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Dr Rod Kennett introduces the workshop purpose and 
the way forward from the workshop.

Introduction and purpose of the workshop
As part of the 2014 National Native Title Conference, the Centre for Land and Water Research at 
the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) convened a half 
day workshop to identify emerging issues in Indigenous land and sea management across Australia 
and to identify future research and resource needs to address these emerging issues.

The workshop was convened in response to the significant expansion of Indigenous land and sea 
management initiatives over the last decade and the ongoing demands from Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. Many of the same people are involved in their own communities and seek to 
regain control of land and undertake responsibilities to care for country. The workshop took place 
as part of the Native Title Conference in recognition of the role that native title determinations 
and Indigenous Land Use Agreements (ILUAs) have played in supporting Indigenous people’s 
aspirations to regain and strengthen their involvement in land and sea management, while also 
recognising that land and sea management can provide opportunities beyond or independently of 
the legal right recognised through native title processes.

The workshop provided an opportunities for over 
60 Indigenous land managers, Registered Native 
Title Bodies Corporate (RNTBCs), Native Title 
Representative Bodies and Service providers, 
state and federal government departments and 
researchers from Australian states and territories 
to share ideas on emerging issues in land and sea 
management, including to: 

• identify emerging issues in the practice and 
policy development for Indigenous land and sea 
management;

• promote national and regional connections 
between Indigenous land and sea management 
leaders and practitioners; and

• identify research priorities to support the 
development of Indigenous land and sea 
management. 

The workshop was convened by Dr Rod Kennett and 
Dr Tran Tran from the AIATSIS Centre for Land and 
Water Research and facilitated by Dr Dermot Smyth, 
assisted by Geoff Buchannan, Rob Williams, Melanie 
Dulfer‑Hyams, Acacia Prince‑Pike and Chris Lovell. 
Names and details of workshop participants are 
provided in Attachment 1.
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The Way Forward
AIATSIS circulated the draft workshop report for comments, feedback and further suggestions. 
Some of the issues raised in the workshop, the scoping paper and other research will be used to 
form the basis of a discussion paper as well as the development of a research agenda that will 
support Indigenous land and sea management.

Workshop Agenda

Time Event
1:30 – 1:40 pm Welcome and statement of workshop purpose 

Purpose and format of workshop
1:40 – 2:00 pm Participant Introductions

Location, role, group/community/RNTBC/organisation
2:00 – 2:30 pm Framing Talks 

Looking forward for Indigenous land and sea management 

Chrissy Grant (Deputy Chair, Indigenous Advisory Committee to the 
Federal Minister for the Environment) and 

Phil Rist (EO Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, Cardwell, Queensland)
2:30 – 3:30 pm Group Session 

Participants to identify emerging issues and related information and 
research needs

3:00 – 3:30 pm Afternoon Tea 
3:30 – 5:00 pm Consolidation and report back

Small group report back and discussion

Consolidation of major themes

Identifying a pathway forward
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Scoping Paper
Prior to the workshop, the AIATSIS Centre for Land and Water Research prepared a scoping paper 
(see Attachment 2) to provide an overview of key Indigenous land and sea management themes 
and a sample of emerging issues and questions within each theme, as revealed by a review of 
significant publications and reports produced over the last decade. The themes identified are:

• Indigenous authority and governance;
• Funding and livelihood opportunities;
• Maintaining and improving land and sea management practices;
• Knowledge management;
• Monitoring the impact of Indigenous land and sea management;
• Compliance and enforcement;
• Sea country and fisheries;
• Equity;
• Professional development and networking;
• Indigenous engagement in protected areas;
• Engagement with education, school groups and opportunities to pass on cultural knowledge;
• Leadership;
• Scaling up – working at regional and international scales.

These themes, and the questions identified within each theme (see scoping paper), provided a 
starting point for small group discussions sessions during the workshop, while participants also 
explored additional themes and emerging issues and research questions.
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Framing Talks
Following an introduction by Rod Kennett to the workshop background and aims, and an overview 
by Dermot Smyth of the Scoping Paper themes, two Framing Talks were presented to stimulate 
discussion in the small group sessions that followed. Key points from the Framing Talks are 
provided below.

Framing Talk 1: Consistency, communication and empowerment
Chrissy Grant, Deputy Chair, Indigenous Advisory Committee to the 
Commonwealth Environment Minister and Chair of the AIATSIS Research 
Ethics Committee
• Indigenous communities and ranger groups have 

power to advance land and sea management even 
when their Indigenous rights have not been formally 
recognised.

• The first ranger group was established 30 years 
ago on Palm Island and was initiated long before 
current policies such as Working on Country (WoC) 
or Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs) had been 
developed.

• The policy and funding environments supporting 
Indigenous natural and cultural resource 
management are constantly changing requiring 
regular, consistent and clear communication for 
Indigenous groups to meaningfully contribute 
in government processes around land and 
sea management.

• Indigenous people are inherently rights‑holders, not merely stakeholders and should be treated 
as such in the formation of policies and funding. There needs to be equal investment in political 
and legal pathways that extend beyond recognition to the active role of Traditional Owners in 
managing their country. For example, the consistency of approaches needs to extend to the 
recognition of rights and interests regardless of underlying tenure.

• Partnerships are essential to the recognition of not only legal rights but also improve access 
and capacity in circumstances where rights aren’t yet or may not be recognised.

• Equal to partnerships, Indigenous communities need to be empowered through knowledge 
including the ability to maintain control of information regarding their cultural values and 
knowledge of country.

• A national forum or annual meeting would be valuable as a method for Traditional Owners 
to share knowledge around land and sea management practices. There have been very few 
dedicated land and sea forums with only three national meetings having occurred to date in 
2003, 2007 and 2010.

• Indigenous interests in land and sea management can be supported through greater 
emphasis on regional assessment of landscape values to complement existing country based 
management and planning and also empowering Traditional Owners to take the responsibility to 
manage their cultural information.

• All of the themes identified for this workshop should be considered a priority for research as 
they are all important aspects of land and sea management – even though this workshop may 
not address each and every theme in the time available.

• The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples has been endorsed by Australia and 
those principles and the Convention of Biological Diversity articles 8(j) and 10(c) should be 
securely incorporated in policies and programs so that the rights of Indigenous peoples are 
recognised for our cultures, traditions and practices. 

 

Chrissy Grant discusses the importance of consistency, 
communication and empowerment to achieving positive land 
and sea management outcomes for Traditional Owners.
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Framing Talk 2:  
Culturally appropriate affirmative action at a sub‑regional level
Phil Rist, Executive Officer, Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, 
North‑Queensland
• Culturally appropriate governance, building and asserting capacity and authority in a pro‑active 

way and focusing on strategic leadership and partnerships has been critical for the Girringun 
Aboriginal Corporation.

• Girringun represents a community of Traditional Owners over a large coastal area in North 
Queensland between Cairns and Townsville. Significantly, the area offers very little opportunity 
in terms of mining and is located between two world heritage listed areas, yet has grown 
to employ over 40 staff and manage a ranger program of $1.2 million. In addition to a well 
established ranger program managing a Traditional Use of Marine Resources Agreement 
(TUMRA), an IPA and a broad suite of biodiversity monitoring and management projects, 
Girrigun also runs a successful art centre.

• Girringun has been successful as a result of its 
grassroots development, supported by strong, 
culturally driven leadership that engages 
Traditional Owners via their law and custom 
in land management and decision making 
processes.

• The Girrigun example shows how once 
Traditional Owners have successfully 
established themselves as authoritative land 
managers, partnerships, legal frameworks and 
agreements can be used as a tool to further 
drive Indigenous land and sea management.

• Capacity building can create further 
momentum that can lead to the development 
of partnerships and agreements, management 
opportunities and further strengthen capacity 
and authority to manage country. 

• Ownership of decision making processes and 
agreements should be shared with partners 
in land and sea management; by doing 
this partners will be more likely to uphold 
agreements and processes where they are 
invested in the outcomes. Partnerships based 
on trust, mutual respect and understanding are 
the strongest agreements that can be made.

Phil Rist speaks about the importance of Indigenous 
leaderships to ensure enduring partnerships 
and outcomes.
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Summary of emerging issues in each theme from 
group discussions
Following the Framing Talks, workshop participants broke into four groups to explore the themes 
and questions summarised in the Scoping Paper and to identify additional emerging issues and 
research tasks to support Indigenous land and sea management. Following about 90 minutes of 
facilitated group discussions, representatives of each group reported on their deliberations to the 
final plenary session of the workshop. The following summary of emerging issues in each theme 
only includes topics discussed during the feedback sessions from each group and during the final 
plenary discussion session (summaries of issues, ideas and recommendations from each group 
are provided in Attachment 3). 

There was insufficient time within the workshop to support a comprehensive coverage of issues 
relevant to land and sea management. Also, the hosting of the workshop within a native title 
conference meant that participants did not include a full representation of the range of jobs and 
roles within land and sea management ‑ on‑ground practitioners such as rangers were notably 
under‑represented.

Given these limitations this report does not represent a comprehensive list of emerging issues in 
Indigenous land and sea management. It was however a rare opportunity for people to meet and 
discuss the future of land and sea management at a national scale and an important contribution 
to a continuing conversation and the role that AIATSIS can play.
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Governance and leadership
• There was recognition that there would be no ‘right’ governance model for all Traditional Owner 

groups, but that there is value in researching the benefits and disadvantages of the variety of 
governance models used to manage land and sea country around Australia as well as assisting 
Traditional Owner groups to assess the effectiveness of their own governance model. 

• There is a desire to move away from potential conflicts between RNTBCs and other land 
management organisations (such as NTRBs/NTSPs and other Indigenous corporations) and 
focus on models of collaboration and funding administration that are designed based on the 
priorities of Traditional Owners. 

• There is a need for consistent and clear communication at all scales and within all sectors 
especially where land and sea management is cross‑jurisdictional and involves multiple 
stakeholders.

• There is a need for bi‑partisan political support 
for Indigenous land and sea management 
as some issues such as weeds, climate 
change, water management and feral animal 
management are long term and span multiple 
jurisdictions.

• Support for whole‑of‑country based planning 
would enable traditional owners to apply 
holistic approaches and management practices 
in areas such as climate change.

• Strong Indigenous leadership and cultural 
governance is a key factor in generating 
successes in Indigenous land and sea 
management.

Funding
• There is a change of thinking in funding and governance models towards seeking and developing 

independent social/private entrepreneurship to broaden resource and funding sources and so 
decrease dependency upon government funding and support and empower Traditional Owners. 

• Non‑government sources of funding need to be identified so that Traditional Owners have the 
freedom to access diverse funding sources that best suit community and country needs. Key 
priorities would include covering gaps in areas of government interest or ensuring that funding 
is delivered to communities in a holistic manner such as in the example of Single Noongar 
Claim (where most of the compensation includes land management outcomes and land 
management principles).

• Some examples of non‑government based funding include conservation NGOs such as The 
Nature Conservancy and Bush Heritage and bequests that could possibly be managed through 
dedicated donation‑seeking staff.

• There is a lack of certainty, continuity, communication and consultation in the administration 
of land and sea programs generating confusion about available funding and how it can be 
accessed especially with departmental and program changes.

• There is a need for continuity and equity with successful funding programs (e.g. IPA and WoC) 
that are now under threat or oversubscribed with some groups reaching the end of funding 
agreements or lacking the ability to access them. 

• Environmental economic opportunities in the conservation economy (e.g. commercial fisheries, 
tourist ventures and carbon farming programs) need further exploration as well as the sharing 
of successful implementation case studies.

• There should also be a strategic and flexible approach to funding delivery that builds Indigenous 
land management capacity rather than supporting one‑off events or activities. 
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Partnerships
• Traditional Owners are not always engaged with as land managers or decision makers (for 

example, NRM bodies need to better engage with Traditional Owners in South Australia).
• Current government processes and practices rarely allow for long term partnerships that 

support Indigenous land and sea management. There appears to be no commitment for long 
term partnerships from government especially in the way that activities (such as fire burning, 
monitoring etc) rather than processes (such as decision making and planning) are funded.

• Partnerships need to be Indigenous driven and maintained as they are critical to the success of 
Indigenous led programs.

• Continual change in government program staff, departments and policy priorities makes 
enduring partnerships with Traditional Owners almost impossible. There is a need to 
understand how to best navigate these changes and lobby for consistency and clarity at the 
same time.

Equity between Traditional 
Owner Groups
• Challenges arise because of inequities in the 

success of Indigenous groups in engaging in 
key government programs such as IPAs and 
WoC. Some examples included the perception 
that most Indigenous land management 
funding is concentrated in Northern Australia. 
The issue of equity in funding was also raised 
in the context of support for women and 
junior rangers.

• There is also lack of equity in terms of 
regulation and competing legislative regimes 
for recognition and the exercise of rights 
and interests. 
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National coordination and communication
• The lack of progress of national initiatives such as the ‘National Caring for Country Strategy’ 

frustrated participants interested in the strategic development of a national Indigenous land and 
sea management position.

• There has been a hiatus between previous land and sea management discussions (such as the 
three year gap between the last National Indigenous Land and Sea Conference at Broken Hill), 
which has led to progress on issues being very slow or not at all. 

• The importance and continuing relevance of the National Indigenous Sea Country Framework 
developed in Mary River in 2012 and the need for this framework to be continued and 
implemented independently of government was reiterated.

• A national report card on what is happening in land and sea management or an annual national 
meeting progressing these issues is needed.

• There is a need to learn from past experiences to develop proactive, effective, coordinated 
national strategies on land and sea issues especially in fragmented or unsupported policy areas 
such as water management.

• Some suggestions included establishing a national Indigenous land and sea body to act as a 
unified voice to government (but not tell mobs what to do!).

• There is a need to communicate and share the successes of Indigenous land and sea 
management.

Fisheries and cultural heritage
• A failure to recognise Indigenous rights, a lack 

of consultation and culturally inappropriate 
rules and regulations have led to the 
conviction of Indigenous people in NSW for 
carrying out traditional harvesting practices 
and land and sea management.

• Indigenous values in fisheries compete 
with large scale industrial fishing in the 
formation of legislation and policy. This 
is due to a breakdown in (and failure to 
establish) Indigenous involvement in fisheries 
management in NSW with significant disparity 
between the recognition of Indigenous 
cultural fishing rights and regulatory regimes 
focused on economic gains.

• There is inconsistency in management 
practices and regulation nationally and 
through the separation of fisheries from the 
concept of biodiversity and the ecosystem 
more broadly.

• National and state governments have failed 
to meet and/or recognise international 
agreements upholding Indigenous fisheries 
rights. For example it was suggested that fish 
resources need to be regarded as biological 
resources in the context of Indigenous access 
rights under the Convention on Biological 
Diversity.
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Water Management
• Water is a central element of Country but is often compartmentalised in land management. As 

a result, despite recognition of interests in land, there is no Indigenous water allocation and the 
priority has been given to satisfying commercial needs.

• More effective ways to establish alliances and lobby government on water issues are needed 
given the imminent loss of the National Water Commission and the replacement of the First 
Peoples’ Water Engagement Council with the Indigenous Water Advisory Committee. 

• Options for ensuring that Indigenous water allocations are prioritized and that cultural interests 
in water are protected need to be explored and supported (for example, defining water as a 
cultural object under heritage legislation, the possibility of establishing a National Indigenous 
Water Trust/Fund, and implementing cultural flows).

Enforcement and compliance
• Developing and implementing compliance and 

enforcement powers for rangers on country is a 
priority. This includes policy review and reform and 
training and developing rangers to carry out their 
enforcement role.

Research
• Research needs to be driven by Traditional Owners 

and be prioritised in project methodology and 
funding proposals that are focused on holistic 
outcomes and approaches (e.g. biological and 
cultural values should not be separated in research).

• An important priority is building the capacity of 
Indigenous community‑based organisations such as 
rangers to identify research needs and undertake 
research activities including through partnerships 
with researchers.

Rights
• Traditional Owners are owners and managers of country based on law and custom and these 

rights should be recognised in a manner consistent with international principles.

Knowledge Management
• Knowledge management practices should be based on cultural principles and not separate 

natural from cultural values.
• Funding should support Indigenous knowledges and transmission especially where this 

knowledge, which needs to be passed on, is being lost.
• Data and knowledge management remain a major challenge. Robust systems of data and 

knowledge collection and management are a high priority for Indigenous land and sea 
managers.
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Emerging research questions
Based on the outcomes of the workshop discussions and 
the matters discussed in the Scoping Paper, the following 
questions have emerged as the possible focus of research 
to support Indigenous land and sea management across 
Australia:
• What are the benefits and constraints of the current 

governance arrangements for undertaking Indigenous 
land and sea management work – e.g. comparisons 
between stand‑alone land and sea agencies and 
ranger groups administered by RNTBCs or regional 
organisations such as NTRBs/NTSPs. What models 
have been most effective and why? Are there different 
governance requirements over time or pre and post 
determination?

• What impact do different land tenures have on land 
and sea management? How are these impacts being 
mitigated now and what policy innovations and/or legal 
changes would contribute to further mitigation?

• How can research funding and focus ensure that Indigenous interests are prioritised ?
• What are the most effective communication options to inform Traditional Owners about land 

and sea governance models throughout Australia (e.g. a national clearing house of research, 
interactive map of land and sea managers)? What avenues currently exist to share land and 
sea management research and knowledge? Is there scope to consider more innovative ways 
to communicate research and policy changes to practitioners? What are the immediate 
opportunities for further discussion (e.g. World Parks Conference, national Indigenous land and 
sea management conferences, a recurrent land and sea segment at the annual National Native 
Title Conference)?

• What are the options/possible models for a national coordination body for Indigenous land and 
sea management? What role would such a body have? How would it be funded?

• Where does land and sea management sit in the government’s Indigenous agenda? How can 
the achievements of land and sea initiatives be better communicated to decision‑makers at all 
levels of government? What is the future of the sector? 
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• What are the existing gaps in available funding and how can they be addressed? How do 
different funding regimes and models interact and how can they be more effective in achieving 
land and sea management outcomes?

• What are the learnings from collaborations between conservation NGOs and Indigenous 
organisations in land and sea management? How can the tools of the philanthropic sector be 
adopted/adapted by Indigenous groups? How might long term interests of philanthropics align 
with Indigenous aspirations? 

• What existing policy initiatives and legal reforms are facilitating Indigenous engagement in the 
conservation economy?

• What are the legal and policy interactions between different jurisdictional approaches and how 
can Indigenous rights and interests be recognised and protected?

• What factors (cultural, legal, political, policy entrepreneurial etc.) have been the catalysts for 
developing government appetite in successfully partnering with Indigenous communities to 
develop meaningful programs that empower Traditional Owners to sustainably manage country 
‑ e.g. Indigenous leadership, cultural authority, IPAs, WoC and TUMRAs within the Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park Authority?

• What are the inconsistencies in fisheries management and the connection between Indigenous 
cultural fishing and Indigenous cultural heritage? What are Indigenous priorities in fisheries 
management? How can capacity be increased to better engage Traditional Owners in fisheries 
management? How can research be used to inform, lobby and reform government practice? 
What are the opportunities for Indigenous leadership of the reform process?

• Where is water policy currently at? Where should future research and policy investment lie 
in order to develop Indigenous water rights? How can the concept of cultural flows be better 
communicated and embedded in water policy and practice?

• How can Indigenous enforcement and compliance powers and opportunities be developed? 
What are the implications of delegating 
compliance and enforcement powers to 
Indigenous rangers? How can current 
momentum in this field (e.g. initiatives in the 
NT and Queensland) be supported?

• What are the knowledge management 
practices currently in place and how do they 
relate to best practice data management and 
application? 

• What strategies might enable Indigenous land 
and sea managers to harness research effort 
to address management priorities as well as 
build livelihoods? 

• How can Indigenous aspirations and 
knowledge be prioritised in the design and 
delivery of new research programs?

• What are the elements of successful research 
partnerships in land and sea management?
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Attachment 2: Scoping Paper

Emerging issues in Indigenous land and sea management
A workshop briefing paper for the National Native Title Conference, Coffs Harbour,  
June 2‑4, 2014

1:30 – 5:00 pm, Marina Room 

Purpose of this paper
This paper is intended to provide background reading to support participant discussions at 
the ‘Emerging issues in Indigenous land and sea management’ workshop from 1:30‑5pm on 
Wednesday 4 June 2014 at the National Native Title Conference. The emerging issues below are 
based on a review of recent publications and workshop reports in which people have identified 
issues and oncoming challenges for Indigenous land and sea management.

Background 
The complex relationships between Indigenous Australians and their lands and waters derives 
from ancient responsibilities that guide the reciprocal relationship between people and country, 
often referred to today as Caring for Country. The common thread is the aspiration of Indigenous 
Australians to control and manage their lands and waters so as to create opportunities for new and 
innovative livelihoods that sustain traditional connections to country.
Contemporary Indigenous land and sea management is most visible in the expanding and 
increasingly skilled workforce of Indigenous rangers and the land and sea organisations from 
which they operate. Since the first independent Indigenous ranger group was established on 
Palm Island, Queensland in 1983, Indigenous land and sea management has grown rapidly across 
Australia and is now one of the most successful areas of Indigenous employment, especially in 
remote and regional areas. Land and sea managers work in diverse organisations and across an 
enormous range of climates, landscapes, languages, cultures and land tenures. Securing native 
title rights and interests has been an important and major goal for Indigenous communities where 
it is available but Indigenous land and sea managers also negotiate ownership or access rights to 
non‑native title lands in order to conduct long held management responsibilities, irrespective of 
current legal title.

Identifying and supporting the development of livelihoods for Indigenous Australians based on 
contemporary management of lands and waters is essential to building sustainable and resilient 
communities. Indigenous Caring for Country activities yield significant health, social, cultural, 
spiritual, economic and environmental outcomes for Indigenous people as well as for broader 
Australia. Indigenous Caring for Country is finding innovative ways to bring together Indigenous 
and non‑Indigenous knowledge and techniques to meet the challenges posed by a changing 
environment. 

As AIATSIS celebrates 50 years of research about Indigenous peoples relationships with their 
lands and waters, this National Native Title Conference provides an opportunity to reflect on the 
successes of Caring for Country over the last 30 years and the challenges and opportunities that lie 
ahead in the coming decades. 

The emerging issues summarised below are some of many issues that could be explored further 
at the workshop. All participants are encouraged to share their experience and knowledge of 
successes, challenges and opportunities that can help support Caring for Country initiatives 
elsewhere and can provide guidance to AIATSIS or other research institutions regarding the 
development of a research agenda that can meaningfully support Indigenous land and sea 
management throughout Australia.
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Summary of Emerging Issues 
Indigenous authority and governance
Effective governance is critical to the success for all Indigenous organisations involved in land and 
sea management. Some critical questions include:

• What can we learn from the successes and failures of governance arrangements over the last 
30 years?

• How can Indigenous cultural authority over country translate into decision‑making in land and 
sea management, with or without native title?

• How can we further support whole‑of‑country (or multi‑tenure) governance?

Funding and livelihood opportunities
Sustainable funding for recurrent expenses, employment, capital equipment, infrastructure and 
enterprise development are critical to the long term success of land and sea management. Options 
for diversifying and securing sustainable funding from a range of government and non‑government 
sources may include:

• Establishing a perpetual trust fund;
• Fee for service contracts;
• Environmental offsets;
• Carbon credits;
• Tourism ventures;
• Other commercial enterprises;
• Other options?

Maintaining and improving land and sea management practices
Indigenous land and sea management groups have developed considerable expertise and 
experience in practical land and sea management, often combining local Indigenous knowledge 
with contemporary science through partnerships and innovative technologies.

• How can this experience and expertise be shared between groups across Australia?
• What will be the main practical land and sea management challenges in the future?
• What are the challenges in managing collaborations between Indigenous and scientific 

knowledge systems and practices?
• How will a changing climate impact on the activities and priorities of Indigenous land and sea 

managers?
• What new research and management tools and partnerships are required to support land and 

sea management practice into the future?

Knowledge management
Knowledge obtained from surveys, ranger patrols, monitoring, talking to Elders, photography and 
data recording is essential to the long term management of country. How this knowledge is best 
documented, stored, accessed and applied is an emerging challenge to many Indigenous land and 
sea management groups.

• What knowledge management systems are most suited to particular types of information?
• Are there advantages in standardising knowledge management systems regionally or 

nationally?
• How can knowledge be shared more widely to achieve landscape scale environmental 

management outcomes without compromising cultural protocols and intellectual property?
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Monitoring the impact of Indigenous land and sea management
Ongoing support from governments, other investors and Indigenous communities will benefit from 
clear demonstrations of the effectiveness of land and sea management. While some aspects of 
Indigenous land and sea management are clearly leading to improved environmental outcomes, 
other impacts are harder to measure.

• Which monitoring tools have been most successful in demonstrating management 
effectiveness?

• What new environmental monitoring tools need to be developed?
• How can we best demonstrate the social, cultural, health and wellbeing impacts of land and sea 

management?

Compliance and enforcement
Many Indigenous ranger groups have expressed interest in acquiring the skills and legal authority 
to undertake compliance and enforcement activities to protect country and cultural heritage. To 
date, most compliance and enforcement powers are held only by government agencies, though 
some commitments have been made in Indigenous Land Use Agreements to transfer compliance 
authority to Indigenous rangers.

• What are the barriers, risks and challenges to acquiring compliance and enforcement authority?
• What are the pathways to overcoming these barriers, risks and challenges?
• What can be learned from previous initiatives in Australia and elsewhere?

Sea country and fisheries
Indigenous engagement in sea country management has strengthened in recent years, but still 
remains undeveloped in comparison to land management activities.
• What are the opportunities and constraints for co‑management of Marine Protected Areas?
• What are the challenges and opportunities of Sea Country Indigenous Protected Areas?
• What is the pathway to achieve appropriate recognition for Indigenous fisheries across 

Australia?

Equity
While significant advances have been made in support for Indigenous land and sea management 
over the last 30 years, the benefits have not been distributed equitably across Australia. In 
particular, it is difficult for Traditional Owner groups who are not already engaged with the 
Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) program or the Working on Country (WoC) program to access 
these fully committed initiatives.

• What are the factors contributing to inequities in accessing land and sea management 
programs?

• What measures can be put in place to redress these inequities now?
• What are the prospects and pathways for emerging land and sea management groups who will 

be unable to access WoC or IPA funding in the future?

Professional development and networking
The growing workforce of Indigenous land and sea managers, coordinators and rangers 
participates in a wide range of education, training and networking activities through formal 
educational institutions, short technical courses and participation in regional and national 
workshops and conferences.

• How well are these current educational and networking activities meeting the needs of land and 
sea management practitioners?

• Is there a need for more targeted training and/or networking opportunities?
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Indigenous engagement in protected areas
Since the late 1970s there has been growing Indigenous engagement in the management of 
national parks, and since the late 1990s Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs) have emerged as an 
Indigenous‑led framework for managing country. More recently, some IPAs have incorporated state 
held national parks, providing a new pathway to co‑management. There are also a growing number 
of sea country IPAs being declared or in the process of consultation.

• What are the future directions and opportunities for IPAs and co‑managed national parks?
• How can we best use the opportunity of the World Parks Congress in Sydney in November 2014 

to advance Indigenous engagement in protected areas across Australia?

Engagement with education, school groups and opportunities to pass on 
cultural knowledge
• What opportunities exist to align schooling outcomes with being on country?
• How can elders be involved in passing on knowledge to better manage country?
• What role could Junior Ranger programs play in inter‑generational transfer?

Leadership
Identifying and building future leaders in land and sea management is an important task.

• What programs are currently in place to build future leadership and how could they be 
supported?

• What kind of skills and abilities will future leaders need?

Scaling up – working at regional and international scales
Indigenous rangers are already working across boundaries, borders and ecosystems in managing 
issues like fire, weeds, feral animals and migratory species. Ecosystem‑based management is also 
regarded by scientists as essential for effective sustainable management. 

• How can Indigenous land and sea managers be supported to manage at ecosystem scales?
• What opportunities exist for sharing knowledge between regions and internationally?
• How can land and water be better managed across multiple ranger and claim groups and water 

basins, aquifers and land forms?
• Are there consistent national and regional issues that can only be resolved on these scales? 
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Attachment 3: Summary of group discussions

Group 1
Facilitated by Acacia Prince‑Pike and report presented by Acacia, Rowan Foley, 
Wally Stewart, Steve Schnierer and Peter See

Fisheries and cultural heritage
• There has been a breakdown in (and failure 

to establish) collaboration and Indigenous 
involvement in fisheries management in New 
South Wales (NSW) with significant disparity 
between the recognition of Indigenous cultural 
fishing rights and regulatory regimes focused 
on economic gains.

• A failure to recognise Indigenous rights, lack 
of consultation and culturally inappropriate 
rules and regulations has led to legal 
infringement and jail time for Indigenous 
people in NSW for carrying out traditional 
harvesting practices and land and sea country 
management.

• There is inconsistency in management 
practices and regulation nationally and 
through the separation of fisheries from the 
concept of biodiversity and the ecosystem 
more broadly.

• National and state governments have failed 
to meet and/or recognise international 
agreements upholding Indigenous fisheries 
rights.

• Research is needed to highlight inconsistencies in fisheries management and the living 
connection between Indigenous cultural fishing and Indigenous cultural heritage. Such research 
would be a valuable tool to highlight Indigenous priorities in fisheries management and to 
inform and lobby government.

Governance
• Several Indigenous group members emphasised a change of thinking in governance and funding 

models ‑ towards seeking and developing independent social entrepreneurship in order to 
lessen dependence upon government funding and empower Traditional Owners to carry out 
management of country.

• The group also emphasised a desire to move away from potential conflicts between RNTBCs 
and land management organisations with a strong desire to develop productive collaborations 
and a greater focus upon the development of their own models.

• There was also recognition that there would be no ‘right’ governance model for all Traditional 
Owner groups, but that there is value in researching the benefits and disadvantages of 
the variety of governance models in managing land and sea country around Australia; and 
assisting Traditional Owner groups to assess the effectiveness of their own governance model. 
Communicating these findings to all Traditional Owner groups to learn from would be very 
valuable.
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Funding
• Non‑government sources of funding need to be identified so that Traditional Owners have the 

freedom to use money in a variety of ways which best suit community and country needs.
• This move towards private entrepreneurship includes seeking funding through:

 » bequests and philanthropists;
 » environmental economic opportunities (e.g. commercial fisheries);
 » tourist ventures;
 » carbon farming programs.

• There is urgency in identifying alternative funding and continue (and develop) Traditional Owner 
driven land and sea management across Australia.

Partnerships
• Current government processes and practices rarely allow for long term partnerships that 

support Indigenous land and sea management. There appears to be no commitment for long 
term partnerships from government.

• Government has tunnel vision due to the election cycle and continual change in government 
programs, staff, department and policy priorities makes enduring partnerships with Traditional 
Owners almost impossible.

• Research suggestion: What factors have been the catalyst for developing government appetite 
in successfully partnering with Indigenous communities to develop meaningful programs which 
empower Traditional Owners to sustainably manage country (e.g. Indigenous Protected Area 
(IPA) program nationally and Traditional Use of Marine Resource Agreements (TUMRAs within 
the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority))?

Equity
• Inequities between jurisdictions in the recognition of Indigenous rights and interests in land and 

sea management remain a significant challenge. Similar challenges arise because of inequities 
in the success of Indigenous groups in engaging in key government programs such as IPAs and 
WoC. There are no plans to expand these programs so groups who were not able/ready to join 
these programs in the past will now miss out.

Group 2
Facilitated by Melanie Dulfer‑Hyams, and report 
presented by Melissa George

• Reiteration of the frustration experienced by the 
group over numerous land and sea management 
forums/talks and the perceived failure of anything 
coming from these discussions.

• Questions around the need and best way to 
communicate governance models throughout 
Australia to Traditional Owners.

• Reiteration of the importance and continuing 
relevance of the National Indigenous Sea Country 
Framework developed in Mary River in 2012, and 
the need for this framework to be continued and 
implemented independently of government.

• Need to develop funding sources to support Indigenous land and sea ranger groups 
independently of government.

• Need to establish a national Indigenous land and sea body to act as a unified voice to 
government (but not tell mobs what to do!).

• The concept of the ‘triple bottom line’ is missing a fourth element: political sustainability
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Group 3
Facilitated by Chris Lovell 

National initiatives
• There has been a hiatus 

between previous land and sea 
management discussions (such as 
the three year gap since the last 
National Indigenous Land and Sea 
Conference at Broken Hill), which 
has led to progress on issues being 
very slow or not happening. 

• Perceived lack of progress of the 
IAC national caring for country 
strategy frustrated participants.

• There needs to be a national report 
card on what is happening in land 
and sea management or an annual 
national meeting progressing 
these issues is needed.

• There is also a need to learn from 
past experiences to develop proactive, effective, coordinated national strategies on land and sea 
issues especially in fragmented or unsupported policy areas such as water management.

Water
• Water is a central element of Country but is often compartmentalized in land management 

practice. As a result, despite recognition of interests in land, currently there is no Indigenous 
water allocation and the priority has been given to commercial needs.

• There is a need for more effective ways to establish alliances and lobby government on water 
issues given the imminent loss of the National Water Commission and the First Peoples’ Water 
Engagement Council (FPWEC).

• Options for ensuring that Indigenous water allocations are prioritized and that cultural interests 
in water are protected need to be explored and supported (e.g. defining water as a cultural 
object under heritage legislation, the possibility of establishing a National Indigenous Water 
Trust/Fund, and implementing ‘cultural flows’).

Equity
• Equity between different groups and jurisdictions in terms of funding and regulation was a 

key concern. Some examples included the perception that most Indigenous land management 
funding is concentrated in Northern Australia. 

• Some group participants commented on the lack of equity in terms of land and water regulation 
which forces Traditional Owners to resolve conflicting and fragmented laws.

Leadership
• The importance of strong Indigenous leadership and cultural governance was emphasised as a 

key factor in generating successes in Indigenous land and sea management.

 



Emerging Issues in Land and Sea Management  A workshop to map current and future research and resource needs        23

Funding
• Group members discussed ways of accessing/generating funds for projects that are beyond the 

WoC and IPA programs/accessible to those who are unable to access them.
• There is also a need to develop innovative approaches to attracting funding from sources outside 

of government to cover gaps in areas of government interest or ensure that funding is delivered 
to communities in a holistic manner such as in the example of Single Noongar Claim (where 
most of the compensation includes land management opportunities and land management 
based principles).

• Funding should also be directed at not only funding activities but the development of the 
capacity of Traditional Owners to assert themselves as land managers. 

• There should also be a strategic approach to funding delivery that creates pathways for 
Indigenous land management rather than supporting one off events or activities.

Group 4 
Facilitated by Geoff Buchanan

Funding
• Funding for Indigenous land and sea management programs is an urgent priority.
• Indigenous people are confused about land and sea programs through a lack of certainty, 

continuity, communication and consultation.
• Needs to be greater flexibility in funding programs (not ‘full‑time or no‑time’).
• There has been a failure to build on the successes of WoC and IPA programs.
• Funding needs to be prioritised to focus on Indigenous ecological knowledge or women and 

junior ranger groups who have missed out in the past.
• Funding sources outside of government need to be prioritised and researched.
• There is a need for recognition of Indigenous people as knowledge‑holders and managers, even 

if they have no formal recognised legal rights.
• Most funding goes to Northern Australia (e.g. northern Western Australia (WA) compared to 

southwest WA).
• The term ‘Working on Country’ needs to be retained as it is well respected across Australia.
• Natural Resource Management (NRM) bodies need to better engage with Traditional Owners 

(e.g. in South Australia).

Enforcement and compliance
• Enforcement powers for rangers on country is a priority 

‑ either enforcement powers or at least the respect to be 
backed up by authorities.

• Training and skills development needs to be developed to 
support enforcement powers.

Research
• Research needs to be driven by Traditional Owners and 

prioritised in funding bids.
• Biological and cultural values should not be separated in 

research.
• There is a lack of research undertaken on cultural 

knowledge ‑ this should be a priority in any new research.
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