2013 
and participated in its National Committee sessions in March 2016 and 2018. Other state 
linkages to Landbridge are outlined by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute.  

The NT Government introduced legislation to privatise the Port of Darwin in November 2014. 
A Select Committee investigated the issue and published its report in April 2015, with the Bill 
passing shortly after. Landbridge was one of 33 companies that registered interest in leasing 
the port. In July, the NT Government advised Landbridge that it had been shortlisted and in 
October,  Landbridge was announced as the successful bidder, having agreed to pay 
$506 million. However, the NT Government would retain a 20% share until Landbridge found 
an Australian buyer to purchase it. According to the Chinese Minister for Resources, the deal 
sent a message to Chinese companies that the Northern Territory is a place to do business.  

Expanding connections 

Following the Port of Darwin lease, the NT Government’s enthusiasm for links with China 
continued. This included signing an Agreement on Economic and Trade Cooperation and 
Exchange with Rizhao City and an MOU of Mutual Respect between Rizhao City and Darwin in 
mid-2016. Later that year, the NT Government and Landbridge jointly announced 
development of an Industry and Logistics Park within the East Arm Logistics Precinct in 
Darwin. In 2018, Landbridge also received planning approval for a $200 million luxury hotel 
and residential complex on the Darwin foreshore and announced its intention to double the 
size of Darwin Port.  

In supporting such connections NT Chief Minister Andrew Giles stated, ‘The Landbridge 
investment in Darwin is consistent with China’s Maritime Silk Road Strategy and consolidates 
Darwin’s position as a natural gateway between Australia and China’. Darwin’s role as a 
‘maritime silk road’ node was further underlined when Landbridge Group acquired Panama’s 
largest port, Margarita Island, also in 2016. Landbridge Group declared:  

Landbridge’s three ports – Landbridge Port in Asia, Darwin Port in Oceania, and Margarita Port in the 
Americas – are interconnected to form an important fulcrum of maritime cooperation for the Belt and 
Road Initiative, and they will actively build a “maritime economic corridor” so that the achievements 
of the Belt and Road Initiative can benefit a wider regional space. 

Landbridge eventually lost its Panama port when the Panama Maritime Authority revoked 
Landbridge’s concession in June 2021. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-08-26/nt-election-sends-27message-from-the-bush27/4223306
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Foreign_Investment_Review/Interim%20Report/c02
https://www.ntnews.com.au/news/northern-territory/nt-government-received-no-recommendations-after-paying-flagstaff-partners-13m-to-give-advice-on-darwin-port-lease/news-story/e1b5de120276f1d986b0e8ffdf3bd414
https://web.archive.org/web/20220318230825/http:/www.landbridge.com.cn/
https://announcements.asx.com.au/asxpdf/20140704/pdf/42qn0yhdq2w7c5.pdf
https://westsidecorporation.com/
https://web.archive.org/web/20250204053906/http:/www.hycfw.com/Article/218565
https://web.archive.org/web/20160426115132/http:/www.landbridge.com.cn/ctnshow.php/aid/311
https://archive.is/HDKfI
https://ad-aspi.s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/2017-07/SI101_Chinese_investment_Darwin_v2.pdf?VersionId=Ld8eqchCvcCXtq2bfBaeNmWWr21Wrkuw
https://legislation.nt.gov.au/en/Bills/Port-of-Darwin-Bill-2014-S-111
https://web.archive.org/web/20250605025439/https:/parliament.nt.gov.au/committees/previous/port-of-darwin#Submissions
https://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdoc/au/other/nt/NTLASelCPubInq/2015/2.html
https://legislation.nt.gov.au/en/Bills/Port-of-Darwin-Bill-2014-S-111
https://legislation.nt.gov.au/en/Bills/Port-of-Darwin-Bill-2014-S-111
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Foreign_Investment_Review/Interim%20Report/c02
https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=b0092bc0-de57-404e-9976-e8a4480aaf97&subId=408334
https://territorystories.nt.gov.au/10070/507216
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Foreign_Investment_Review/Interim%20Report/c02
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-07-04/nt-retains-small-stake-in-darwin-port/8678198
https://web.archive.org/web/20250605052937/https:/newsroom.nt.gov.au/article?id=15824
https://web.archive.org/web/20241116011041/https:/www.rznews.cn/viscms/rizhaoxinwen0271/20160511/292556.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20241116011041/https:/www.rznews.cn/viscms/rizhaoxinwen0271/20160511/292556.html
https://www.darwin.nt.gov.au/sites/default/files/old_7_agendas_and_minutes_files/community_cultural_services_-_open_agenda.pdf
https://newsroom.nt.gov.au/article?id=21496
https://newsroom.nt.gov.au/article?id=26862
https://www.ntnews.com.au/business/nt-business/darwin-port-lessee-chinese-multinational-supergiant-landbridge-plans-to-double-its-size/news-story/5b30a11f5486b5bbf3dd24f5719bb152
https://www.ntnews.com.au/business/nt-business/darwin-port-lessee-chinese-multinational-supergiant-landbridge-plans-to-double-its-size/news-story/5b30a11f5486b5bbf3dd24f5719bb152
https://territorystories.nt.gov.au/10070/483853
https://web.archive.org/web/20250204083209/http:/www.hycfw.com/Article/195973
https://dialogo-americas.com/articles/china-misleads-on-involvement-in-panama-canal/
https://dialogo-americas.com/articles/china-misleads-on-involvement-in-panama-canal/
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In September 2023, the Darwin and Shenzhen ports entered into ‘a friendly non-binding MOU 
in order to establish a closer relationship’. Then in December, the Chinese state-owned Hubei 
Port Group signed a comprehensive strategic cooperation framework agreement with Darwin 
Port and Westside Corporation (both under Landbridge). The agreement centred on 
engagement in and promotion of China’s Belt and Road Initiative.  

Darwin Port has also been working with Australia’s largest rail freight operator Aurizon on its 
land-bridging concept after Aurizon announced exploratory plans in July 2023 to begin land-
bridging services out of Darwin to each capital city. As part of this, Aurizon was awarded a 
stevedoring licence at Darwin Port in late 2023 and Aurizon officials accompanied the 
Landbridge delegation to China when the agreement between Darwin and Shenzhen ports 
was signed. 

Landbridge also appears to have had other aspirations in Australia. In September 2017, 
Landbridge officials reportedly met with retiring South Australian (SA) Trade and Investment 
Minister Martin Hamilton-Smith, SA Government officials and Chinese diplomats to discuss a 
stake in SA’s Flinders Ports. Some experts expressed concerns about any such moves, given 
the proximity of Flinders Ports to a major naval shipbuilding precinct. 

Continuing doubts 

Landbridge consulted with Australia’s Department of Defence prior to the lease decision, 
which did not express any concerns. Some of the department’s considerations were later 
published through FOI requests. However, the US was not so sanguine. During the APEC 
summit in November 2015, US President Barack Obama reportedly told Prime Minister 
Turnbull of ‘dismay in Washington about the US not being consulted about the decision’.  

In February 2016, a Senate inquiry’s interim report into the Australian foreign investment 
review framework included a chapter on the Port of Darwin lease. Later that year, Treasurer 
Scott Morrison announced Australia was tightening foreign investment rules through the 
Foreign Acquisitions and Takeovers Amendment (Government Infrastructure) Regulation 
2016 (Cth).  

In mid-2019, Deputy Chair of the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and 
Trade, Nick Champion, become the first federal politician to call for the Chinese lease of 
Darwin Port to be scrapped, and for the port to be brought back under Australian control. The 
Labor Opposition reportedly suggested this could be achieved through the Coalition’s 
proposed foreign veto powers. The local MP representing Darwin, Luke Gosling, supported 
subjecting the lease to Australia’s Foreign Relations (State and Territory Arrangements) Bill 
2020, while Senator Fierravanti-Wells and former prime minister, Kevin Rudd, both advocated 
a review.  

In September 2020, Defence Minister Linda Reynolds reasserted that the lease was not a 
national security risk. However, continuing debate led the National Security Committee to 
task the Defence Department in May 2021 with providing updated security advice on the 
lease arrangements. The Defence review, published in December 2021, found no national 
security reasons to reverse the lease, although the Opposition requested a full briefing on its 
findings.  

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-10-06/port-of-darwin-signs-cooperation-agreement-with-shenzhen/104437204?utm_source=abc_news_app&utm_medium=content_shared&utm_campaign=abc_news_app&utm_content=twitter
https://archive.md/QiSBB
https://archive.md/QiSBB
https://web.archive.org/web/20240205024643/http:/brisbane.china-consulate.gov.cn/chn/zxhd/202312/t20231220_11207722.htm
https://www.shippingaustralia.com.au/rail-operator-aurizon-announces-potential-land-bridge-container-service-out-of-darwin/
https://web.archive.org/web/20250131051218/https:/landbridgegroup.com.au/news/darwin-port-developing-trade-links/
https://web.archive.org/web/20250131051218/https:/landbridgegroup.com.au/news/darwin-port-developing-trade-links/
https://archive.is/MCZ4I
https://web.archive.org/web/20170317123511/https:/www.defence.gov.au/FOI/Docs/Disclosures/361_1516_Documents.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20170317124720/https:/www.defence.gov.au/FOI/Docs/Disclosures/360_1516_Documents.pdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/media/pressclp/4202923/upload_binary/4202923.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf#search=%22President%20Barack%20Obama%20has%20asked%20Malcolm%20Turnbull%20to%20keep%20the%22
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/media/pressclp/4202923/upload_binary/4202923.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf#search=%22President%20Barack%20Obama%20has%20asked%20Malcolm%20Turnbull%20to%20keep%20the%22
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Foreign_Investment_Review
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Foreign_Investment_Review/Interim%20Report/c02
https://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdoc/au/legis/cth/num_reg_es/faatair2016201600429844.html#:%7E:text=The%20purpose%20of%20the%20Foreign,that%20acquisitions%20of%20critical%20infrastructure
https://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdoc/au/legis/cth/num_reg_es/faatair2016201600429844.html#:%7E:text=The%20purpose%20of%20the%20Foreign,that%20acquisitions%20of%20critical%20infrastructure
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-08-05/push-to-nationalise-darwin-port/11382422
https://web.archive.org/web/20250610050731/https:/www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/sep/01/labor-wants-to-use-coalitions-proposed-foreign-veto-powers-to-unwind-darwin-port-sale
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22media%2Fpressclp%2F7553505%22
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_LEGislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6596
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_LEGislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6596
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22chamber%2Fhansards%2F4da531e1-6140-4ab3-a999-ebd2e4ff73ca%2F0030%22
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-04-27/nt-kevin-rudd-darwin-port-lease/100097678
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22media%2Fpressclp%2F7540554%22
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/ministers-split-over-chinese-firm-s-darwin-port-lease-20210908-p58ptw
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/strategic-own-goal-defence-reviews-port-of-darwin-s-chinese-ownership-20210502-p57o49.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/strategic-own-goal-defence-reviews-port-of-darwin-s-chinese-ownership-20210502-p57o49.html
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/defence-ticks-chinese-lease-of-darwin-port/news-story/4aae7af9297d5979d9363fdcfdf124fc
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/media/pressclp/8347882/upload_binary/8347882.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf#search=%22media/pressclp/8347882%22
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/media/pressclp/8347882/upload_binary/8347882.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf#search=%22media/pressclp/8347882%22
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Upon Labor’s return to government following the May 2022 election, Prime Minister Albanese 
announced a further review into the lease. The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 
released the review in October 2023 and concluded that it was ‘not necessary to vary or 
cancel the lease’ – advice the government accepted. 

What next? 

During the 2025 federal election campaign both the government and Opposition proposed 
ending foreign control of the Darwin Port. In response, Landbridge claimed the lease was 
being treated as a ‘political football’, while Chinese officials warned against ‘overstretching 
the concept of national security’ and China’s ambassador, XIAO Qian, has actively opposed 
any premature termination of the lease. 

Since the election, continued reports suggest the government is exploring potential 
purchasers of the port lease, including US company Cerberus. Other reports suggest that the 
government would prefer an Australian buyer. 

 

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/port-of-darwin-lease-to-be-reviewed-anthony-albanese-20220608-p5as1e.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/port-of-darwin-lease-to-be-reviewed-anthony-albanese-20220608-p5as1e.html
https://www.pmc.gov.au/news/review-port-darwin-lease
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-04-04/albanese-vows-to-return-port-of-darwin-to-australia-election/105140260
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2025/apr/05/australian-election-2025-port-of-darwin-anthony-albanese-peter-dutton-labor-coalition
http://adelaide.china-consulate.gov.cn/eng/wjbfyrth/202504/t20250407_11589637.htm
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202505/27/WS6835703aa310a04af22c1c9d.html
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-06-16/port-of-darwin-landbridge-lease-political-debate-security/105394208
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-06-16/port-of-darwin-landbridge-lease-political-debate-security/105394208
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/media/pressclp/10323362/upload_binary/10323362.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf#search=%22darwin%20port%202020s%202025%22
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/we-want-it-in-australian-hands-albanese-cool-on-us-bid-to-buy-darwin-port-20250528-p5m2x2.html
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