“Down disconsolate streets” by Nicholas Rothwell, February 07, 2007 (extract only): “Our northern capital survived being bombed and blown away only to have its heart torn out by rapacious development … The old city, and what it stood for - its aimlessness and its abrupt energies, its secret charms and half-formed ghosts, its sense, above all, of distance from the norms and pressures of the south - these have gone. A new order is being born. 

Or, as one old-timer put it to me in wry, mournful tones, some months ago at the Railway Social Club in Parap, a kind of relict temple of old Darwin: "The people who run the place these days -- the politicians, the bureaucrats, the developers, the financiers - they've raped the town. What the Japanese Imperial Air Force couldn't do, and what Cyclone Tracy couldn't do, they've done." 

More than in other places, geography blends, here, into history. Grand plans and fantasies of development form the constant themes of Darwin's past. The map of the city - what changes, what stays the same - is a telling artefact. 

Why, then, the rush to tear the heart of the city down and recreate the backblocks of the Gold Coast? Why the construction frenzy, when the population trends are stable and many city offices yawn vacant? Why the cowed, grief-struck quality of the few faint protests? Why the silence, or complicity, of the distinctly left-of-centre political class now in uncontested power? 

All these anomalies begin to come into focus once one turns one's eyes to the demographic map of Darwin and to the weird political economy of the north. Of course there are other, more familiar factors in play: the money that opens the door for these vast developments is the new tide of investment finance, the slop from Australia's decade of property inflation, seeking, in the last untouched market, a final drop of high-speed gain. The Waterfront venture falls squarely in the North's long tradition of publicly funded, big-ticket projects meant to strengthen the paper-thin economy. And of course the sell-offs of city parkland are an exercise in revenue-raising to help Treasury meet its rapidly expanding obligations. 

But the rape of Darwin is not about economics. Nor is it about individual politicians ... No, the issue is the state itself, its structure and its ruling ethos. The territory is too small and stratified to operate a conventional democratic government; it functions more as a patronage system. 

Like a Portuguese man-of-war or some deep-sea superorganism, a giant coalition being made up of many seamlessly collaborating, once-separate entities, it runs according to its own unswayable logic. The logic of administration and development, implemented by 16,000 public servants [in 2007] themselves a large slice of the electorate and by far the territory's most potent interest group. 

The economy over which they preside is wholly artificial. Four-fifths of government funding comes straight from Canberra; bureaucrats spend and distribute this money to contractors and vassals of various kinds. The rest of the population churns at an intense rate: perhaps one-fifth of mainstream Territorians leave for good each year, to be replaced by more pass-through citizens. The indigenous population remains and grows...
