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Abstract 

The Indigenous land and sea management (ILSM) movement in Australia is an Indigenous-

led initiative based on strong and complex obligations to care for Country. Traditional Owners 

(TOs) and Ranger groups have achieved substantial support through government and non-

government funding programs. As these programs mature, ILSM practitioners and their 

collaborators are grappling with how to evaluate success, a requirement necessary for ILSM 

to satisfy investment. 

To date, there has been little work describing the experience of monitoring and evaluation 

(M&E) from Indigenous perspectives. This thesis advances the discussion by providing 

accounts of how TOs and Rangers from two ILSM groups – in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands in South Australia and at Ngukurr in the Northern Territory – are 

responding to the evaluation of their ILSM programs and collaborations. Both people-places 

have government-funded Ranger groups, Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs), and non-

government funded initiatives, each with requisite reporting requirements. The thesis has 

used background research, and collaborative investigations with TOs and Rangers to observe 

the activities undertaken and assess what was being achieved from their perspective. 

This work clarifies the problem – how to do M&E and strengthen Indigenous governance of 

Country without extending neoliberal governmentality. While there are tensions between 

funders, TOs and Rangers, the results show Indigenous agency in expressing priorities in ILSM 

programs, and through determining the activities and timing of work undertaken. TOs and 

Rangers gave a high priority to being on Country, performing ceremony, recounting and 

singing the Tjukurpa (APY Lands) or Drimin (Ngukurr), and maintaining language as integral 

components of ILSM – in addition to the more conservation-focused activities such as weed 

or feral animal control. 

However, the absence of local language words encompassing monitoring, management or 

success revealed that conventional M&E reporting may continue the disempowering colonial 

processes that ILSM aspires to reverse. Social, cultural, and environmental objectives are also 

not easily defined, for TOs, Rangers, or non-Indigenous funders. 

Nevertheless, Indigenous-focused M&E processes can provide further ‘proof of concept’ for 

Ranger and IPA programs, which have grown exponentially in recent decades. The research 

indicates that improved communication and understanding about the holistic objectives of 
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ILSM, supported by collaborative governance of ISLM programs, could contribute to the 

development of fit-for-purpose M&E processes, which support and respect Indigenous 

evaluative methods and tools. 
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Glossary 
Anangu 

Anangu is a Pitjantjatjara word meaning ‘people’, and has, more recently, come to refer 

specifically to people of Pitjantjatjara, Yankunytjatjara and other Western Desert language 

backgrounds who live or have lived on the APY Lands, or who may have family connections 

to Indigenous estates on the APY Lands but be presently residing outside the APY Lands. 

Country 

Country encompasses the interdependent relationships, responsibilities and obligations 

between Indigenous peoples and their ancestral lands and seas. 

Drimin 

Drimin is a Kriol word that can be roughly translated into English as the Dreaming. 

Indigenous community 

Remote and Indigenous townships are often referred to by scholars as ‘communities’ but this 

is a contested term. The concept of community ‘invokes notions of an idealised unity of 

purpose and action among social groups who are perceived to share a common culture’ 

(Peters-Little 2000 p. 2). Many Indigenous ‘communities’, however, are not homogenous and 

have a number of clan groups living there with different cultures, languages, geographies and 

histories. Therefore, the term township is used in this thesis. 

Indigenous/Clan/Ancestral estate 

Indigenous people belong to clan groups, which have ownership, access and use rights over 

corresponding areas of land and sea. These ‘estates’ own and are owned by certain family 

members. Clan estates constitute ancestral paths that make up geographical and associated 

responsibilities. These lands and seas might be, but are not necessarily, recognised by the 

Australian state as being legally owned by Indigenous people today. Clan estate or ancestral 

estate is used when referring to specific ancestral areas, owned and managed by a defined 

group of family members. Clan estates may or may not have yet been included in the 

‘Indigenous Estate’. 

Indigenous Estate 

The words ‘Indigenous Estate’ are used by scholars and in Indigenous policy to describe 

contemporary Indigenous land ownership in Australia, or specifically, Indigenous owned land 

that is recognised by Australian law. This land includes land held under statutory forms of 

freehold title, native title determinations, and land use agreements. 

 

 



xxv 

Indigenous land and sea management (ILSM) 

Indigenous land and sea management (ILSM) has emerged as a contemporary expression of 

efforts by TOs to meet their obligations to care for their Country and reclaim governance 

authority and legitimacy. It has been driven by Indigenous people and their achievements in 

accessing funding for their activities and to assert control over their land. Federal 

Government programs including Working on Country (WoC) and Indigenous Protected Areas 

(IPAs) were created collaboratively, to support ILSM on Indigenous-owned land as well as on 

other land and sea areas where Indigenous peoples retained cultural and other connections. 

Indigenous people 

Indigeneity is often deliberately ill-defined given the variation in circumstances under which 

people choose to self-identify as Indigenous. Following Garnett et al. (2018), I have adopted 

the following definition of Indigenous people as: ‘peoples in independent countries who are 

regarded as indigenous on account of their descent from the populations which inhabited 

the country, or a geographical region to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest 

or colonisation or the establishment of present state boundaries and who, irrespective of 

their legal status, retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political 

institutions’ (International Labour Organisation 1989). While there is no official consensus, I 

capitalize the term ‘Indigenous’ given that Indigenous peoples have asserted in multiple fora 

that they consider doing so a sign of respect. This is the same as is done when English, French 

and Spanish are capitalized. In this chapter, I use ‘Indigenous people’ for this background 

overview to refer to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSIC) people across Australia. In 

subsequent chapters I use ‘Anangu’ when talking specifically about Indigenous people from 

the APY Lands and ‘Yugul Mangi People’ when talking about Indigenous people from Ngukurr. 

Intercultural 

‘Intercultural’ is a term used and theorised by Merlan (1998, 2005) intended to interrogate 

and illuminate the contemporary position of Indigenous people with respect to the 

surrounding colonizing Australian society. The use of the term was primarily motivated by 

the desire to keep ‘engagement between’ Aboriginal and non‐Aboriginal people in view at all 

times. Morphy and Morphy (2013) critiqued the term and proffered ‘relative autonomy’ as a 

term with a stronger basis for recognising the ongoing durability of Aboriginal agency, social 

relations, and systems of value within that process of engaging with the Australian state. 

Munanga  

Munanga is the Kriol word for non-Indigenous person. According to Dickson (2015), it can 

also be applied to Asian people or Aboriginal people with no traditional ties to the area and 

its people.  

People-places 

I have adopted Verran’s (2002b) approach to landscapes as ‘people-places’ which recognises 

that, for many Indigenous people, their reality has people and place as one entity. 
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Piranpa  

Piranpa is a Pitjantjatjara word that is used to refer to non-Anangu who reside and work on 

and off the APY Lands. 

Ranger 

Indigenous Rangers groups emerged as independent and Traditional Owner-led initiatives in 

Australia from the 1980s, to support TOs to care for their Country. The Australian 

Government then responded and provided funding for wages and resources through the 

Working on County (WoC) and Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) Programs. 

Tjukurpa 

Tjukurpa is a Pitjantjatjara word that can be roughly translated into English as the Dreaming, 

but Anangu will always use the word Tjukurpa. The sacred stories that traverse the continent 

and form the Tjukurpa are often translated into English as ‘songlines’. 

Traditional Owner 

In Australia, the term Traditional Owner (or TO) generally refers to Indigenous people who 

hold ancestral responsibility, rights and interests in Country, irrespective of their legal title to 

their ancestral estates. In some Australian jurisdictions, the term has a legislated meaning 

that refers to Indigenous people with legal title to their traditional land (Rist et al. in press). 

The use of the terms ‘TO’ or ‘TOs’ to refer to Traditional Owners is widespread in Indigenous 

Australia and these acronyms are used throughout this thesis. 

Yugul Mangi People 

Yugul Mangi People is used to refer to Indigenous people at Ngukurr because the clan groups 

that live at Ngukurr today are often collectively referred to as such. This designation is done 

while highlighting that it does not presume to homogenise clearly distinct language groups 

but acknowledges that this designation has been adopted in contemporary times to unite 

the many clan groups living at Ngukurr. 
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Pitjantjatjara Word List 
Pitjantjatjara English 

  

Alinytjara North 

Alpamilani Help 

Anangu Indigenous person 

Ananyi Go somewhere, travel move along 

Ankunytja Going (nominalised form of ananyi) 

Ara Story, yarn, history 

Atunymananyi Mind, look after, protect  

Fregon Township in the APY Lands 

Ili Native fig (Ficus platypoda) 

Inkani Man’s sister-in-law or woman’s brother-in-law. Respect and 

restraint is generally called for in this relationship 

Inma  Singing and song, especially traditional; ceremony, incorportating 

singing and dancing 

Ipilypa Healthy, well, in good condition 

Iriti Long ago, when old people were young, past, in the old days 

Irititja Of or from a long time ago 

Irmangka irmangka A native fuchsia (Eremophila alternifolia) 

Itjanu Lush, green (Country), verdant; time of year after summer rains 

when profuse green growth is expected, around January to March 

Ka And, but, so 

Kalaya Emu (Dromaius novaehollandiae) 

Kami Grandmother, great-aunt 

Kampurara Bush tomato (Solanum centrale) 

Kamula  Camel (Camelus dromedaries) 

Kamuru Mother’s brother or male cousin, uncle; father’s sister’s husband; 

great-grandson (also Kulypalpa) 

Kangkuru Senior sister or female cousin 

Kanpi Township in the APY Lands 

Kantilya Tight, hard; difficult 

Kanyini Keep, have; look after, mind 

Kapi Water; rain; waterhole 

Katja Son, woman’s sister’s son, man’s brother’s son, nephew 

Kenmore Park Township in the APY Lands 

Kilina Clean 
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-ku Case ending that indicates the owner or rightful user of something; 

or indicates the goal of an action, by referring to the main thing it 

involves 

Kuka Edible animal, reptile or bird, game; meat 

Kulata Hunting spear 

Kulini Listen to; hear; think about, consider; decide; know about; 

understand; remember; feel; have a premonition from a sensation 

in the body 

Kulypalpa Mother’s brother or male cousin, uncle; father’s sister’s husband; 

great-grandson (also Kamuru) 

Kunakanti Type of grass (Brachiaria miliiformis), the seeds are wet ground and 

baked as a cake 

Kungka Woman, young woman; female 

Kunpu Strong, tough; fit; confident 

Kuntili Father’s sister or female cousin, auntie; father’s brother’s wife; 

great-grand-daughter 

Kura Bad; harmful, useless, no good 

Kurani Spoil, ruin, hurt, damage 

Kurunitja Of or from the spirit 

Kurunpa Spirit, will, self; seen as vital to a sense of purpose 

Kuri Mate, spouse, sexual partner (also Miita) 

Kuta Senior brother or male cousin 

Kutju One; on its own, single, alone; only 

-kutu Case ending for towards or to (-lakutu is used with pronouns and 

names or words being used as names) 

Kutjupa Other, another, a different one; someone, no-one 

Kuwari Now; presently, directly; today; at present, nowadays 

Mai Food from plants; food plant 

Maku Witchetty grubs, the larvae of the cossid moth (Endoxyla 

leucomochla) 

Malanypa Junior brother, sister or cousin 

Malu Red kangaroo (Macropus rufus) 

Mama Father; father’s brothers or male cousins, uncle 

Mamu Harmful spirit being, spirit monster, ‘devil’ animal. Mamu inside the 

body are believed to be the cause of some illnesses. They are 

generally invisible, and more dangerous at night, but can be seen 

by dogs and driven off by experienced older people. 

Manta Earth, dirt, ground; land 

Maru Dark; dark on colour, black 

Miita Mate, spouse, sexual partner (also Kuri) 

Milpali Goanna, sand monitor (Varanus gouldii) 
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Mingkiri Various kinds of small burrowing mice 

Mingkulpa Native tobacco (Nicotiana excelsior) 

Minyma A mature woman 

Minymaku Tjukurpa Women’s Tjurkurpa 

Mulapa True, real; really, very, truly 

Munu And, so, and then 

Ngaltutjara Someone deserving pity, sympathy or compassion, ‘poor thing’; 

exclamation of sympathy or affection 

Ngalya- In this direction 

Nganamara Malleefowl (Leipoa ocellata) 

Nganampa Our, for us 

Ngangkari Healer, traditional doctor 

Ngapartji-ngapartji To give and take for the mutual benefit of those engaging in a 

shared activity, reciprocally, cooperatively 

Ngaranyi Be in a certain state, be like that; there is, exist, be somewhere; 

stand; be upright 

Ngayulu I (first person singular) 

Ngintaka Perentie, large monitor lizard with large yellow spots 

-ngka Case ending that indicates location in which an event takes place, 

in, at, on 

Nguluringanyi Feel afraid, feel scared 

Ngunytju Mother; mother’s sister or femal cousin 

Ngura Camp, home, place where people are staying; site; area of Country 

Ngura walytja Homeland, one’s own place; owner of a place, person who belongs 

there 

Nguraritja Traditional Owner 

Ngurpangku Not knowing; ignorant 

Ninti Know (fact); competent at, able to do, experience with 

Nintiringanyi Learn about, become familiar with something 

Nyaapa What? 

Nyanga This 

Nyangatja Here, right here; this one  

Nyanytju Horse (Equus caballus) 

Nyiinyii Zebra finch (Taeniopygia guttata) 

Nyinanyi Sit, be sitting; stay, be in a place; live; behave 

Pakani Get up, rise; wake up, get up after sleeping; set off; get out of; grow 

Pakali Grandson, grand-nephew, or any male of the grandchild generation 

Palatja Just there; that one 

Palu But; but of course 

Paluni Ensure the abundance of a kind of plant or animal 

Palya Good, fine; useable, suitable; alright, proper, correct; fine, sure 
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Palyani Cause to be a certain state, make be; make; fix, repair; butcher 

meat in the proper prescribed way 

Pampuni Touch; feel 

Pikatjararinganyi Get sick, ill, injured, wounded 

Pintji Fence 

Pipalyatjara Township in the APY Lands 

Piranpa Non-Indigenous person, literally white in colour 

Piruku More, further; again; next 

Pitjanyi Come; be going somewhere 

Pukatja Township in the APY Lands, sometimes referred to as Ernabella 

Pukulpa Contented, happy, satisfied, pleased 

Puliri Granddaughter, great-niece, or any female of the grandchild 

generation 

Pulka Big, large; a lot of, much; important; heavy; very, really 

Pulkara Really, fully, properly; strongly, forcefully 

Punu Tree or bush; wood, stick, cut-off branches; artefacts made of wood 

Putjikata Cat (Felis catus) 

Rapita Rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus) 

Raputji Rubbish 

Tangki  Donkey (Equus asinus) 

Tilini Light, make flame 

Tjakura Great desert skink (Egernia kintorei) 

Tjala Honey ant (Camponotus inflatus) 

Tjamu Grandfather, great-uncle, or any male in the grandparent 

generation; grandson 

Tjanpi Spinifex grass (Triodia irritans); grasses generally 

Tjarpanyi Go into, come in, enter 

Tjawani Dig 

Tjilpi Old man, Elder. Can be used to refer to someone, in preference to 

using their name, as a mark of respect. 

Tjinguru Perhaps, maybe; if 

Tjituru-tjitururinyi Feel bad, depressed, miserable; feel sorrow 

Tjukaruruni Straighten; put right, correct 

Tjukurpa Dreaming, Law (spelt with a capital letter); story (spelt with a 

lowercase letter) 

Tjukutjuku Little, small amount; a little bit 

Tjulpun-tjulpunpa Wild flowers 

Tjuta Many, lots, plenty; used to indicate plural 

Tjuwari Woman’s sister-in-law. This relationship is particularly warm and 

supportive. 

Tuuka Fox (Vulpes vulpes) 
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Ukari Nephew or niece who is the child of your sister (if you are male) or 

of your brother (if you are female) 

Ukiri Green grass 

Umuwa Township in the APY Lands 

Untalpa Daughter, woman’s sister’s daughter, man’s brother’s daughter, 

niece 

Urinyi Move, shift about 

Uwa Yes 

Uwankara All; everything 

Wakati Inland pigweed (Portulaca sp. aff. oleracea), a succulent. The 

uprooted plants are dried out to release the tiny, black, poppy-like 

seeds, which are winnowed and yandied (separated from 

surrounding material) to remove the small capsule caps on the 

seed. The cleaned seed is ground to a paste and small cakes are 

baked in hot sand with ashes and coals. 

Wanampi Water snake or rainbow serpent; very dangerous creatures that live 

in and guard waterholes 

Wangunu Naked woollybutt (Eragrostis eriopoda), important traditional 

grain. The seed heads are rubbed off the plant, and chaff separated 

from the seed by pounding, singeing, winnowing and yandying. The 

seed is ground with water and baked to make a seed cake or 

damper. 

Wanka Alive, living, alive and well; healthy; awake 

Wantinyi Leave it alone; don’t do anything to it 

Warka Work, job; occupation 

Warru Black-footed Rock-wallaby (Petrogale lateralis) 

Waru Fire; firewood; a match, a light; hot, too hot; burning hot; heat 

Watarru Township in the APY Lands 

Wati Initiated man; man; husband 

Watiku Tjukurpa Men’s Tjukurpa 

Wiltja Shade shelter built out of spinifex and tree branches 

Wilurara West 

Winki The whole lot 

Wipu Tail 

Wirtjapakani Run, speed along, go fast 

Wiru Great, lovely, fine, beautiful, nice 

Witu-witu Tough, unyielding, hard; firmly 

Wiya No; nothing, none; not; without 

Wiyaringanyi Come to an end, finish, be over, run out; pass away; disappear 

Source: (Goddard 1996) Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara to English Dictionary 
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Kriol Word List 
 

Kriol English 

  

Abija Grandfather (mother’s father) 

Abuji Grandmother (father’s mother) 

Abum Have, possess 

Alabat They; them 

Amuri Grandfather (father’s father) 

Anggurl Uncle 

Anti Aunt 

Baba Brother/Sister 

Bai By 

Balanda Non-Indigenous person 

Balang Male sub-section or skin group 

Bangardi Male sub-section or skin group 

Bangardijan Female sub-section or skin group 

Banji Spouse 

Barn Burn 

Barn.ga Cousin 

-bat 
(Aspect suffix for verbs showing that the action is 

continuous) 

Bigmob Many; much; a lot 

Bigwanbigwan Big; large; fat 

Bin Been; (past tense marker before verbs) 

Birlinjan Female sub-section or skin group 

Blanga; bla; ba For, of, about, belonging to 

Blakbala Indigenous person 

Bobala Poor fellow; expression of empathy 

Brabli Properly, very, really 

Burdal One of four semi-moieties 

Burlanyjan Female sub-section or skin group 

Burlany Male sub-section or skin group 

Dagat Eat 

Dalyin Supervisor 

Dat; det That 

Dedi Father 

Dem Them 

Dey They 

Dhuwa One of two moieties 
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Difrindifrin Different 

Dismob These 

Dota Daughter; niece 

Drimin Dreaming 

Du Too; also; as well 

Dum Do 

Ebirribodi Everybody 

En And 

Faiya Fire 

Fo For; of; about; belonging to 

Gagu Grandmother (mother’s mother) 

Gajin Mother-in-law (poison cousin); son/daughter-in-law 

Galijan Female sub-section or skin group 

Gaman Come 

Gamanyjan; Gamany Female sub-section or skin group 

Gamarrang Male sub-section or skin group 

Gan.guri Long yam 

Garra (Future marker) 

Garrim With 

Gayabam Wild oranges 

Gel Girl; female; woman 

Gela Male sub-section or skin group 

Gou Go 

Gojok Male sub-section or skin group 

Gotjan Female sub-section or skin group 

Gudwan Good 

Gunabibi (or Kunapipi) Ceremony 

Gurlban Tea-tree 

Guyal One of four semi-moieties 

Hai High 

Hasben Husband 

Hau How 

Im He; she; it; him; her; his; hers; its 

Impotin Important 

Indit Isn’t it? True? (tag question asking for agreement) 

Iya; ya Here; nearby 

Junggayi Manager 

Kantri Country; place; land; territory; locality 

Kaundim Count 

Kompyuda Computer 

La; langa At; in; on; to; into; with; along 

Laik Like (as in similar) 
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Lambarra Father-in-law 

Langgus Language 

Len; lenim Learn 

Lou Low 

Luk Look; see 

Main My; mine 

Mambali One of four semi-moieties 

Mami Mother 

Mandiwa First initiation ceremony 

Marri; maidi Maybe 

Matj Much 

Mayarranja Sandpaper fig 

Mejurimbat Measuring 

Mela; melabat We (but not you); us (but not you); our (but not yours) 

Mep Map 

Mi Me 

Min Mean 

Mingirringgi Owner 

Mobeda Better; improved 

Muluri Mother-in-law’s brother 

Munanga Non-Indigenous person 

Murrungun One of four semi-moieties 

Na Emphatic particle used to emphasise a statement; now 

Nefyu Nephew 

Ngabi 
Correct; exclamation requesting affirmation, as a 

question 

Ngarritj Male sub-section or skin group 

Ngarritjan Female sub-section or skin group 

Nis Niece 

Nugudwan Bad 

Nomo; numu No; not; no more; no other  

Nyingaya  A feeling for Country 

O Or 

Pleis Place 

Rait Right; correct; exactly; precisely where 

San Son; nephew 

Shugubeg Sugarbag; native honey 

Tok Talk; speak 

Tri Tree; plant; stick; bush; scrub 

Waif Wife 

Wamut Male sub-section or skin group 

Wamutjan Female sub-section or skin group 
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Wandi Want 

Wanim What 

Wei Way 

Wek Work 

Wen When 

Wi We 

Yabuduruwa Ceremony 

Yarlbun Lily-seeds 

Yarlbun dempa Lily-seed damper 

Yirritja One of two moieties 

Yu You 

Yugul Mangi People Indigenous people in Ngukurr 

Yumob You (plural) 

Yuwai Yes 

 

Sources: Lee’s (2004) Kriol-Ingglish Dikshenri / Kriol-English Dictionary and Celeste Humphris 

from the Ngukurr Language Centre for corrections. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

2 

 

1.1 Thesis justification 
This chapter begins with a brief overview of Australian Indigenous history, culture and 

society, which is then linked to the focus of the thesis – Indigenous measures of success in 

Indigenous land and sea management (ILSM). This background information is provided to 

assist the reader in engaging with the topics of this thesis, including the intellectual work of 

understanding, communicating and collaborating across very different knowledge systems 

and worldviews. Important concepts that are used in this thesis will be explored in detail in 

section 1.4, however, some terms with contentious meanings are inevitably used in the 

following pages – these are not normative, have been well considered, and are only used 

here to set up the argument of the thesis. 

For many Australian Indigenous1 people, their families have been living on their ancestral 

estates since the creator beings formed the landscapes, the people, and the law (Rose 

1996a). According to archaeological records, Indigenous people have lived and exercised 

responsibility for their ancestral estates in Australia for at least 65,000 years (Clarkson et al. 

2017). For many Indigenous people, the world is not simply a volume or a surface with 

topographical features or a space to be occupied by people. Instead, the world is a process 

of creation and re-creation, a place where people, plants, animals, mountains, rivers, 

ancestral beings, and sacred sites, are all necessary participants in a process of ongoing 

creation. If this ongoing creation does not happen then the world hollows out and ceases to 

exist (Law 2015). 

The foundation of Australian Indigenous governance systems is the principle of Country, via 

kinship, determining the mode of decision-making (tebrakunna country et al. 2016). 

Indigenous governance is the oldest form of land and sea management in Australia 

(tebrakunna country et al. 2016) and, as evidenced from the longevity of practices and the 

quality of the Indigenous estate at colonisation, represents sustainable governance (Borrini-

Feyerabend et al. 2004, Gammage 2011). 

Kinship is a universal principle of Indigenous governance of land and sea (Yunupingu and 

Muller 2013) and an exhaustive system of relations between people and places. Kinship is 

not assembled by people, but is ancestrally given through the creator beings – it cannot be 

amended or repealed, ‘it is “grown” not “made”’ (tebrakunna country et al. 2016 p. 84). 

Individual actions, linked by kinship, translate into a custodianship of lands and seas, and 

                                                           
1 As per Glossary (p.xxiii) 
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provide the basis for identity and decision-making. Through these conditions, Indigenous 

governance is localised and action-orientated – there are hundreds of distinct kinship groups 

with a diversity of knowledge and decision-making practices across the Australian continent 

(Watson 2014 p. 511). 

Groups of autonomous, self-governing neighbouring clans often share a common language, 

but are not necessarily collectively or politically organised into a ‘tribe’. In general, each 

language area in Australia comprises multiple clan estate areas. A map of language areas 

across the continent, compiled by Horton (1996), shows that Australia was a fully occupied 

continent at the time of British colonisation, with language areas continuing to be owned by 

their corresponding clan group/s. Horton’s (1996) map illustrates that clan estates vary in 

size, partly in response to the richness of the environment (e.g. clan estates are generally 

bigger in the desert, where environmental resources are lower, and smaller in northern 

Australia, where environmental resources are higher). The kinship group, or family, as an 

extended network of decision-makers, with a shared centre of Country, kinship, identity and 

politics, is resilient and enduring (Sutton 2003, Natcher et al. 2005). Ancestral estates and 

kinship therefore provide a lens through which to understand the customary governance and 

decision-making Indigenous people deploy in relation to their lands and seas. 

In many parts of Australia, including the north and central regions where research for this 

thesis was conducted, Indigenous people continue to live on, maintain a connection to, and 

manage their ancestral estates (also known as Country, see Section 1.4.2 Country for a 

discussion of this term). Managing Country is an expression of Aboriginal people’s custodial 

responsibilities to their lands and seas and includes a set of practices that articulate rights 

and ownership and involves the enactment of ritual to sustain the productivity of lands and 

seas. The evaluation of Country-based knowledge practices of nurturance and management 

has always occurred through on-ground lived experiences, including through ceremonial 

practices, travelling, and enacting Country and relationships (Turner et al. 2000, Walker 2010, 

Muhic et al. 2012, Ziembicki et al. 2013). The definition of enactment is something akin to 

performance, or an instance of acting something out, and it is used here and throughout this 

thesis to describe the process of performing the work of evaluating looking after Country 

(see, for example, Nakata 2007, Verran 2013). 

While the Australian continent has always belonged to Aboriginal people, the arrival of non-

Indigenous people in Australia has left an indelible footprint on the cultural, linguistic and 

environmental landscape of Indigenous Australia. When impacts of colonialism swept across 
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the Australian continent from the late 18th century onwards, landscapes changed – fences 

were erected, voices were stifled, and people were moved off their ancestral estates and into 

missions and, later, townships. At the time of British colonisation, there were over 250 

languages spoken in Australia, many with several dialects (O’Shannessy and Meakins 2016). 

Today, only around 18 remain strong (i.e. spoken by all age groups) and a number of contact 

languages have emerged, including (multiple variations of) Kriol (O’Shannessy and Meakins 

2016). Linguistic, cultural and biological diversity are tightly coupled and are declining both 

in Australia and around the world (Gorenflo et al. 2012). Since the colonisation of Australia, 

many land and sea management knowledge practices have been curtailed, restricted or 

delegitimised and Indigenous people have had to adapt to their new realities of existence. 

In the second half of the 1900s, Indigenous peoples’ ownership of their ancestral estates 

began to be recognised in Australian law through a number of land rights laws. These laws 

will be explored in more detail in Chapters 2 and 4 but are noted here for context. The 

Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act (Cth) was passed in 1976 and the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara Land Rights Act (SA) in 1981. These laws form the basis upon which most 

Aboriginal-owned land was returned, including land where this research was conducted. 

The Australian High Court decision in Mabo v. Queensland II (1992) confirmed Indigenous 

peoples’ pre-existing rights to the ownership of their lands and seas (Strelein 2005) and 

dismantled the legal fiction of terra nullius (Ritter 1996). However, the Mabo determination 

also ruled that Indigenous people could only claim back certain types of inalienable land, 

regardless of their owning the entire Australian continent under Indigenous law (Howitt 

2006). Through Mabo, native title was defined as a fragile and incomplete title, which could 

be ‘extinguished’ through urban and agricultural development (Howitt 2006 p. 51). Under 

the Native Title Act 1993, Indigenous people must prove an ongoing connection to the 

Country they are claiming native title to. Ongoing connection is particularly difficult to prove 

in places where Indigenous people might still own their land but there has been significant 

urban and agricultural development. The Mabo decision ‘created a legal landscape in which 

aboriginal titles were rendered effectively absent by any grant of an inconsistent title by the 

Crown and its agents’, no matter how persistent the ancient jurisdictions of customary law 

were in creating and recreating continuing interests in and responsibilities to territory, 

society, and cosmos (Howitt 2006 p. 51). 

This story of stolen land and suppressed practices is integral to the story of how Indigenous 

people measure success today because Indigenous peoples’ methods of evaluating success 
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were stifled through the colonial project (Suchet 2002). In many places, these evaluative 

practices are now being rearticulated, both in personal and professional capacities. Many 

Traditional Owner2 (TO) and Ranger groups3 now work within the nexus of custodial 

ownership and responsibility and formal employment in ILSM programs (Hill et al. 2013). In 

ILSM, measures of success can be understood to be both what TOs and Rangers know about 

how to keep their Country healthy, and what they do to continue to receive funding to 

manage and care for their Country. 

While Indigenous people now make up only ~3% of the Australian population more than 200 

years after British colonisation, Indigenous peoples have retained cultural, spiritual, 

economic, management and/or legal connections to most of the Australian continent, 

including 52% of the continent which is held in some form of Indigenous tenure. Of this 52%, 

15% is freehold land tenure and exclusive native title rights, 3% is established co-

management partnerships in protected areas, and 34% is tenure where Indigenous people 

have negotiated to take part in conservation management as part of a land use agreement 

(Renwick et al. 2017) 4. This positions them as key decision makers in the management and 

development future of the Australian continent, and particularly in the outback regions. The 

outback is defined here as the remote or sparsely populated inlands regions of Australia, with 

this definition explored in further detail in Chapter 2. 

While the amount of land held or managed by Indigenous people has been on an upward 

trend, the importance of nature conservation has also gained traction in the Australian 

psyche. This conservation consciousness has partly grown in response to areas of Australia 

where ‘successful’ stories of settlement and development occurred, and which now have 

high populations and heavily modified ecosystems (Carson 1962). By contrast, due to the 

                                                           
2 As per Glossary (p.xxiv). 
3 As per Glossary (p.xxvi). The history and contemporary reality of Indigenous Ranger groups is 
described in more detail in Chapter 2. 
4 I recognise that these numbers are potentially misleading because the Australian state recognises 

Indigenous peoples’ connection to Country in many more ways than land grants, native title 

determinations and management powers, for example, through consultation and engagement 

processes, membership of boards and committees, geographical names, and welcome to Country 

ceremonies. It is also misleading, though not intended, to imply that Indigenous people only have 

ongoing connection to land areas where they have legal tenure or other legal rights. Additionally, this 

land percentage approach ignores Indigenous peoples’ connections (legal and otherwise) to marine 

areas, which are extensive. Nevertheless, the percentage of land held in some form of Indigenous 

tenure is provided to demonstrate the importance of Indigenous people as primary rights holders and 

key decision makers in regard to environmental management and conservation across the Australian 

continent. 
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perceived fragility of the ‘outback frontier’ and the lack of a remote development success 

story, the environmental values of remote regions – particularly the northern, central and 

western regions of Australia – have mostly been maintained. A range of conservation success 

stories on Indigenous-owned land continue to be imagined (Gadgil et al. 1993, Stevens 

1997a, Berkes 2012, Renwick et al. 2017). 

Despite a history of conflict between Indigenous groups and the ‘command and control’ 

conservation often imposed by settler societies (Holling and Meffe 1996, Briggs 2003), it is 

increasingly acknowledged that Indigenous peoples’ knowledge practices and relationships 

with their ancestral estates contributes to the maintenance of biodiversity (Gorenflo et al. 

2012, Poe et al. 2014). Conservationists, policy makers, and industries like mining are 

recognising that place-based Indigenous knowledge can help to guide species-recovery and 

habitat-restoration efforts (Wilder et al. 2016). Significantly, the distribution, habitat needs 

and behaviour of endangered or endemic species may be better known by Indigenous people 

than non-Indigenous scientists and NRM practitioners (Nabhan 2000). Indeed, many 

threatened species exist exclusively on land that Indigenous people have legal title to 

(Renwick et al. 2017, Leiper et al. 2018). There is now a growing effort to support Indigenous 

people appropriately to manage their estates. 

ILSM has emerged as a contemporary expression of efforts by TOs to meet their obligations 

to care for their Country and reclaim governance authority and legitimacy over their land and 

sea estates for their families and Country. It has been driven by Indigenous people and their 

achievements in accessing funding for their activities and to assert control over their land. 

Federal Government programs including Working on Country (WoC) and Indigenous 

Protected Areas (IPAs) were created collaboratively by Indigenous leaders and policy makers, 

to support ILSM on Indigenous-owned land as well as on other land and sea areas where 

Indigenous peoples retained cultural and other connections. 

Originally many initiatives focused on building Ranger programs to deliver conventional 

environmental activities like feral animal management, weed control and fire management. 

Indigenous Rangers are professional and salaried managers of land and sea Country around 

townships, homelands and clan estates. The first independent Ranger group was established 

as the Palm Island Ranger Service in 1983 in the Aboriginal township of Palm Island, located 

in the Coral Sea near Townsville (Smyth 2011a). The initiative spread and Indigenous people 

in other states and territories set up their own independent and TO-led initiatives from the 
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1990s. Indigenous Rangers Programs are explained in more detailed in Chapter 2, section 

2.4.1. 

With respect to IPAs, the focus was on supporting Indigenous-driven planning and expanding 

the National Reserve System (the NRS, which will be explained in more detail in Chapter 2), 

sometimes in areas where Ranger groups already existed but also in areas without Ranger 

groups, which then emerged later as a result of IPA governance frameworks (Muller 2003, 

Szabo and Smyth 2003). The early projects have now been formalised into mature programs 

that enable Indigenous knowledge to be shared, enhance the capacity of Indigenous Ranger 

groups to participate in knowledge and skill exchange and co-production, and seek to 

mobilise the cultural and intellectual property elements of Indigenous estates to inform the 

design and delivery of government and locally resourced ILSM programs. 

ILSM organisations are now funded by a broad range of investors including: state, territory 

and federal governments; private organisations; not-for-profits; mining companies and other 

corporate investors; fee-for-service contracts; and income from tourism-related ventures on 

IPAs and other areas managed by Ranger groups. This investment is primarily provided 

because of the perceived benefits in economic, ecological and human health terms (Austin 

et al., in press). There are now over 800 Indigenous Rangers employed by the Federal 

Government’s WoC Program in full-time equivalent positions (Australian Government n.d.). 

Additionally, there are hundreds of Indigenous people employed as Rangers through other 

arrangements including: IPA funding; state and territory government Ranger programs; 

fisheries management programs; marine park management programs; and with funding from 

private investors. The total number of Indigenous Rangers working in ILSM across Australia 

probably exceeds 3000 people. 

Hill et al. (2013) estimated in 2013 that the total investment in ILSM was in the vicinity of 

AU$116m in 2011-2012 at 750 discrete sites throughout Australia, and as six years have now 

passed we could expect this number to have grown significantly. Some TOs and local 

organisations also invest their own monies into ILSM from royalties from mining and other 

development on their Country. Investors in ILSM seek environmental outcomes including 

biodiversity conservation, climate balance, intact ecosystems, and growth in protected area 

size (Austin et al., 2019). However, investors also agree that non-environmental benefits, or 

co-benefits, are produced through ILSM programs (Weir et al. 2011, Robinson and Wallington 

2012, Barber and Jackson 2017). Investors generally support the maintenance of those 

benefits, which include employment, education and training, maintenance of Indigenous 
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knowledge practices, and protection and enhancement of cultural values and practices 

(Austin et al., 2019). 

Evaluation of these funded programs is expected as part of contemporary governance 

arrangements and is now being subjected to rigorous research (Austin et al. 2018). Until 

recently, monitoring and evaluation of ILSM was predominantly focused on input of Ranger 

efforts and measures of biophysical outcomes. Now, the success of ILSM is often framed 

within its contributions to categories such as environment, society, culture, and the economy 

(e.g. SVA 2016). This is despite the recognition that Indigenous people’s values and practices 

of care can fall outside these categories, possibly constraining Indigenous people’s capacity 

to work within their knowledge systems and limiting on-ground outcomes (Barbour and 

Schlesinger 2012, Howitt et al. 2013). Some Indigenous and non-Indigenous practitioners are 

now working together to try to produce frameworks that deliver and assess multiple 

objectives, including the social and wellbeing benefits of conservation (Danielsen et al. 2009, 

Robinson et al. 2016a, Maclean et al. 2018). 

ILSM institutions have been described as intercultural (Merlan 2005) or relatively 

autonomous (Morphy and Morphy 2013) contexts in which diverse worldviews must be 

accommodated – non-Indigenous scientists, Ranger facilitators, administrative and executive 

staff, and Natural Resource Management (NRM) practitioners and scientistsq, trained in 

natural sciences, land management and technical fields, are working with TOs and Rangers 

and their knowledge practices to manage Country and tackle environmental challenges (Ens 

et al. 2012c, Dobbs et al. 2016). This involves collaborations between TOs and Rangers and 

non-Indigenous people, and the negotiation of decisions and actions that encompass 

different worldviews (Muller 2012). Collaboration and negotiation in environmental 

management is made complex in part because Indigenous societies are generally non-

hierarchical, or based on the group and its continuity, rather than on the individual, which 

can be challenging to many non-Indigenous people (Rose 2000). 

Some scholars have raised concerns that collaborations between ILSM practitioners and 

conservation organisations constitute the neo-colonisation of contemporary ILSM practices 

(West et al. 2006, Fache 2014, de Rijke et al. 2016) and others are anxious that state-funded 

ILSM programs are being used to enforce state welfare discipline on Indigenous people 

(Kerins and Green 2016). Some of the communication and ontological challenges that 

characterise the intercultural space and will be revealed in this thesis make sense when 

Australia is understood to be a unique continent entirely occupied by small, sovereign, non-
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hierarchical clan-based societies at the time of British colonisation. The legacy of that flat, 

highly localised political, social and cultural system persists and impacts on all current 

interactions with government, scientific and NRM institutions and approaches. 

These concerns about the neo-colonisation and enforced welfare of ILSM need to be 

addressed if the ILSM sector is to grow and expand in a way that is in line with Indigenous 

people’s aspirations, through the collaborative development of both rigorous and credible 

intercultural measures of effectiveness (Austin et al. 2018). But while the planning and 

operational capacity of the ILSM sector has grown significantly in recent years, it has been 

challenging to define just what mechanisms for assessing its effectiveness, or measures of 

success, are indeed appropriate. The evaluation of the Wunambal Gaambera Healthy 

Country Plan by the Uunguu Monitoring & Evaluation Committee is a rare published example 

that used participatory ranking and interviews conducted by local Indigenous people to use 

multiple lines of evidence to inform an evaluation of ILSM effectiveness (Austin et al. 2017c). 

There is therefore an identified need to explore the evidence base used by Indigenous people 

to evaluate success in ILSM. 

 

1.2 Thesis aims 
Non-Indigenous policy makers and NRM practitioners do not always understand how to work 

well with Indigenous knowledge practices in ILSM because non-Indigenous people do not 

adequately understand what Indigenous people value, how they measure success and what 

outcomes they are working towards. In order to understand how to rectify this situation, so 

that TOs and Rangers can be supported to evaluate their own ILSM programs, this thesis is 

driven by the following aims: 

• To identify Indigenous aspirations for Indigenous land and sea management; and, 

• To identify Indigenous ways of measuring success in Indigenous land and sea 

management. 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people working together in ILSM often have different values 

and concerns for Country, and evoke different ways of conceptualising Country, nature, 

landscapes and their management (Verran 2002b, Howitt and Suchet-Pearson 2006b, Muller 

2014). Strang (1997) describes the different values, categories, motivations and means of 

Indigenous people and pastoralists as ‘uncommon ground’ and Pyke (2017) extends the 
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analysis to the uncommon ground between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people working 

together in ILSM. 

An improved understanding of Indigenous people’s ideas and approaches to ILSM could assist 

in developing more equitable partnerships and achieving diverse intercultural outcomes 

(Howitt et al. 2013, Muller 2014). This has led Muir et al. (2010 p. 260) to challenge non-

Indigenous scientists and practitioners working in ILSM to engage in a ‘conceptual turn 

around’: 

Instead of perceiving society’s current circumstances as a Western system 

that is starting to ‘bring in’ some Indigenous knowledge, we imagine it 

from the other side: that the non-Indigenous society and system has been 

accommodated into the more situated and longer established Indigenous 

system. 

This turn-around requires first understanding how Indigenous knowledge traditions, 

including knowledges, practices and beliefs, relate to managing Country. Through two case 

studies with two ILSM groups, this research highlights the diversity and complexity of 

Indigenous practices of successful management and evaluation across Australia, as well as 

the evidence base required to support claims of success. Recognising this diversity and 

complexity prompts these research questions: 

• How can we evaluate the full spectrum of the Indigenous estate without further 

colonising Indigenous people’s private lives through bureaucratic participation? 

• How is monitoring and evaluation supporting the work that ILSM practitioners are 

doing and embracing the full spectrum of the Indigenous estate and its care? 

• And finally, what are the practical considerations for both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people to be able both to work together with their knowledge practices 

in good faith and to evaluate success? 

The aim of this thesis is to talk about Indigenous people’s values in the evaluation of ILSM 

behind the veneer of ‘measures of success’. However, differences in worldviews and 

language mean that I, as a non-Indigenous person, can never fully understand Indigenous 

values (see Brattland et al. (2018) for an exploration of the idea of researchers and authors 

as ‘partial participants’). I acknowledge here that the results of this thesis are therefore a 

negotiated knowledge set. The understandings presented in this thesis come from 

negotiated truths and knowledge outcomes that have been made possible through 
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relationships with the Indigenous people I worked with. In order to truly empower 

Indigenous people to work within their own knowledge and governance systems in NRM, we 

need to build relationships of trust and care, so that TOs and Rangers can translate their 

knowledge into ways the dominant, non-Indigenous, culture can understand in a manner 

that is at least adequate. Indigenous people also need to be in control of the knowing and 

the translation. This is important because in this project it is imperative to consider: how can 

the results of Indigenous people’s aspirations, values and measures of success be presented 

without being an Indigenous person? It is hoped that through trust and relationships, a ‘good 

enough’ understanding can be gleaned of what these values are. This opens up interesting 

issues about how to work with values that are not fully understood by the non-Indigenous 

players involved in ILSM. Can knowledge practices keep their integrity when they are applied 

in conjunction with a different knowledge system? What are the governance arrangements 

that would make this possible? Methods for how intercultural governance of ILSM can be 

done in a ‘good enough way’ – or as equitably as possible – will be explored later in this 

chapter and in Chapter 7. 

The research shows that the problem of ‘uncommon ground’ (Strang 1997) can be overcome 

adequately through a perspective that is place-based and people-centric, and reveals that 

Indigenous knowledge practices are not, in fact, uncommon, but represent alternative 

models of caring for people, plants, animals, landscapes and seascapes. 

 

1.3 Description of people-places 
The focus of this thesis is on the types of relationships that people have for ‘people-places’ 

and how this influences the types of decisions they make to look after them. I am inspired by 

Verran’s (2002b) approach to landscapes as ‘people-places’ which recognises that, for many 

Indigenous people, their reality has people and place as one entity which cannot be 

separated. Importantly, the focus of this thesis is not only on different modes of producing 

knowledge and information to make decisions, but also on how connections to Country 

shape, and are shaped, as intertwined dualities. This includes, but is not limited to, how 

different landscapes and people are performed as sites that allow co-existences of particular 

relationalities and affordances of both humans and non-humans. I pay attention to how 

landscapes and people are formatted through contemporary ILSM processes and the entities 

that are permitted and made legible. 
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Both people-places in this study – and in fact there would be multiple people-places within 

each different case study – have distinct cultures, languages and environmental 

characteristics, and the climate, vegetation and resources vary significantly. Figure 1.1 shows 

the geographic locations of the two case studies in Australia – Ngukurr in south-east Arnhem 

Land in the NT and the APY Lands in north-west SA. The diversities in the two case-studies 

will be explored in detail in Chapter 4, but a short summary is provided here for context. 

Anangu5, speakers of Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara, own over 100,000 square kilometres 

of Country in the northwest corner of South Australia known today as the Anangu 

Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands. They live in an arid, desert environment, where 

rainfall is low and unreliable. The APY Lands are held by Anangu under inalienable freehold 

title through a specific, purpose-built legislation in South Australia, the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara Land Rights Act 1981 (SA). APY Land Management was established in 1990 

to assist Anangu to realise their aspirations to care for their Country. There are five IPAs in 

the APY Lands and WoC provides funding to APY Land Management for a women’s project 

and a threatened species recovery project. 

The Country in which Ngukurr is located is inland of the far western Gulf of Carpentaria in 

southeast Arnhem Land. Roper River Kriol is now the most common first language spoken 

throughout the region. The climate is tropical, and rainfall is highly variable and seasonal, 

with large falls during the ‘wet’ season (November – April) causing rivers to swell, and low, 

wetland areas to flood. The township itself is within the Arnhem Land and Urapunga 

Aboriginal Land Trusts which are classified as freehold land under the Aboriginal Land Rights 

(NT) Act 1976 (Cth). The Yugul Mangi Rangers were established in the 1990s and now receive 

funding through WoC and through the recently declared South East Arnhem Land (SEAL) IPA, 

which they manage with the Numbulwar Numburindi Rangers who are based in Numbulwar. 

Importantly, each area is characterised by harsh environments and climatic extremes, which 

has limited the landscape transformations that follow colonisation. In both people-places, 

Indigenous people make up the majority of the populations. And in both people-places, 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are continually negotiating the tensions of living, 

working and being in place together. 

                                                           
5 Anangu means ‘person’ in Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara and is used by speakers to refer to 

themselves as individuals and as a term of group identification. The Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara 

grammar and orthography used in this article draws on Goddard (1985) (see p.xxv to xxix). 
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Figure 1.1 Geographic location of the two case studies in Australia, including IPAs 

Source: Pia Harkness, Charles Darwin University 

Variations on these differences are experienced across the Indigenous estate. What is 

interesting for this thesis is what this means for monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of ILSM, in 

two contexts where there are slightly different tensions but a similarly complex reliance on 

non-Indigenous scientists and staff for administrative and project support, and deep and 

enduring, but constantly evolving, knowledge of Country and culture. The negotiation of 

ILSM practices and governance is a common dynamic in both regions, with the management 

regimes practised by Anangu and Yugul Mangi People within their ILSM institutions sitting in 

the ‘intercultural space’ (Hinkson and Smith 2005, Merlan 2005, Austin et al. 2017b) where 

they are partially within the arena of contemporary ILSM practices in Australia, and partly 
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within the arena of the Indigenous domain. The issue of finding ways to work, and evaluate 

effectiveness, together and in good faith, in these intercultural spaces are key sites of tension 

and contestation in both places. 

Part of the work of APY Land Management in the APY Lands and the Yugul Mangi Rangers in 

Ngukurr is the struggle to negotiate a framework to evaluate ILSM, which is primarily 

informed by local Indigenous knowledge traditions but also draws on non-Indigenous 

understandings of land and sea management and the resources and personnel which 

emanate from the institutions of contemporary ILSM in Australia. The purpose of this thesis 

is concerned with the struggle to negotiate these frameworks. 

 

1.4 Important concepts 
This section describes several terms and concepts with contested meanings which are used 

in this thesis and require explanation. These concepts frame the research, so I have defined 

how they have been used in the literature and how I intend to use them in this thesis to 

create clarity for the reader. 

 

1.4.1 Indigenous estates and ‘the Indigenous Estate’ 
The word ‘Indigenous Estate’ has been used by a number of scholars (Altman and Pollack 

2001, Lane 2005, Altman et al. 2007, Smyth and Grant 2012) and in Indigenous policy to 

describe contemporary Indigenous land ownership in Australia, or specifically, Indigenous 

owned land that is recognised by Australian law. This land includes land held under statutory 

forms of freehold title, exclusive native title determinations, and land use agreements. 

The development of land rights legislation, land acquisition programs and native title law and 

its requirements, combined with colonial settlement history has shaped the geography of the 

Indigenous Estate. Approximately 99% of the Indigenous Estate is in remote and very remote 

Australia (Altman et al. 2007). According to Census data, the estimated Indigenous 

population of Australia in 2016 was 649,200 or 2.8 per cent of the total population (ABS 

2016a). In 2007, Altman et al. (2007) estimated that across Australia, approximately 120,000 

Indigenous people resided on the Indigenous Estate at 1,200 discrete Indigenous townships. 

This number is likely to be much larger today but would continue to vary significantly 

between States and Territories. In the Northern Territory, 25% of the population are 
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Indigenous people (ABS 2016b) and a substantial proportion of these people live on the 

Indigenous Estate. 

Before British colonisation for over 65,000 years, the entire Australian continent was owned, 

managed and used by its Indigenous owners. Indigenous people belong to clan groups, which 

have ownership, access and use rights over corresponding areas of land and sea. This scale 

of land ownership is often referred to as ‘Indigenous estates’, ‘clan estates’ (Smyth 2011b), 

‘ancestral estates’ (Austin et al. 2017c) or ‘traditional estates’ (Wohling 2009). This is more 

akin to the notion of Country (see below). A clan estate is Country that owns, and is owned 

by, certain family members (Austin et al. 2017a). Clan estates constitute ancestral paths that 

make up geographical and associated responsibilities; estates are multidimensional, and 

include physical and non-physical attributes through time and space, and are simultaneously 

different but the same from the desert to the tropical Top End (Rose 2000, Langton et al. 

2004, Walsh et al. 2013). These lands and seas might be, but are not necessarily, recognised 

by the Australian state as being legally owned by Indigenous people today. Clan estates may 

or may not have yet been included in the Indigenous Estate. 

Regardless of where they live or the legal status of their land ownership, many Indigenous 

peoples do not believe that their sovereignty over their clan estates has been acceded or 

eclipsed by the process of colonisation, with many Indigenous people seeing themselves as 

‘encapsulated, but not colonised, as living in “two-worlds”’ (Morphy, 2008, p. 119; see also 

Morphy, 2007). 

In this thesis, Indigenous Estate is used when referring to Indigenous owned and controlled 

land. Clan estate or ancestral estate is used when referring to specific ancestral areas, owned 

and managed by a defined group of family members. 

 

1.4.2 Country 
Country has many meanings in the English language – a political state or nation, rural areas, 

a style of music. The origin of the word country in English comes from the Old French contrée, 

derived from the Medieval Latin contrata (terra) meaning ‘land lying opposite’, or ‘land 

spread before’, and is itself derived from the Latin contra, meaning ‘against’ or ‘opposite’ 

(Smyth 2011b). According to Smyth (Smyth 2011b): 

In the 19th century it was common to use ‘country’ to refer to the area 

where a particular group of people came from and the same term was 
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used by naturalists to refer to the area or habitat where a particular 

species of animal or plant could be found. 

In the context of ILSM, however, the word Country has been adopted by some Indigenous 

people around Australia as an English language approximation to describe ‘the complex 

layers of meaning associated with their place of origin and belonging’ (Smyth 2011b). This is 

akin to the meaning of clan estates. English words have often been appropriated by 

Indigenous people into ‘Aboriginal English’ because English does not necessarily have the 

right words to talk about Aboriginal issues, matters and society (Arthur 1996). Country is 

recorded as meaning ‘an Australian Colony after Federation’, and ‘the traditional territory of 

an Aboriginal people’ in the first edition of the Australian National Dictionary (Ramson 1988). 

The first recorded use of the word ‘Country’ in the way we understand it to be used by 

Indigenous people today was in 1845, spoken by a man called Mahroot from the Botany Bay 

area in Sydney. He is recorded as saying: ‘Well Mither (Mr.), all black-fellow gone. All this my 

country. Pretty place Botany. Little Pickaninny, I run about here. Plenty black-fellow then’ 

(Arthur 1996 p. 120). He was lamenting what was happening to his Country and talking about 

his belonging and allegiance to a specific place. The earliest written records of Country being 

used to explain Indigenous peoples’ relationships with their clan estates as living things are 

also from the 1800s. In 1834, Aboriginal people in Tasmania are recorded as talking about 

trees as their countrymen, about growing up Country and Country growing up them, about 

Country being sad, and Country missing people (Arthur 1996). Country has referred to much 

more than just a geographical area since the earliest times of European colonisation. That 

the same concept pervades the consciousness of Indigenous people on both sides of Bass 

Strait suggests that the idea of Country is actually much older, potentially tens of thousands 

of years, given that Tasmanian people were probably isolated for at least 8,000 years (Pardoe 

et al. 1991). 

In 1966, Vincent Lingiari brought the word Country into the Australian consciousness when 

he referred to Daguragu, or Wattie Creek, as his Country. Wattie Creek was where the 

Gurindji people walked off Wave Hill Station, initially to protest poor wages and conditions, 

but it then turned into one of the first land claims in Australia. Lingiari told a reporter: ‘And 

Mr Morris come along and he said, “Hey! You’re stealing another man’s country.” Oh yeah, 

that’s alright. And I said, “Well, what was before Lord Vestey born and I born? It was 

blackfella country”’ (Vincent Lingiari, quoted in ABC 1968). 
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The oft cited Deborah Bird Rose eloquently explains that Country is both a common noun 

and a proper noun: ‘People talk about country in the same way that they would talk about a 

person: they speak to country, sing to country, visit country, worry about country, feel sorry 

for country, and long for country. People say that country knows, hears, smells, takes notice, 

takes care, is sorry or happy’ (Rose 1996a p. 7). She goes on: 

Country is multi-dimensional – it consists of people, animals, plants, 

Dreamings; underground, earth, soils, minerals and waters, surface 

water, and air. There is sea country and land country; in some areas 

people talk about sky country. Country has origins and a future; it exists 

both in and through time. As I use the term here I refer to areas of land 

and/or sea including the subsurface and sky above, in so far as Aboriginal 

people identify all these components as being part of their particular 

country (Rose 1996a p. 8). 

Throughout this thesis, I capitalise Country in recognition of its status as a proper noun. 

Some TO groups use a language word to refer to Country. Ngura is a Pitjantjatjara word that 

is used in the APY Lands in a way that is equivalent to the use of Country elsewhere. Ngura 

means an ‘area or tract of country, locality, land’, as well as ‘camp, home, or place where 

people are staying or could stay’ (Goddard 1996 p. 102). Ngura walytja describes one’s own 

place, or the owner of a place, and nguraritja is the Pitjantjatjara word for Traditional Owner 

or custodian; the person that belongs to a place (Goddard 1996 p. 102). In the same way that 

‘Caring for Country’ and ‘Indigenous land and sea management’ have been adopted to 

broadly describe contemporary ILSM practices around Australia, ngura atunymankuntjaku is 

commonly used in the APY Lands to describe looking after and protecting ngura, or Country 

(discussed further in Chapter 6). 

Country was first used as a formal cultural and spatial planning scale for ILSM with the 

development of the Kooyang Sea Country Plan in south-west coastal Victoria in 2003 and 

2004 (Smyth and Bahrdt Consultants et al. 2004). Country is now increasingly used as the 

planning unit in ILSM because ‘Aboriginal people consistently insist that they can only speak 

for and about their own country’ (Smyth 2011b). Planning mechanisms within the IPA and 

WoC programs arguably reflect the holistic vision Indigenous people have for their Country 

and its management, and plans are shaped by the aspirations of TOs (Davies et al. 2013). 

Using Country as a planning unit will be explored further in Section 1.6 Country-based 

planning for the collaborative governance of ILSM). That these programs now make such a 
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significant contribution to the NRS highlights the potential influence of Indigenous 

Australians on conventional NRM in Australia. Of concern to this thesis, though, is how 

Indigenous perspectives of Country are applied to evaluations of ILSM, particularly through 

collaborations with non-Indigenous practitioners with different perspectives of 

management. 

 

1.5 Ontologic and epistemic diversity in the 

collaborative governance of ILSM 
This research is focused on the collaborative evaluation of ILSM, a process in which 

Indigenous people, non-Indigenous scientists including biologists, ecologists and NRM 

practitioners, work together to collaboratively manage bio-cultural diversity6. The 

collaborative evaluation of ILSM includes exploring intercultural engagements between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous ways of being, knowing and doing caring for Country. But 

importantly, it also includes examining how evaluations are made based on conceptual 

models and adaptive management and supported by the production and movement of 

useable information and knowledge, in order to inform effective intercultural governance. 

A growing body of literature discusses the importance of the diversity of worldviews in caring 

for ecosystems and biodiversity (Mace 2014, Brondizio and Le Tourneau 2016, Caillon et al. 

2017). This is because humans in different places and from different cultures around the 

world construct and relate differently to people-places, including how they behave in, 

interact with and understand them. Culture is defined by Bates and Plog (1990 p. 7) as ‘the 

system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviours, and artefacts that the members of 

society use to cope with their world and with one another, and that are transmitted from 

generations and within the same generation. Culture is therefore learned, dynamic, holistic 

and ubiquitous (Caillon et al. 2017). Ontology is defined by Caillon et al. (2017 p. 2) as ‘the 

conceptualisation of the nature and relation of being’. Ontologies interact with knowledge 

practices and through this interaction, distinct realities are created. Consequently, ontologies 

drive the thoughts, feelings, and actions of the socio-cultural groups that hold them, 

including the evaluative practices in ILSM. 

                                                           
6 Bio-cultural diversity is the diversity of life in all its manifestations: biological, cultural, and linguistic 
— which are interrelated (and possibly coevolved) within a complex socio-ecological adaptive system. 
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Across contemporary Australia, diverse knowledge systems continue to hold and produce 

knowledge about the many people-places that combine to make up the continent. The 

diverse ways of cataloguing and perceiving of these people-places can be a bountiful realm 

for collaboration and intercultural learning (Wilder et al. 2016). Similar to Indigenous people 

around the world (see for example Descola 1986, Viveiros de Castro 1992), Australian 

Indigenous people conceive of themselves as deeply connected to the environment and view 

non-human entities and surrounding land- and seascapes as related through kinship. As 

stated at the beginning of this chapter, for many Indigenous people, they belong to the land 

as much as the land belongs to them. This has been extended by Law (2015) to say that 

processes of continuous creation redo the land, people, life and the ancestors together and 

in specific locations. This is different to non-Indigenous ways of thinking that sees the world 

as carrying on by itself. That is, for non-Indigenous people, the world is non-performative – 

it is outside people, people are contained by it, and nature and humans are distinctly 

separate. In many ways, while Indigenous scientific knowledge practices are different, they 

are also complementary to, not contradictory or redundant with, non-Indigenous scientific 

knowledge practices (Wilder et al. 2016). 

Of course, this creates an imaginary dichotomy (Scott 1996). In some ways knowledge 

systems are different only when considered in the abstract (Agrawal 1995, Turnbull 2003, 

Johnson et al. 2016). Australian Indigenous people are not a homogeneous group with a 

single worldview; there are hundreds of Indigenous clan groups with their own, distinct 

worldviews, who are bound together by many similar attributes and a shared (but often 

different) experience of colonisation and oppression across the Australian continent. While 

there are universal principles shared by Indigenous people across Australia, Indigenous 

knowledges ‘are themselves not universal but consist of a diverse range of differentiated and 

localised knowledges’ (Watson 2014 p. 511). Neither all non-Indigenous scientists nor all 

Indigenous Australians strictly adhere to all the generalisations within these two worldviews. 

Nevertheless, Austin and Garnett (2018) argue that there is value in juxtaposing a non-

Indigenous worldview with an Indigenous Australian worldview because through this we can 

theorise ways to accommodate complexity, diversity and difference in the ways in which we 

understand and evaluate phenomena across cultures (see also Hindle and Moroz 2010). 

Perhaps it is better to consider that these worldviews have differences which should be 

recognised and supported. The differences are important and need to be looked after in an 

effort to create postcolonial moments. These postcolonial moments occur in complex 

interactions between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people and reveal some of the 
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challenges and opportunities of working with different knowledge systems. Nonetheless, the 

distinction between Indigenous and non-Indigenous knowledge practices will be maintained 

in this thesis, while noting the problems with doing this. 

 

Table 1.1 A comparison of the characteristics and features of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous knowledge practices 

 

Characteristics Indigenous knowledge 

practices 

Non-Indigenous knowledge 

practices 

Goals Usually offering data and 

pattern analysis specific to or 

bounded by a culturally 

defined space and time 

Seeking universals and testing 

theories through experiments, 

the analysis of data, and models 

Participants Largely performed by ‘proto-

professional’ naturalists: 

foragers, hunters, fishers, 

farmers, and shamans 

Largely performed by 

academically trained 

professionals and technicians, 

some of them naturalists 

Communication Primarily transmitted orally in 

an Indigenous language and 

also through song, story, 

maps, and art 

Primarily transmitted through 

written works, graphs, and 

formal oral presentations 

Framework Performed in 

multigenerational townships 

primarily for the township 

Performed by individuals, small 

teams, or cybernetworks for 

universal benefit 

Worldview Interlinked with spiritual 

dimensions and ethical-moral 

considerations 

Generally wary of spiritual 

dimensions and ambivalent on 

the ethical-moral context 

Methodological 

concerns 

Less object-subject dichotomy Insists on separation of object-

subject 

Location/Scale Embedded in cultural 

cosmology specific to place 

Increasingly done irrespective of 

place or focused on model 

systems 

 

Source: (adapted from Wilder et al. 2016)(see also Berkes 2012) 

 

 

Indigenous knowledge is embedded within a system of ethics that is oriented toward long-

term productivity. Scholars, including fire ecologists, biodiversity conservationists and 

environmental historians, argue that Indigenous land use practices have had extensive 

anthropogenic impacts on lands and seas, and can be understood to be a kind of ‘farming’ 
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similar to popular understandings of settled agriculture (Bird et al. 2005, Gammage 2011, 

Pascoe 2014). This picture of Indigenous environmental labour emphasises human history, 

agency and productivity (Myers 1976, Povinelli 1994, Merlan 1998) and challenges the 

classical accounts of the Indigenous cosmology of the ‘Dreaming’. Classical accounts suggest 

a ‘timeless continuity’ of landscape and place which are intractable to human action and 

historical change (Stanner 1956). Pleshet (2018) argues that the notion of caring for Country, 

as a framework for the dynamics of connection to places rendered meaningful by myth and 

history, provides a ‘bridge between a mystical “timeless continuity” and ecological accounts 

of Indigenous action, as “farmers” of anthropogenic landscapes’ (Pleshet 2018 p. 14). The 

enactment of ritual is used to sustain the productivity of land and seas. The values and 

productivity of people-places – for people and for animals – demand an investment of human 

labour. This labour could include, among other things, ceremonial increase, animal 

husbandry, and/or infrastructure maintenance, which includes repairing and reproducing 

land and water. 

Most often, Indigenous knowledge is ‘transmitted orally or through imitation and 

demonstration, adaptive to changing environments, collectivised through a shared social 

memory, and situated within numerous interlinked facets of people’s lives’ (Mistry and 

Berardi 2016 p. 1274). Local knowledge of people-places has been described as ‘a cumulative 

body of knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down 

through generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship of living beings 

(including humans) with one another and their environment’ (Berkes et al. 2000 p. 1252). 

The behaviours and worldviews characterised as ‘non-Indigenous science’7 and the NRM that 

arises as a product of that thinking differ from Indigenous knowledge in their ontologies, 

epistemologies, methodologies, logics, cognitive structures and socio-economic contexts 

(Watson-Verran and Turnbull 2005). Non-Indigenous science, NRM, and related scientific 

research, generally adhere to the tenets of ‘positivist science’. Positivist science assumes a 

distinction between reality and knowledge, and humans and nature (Escobar 2008). Humans 

are considered separate from, and are able to act independently on, nature, with natural 

resources available for human use (Pierotti and Wildcat 2000). Knowledge in non-Indigenous 

                                                           
7 While non-Indigenous science is often referred to as ‘Western science’ (see for example Nakata 2007, 
Gratani et al. 2011, Zander et al. 2013) in this thesis I use ‘non-Indigenous knowledge’ or ‘non-
Indigenous science’ in recognition of the diversity of worldviews within non-Indigenous knowledges, 
as well as a recognition that Eurocentric, Western science is practised globally, including by Indigenous 
people. 
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science is derived from information that is investigated through systematic observations and 

experimentations to generate empirical evidence and facts. 

What is important to note here is that the descriptions provided above are not that different 

groups of people have different perceptions of a single world. Rather, the acceptance is of 

the radical plurality of worlds and thus of natures. This multinaturalist emic approach was 

developed by Viveiros de Castro (1992) and has been further developed by scholars such as 

Verran (2001), Escobar (2008), Blaser (2010), de la Cadena (2010), and Law (2015). Law (2015 

pp. 126–127) argues that the ‘post-colonial response is that the differences are not simply 

matters of belief. They are also a matter of reals. What the world is, is also at stake’. The 

implications of plural worlds being enacted in different and power-saturated practices and 

what this recognition means for working well together in post-colonial encounters will be 

explored in Chapter 7. Suffice it to say that unless non-Indigenous people, including policy 

makers, NRM practitioners, and non-Indigenous scientists accept that there are multiple 

realities being performed by different practices, we cannot abandon the basic commitment 

to the idea of a single, all-encompassing reality, and we will never really accept the truth of 

Indigenous people’s realities. Law (2015) argues that, whether we realise we are doing it or 

not, this is akin to buying into a version of the terra nullius doctrine. We would never really 

believe that Country is alive, and trees are ancestors, and people belong to the land. 

Information that Indigenous people volunteer would continue to be seen as ‘mythical 

wisdom’ (Verran 2002a p. 155) and the value that knowledge has for sound local 

environmental management practices might never be realised (Hiatt and Jones 1988). We 

need to find a way to believe that the world is a set of woven, specific and heterogenous 

creating practices (Law 2015). 

Returning to the idea of ontologies, it has been shown that how people know and see their 

worlds is also how they classify it (Brown et al. 1976, Atran 1998, Ludwig 2016). Therefore, 

different ontologies result in different ways of seeing, ordering, categorising and ranking the 

world. These different ontologies have profound implications for the ways in which problems 

are conceived, solutions are identified, and success is measured towards envisioned futures 

(Caillon et al. 2017). This is important because if definitions of relationships between humans 

and the environment are based on different ontologies, then conflict can occur because 

different ontologies are not addressing the same system or even the same reality (Caillon et 

al. 2017). 
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What knowledge systems share, though, is their localness, with non-Indigenous science not 

the definer of knowledge, objectivity and rationality, but as just one variety of knowledge 

system. Similarities between Indigenous knowledge and the non-Indigenous concept of NRM 

have raised the possibility of points of synergy between them (e.g. Gadgil et al. 1993). All 

knowledge systems have established routines and methods that form the basis of knowledge 

claims. However, Nadasdy (1999) dismantled the ‘project of integration’ of Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous knowledge over a decade ago, because of its flawed central assumption – 

that cultural beliefs and practices referred to as Indigenous knowledge practices and beliefs 

conform to non-Indigenous conceptions about knowledge (Bohensky and Maru 2011). Klenk 

and Meehan (2015) argue that the ‘integration imperative’ in transdisciplinary science – the 

desire to assimilate heterogeneous knowledge (via data, analysis or claims) through 

processes of co-production – conceals the ‘friction, antagonism, and power inherent in 

knowledge co-production, which in turn can exclude innovative and experimental ways of 

understanding and adapting’ to environmental change (Klenk and Meehan 2015 p. 161). The 

integration of knowledges does not have to mean assimilation (Ayre and Nettle 2015). In 

M&E of ILSM, knowledge integration can mean institutionalising Indigenous knowledge 

practices into existing ecological governance structures that tend to be dominated by 

incentive and market-based approaches (Ford et al. 2016). This is not necessarily a problem, 

unless it marginalises Indigenous people by shifting away from how Indigenous knowledges 

are embedded in practice, place and dynamic decision making (Mistry et al. 2016). When the 

structures in which Indigenous knowledges are used and applied are determined by non-

Indigenous science, there is a danger that Indigenous knowledge will change in its use and 

application and in its ability to deal with complexity (Mistry and Berardi 2016). 

Different ways of understanding the world have been produced by different cultures and at 

different times (Watson-Verran and Turnbull 2005) and they should therefore be compared 

as knowledge systems with evaluation methods for monitoring change on an equal footing. 

New approaches are being developed which emphasise the use of validation systems – 

meaning the set of actions used to check whether a system is working according to its 

purpose and functions – from within each knowledge system, rather than using the validation 

system from one knowledge system (e.g. non-Indigenous science) to validate information 

from another knowledge system (e.g. Indigenous or local knowledge) (Tengö et al. 2014, 

2017). A major reason for the limited engagement with Indigenous knowledge systems in 

NRM policy and practice by the non-Indigenous practitioners involved, practices and beliefs 

is the politics of representation within governance contexts (Mistry and Berardi 2016), which 
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leads to a lack of understanding among non-Indigenous people of both Indigenous 

knowledge and governance. Wilder et al. (2016) argue that, in collaborations between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in ILSM, it is important for non-Indigenous people to 

recognise the wealth of knowledge held in local categorisation systems. They argue not only 

for equitable correspondences and productive action between non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous knowledges, but also to ‘recognise and respect the creative tensions among these 

different knowledge systems, because this is where the most profound insights and fruitful 

collaborations emerge’ (Wilder et al. 2016 p. 499). 

Bodies of local knowledge and knowledge practices for Country have been consolidated 

through actions and feedback. Many Indigenous peoples continue to govern and manage 

their Country – both land and seascapes – by drawing on these accumulated observations 

and experiences (Borrini-Feyerabend and Hill 2015). Governance and management are two 

distinct and important phenomena in ILSM. Management is ‘what is done in pursuit of 

different objectives’ and ‘the means and actions to achieve such objectives’. Governance is 

‘who decides what the objectives are, what to do to pursue them and with what means’, 

‘how those decisions are taken’, ‘who holds the power, authority and responsibility’, and 

‘who is (or should be) held accountable’ (Borrini-Feyerabend and Hill 2015 p. 171). 

Governance is multidimensional and includes institutional frameworks, rules, regulations and 

mechanisms for coordinating action (Folke et al. 2005, Schultz et al. 2015, van der Molen 

2018). Governance is broadly understood as the ‘conscious determination of action via the 

use of various forms of power’ (Borrini-Feyerabend and Hill 2015 p. 171). The impact of 

people on the environment is the result of innumerable acts of decision-making that affect 

both people and the environment, often at the same time. This translates to innumerable 

acts of exercising authority, power and responsibility, particularly in relation to the 

environment. Borrini-Feyerabend and Hill (2015 p. 171) argue that ‘governance has thus to 

do with policy (stated intentions backed up by authority) and with practice (the direct acts of 

humans affecting nature)’. 

Protocols of Indigenous governance will be described as much as possible for the ILSM in 

each people-place in Chapter 4. However, it is important to note that all ILSM organisations 

operate as contemporary institutions of collaborative governance. In the institutional 

settings of an ILSM organisation there is a need to practice non-Indigenous knowledges 

together with Indigenous knowledges (Verran 2013) and it is in these institutional settings 

that knowledge can be shared and/or co-produced (Jasanoff 2004a). 
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Van der Molen (2018) has argued that knowledge is an intrinsic element of governance, 

because performing environmental governance always involves knowledge. To understand 

the ‘coproduction of governance capacity’, van der Molen (2018) marries the notion that 

governance is something that is constituted by a set of capacities (Termeer et al. 2015, 

Wyborn 2015) with the notion that knowledge and social order are coproduced (Jasanoff 

2004b). This is important for a number of reasons. The first is that environmental governance 

is a form of regulation aimed at obtaining outcomes in relation to the management or care 

of the environment (Lemos and Agrawal 2006). Secondly, environmental governance 

arrangements need to be adaptive to be effective, because they are dealing with dynamic 

and complex processes in natural systems and uncertainty of the effect of human 

interventions (Folke et al. 2005). Thirdly, and importantly for this thesis, environmental 

governance often includes a variety of actors with diverging interests, values, perspectives 

and worldviews. In order to create collective action and collaborative governance capacity, 

these interests and perspectives need to be bridged (Raymond et al. 2010, Bohensky and 

Maru 2011). The concept of ‘knitting’ Indigenous and non-Indigenous knowledge systems for 

the coproduction of governance capacity will be introduced and explored in Chapter 7. The 

next section focuses on national and local level governance arrangements and particularly 

on Country-based measures. 

 

1.6 Country-based planning for the collaborative 

governance of ILSM 
This section focuses on the governance of Indigenous Protected Areas and Ranger programs 

because the two case studies have many characteristics of protected area management and 

governance. I do recognise, however, that there are many other forms of land and sea 

management and corresponding governance arrangements. 

As described at the start of this chapter, Indigenous governance systems are modes of 

decision-making and collective action that are based on Country and kinship (tebrakunna 

country et al. 2016). This is vastly different from non-Indigenous governance practices. 

Indigenous people generally retain family as central to their economies because their 

economies are scaffolded by the reciprocity of trade (Marx 1976). However, for some non-

Indigenous people, the family has been displaced as central to the wellbeing of the ‘nation’ 

in favour of government. Foucault (1991 p. 99) argues that the elevated role of governments 

‘render possible the final elimination of the model of the family and the recentering of the 
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notion of the economy’. While there is not room to explore this history in great detail, it is 

important to acknowledge the ‘friction’ of philosophies between family and ordered society, 

or government. Anderson and Perrin (2008) have argued that this friction has driven a 

perception that Indigenous people lack recognisable systems of governance and property 

ownership (see also Tsing 2005). 

Governance arrangements in Australia have, until recently, been mostly designed by and for 

non-Indigenous people and have only belatedly recognised Indigenous people and their 

governance systems as collaborators. Indigenous governance has been widely 

misunderstood, articulated and mapped (Bauman et al. 2015). In recent decades, a number 

of national and international drivers have created space to examine and build better 

Indigenous and collaborative governance of protected areas. In 2003 good governance was 

explicitly debated at the Fifth World Parks Congress (WPC) in Durban, South Africa (Brosius 

2004). By 2008, Indigenous governance had been recognised as a fourth category within the 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) protected area matrix (Dudley 

2008). At the Sixth WPC in Sydney in 2014, it was explicitly noted that there was greater 

scope for Indigenous governance to be recognised and legitimated (Pellegrini and Rastogi 

2014). The Promise of Sydney called for ‘better integration of customary law’ into protected 

area management strategies and governance, and recognised Indigenous peoples as ‘rights 

holders’ (Pellegrini and Rastogi 2014). Colchester (2004 p. 152) has argued that the 

transformation of Indigenous people from ‘stakeholders to rights holders’ is important 

because ‘rights holder’ is a powerful decolonising term that recognises the array of 

Indigenous family and kinship affiliations. With this transformation, Indigenous governance 

has been reasserted as a ‘material practice’ – the practices that are performed to produce 

governance – that meets the challenge of collaborative protected area management (Latour 

1999, see also Colchester 2004). However, tebrakunna country et al. (2016) argue that, while 

global protected area policies highlight the essential nature of Indigenous governance, there 

is a persistent struggle to understand how it works in practice. While it is not possible to 

provide an exhaustive analysis of the governance conditions of all IPAs or Ranger programs, 

nor of wider Indigenous involvement in protected areas generally, it is useful to explore the 

ways in which Indigenous governance of ILSM is understood, enacted, measured and 

supported because part of good governance is understanding success. 

In Australia, Indigenous governance of protected areas has evolved through a range of forms, 

including the governance of native title, land rights land, national parks, co-managed 

protected areas and other cultural and conservation areas (Smyth 2001). The history of 
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Indigenous peoples’ involvement in protected areas since the beginning of the colonial era 

will be explored in detail in Chapter 2, but it is noted here that Indigenous people were largely 

marginalised from the planning and management of Australia’s national parks and other 

protected areas, despite their being in Indigenous peoples’ care for millennia (Smyth and 

Ward 2008, Ross et al. 2009). Even if Indigenous governance as it is formally understood and 

enshrined under Australian law and institutions is not recognised, this does not mean that it 

does not exist or is not being practiced by Indigenous custodians and owners of lands and 

seas. Regardless, since the mid 1990s, IPAs have emerged as an Indigenous-led initiative, 

creating a funding base to develop both management plans for Country and partnerships to 

support Indigenous governance (Smyth 2001). IPAs are just one of multiple and overlapping 

pathways for Indigenous people to achieve involvement in the governance of their Country, 

which include jointly managed national parks, Indigenous membership of protected area 

advisory bodies, Indigenous membership of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 

(GBRMPA) and the creation of the Australian World Heritage Indigenous Network. 

Ultimately, the aim for most Indigenous groups is to develop legal and other arrangements 

that allow them to be independent and recognise their land management rights and 

responsibilities, based on their own governance foundations (tebrakunna country et al. 

2016). The plurality of the mechanisms Indigenous people are using to (re)assert their 

governance over their lands and seas reflects the diversity of circumstances and 

opportunities that exist across Australia – essentially, at the time of negotiation, agreements, 

collaborations and pathways are ‘cobbled together under satisfactory compromises’ that 

progress the original intent to manage Country based on equity, rights and responsibilities 

(tebrakunna country et al. 2016 p. 85). 

While many Indigenous people recognise that non-Indigenous governance has significantly 

enhanced Indigenous self-determination in recent years (Department of the Prime Minister 

and Cabinet 2016), there is no question that non-Indigenous ideologies have impacted on 

Indigenous people’s ability to assert their unique forms of culturally appropriate governance 

(Bauman et al. 2015). Protected area governance and their requisite monitoring 

requirements are a ‘co-existence of difference and sameness’ (Escobar 1997 p. 218). 

Indigenous people are recognised and situated as ‘different’ – different cultures, 

conservation methods, and local and culturally-driven outcomes – but are often expected to 

conform with non-Indigenous people under governance arrangements in protected areas, 

including through boards, councils and committees (tebrakunna country et al. 2016). Even 
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IPAs, which are governed by people and Country, still ‘face the challenge of historical power 

structures, cultural domination and exclusion’ (Howitt et al. 2013 p. 128). 

Good Indigenous governance means that decisions are made and acted upon through family, 

kinship and the agency of Country (Hunt et al. 2008, Morphy 2008a, Smith and Hunt 2008, 

Tjitayi and Osborne 2014). However, family based decision-making frameworks are not easily 

visible to non-Indigenous people in organisations, boards and corporations, and can even be 

perceived to be nepotistic or a failure of duty. For many Indigenous people, governance 

operates in two spheres – Indigenous governance through kinship and family and non-

Indigenous governance as an administrative function (tebrakunna country et al. 2016). The 

challenge is to nest legitimacy and authenticity in Country and kinship, regardless of non-

Indigenous bureaucratic needs (Lippitt and Sandford 2014, quoted in tebrakunna country et 

al. 2016). Tebrakunna country et al. (2016 p. 84) argues that ‘the family is both a shield of 

resilience that individuals can retreat behind and a spear that can be levelled against 

governance inequality.’ 

The ‘friction of inbuilt inequality’ in the governance of protected areas is slowly being 

softened through the adoption of Indigenous methodologies and knowledge practices, 

driven by Indigenous people on their own terms, who are engaging with and leading formal 

governance structures and planning processes (tebrakunna country et al. 2016). Since the 

1990s, planning on the scale of the Country has (re)emerged as a way to develop governance 

capacity and enhance the involvement of Indigenous people in the management of their own 

lands and seas and to become involved in the co-management of their lands and seas that 

they do not currently have legal ownership over (Smyth 2008). This type of planning ensures 

that land and sea managers, planners and practitioners are ‘getting the scale right’ by 

planning from self-defined boundaries of Country and offers practical possibilities for 

Indigenous self-determination, intercultural engagement, and can facilitate dialogue across 

cultural and geographical borders (Howitt 2009). 

Indigenous people in Australia have used and managed their terrestrial and marine 

environments as ‘Country’, in what Smyth and Ward (2008 p. 1) argue can be understood to 

be ‘a continent-wide mosaic of what might now be called landscape-scale protected areas’. 

As stated earlier in this chapter, ‘people are “born for Country”, and thus are born to 

responsibilities for that Country’ (Rose 1996a p. 178). Planning at the scale of Country 

therefore reflects the scale at which authority is drawn (Yunupingu and Muller 2013) and 

recognises the relationships, authority, and responsibilities of particular TOs to particular 
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areas of land and sea (Robinson et al. 2006). However, these practices were interrupted in 

many people-places across the continent after colonisation, as Indigenous people were 

dispossessed of their land, moved onto missions and forced to curtail many of their land 

management practices. The network of Country-based ‘protected areas’ across the 

Australian continent was not understood or recognised by the British colonists or subsequent 

colonial administrations (Smyth and Ward 2008). But whether TOs have been alienated from 

their ancestral estates, or whether they have retained and continue to live on them, Country 

as a central tenant of identity and cultural authority has remained central to most, if not all, 

Indigenous people throughout Australia (Smyth 2011b). 

Smyth (Smyth 2011b) provides a thorough overview of the Country-based Planning 

approach, which sets out a framework for thinking about planning from a TO perspective by 

using Country as the geographical and cultural scale for developing a plan. Country-based 

plans can be developed by a single clan or family group and can therefore relate to the small 

area of a single clan estate. Plans can also comprise members of several clans who have come 

together as a TO group, or as a language group, or several language groups. The plan would 

then relate to a larger area of several clan estates. The critical success factor in Country-based 

plans is that the TO groups are the ones who determine the geographic and cultural scale at 

which they wish to plan (Smyth 1995, 2011a, Davies et al. 2013). 

Planning on the scale of Country has been a way to deal with the multiple tenures and 

jurisdictions that are often at play over Indigenous peoples’ Country. The Ngarrindjeri Nation 

Yaruwar-Ruwe Plan is a multi-tenure plan that covers an entire Indigenous language area and 

includes: farmland; national park; freshwater and saltwater wetlands; and beaches 

(Ngarrindjeri Tendi et al. 2007). Despite only owning small areas of their ancestral estate, the 

Country-based plan provides Ngarrindjeri people with a platform to negotiate involvement 

in the management of a more substantial proportion of their Country than they own. Other 

contemporary approaches to Country-based plans include: Sea Country Plans (e.g. the 

Kooyang Sea Country Plan (Smyth and Bahrdt Consultants et al. 2004)); Healthy Country Plans 

(e.g. the Uunguu Healthy Country Plan (Moorcroft et al. 2012)); and IPA management plans 

(e.g. the Matuwa/Kurrara Kurrara IPA (Tran and Langford 2015)). 

From 1998 to 2011, IPAs were only able to be established on land legally owned by 

Indigenous people under exclusive tenure, including freehold, leasehold and native title 

(Smyth 2015). This arrangement was sufficient for those Indigenous groups with legal 

ownership of their ancestral estates. However, these tenure-based IPAs excluded Indigenous 
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groups with legal rights only to small portions or none of their ancestral estates, and those 

groups whose estates had already been dedicated as a national park or other protected area. 

Additionally, tenure-based IPAs did not accommodate the inclusion of marine estates, due 

to Indigenous peoples’ legal ownership of sea Country only receiving limited recognition in 

Australia (Smyth 1995, 2008). The first Country-based, rather than tenure-based IPA, was 

established in 2011. The Mandingalbay Yidinji IPA is a multi-tenured IPA, dedicated over a 

national park, forest reserve, environmental reserve and marine park (Mandingalbay Yidinji 

Aboriginal Corporation 2011). These tenures are all encompassed by the ancestral estates of 

the Mandingalbay Yidinji People. The multi-tenure approaches are based on Indigenous 

priorities for ILSM defined by understandings of Country as interconnected and holistic. The 

move from tenure-based to Country-based management plans aims ultimately to be blind to 

tenure and enable Indigenous governance to extend beyond current tenure boundaries. 

The power of Country-based plans is that they enable TO groups to express their values, 

vision, strategies and proposed actions for their Country, in their own words, through their 

own planning processes (in some cases), irrespective of formal land and/or sea ownership or 

other constraints placed upon their clan estates since the arrival of Europeans in Australia. 

The strength of such plans is that they do not rely on the colonial nation-state for authority, 

but stem from the authority of the relationships of Indigenous peoples to place and each 

other. This means that Country-based plans are not subject to, nor enforced by, colonial 

governments, which in effect opens space for collaborations to be explored more equitably 

between TOs, government agencies, private landholders, industry and other interest groups. 

In this way, Indigenous people are able to use these plans to lead the development of 

respectful and collaborative partnerships and outcomes that are targeted at realising their 

own aspirations through collaboration and partnership, rather than only responding 

reactively to government agency initiatives. Planning at the scale of Country does not deny 

the usefulness of other planning and management scales (e.g. national parks, marine parks, 

NRM regions, native title determined areas, land trusts, and local government areas). But the 

process of recognising Country as the fundamental geographical and cultural scale through 

which TOs relate to the myriad of people-places in Australia enables the engagement of TOs 

at broader geographical scales to be built upon solid and legitimate cultural foundations 

(Smyth 2011b). 

Based on these Country-based plans and through the adaptive management cycle, M&E is 

encouraged and employed to achieve collaborative outcomes. Monitoring of ILSM includes 

Rangers reporting to TOs to ensure their work is shaped and guided by them as authoritative 
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knowledge holders. Additionally, evaluation work occurs in formal moments of reflexivity 

that allow monitoring, evaluation and reporting processes to be reviewed so they are 

relevant to changing landscapes and local conditions (e.g. Austin et al. 2017c). This 

intercultural work is often performed by TOs, Rangers and their non-Indigenous 

collaborators, including government, non-government organisations, and land councils 

(Austin et al. 2017b, 2018). 

What remains problematic is the extent to which Indigenous perspectives of their Country 

and their evaluations of success are applied, particularly in collaborative monitoring and 

evaluation with non-Indigenous scientists who have different worldviews and perspectives 

of management. Verran (2013) poses important questions when she asks: how to be 

respectful of difference but not intimidated or stymied by it in practical engagements 

between practitioners of disparate knowledge traditions? How to imagine struggles to ‘do 

difference’ together? Though fundamentally different in their ontologies and epistemologies, 

the knowledge practices of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians can be worked 

together with care in collaborative institutions, expanding the possibilities for both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people (Watson-Verran and Turnbull 2005). Exactly why this 

‘working together’ is so complex and how knowledges can be worked together and co-

produced has been considered throughout this thesis and will be discussed in Chapter 7. 

1.7 Thesis outline 
In Chapter 2 I explore how regions within the ‘outback frontier’ have been influenced by 

different policy paradigms throughout history, which have incentivised and disincentivised 

particular land and sea management regimes. These policy shifts include: the settlement of 

the Outback and the establishment of pastoralism; the emergence of the conservation 

estate; and recent developments in collaborative Indigenous land and sea management. 

Critical to this is how these different policy paradigms and modes of settlement and 

development have driven particular evaluations of success, and how this evaluation of 

success has encouraged certain ILSM activities, denied other activities, and intimately 

affected Indigenous people’s lives and knowledge practices. This review reveals the way in 

which the official histories of success have been evaluated and changed over time, first 

through settler-colonial nation-formation and the dispossession and exploitation of 

Indigenous people and their lands and seas, and through to present contemporary 

Indigenous lives and their relations with the state. This will be important for the culmination 

of this thesis which considers how ILSM is now conceived and evaluated, particularly in an 

era where Indigenous peoples are increasingly reasserting their rights to their lands, seas, 
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knowledges and practices, and are challenging how their lives and land and sea management 

practices have historically been evaluated. 

In Chapter 3, the methodologies are outlined, including the research design used to explore 

the research aims. This included using a constructivist, inductive and grounded theory 

approach to explore the two case studies. The two-way participation methods that were used 

are considered, which included working with Indigenous co-researchers wherever possible, 

full-immersion fieldwork, participant observation, oral sources, text sources, and stories. The 

research journey that was undertaken is explored, including the complexities of working in 

remote Indigenous Australian townships, undertaking research ethics in practice, and issues 

faced with language and translation. The methodology chapter therefore provides the 

pathway through which the questions of this thesis have been explored, including how we 

can evaluate the full range of the Indigenous Estate in the APY Lands and in Ngukurr, but also 

elsewhere in Australia. 

In Chapter 4, I describe the historical geography of both the APY Lands and Ngukurr to 

characterise both the past and present landscapes of both these places and how they, 

including their people, have been judged and evaluated through time and space. Across 

Australia, colonists brought ideas and agendas to different regions and the unique 

geographical and environmental characteristics of each place required specific colonial ideas 

to be adopted or adapted, impacting on government management policies and plans. 

Overlaying this, government policies changed over time, from assimilation to self-

determination, which in part drove the movement of people on and off Country. This 

assimilation and extinguishment lens and its accompanying concepts of ‘success’ denied the 

voices of people and Country and their practices. These metrics continued until very recently 

and were cached in the frontier. This is important because the perceived success of different 

colonial projects and the movement of people has necessitated the formulation of unique 

ILSM structural, governance and evaluation frameworks in each place. While history is the 

past, it is also the present, and this critical review of two specific regions helps to unpack how 

metrics of success used to evaluate Indigenous people’s lives and land have had 

consequences for Indigenous peoples and their ILSM practices, and, most importantly for this 

thesis, for the evaluation of ILSM. 

In Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 I draw on this scholarship and the years of fieldwork I undertook 

during this study to explore the aspirations of local Indigenous people for ILSM and the 

measures of its success, in both the APY Lands and in Ngukurr. This thesis adds to our 
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knowledge of intercultural evaluation in ILSM by considering both the tangible and intangible 

values in, and benefits accrued through, ILSM programs. The stories told from and about each 

region reveal the diversity and complexity of Indigenous evaluative practices across the 

Indigenous Estate, as well as the evidence base used to support claims of success. 

In Chapter 7 I reflect on the multifaceted story of monitoring and evaluation of ILSM in the 

two case study regions. I articulate a range of significant practical considerations for working 

within, as opposed to against, the tension of collaboratively enacting ILSM and evaluation. 

While there are elements of Indigenous evaluation practices that will always resist definition 

from a non-Indigenous perspective, there are still ways to make space for different evaluative 

practices while working collaboratively together. I propose the idea of ‘knitting to look after 

Country’ as both a new metaphor for bridging Indigenous and non-Indigenous knowledges in 

ILSM evaluative practices, coproducing intercultural governance arrangements, and a 

method for relationship building. If the knitting is done properly then Indigenous ways of 

knowing Country, and of practising their knowledge for management and evaluating its 

success, could be represented equally to non-Indigenous knowledge and methods in 

collaborative management and evaluation, even if the details of those knowledge practices 

are not intimately known. The knitting metaphor is a useful mechanism for ensuring 

Indigenous people have an equal and active role in the planning, management and evaluation 

of their land and sea management organisations and activities. This is important because of 

the benefits of Indigenous-driven evaluation processes, which are consistent with the 

Indigenous-driven processes that have led to the successful outcomes from IPAs and Ranger 

groups, particularly in comparison to government-driven Indigenous engagement processes 

in National Parks and Marine Parks. Perhaps the knitting metaphor could also be used to 

alleviate some of the tensions that arise in cross-cultural monitoring work. Finally, I propose 

improvements for the management and evaluation of ILSM, which highlights the need to 

work with, respect and prioritise Indigenous knowledge practices in the evaluation of their 

land and sea estates and coproduce intercultural governance capacity. 
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2.1 Introduction 
The evolution of ILSM and its evaluation emerged in the context, and as a consequence of, 

Australia’s unique colonial and post-colonial history. It is a history of a nation continent 

originally entirely owned by Indigenous peoples and now populated by Indigenous people, 

settlers and their descendants with diverse cultures and worldviews, from which important 

questions relevant to this thesis emerge. How have a collective set of national values and 

goals been constructed and imagined? How has and is Australia, as a colonial-settler society, 

explaining the ‘success’ of the process of nation-formation, based as it was on the original 

colonisation and dispossession of Indigenous peoples from their lands and seas? How were 

the colonists’ and settlers’ historically exploitative and oppressive relations with Indigenous 

peoples rationalised and evaluated? And how are the ongoing relations between Indigenous 

people and the state, and the place of Indigenous peoples in contemporary society, 

conceived and evaluated? These questions only grow in importance as Indigenous peoples 

(re)assert their rights to their lands and seas, through legal and other means, and in so doing 

challenge the authority of the state and its official histories of success. 

In this chapter I review the relevant literature on the pre-colonial, colonial, post-colonial and 

current paradigms and policies that have played out and continue to impact on Indigenous 

peoples and their relationships and evaluative practices with their Country. This broad 

historical story is important to an understanding of the context and practice of contemporary 

ILSM, which includes understanding how Indigenous people’s lands and seas have been 

regulated over time, and how Indigenous people have been provided with incentives (or 

disincentives) to practice and evaluate their land and sea management under different policy 

paradigms. The various deterrents that have been imposed on local Indigenous people will 

be explored, which have inhibited Indigenous peoples’ access to their Countries, languages, 

and knowledge practices. Key to this review has been understanding how the evaluation of 

success of ILSM has been imposed on some Indigenous people, co-opted by others, how it 

has encouraged certain activities, denied other activities, and intimately affected Indigenous 

people’s lives. 

This study considers two case study regions in the Northern Territory and South Australia to 

explore the research aims: to identify Indigenous aspirations for ILSM; and to identify 

Indigenous ways of measuring success in ILSM. Both case study regions are in areas remote 

from centres of population and power. And both regions have been influenced by policy 

shifts that moved from the promotion of colonial settlement, to the emergence of the 

conservation estate, to the more recent emergence of Indigenous-led collaborative 
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conservation partnerships and the evaluation of ILSM. This review is divided into these four 

broad sections to explore the impact of these policy shifts on Indigenous people in the case 

study regions and the ways in which local people have shown agency in pushing back against, 

influencing and moulding these policy shifts. The colonial agendas and experiences identified 

in this review have been driven, in part, by the shifting imaginary of the outback myth in 

Australia through time and space, which has affected how the outback has been perceived 

and evaluated, and the kinds of land uses and occupation that have been encouraged or 

discouraged. 

In the introduction to this thesis, the following question emerged when considering the 

diversity and complexity in Indigenous practices of successful management and evaluation 

across Australia: how can we evaluate the full spectrum of ILSM on the Indigenous estate, 

including tangible and intangible benefits, without further colonising Indigenous people’s 

private lives through bureaucratic participation and control? Revisiting the pre-colonial, 

colonial, post-colonial and current paradigms and policies that have impacted on the context 

and practice of contemporary evaluation of ILSM is one way of ensuring past mistakes are 

not remade and that Indigenous people’s lives are not further colonised. Importantly, this 

review is founded on an acknowledgement of the seismic shift that has occurred in recent 

decades, from Indigenous engagement in government processes (such as the appointment 

of Aboriginal Rangers, cultural advisors and board members in national parks) to Indigenous 

leadership and Indigenous-driven policy initiatives that resulted in independent Indigenous 

Ranger groups and IPAs. 

 

2.2 Evaluating outback frontiers 
From the early 1800s to the early 1900s, the outback was viewed as a promising frontier for 

exploration and occupation by the newly arrived settlers. The ‘outback frontier’ was the 

geographic region that supplied the unique colonial identity of the Northern Territory and 

other remote locations in South Australia, Queensland and Western Australia. Rose (1997a 

p. 26) describes the outback as a zero space and time, ‘the moment at which history will 

begin with the arrival of the outriders of civilisation’, ‘where something is going to happen, 

where nothing has quite happened (yet), where everything is in transition’. It is a place where 

‘what was lost is [deemed to be] irrelevant as a function of the deficient and unfinished past’ 

(Arthur 1997 p. 46), as colonisers looked forward to the eventual triumph of civilisation, 

exploiting the ‘wealth of the land without regard for the long term consequences’ (Rose, 
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1996c, p. 14). The outback was also a metaphor for a space in which two opposites met: 

where ‘wilderness meets domestication, where the savage meets civilisation, where native 

meets conqueror’; a terrain was formed with an enduring outback frontier culture (Rose 

1997b p. 122). 

The outback as ‘frontier’ was imagined not only as a region, but also as a process of 

transformation. Turner (1962 p. 4) hypothesised that ‘wilderness’ frontiers were initially ‘too 

strong for man’, in which one had to abandon inappropriate European ideologies and 

customs in order to build a ‘new product’ of ‘successful’ settlement. These tropes of frontier 

and outback profoundly affected Australian’s geographical imaginations and the metaphors 

deployed to emphasise a non-Indigenous identity separate from the rest of Australia (Howitt 

2001). The success of the frontier was based on battles to overcome hardship and adversity, 

and was represented by frontier lifestyles and industries, as well as colourful and prominent 

individuals (Carment 2004). The ‘outback’ narrative was framed as an opportunity for settlers 

to use available resources, build new towns and forge a successful future for Australia. 

Frontiers were evaluated based on pioneering achievements: they were successful when new 

identities were carved from the bush. 

Yet, one person’s frontier is another person’s home. As the settlers grew into their outback 

frontier personas, Indigenous landscapes and peoples faded away (Robinson 1997, see also 

Rose 1997a, 1997b). In frontier narratives, settlement was considered successful when 

Indigenous peoples were erased from the landscape, with the idea of the frontier reflecting 

a uniquely colonial view of place and process of encounter between the colonising and 

Indigenous peoples and the natural landscapes (Furniss 2005). Colonisation had a rupturing 

effect not only on specific ‘spaces’ imposed on Indigenous peoples’ Country, but also on 

interconnections throughout the continent, because many of the processes particular to a 

specific place were repeated across the continent. Colonisation fractured some of the links 

that articulated this continent-wide system of connection, shattering cultural and ecological 

terrains. The impact of colonisation was continent-wide and was the result of cultural 

practices that continue to this day (Rose 1996b, Gammage 2011). 

Essential to this pioneering paradigm was the steadfast belief in the universal importance of 

individual rights to tracts of land, with these individual rights at the heart of ownership. 

Ownership was earned, not inherited, through the sweat, sacrifice and labour of the settler 

(Robinson 1997). This ideology of land ownership was from imported systems of tenure and 

attested to the worth of the settler. The transformation of landscapes was considered 
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justified as they were altered from Indigenous ‘wastelands’ into ‘proper’, useful and 

successful agrarian based societies (Williams 1986, Dorset 1995). Indigenous peoples’ 

communal land titles and reciprocal relationships with Country were seen as indicators of an 

unsuccessful society, one that had not yet ‘evolved’ to have superior, secure and successful 

individual rights (Robinson 1997). As described in Chapter 1, Indigenous law went 

unrecognised, justified through the false doctrine of terra nullius, and so the law of England 

became the law of the Australian colony (Banner 2005). Neither ‘civilised’ or successful, nor 

seen to be in legal possession of their land, Indigenous peoples and their practices were 

viewed as able to be transformed by frontier encounters. 

This transformation of Australian landscapes and its people was made possible by ‘“clear[ing] 

the way” for development’ at the outback frontier, with this ‘clearing’ both necessary to the 

notion of frontier and also a process that reinforced the frontier purpose (Howitt 2001 p. 

235). This task included physically removing environmental and social resistance, including 

the physical removal of Indigenous people from their ancestral estates, and the creation of 

alternative interests in lands and resources through grants and leases. These processes both 

emptied and filled these spaces. The colonial project emptied landscapes of any unwanted 

features – trees were cleared, rivers were dammed, native carnivores were shot, Indigenous 

clan groups were either killed or contained and existing property laws were ignored. 

Landscapes were then filled with new components – new property titles, new pastoral and 

agricultural species, and new people (Howitt 2001). The success of these enterprises denoted 

the success of land and sea management at the time, with this success signified through fence 

building, tree clearing and the introduction of cattle. From the 1850s, explorers, stockmen, 

and prospectors moved further into the outback searching for well-watered lands suitable 

for agriculture and gold. 

Much of this exploration and settlement showed limited success because the characteristics 

of the environment and its constraints were wilfully and over-optimistically misread by those 

wanting to reproduce European agricultural systems (Holmes 2002). Playing on the 

marginality of the Country in the outback, a counter narrative emerged in the early 1900s 

which saw the outback frontier reimagined as a wasteland, ‘unpopulated’ and of no possible 

use. This was largely argued through the recognition of the severe constraints on land use 

potential, including resource constraints, large distances and poor soils. In 1937, Griffith 

Taylor mapped the plausible population densities and use (see Figure 2.1) (Taylor 1937). The 

two case study regions in this study are in areas designated as either ‘useless’ or useful for 

only ‘sparse grazing’. 
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Figure 2.1 Habitability map of Australia produced by Griffith Taylor in 1937 

Note: Contours represent potential population density (people per square mile) 

Source: (Taylor 1937) 

Within this colonisation and settlement story, frontiers and their impacts differed from place 

to place depending on the resource being exploited by the first wave of colonisers and 

invaders. In the Queensland context, Loos (1993) has described the significantly different 

impacts of the ‘Sea Frontier’, the ‘Mining Frontier’, the ‘Pastoral Frontier’ and the ‘Rainforest 

Frontier’ on Indigenous people. Impacts differed depending on whether the frontier 

resource-use required Indigenous labour and/or Indigenous land. Loos (1993) argues, for 

example, that the pastoral frontier required large areas of land and Indigenous peoples’ 

labour so that, while the initial contact was violent, there was an incentive for the colonisers 

to negotiate a form of peaceful coexistence (although this coexistence was still exploitative). 

The mining frontier was much more violent and there was no need to negotiate coexistence. 

While Loos’s (1993) research is focused on North Queensland, his analysis of diverse impacts 

on different frontiers is relevant across Australia. 
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The evaluation of the success of the colonial project at the ‘frontier’ was conducted by 

protagonists that were not from the areas and had no familiarity with the Indigenous people 

and their Country and its assets. The evaluation of Country on the ‘frontier’ influenced 

attempts at settlement and other enterprises and continues to influence current day land 

uses and opportunities, explored further in Chapter 4 for the two case study areas. While 

pastoralism now extends over much of the outback (today, pastoral leases for cattle, sheep 

and goats cover around 40% of the outback), it is often considered to extend ‘beyond the 

bounds of logistical practicality or environmental sustainability’ (Woinarski et al. 2014 p. 

119). Many pastoral enterprises have persisted as unviable commercial enterprises, long 

after they have shown to be consistently unprofitable (Holmes 1990). 

Howitt (2001 p. 235) has argued that the frontier metaphor also reflected the ‘isolationism 

of the White Australia policy and protectionism of fortress Australia policies.’ In 1901, the 

Commonwealth government passed the Immigration Restriction Act, which became the basis 

for the infamous ‘White Australia’ policy. This policy restricted the immigration of ‘non-

Europeans’ or ‘the coloured races’ to Australia until the late 1940s (Ang and Stratton 1998). 

The White Australia Policy was one of the first major legislative issues dealt with by the 

parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, which Markus (1979) suggested showed a 

perceived importance of ‘racial purity’ and ‘whiteness’ as the symbolic glue that tied the 

community together in the newly-formed nation-state. Ang and Stratton (1998 p. 28) argue 

that, philosophically speaking, because the White Australia policy excluded non-white and 

racial or cultural others, it implied ‘the official and explicit racialisation of Australian national 

identity, based on a discourse of homogeneity that collapses culture and race.’ 

The racialisation of the Australian national identity allowed state sanctioned attempts to 

exclude and even extinguish those considered racially undesirable. Frontier wars were 

justified, as were the creation of missions and their policies. Concerted efforts were made to 

speed up the process of extinguishing those considered racially undesirable through the 

compulsory assimilation of Aboriginal children into dominant, white culture by taking them 

away from their families, producing what is now commonly recognised as the Stolen 

Generations. This vision was promoted by Cecil Cook, appointed the Northern Territory ‘Chief 

Protector of Aborigines’ in 1927 and A.O. Neville, the Chief Protector in Western Australia, 

who both pushed for the assimilation of Indigenous people into ‘white’ Australia. Cook 

supported biological assimilation, stating: 
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Generally, by the fifth and invariably by the sixth generation, all native 

characteristics of the Australian aborigine are eradicated. The problem of 

our half-castes will quickly be eliminated by the complete disappearance 

of the black race, and the swift submergence of their progeny in the white 

(quoted in Wilkie 1997). 

Advertising the virtues of his policy, Cook explained in his official report for 1934 that the 

'success achieved by encouraging the marriage of half-castes to Whites has curtailed the birth 

rate of hybrids of coloured alien paternity' (Cook 1935 p. 12). Success in the White Australia 

and assimilation policies was the extinguishment of the trace of ‘race’ – including difference 

in skin colour, culture and languages – within the nation-state. 

Recently, scholars have explored these problematic aspects to the ‘outback frontier’ concept 

(Rose 1997b, Gill 2005, Prout and Howitt 2009), an important process because history plays 

a role in the present. In the recent past, the success of the outback frontier was evaluated 

through the erasure of Indigenous peoples, both through physical removal, through the 

denial of their laws of communal ownership and reciprocal relationships, and through the 

extinguishment of their skin colour, their languages and their cultures. But the outback was 

an eternal moment of frontier and the image of remote Australia as an ‘outback frontier 

society’ is still deeply embedded in the nation’s geographical imagination. The eternal 

moment of the frontier refers both to the enduring frontier myth and to the fact that many 

of the outback locations and townships have eternally frontier-like qualities – challenging 

relationships between local Indigenous people and non-Indigenous settlers, struggling 

economies, and poor infrastructure and services. The image of remote Australia as an 

outback frontier society continues to permeate the governance and evaluation of Indigenous 

people living in remote and regional Australia.  

While the impact of colonial frontier ideologies held by non-Indigenous people on Indigenous 

Australians and the evaluation of their Country, knowledge practices, languages and even 

skin colour has been extensive, it is equally as important to recognise Indigenous people’s 

agency and capacity to adapt, by making the most of whatever resources, policies and 

programs come their way. While there are many disadvantages faced by Indigenous people 

in Australia due to past policies, there is a capacity to roll with the environmental, political, 

economic and legal punches that is at the heart of Indigenous survival since colonisation 

(Smyth 2006). Indigenous peoples’ resilience may very well be at the heart of their survival 

on a dramatically changing continent for 65,000 years (Langton 1998, Burton and Osborne 
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2014). It is important to not further disempower Indigenous people through an examination 

of history, but to think critically about how outback frontier ideologies have disempowered 

Indigenous people and silenced their voices, knowledge and practices. 

 

2.3 Conservation success 
The outback as a frontier for European settlement and pastoralism was a fragile frontier 

success. This fragility matters, because it has allowed the conservation agenda to establish a 

strong presence in these regions in recent times. While pastoralism does maintain a tenuous 

foothold in outback land use and plays a significant role in the economy and society of rural 

and remote Australia, it has proven less productive than those areas in Australia that are 

closer to markets, and that have environments with higher rainfall and more nutritious soils. 

Throughout much of the outback, the pastoralism is ‘rangeland pastoralism’, where domestic 

stock are introduced to graze native pastures without extensive clearing, pasture 

improvement or other modification of native habitats (James et al. 1995, Russell-Smith et al. 

2018). While there has been significant impacts on the environment from introduced grazing 

animals and altered fire regimes, the outback is still relatively ‘undisturbed’ compared with 

the agricultural, forested and urban lands of the higher rainfall areas of Australia (James et 

al. 1995). The ‘undisturbed’ qualities have allowed the outback to be viewed as an area with 

‘a high potential to achieve regional conservation of existing native species, with relatively 

little alteration of the social and economic structures already in place’ (James et al. 1995 p. 

126). The last two decades have seen a shift from the outback being valued for its pastoral 

opportunities, to its biodiversity and conservation values (Holmes 2002). 

Conservation paradigms have evolved over the past 200 years in Australia, with the ‘old 

conservation paradigm’ centred primarily on the declaration and management of state-

owned national parks (Moorcroft and Adams 2014). Although European settlers in the late 

18th and early 19th century did show some environmental awareness – the first attempt at 

environmental legislative protection in Australia occurred in 1788 (Bonyhady 2000) – it was 

the growth in the rate of resource extraction for international trade in the 19th century and 

the associated drive for development and economic gain that accelerated environmental 

degradation and spurred into existence a movement to conserve what were fast becoming 

scarce natural resources (Adams and Mulligan 2003). The knowledge that there were limits 

to nature’s capacity to meet the increasing needs of humans ensured that resource 

conservation was institutionalised in the colonial world by the end of the 19th century. 
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This regulatory agenda of environmental legislations was accompanied by a romantic re-

imagination that occurred around the world of those natural areas that were regarded as 

‘useless’ and ‘wastelands’ before the 19th century. These ‘untamed’ remnant areas 

increasingly ‘came to be seen almost beyond price’ (Cronon, 1996, p. 71; see also Leopold, 

1925; Warren, 2004) (see Figure 2.1). By the end of the 19th and the start of the 20th centuries, 

champions such as John Muir (1908) and Henry David Thoreau (1862, 1910) emerged in the 

United States, seeking to preserve the environment, with national parks and protected areas 

being the practical solution to this concern (Adams 2003). 

Yellowstone National Park in the United States was declared in 1872 and embodied the idea 

of strict nature preservation. Its development heavily influenced early national parks in 

Australia including the Royal National Park, declared in 1879 just south of Sydney. The Royal 

National Park was the first declared in Australia and the second in the world (Moorcroft 

2015). The ‘legacy of Yellowstone’ facilitated the colonisation of landscapes in colonial 

countries through conservation around the world (Stevens 1997b). The resource 

development, conservation and preservation agendas were together prioritised over and 

presumed to be more important than the economic, cultural and spiritual rights of 

Indigenous people, including in Australia, or their attachment to those areas now deemed 

worthy of preservation (Muller 2003), initiating a form of ‘ecological’ (Langton 1998 p. 18) or 

‘environmental’ (Singh and van Houtum 2002 p. 256) imperialism. Indigenous people 

suffered significant dispossession and marginalisation under the old conservation paradigm. 

Conservation paradigms around the world have now evolved, and a new paradigm has been 

established since the late twentieth century (Griffiths and Robin 1997). The new paradigm is 

centred on the premise that public efforts alone, primarily through state-owned national 

parks, are not enough to solve the biodiversity, climate change, and landscape change crises 

facing the planet (Moorcroft and Adams 2014). This new paradigm has seen changes to the 

governance and scale of conservation. Along with the adoption of neoliberal ideologies, this 

has resulted in a shifting of governance roles in conservation including in Australia (Sundberg 

2006), reflected in the growing involvement of non-government organisations (NGOs) and 

private protected areas (Pasquini et al. 2011, Mitchell et al. 2018), Indigenous Protected 

Areas (IPAs) (Szabo & Smyth, 2003; Smyth, 2015) and the development of varied public-

private partnerships and networks. 

Since the 1980s, governments in Australia have actively consulted with NGOs in the 

development of conservation policy (Hutton and Connors 1999), as opposed to when 
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conservation was confined to the government arena. In the early 1990s, the Australian 

Government created a framework for a National Reserve System (NRS). The vision of the NRS 

is a ‘comprehensive, adequate, and representative system of protected areas’ 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1996 p. 9), representing the continent’s bioregions under the 

planning framework of the Interim Biogeographic Regionalisation of Australia (IBRA) 

(Thackway and Cresswell 1995). To achieve this vision funding, tax incentives and concessions 

have been provided under the NRS Program, including to conservation NGOs, for the 

acquisition of land for conservation (Moorcroft and Adams 2014). Focus has particularly been 

on land in areas in under-represented bioregions (Australian Government n.d.). This has led 

to a significant increase in the conservation estate across Australia (see section 2.4.3 for 

further information, particularly regarding Indigenous peoples’ contributions to the 

conservation estate in Australia). NGOs have now emerged that are focused not just on 

advocacy but also on the acquisition and management of land for conservation, including 

through partnerships with governments, philanthropic organisations, and existing land 

owners. 

As is the case globally in biodiversity conservation, the spatial scale of conservation in 

Australia has changed. There has been a shift from species-specific approaches to landscape 

or continental-scale approaches (Moorcroft and Adams 2014). This large-scale approach 

means that partnerships are necessary, as landscapes invariable contain multiple land uses, 

including agricultural lands, industrial areas, urban and peri-urban blocks. Through their 

private protected areas and partnerships with Indigenous groups on Indigenous-held or 

controlled lands, NGOs and other private conservation organisations are making a significant 

intellectual and physical contribution to the NRS (Australian Government n.d.). Partnerships 

are also occurring on Country not owned or controlled by Traditional Owners (TOs), for 

example, some WoC funded Rangers operate on land areas like national parks without 

Indigenous ownership or control. This is also true of Ranger groups working within multi-

tenure IPAs and on sea Country (Smyth and Isherwood 2016). 

In an attempt to visualise the spatial geography of the aspirations of the new conservation 

paradigm, Moorcroft and Adams (Moorcroft and Adams 2014) have mapped the terrestrial 

geographical areas and levels of interest of seven conservation NGOs working at the national 

scale in Australia: the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF), the Australian Wildlife 

Conservancy (AWC), Bush Heritage Australia, Greening Australia, The Wilderness Society 

(TWS), The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF-Australia), and The Nature Conservancy (TNC) 

(see Figure 2.2). 
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Figure 2.2 Terrestrial geographical areas of interest, and level of interest, of conservation 

based on seven conservation NGOs 

Source: (Moorcroft and Adams 2014) 

The map indicates that while the conservation NGOs have some interest in the south and 

east, there is less interest in the central and western desert regions of the continent, and an 

intense focus on northern Australia (Moorcroft and Adams 2014). It is important to note, 

however, that the map does not include IPAs, a significant omission that means it does not 

accurately reflect the ‘new conservation paradigm’ as the extent of the IPA estate is expected 

to exceed 50% of the NRS by 2020 (approximately 10% of the Australian continent) (Austin 

et al. 2018). The map simply represents the areas of interest of the seven conservation NGOs. 

The map is reproduced here because the specific spatial interests and conservation 

‘territories’ of these conservation NGOs do reflect possible priorities for the NRS. 

Over time, perceptions of the outback have shifted because the success of the outback 

project was fragile and large-scale pastoralism and industrialisation was not well established. 

Yet, the outback mythology has continued to hold strong currency in modern Australia, with 

2002 deemed the ‘Year of the Outback’ with the backing of Australian governments (Gill 

2005). The activities for the campaign revolved around the idea of the outback, allegedly a 
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‘unifying theme’ for the nation (Gill 2005 p. 39). The Pew Charitable Trusts then produced a 

report in 2014, calling for the ‘Modern Outback’ to be shaped more deliberately and 

thoughtfully for conservation and development (Woinarski et al. 2014). They argued that 

features of the outback include its remoteness from population centres, its largely 

unmodified natural setting, the infertility of its soils and its sparse population. In recent years 

the term ‘outback’ has been reimagined as places with exceptional social, natural and cultural 

values, with the ‘intrinsic worth of the Outback’s biodiversity’ promoted, as the natural 

environments that make up the essence of the Outback are ‘the defining quality that makes 

it special’ (Woinarski et al. 2014 p. 2). Despite the vagueness around the definition of what 

the ‘outback’ actually is – to some, a precise geographical area, to others, a state of mind – 

the ongoing authority of the outback myth obviously still holds currency in the Australian 

psyche (Rose 1997b). 

 

2.3.1 Monitoring and evaluation 
As the conservation estate has grown, M&E has taken on increasing importance in Australia 

and around the world, as funding provided is accompanied by requests for demonstrations 

of progress. Monitoring effectiveness is increasingly recognised as an essential element for 

achieving management goals (Hockings et al. 2006) and frameworks have been developed 

for assessing management effectiveness of protected areas (Leverington et al. 2010b, 

Hockings et al. 2015). In relation to protected area management, Hockings et al. (2006 p. 1) 

define management effectiveness as ‘…primarily the extent to which it is protecting values 

and achieving goals and objectives’. They argue that measures of management effectiveness 

can: enable and support an adaptive approach to management; assist in effective resource 

allocation; promote accountability and transparency; and help involve local people, build 

constituency and promote protected area values (Hockings et al. 2006 p. 5). 

M&E provides public and internal accountability, helps demonstrate impact, answers 

questions related to how well a project or strategy is working and identifies the conditions 

under which conservation strategies are likely to succeed or not (Hatry 1999). Moreover, 

M&E can serve as an early warning system for potential problems and lead to ideas for 

potential remedial actions (Rigby et al., 2000). Essentially, M&E forms the basis for improved 

decision making. 

Monitoring programs in conservation projects often demonstrate natural and cultural 

resource management (NCRM) ‘outcomes’. The emphasis of monitoring programs is often 
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on assessing biophysical performance, with efforts to assess socio-cultural benefits and 

integrate them with the environmental benefits less well developed (Davies et al. 2013, 

Stacey et al. 2013). Traditionally, conservation monitoring has meant looking at quantitative 

indicators of biological health (Stem et al., 2005). Interestingly, the work of Hockings et al. 

(2006 p. 46) is a ‘best practice guideline’ for assessing management effectiveness of 

protected areas, but acknowledges the work lacks guidelines and suggested methods for 

monitoring management effectiveness for cultural values (or more specifically Indigenous 

knowledges and practices). This is despite Indigenous knowledges and practices, or ‘cultural 

values’, being integral to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN’s) 

definition and goals of protected areas (Smyth 2015): 

A protected area is a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, 

dedicated and managed, through legal or other effective means, to 

achieve the long term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem 

services and cultural values (IUCN Definition 2008) (IUCN 2019). 

Unfortunately, then, evaluations of conservation successes, primarily ecologically based, can 

silence and disempower Indigenous people’s knowledges and practices, upon whose lands 

and seas this conservation agenda is being carried out (Danielsen et al. 2005). 

 

2.4 The emergence of collaborative management 

partnerships 
Around the world, resistance to colonialism has driven various forms of decolonisation. This 

resistance has varied over time and according to diverse geopolitical conditions (Adams and 

Mulligan 2003). Decolonisation is a process that, where successful, exposes and dismantles 

colonial power in its myriad of forms by revealing the hidden institutional and cultural forces 

that maintained the colonist’s position of dominance (Ashcroft et al. 2000). While not 

implying a return to pre-colonial land and sea management practices and relationships, the 

decolonisation of conservation initiatives entails a breakdown of the colonial structures that 

have not only disempowered Indigenous people, but also significantly reduced cultural and 

biological diversity (Muller 2003). Howitt (1998 p. 33) has expressed the hope that 

decolonisation will, perhaps, ‘enable us to overturn some of the great injustices of colonial 

and recent history’, by identifying and challenging the aspects of colonialism that remain in 

relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, and in the establishment of 

Australia’s identity and social structures. 
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While Indigenous peoples’ systems of customary law and the accompanying management 

responsibilities, private use rights, ownership and identity in their Country have existed for 

tens of thousands of years, it is only belatedly that these rights have been recognised under 

common law in Australia. Until recently, the worldviews and practices of Indigenous 

Australians have not significantly influenced dominant ideas about conservation in Australia. 

In the late 1980s around the world and including in Australia, there was a substantial increase 

in the recognition of Indigenous peoples’ rights in conservation management (Figgis 2003). 

As a result of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), 

commonly known as the Earth Summit and held in June 1992 in Rio de Janeiro, Indigenous 

peoples and their knowledges and practices were recognised as having a vital role in 

environmental management and development (the Rio Declaration) (UNEP 1992). 

In Australia, this recognition process has been driven by the overdue acknowledgement that 

Indigenous Australians, as the First Peoples of this country, have historical rights of 

possession to land, a fact belatedly recognised in Australian law through land rights 

legislation, as highlighted in Chapter 1. South Australia was the first state to transfer control 

of land back to its Indigenous owners through the enactment of the Aboriginal Lands Trust 

Act (SA) in 1966 (Mazel 2006). The Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act (Cth) was passed in 1976 

and the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Land Rights Act (SA) was passed in 1981. The 

APY Land Rights Act was the first specific purpose legislation in South Australia (Mazel 2006) 

and was the ‘first negotiated land rights settlement in Australia’ (Peterson 1981 p. 121). The 

early lobbying for land rights and subsequent land rights legislations began an era for 

Aboriginal people to claim their land back from the State, and to re-assert their obligations 

to care for and manage their estates (Smyth 2011a). 

Indigenous peoples’ ownership of their Country (both lands and seas) across the continent 

was then subsequently recognised through the acknowledgement of Native Title in the 

Native Title Act 1993. The Native Title Act recognises Indigenous peoples’ traditional and 

customary rights and interests to their lands and seas under Australian law, where such title 

has not been found to have been ‘extinguished’ by the state. This extinguishment principle 

means that in the south-east and south-west of the Australian continent, where colonisation 

was extensive and Aboriginal people most forcibly displaced from their lands and seas, native 

title has been much harder to obtain. Native title determinations have legally recognised the 

ancient and persisting title that has always been held by Indigenous people, particularly 

across the north, in the centre and in large parts of Western Australia. Native title 
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determinations in the more urbanised areas of Australia have been at a much smaller scale, 

despite many Aboriginal people living in these regions and continuing to own their land. 

Including the Native Title Act and the Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act, around 30 separate 

pieces of legislation have been enacted by Commonwealth and State parliaments over the 

past 40 years. These legislations have allowed for the recognition, grant, transfer or 

acquisition of title to land by or for Indigenous Australians. The nature of the title and the 

amount of control Indigenous people have over different areas varies significantly between 

– and in some instances within – States and Territories (Altman et al. 2007). 

From the late 1970s onward, significant areas of land have been returned to Indigenous 

ownership through a range of governance structures, developed for the management of 

Aboriginal land under Australian law. In 1995, the Australian Government established the 

Indigenous Land Corporation (ILC) to acquire, manage and hold lands in trust for the benefit 

of Indigenous people (Nettheim et al. 2002). Then, in 1998, Indigenous Land Use Agreements 

(ILUAs) were introduced, providing an avenue through which some Indigenous people could 

negotiate the use and management of their lands and seas, regardless of whether native title 

could be determined or not and over a variety of land uses and tenures (Davies 2003). 

Combined, all of these areas of Indigenous-held land have been described as the ‘Indigenous 

Estate’ (described in detail in Chapter 1) (Altman et al. 2007, Smyth and Grant 2012). 

Alongside this shift in land use and ownership has been a recognition that many of the places 

with the highest biodiversity values are on land within the Indigenous Estate (Garnett and 

Sithole 2007, Garnett et al. 2018). Indeed, Australia has been identified as having one of the 

highest correlations between cultural and biological diversity of any country in the world 

(Chan et al. 2012). Conservationists have realised that to protect places with high biodiversity 

values and habitat for threatened species, Indigenous people needed to be brought into the 

conversation (Garnett et al. 2018). 

Government and non-government conservation organisations in Australia and around the 

world have accordingly had to adapt their agendas to ‘discourses about dismantling the 

colonial legacy’ (Adams and Mulligan 2003 p. 9). As a reflection of this fundamental shift in 

thinking about Indigenous people, their rights have been increasingly factored into the 

management of protected areas (Figgis 2003) and in the years following the 1980s, 

organisations have been searching for conservation models that acknowledge Indigenous 

rights. Some environmental NGOs have shifted their focus from pure environmental 
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protection to a recognition of Indigenous peoples’ historical rights and cultural connection 

to places of outstanding biological diversity (for example see TNC 2018). 

However, in May 1992, the first Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment signed 

by all Australian governments made no mention of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 

interests or involvement in conservation or environmental management. This was in the 

same year as the Native Title Act was enacted, over a decade since the first Aboriginal-owned 

jointly-managed national park in the Northern Territory in 1981 and 16 years after the 

Northern Territory Aboriginal Land Rights Act in 1976. 

 

2.4.1 Indigenous Rangers 
Indigenous Ranger programs emerged as independent and Traditional Owner-led initiatives 

in Queensland in the 1980s and spread to other states and the Northern Territory from the 

1990s. Indigenous people across Australia began to set up their own Ranger groups, to seek 

involvement in national parks (Baker et al. 2001a) and to pursue joint management 

arrangements, with early examples including Kakadu National Park and Gurig National Park8 

(Smyth 2001). Further information on the history of Indigenous Ranger Programs is provided 

in Text box 2.1. 

These developments coincided with the growing recognition that the evolving environmental 

challenges across Australia meant that much of the continent needed to be managed for fire, 

introduced animals, endangered species, and weeds. The Indigenous Ranger program, 

funded from a variety of Federal, State and Territory government sources, NGOs, and 

corporate sponsors, emerged to address these issues, whether they occurred in Aboriginal 

determinations, NGO conservation holdings, unallocated Crown land, state forests, national 

parks, desert ecosystems, marginal pastoral Country, or coastal, savannah, or riparian 

systems (Mahood 2017). 

While governments and conservation organisations were struggling to change their policies, 

Indigenous people gained strength in asserting their rights to live on and manage their 

Country. The decolonisation process requires agency and resolve of the colonised – which is 

exactly what has occurred in the evolution of independent Indigenous Ranger groups, ILSM 

                                                           
8 Gurig National Park is now called Garig Gunak Barlu National Park. 
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organisations and IPAs (both tenure-based and Country-based). Governments have belatedly 

and largely positively responded to these Indigenous-driven decolonising initiatives. 

Despite the lack of early strategic level policy recognition, significant initiatives occurred 

before 1992. The Contract Employment Program for Aboriginals in Natural and Cultural 

Resource Management (CEPANCRM), managed by the predecessor agency to the 

Department of the Environment and Energy, ran from 1988 to 1996 during which 8,490 

Indigenous people were employed on projects on national parks, marine parks and crown 

land (Smyth 2011a). As interest in the field gained momentum, a national workshop on 

Aboriginal Ranger training was convened in 1985 (Smyth et al. 1985), and Indigenous Ranger 

programs were taken up across Australia (Fache 2014) (Text Box 2.1 gives an expanded 

history of Indigenous Rangers). 

Eventually governments responded, providing funding for Rangers through the Working on 

Country (WoC) (Commonwealth) program, which became an official program of the Federal 

Government in 2007 (Weir et al. 2011), and various State and Territory Programs. WoC 

provided dedicated federal funding for Ranger employment and helped to establish the 

status of Indigenous Rangers as a professional occupation. Training supported by WoC has 

included literacy and numeracy, first aid, data collection, firearms, fencing, welding, fire 

management, chainsaws, and financial literacy (Mahood 2017). Ranger jobs mean Indigenous 

people are paid to look after their land and sea Country, participating in the economy in 

meaningful employment and directed by TOs (Weir et al. 2011, Altman and Kerins 2012). 

Indigenous engagement in collaborative conservation partnerships, like IPAs and WoC 

funded Ranger programs, are pillars used by Indigenous people to maintain their capacity to 

remain ‘remote’ and continue to live on their Country (Pleshet 2006). 

As described in the introduction, Country is the geographical scale at which cultural and 

natural resource management has occurred for most of Australia’s 65,000 years of human 

history. While some human impacts have occurred at larger scales, particularly through the 

use of fire, it is at the scale of Country that resources were and are used by Indigenous people, 

and that obligations to look after those resources were and are carried out (Smyth 2011a). 

 

2.4.2 Caring for Country 
The phrase ‘caring for Country’ was first published in Young et al. (1991): Caring for Country: 

Aborigines and Land Management and has been steadily adopted by Indigenous people 
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across Australia. ‘Caring for Country’ is used to describe the values, places, resources, stories, 

obligations and relationships associated with a specific geographical area, and the ways in 

which the people associated with that Country fulfil their roles in looking after, or ‘managing’, 

their estates. In land claims, phrases such as ‘looking after Country’ have been widely used 

to encompass Indigenous language expressions to emphasise practical engagement with land 

as a basis for ownership and responsibility (see Myers 1976). 

By the 1990s, the lexicon of caring for Country had taken hold in policy debates, but had 

shifted into a model for land use with an emphasis specifically on activities of conservation 

and land management (Rose, 1995; Young et al., 1991). Caring for Country became an 

‘Aboriginal model of land management’ (Pleshet 2018 p. 5) and was adopted by NGOs and 

government. In 1995, the Northern Land Council created a Caring for Country unit to help 

Indigenous people deal with land and sea management challenges and consider enterprise 

development and job creation (Weir et al. 2011). Later, the phrase was co-opted by the 

Australian Government through their ‘Caring for Our Country’ program (Morrison et al., 

2010). 

Scholars such as Wohling (2009) have critiqued the use of the term ‘caring for Country’, as it 

serves to ‘radically over simplify this complex, contested and rapidly evolving realm’, and, in 

his opinion, contributes to the ‘ongoing stereotyping of Aboriginal people.’ Regardless, many 

Indigenous people have adopted the phrase to describe the many manifestations of their 

contemporary ILSM. Pleshet (2018) argues that the term personifies the evolving relationship 

to contemporary ideas and practices of land tenure and land management. It is deployed 

pragmatically by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people to develop partnerships and access 

recognition and funding. The term is now used as a way of valuing and evaluating land and 

sea management as a source of value in economic, ecological and human health terms (Weir 

et al. 2011). Caring for Country has become an aspect of Indigenous modernities, as it has 

been translated and reclaimed as an Indigenous ideology of land and sea management, with 

a precedent in the primordial past (Pleshet 2018). ‘Translations’ like ‘caring for Country’ and 

‘Indigenous land and sea management’ or ‘ILSM’ have been instrumental in securing funding 

for Indigenous representative bodies and the expansion of Indigenous work opportunities. 

Perhaps the ‘oversimplification’ identified by Wohling (2009) is justified, because, as Pleshet 

(2018) argues, the  of caring for Country opens interactions and sustains fields of pragmatic 

meanings summoned as both Indigenous and non-Indigenous actors work to constitute 

interactions. ‘Caring for Country’ is both an articulated philosophy of land and sea 

management and a medium of exchange, and ‘collaborative misunderstandings are as sure 
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a basis for cultural collaboration as any well-rendered translation’ (Pleshet 2018 p. 15). 

Pleshet (2018) argues that the ‘field of meaning’ now associated with caring for Country 

might provide the space for actors to work together. 

 

 

Text box 2.1. A short history of Indigenous Rangers 

The word ‘Ranger’ has been adopted by Indigenous people around Australia to describe 

professional and salaried managers of land and sea Country around their townships, 

homelands and clan estates. Ranger work is a particular kind of ILSM work and has 

manifested in different ways across Australia. 

The first Ranger group as we know it today was established as the Palm Island Ranger 

Service in 1983 in the Aboriginal township of Palm Island, located in the Coral Sea near 

Townsville (Smyth 2011a). In 1991, the township of Kowanyama, also on Cape York, 

employed Rangers through the Kowanyama Aboriginal Land and Natural Resource 

Management Office (KALNRMO) (Strang 1998). In the Top End, the Djelk Ranger Program 

also started in 1991, with a grant from the Community Employment Program for Aboriginal 

Natural and Cultural Resource Management (Cochrane 2005).  

Rangers in the early programs were employed through the Community Development 

Employment Projects (CDEP), colloquially known as ‘work for the dole’. Some Ranger 

groups also funded Rangers partly from their own resources (for example, Dhimurru 

funded their Rangers through CDEP top ups). This was part of an attempt to create a 

culture of paid employment, as opposed to the dole (Mahood 2017). There was no 

dedicated funding for Ranger employment in the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, 

with the concept of Ranger programs driven by Aboriginal people for many years. Rangers 

are now funded through a variety of sources, primarily through government programs like 

IPA and WoC, but also through private and non-government funding sources. 

Some Rangers are also TOs of the land and sea Country on which they work, however not 

all TOs are employed as Rangers. There are consequences then, of having a select group 

of people carrying out the work of caring for Country. Barber (2015) reported that ensuring 

that those carrying out Ranger work are the appropriate people has consequences for who 

Elders select for the job, and that participation in the Ranger program is dependent on its 

compatibility with primary responsibilities to care for Country.  



Chapter 2: Literature Review 

55 
 

Rangers are visible in their local townships as they wear a uniform, often with the ILSM 

organisation’s logo on it. 

Being a ranger is something that you put on, you become a ranger. But 

we have that already, we are part of that structure, it is how we live. It 

does not matter if you put a uniform on. But don’t get me wrong, I still 

want the uniform (Homeland-based Yirralka Ranger, quoted in Barber 

2015 p. 37). 

As the Ranger above explains, being a Ranger is something that you put on and become, 

and uniforms are one way of ‘putting on the hat’ and taking on the roles and 

responsibilities of a Ranger.  

This is important because ‘Rangers occupy a complicated position: flagged as the great 

Indigenous employment success story, they are still subject to the competing 

responsibilities of family and culture, as well as the pressure to meet Western 

expectations’ (Mahood 2017). Rangers occupy a space where family and clan obligations 

intersect with job accountability. Ranger jobs provide access to four-wheel drive vehicles 

and wages. With these resources, however, comes increased pressure to provide for their 

families and take part in ceremony. Having access to vehicles and money can trigger toxic 

jealousies and relentless ‘humbugging9’ (Mahood 2017). On top of this, their job 

obligations, particularly the actions needed to maintain conservation values that they are 

trained to implement, can be in conflict with the values of TOs and their families, for 

example, culling versus mustering of wild buffalo or camels (Robinson et al. 2005). Rangers 

‘need to constantly mediate these two perspectives while being suitably deferential to 

more senior landowners, their parents and immediate family’ (Altman 2016). The constant 

mediation between family, culture and non-Indigenous expectations can mean for some 

Rangers the pressure is too much (Fache and Moizo 2015). 

Despite the complexities of working as a Ranger, the robustness of Indigenous Ranger 

programs and their emergence from, and for, TOs and other Indigenous people, as well as 

their development out of a real and growing need to manage large tracts of Country, has 

seen the programs grow and strengthen. As Mahood (2017) explains: 

This is the live ground where contradictions between conservation 

values, economic accountability and Indigenous aspirations to make a 

viable living on their land remain visible, volatile and constantly 

                                                           
9 The term ‘humbug’ is used by many Indigenous Australians to describe incessant or unreasonable 
demands from relatives, particularly for money, food and other resources. 
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evolving. Rather than treating this volatility as a problem, it should be 

part of a committed long-term conversation. 

Birch (2016) argues that ‘difficulty, or even impossibility, is as good a place as any to begin 

a new conversation,’. Ranger programs are a good space to begin that conversation. 

 

2.4.3 Indigenous Protected Areas 
As Ranger programs gained traction, so did the establishment of Indigenous Protected Areas 

(IPAs). IPAs are areas of land and/or sea, voluntarily dedicated as protected areas by the TOs 

of the Country that they encompass. The IPA program was implemented in 1997 after the 

Australian Government committed in the early 1990s to establish a comprehensive, 

adequate and representative system of protected areas across all the terrestrial bioregions 

of Australia. Through acknowledging that, until the 1990s, all protected areas in Australia had 

been established on Indigenous peoples’ Country without TOs’ consent, the IPA program was 

established in collaboration with Indigenous representative organisations (Smyth 2011a). 

Funding and other support was provided to enable Indigenous groups to establish protected 

areas on their lands, as well as to negotiate engagement in the management of existing 

government-declared national parks and other protected areas (Szabo and Smyth 2003).  

IPAs are managed by both ‘legal and other effective means’ (Szabo and Smyth 2003), 

consistent with the IUCN’s protected area definition and guidelines (Dudley 2008). For many 

years, TOs were advised by the IPA Program to declare their IPAs as IUCN Category 6 

protected area because this Category focuses on Indigenous use of biodiversity. The 

designation of IPAs as Category 6, perhaps unwisely and inaccurately, portrays TOs 

relationship with Country as limited to subsistence (hunting and gathering but not much 

else). In comparison, Category 5 stresses the interaction of people, culture and Country and 

the goal of maintaining that interaction in the management of the protected area. Now, more 

and more IPAs are being designated as Category 5, which may reflect a better understanding 

among planners, bureaucrats and TOs about what these Categories mean (comparisons of 

IUCN categories can be found in Dudley 2008). The categorisation of their IPAs is another 

opportunity for TOs to make an IPA achieve what they want it to, using international and 

bureaucratic tools, rather than being directed by misaligned bureaucratic views. 

Traditional Owners, in consultation with the township/s and Ranger group/s associated with 

the IPA, plan, dedicate, and manage their IPAs. IPAs are recognised by the Federal 
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Government, which provides support for IPAs through the IPA Program. The IPA Program is 

administered by the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPM&C) on behalf of the 

Department of the Environment which provided funding from the Natural Heritage Trust 

(NHT). IPAs are recognised by the government once a management plan has been developed 

in accordance with IUCN guidelines. Management plans are accompanied by a funding 

agreement with the Federal Government, which enables the relevant Indigenous 

organisation to implement the plan with the Ranger group/s and TOs. Support from the IPA 

Program includes monetary (wages), material (vehicles, tools, chemicals, computers etc.), 

and technical support (report writing, governance training etc.). One of the most significant 

outcomes of IPAs are their support for Ranger work. Most IPAs are also supported by other 

partners, such as State and Territory agencies, NRM organisations, research institutions and 

commercial entities, such as mining or tourism companies. 

Often IPAs cross clan estate boundaries and include multiple Ranger groups based in 

different townships and homelands. For example, the South-East Arnhem Land (SEAL) IPA 

includes seven clan groups and their corresponding clan estates, and is managed by the Yugul 

Mangi Rangers in Ngukurr and the Numbulwar Numburindi Ranger Group in Numbulwar 

(Gambold 2015). An increasing number of IPAs have been negotiated over multiple tenures, 

including existing national parks and marine parks, in collaboration with other land owners 

(see Smyth and Isherwood (2016) for a discussion of the complex relationships between sea 

Country, marine protected areas and IPAs). Multi-tenure IPAs are possible because IPAs are 

increasingly based on the concept of Country, rather than tenure. For example, the Yawuru 

IPA in the Kimberley’s in Western Australia includes parts of the Yawuru Conservation Estate, 

which includes the Nagulagun Roebuck Bay Marine Park and the Birragun Coastal 

Conservation Park, as well as culturally and ecologically significant areas of the Roebuck 

Plains pastoral station (KLC 2018). This is possible through agreements and negotiations 

between all landowning partners. 

IPA governance structures, therefore, need to be designed to accommodate complex 

relationships and working partnerships. This flexibility also allows for flexible size 

arrangements, with IPAs ranging from very small – Pulu IPA in the Torres Strait is 15 hectares 

(Hitchcock et al. 2015) – to very large – the Southern Tanami IPA in the Northern Territory is 

over 10 million hectares (Preuss and Dixon 2012). While the majority of IPAs are currently in 

the north, north-west and central regions of the Australian continent, it is possible that with 

flexible governance structures, more could be declared in the south-east and south-west of 

Australia. 
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The focus in IPAs on Indigenous participation and governance distinguishes these as a 

significant shift away from the old conservation paradigm for protected areas (Godden 2002). 

IPAs offer an opportunity to build collaborative governance structures to achieve 

improvements in Indigenous social capacity and environmental and economic well-being 

(Godden and Cowell 2016). However, Godden and Cowell (2016) argue that the restoration 

of TO decision-making into institutional land and sea management arrangements, as well as 

respectful use and valuing of local knowledge, is central to achieving good outcomes. 

Restoring and supporting governance processes that are driven by Indigenous people most 

effectively achieves environmental outcomes. In addition, a typology of case studies of 

environmental management collaborations with Indigenous organisations, including those 

involving not-for-profit organisations, showed that Indigenous knowledge is integrated into 

decision-making for management actions most strongly when the level of Indigenous 

governance is highest (Hill et al. 2012). Moorcroft and Adams (Moorcroft and Adams 2014) 

suggest that this conclusion means that Indigenous knowledge is only considered legitimate 

when power is held by the Indigenous organisation. If IPAs are to fulfil their vision of being a 

more equitable form of intercultural conservation partnerships, then Indigenous governance 

capacity will need to be continually built and supported (Godden and Cowell 2016). 

Currently, 75 IPAs have been dedicated, making up more than 44% of the NRS (Australian 

Government n.d.). IPAs have been declared by TOs in every Australian State and the Northern 

Territory. There are now over 100 Indigenous Ranger groups around Australia supported by 

WoC and IPA Programs. As outlined in the introduction, as of January 2018, over 2000 

Indigenous people have been employed through federally funded WoC Ranger positions, in 

full-time, part-time and casual capacities, with 831 of those Rangers in full-time equivalent 

contracted positions (Australian Government n.d.). The actual number of Indigenous Rangers 

employed, with funding from multiple government and non-government sources, is much 

higher and while there is no clear number available, one could assume there were over 3000 

Indigenous Rangers employed nationally. 

The Federal Government recently announced a funding extension to the Indigenous Ranger 

program, with an additional $250 million to support Ranger groups until 30 June 2021 

(Scullion 2018). The Indigenous affairs minister made the announcement with just two 

months before the previous funding was due to expire, leading to some concern over the 

lack of commitment from the Government to long term funding for IPA and Ranger programs 

(Davidson 2018). The Australian Government committed $15 million to the ‘New Indigenous 

Protected Areas Program 2017-2021’, to assist Indigenous people to establish new IPAs 
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(Australian Government n.d.). Five new IPAs are proposed (three in Western Australia, one 

in Queensland and one in the Northern Territory) and when dedicated, would add almost 

10% or over 13 million hectares (Mha) to the NRS. IPAs remain vital to Australia’s 

commitment to manage a representative NRS for effective conservation outcomes because 

many IPAs and Indigenous-owned lands envelop entire bioregions (Rose 2012, Hill et al. 2013, 

Woinarski et al. 2014) and meet the country’s commitments under the Convention on 

Biological Diversity (CBD). 

While Indigenous people now make up only ~3% of the Australian population more than 200 

years after British colonisation, Indigenous peoples have retained cultural, spiritual, 

economic, management and/or legal connections to most of the Australian continent, 

including 52% (401 Mha) of which is held in some form of Indigenous tenure (Renwick et al. 

2017) (see Figure 2.3). 

 

Figure 2.3 Lands in Australia over which Indigenous people exercise ancestral rights, including 

lands that they do not currently have ownership of 

Source: Ian Leiper, Charles Darwin University 
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Land held in some form of Indigenous tenure includes freehold land tenure and exclusive 

native title rights (113.59 Mha or approximately 15% of Australia’s terrestrial land area), co-

management partnerships in protected areas (27.36 Mha/3.5%), and negotiations to take 

part in conservation management as part of a land use agreement (259.75 Mha/33.8%) 

(Renwick et al. 2017). There are also many other ways in which Indigenous peoples’ 

connection to Country is recognised by the Australian state and which are not included in 

this map, including through consultation and engagement processes, their membership of 

boards and committees and the performance of welcome to Country ceremonies. Figure 2.3 

visually demonstrates Indigenous peoples’ connection to Country as recognised through land 

grants, native title determinations and management powers and is included here to 

demonstrate the hugely significant area of land recognised by the Australian state as having 

ongoing connections to its TOs. 

While there are benefits of declaring an IPA for Indigenous landowners (see Gilligan 2006, 

Smyth 2011c, SVA 2016), Verran (2002b) has argued that certain structural characteristics of 

their workings contain possibilities for disempowerment. Once an IPA has been declared, 

ILSM practices must, among other things, now take into account the existence of threatened 

or endangered species in their clan estates. In addition, some IPAs must be actively managed 

for tourist operations and tourists must be educated and entertained. Working for tourists 

could impact or even curtail Indigenous firing practices because, Verran (2002b p. 734) 

argues, most tourists ‘do not pay large amounts of money to explore blackened landscapes’. 

TOs and Rangers also need to work with non-Indigenous scientists in altered landscape, like 

after mining operations or in places with invasive weeds, for their land to re-emerge as 

‘healthy’, in the Indigenous sense of the word.  

Indigenous people have a central role in managing over half the Australian continent. 

Additionally, Indigenous people are engaged in various forms of managing Country to which 

they currently hold no legal tenure, for example, through Country-based IPAs, cultural 

heritage management on government-owned land or private land and through sea Country 

management. Indigenous people and their rights, priorities and values are therefore integral 

to the ongoing management and conservation of the Australian continent. The concerns 

raised above need to be addressed if the ILSM sector is to grow and expand in a way that is 

in line with Indigenous people’s aspirations, through the collaborative development of both 

rigorous and credible intercultural measures of effectiveness (Austin et al. 2018). 
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2.5 Evaluating Indigenous land and sea management 
Traditional Owners and Rangers working in ILSM are increasingly asked to demonstrate their 

effectiveness at producing positive outcomes from investment, particularly conservation 

outcomes from conservation investment (for example, through the Australian Government’s 

WoC and IPA Programs). There has been a contraction in the availability of financial resources 

for the conservation sector due to pressures such as constantly shifting policy and regulation, 

climate change, expanding agricultural development and macroeconomic trends (Austin et 

al. 2018). Alongside this, there has been a gradual shift towards decentralised and market-

driven investment and practice (Hajjar et al. 2012). The result for ILSM practitioners is 

demands from investors for accountability, transparency and demonstrated effectiveness 

(Leverington et al. 2010a, Austin et al. in press). 

Measuring ILSM impact raises a formidable task for ILSM practitioners, due to the complexity 

of interests and underlying assumptions concerning the practice and politics of managing 

land and sea, which will be explored later in this section. Despite the complexities and 

challenges, there are significant benefits obtained by Indigenous people from monitoring 

ILSM investment. Relationships with external investors are formed, strengthened and 

expanded, which can in turn support the development of meaningful livelihoods for 

Indigenous people within their clan estates (Funder et al. 2013, Stacey et al. 2013). At the 

local project scale, monitoring is an important aspect of adaptive management and 

completing it is part of fulfilling management requirements (Austin et al. 2018). At national, 

regional and global scales, local monitoring can drive effectiveness when it is aggregated 

(Farhan Ferrari et al. 2015). ILSM monitoring can also have indirect benefits, including the 

skills and experience that ILSM practitioners gain through monitoring and reporting, which 

can be used in other projects and employment (Austin et al. 2018). 

In ILSM, Rangers work on behalf of the TOs who own the Country on which they are working. 

Most importantly then, Ranger groups are expected to report to TOs, so that TOs can monitor 

the activities of their Ranger groups (Smyth 2011c). In interviews with representatives of 

Indigenous organisations involved in the delivery of the WoC and IPA programs, Smyth 

(2011c) highlighted the need for resources to take TOs back to Country to build stronger links 

between what Rangers are doing and the TOs on whose behalf the Rangers are working on 

their Country. 

In addition to reporting to TOs, ILSM practitioners report on their activities to those who fund 

them. This is currently predominantly the Australian Government, which provides the 
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funding for the WoC and IPA programs. The Government recommends using a monitoring, 

evaluation and reporting system (Monitoring, Evaluation, Reporting, and Improvement 

(MERI) Framework) to measure the inputs, outputs, outcomes and budgeting of funded ILSM 

groups (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2015a). Measures include 

assessments of environmental, cultural, social, and economic indicators. The relative 

effectiveness of funded projects is determined by analysing indicators at the program level. 

These indicator assessments are sometimes complemented by ‘Performance Stories’, a 

qualitative method through which local Indigenous people can tell stories or anecdotes of 

change (Roughley and Dart 2009, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2015b). The 

Government also periodically engages independent contractors to review ILSM-related 

programs to form a more complete picture and provide national scale feedback on the 

impacts of the funded ILSM activities (for example, see: Gilligan 2006, ANAO 2011, Smyth 

2011c, SVA 2016). 

This government-driven monitoring is often bolstered by a range of data generated through 

partnerships between ILSM practitioners and scientists, universities and non-government 

organisations (Yibarbuk et al. 2001, Robinson et al. 2005, Read and Ward 2011a, Ens et al. 

2016a). This data tends to focus on environmental values. When it is done well, producing 

this data in turn produces benefits for the ILSM practitioners, and can continue to be used 

for local purposes as it is owned, or at least shared, by TOs and their ILSM organisation (Ens 

et al. 2015, Jackson et al. 2015). 

ILSM practitioners are using qualitative evaluations for monitoring environmental, cultural, 

social and economic indicators, including video, artwork, photos and stories (Petheram et al. 

2011, Zurba and Berkes 2013, Robinson et al. 2016b). In Paruku IPA, the periodic updating of 

large topographically accurate maps hand-painted by TOs is used to maintain monitoring 

records of burnt areas and wildlife sightings (Morton et al. 2013). While qualitative methods 

take significant time and resources, they are particularly useful in places with low English 

literacy and administrative capacity. They can shift control of monitoring and evaluation from 

investors to local ILSM practitioners, by acknowledging both the oral and storytelling 

methods used to communicate Indigenous knowledges, practices and beliefs, and the 

authority of TOs and knowledge authorities (Berkes 2009a, Danielsen et al. 2011). 

Many ILSM groups are increasingly engaging with participatory research to support their 

monitoring, evaluation and reporting activities. If done well, these partnerships can reduce 

power imbalances, particularly when the work is done in a bottom-up, holistic and integrated 
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way (Danielsen et al. 2005, Garnett et al. 2009a, Sithole 2012). This was recently 

demonstrated through the Uunguu Monitoring & Evaluation Committee (UMEC), where TOs 

and Rangers worked with external researchers to conduct and incorporate interviews and 

participatory ranking to evaluate the effectiveness of the Wunambal Gaambera Healthy 

Country Plan (Austin et al. 2017c). This process triangulated monitoring and evaluation 

information held by Indigenous people, researchers, scientists, and investors, and ensured it 

was done from a local Indigenous perspective and for the benefit of local people. 

Tools for collecting, mapping and analysing data from ILSM activities are increasingly being 

adopted and adapted by Indigenous people and their non-Indigenous colleagues. These 

include the use of satellite imagery and ‘fire scars’ which show where fires have been burning 

on Country and are integral to the participation of ILSM groups in the carbon economy 

(Russell-Smith et al. 2015). Other tools include rugged hand-held devices that have been 

tailored for use by ILSM practitioners to collect textual, numeric, audio and visual data to 

monitor changes to Country (e.g. Ansell and Koenig 2011, NAILSMA 2014) and the 

combination of digital materials like voice recordings, videos and photos with GIS to develop 

databases of Indigenous biocultural knowledge (Pert et al. 2015). Each of these tools can be 

used for collecting and producing data for monitoring, evaluation and reporting. 

Methods used to assess the success of ILSM groups include through the Social Return on 

Investment (SROI), an economic evaluation of the impact of ILSM on Indigenous people. 

Recently, an SROI evaluation completed for five IPAs found that between the 2009 and 2015 

financial years, the government and a range of third parties invested $35.2 million into the 

five IPAs and generated social, economic, cultural and environmental outcomes with an 

adjusted value of $96.5 million (SVA 2016). Significant benefits were accrued by Traditional 

Owners, Rangers, State and Federal Governments and other stakeholders (SVA 2016). While 

this method is useful at providing evidence of the success of investment across a number of 

outcomes, external, as opposed to local, expertise is required to undertake the evaluation. 

As articulated throughout this chapter, however, there are significant challenges for 

measuring effectiveness in ILSM. Indigenous peoples’ approaches to measuring the 

effectiveness of their caring for Country have evolved over time (Berkes et al. 2000, Funder 

et al. 2013) and these measurement mechanisms have conventionally been oral or 

embedded within cultural activities such as ceremonies, art, dance and stories. Sithole et al. 

(2007) describe a significant but rare example of a community-driven evaluation of ILSM in 

the Top End, through which Indigenous people were systematically interviewed to 
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understand the successes and challenges of managing Country in contemporary funding 

arrangements. In general though, these oral measurement mechanisms have been difficult 

to integrate with investor expectations and global agreements (Ansell and Koenig 2011, 

Danielsen et al. 2014b). The aspects of Indigenous knowledge that are ‘singular, non-

transferable, tacit and unable to be expressed in words’ (Christie 2007 p. 86) receive limited 

recognition, with governments, conservationists and scientists often focusing on the 

contents of Indigenous knowledge systems and how they can be broken down into ‘bite-sized 

chunks of information that can be slotted into Western paradigms’ (Ellen and Harris 2000 p. 

15). The components of Indigenous knowledge that are rendered ‘illegible’ (Christie 2007) or 

‘invisible’ (Howitt 2001) within mainstream NRM are not often interpreted into reporting, 

administrative or fiscal outcomes and priorities (Christie 2007, Muller 2008, 2012, Veland et 

al. 2010). 

Timescales are an additional challenge for ILSM monitoring (and all environmental 

monitoring) (see Hockings et al. 2006, Mahanty et al. 2007, Jones 2012). Over what period 

does monitoring yield meaningful information? And are different timescales needed to yield 

meaningful information for different cultural groups? For example, TOs might need longer 

(or shorter) timescales to yield meaningful information than their non-Indigenous 

conservation land management colleagues. The question then follows, how do the 

timescales needed to yield meaningful information relate to the monitoring and reporting 

timescales imposed by funders? 

Local perspectives and aspirations for looking after Country do not always align with the 

aspirations of investors. Measures of effectiveness used by investors tend to be 

compartmentalised to focus on specific parts of Indigenous peoples’ lives and their 

relationships to the environment, whereas for Indigenous people the evaluation of success 

is much more holistic (Austin et al. 2018). It has been argued that the current funding 

environment, coupled with Australia’s socio-political history described in the first half of this 

chapter, maintains the current non-Indigenous authority over how ILSM projects are run, 

managed and administered, whereby projects are often executed and framed by non-

Indigenous tools and methods (Ens et al. 2012c). For as long as ILSM initiatives have to rely 

on ‘national priority and outcome-driven funding (where outcomes are often defined 

externally)’, there will be constraints on the activities that can be undertaken (Ens, Finlayson, 

et al., 2012, p. 103; see also Altman & Whitehead, 2003). 
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Cross-cultural monitoring and evaluation methods and frameworks are limited and there are 

often poor linkages between performance measures used for determining whether 

conservation values are meeting Indigenous social, cultural, and/or spiritual values and 

requirements. Limited funding is available for monitoring outside the environmental 

conservation goals of NRM, and collecting and analysing multidisciplinary measurements, or 

socio-cultural benefits, are not as well developed as the evaluation of biophysical outcomes 

(Muller 2012, Robinson and Wallington 2012, Ens et al. 2012c, Wiseman and Bardsley 2015). 

Non-environmental benefits, or co-benefits, are usually of secondary concern (Robinson et 

al. 2016b, Austin et al. 2018). Predetermined indicators are often used without considering 

their local applicability, a point particularly pertinent to Indigenous peoples, each of which 

have unique cultures, histories, languages and methods of learning and transmitting 

information, as well as particular issues such as language barriers (Mahanty et al. 2007). Any 

monitoring program needs to consider the challenge of reconciling the diverse goals of local 

ILSM practitioners and their investors, and the different ways in which these two groups 

judge their efficacy (Robinson and Wallington 2012; Funder et al. 2013; Stacey et al. 2013). 

In addition, if the monitoring and evaluation is to be done by the local Indigenous people 

who are the ones that live on the Country being managed and evaluated, it needs to be 

simple, quick and cheap to run (Danielsen et al. 2009). 

The complexity of monitoring and evaluation in ILSM is evident in the indicators commonly 

used by Indigenous people to monitor the effectiveness of Page 65their ILSM activities. These 

indicators often include regularly visiting Country to hunt, gather and manage resources, and 

perform cultural obligations including ceremony and intergenerational knowledge transfer 

(Berkes et al. 2000, Walker 2010, Ziembicki et al. 2013). These tools continue to be used by 

many Indigenous people to monitor their caring for Country activities (Garnett et al. 2009b). 

In some instances, this monitoring has been correlated with biodiversity surveys to provide 

a richer picture of the data points, which can then inform management decisions (Ziembicki 

et al. 2013, Ens et al. 2016a). It is important to note however, that in many instances it is the 

performance of activities such as hunting, burning and sharing resources that produces the 

intertwined relationships between people and Country and this performance is itself a 

measure of effectiveness in the Indigenous domain (Verran 2002b, Austin et al. 2018). The 

problematic nature of ‘indicators’ and ‘metrics’ and how they relate to measuring ‘success’ 

is explored in detail for Indigenous people in each case study – for Anangu in Chapter 5, 

section 5.3 and for Yugul Mangi People in Chapter 6, section 6.3 – and discussed together in 

Chapter 7, section 7.3.3. 
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The challenges of monitoring have sparked a recent and growing area of research focused on 

mobilising multiple knowledge contributions to evaluate the effectiveness of collaborative 

management activities. Well executed evaluations of the effectiveness of ILSM can be a 

powerful tool for enhancing both Indigenous and conservation values. Evaluations can also 

facilitate adaptive management and strengthen relationships between ILSM groups and 

investors (Austin et al. 2017c, 2019). Indigenous people have called for greater involvement 

in the evaluation of their ILSM activities on their Country (Sithole et al. 2007, Barbour and 

Schlesinger 2012). There has also been calls from the other end of the scale, with 

international organisations such as IPBES eager to understand the ways in which Indigenous 

people monitor their ILSM and how this monitoring can be bridged with the knowledge 

systems of investors and negotiated with partners (Tengö et al. 2014, 2017, Austin et al. in 

press). This is not a simple integration of Indigenous, biophysical and social sciences but the 

coming together of diverse ways of knowing, doing and being (Robinson and Wallington 

2012). 

The acknowledgement of the importance of the co-existence, rather than synthesis, of 

knowledge systems, drove the purpose of this thesis, which is to explore Indigenous people’s 

ways of knowing, being and doing the evaluation of their ILSM. The study explores the ways 

in which two ILSM groups measure the effectiveness of their activities. This local, place-based 

data, presented after the development of close working relationships that embraced 

diversity and difference, moves forward our understanding of how Indigenous and other 

knowledge systems can co-exist, and whose differences should enhance rather than detract 

from monitoring, evaluation and reporting efforts, which should continue to be open to re-

negotiation and change on an ongoing basis (Turnbull 1997, Muller 2012, Funder et al. 2013, 

Verran 2013, Kok et al. 2017, Austin et al. 2018). 

 

2.6 Conclusion 
After reflecting on the literature on how success of land and sea management in Australia 

has been imposed, reimagined and more recently rejuvenated, the next chapter will outline 

the research approach and methods used to examine the success of ILSM in Ngukurr and the 

APY Lands. Chapter 4 reviews the literature for the two case study regions in the Northern 

Territory and South Australia, in people-places typically thought of as ‘the outback’ and which 

have been influenced by the outback frontier paradigms described in this chapter. The 

purpose of Chapter 4 is to focus the analysis provided in this chapter through an in-depth 
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examination of how the evaluation of success of ILSM has been imposed, how it has 

encouraged certain land and sea management activities while denying other activities, and 

how it has intimately affected the lives of the TOs and Rangers caring for their Country in 

these two people-places. This will be followed by an analysis of both case studies – the APY 

Lands in Chapter 5 and Ngukurr in Chapter 6 – to showcase the diversity in which 

collaboration in the outback is being negotiated. Finally, Chapter 7 connects the results from 

the two case studies to explore the complex story of monitoring and evaluation of ILSM in 

Australia and concludes the thesis with recommendations for future research. 
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3.1 Introduction 

‘He is only an eye – but what an eye!’ – Cezanne, about Monet (quoted in 

Strauss and Corbin 1998 p. 4) 

In the opening paragraphs of Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) book on the techniques and 

procedures for doing research, they relate a story about two famous 19th and early 20th 

century French artists, Cezanne and Monet. Legend has it that Cezanne said about Monet: 

‘He is only an eye – but what an eye!’ (quoted in Strauss and Corbin 1998 p. 4). Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) interpret this story as being about both painters offering not merely their 

respective techniques, but also their ways of looking at the world. Cezanne’s way was 

different from Monet’s, but it was indeed just as insightful and valuable. Similarly, this 

chapter describes the techniques used to do this research and explores some of the ways in 

which myself and the participants involved view the world. The qualitative analysis of the 

data collected through my research and offered in this thesis is a cluster of useful procedures 

– essentially guidelines and suggested techniques, but not commandments. The chapter 

explains the methodology – the way of thinking about and studying reality – which was used 

in this thesis. My intention was not only collect data but to create a useful point of departure 

to consider the existing literature on ILSM, to explore Indigenous perspectives and 

aspirations, and their ways of evaluating, ILSM, and to outline some future research 

opportunities. This chapter will therefore introduce the reader to the research design used 

in this thesis, including the research approach, data collection methods, and the analysis and 

interpretation of the data. 

 

3.2 Research aims 
As stated in the introduction, this thesis is guided by the following aims: 

• To identify Indigenous perspectives and aspirations for Indigenous land and sea 

management; and 

• To identify Indigenous ways of measuring success in Indigenous land and sea 

management. 

Through two case studies in northern and central Australia, this research highlights the 

diversity and complexity of Indigenous practices of successful management and evaluation 

across Australia, as well as the evidence base required to support claims of success. Due to 

these ‘perspectives’ and ‘measures of success’ being based on different ways of being, 
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knowing and acting in the world – that is, being based on a different ontology and 

epistemology to non-Indigenous practitioners – the work has been positioned within a 

constructivist paradigm, which involves multiple pluralistic constructed realities (Mills et al. 

2006). This means research adapting to the context, rather than the context adapting to a 

pre-prepared kit of universally applied tools. The process I followed is one that requires 

researchers to establish collective agreements with co-researchers, Traditional Owners, 

Rangers and/or local Indigenous people on processes and goals, as well as to establish a 

shared values base (Osborne 2013). This process will be outlined through the research design 

and approach, which included using case studies, two-way participation and co-research. 

 

3.3 Research design 
Important to research with Indigenous people is how it is carried out, how it works with 

knowledge holders and how it benefits local people. Much research with Indigenous people 

and their knowledge systems has been strongly influenced by the colonial histories of settler 

societies like Australia, and historically Indigenous people were often the subject of unethical 

research approaches and methods (Schnierer and Woods 1998, Martin and Mirraboopa 

2003, Christie 2006). Rarely did Indigenous people receive returns, including remuneration 

for their time, control over data and an equal say in the research questions asked or the 

methods used to answer them. The legacy of these practices is mistrust and apprehension 

about research among many Indigenous people (Tuhiwai Smith 1999). In response, both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars have advocated for research approaches and 

methods that elevate the voices and knowledge practices of Indigenous people and ensure 

there is benefit to them and their families from involvement in research (see, for example, 

Rigney 1999, Tuhiwai Smith 1999, 2005, Louis 2007, Coombes et al. 2014). 

Doing research with Indigenous people means working in a way that reflects Indigenous 

people’s values and worldviews. When research is based on conventional, dominant culture 

knowledge systems, Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing are often excluded or 

ignored. It is difficult to really ‘hear’ Indigenous people when the research approach and 

methods are not properly designed to listen (Louis 2007). Louis (2007) suggests that 

researchers working with Indigenous people should nurture and be accountable to 

relationships, respect Indigenous people’s ideas in representing their knowledge, ensure 

participants benefit, follow agreed cultural protocols, and allow Indigenous people control 

over the use of their intellectual property. Around the world, academic policies have evolved 
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to encourage partnerships in research with Indigenous people (e.g. Holcombe and Gould 

2010, Castleden et al. 2012). In Australia, there are guidelines to ensure research accounts 

for Indigenous peoples’ language and cultural protocols, and should be guided by six values: 

respect, reciprocity, equality, responsibility, survival and protection, and spirit and integrity 

(National Health and Methical Research Council et al., 2007). The guidelines state that their 

application should be determined by the Indigenous people involved in the research. There 

is now a growing body of literature, both national and international, that advocate for 

approaches, tools and case studies that are aimed at improving Indigenous people’s 

participation in, and influence over, collaborative conservation research and practice 

(Horstman and Wightman 2001, Castleden et al. 2012, Muller 2012, Christie 2013, Coombes 

et al. 2014, Austin et al. 2017c). 

Coombes et al. (2014) have called for non-Indigenous people to be open to new ways of 

perceiving not only research and scholarship, but also knowledge systems, communication, 

ethics, relationships, and other deeply held concepts that frame both our personal and work 

lives. Louis (2007 p. 133) urges ‘relational accountability’ between researchers and 

‘everything and everyone around them’, which demands an emotional and self-awareness 

which is not typically advocated for in conventional research approaches and methods. 

Effective research with Indigenous people therefore relies not only on institutional flexibility 

and a specific set of research knowledge and skills, but also on the interpersonal and 

emotional skills required to immerse oneself in, and learn from, other knowledge systems 

(see, for example, Bawaka Country et al. 2015). These interpersonal and emotional skills can 

really only be taught through time and experience and should never be taken for granted 

(see Mahood 2007). Recognition of the need to develop such skills is important because 

research with Indigenous people and work in collaborative conservation projects needs to 

build space for Indigenous people and their knowledge systems to continue to exist and 

flourish. The building and maintenance of this space is not only a social justice and rights 

issue. It is also important because Indigenous knowledge systems have a foundation in 

knowing about and researching the world, as well as caring for Country, and have done so 

for thousands of years. Therefore, much can be learnt from such knowledge systems about 

how to live sustainably. 

Inspired by these challenges, I have been encouraged to think about and reflect on 

methodology as ‘approaches to knowing, rather than as a set of research techniques’ (Howitt 

and Stevens 2010 p. 61). This methodology has provided a path to create space for 

Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing, in contemporary manifestations of ILSM, that 
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acknowledges the inseparable role of people, land and culture, and challenges the 

predominantly resource-focused understanding of environmental management. Practically, 

this chapter presents the approach used to develop a participatory research project, 

including engagement with each research stage. The methodology I adopted included full-

immersion fieldwork where research legitimacy was developed, local research approval was 

sought, and a participatory and co-research approach was established (see Howitt and 

Stevens 2010, Adams et al. 2014, Woodward and Marrfurra McTaggart 2016). I also used two 

in-depth case studies, which are essential to allowing researchers to have the time, flexibility, 

and skills to meet local aspirations and expectations adequately. 

I first discuss the approach I used, including the research paradigm that bound and guided 

the research, which included constructivist, inductive and grounded theory paradigms. I 

justify the use of multiple case studies and then describe the participatory nature of the 

research, including working with co-researchers. Next, I outline the data collection tools 

used, which included developing relationships with research participants, scoping their 

interest in the project, and seeking approval from land and sea management organisations 

and local authorities. Finally, I outline some of the challenges of working collaboratively with 

Indigenous people, including working with, as opposed to against, remote township 

complexities. Doing collaborative research in remote people-places relies on researchers 

being flexible and self-sufficient, and institutions that support the costs and long-time frames 

associated with the fieldwork. 

 

3.3.1 Research approach 

It is a capital mistake to theorise before one has data. Insensibly one 

begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts (Doyle 

1892 p. 17). 

As Arthur Conan Doyle argues in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, theorising about results 

before collecting data risks manipulating facts to suit theories, as opposed to theorising 

about the actual facts at hand. Research between disparate knowledge traditions, that ‘does 

difference generatively and in good faith’ (Verran 2013), can only be achieved by ‘learning to 

recognise and value difference’ (Verran 2013), which means collecting data first and 

theorising after. Research across multiple knowledge systems deals with multiple truths, or 

diverse realities, and ways of knowing and being at the same time. Constructivism offers one 
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way of working with this complexity. Constructivism is an ontological position and research 

paradigm that denies the existence of an objective reality, ‘asserting instead that realities are 

social constructions of the mind, and that there exist as many such constructions as there are 

individuals (although clearly many constructions will be shared)’ (Guba and Lincoln 1989 p. 

43). Relativist research paradigms deny the existence of an objective reality (Guba and 

Lincoln 1994) and claim the world ‘consists of multiple individual realities influenced by 

context’ (Mills et al. 2006 p. 2). 

In an epistemological sense, constructivism emphasises the co-construction of meaning 

between the researcher and participant (Dewey 1938) and acknowledges that researchers 

are not objective observers but part of the research endeavour, with their values 

acknowledged as an inevitable part of the research outcome (Guba and Lincoln 1989, Mills 

et al. 2006). Constructivist grounded theory offers a way to work with this complexity, to 

ensure that it is acknowledged, valued and included in the research. In this project, the 

research design drew on grounded theory, to describe the inductive process of identifying 

analytical categories to describe and explain key issues as they emerged from the data. 

Hypotheses were developed from the ground up, rather than being defined a priori, as is 

usually done in quantitative research. 

Mills et al. (2006) explore the various permutations of grounded theory that have evolved 

over time, which have points of departure ‘along a spiral of methodological development’ 

depending on the researcher’s ontological and epistemological beliefs (MacDonald 2001, see 

also MacDonald and Schreiber 2001, Wuest and Merritt-Gray 2001). Grounded theory saw 

its beginnings in the work of Glaser, Strauss & Corbin (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Glaser 1978, 

Strauss and Corbin 1998). Kathy Charmaz (2000), a student of Glaser and Strauss, is now the 

leading proponent of constructivist grounded theory, which is both ontologically relativist 

and epistemologically subjectivist and brings the notion of the researcher as author to the 

forefront. Charmaz (2000 p. 524) contends that a constructivist approach to grounded theory 

is necessary because ‘data do not provide a window on reality. Rather, the “discovered” 

reality arises from the interactive process and its temporal, cultural, and structural contexts.’ 

Grounded theory is a methodology which seeks to construct theory about issues of 

importance in people’s lives (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Glaser 1978) and that is inductively 

derived from the study of the phenomenon it represents (Strauss and Corbin 1998 p. 23). An 

inductive approach to data collection is a feature of grounded theory (Morse 2001), where 

theories are formulated towards the end of the research, as a result of the observations 
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gathered during data collection. The inductive approach is sometimes called a ‘bottom up’ 

or ‘ground-up’ approach (Christie 2013), with inductive reasoning, by its very nature, being 

exploratory and open-ended, particularly at the beginning (Gillham 2000 pp. 6–7). A ground-

up, inductive approach is useful when studying the social sciences in complex socio-cultural 

contexts, because there are elements in human behaviour that are specific to the group or 

institution being studied, and there is a possibility that the data and theories in the literature 

have little bearing on the particular ‘case’ being investigated (Gillham 2000 p. 6). 

Characteristics of an inductive approach is using an ‘emergent design’, along with ‘inductive 

theorising’; that is ‘making sense of what you find after you’ve found it’ (Gillham 2000 p. 7). 

One of the major distinctions between using an inductive or deductive approach to research 

is the concern with phenomenological meaning, in that the inductive researcher is seeking 

the underlying reasons for people to feel or perceive what they do, or experience what is 

going on. The concern with process (leading to the outcomes or ‘results’) can be critical to 

understanding what needs to be done to change things (Gillham 2000). 

The idea with the grounded theory method is to use empirical data to identify emergent 

categories. Although there is indeed merit in the idea of a researcher approaching a study in 

a ‘tabula rasa10 fashion’ (Schreiber 2001), it would not be realistic. To quote Dey (1993 p. 63): 

There is a difference between an open mind and an empty head … The 

issue is not whether to use existing knowledge, but how. 

All people have existing knowledge and, and it is impossible to avoid applying the mechanics 

of your mind to your perceptions of the world or your research site. Schreiber (2001 p. 60) 

argues that what is needed ‘is for the researcher to recognise her or his own assumptions 

and beliefs, make them explicit, and use grounded theory techniques to work beyond them 

throughout the analysis.’ Researchers should then have an ‘empty’ mind to emergent 

categories, as far as possible, even with their prior knowledge of the research literature, and 

their language, education and cultural familiarities. 

For Charmaz (1995), it is essential for the researcher to go beyond the surface of the data 

collected when seeking meaning, by searching for and questioning inferred meanings about 

beliefs, values and ideologies. She operates on the assumption that data are produced 

between the interaction between researchers and participants and ‘therefore the meanings 

that the researcher observes and defines’ (Charmaz 1995 p. 35). In order to enrich the data, 

                                                           
10 Tabula rasa is a Latin phrase, translated as ‘blank slate’ in English. 
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in Charmaz’s (1995 p. 33) grounded theory, the researcher is positioned as co-producer, and 

they are implored to ‘add … a description of the situation, the interaction, the person’s affect 

and [their] perception of how the interview went.’ A person’s affect is the emotions or 

feelings they display through facial expressions, voice tone, hand gestures, laughter or tears. 

In short, Charmaz (1995 p. 33) argues, ‘get as much material down on paper as possible.’ In 

grounded theory, ‘researchers need to immerse themselves in the data in a way that embeds 

the narrative of the participants in the final research outcomes’ (Mills et al. 2006). The idea 

of writing and analysing data in a way that keeps ‘life in the foreground’ (Charmaz 2000 p. 

526) will be further explored later in this chapter and used to explain the use of stories as a 

research method. 

There are no clearly agreed rules and procedures for analysing qualitative data, but there are 

many different approaches, of which grounded theory is just one. Ritchie et al. (2014) provide 

a thorough exploration of many of the qualitative and inductive analysis traditions (see also 

Creswell 2013). This section will discuss discourse analysis and ethnography in more detail, 

to explore both their merits and why they were not used in this thesis. 

Discourse analysis is used to explore how language, both written and spoken, enacts both 

cultural and social identities and perspectives (see Gee 2004, Wodak and Meyer 2009, 

Fairclough 2013). A version of this was performed by Pleshet’s (2018) in a study that traces 

the use of the terms ‘Country’, ‘caring’, ‘nurturance’ and ‘caring for Country’ in writings and 

conversations about Indigenous Australian and Anangu land management. For this thesis, it 

was not practically possible to use discourse analysis to explore the research aims due to my 

limited Kriol and Pitjantjatjara language skills. Both discourse analysis and other ‘structural’ 

or ‘constructionist’ approaches like conversation analysis and narrative analysis were also 

not used because these approaches focus primarily on the construction or structure of text, 

talk and interaction, or what the text does. The research aims of this thesis drove the need 

for a more ‘substantive’ approach like grounded theory, which is more concerned with 

capturing and interpreting meaning in the data, focusing on what the text says (Spencer et 

al. 2014 p. 272). 

Ethnography was considered as a research approach because it aims to systematically work 

with, explore and understand a culture or group of people. However, descriptions emerge 

after a lengthy period of intimate study and residence in a given social setting (Van Maanen 

1982) and while I did spend six months living and working in the APY Lands and six months 

at Ngukurr, doing two case studies meant that the data I was able to collect was not sufficient 
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for a formal ethnographic study. Despite this, I have drawn on ethnographic methods, 

including: taking descriptive field notes; being as involved in the research program as possible 

while maintaining an analytical perspective grounded in the purpose of the fieldwork; and 

using informal and formal interviews. 

Grounded theory was chosen for this study both for the reasons stated above and due to the 

research methods available through this research approach that could be used to understand 

the stated research aims. These methods supported the need for conducting fieldwork and 

interviews in local languages and on Country and having a diversity of formal interviews, 

informal conversations and participant observations so that participants felt comfortable and 

empowered to communicate their ideas. It would not have been possible to explore the 

research aims in the same depth if interviews and workshops were held away from Country, 

or if interviews were conducted only in English, or if participants were restricted to answering 

only questions posed through written surveys. 

For myself as a researcher, grounded theory provided guidance in making meaning from the 

data collected during my fieldwork and has been a way of resolving the tension between 

maintaining the participants’ presence in this thesis, while developing a conceptual analysis 

of their stories. Embedding the narrative of the local is essential in exploring the research 

aims of this thesis – to articulate Indigenous perspectives and aspirations for ILSM, as well as 

local ways of measuring success. This is in line with recent advances in qualitative evaluation 

and outcomes reporting in ILSM programs (Robinson et al. 2016b), that creates a space for 

the authority of local knowledge holders and acknowledges the value of local knowledge 

systems. Using rich descriptions produced through grounded theory research is a way of 

shifting the balance from outsiders to local Indigenous people as expert observers (Berkes 

2009a, Danielsen et al. 2014b), something that is increasingly being recognised as imperative 

in the evaluation of ILSM (see, for example, Austin et al. 2017c). 

 

3.3.2 Case studies 
This project focused on two case studies – Ngukurr in south-eastern Arnhem Land in the 

Northern Territory and the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands in north-

western South Australia (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1). Analytically, case studies help to 

connect the interpretation of particular instances to larger-scale social structures and 

processes. Gillham (2000) defines a case as a unit of human activity embedded in the real-

world, which can only be studied or understood in context, which exists in the here and now, 
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and that merges in with its context so that precise boundaries are difficult to draw. A case 

study is then an empirical inquiry that ‘investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident’ (Yin 2009 p. 18). Because phenomenon and context are not readily 

distinguishable in real-world circumstances, case studies rely on multiple sources of 

evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion. A case study should ‘seek 

a range of different kinds of evidence, evidence which is there in the case setting, and which 

has to be abstracted and collated to get the best possible answers to the research questions’ 

(Gillham 2000 p. 2). 

Multiple-case designs have distinct advantages, with the evidence considered more 

compelling and the study being regarded as more robust, than single-case designs (Herriott 

and Firestone 1983, Yin 2009). Analytic conclusions that independently rise from two cases 

can be more powerful than those coming from a single case alone, with findings that show 

both similarities and difference strengthened. Where the contexts of two cases differ but 

common conclusions are drawn from varied circumstances and experiences to make one 

coherent story, the external generalisations of the findings are likely to be strengthened (Yin 

2009). Figure 3.1 demonstrates the process of constructing multiple case studies using a 

grounded theory approach. 

While I am not an ethnographer, the explanation of the tensions of multi-sited studies by 

Hine (2007 p. 657) is pertinent: 

Multi-sited ethnographers craft field sites with an eye to producing 

appropriate accounts for heterogeneous audiences comprising diverse 

sets of peers, policy makers, funders, bosses and research contacts. 

Rather than pre-existing theory in the middle, there is instead an 

embodiment of tensions, in the ethnographer attempting to sustain a 

sense of meaning in the project out of diverse responses and 

accountabilities. 

 



 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Constructing case studies using a grounded theory approach. 

Source: (Adapted from Yin 2009 p. 50) 
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The case studies were chosen through participatory methods. The PhD was linked to an 

Australian Research Council (ARC) Linkage Project coordinated through Charles Darwin 

University (CDU) in collaboration with the University of Queensland (UQ), the Department of 

the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPM&C), the Commonwealth Science and Industrial 

Research Organisation (CSIRO), The Nature Conservancy (TNC), the Australian Institute of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS), and the North Australian Indigenous 

Land and Sea Management Alliance (NAILSMA). Through DPM&C, all ILSM groups funded 

through the Working on Country (WoC) and Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) programs were 

invited to submit an Expression of Interest (EoI) to become involved in the project. Seven 

EoIs were received and from those four were chosen, based on the capacity of the land and 

sea management organisations to undertake the research, and to ensure there was a wide 

range of socio-cultural and environmental spread. 

This thesis focused on Ngukurr and the APY Lands out of the four proposals on the basis of 

the complexity and variation in social, cultural, and environmental factors and historical and 

contemporary contexts. This obviously had significant challenges, due to the distances 

between the sites (just under 1350kms in a straight line and approximately 1940kms by 

road). There are also significant differences in the language, culture and history of Ngukurr 

and the APY Lands. Pitjantjatjara is the first language of most residents of the APY Lands, and 

Kriol is that for most people at Ngukurr. I made a concerted effort to learn both Pitjantjatjara 

and Kriol, doing a course in each language in 2014, as well as immersing myself in the 

different cultures and histories of each place. As Yin (2009) argues, the disadvantages of 

undertaking a multiple-case study are that it can require extensive resources and time 

beyond the means of a single researcher. Despite these challenges, and with sufficient 

funding from the ARC Linkage Project, conducting two case studies allowed me to engage in 

a broader range of issues than would have been possible with just one and has been a 

constant reminder that ‘Indigenous’ Australia is diverse. I often felt I was working in two 

different countries (which is true from an Indigenous perspective). 

When choosing a multiple case study, as opposed to a single case study, design, there is a 

conscious trade-off between breadth and depth (Yin 2009). My choice of only two case 

studies in a multiple case study design was made to generate as broad an understanding of 

the evaluation of ILSM practices and assist in making findings relevant to a broader audience, 

through as ‘deep’ a research approach as possible, by completing six-months of fieldwork at 

each case study site. I do not claim to have a comparative framework for evaluation in ILSM 
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across all of Australia but suggest that the insights offered through the two specific cases of 

Ngukurr and the APY Lands might have resonance in other contexts. 

 

3.3.3 Collaborative participation 
To explore the aims of the thesis in a collaborative way in two people-places, participatory 

research methods were used. This ‘two-way participation’ through all stages of the research 

process was an important way to respect local people and to address the colonial legacy 

inherent in university based geographical research (Tuhiwai Smith 1999). Community-based 

participatory research (CBPR) is described as a research process that promotes: shared 

decision-making power and ownership between local people and the researcher; bi-

directional research capacity and co-learning; and knowledge co-creation and dissemination, 

in a manner that is mutually beneficial to both the researcher and the local people (Castleden 

et al. 2012). CBPR is a method that can be used to address the ‘otherness’ involved in working 

with local people of different epistemological backgrounds (Said 1978), through promoting 

the social and cultural co-construction of knowledge (Wallwork 2008, Castleden et al. 2012). 

CBPR is advocated for use when working with Indigenous people because it emphasises 

respect for the individual and a commitment to social change. In fact, researchers face a 

difficult time working with Indigenous people unless they commit to the principles of 

participatory research (Marika et al. 1992). Participatory research should not be confused 

with Participatory Action Research (PAR), through which the purpose is to change practice 

(McTaggart 1991, Baum et al. 2006). While ‘action’ is explicit in PAR, participatory research 

can also result in action, for example due to research findings. However, action is not an 

inherent part of the participatory research approach. PAR was not used for this study after 

initial consultation revealed that this was not a desired outcome of the research. 

Williams (1996 p. 1) argues that ‘the goal of participatory research is to make every effort to 

ensure that methods complement rather than supplant local forms of expression, 

communication, discussion and decision making.’ Participatory research has been recognised 

as a good way to involve local people in research so that the questions being investigated are 

mutually relevant and agreed upon (Garnett et al. 2009; Pretty 1995; Palmer et al. 2002; 

Walsh & Mitchell 2002). The recognition is part of a broader realisation that ILSM and its 

evaluation is ‘as much about people as it is about the natural environment’ (Garnett et al. 

2009a p. 571), with the acknowledgement of social contexts paramount to all modes of 

knowledge transfer (Vanclay 2004). The reasons for using participatory research are its 
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attributes of shared ownership of the project, place-based analysis of social problems, and 

an orientation towards local action (Henry et al., 2004). For some Indigenous people, using 

participatory tools is like ‘doing it Blackfella way, being slow like, respectful and letting people 

speak and do things with you.’ (Otto Campion, quoted in Sithole 2012 p. 7). 

With the use of participatory research, the nature of the research is likely to ‘lead to mutual 

understandings of alternative realities’ and ‘augment and challenge conceptual models’ 

(Garnett et al. 2009a pp. 571–572). Participatory research can be used as a means of fostering 

emancipation, democracy, and local empowerment, and of redressing power imbalances so 

that those who were previously marginalised now achieve a voice (Lincoln and Guba 2000), 

as much as is possible within a ‘Western’ institution like a university. It is hoped that the 

benefits outweigh the constraints placed on the research, as the personal relationships built 

through the shared process of investigation make critical examination of the issues difficult. 

Indeed, participatory research allows the researcher and participants to be critical together, 

as opposed to giving only the researcher this privilege. 

As Smith (1999 p. 5) notes ‘research is not an innocent or distant exercise but an activity that 

has something at stake and that occurs in a set of political and social conditions’. Indigenous 

scholars such as Denzin et al. (2008), Nakata (2007), Smith (1999, 2005) and Rigney (1999) all 

describe at length the historical tendency for research with Indigenous people to be 

conducted by European researchers adopting an anthropological approach in the scrutinising 

of the ‘colonised other’. The researchers’ own ideologies, contextual misunderstandings, 

inherent racism, and institutional priorities shape the focus and method of the research 

process. However, while geography is not immune from these colonial legacies and practices 

(Howitt and Jackson 1998), this does not imply the casting of the Indigenous people involved 

in this research as disempowered or passive. Indigenous people are not mere victims of 

history. Throughout the research I was taught, engaged with and manipulated in a vast array 

of different ways, through Indigenous agency, which included both the conscious and 

unconscious actions of the people I worked and lived with (see Mahood (2012) for an 

examination of relationships on the cultural frontier, and this process of being taught, used 

and manipulated). While research within the contexts of academia and geography are 

inherently saturated with ‘power relations’ (Rose 1997c), relations can still be reconfigured 

to be empowering by actively engaging with multiple knowledges with an open mind so that 

interactions and dialogues are productive and dialectical. 
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The CBPR approach includes collaborative learning opportunities. For Indigenous 

researchers, there are opportunities to learn: new knowledge from researchers; procedural 

research skills including data collection and analysis; and communication skills through 

writing reports, manuscripts, poster-preparation, and conference presentations. I worked to 

ensure these principles were met for co-researchers. There are also significant learning 

opportunities for non-Indigenous researchers to learn from Indigenous knowledge 

authorities, including skills like cultural protocols, ceremony, and relational ethics. Castleden 

et al. (2012) describes this as ‘a richer meaning of “respect” in Indigenous CBPR’ (see also 

Meadows et al. 2003, Bergum and Dossetor 2005). 

By deliberately designing the research aims of this thesis to be broad, there was room for the 

people with whom I worked to ‘move’ in the research, to ensure there was participation in 

driving the research to be locally relevant, and to answer questions of importance to local 

people. 

 

3.3.4 Co-research 
Co-research identifies local Indigenous researchers as valuable members of the research 

team, with resources delivered to assist in their involvement wherever possible (Maclean 

and Cullen 2009). Tuhiwai Smith (1999) has observed that when Indigenous peoples become 

the researchers and not merely the researched, the activity of research is transformed, and 

questions are framed differently, priorities are ranked differently, and people participate on 

different terms. A co-research methodology supports ‘polyvocality’ (Clifford 1997, see also 

Maclean 2015) – the use of multiple voices as a narrative mode in a text, to encourage diverse 

readings – therefore providing space for the co-production of knowledge. It also supports the 

multiple evidence base (MEB) approach presented by Tengo et al (2014), where Indigenous, 

local and scientific knowledge systems are viewed to create new manifestations of 

knowledge and an enriched understanding of an issue. It offers useful guidelines on how to 

integrate knowledges appropriately and constructively in the implementation of measures 

of ILSM effectiveness. The co-production of knowledge ‘requires all parties to recognise that 

all knowledge is partial and incomplete, that evidence is debatable, and that there are ways 

of knowing determined by culture, semiotics and values’ (Harris 2007 p. 303). For this project, 

the co-research methodology provided a path to a co-produced understanding of ISLM 

evaluation. 
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Knowledge is a dynamic process and knowledge co-production therefore requires 

researchers to be ‘empty minded’ and to proceed with humility (Berkes 2009b p. 153). I 

recognise the idea of being ‘empty minded’ as somewhat of a contradiction, considering 

researchers inevitably bring their histories, identities, and methods with them. Regardless, 

being open minded is an ideal worth acknowledging and aspiring to. The development of 

relationships between researchers, Traditional Owners and Indigenous co-researchers as co-

producers of knowledge is essential for ethical research (Davidson-Hunt and O’Flaherty 2007, 

Wilson 2008) and should be preceded by trust-building, development of working 

relationships, and respect for areas that should not be researched (Berkes 2009b p. 153). 

Using a co-research methodology was essential to exploring the research aims of this thesis, 

because the process of respecting different epistemological frameworks and knowledge 

systems could only occur through working with, learning from and listening to local people 

(Nakata 2007). Makinti Minutjukur contends that in order for Anangu to take their power 

with them into the future, they need to speak up strongly for, and in, their own language as 

the foundation of knowledge and identity (Minutjukur and Osborne 2014). The ARC Linkage 

Project provided the resources to employ and partner with local Indigenous co-researchers, 

who are the people with the relationships and knowledge needed to ask the questions and 

understand the local relevance of the research. Working within the timeframes of my three-

month long fieldwork blocks, with the relationships I built with local people, I employed three 

people in the APY Lands and two people at Ngukurr to work as casual co-researchers and 

translators, if and when they were available. 

The research was mostly conducted during fieldtrips out on Country, in conjunction with the 

ILSM organisations in each people-place. The availability of the university four-wheel drive 

vehicle meant that we could take larger groups on Country and often to places that had not 

been accessed, visited or cleaned by Traditional Owners for years or even decades – indeed, 

sometimes the detailed location of an important place had been forgotten. Collaborative 

planning of fieldtrips with ILSM organisations and Traditional Owners contributed to shared 

ownership over the project (see Huntington et al. 2011), ensured fieldwork did not interrupt 

local events (similar to Woodward and Marrfurra McTaggart 2016) and facilitated safe travel 

through Country alive with the spirits of the ancestors. During fieldtrips, co-researchers and 

other participants could also enjoy being on their Country by hunting and gathering the local 

resources, for example through fishing at Ngukurr or hunting for maku (witchetty grubs) in 

the APY Lands (as advocated by Huntington et al. 2011) – which provided deeper insights into 

cultural life and caring for Country practices (Woodward and Marrfurra McTaggart 2016). 
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The people I worked with as co-researchers were all involved in land and sea management 

work, so had an idea about the project already, and knew me well. I worked with co-

researchers in the APY Lands and at Ngukurr to produce translations of aspects of the project, 

which were used as plain language statements. With co-researchers, we produced two 

individual booklets explaining the purpose of the research and some of the research 

questions in Pitjantjatjara (Appendix 1) and Kriol (Appendix 2). Each translation was unique 

to the local people-place and included English translations. These tools were used to explain 

the purpose of the research to Traditional Owners and other local people. I worked with co-

researchers later in the project to translate interview transcripts. 

Employing local people as co-researchers was an important step towards more equitable and 

ethical partnerships with the local people and organisations involved in this study. The data 

collection methods chosen reflected both my capacities and those of the Indigenous co-

researchers, due to the time constraints of a PhD and that many local people with research 

and translation experience were already in work positions and in high demand. This was 

particularly pertinent in the APY Lands, where Pitjantjatjara is a first language for most 

residents, and for which many research and government services need to employ a translator 

(Minutjukur and Osborne 2014). These factors mean that Indigenous people with the training 

and job-readiness for co-research and translation are already overrun with requests to work. 

 

3.4 Data Collection 
The choice of data collection methods reflected the capacities of the Rangers, Traditional 

Owners and co-researchers, as well as my own skills and knowledge. The research data were 

obtained through a combination of participant observation, field interviews, and written 

texts. Seniority and knowledge of Country and Ranger work were the primary criteria for 

research participation. The rich textual sources included management plans, performance 

reports and annual reports, as well published academic literature. The main data collection 

method used by co-researchers was informal interviews with Rangers and Traditional 

Owners during fieldtrips on Country where possible. Before each trip we would sit together 

and discuss who we would talk to, and the types of methods and questions we would use. 

During the research, we would either record the conversations on a voice recorder or I would 

keep notes. The data collection and analysis in this thesis has arisen from the work we did 

together, triangulated with other data collection tools including participant observation, 
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stories, and textual analysis. This section justifies the use of each of these data collection 

methods and explores some of the associated challenges. 

 

3.4.1 Full immersion field work 
The method I used to undertake fieldwork to answer the research questions can be best 

described as ‘full immersion fieldwork’, which requires researchers to become, to the 

furthest extent possible, that which they hope to understand (see also Wacquant 2004, 

Desmond 2011). While there are limitations to this method, including that language, 

ontology, and relevant nuanced local knowledge and behaviour are beyond the capacity of a 

researcher to achieve, it still has advantages over research done at an arms-length and 

through structuralist methods. Amit (2000 p. 10) advocates this form of fieldwork because of 

the flexibility it allows researchers to respond and adapt to social circumstances as they arise, 

as well as allowing a wide variety of relationships and interactions. 

During the project I became a migrant, with ‘home’ being as ‘peripatetic and multi-sited as 

fieldwork’ (Amit 2000). The nature and location of the APY Lands and Ngukurr necessitated 

blocks of residency. In 2014, I spent three months in each people-place; I lived in Umuwa in 

the APY Lands with an Anthropologist working for APY Anthropology from March to June and 

at Ngukurr with a teacher from July to October, with a month between the two residencies 

living in Darwin to ‘download’ between each experience. In 2015, I spent two months in each 

people-place; I lived in Umuwa in the APY Lands in a house leased by APY Land Management 

from April to June and at Ngukurr at two different teachers’ houses from June to August. 

There is a severe lack of housing in both the APY Lands and at Ngukurr (particularly for 

Indigenous residents, but also for non-Indigenous workers and researchers) and it was 

fortuitous that I could stay with friends who happened to be living in both places. In 

particular, the Yugul Mangi Rangers did not have access to any housing for any of their staff, 

and the shed out of which they operated did not have accommodation facilities during the 

time I did my PhD fieldwork. 

In both people-places, I worked and socialised with both Land Management and 

Anthropology staff in the APY Lands and with the Yugul Mangi Rangers and staff at the 

Ngukurr Language Centre at Ngukurr, in the office and on bush trips. I performed practical 

service roles well beyond the bounds of my project, including: assisting with paperwork; 

fixing printers, phones and cameras; teaching people how to use computers and send emails; 

helping find tax file numbers; and teaching some of the younger Rangers how to drive. I 
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socialised outside of work hours and on the weekends with local people to build real 

relationships (see Figure 3.2), including by going to local football matches, taking people 

hunting and fishing, and having one old man over for lunch every week so he could teach me 

Pitjantjatjara and in return, he could watch old Western movies. 

 

Figure 3.2 Cleaning up Country with fire and fishing at a homeland near Lake Katherine, close 

to Ngukurr, with Traditional Owners and family  

Credit: Grant Thompson 

As I explore in Story 3.1 these strong research relationships meant that there was no clear 

divide between the ‘field’ and ‘home’. In the APY Lands I spent many hours knitting and 

crocheting with old ladies, knitting both relationships and knowledge systems, which I 

explore in more detail in Chapter 7. During the work week, I participated in ILSM activities at 

the APY Land Management office, the Yugul Mangi Ranger shed, the Ngukurr Language 

Centre, on Country during bush trips, as well as outside the immediate region and back in 

Darwin. 
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Story 3.1. Blurred lines between home and the field. 

I conducted fieldwork over the course of four residencies in 2014 and 2015. Between field 

visits I would return to Darwin or to Melbourne to rest and enjoy the life I had become 

used to in my 25 years of living a relatively straightforward city life. As Amit (2000) argues 

though, however much researchers seek to leave the field, whether through physical 

travel, changes in activity or shifts in perspective, they cannot help but take it with them 

because the ‘field’ has now become incorporated into their biographies, understandings 

and associations. A fieldworker’s existing associations and commitments are inevitably 

altered. 

Back in Darwin in December after my first set of residencies in 2014 I was informed that a 

dear friend and colleague, Mrs Ken, who lived in Fregon in the APY Lands, had passed away. 

I had last seen her in June of that year when myself and a colleague working with Alinytjara 

Wilurara Natural Resource Management (AWNRM) travelled with a group of ladies to 

Kanpi in the northern APY Lands to conduct and discuss the land management work 

happening in the area. I didn’t know it then, but it was to be the last bush trip that Mrs 

Ken went on and the last time she was able to visit her mother’s country around Kanpi. 

Mrs Ken was born in the bush at a rockhole at the tri-state border of Western Australia, 

South Australia and the Northern Territory. In the car on the way from Umuwa to Kanpi 

she recounted the story of when she was a very young girl and became separated from 

her family and had to walk for many kilometres on her own through the desert to be 

reunited with them some days later. While the reality of the situation would have been 

extremely grave at the time, it was recounted with much hilarity in the car. Mrs Ken had 

quite a flair for storytelling and a wicked sense of humour. 

In the weeks that followed the news of her passing I spoke on the telephone with friends 

who knew her, as well as some of her family in the APY Lands, as we shared our grief at 

her passing and anecdotes of her life. While many Indigenous people avoid viewing 

photography or film footage of deceased people, Mrs Ken’s family requested copies of any 

photos of her for the funeral and for them to keep. I was contacted by the Piranpa who 

coordinated the Walalkara IPA with this request and so spent days collecting all the photos 

I had of Mrs Ken, as well as putting together the video footage that she starred in from my 

short time on the Lands. 

In seeking and sharing news and media of this senior lady and friend, I was surely not 

conducting research. But my friendship with her had arisen in the course of, and had been 

crucially shaped by, my research focus. The course of my fieldwork was also significantly 

affected and driven by her thoughtful insights and deep knowledge of her country. 
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3.4.2 Participant Observation 
Participant observation was a central component of the methodology used in this project. It 

is advocated as a research methodology to place the researcher in situations where detailed 

understandings of place are likely to be elicited (Kearns 2010). Hammersley & Atkinson (1983 

pp. 16–17) argue that all social research takes the form of participant observation: 

[I]t involves participating in the social world, in whatever role, and 

reflecting on the products of that participation. Irrespective of the method 

employed, it is not fundamentally different from other forms of practical 

everyday activity, though of course it is closer in character to some than 

to others. As participants in the social world we are still able, at least in 

anticipation or retrospect, to observe our activities ‘from outside’ as 

objects in the world. 

Participant observation as a research methodology is ‘close to everyday interaction, involving 

conversations to discover participants’ interpretations of situations they are involved in’ 

(Becker 1958 p. 652), with the ultimate aim of providing a ‘thick description’ of the research 

setting as a social system described from a number of participants’ perspectives. Gold (1958) 

distinguished between the four roles that researchers can take as participant observers: the 

complete participant; the participant as observer; the observer as participant; and the 

complete observer. I took on the role of participant as observer, as I worked in with the 

Rangers schedule and assisted in their fieldwork, which built relationships and gave me a 

purpose that was not just research and observation (for example, see Figure 3.3). 

There are challenges with all research methodologies, and even though the objective of 

participant observation is to facilitate natural everyday interactions and to set the 

participants at ease, the ‘researcher’ is present in the research process and our presence 

always has the potential to alter participants’ behaviour and conversations. Moser (2008) 

argues that a researcher’s personality, emotional intelligence and how one conducts oneself 

in the field can stand to affect participants' behaviour and responses, as well as the research 

process itself. The data that a researcher collects are also inevitably influenced by our own 

ontology, epistemology, lived experience, ethnicity, gender and age (Kearns 2010). I was 

working in a cross-cultural setting where the truths that underpin the insights needed for the 

research are derived from frames of reference, meaning and values that are outside my own 

worldview and cultural context (Howitt and Stevens 2010). Through being aware of these 
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biases from the very beginning, and by using an approach that was immersive, exploratory 

and responsive, I gained the best understanding possible of the worldviews, local concerns 

and local priorities of the people with whom I worked. 

 

Figure 3.3 Setting up motion sensor cameras with the Yugul Mangi Rangers at Wuyagiba, a 

homeland on the coast between Ngukurr and Numbulwar 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

 

3.4.3 Oral sources 
I conducted numerous formal and informal interviews and focus groups during my fieldwork. 

I also undertook two structured focus group discussions with the Yugul Mangi Rangers (one 

with men and one with women) during a trip to Green Island in August 2015. The formal 

interviews were usually recorded using a voice recorder and then transcribed. I recorded 

people’s verbal consent to involvement in the project at the beginning of all interviews. These 

interviews were organised informally, based on the interviewee’s interest in and knowledge 

of the topic, and were open-ended, to allow people to talk about what was important to 

them with as little influence from my own knowledge and lived experience as possible. 

Conducting interviews as ‘conversations’ allowed issues to emerge that may have remained 
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hidden under more structured interview settings and was a way for participants to feel 

comfortable in sharing their experiences and knowledge. It is recognised that, while 

interviews and focus groups are a valuable source of information, they are verbal reports and 

as such are subject to a number of potential problems, including poor or inaccurate 

articulation of information (Robinson et al. 2016a). This issue was managed by triangulating 

a variety of data sources, including participant observation, stories, and texts, including ILSM 

management plans and published literature. The ways in which interviews and focus groups 

were analysed is detailed, along with text sources, in the next seciton. 

 

3.4.4 Text sources 
Written texts were an essential resource for this project, including not only academic peer 

reviewed literature, but also management plans, government reports, non-government 

organisation publications, and newsletters. Due to the specific local scale of each case study, 

non-peer reviewed literature was critical to contextualising each experience and locale. It 

was also important for gaining a holistic picture of the land and sea management 

arrangements and aspirations, and included local management plans, annual reports and 

performance reports. The confidential nature of some of these documents is respected in 

this thesis. 

Interviews and focus groups data and text sources were analysed using an open coding 

framework to generatie themese using NVIVO software and which is consistent with 

grounded theory methods. Data was analysed using thematic analysis gleaned from my 

fieldwork, conversations, interviews and the background literature. Themes were tested 

throughout the research, being tested with new data on subsequent trips during the two 

years of data collection. 

 

3.4.5 Stories 
Using the full immersion approach to fieldwork enabled me, in collaboration with people and 

Country, to generate innumerable stories of the research process and outcomes, which are 

‘empirically specific, local things that people actually say or write’ (Arthur W. Frank, quoted 

in Neile 2013 p. 263). Writing stories, and fieldwork itself, is a way of offering commentary, 

and diving into, the everyday (Winthereik and Verran 2012 p. 39), bringing the voice and 

experiences of the researcher into the thesis. As a geographer, my stock in trade is language 
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and words – writing – and they comprise nearly all of the products I produce, including this 

thesis. While there is not only merit in systematic and reasoned discourse, which is in 

deference to participants’ voices and views, there is also merit to audible authorship 

(Charmaz and Mitchell 1996). To make my authorship audible, I incorporate stories into this 

thesis, using extracts from my field diary, which I have woven into the body of the thesis, as 

well as in defined text boxes. Using stories is in line with Charmaz’s (2001) argument that 

grounded theorists need to be evocative of the experiences of the participants they are 

working with, and that the researcher’s voice need not ‘transcend experience but re-

envis[age] it … bring[ing] fragments of fieldwork time, contest and mood together in a 

colloquy of the author’s several selves – reflecting, witnessing, wondering, accepting – all at 

once’ (Charmaz and Mitchell 1996). She advocates for a writing style that is more literary 

than scientific in intent (see also Mills et al. 2006). 

When using stories in academic work, the purpose of the researcher is then to say things 

about the stories that they are hearing which the character in the story might not perceive 

because ‘they are invested in their story as part of a life they are attempting to live’ – the 

researcher has a certain ‘privilege of perspective that enables forms of commentary’ (Arthur 

W. Frank, quoted in Neile 2013 p. 274). A central question that drives grounded theorists in 

offering forms of commentary is: ‘how to re-present others and their diverse practices in 

good faith?’ (Winthereik and Verran 2012 p. 38). Good faith can be described as seeing the 

possibility of writing generalising stories that intervene, not despite, but because of, the 

subjectivity of research and analysis. Good faith analysis is about ‘having faith in it being 

possible to write stories that are generative for some of the practices we study and for some 

of our own colleagues in social theory’, which is a way of working around the dualism 

embedded in the opposition between the traditional academic ‘non-interventionist’ 

perspective, and engaged ‘interventionist’ research, and which is therefore good in some 

sense (Winthereik and Verran 2012 p. 38). According to Frank, the idea of a “good story” is 

based on what the Greeks understood as ‘human flourishing’ (see, for example, Jonathan 

Lear’s Radical Hope (Lear 2006) or Martha Nussbaum’s The Therapy of Desire (Nussbaum 

2009)); to tell good stories is ‘to help people live better’ (Arthur W. Frank, quoted in Neile 

2013 p. 264). 

Undertaking intercultural fieldwork with Indigenous people was a process full of 

disconcerting moments – conversations and experiences that seemed significant but were 

also perplexing and confusing. The term disconcertment is used throughout this thesis in the 

same manner as Christie and Verran (2013), to describe moments of tension and confusion 
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which arose during everyday work with Indigenous people as a social scientist in the Northern 

Territory. Verran (2001 p. 5) contends, in her book Science and an African Logic, that: 

this disconcertment, source of both clear delight and confused misery, 

must be privileged and nurtured, valued and expanded upon. These 

fleeting experiences, ephemeral and embodied, are a sure guide in 

struggling through colonising pasts, and in generating possibilities for 

new futures. As a storyteller (a theorist) I treasure these moments, I do 

not want to explain them away. They are the first clue in my struggle to 

do useful critique. It is easy to ignore and pass by these moments – part 

of the problem is their fleeting subtlety – yet it is possible to become 

acutely sensitised to them. Interruptions, small and large are what we, as 

theorists, must learn to value and use. 

By incorporating these disconcerting moments into a piece of work, the text can then itself 

work as ‘a loosening agent, rather like the proprietary mix one might spray on a rusted hinge’, 

meaning that such commentary might at least assist in preventing the hardening of the 

categories of the everyday (Winthereik and Verran 2012 p. 39). As Winthereik and Verran 

(2012 p. 38) further argue: 

Ethnographic stories have in them a capacity to re-present the world in 

ways that are generative for the people and practices that the stories are 

about, as well as for the authors and their academic collectives. 

The purpose of the stories told throughout this thesis in text boxes is to explore the reality 

of doing collaborative, intercultural, participatory research through full immersion fieldwork. 

Using this methodological tool is a way of delving into the nuances of what it actually means 

to ‘build rapport’ and ‘establish relationships.’ 

The stories are also used to build contextual information and to articulate ‘light bulb’ 

moments of clarity. The simple act of telling stories – through outward inquiry and inward 

reflection, together with creativity and effort – gives a researcher something to say worthy 

of sharing (Charmaz and Mitchell 1996), and is one way I have communicated the outcomes 

of this research. They offer the reader an insight into the changing perspective I bring to 

understanding the research and its subjects. They are examples of when local people formed 

relationships with me in order to enculturate me to some degree so that I was more able to 

understand the context and meaning of the experiences they were leading me through. And 
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they are to some extent an expression of how oral cultures work, like those of Indigenous 

Australians – through relationships. 

 

3.4.6 Issues of language and discourse analysis 

It is hard indeed to notice anything for which the languages available to 

us … have no description (Watts 1989 p. 33). 

Inquiry gains credibility when it is anchored in the languages, values and politics of the local 

(Charmaz 2000). Working in local dialects is important from an ethical perspective, as it 

respects and values the cultural and linguistic diversity of Indigenous peoples in Australia. It 

is also advantageous because, by ‘naming the world’, people name their realities, and there 

are realities for Indigenous people which can only be found in their local language (Tuhiwai 

Smith 1999). Much Indigenous knowledge is best conceptualised and more thoroughly 

expressed in the local vernacular (Maffi 2005, Ziembicki et al. 2013), so the insights obtained 

are more authentic. Knowledge of Country, skills of toolmaking and hunting and gathering, 

Tjukurpa, and social interconnections, are all underpinned and amplified in local Indigenous 

languages, like Pitjantjatjara and Kriol (Minutjukur and Osborne 2014). There are also 

relationship building benefits to working in local languages. 

I completed the Pitjantjatjara Language Summer School course at the University of South 

Australia in January 2014, which provided two intensive weeks of language learning. The 

course is run by Anangu educators, under the coordination of a non-Indigenous person who 

speaks fluent Pitjantjatjara and gave me the skills to have elementary conversations with 

Pitjantjatjara speaking people when I arrived on the APY Lands. I continued this language 

learning throughout my PhD, whether through ‘language lessons’ over a cup of tea on the 

weekend in Umuwa with friends, during bush trips with senior ladies who spoke little English, 

or back in Darwin through the educational resources provided through the language course. 

I completed a two-day Kriol Language Course at Ngukurr and spent a significant amount of 

time at the Ngukurr Language Centre learning Kriol. The task of undertaking a multi-sited 

case study with different cultural groups who speak two different first languages, presented 

language and translation challenges. I did my best to overcome these difficulties through 

learning as much language as was possible in the timeframe of a PhD, and through employing 

local people as co-researchers and translators. At the beginning of my fieldwork in 2014 I 

worked with co-researchers to translate the research purpose and aims into Pitjantjatjara 
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(Appendix 1) and Kriol (Appendix 2), which I printed and used to outline the purpose of the 

research and my role to participants. 

Interviews were often recorded with a voice recorder and then transcribed and translated 

into English. Bourdieu (1999 p. 2) describes the loss that occurs immediately in the process 

of transcription, through the inability to capture and adequately convey: 

…everything that is at once hidden and disclosed, not only in the 

transcribed discussion but also in the pronunciation and intonation, 

everything transcription eradicates, from body language, gestures, 

demeanour, mimicry and looks, to silences, innuendos, and slips of the 

tongue. 

This is particularly pertinent for the context of the oral traditions of Indigenous Australian 

societies in which this research is set. Jaivin (2013), in her Quarterly Essay, discusses at length 

the complexities and difficulties of working across languages where significant philosophical 

and cultural differences exist. She draws on Edith Grossman’s (2007) work to summarise the 

difficulties in translation: 

… a translation is not made with tracing paper. It is an act of critical 

interpretation. Let me insist on the obvious: Languages trail immense, 

individual histories behind them and no two languages, with all their 

accretions of tradition and culture, ever dovetail perfectly. They can be 

linked by translation, as a photograph can link movement and stasis, but 

it is disingenuous to assume that either translation or photography, or 

acting for that matter, is representational in any narrow sense of the 

term. Fidelity is our noble purpose but it does not have much, if anything, 

to do with what is called literal meaning. A translation can be faithful to 

tone and intention, to meaning. It can rarely be faithful to words or 

syntax, for these are peculiar to specific languages and are not 

transferable (quoted in Jaivin 2013 pp. 48–49). 

Through the ARC Linkage Project, there were resources to employ Anangu and Yugul Mangi 

at Ngukurr as co-researchers and translators, and we worked together to translate 

conversations, either as they happened or through transcribing recorded interviews. While 

there are the limitations of transcription and translation described above, there is still 

significant benefit to pursuing the methods and analysis provided on this topic. 
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3.5 Ethics and negotiation 
In Northern Australia, as around the world, Indigenous peoples’ experience of research has 

often been as ‘subjects’, with the delivery of the research dominated by outsiders and 

academics (Tuhiwai Smith 1999, Sithole 2012). Howitt and Suchet-Pearson (2006a) have 

argued that research practices, and the debate about methods and ethical engagement with 

Indigenous people, needs to be shifted towards Indigenous self-determination, 

sustainability, and justice, with agendas that are ‘sympathetic, respectful and ethical from an 

Indigenous perspective’ (Louis 2007 p. 134). I have endeavoured to position this research as 

‘post-colonial’ and based on ethical practice that genuinely engages with Indigenous ways of 

knowing and being. 

I acknowledge the ethical challenges of conducting research in two very remote Indigenous 

locations, where English is mostly a second language, and formal education levels, and 

knowledge and experience of universities and the study of a PhD, are low. While most people 

I worked with had had some experience of research generally, it took time to explain not only 

the research itself, but also my role in it, including how often I would be in the APY Lands or 

at Ngukurr and what I could reasonably offer as a PhD student. At a workshop at Mary River 

in September 2015, which was organised through the ARC Linkage Project and attended by 

ILSM practitioners from across Australia, including three Yugul Mangi Rangers from Ngukurr, 

workshops participants proclaimed they ‘would like to do research on non-Indigenous people 

so that they can understand their aspirations, motivations, values and beliefs’ (Austin et al. 

2015 p. 49). While researchers are working hard to decolonise the research process, there 

are still power imbalances implicit in a non-Indigenous student ultimately driving the 

research, conducted through a Western research academy. I acknowledged this throughout 

the research and worked hard to include the people I worked with throughout the research 

process. 

In late 2017, I returned to Ngukurr to attend the South East Arnhem Land (SEAL) IPA 

declaration ceremony and discussed the research findings, especially my results and 

discussion chapters and the final report for the ARC Linkage Project. Both the senior Rangers 

and Ranger coordinators contributed significantly to these discussions and requested to co-

author the final report (Austin et al. 2017b). I discussed the research findings and final report 

with the APY Land Management coordinator over the phone and received comment over 

email, as I did not have the research funds to return in person to the APY Lands. Once 

completed, electronic and hard copy versions of this thesis will be delivered to the Yugul 
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Mangi Rangers and APY Land Management, as requested at the beginning of the project for 

their records. 

A number of organisations, including Indigenous-controlled research organisations, have 

developed codes of ethics to ensure that research with and about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples follows proper process with meaningful engagement and reciprocity 

between the researcher and the Indigenous people involved in the research (see, for 

example, AIATSIS Guidelines for Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies (AIATSIS 2012)). 

Throughout the research process, I remained engaged with the formal ethics processes 

required by the university and was granted research approval from the Charles Darwin 

University Human Research Ethics Committee (CDU-HREC) (reference number: H13056). As 

mentioned, I worked with co-researchers to translate the research purpose and aims into 

Pitjantjatjara and Kriol, which were used as Participant Information Forms to outline the 

purpose of the research and my role to participants. Ensuring genuine free, prior and 

informed consent from all participants was important and, in collaboration with co-

researchers and Rangers, I read through the research purpose and aims booklet with all 

participants and explained the project in plain English, discussing any questions or concerns 

that arose. I recorded participants’ verbal consent to participate in the research. I also went 

through all proper processes to obtain permits to conduct research on Aboriginal land. In 

accordance with the requirements of the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 

1976 (Cth) I obtained permits from the Northern Land Council to conduct the research at 

Ngukurr and from APY to conduct the research on the APY Lands, pursuant to the Anangu 

Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Land Rights Act 1981 (SA). 

After completing the Pitjantjatjara and Kriol language courses, I was not only able to have 

basic conversations and explain the essentials of my research in language but was also better 

at engaging in intercultural interactions and understanding cultural protocols. This included 

becoming aware that: certain Indigenous people, according to customary law, have a 

mandate to speak only on certain issues or about certain places, even if they have knowledge 

on the topic or place the researcher seeks to investigate; of avoidance relationships, where 

people, such as men and their mothers-in-law may not be allowed to sit, talk, stand or travel 

together; and that, while asking questions is considered polite in Western culture, that is not 

so in many Indigenous Australian contexts, and information has to be gleaned in a more 

indirect manner. 
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3.5.1 Research ethics in practice 
While the process of gaining institutional ethics approval is a critical aspect of conducting 

ethical research with Indigenous people, the process of engaging as a researcher in a social 

context where reciprocity, or ‘demand sharing’ (Peterson 1997), are expected foundational 

social norms, should be part of the consideration as to the commitments and agreements 

researchers are prepared to make. This reciprocity – roughly translated as ‘ngapartji 

ngapartji’ in Pitjantjatjara – means to give and take for the mutual benefit of those engaged 

in the shared activity (see Tur et al. 2010). For many Indigenous people, the dichotomy 

between the personal and the professional is less distinct than in Western contexts and 

participants will often participate in research on the basis of an existing personal relationship, 

rather than the merits of the research process and its aims. 

Throughout the PhD I was conscious of defining the boundaries and commitments I could 

make as a researcher. I was also acutely aware of what I was gaining through this project – a 

three-year scholarship, a PhD, and recognition within academia, and that this seemed 

unfairly weighted in my favour compared to the local people I worked with. Researchers are 

granted the privilege of an invaluable learning and personal development experience 

through undertaking PhDs. To provide some reciprocation, I always had a four-wheel drive 

vehicle to assist with fieldwork, which was appreciated in both Ngukurr and the APY Lands 

where there is a shortage of vehicles. Time was also spent sharing skills and knowledge that 

were useful to the Rangers, including research skills, computer knowledge, and assistance 

with writing and reading. 

 

3.6 My position 
For many people, doing a PhD is a linear process of formulating a topic and hypotheses, 

conducting the research through collecting data, analysing the data and then writing the 

results up in a thesis. For this PhD, the processes of formulating, researching, analysing and 

writing cannot be clearly distinguished as discrete steps, because the processes of research 

have constantly informed and transformed each other. The dialectical processes that inform 

a thesis weave in interlinked and embodied ways between collecting, reading, thinking, 

interacting, learning and writing. Research of this kind is not confined to a discrete spatial 

and temporal process and transcends the concept of fieldwork to incorporate every phase in 

the doing of a PhD. I was not only doing research while I was physically doing fieldwork at 

Ngukurr and in the APY Lands, but also while I was back in Darwin. Conducting research with 
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Indigenous people will not be spatially or temporally bound by fieldwork time, as people are 

both mobile and on mobiles (mobile phones or cell phones), and I have spent countless hours 

back in Darwin during my ‘write-up phase’ maintaining relationships and developing the 

research through conversations and dinners. I was actively researching throughout the PhD 

by reading and re-reading the literature, by writing and thinking, and by talking and 

interacting with people. The description of the methodology used to arrive at the point of 

writing this thesis is fundamental to understanding how all these aspects of doing a PhD came 

together, as well as for realising, understanding and justifying my own position, arguments 

and outcomes. 

 

3.6.1 Researcher biography 
Indigenous scholars highlight the importance of researchers and practitioners acknowledging 

that they themselves are positioned epistemologically – by ethnicity, class, gender and by life 

histories and experiences that shape one’s world view. Researchers do not simply arrive as 

neutral and open to diverse epistemological, cultural, linguistic and historical contexts. The 

position of myself as the researcher – a non-Indigenous outsider to the Country, people and 

ILSM organisations of interest, as well as someone ‘inhabiting’ a certain position inevitably 

made it necessary to negotiate power relations to ensure equal terms of engagement. 

I was born and grew up in Melbourne, Victoria. I began a Bachelor of Science at the University 

of Melbourne in 2007, dreaming of becoming a mathematician, but I quickly became 

disillusioned by the strict rules of the natural sciences. After a year of ‘soul searching’ during 

a gap year in Europe between my first and second years, I graduated with a major in Human 

Geography. I wrote my Honours thesis on the water rights and interests of Indigenous people 

in river conservation legislation in Queensland. After graduating, I worked as a research 

assistant for an Indigenous social research consultancy in Melbourne, ran a computer room 

in Papunya, a remote Indigenous township in central Australia, and did an internship on turtle 

and dugong management policy at the Cape York Institute for Policy and Leadership in Cairns 

in Queensland. 

At 25 years old, I moved to the Northern Territory to pursue this PhD and, when not in the 

field, I have lived in Darwin ever since. My mother was born in South Africa and moved to 

Australia when she was a teenager. My father was born in Scotland and grew up in England. 

His father was born on the Isle of Lewis, where we continue to maintain connections to a 

family croft. I have a strong relationship with my family, despite living away from them, and 
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have spent much time in Melbourne and England over the years. After working on the PhD 

full-time for three years, I moved to part-time, to take up a part-time research position with 

the Northern Institute at Charles Darwin University. That research took me back to Ngukurr 

throughout 2016 and 2017, where I worked with other Indigenous researchers at Ngukurr 

and maintained relationships with the Yugul Mangi Rangers and the Ngukurr Language 

Centre. In 2018, I was employed by the Northern Land Council (NLC) to assist in running a 

culture camp with the Yugul Mangi Rangers, the Ngukurr Language Centre and the Ngukurr 

School. While my social and cultural background place limitations on my ability to represent 

the position and experiences of local people at Ngukurr and in the APY Lands, I continue to 

work with Indigenous people and strive to learn to listen closely to how people want to work 

together in the best way possible. 

 

3.7 Working collaboratively in remote Indigenous 

Australia 
The complexity of organising work with Indigenous people in very remote Central and North 

Australia is the product of multiple pressures experienced in concert. Daily commutes are 

long, cars break down, it is hot, the flies are incessant, and everyone wants a cup of tea or to 

borrow some money. Often, the distances between the Ranger office and the homelands or 

townships where Traditional Owners live mean that conversations about the nature of the 

work and pay arrangements are difficult to organise and infrequent. The energy expended 

just to transport people and gear to Country can be extraordinary. When trips are done with 

senior Traditional Owners, much of the menial labour is done by non-Indigenous staff 

members, meaning everyone is fatigued, and perspectives can tilt and tempers flare. It is 

important to establish some nuance around the types of practical pressures associated with 

working in remote people-places. 

There are often misunderstandings between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people working 

together about what does, and does not, constitute ‘work’ (see McRae-Williams and 

Gerritsen 2010), including ILSM work, which is driven by differences in understandings of 

Country and human-nature relations (Howitt and Suchet-Pearson 2006b, see Howitt 2012). 

In both research and in intercultural ILSM practice, there is also often a lack of clarity about 

whether decisions are being made based on a desire to adhere to Western science and 

qualitative research methods, or Indigenous knowledge practices. This will be explored 

further in the discussion in Chapter 7, but suffice to say here, for Indigenous and non-



Chapter 3: Methodology 

101 

 

Indigenous people alike, operating between two cultures is seriously hard work. Organising 

work in these extreme environments presents researchers with frequent pragmatic 

methodological considerations. However, we, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, 

have made a commitment to work together in both research and in collaborative land and 

sea management practice, so what are some of these complexities and how do we manage 

them, in order to work together in better ways? While the theoretical and epistemological 

complexities of working together in intercultural institutions will be considered in the 

discussion, the practical considerations are considered here. 

 

3.7.1 Remote complexities 
In remote Indigenous Australian homelands and townships, cultural factors including 

funerals and obligations of local people to family, often affect work schedules, even if they 

have been pre-arranged and confirmed prior to working together. During funerals and ‘sorry 

business’, Country associated with the passed person is often closed, as well as offices and 

other local services. The death of a very senior man in Pukatja (Ernabella) in the APY Lands in 

2015 caused the closure of all APY offices in Umuwa, Pukatja and Fregon for over a week. 

These are difficult things for non-Indigenous people to work with, because they go against 

the grain of the tendency in the dominant culture in Australia of prioritising work above all 

else, but they can be explained and taught over time. What is harder is the swirling 

undercurrents of cultural difference that exist every day in these intercultural spaces that 

researchers (and ILSM practitioners) work in. Being able to pass off with humour the tensions 

and potential misunderstandings that are part of daily life, engage in the theatre of 

relationships, and negotiate the ‘undertow of manipulation’, is a conditional 

levelheadedness that only time and experience can teach and should never be taken for 

granted (Mahood 2007 p. 4). 

3.7.2 Costs and long timeframes 
Conducting research in remote Indigenous Australia is a costly exercise. Four-wheel drive 

vehicles are necessary to access homelands and townships by rough corrugated dirt roads 

and are costly to run and repair. Fuel and food prices are inflated, and there are salary costs 

that need to be absorbed in the time taken to travel to, from, and between, remote 

townships. These costs and timeframes place pressure on researchers already working to 

build research relationships under the difficult pragmatic considerations outlined above. 

Tight research timelines and limited funding can influence researchers to bow to the 
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priorities of the institution and the broader academy. Time needs to be made available for 

the important conversations to take place, to make sure you are speaking to the ‘right’ 

people in the ‘right’ place, and to revisit people so they have time for reflexive thinking to 

build on their thoughts and arguments. This requires time, which can be particularly lengthy 

in remote locations with people who have high levels of mobility. Longer timeframes and 

large travel distances are costly but should be made a priority to ensure ethical engagement 

is met in the research process and that time is being made to give people the chance to tell 

their story. I was fortunate to have sufficient funding through the ARC Linkage Project to have 

a four-wheel drive vehicle for the entirety of my fieldwork, to pay for food and fuel for bush 

trips, and to employ local people as co-researchers. Undertaking multi-month-long 

residencies allowed for longer timelines and a patient approach, as well as flexibility to local 

complexities. This also provided the space to work towards prioritising the local context of 

participants. 

 

3.7.3 Flexibility and self-sufficiency 
There is a need to consider the distances covered to visit homelands, townships and Country 

to do research in remote Indigenous Australia. The distances travelled between Darwin, 

Ngukurr and the APY Lands to do fieldwork were large (see Figure 3.4). As an example, at the 

end of a week-long women’s trip to Watarru IPA in the north-west of the APY Lands, our 

convoy of four vehicles arrived in Pipalyatjara, the most western township in the APY Lands 

at 6:00 pm with no fuel. We roused the fuel pump operator, so we could continue our journey 

home, five hours away. Having started driving at 9:00am that morning, we drove past my 

house in Umuwa at midnight and continued to Pukatja to drop the Traditional Owners off, 

an extra hour round trip, and I arrived home in Umuwa at 1:00 am. These distances meant 

that it was necessary to learn to be both resilient, flexible and self-sufficient. 

The road to the APY Lands from the Stuart Highway was four hours of corrugated red dirt 

with none of the modern luxuries such as mobile phone coverage, road houses or even other 

travellers should there be an accident. The main travellers to watch out for were the large 

numbers of donkeys, camels and wandering cattle, who use the roads as highways nearly as 

much as people do. Ngukurr is not quite so remote, being only three hours from the town of 

Mataranka on the Stuart Highway, but those hours were still spent dodging road trains on 

corrugated dirt in an old four-wheel drive. 
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While larger townships provide access to fuel, food and health services, travelling in remote 

Australia, particularly Central Australia, requires a much wider understanding of the region, 

the conditions and weather, and cultural protocols. Heavy rains make roads impassable or 

difficult to navigate (see Figure 5.10 in Chapter 5) and fieldtrips on Country soggy and hard 

work (see Figure 3.5). To get to Ngukurr you cross the Roper River and during the wet season 

the river is usually too high for vehicles to cross at Roper Bar, or the causeway. Since finishing 

fieldwork, a bridge has been built over the Roper River, allowing year-round access. At times 

of cultural ceremony roads are ‘closed’, meaning people are forbidden from travelling on 

roads until the ceremony has passed through.  

 

Figure 3.4 Location of study sites in relation to Darwin 

Source: Pia Harkness, Charles Darwin University 

Working in remote people-places requires researchers to learn to be self-sufficient and not 

to rely too heavily on formal infrastructure. The ‘field gear’ required for research trips ranges 

from digital voice recorders, computers, notebooks and pens, to swags and blankets, large 

water containers, extra spare tyres and fuel, a satellite phone and a well-stocked ‘tucker box’ 

to ensure that the research can actually happen, and the researcher is alive at the end of it 

all. In addition to those essentials I always packed extra bags of wool and crochet hooks when 

working in the APY Lands to give to the senior women, as well as crowbars for maku 
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(witchetty grubs) and tjala (honey ants), and extra fishing handlines and lures when working 

at Ngukurr. The personal realities of doing a multiple-case study with Indigenous people in 

remote Australia is expanded upon further in Story 3.2. 

 

Figure 3.5 Sheltering from the rain during a women’s trip to Iliya in Walalkara IPA 

Credit: Juliette Hopkins 

 

Story 3.2. The reality of doing a multiple-case study in two remote Indigenous Australian 

people-places. 

I moved to Darwin in July of 2013, having never travelled north of Alice Springs before. I 

drove with my brother straight up the middle of Australia, a journey of 3800 kilometres, 

arriving in the tropics three weeks later, a relief after the bitter cold winter nights of the 

desert. My brother disappeared into the sunset the next day on the quick plane back to 

Melbourne and left me to live with my decision to move to a new town, new house, new 

job, away from my family and friends. And so, I did what I was soon to become an unwilling 

expert at and settled into my life in Darwin. I moved into a share-house, settled into my 

office, joined every sports team under the sun and did my best to embrace this new life as 

a good decision and not pine for the people I had left behind. I was not long in Darwin 

though before the reality of the research topic became clear and my field work began. 
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Over the next two years I lived a nomadic life, spending nearly a year in the APY Lands or 

at Ngukurr over four fieldtrips, each three-months long, with short periods of ‘down time’ 

in Darwin in between. 

The next two years were spent in a strange state of culture shock. I would just get used to 

the life of a researcher in a remote township – weekends were alcohol free – both places 

I worked are ‘dry’ – filled with cups of tea and local football matches, crafting and 

occasional hunting trips – before the three months were up and I was back to Darwin, the 

town that had seemed so small when I first moved but which became an overwhelming 

bustling metropolis between fieldwork visits, where I was expected to participate and be 

on time and answer my phone. This last expectation was no laughing matter – there is no 

phone reception in the APY Lands, only landlines and strangely fast internet – and Telstra 

reception at Ngukurr reaches only a small radius around town. The only chirping sounds 

on bush trips or long walks past the airport was the sound of cicadas.  

I drove a four-wheel drive for the first time in 2014, and quickly became competent, if not 

an expert, driving over 30,000 kilometres over the next two years. As per university policy, 

I completed a two-day, four-wheel drive course, apparently all that was needed to teach 

a city girl who had bought her first car a mere six-months previously how to survive a harsh 

environment in an old vehicle. I had thirteen flat tyres over two years, with seven of those 

popping in the first fieldtrip to the APY Lands alone. There were two flat batteries, one at 

Ngukurr, one in the APY Lands. The one in APY required a ten-hour round trip to Alice 

Springs to pick up a replacement. The blown head gasket at Ngukurr put the four-wheel 

drive out of action for a week and did not make me popular at university when the bill 

came through from fixing it at the local Ngukurr mechanic. 

The reality of remote research is hard. The resources, both economic and emotional, that 

are expended to build relationships and collect data, are significant, and the background 

to an hour-long interview is often hundreds, if not thousands of kilometres, days of driving 

and many nights in a swag or camped out in someone else’s home. 

 

3.8 Conclusion 
This chapter outlined the methodology used to collect, analyse and interpret the data and 

produce the findings that are to be presented in this thesis. These methodologies have been 

used to explore how Indigenous people in two case studies practice successful land and sea 

management and build the evidence base to evaluate its success. The work of this chapter 

has been to give readers a glimpse of the real world, intercultural, multi-cultural contexts in 
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which I worked, lived and thought, and to complement the information that will be explored 

in the separate research locations in the upcoming chapters of this thesis. 

In the next chapter, the research is further contextualised by introducing readers to the two 

case studies of Ngukurr and the APY Lands. The data for chapter 4 are drawn from both 

historical sources and from that collected through the methods and theories described in this 

chapter, including fieldwork interviews and participant observations in both Ngukurr and the 

APY Lands. The historical geography of both people-places will be described to understand 

how metrics of success have been imposed on, and adapted by, Anangu and Yugul Mangi 

People across time and space. These metrics of success have played a role in driving both the 

movement of people on and off Country and the introduction of new plants and animals to 

the landscape, impacting on caring for Country regimes and evaluation practices. It is in part 

because of these movements of people and the introduction of plants and animals that 

Indigenous people across Australia have developed ILSM organisations to access support to 

achieve their aspirations of reinstating and reinvigorating caring for Country regimes. These 

ILSM organisations, including their governance and evaluation frameworks, have been 

specifically formulated based on historic government policies and local environmental and 

cultural characteristics. It will be argued that due to these differences, for the evaluation of 

ILSM activities to be both effective and make sense to the people and Country in which the 

ILSM organisations are operating, they need to be both connected to national and 

international polices and frameworks and grounded in the histories and contemporary 

geographies of the local. 
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4.1 Introduction 
This chapter describes the historical geography of the APY Lands and Ngukurr to characterise 

the past and present landscapes of both these people-places11 and how they have been 

measured, judged and evaluated against mostly externally derived metrics through time and 

space to understand the geography of ILSM and evaluative practices that are undertaken 

today. Across Australia, colonists brought with them new ideas and political agendas that 

influenced how they interacted with the landscape and its Indigenous people. Additionally, 

the unique geographical and environmental characteristics of each place required specific 

colonial ideas to be adapted, which in turn had an influence on settler-state planning, 

management and policy. Overlaying this, national and territory government policies changed 

over time, from assimilation to self-determination, which in part drove the movement of 

people on and off Country. This ‘assimilation and extinguishment’ lens and its accompanying 

concepts of ‘success’ denied the agency of both people and Country. The impositions on 

Indigenous people and their lives and land included, among other things: the removal of 

people, justified through pastoralism and the false imaginary of terra nullius; new 

constructions of borders and boundaries; the adoption of new plants and animals and 

subsequent marginalisation of native species previously held valuable; and the assimilation 

and denial of Indigenous people and their knowledge systems through biological heritage, 

skin colour, and family status. Many of these metrics continued until very recently and have 

been cached in the myth of the Australian frontier. These interventions drove ideas around 

the perceived success of the colonial project in Australia, particularly in ‘the Outback’. In 

addition to the movement of local Indigenous peoples on and off of their Country, the 

governance and its attendant evaluative practices has produced unique ILSM frameworks 

across Australia. I argue that social, cultural, political, historical, and environmental factors 

have driven the contemporary social context and organisational structure of both Ngukurr 

and the APY Lands, their related ILSM policies, and the abilities of local groups to engage in 

ILSM programs and conservation partnerships. 

In the past 200 years, many Aboriginal people were forced from their Country through 

colonisation and the discredited notion of terra nullius, meaning ‘land belonging to no one’ 

(Ritter 1996). The removal of Country’s owners, combined with the processes of non-

Indigenous natural resource use and management and the ignorance of existing governance 

regimes and their replacement with new ones that suited the newcomers, interrupted 

                                                           
11 I have adopted Verran’s (2002b) approach to landscapes as ‘people-places’ which recognises that 
for many Indigenous people their reality has people and place as one entity. 
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Indigenous people’s practices of caring for Country and contributed to the fragmentation and 

loss of languages, knowledge systems, native vegetation and biodiversity (Bradshaw 2012). 

Despite the ongoing effects of colonisation and settler-state governance and as 

demonstrated in Chapter 2, ILSM has emerged as an important phenomenon in Australia. 

Indigenous peoples across all states and territories have shown a common desire to care for 

their land, stories, and resources in ways that are informed by their knowledge systems and 

are connected both physically, emotionally and spiritually to their Country (Hill et al. 2013). 

Two regions where ILSM organisations have emerged are Ngukurr and the Anangu 

Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands. Ngukurr is in the tropical savannah of the 

Northern Territory (NT) and the APY Lands is in the central desert of South Australia (SA). The 

two regions have very different geographical, environmental, and cultural conditions, as well 

as histories of settler contact. Their similarity is primarily that they are both considered ‘very 

remote’ (ABS 2006). By working in these regions, this research adds to and extends the 

published academic literature on the evaluation of ILSM that has focused on Traditional 

Owners working in remote locations where Native Title has been determined or where 

inalienable freehold title has been granted (see, for example, Wiseman and Bardsley 2015, 

Austin et al. 2017c)12. More importantly, this research adds to our understanding of the 

importance of local context and other factors in the development of policies to support ILSM. 

This chapter presents the patterns of movement and residence, the social-ecological 

systems, and the current state of ILSM programs in each region. I argue that ILSM policies 

need to be contextually responsive to local histories and values in order to produce a policy 

approach that resists colonial social and environmental assumptions and works more 

effectively towards a broader aim of local control and social justice through Indigenous 

empowerment. The evaluation of contemporary ILSM has manifested in a wide variety of 

ways across the continent, as Indigenous peoples find innovative ways to care for their 

Country on different tenures and in commercial, semi-commercial and non-commercial ways 

(see, for example, Hemming and Rigney 2012, Wilson and Smits 2012). Detailing the variation 

in histories and struggles of the two people-places in this study highlights the diversity in 

                                                           
12 Less has been published about the evaluation of ILSM in peri-urban landscapes, even though there 
is a growing number of Indigenous land and sea managers engaging in contemporary expressions of 
ILSM (although see, for example: Hunt (2010) who writes about the socioeconomic benefits of looking 
after Country in New South Wales; Wilson et al.. (2018) who write about the roles, challenges, and 
opportunities for Kabi Kabi Traditional Owners working in ILSM on the Sunshine Coast; Taylor (2014) 
who conducted a participatory evaluation of Girringun IPA in North Queensland; and Lynch et al. 
(2017) who articulate some of the challenges of working with diverse knowledge systems on Yorta 
Yorta Country in the Murray-Darling Basin in both Victoria and New South Wales). 
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ILSM organisations across the Australian continent. The aim of this critical review is therefore 

to argue that partnerships with ILSM organisations around Australia and the subsequent 

evaluation of ILSM need to be contextually responsive. 

 

4.2 Influences on demographic trends among 

Indigenous people and their evaluative practices in 

ILSM 
While Indigenous people have always ‘evaluated’ their caring for Country activities, these 

practices have largely been invisible within concentional ILSM frameworks. This thesis is 

helping to demonstrate what such practices are in two people-places, while acknowledging 

that Indigenous people might not have the same conceptions of ‘evaluation’ as non-

Indigenous people. Generally, Indigenous evaluative practices were conventionally passed 

on through oral traditions and embedded within the everyday lives of people through 

ceremonies, art, dance and stories. These caring for Country practices are heavily tied to the 

localised movement of people across their clan estates, with these patterns long established 

and of their own choosing (Duguid 1972, Edwards 1992). Significant environmental changes 

over the last 65,000 years has also driven movement of Indigenous clan groups across 

Australia (including a 120-140-metre rise in sea level over the last 20,000 years which 

inundated vast areas of coastal Country (Short and Woodroffe 2009 p. 11)). Such movements, 

though, differ from the movements of people that have occurred through centralisation and 

decentralisation policies of the colonial settler-state. While in most places Indigenous people 

maintained some degree of agency over their movements, the centralisation and 

decentralisation policies imposed on them from afar were largely driven by colonial 

economic interests, government priorities and environmental factors. This was argued by 

Osborne (2015) in his paper on population centralisation and decentralisation influences on 

the provision of schooling in tri-state13 remote townships. While the analysis in this chapter 

is informed by Osborne’s (2015) policy descriptions, they have been modified to provide a 

broader lens through which to analyse multiple case sites in Australia. 

                                                           
13 The tri-state area described in Osborne’s (2015) paper includes the APY Lands, the southern region 

of the Northern Territory west of the Stuart Highway including the Watarrka region but not the 
Western Aranda township of Ntaria (Hermannsburg), and the Ngaanyatjarra Lands in Western 
Australia, including Kiwirrkura. 
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Post colonisation, population trends across Australia which have influenced the places that 

Indigenous people have resided, and consequently the ability of Indigenous people to 

practice and evaluate their caring for Country, can be roughly categorised into three phases: 

1. Centralisation: the centralisation of Indigenous people onto missions from the late 

1800s to the 1950s. 

2. Decentralisation: the decentralisation of Indigenous people into townships14 from 

the 1960s to the 1980s and into smaller townships and homelands from the 1970s 

to the 1990s. 

3. Re-centralisation: the re-centralisation of people back from homelands to townships 

from 2000 and continuing today. 

 

4.2.1 Centralisation 
The arrival of non-Indigenous colonists heavily influenced Indigenous peoples’ evaluation 

practices, including through the introduction of flora and fauna that displaced native 

vegetation and animals, and put pressure on already precious sources of food and water. In 

addition to this, following the cessation of much of the frontier violence and armed 

Indigenous resistance, the disparate Australian colonies began to centralise dispersed 

Indigenous groups. Reserves, which were often run as missions and administered by the 

churches, were established across the continent from the late 1800s to the 1950s. These 

places were used by Indigenous people for refuge from frontier violence, to access basic 

provisions such as flour, tea and sugar, and to facilitate non-Indigenous settlement across 

the landscape (Rowse 2002). As described in Chapter 2, these processes created a distinct 

‘Indigenous geography’ across remote Australia and in landscapes unpalatable for non-

Indigenous consumption. While the history of ‘contact’ between Indigenous people and non-

Indigenous colonisers, land and resource appropriation, and state formation had profound 

implications for Indigenous societies in Australia, it also produced the contemporary 

geography of Indigenous Australia, where multi-clan populations are often concentrated into 

areas that were once reserves and missions (Lane and Corbett 2005). 

                                                           
14 Remote and Indigenous townships are often referred to by scholars as ‘communities’ but this is a 
problematic term (e.g. Davies 2003, Carlson 2016). The concept of community ‘invokes notions of an 
idealised unity of purpose and action among social groups who are perceived to share a common 
culture’ (Peters-Little 2000 p. 2). Many Indigenous ‘communities’, however, are not homogenous and 
have a number of clan groups living there with different cultures, languages, geographies and histories. 
Therefore, the term township is used in this thesis. 
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4.2.2 Decentralisation 
A decentralisation period followed, with new townships established from the 1960s to the 

1980s, and with the establishment of small homelands from the late 1970s to the 1990s 

(Altman 2003, Kerins 2009). During the early stages of the movement, the term ‘homeland’ 

was used more in the savannah in Arnhem Land and the term ‘outstation’ was used more in 

the desert (Edwards 2016). The usage of both terms has spread across the desert and 

savannah and they are now used interchangeably. The term ‘homeland’ is used in this thesis 

for simplicity. Homelands are ‘small decentralised communities of close kin, established by 

the movement of Aboriginal people to land of social, cultural and economic significance to 

them’ (Blanchard 1987). The movement coincided with the policy of self-determination and 

was part of a general movement that occurred across much of Indigenous Australia. Many 

Indigenous people living in remote Australia ‘started to actively reject the living conditions 

they had to endure in the artificial communities created by settlements, reserves and 

missions, and began campaigning for the right to return to their ancestral lands’ (Kerins 2009 

p. 1). The distribution and composition of homelands is ‘a spatial reflection of land ownership 

and of interconnections based on kin relationships’, with patterns of movement to, from, and 

between homelands and townships predictable on the basis of kin relationships and clan 

organisation (Morphy and Morphy 2013 p. 179). The homelands movements of the 1970s 

and 1980s were a multifaceted phenomenon, as Indigenous people responded to the 

challenges and opportunities of the era in a variety of ways as they sought relief from the 

tensions of larger townships (Edwards 2016). 

 

4.2.3 Re-centralisation 
Since 2000, the set of government policies grouped most often as ‘Indigenous affairs’ has 

been described as ‘re-centralisation’. The Commonwealth Government under Minister 

Amanda Vanstone and the Conservative (Liberal-National coalition) Howard Government 

ceased funding to smaller homelands, describing them as ‘cultural museums’ and ‘without a 

viable future’ (see Eastley 2005). Despite the positive social, cultural and environmental 

outcomes of the movement to homelands – the strengthening of family authority, the 

recovery of individual and group identity, a return to local decision making and control, and 

improvements in social and general health (Downing 1988, Senior et al. 2018) – the 

fluctuating populations of these homelands (e.g. families may leave to avoid conflict or after 
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a death) puts pressure on rigid systems to be flexible in order to continue their resourcing 

(Osborne 2015). Gerritsen (1982 p. 69) has referred to the homelands movement as a 

‘phenomenon of great complexity’. This complexity continues today and the reasons that 

residence at some smaller homelands are sporadic are multifaceted. 

Many of the homelands built in the 1970s and 1980s are currently unoccupied or used 

infrequently. The lack of service delivery to homelands, including educational services, makes 

occupation difficult (O’Connor 2007), but the reality of their lack of use is due to a complex 

combination of factors. Remote Australia is home to many strong but vulnerable people, 

many of whom need consistent access to health services. Many people are on Centrelink15 

and must present to the office at regular intervals, as well as people with criminal records 

who must present for their parole conditions. It is often ‘meetings’ – with the health service, 

welfare office or police station, which hold people in bigger townships, as opposed to on their 

homelands, not the provision of electricity or water. A myriad of social, cultural and political 

factors, therefore, have contributed to the recentralisation of people back from homelands 

to larger townships. Many homelands are now used as weekenders or holiday centres, 

though for at least some families a more permanent occupation remains desirable. 

The movement of people based on these trends has both assisted and hindered Indigenous 

peoples’ obligations to care for Country and evaluate their activities. Having ‘people on 

country’ has been acknowledged as vitally important for the health of Country (Whitehead 

et al. 2000), including conducting ceremony, caring for place, hunting, and burning the land. 

Occasionally, it is actually the absence of people that is necessary for the health of Country 

and people, such as when someone important to a particular place has died. However, this 

is different from the movement of people off Country as part of historical population trends. 

The decline of people living on and visiting Country and walking the land is one of the drivers 

of the development of ILSM in its current form. ILSM is one way for people to regain control 

and care for their Country, along with the need to manage the environmental changes 

resulting from colonisation. 

Exploring the diversity of local histories in Ngukurr and the APY Lands allows for localised 

understandings of current ISLM practices and policies, whilst also recognising the need to 

engage with the ‘local’ centres of regional, national and global decision-making. Coombes et 

al. (2011 p. 818) argue that, in relation to environmental activism, ‘geographical practice 

                                                           
15 Centrelink is the Department of Human Services master program of the Australian Government that 
distributes welfare funds. 
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must extend beyond the tired conflation of Indigenous and local, and towards analysis of the 

broader discursive and political implications’. They argue that Indigenous motivations in 

engaging with ILSM are connected to broader projects of recognition, reclamation of 

sovereignty and resistance to capitalism and are not merely about access to resources. This 

argument is made while recognising that Indigenous people worldwide ‘are struggling for 

differential geographies: that is, the right to make their own places, rather than have them 

made for them’ (Castree 2004 p. 136). Indigenous people not only engage with the local, with 

their clan groups, homelands and townships, but also use transnational solidarities (for 

example, through the global identity of ‘Indigeneity’ (Pickerill 2009)) to engage with other 

Indigenous groups and mobilise political and economic power. There is therefore a need to 

recognise that movements such as ‘Caring for Country’ and programs such as ILSM both 

defend local specificities but also acknowledge place inter-dependency and inter-place 

connections (see, for example, Massey 1999). 

The analysis presented here is important because the perceived success of different colonial 

projects and the movement of people has necessitated the formulation of unique ILSM 

structural, governance and evaluation frameworks in each place. While history is the past, it 

exerts a strong influence on the present. This critical review of two specific people-places 

helps to unpack how metrics of success used to evaluate Indigenous people’s lives and land 

have had consequences for Indigenous peoples and their ILSM practices, and, most 

importantly for this thesis, for the evaluation of ILSM. 

This section is structured by dividing into two sections: ‘In the desert’, to explore the local 

histories and geographies of Anangu in the APY Lands; and ‘In the savannah’, to do the same 

for Yugul Mangi People in Ngukurr. I have used historical texts, interviews and notes from my 

fieldwork to tell the history of ILSM and its evaluation in the desert in the APY Lands and in 

the savannah in Ngukurr. In the desert, Indigenous people are referred to as Anangu and 

non-Indigenous people as Piranpa, and in the savannah, Indigenous people are referred to 

as Yugul Mangi People and non-Indigenous people as Munanga, as per their respective local 

contexts and languages. These local descriptors help to situate the reader in the respective 

local contexts. For each section, I detail the social, cultural, economic, colonial, and 

contemporary histories for the two case studies for the successive time periods of 

centralisation and decentralisation, in order to understand the geography of ILSM and 

evaluative practices that are undertaken today. I begin each section with a story of arrival, to 

assist the reader in developing an understanding of some of the contemporary realities of 

each place. I conclude by highlighting how the different histories and current state of both 
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places has driven different permutations of ILSM organisations, including in their activities, 

governance and capacities. 

4.3 In the desert 

4.3.1 Introduction to Anangu and the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands 
 

 

Story 4.1 Arriving in Place – to the Desert. 

I leave Darwin on a Sunday morning with a car full of gear – clothes, shovels, wool, voice 

recorders, computers and a crackly radio that does not work. My life is in boxes, everything 

piled on and under the desk in my windowless PhD office. I have all manner of strategies 

to stay awake on the long drive – listening to loud music, listening to soft music, listening 

to talking books, singing songs, counting the number of red cars that pass by. None of them 

last long though, and my mind inevitably wanders, along with my gaze, off the road and 

into the bush. Always to be snapped back by a passing road train, thundering past. I roll 

out my swag in Elliott after eight hours of driving, on a nice-looking piece of grass opposite 

the hotel, too tired to drive anymore. The next day, 800 kilometres and 10 hours later, I 

drive into Alice Springs with a sense of overblown accomplishment. 

The next morning, day three, I leave Alice Springs, the road snaking away under the wheels 

of the car and shimmering on the unimaginably far away horizon. I drive past a dark green 

distance sign. First stop Kulgera: 263 kilometres. Next stop Adelaide: 1519 kilometres. 

Distance has taken on an entirely new meaning. I cross the border into South Australia 

with a cursory glance and a nod, another landmark ticked off on the long journey. 

I nearly miss it, the sign to the Mulga Park Highway. I brake hard and skid a little as I take 

the corner too fast. I head west, the tarmac quickly turning to red dirt. The roads are lined 

with huge tufts of green grass and I admire the vivid colours, red dirt on green grass on 

blue sky. All buffel grass, I discover later, a highly invasive weed that has spread across the 

landscape, burning hotter than any native grasses ever did, fuelling huge destructive 

wildfires. But that day, to my naïve eye, the landscape looks so beautiful, like a bright 

painting. It starts to rain softly, drops spattering on the dirty windshield. The windscreen 

wipers squeak and wipe tiredly, only smearing the dirt across the glass. I am surprised at 

the rain, having expected only dry desert. 
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An hour passes, and I become convinced I have missed the turn off. I ask myself aloud if I 

should turn back to check; I pass a herd of camels; I ask them if I should turn back; I 

consider if I have in fact gone mad. Luckily, I keep going, as I come suddenly to the third 

turn of my three-day drive. Two signs. 45 Pukatja and 67 Umuwa. The rim of a bike tyre 

hangs artfully and randomly off the sign post. 

I am nearly there but that last 67 kilometres is the hardest of the drive. The Troopy16 

vibrates so much over the corrugations that I imagine all the sides falling off, the back door, 

then the roof, until I am left with just a rattling jeep-style-car, driving away from its body 

parts discarded on that red dirt highway. 

I come to the peak of a small hill and squat buildings rise, shimmering on the horizon. The 

Musgrave Ranges spread out to the east and west, a line of low and scraggly mountains. I 

bump off the soft red sand road and onto the bitumen. People are walking near the petrol 

station and the shop, and there is a pack of dogs trotting along in the distance. The relief 

from the corrugations is fleeting though, as I drive quickly through Pukatja, the first town 

I have come to since I left Alice Springs, five hours earlier. 500 metres of bitumen and I am 

out the other side and back on the dirt. 

 

Figure 4.1 Driving into Pukatja 

                                                           
16 ‘Troopy’ is a colloquial term used across the Northern Territory, South Australia, Queensland and 
Western Australia to describe the Toyota Landcruiser ‘troop-carrier’, a model of four-wheel drive that 
seats at least eight people and up to eleven people. The term Troopy is a ubiquitous part of the lingo 
of the areas in which I did my fieldwork. The car may become one of the past, as organisations 
including Charles Darwin University phase them out of their fleet of vehicles due to safety concerns 
and costly maintenance. 
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Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

There is another half an hour of rattly driving after Pukatja. As I bump over a cattlegrid, a 

large tractor tyre sits bolt upright, turned sign post to direct visitors into Umuwa. I have 

made it. I would feel relieved, but the corrugations and three days driving have blanked 

my brain to white noise. I scrabble about in the glove box for the instructions to the house 

in which I am staying. I wrote them down in Alice Springs, and lucky too, as there is no 

phone reception here. The place is not big, and I find the house quickly, driving slowly 

around a donkey watching me stubbornly from the middle of the road. I pull up and heave 

my stiff joints out of the car, as the APY land management coordinator comes out to greet 

me. She is the first person I have spoken to since morning. 

 

Since the ancestors created the earth, Anangu17 have owned and managed their ngura 

walytja, or clan estates. Ngura walytja is the Country to which Anangu are related through 

kinship (family relations), to which they belong and which belongs to them, and for which 

they accept management responsibility (James 2005). These clan estates are connected 

through sacred stories covering thousands of kilometres, broadly described as the Tjukurpa18. 

Through these connecting stories the Tjukurpa provides a social framework that governs the 

rules of engagement between neighbouring language groups, families and regions. The 

Tjukurpa was laid down in the beginning of time, when humans, families, languages, animals, 

plants, water and landforms were being formed and given life. 

Tjukurpa is recorded in the stories and song sagas that tell of the creative 

acts and journeys of Anangu Ancestors who were able to shift their shapes 

between animal, plant and human form, thus establishing the law of 

interconnectivity of all living and non-living in the lands and water of 

Central Australia (James 2005 p. 4). 

These stories recount the journeys and interactions of the ancestor beings as they lived, died 

and created the land and celestial forms in the creation period. These ancestor beings took 

on the shapes and identities of the faunal and floral species of the region, emerged from 

                                                           
17 Anangu means ‘person’ in Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara and is used by speakers to refer to 

themselves as individuals and as a term of group identification. The Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara 
grammar and orthography used in this article draws on Goddard (1985). 
18 Tjukurpa can be roughly translated into English as the Dreaming, but Anangu will always use the 
word Tjukurpa. The sacred stories that traverse the continent and form the Tjukurpa are often 
translated into English as ‘songlines’. 
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totemic sites such as waterholes, and moved across the landscape, giving it shape by their 

activities, in the form of hills, caves, watercourses, trees, rocks, stars and other features of 

the natural landscape (Edwards 1997). Many Anangu see themselves, and mammals, reptiles, 

birds, and other species, as descended from these ancestors, with the spiritual essence of 

the ancestor, or kurunpa, residing in people, other species and natural features (Edwards 

1997). Thus, Anangu are related to the land, other species, and all other aspects of the 

environment, with each clan group vested with specific rights and obligations to the land, 

resources, stories and rituals of their region. Anangu continue to sing and dance the stories 

and songs of the Tjukurpa, with the performance of these songlines needed to keep their 

Law alive. 

The Tjukurpa describes the principles of religion, philosophy and human behaviour that must 

be observed in order for people to live harmoniously with each other and the land. It also 

provides vital knowledge for people to thrive in a desert landscape, such as where to locate 

water, and provides a way of ‘knowing’ a place without ever having been there. The 

ecological knowledge needed to live in the desert was taught by family members as small 

family groups moved throughout the Country, and included plant and animal foods, bush 

medicine, fire management and daily interactions with spiritual beings of the land. A well-

defined kinship system played a role in the development of the rich lives of Anangu who lived 

on their Country, with time to develop intricate cultural practices (Last 1976). Kin networks 

were dispersed and extensive (Strehlow 1965, Peterson 1976, Keen 2004), with marriages 

between people from distant Countries. These marriages established ‘relations of production 

and access to land within a larger ecological region’ (Myers 1986 p. 71). 

Anangu own and have responsibilities for Country covering over 350,000 km² of Australia’s 

Western Desert19, transcending three state and territory boundaries (South Australia, 

Western Australia, and the Northern Territory). However, while they have always owned, 

and continue to own, their clan estates, from 1788 until 1981 the only land title system that 

was recognised in Australian statutory law was the British system of private property rights. 

Today, Anangu have such rights over 103,000 km² of Country in the northwest corner of 

South Australia, known as the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands (see Figure 

1.1 in Chapter 1). The APY Lands are bordered by Western Australia in the west and the 

                                                           
19 The term ‘Western Desert’ was developed and adopted by linguists and anthropologists such as 
Tindale (1937) and Douglas (1958) in the early to mid-20th century. 



Chapter 4: Local histories of evaluation 

121 

 

Northern Territory in the north and cover approximately 10% of the total area of the state of 

South Australia. 

The main languages spoken on the APY Lands are Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara, with 

only 12.9% of people speaking English at home (ABS 2016) (see Table 4.1). While 

Yankunytjatjara is a distinct language, it is closely related, and mutually intelligible, to 

Pitjantjatjara. They are both Western Desert language dialects, amongst a cluster of other 

desert languages. Yankunytjatjara people typically lived in the east, in the area closest to the 

Musgrave Ranges and Pitjantjatjara people have Country and kinship links to Country as far 

north as Uluru in the Northern Territory. The approximate distribution of Pitjantjatjara, 

Yankunytjatjara and neighbouring dialects and languages, including Ngaanyatjarra, are 

shown in Figure 4.2. 

Table 4.1 Number of people speaking Pitjantjatjara, Yankunytjatjara, and other Indigenous 
languages other than English at home in the APY Lands, compared to across Australia  

 

Source: (ABS 2016c) 

 

Language 
 

APY Lands 
(Total population: 2,276) 

Australia 
(Total population: 23,401,892) 

 
Number of 
speakers 

% of population 
Number of 
speakers 

% of population 

Pitjantjatjara 1,481 65.6 3,125 Negligible 

Yankunytjatjara 68 3.0 420 Negligible 

Western Arranta 9 0.4 440 Negligible 

Warlpiri 7 0.3 2,304 Negligible 

Ngaanyatjarra 4 0.2 1,112 Negligible 

English only 
spoken at home 

292 12.9 17,020,417 72.7 
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Figure 4.2 Map of Pitjantjatjara, Yankunytjatjara and neighbouring dialects (approximate distribution, after Hobson, 1990) 

Source: (Hobson 1990) in (Goddard 1996 p. viii)
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The APY Lands experience an arid, desert climate. The summers are very hot and dry (average 

maximum of 34 degrees Celsius (C)), and the winters cold, with overnight frosts common 

(average minimum of 4C) (Burbidge et al. 1988). Rainfall is low and unreliable. The highest 

rainfalls occur over the Musgrave Ranges near Pukatja, but many years can pass with lower 

than average precipitation. The geology of the APY Lands is old and in the northern part of 

the APY Lands, the Musgrave, Tomkinson, Everard and Mann Ranges rise from the red desert 

sand plains. The highest point in South Australia is Ngarutjaranya (Mt Woodroffe) in the APY 

Lands in the Musgrave Ranges (1,435 metres above sea level). The red sandy desert supports 

vast tracts of spinifex grasslands and mulga woodlands. While river beds are often dry, river 

red gums and melaleucas line their banks. The unique social and environmental factors of 

the Western Desert region described above set it as very distinct compared to many other 

Indigenous peoples and geographies in Australia 

 

4.3.2 Introductions of Piranpa, flora and fauna into Anangu 

worldviews 
Explorers and the expansion of the pastoral industry across the Australian continent drove 

the arrival of Piranpa20 into Pitjantjatjara Country from the late nineteenth century. This 

arrival brought the introduction of new plants, animals, languages and religions to 

Pitjantjatjara people, and many aspects of these have been folded into Anangu worldviews. 

Over time, these introductions have played a role in the contemporary development of 

Anangu land management and evaluation practices, which will be explored throughout this 

chapter. 

The expedition of Ernest Giles and William Gosse in 1873 was the first foreign arrival into the 

Pitjantjatjara lands and Anangu worldview, as they sought a route from the Overland 

Telegraph Line to the west coast of the continent (Edwards 1992). Later decades saw a variety 

of explorers, surveyors, prospectors, researchers and adventurers entering Pitjantjatjara 

Country, although the harsh desert conditions which limited food and water resources, and 

the great distance between towns and from city centres, limited the size of early exploration 

parties. 

Accompanying these early exploration expeditions were often Afghan cameleers and their 

camels. Camels were used because the climatic conditions were too hash for other transport 

                                                           
20 Piranpa is the Pitjantjatjara word for non-Indigenous people. 



Chapter 4: Local histories of evaluation 

124 

 

animals like horses. Camels are able to survive in arid conditions by going for long periods 

without water and eating most of the native plant foods available, including those that poison 

cattle and horses (Edwards et al. 2008). Camels were the primary means of bulk transport in 

the outback before the building of railways and the widespread adoption of motor vehicles. 

The introduction of camels was therefore pivotal to Piranpa developments (Rose 1965). 

During this time, the pastoral industry was expanding in the outback and herds of sheep, 

cattle, horses, donkeys and goats were introduced to the landscape. Cattle stations became 

an established source of rations, water, work (unpaid or low wages) and shelter for Anangu. 

Many older Anangu are retired stockmen and have continued to embrace the cattleman’s 

life on the land, including the dress, social customs and identity that were formed during this 

time. 

The appearance in the landscape of species of animals with no relationship to the Tjukurpa 

and no totemic affiliation with Anangu challenged their worldview. Mr Tjilari was a 

Pitjantjatjara man, born in approximately 1928 near Mount Davies and passed away in 2015 

when I lived in Umuwa for my second period of fieldwork. He saw his first camels and horses 

when Piranpa travelled through in search of dingo scalps. In his story Seeing Camels, Mr Tjilari 

recalled that while he was camping as a child with his family, a group of camels arrived. At 

the sight of the camels he wondered: 

Nyaa nyangatja pitjanyi? Kala pulkara nguluringu munu wirtjapakanu. 

What is this coming? We were very frightened and ran away. (Tjilari 2009, 

quoted in Edwards 1997 p. 41). 

He told of their trying to talk to the camels as though they were human. When the camels 

would not talk back, they came to the conclusion that: 

Nyanytju ngurpangku nyangatja. 

This horse is ignorant. (Tjilari 2009, quoted in Edwards 1997 p. 41). 

These stories of encounter tell of the initial fear Anangu felt at the sight of these newly 

arrived animals and how they gradually came to grips with their strange form and 

characteristics (see, for example, Richards et al. 2002). For Pitjantjatjara people, the contact 

with Piranpa and all the things they brought with them ‘was not so much the end of the 

Tjukurpa, but the beginning of a new era in which for the first time there was a competing 

worldview to be held in balance with the old’ (Edwards 1997). 
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Vaarzon-Morel (2012) argues that the role of introduced animals should not be overlooked 

in the process of intercultural formation and economic transformation in the desert 

landscape. Looking at human, animal and environmental interrelationships in their historic 

specificity is therefore important. Anangu engagements with camels in the Western Desert 

were, and continue to be, fundamentally intertwined with transformations in the 

socioeconomic and ecological landscapes. Anangu not only hunted camels for food, but also 

used them in a range of ways that contributed to building and sustaining both the frontier 

and domestic economies of the region. These complex connections are a window through 

which we can understand the social, intercultural and human/animal relations on the APY 

Lands, as well as issues of power and ontology. 

Stories about the introduction of camels into the landscape tie intimately into stories about 

the introduction of buffel grass, a widespread introduced grass species in central Australia. 

During the 1870s, Afghan cameleers would restuff their worn harnesses and saddle packs 

that they had brought from their homelands while they were travelling, discarding the 

original buffel grass (Friedel et al. 2006). They also hand spread the grass as they travelled to 

provide food for their animals on future journeys (Humphreys 1967). Much later, buffel grass 

was widely introduced into the Alice Springs district (sanctioned by scientists) as an improved 

pasture species and for stabilising soil (Friedel et al. 2006). 

Along with sheep farming, the main economic enterprises that Piranpa undertook in the 

region in the late 19th and early 20th centuries were ‘dogging’ – the activity of killing dingoes 

that threatened sheep flocks and presenting their scalps for payment. Responding to the 

threat from the dingo to pastoral stock, the South Australian Government passed the Wild 

Dogs Act in 1912, with similar schemes introduced into Western Australia and the Northern 

Territory in the 1920s (Gara 2005). The colonists’ bureaucratic reframing of the dingo as 

‘vermin’ and as a commodity (Young 2010 p. 296), with a bounty offered for the presentation 

of its ‘scalp’, set in motion some of the earliest sustained encounters between Piranpa and 

Anangu. The bushmen who pursued the bounty came to be known as ‘doggers’ and they 

traded dingo scalps with Anangu for goods, mostly flour, tea, sugar and tobacco (O’Connor 

2007, Young 2010). The doggers in turn received a government bounty of 7s 6d21 for each 

scalp (Mattingley and Hampton 1987). In some respects, dogging is the Australian desert 

equivalent to the North American fur trade (Layton 1992). Both dogging and the fur trade are 

early examples of Indigenous people grasping opportunities and having the agency to take 

                                                           
21 7s 6d in 1912 is equivalent to about $45 in 2017 (Reserve Bank of Australia 2019). 
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advantage of a changing world. Examples of these moments are rife throughout history and 

include the adoption by Indigenous people across Australia of a myriad of initiatives that have 

supported Indigenous people to care for their Country in a contemporary world, including 

the widespread adoption of ILSM programs. 

By 1930, the Ernabella Soak (as it was known in English) had been transformed into a ‘settler 

depot’ – a place where Anangu and doggers came to barter dingo skins. Anangu were moving 

to Ernabella even prior to the establishment of the mission, which Reverend Downing argued 

was probably a result of a severe drought in 1928, with Anangu leaving their country due, 

amongst other things, to competition with pastoralists for the scarce water resources 

(Downing 1988). The dingo trade drove the development of a ‘frontier economy’, with the 

collection of scalps allowing Anangu to travel back to their Country, acquire food and other 

goods, and earn money. During the early years of settlement life, the collection of dingo 

scalps was one of the main sources of income which allowed people to buy the supplies they 

required to return to the bush. It was on ‘dogging’ trips that many people who were born on 

the mission or pastoral stations first saw their parents’ Country (Layton 1992). 

As was the case for Indigenous people around Australia during colonisation, there is recorded 

evidence of murders and mistreatment of Anangu at the hands of both doggers and 

pastoralists (Duguid 1972, Young 2010). The proclamation of the North-West Aboriginal 

Reserve in 1921, an area of 56,721 km², provided some protection to the land and to Anangu 

from these depredations (Edwards 1997) and the reserve was subsequently expanded in 

1938 and 1949 (Summers 2004). 

 

4.3.3 Centralisation of Anangu off Country (late 1800s – 1950s) 
The pressure of pastoral animals and domestic transport camels, which were released into 

the desert when no longer needed for transport, put stress on already scarce food and water 

resources. The sinking of bores and access to basic provisions such as tea, flour and sugar on 

pastoral stations, and eventually missions, drove a movement towards a more sedentary 

residence for Anangu. However, people were still being ‘brought in’ from a nomadic desert 

life as late as 1984 (Osborne 2015) and many of the older people I worked with in the APY 

Lands were born and grew up living in the bush. Living off natural resources became more 

difficult, however, as the environmental resources necessary to sustain a nomadic lifestyle 

were impacted by the pressures of pastoralism, with many native mammals now highly 

threatened or extinct in the region (Ireland et al. 2018). These native animals provided food 
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sources until relatively recently and embody the ancestral characters recounted in the 

Tjukurpa (Osborne 2015). For example, the warru (Black-footed Rock-wallaby, Petrogale 

lateralis) and the tjakura (Great Desert Skink, Egernia kintorei) were once hunted but are 

now too scarce for this to be feasible. It is possible that conservation interest in these species 

has also changed hunting behaviours, which will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 

The establishment of the Presbyterian Mission at Ernabella from 1937 was, according to 

Edwards (1992), intended to be a ‘buffer zone’ from the negative effects of colonisation, as 

well as a ‘centralisation’ zone. Young (2010) has argued that the commodification of the 

dingo skin was largely responsible for the establishment of the mission to protect Anangu 

from exploitation by the doggers. Dr Charles Duguid, an Adelaide surgeon who had received 

reports of the exploitation of labour, abuse of women, unfair trading and lack of health 

services, visited the region in 1935 and expressed concern about Anangu moving to white 

settlements to the east (Edwards 1992). The lease of Ernabella station was purchased by the 

Presbyterian Church and the mission was established with an emphasis on medical services 

and education (Duguid 1972, see also Last 2002). Following a visit in 1939, Duguid wrote that: 

Ernabella is the first buffer station in Australia deliberately planted 

between the old and the new civilisations. We are seeking to show the 

natives how much better they are in their own country – free to roam at 

will – than sitting down at a cattle station in rags (Duguid 1939 p. 5). 

He laid down the following principles for the mission: 

There was to be no compulsion nor imposition of our way of life on the 

Aborigines, nor deliberate interference with tribal custom … only people 

trained in some particular skill should be on the mission staff, and … they 

must learn the tribal language (Duguid 1972 p. 115). 

The prioritisation of local language and continued encouragement of Anangu cultural and 

familial responsibilities drove the philosophy of the mission, which aimed to provide a 

brokerage between traditional life and Western society, through engagement in food 

production, pastoral ventures, schooling, arts and craft, the church and the choir (Osborne 

2015). As discussed in Chapter 2, the official policy relating to Indigenous people in the 1950s 

and 1960s was assimilation, as formulated by the Australian Council for Native Welfare in 

1951 (Edwards 2011). While the mission toed the line of assimilation by encouraging and 

enabling Anangu to achieve the same lifestyle as other Australians, they modified the 
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approach by using the local vernacular and encouraging minimal interference in traditional 

practices, which did occasionally bring them into conflict with the government (Edwards 

2011). The Ernabella Mission encouraged Anangu to continue hunting, rather than become 

dependent on mission food, did not force Anangu to wear clothes, and did not confine 

children to dormitories or remove them from their families (Hope 1983). Many of the 

destructive elements that were present in other missions and government settlements 

around Australia were absent from Ernabella. However, the effect of the mission on Anangu 

was not entirely benign, as they only ever received minimal wages for their work performed, 

and were effectively ‘colonised’ by their increasing dependence on mission goods and 

services, and a subsequent loss of autonomy (O’Connor 2007). 

By the 1940s and through the 1950s, the population at Ernabella had risen to about 400 

people, with a school opening in 1940 (Edwards 1992). While there continued to be a high 

movement of people travelling on foot, horses, donkeys and camels throughout their 

Country for ceremonial and social reasons, drought in the 1950s and throughout the 1960s 

played a role in people remaining at Ernabella, and Warburton Mission to the west and 

Areyonga to the north, as food and water were easier to obtain at these centres (Edwards 

1992). 

Throughout the middle of the 1900s, the mission continued to assist Anangu to return to 

their homelands and to keep contact with their Country twice a year – at Christmas when 

mission activity ceased and at dingo pupping season (Downing 1988 p. 34). The missionaries 

would ‘drive out with supplies of flour, sugar, tea, baby foods, etc. to trade with them for the 

[dingo] scalps… Camels were the main load bearers for these trips’ (Reverend Edwards, 

quoted in Vaarzon-Morel 2012 p. 85). 

A strong connection was established in Anangu minds between Christianity, the mission 

order and camels and donkeys. Today, many Anangu still associate camels with the Three 

Wise Men and Jesus and donkeys with transporting Mary to Bethlehem (Vaarzon-Morel 

2008). Indeed, Nativity Plays were often performed at the Ernabella Mission, with Anangu 

dressed as the Three Wise Men leading camels and Mary carried on a donkey, the Ernabella 

Choir singing carols in the background (Vaarzon-Morel 2012). Vaarzon-Morel (2010) has 

argued that it is for this reason that many people are opposed to culling camels or donkeys 

for meat or other purposes, despite the significant environmental damage they cause. So 

often in Indigenous Australia stories are told of conquest and resistance, but with regard to 
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camels and donkeys in Central Australia, the story is one of creativity and resilience, with 

Anangu accommodating them into their lives and worldviews. 

 

4.3.4 Decentralisation of Anangu back to Country (1960s – 1980s) 
The population at Ernabella living there on a semi-permanent basis had grown significantly 

throughout the 1900s, which caused tension. Disputes arose between members of clan 

groups living in close proximity to each other (Edwards 1992). The residence of some groups 

away from their own Country where they had authority and obligations to the sites, stories 

and rituals was a source of sadness and concern. Tensions also arose as Anangu with links to 

Ernabella felt threatened by the growing influence, power and status of other groups, 

through access to work, education and the church. The increasingly sedentary lifestyle of the 

growing population placed increasing environmental pressure on resources such as water 

and firewood around the mission. 

Edwards (1988) described the period following 1967 as ‘Pitjantjatjara decentralisation’, as 

Anangu established smaller townships and homelands surrounding the Ernabella mission 

(see Figure 4.3). This followed a paper presented by Dr Victor Coombs entitled 

‘Decentralisation trends among Aboriginal communities’ at the 45th Australian and New 

Zealand Association for the Advancement of Science (ANZAAS) Congress in Perth. Coombs 

described the movement as ‘one response to the complex problems created by contact with 

our society’ (Coombs 1974 p. 135). The homelands movement followed the 1967 

referendum22, which shifted responsibility of funding and policy making in relation to 

Aboriginal people from the states to the Commonwealth Government. Anangu were 

empowered and supported to establish their own townships and homelands with an 

economic base and social welfare benefits (Osborne 2015). 

In 1957, the Aborigines Protection Board of South Australia agreed to establish a station 

settlement – Musgrave Park, in the western Musgrave ranges – to be run by the Protection 

Board on the Reserve (O’Connor 2007). Musgrave Park was renamed Amata in the mid-1960s 

after a nearby waterhole. Six families were selected by the board to move from Ernabella to 

Amata, based on their links to Country nearby, and by 1962 there was a regular population 

                                                           
22 On the 27th of May, 1967, the Australian Government held a referendum to approve two 
amendments to the Australian constitution, to include Aboriginal Australians in determinations of 
population (the census) and empower the Federal Parliament to legislate specifically for Aboriginal 
Australians. 
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of 150, swelling to over 400 during times of ceremony (Edwards 1992). A school was 

established in 1968, by which time the regular population had risen to over 300 people. 

During this time, the Presbyterian Board of Mission also had plans to expand west, and, with 

financial assistance from the government, built the beginnings of the township of Fregon at 

Kaltjiti in 1961, with the names Kaltjiti and Fregon used interchangeably today. The township 

was administered from Ernabella and was designed for about 100 people, although the 

population rose steadily throughout the next two decades to over 250 people by the late 

1970s (Edwards 1992). In 1968, an area of 30 km² was gazetted from the Granite Downs 

station pastoral lease and the South Australian Department of Aboriginal Affairs established 

the Indulkana Aboriginal Reserve at a waterhole on the Indulkana creek. A school was opened 

at Indulkana in 1971. 

A further decentralisation period followed with the establishment of smaller homelands from 

the late 1970s into the late 1990s. Homeland schools were built and resourced in the 1980s 

and 1990s to provide schooling and stability to these smaller family groups (Osborne 2015). 

The Pitjantjatjara Homelands Health Service was established at Kalka in 1978 to service the 

homeland centres in the area. Residents of Fregon opened a township at Watarru and a 

school was opened in 1986. It remained one of the more stable homelands for many years. 

The township at Kanpi, on the road between Pipalyatjara and Amata, was occupied 

intermittently from 1977 until a solar power plant was built in 1988 to provide power for 

lighting and refrigeration and the population stabilised. The township at Nyapari a few 

kilometres east of Kanpi was also settled sporadically from 1979 until the provision of housing 

in 1987 stabilised the township. Anangu living away from their Country relished the 

opportunity to move back to familial and ancestral homelands, which came with financial, 

infrastructure, and local decision making opportunities (Edwards 1988). 
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Figure 4.3 Homelands across the APY Lands, including Ernabella for geographical reference 

Source: (Karina Pelling, CartoGIS, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific, from Edwards 2016) 
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Wallace (1977) wrote a comprehensive report on Pitjantjatjara decentralisation in 1977 and, 

while he acknowledged there were several motivations, he emphasised the desire to be near 

one’s own Country, where ancestors travelled and relationships to Tjukurpa required 

attending to. Downing (1988) identified the main motivation for Anangu to move away from 

Ernabella mission as the opportunity to return to and care for their Country. Anangu were 

also concerned that culturally significant sites might be desecrated by prospecting and 

mining ventures in the region (Toyne and Vachon 1984). For example, the camp at Putaputa 

was initiated by older men associated with important Malu (red kangaroo, Macropus rufus) 

Tjukurpa sites nearby, who started camping there to protect the sites from any disturbances 

from nickel mining in the area (Edwards 2016). A windmill and a tank were then erected at 

Putaputa by 1976. Perhaps not surprisingly, Edwards (2016) has argued that many of the 

homelands across the APY Lands were built near important Tjukurpa sites – for example, 

Kunamata is near Ili (native fig, Ficus platypoda) Tjukurpa, Kunytjanu is near the Wanampi 

(water serpent) story, Walytjitjata is close to sites of Kutungu (the first mother) and 

Kampurara (bush tomato, Solanum centrale) Tjukurpa, Kata ala is at a Nyiinyii (zebra finch, 

Taeniopygia guttata) site and Kanpi is near a Kalaya (emu, Dromaius novaehollandiae) site. 

Alongside the homeland movement of the late 1970s and the push around Australia for 

Indigenous systems of communal title as land ownership to be recognised in Australian law, 

the Pitjantjatjara Council was formed in 1976 (Edwards 1992). The Pitjantjatjara Council 

negotiated with the South Australian government and in 1981 Anangu ownership of some of 

their clan estates was recognised by the South Australian Parliament. The Pitjantjatjara Land 

Rights Act 1981 (SA) was passed, recognising Anangu ownership to more than 102,360 km² 

of arid land in the north-west of South Australia. The most westerly section of the land 

granted was formerly the North West Aboriginal Reserve, proclaimed in 1921. The legislation 

also included inalienable freehold tenure over the Indulkana Reserve, as well as pastoral 

lease land, including Ernabella, Kenmore Park and Everard Park. The Granite Downs leases 

were added to the freehold lands on their expiration, adding 9,519 km². The name of the Act 

was changed in 2005 to the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Land Rights Act 1981 (SA) 

to recognise Anangu ownership of the land. The area granted under the Act is known as the 

Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Lands (APY Lands) and now covers over 103,000 km² 

or approximately 10% of the state of South Australia. Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara 

(APY) was established by the Act and has operated as the principal governing body for the 

Lands since then. 
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The land title deed was handed to Anangu representatives by the then Premier David Tonkin 

on the 4th of November 1981 at Itjinpiri, eight kilometres north of Ernabella (Edwards 2011). 

The Act was a milestone in the struggle for land rights not only for Anangu, but for Indigenous 

groups around Australia, as it introduced new concepts of land holding and land control and 

was a precursor for the Native Title Act, passed in 1993. The Native Title Act 1993 (Cth) 

recognises in Australian law that Indigenous people have always had a system of law and 

ownership of their lands that existed before the arrival of non-Indigenous people (AIATSIS 

2016). 

 

4.3.5 Recentralisation of Anangu back off Country (2000 – current) 
As outlined in the introduction to this chapter, the policy period following 2000 has been 

described by Osborne (2015) as ‘recentralisation’, as Anangu families have moved back to 

the larger townships like Ernabella, Fregon and Amata from their homelands. The population 

at Watarru decreased due to, amongst other things, tensions in the township and it is 

currently unoccupied, as the school and store were closed in 2012 (Owen 2015). The 

movement of people back from the smaller homelands is in part because the smaller 

homelands ceased to receive Commonwealth Government funding in 2005, and in part due 

to the complexities of everyday contemporary Anangu lives, including the need to access 

appointments in town, football training, mobile phone reception, and education 

opportunities. The occupancy of almost all the smaller homelands has always been periodic 

(see Edwards 2016 for a comprehensive history of the Pitjantjatjara homelands movement) 

and some did not remain occupied as older people died or returned to the larger townships 

for better access to services. These homelands were also not immune from the tensions (clan 

groups living in close proximity) and social problems (refuge from alcohol and petrol sniffing) 

from which Anangu had set them up in the first place (Edwards 2016). 

Although this does not hold for all Anangu families, the Anangu polity as a whole is today 

both dependent economically on state (SA), territory (NT) and federal governments, and 

frequently in tension with them to maintain a degree of administrative control, cultural 

distinctiveness and autonomy as a group (Eickelkamp 2011). This is due, in part, to the 

remoteness of the APY Lands as compared to the urban and political centres of Australia and 

the freehold title that their land is held under. These characteristics have ensured Anangu 

have been able to sustain the cultural boundaries and vitality of their life-worlds, but has also 

made economic development difficult (Eickelkamp 2011). In addition to this, since the 
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Ernabella mission came under self-administration in the early 1970s, there has been a 

steadily increasing number of non-Indigenous professionals on the APY Lands (16.4% 

according to ABS 2016c), and with it a concurrent dependence on their expertise to provide 

township and administrative services. According to Eickelkamp (2011), interactions between 

Anangu and Piranpa and their mutual knowledge of each other’s life-worlds have diminished 

since mission times. This is despite the post-mission era bringing intensified relationships 

with government bureaucracies through land rights legislation, social policies and funding, 

and program-based interventions. In addition to this, Anangu society is active and 

transforming, as all societies and cultures are. Language is changing; totemic beliefs have 

become knitted with Christianity; Tjukurpa stories have been translated and links forged 

through contemporary expressions like artworks; ceremonies have been abridged in some 

instances and expanded in geographic scope in others; the population is growing and 

becoming younger; and new forms of mobility have been embraced, including cars, planes 

and communication technology (Eickelkamp 2011).  

Some of the homelands across the APY Lands do remain occupied and many of the buildings 

continue to exist as important features and support structures in the landscape. Many of the 

roads to access Country pass by them, and some have functional water tanks and provide 

shelter and campsites for stopovers during trips to Country. The memories held in the 

homelands because of the old people who fought for their building and then lived at them 

again on their Country with their families are also important. Regardless, it has become 

increasingly difficult for Anangu to maintain a consistent presence at their homelands and on 

Country. 

4.3.6 Development of contemporary Anangu land management 

programs, governance arrangements and evaluative practices 
Over the last four decades, Anangu have worked with Piranpa across the APY Lands to 

develop locally specific programs, including in land management. As many Anangu do not 

living consistently on their Country, they have worked to develop institutional support to 

care for their important places. This section details the institutions that work across the APY 

Lands to assist Anangu in this task. 

In 1989 and 1990, workshops were held across the APY Lands to discuss efforts to develop 

land management. In a report from these workshops, Snowden (1990) states the 

requirements for consultation and informed consent for environmental management and 

economic development derive from the functions and obligations of APY under the Anangu 
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Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Land Rights Act 1981 (SA). APY Land Management was then 

established in 1990 to assist Anangu to realise their aspirations to care for their Country. 

For Aṉangu, the country, the manta [earth, soil], is the centre and basis of 

all aspects of life…. Land Management is doing all the things to make sure 

the spirit of the land is alive and well. When the country is sick then 

Aṉangu have to make sure it gets well and healthy again (Snowden 1990 

p. 6). 

Pleshet (2018) argues that land management was framed in terms of local institutions of 

Anangu governance on the one hand, and considerations of specific types of cultural relations 

to land on the other. 

APY Land Management is based in Umuwa, along with APY Anthropology and the APY 

administrative centre. Umuwa was built to house the administration and services 

infrastructure of APY, with the location chosen because of its cultural neutrality and central 

location to the main townships (Tedmanson 2016). The purpose-built centre ensures no 

kinship group are favoured over others. According to Tedmanson (2016), the management 

of potential local kinship rivalries through the creation of ‘neutral’ places for meetings has an 

established precedent in Anangu culture. 

APY Land Management manages and coordinates the Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) and 

Working on Country (WoC) projects across the Lands. Most of the coordinators of the IPA 

and WoC projects live in Umuwa, use the APY Land Management Office, and commute to 

work on Country with Anangu Rangers and Traditional Owners (TOs). Land management 

work on Country with Anangu is either undertaken on day trips, or multi-day camping trips, 

depending on the distances and work tasks – many of the townships where Anangu Rangers 

and TOs live are a full day’s drive from the main office in Umuwa. 

There are five IPAs in the APY Lands (see Figure 4.4), including: 

- Watarru IPA – declared 2000 (12,000 km²) 

- Walalkara IPA – declared 2000 (7,000 km²) 

- Kalka-Pipalyatjara IPA – declared 2010 (5,800 km²) 

- Apara-Makiri-Punti IPA – declared 2011 (11,090 km²)  

- Antara-Sandy Bore IPA – declared 2011 (8,460 km²) 
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While there are certainly women working within the IPAs across the APY Lands, WoC provides 

additional funding to APY Land Management for a women’s project. The Women’s Project – 

Minymaku Warka – commenced in 2013 and aims to increase the participation of women in 

land management work and training across the APY Lands. The project works in areas outside 

of IPAs, particularly around Pukatja (Ernabella), Mimili and Indulkana (Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara n.d.). 

 

Figure 4.4 Indigenous Protected Areas in the APY Lands 

Source: Pia Harkness, Charles Darwin University 

WoC also provides funding to APY Land Management for a threatened species recovery 

project. The Warru Project was initiated in 2007 with the formation of the Warru Recovery 

Team, to manage warru23, the Black-footed Rock-wallaby (Petrogale lateralis). Warru once 

lived in the rocky hills all over Central and Western Australia but have declined in recent years 

                                                           
23 While the term for the black-footed rock wallaby is technically spelt ‘waru’ (Goddard 1996), the 

Warru Recovery Team were instructed by the Traditional Owners to use the term ‘Warru’ to 

distinguish it from ‘waru’, meaning fire (Read and Ward 2011b). The ‘r’ in Pitjantjatjara is pronounced 

as a rolled r. The ‘tt’ sound in ‘butter’ when spoken very fast is like the Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara 

‘r’ (Goddard 1996). Underlined ‘r’s sound the same as in English (for example, ‘rake’ or ‘hurry’), and 

are written with underlining to distinguish them from the rolled ‘r’s. 
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in both abundance and distribution. In the APY Lands they are found near Pukatja in the 

eastern Musgrave Ranges and near Kalka in the western Tomkinson Ranges. There is now an 

East Warru Ranger team based in Pukatja and a West Warru Ranger team based in Kalka, 

with a coordinator for each team. The Warru Project employs permanent and casual Rangers 

in Pukatja and Kalka to monitor warru, manage weeds and control predators. The project 

also employs TOs to attend all trapping surveys. 

Past projects of APY Land Management that no longer receive funding include ‘Kuka Kanyini’ 

– Looking after preferred game animals – which was initiated in 2003 as a pilot around 

Watarru, with the aim to expand the project throughout the APY Lands. The aspirations of 

the project were to manage Country, conserve biodiversity, maintain culture, provide 

employment, and improve the diet of Anangu in remote townships and homelands (Wilson 

et al. 2004). The premise was to work with both Anangu knowledge of Tjukurpa and Country, 

and Piranpa scientific knowledge of wildlife management to improve wildlife habitat and 

harvest species such as malu (red kangaroo) and kalaya (emu) on a sustainable basis. The 

management actions included reintroducing kuka irititja (animals from before), non-native 

herbivore control, fire management, and cleaning and managing rockholes (Wilson et al. 

2004). The project ran for some years but had concluded by the time I arrived on the APY 

Lands. Anangu often talked about increasing kuka for hunting on the Lands, but it did not 

appear to be priority for Piranpa staff at APY Land Management. 

Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource Management (AWNRM) also has a presence on the APY 

Lands. There are eight NRM regions in South Australia, each with a regional NRM board that 

is responsible for the development of the plan for that region. Natural Resources Alinytjara 

Wilurara is the agency that delivers programs and projects on behalf of the Alinytjara 

Wilurara NRM Board. The AWNRM region covers the north-west third of South Australia (see 

Figure 4.5).  
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Figure 4.5 The Alinytjara Wilurara region, including the APY lands and the pastoral areas of 

APY 

Source: (Feuerherdt et al. 2018) 

Alinytjara means north and wilurara means west in Pitjantjatjara. AWNRM funds a land 

management program in Kanpi and Nyapari in the north of the APY Lands. Activities include 
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rockhole fence construction and training, buffel grass control, and women’s land and culture 

work, in which I was involved in both 2014 and 2015. A Healthy Country Plan (HCP) was 

developed for Kanpi/Nyapari, which outlines the work Traditional Owners would like 

completed for the area. 

 

4.4 In the savannah 

4.4.1 Introduction to Yugul Mangi People and to Ngukurr and the 

surrounding regions 
 

 

Story 4.2 Arriving in Place – to the Savannah. 

In July 2014, after a month recalibrating from my time living in the desert, I headed out to 

Ngukurr one Sunday morning. To get to Ngukurr from Darwin you drive out of town on the 

Stuart Highway, the road spine that runs through the middle of Australia. The two-lane 

bitumen highway, once a dirt track servicing the original Overland Telegraph line, links the 

Southern Ocean to the Timor Sea. I travelled south through Katherine and headed inland 

as the tropical environment started to dry. Unlike my previous trip to the desert where I 

continued straight on that same highway for over a thousand kilometres, just south of 

Mataranka I turned left down the Roper Highway. The double lane bitumen dwindled to a 

single lane. Wide cleared bushland fringed the highway, onto which you would bump your 

left wheel when passing another car, as they do the same but in reverse. When a road 

train passed you would slow right down, pull off the road and shelter under the low 

savannah trees while you watched the long trucks thunder past. After an hour the bitumen 

turned to dirt. The dirt road became progressively less maintained, as it serviced mainly 

mines, then pastoral and farmlands, then Indigenous townships. 

Again, my only company was a crackly radio, which soon dropped out of range after 

Mataranka. There was just the sound of the Troopy rattling over the dirt road. The noise 

of the car filled the cabin, along with the swirling red dust from the road. It was a dry 

season day. Across the huge blue-sky floated puffs of cloud in brilliant white. 

I had only been to this region once before. I was still unfamiliar with its beauty, the grand 

savannah terrain stretching further than the untrained eye can fathom. I opened the 

window and let the smoky air stream through. Smoke hung low across the landscape as 



Chapter 4: Local histories of evaluation 

140 

 

early dry season ‘cool’ fires burnt merrily away. Kites circled above, scouring for the rich 

pickings of charred lizards, snakes and small birds, snap-cooked on the ashen ground. 

I crossed two rivers – the Roper and the Wilton – on the long journey to Ngukurr. During 

the dry season the concrete causeways were covered in half a metre of water, but the wet 

season rains swelled the rivers and made them impassable for up to half the year24. Even 

during the dry season, crossing them involved some level of courage, as you could not help 

but imagine losing control, skittering off the concrete and into the waters downstream, 

habitat to large saltwater crocodiles. 

Over 300 kilometres after I left Katherine, with the sun hanging low in the sky at my back, 

I hit bitumen again. I had a vague idea that 1000 people lived in Ngukurr from a precursory 

internet search. By the time I had rolled past the turnoff to the airstrip and the ‘welcome 

to Ngukurr’ sign, past the school and the swimming pool, the outer limits of the town were 

already in view. 

The word ‘remote’ township conjures images of sleepy rural towns with only a service 

station and a historic pub to show evidence of a once prosperous past. This is in sharp 

contrast to Ngukurr which is busy with people, dogs, bikes and cars, the place a bustling 

hive of activity. The township may be geographically ‘remote’ from capital cities and 

service centres but for the people here it is the centre of the universe. 

The Ranger shed sits on the outskirts of Ngukurr behind the old hospital, a small empty 

building clad in dark green weatherboards. Many of the old people would later tell me 

they were born in that now empty building. I cruised slowly through town with the Troopy 

windows down, past the council buildings and down the hill past the art centre. Instead of 

following the road down to the river, I turned right back onto a dirt road. I parked outside 

the tall fences surrounding the Ranger shed and climbed nervously out of the Troopy. 

What if they didn’t like me? What if I said something stupid? Well, I’d definitely say lots of 

things that were stupid. But what if it was really stupid? What if, what if, what if…? I took 

a deep breath and straightened my shirt. 

I approached the sheds, one full of machinery and another full of huge baby-blue above-

ground swimming pools which I later found out had been part of an abandoned 

aquaculture project. The smallest shed was the office, out of which an air conditioner 

jutted, whirring away in the hot afternoon. I swiped at a fly and wiped a layer of sweat and 

                                                           
24 Bridges have since been built across the Wilton and Roper Rivers, which opened at the end of 2017 
and provide nearly year-round access to Ngukurr and surrounding townships. During the time I did 
fieldwork the mode of crossing these rivers was still the concrete causeways.  
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dirt from my forehead. The Rangers were sitting on an assortment of white plastic chairs, 

wheelie office chairs with missing backs and eskies. I told them who I was and where I had 

come from. They had been expecting me, and a flat surface was rustled up for me to sit 

on. 

 

Figure 4.6 The Roper River, seen on arrival at Ngukurr 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

 

The Country in which Ngukurr is located is in the far western Gulf of Carpentaria in southeast 

Arnhem Land (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1). It includes tidal flats, coastal dunes and long white 

sand beaches, backed by tropical savannah bushland and rugged sandstone plateaus. From 

these red earth plateaus run the Wilton, Phelp, Walker, Rose, and Roper Rivers, which 

traverse through gorges, wetlands and billabongs to join ancestral coastal estates which 

extend well out into the Gulf. Rainfall is highly variable and seasonal, with large falls during 

the ‘wet season’ (November – April) causing rivers to swell, and low, wetland areas to flood. 

Roads can become impassable while the Country turns a lush green with new growth and the 

air becomes thick and humid. Those same rivers and wetlands are reduced to brackish, 

muddy billabongs during the ‘dry season’ (May – October) and the colours of the Country 

become muted and crackle in the dry air. 
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Local Indigenous cosmologies both shape and are shaped by Country. A myriad of stories run 

over the land, through the soil, the sky and the people. These stories are known as Drimin in 

Kriol, translated as ‘Dreaming’ in English (Dickson 2015). Country is defined by these stories, 

with songlines and sacred sites lying within, or passing through, different estates. Each estate 

is owned by a group of people, with this ownership decided through birthplace, descent, 

and/or residence. Different people have different responsibilities for their estates, which 

creates a governance system for people and places.  

Clan estates bind people, Country and language and there are a large number of languages 

and clan estates in the Ngukurr region. Language names are used to reference both 

languages and large areas with which, in theory at least, speakers of that language would 

have lived and still have strong totemic affiliations (Merlan 1981). Ritharrngu/Wagilak and 

Nunggubuyu are in the north, Ngalakgan, Ngandi and Warndarrang are in the central area, 

and Alawa and Marra are in the south (see Figure 4.7). Other language groups that probably 

owned Country in the area include Yugul, Wilangarra and Binbin.ga people, but there is scant 

social or geographic information on who these people were or where they lived (Heath 1981, 

Baker 2010). The Ngalakgan People are the Traditional Owners of the Country which includes 

Ngukurr. 

In this thesis I refer to Indigenous people in the region as ‘Yugul Mangi People’ as together 

the clan groups that live in Ngukurr today are often referred to as such. This designation is 

done while highlighting that it does not presume to homogenise clearly distinct language 

groups but acknowledges that this designation has been adopted in contemporary times to 

unite the many clan groups living in Ngukurr. 

Ceremonial life has always been a core aspect of social and spiritual life, and includes the first 

initiation ceremony (Mandiwa), major ceremonies like Yabuduruwa and Gunabibi (or 

Kunapipi), and funeral and burial practices (Dickson 2015). The two significant ritual cycles, 

Gunabibi and Yabuduruwa, are considered necessary for the continuation of both ‘the 

human and natural species’ or ‘man and nature’ (Berndt 1951 p. 207, Elkin 1961 p. 174). 
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Figure 4.7 Geography of languages surrounding Ngukurr 

Source: (Dickson 2015) 

Rights and responsibilities for Country are shared between interdependent and 

complementary groups of people: mingirringgi (‘owners’), junggayi (‘managers’), and dalyin 

(‘backups’ or ‘supervisors’). While mingirringgi have specific rights and responsibilities to his 

or her Country, junggayi and dalyin hold the right to ‘speak for’ that Country. Mingirringgi, 

junggayi, and dalyin carry out the management and protection of the sites created by the 

ancestor beings, also known as sacred sites, in close collaboration with each other (Fache 

2017). The obligations that people have to, and relationships with, land, people, ceremonies, 

and other living things, are based on their semi-moiety. Those in a person’s mother’s semi-

moiety is a junggayi and therefore has a managerial and judicial role over everything in that 

person’s own semi-moiety (Dickson 2015). This system of ‘ownership’ and ‘management’ 

drives all interactions between people and the land and the sea. However, the Australian 

legal system (such as in the Aboriginal land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 (Cth)) only 

recognises mingirringgi as ‘Traditional Owners’ (Fache 2017). 
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Yugul Mangi People in the Roper River region have conceptualised and developed a 

sustainable system of land and water management (Watts 2012). They hunted and gathered 

local foods including rock and river kangaroo, plain wallaby, emu, turkey, wild duck, possum, 

echidna, crocodile, snakes, lizards, turtle and turtle eggs. Fish and crustaceans of all kinds 

were harvested from both freshwater and saltwater sources, while yams and lilies were 

collected from freshwater billabongs. Nuts (including wild coconut and those from palm and 

nutwood trees), wild figs, black and green plums, and wild bananas were staples of people’s 

diet (Joynt 1918). Local knowledge in the region continues to be acquired both by 

observation and through teachings over long time frames, as knowledge is passed down 

through generations (Gadgil et al. 1993). 

 

4.4.2 Introduction of Munanga, flora and fauna into Yugul Mangi 

worldviews 
Yugul Mangi People, like many Indigenous people in Northern Australia, were likely visited 

by and had interactions with Macassan traders for centuries prior to the arrival of other 

Munanga25 (Macknight 1976). The evidence to whether Macassans spent substantial time in 

the Ngukurr region is inconclusive, although Heath (1980 pp. 530–550) does detail an oral 

history account of Nunggubuyu interactions with Macassans. 

Ludwig Leichardt led the first Munanga exploration of the Roper River region in 1845, naming 

the river after John Roper, a member of his expedition (Berthon et al. 2008). Leichardt’s diary 

notes evidence of Yugul Mangi People living in the area along the way, as his party traversed 

the south-western corner of the region at Roper Bar. Munanga expansion advanced with the 

construction of the Overland Telegraph in 1871, a wire from Adelaide to Darwin, which was 

completed in 1872. The Roper Bar Crossing was then built in the early 1900s, as a supply line 

for the Telegraph (Berthon et al. 2008). 

The social history of this period is one of widespread displacement of Yugul Mangi People 

(Merlan 1978, Cole 1982). By around 1910 many of the original inhabitants of the Roper 

Valley had taken up residence on surrounding pastoral stations, had moved into the Arnhem 

Land Reserve, or had died in frontier violence (Morphy and Morphy 1984). Donald Thomson 

did report Nunggubuyu camps on the shores of Bennet Bay and at the Roper River estuary in 

the north of the south-east of Arnhem Land as late as 1935, so less population disruption 

                                                           
25 Munanga is the Kriol word for non-Indigenous person. 
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appears to have occurred in this region (cited in Burbank 1980 p. 5). There is not room here 

to provide an exhaustive history of the time, but suffice to say that, from oral histories from 

Yugul Mangi People and stories from Munanga at the time, violence was widespread and 

devastating. 

In a similar thread to the experience of Anangu in the desert, alongside the arrival of 

Munanga into Yugul Mangi Peoples’ worldviews came the arrival of new plants, animals, 

languages and religions. During the 1880s, a number of cattle stations were established both 

north and south of the Roper River (Thiele 1982). This followed the use of the Roper Valley 

as a transport corridor, which opened the region to commercial interests as cattle were 

moved overland from Burketown in Queensland, to Borroloola, then to Roper Bar and along 

to the Roper River through Elsey Station to the Victoria River District (Thiele 1982). The 

Eastern and African Cold Storage Co. Ltd acquired the leases of Elsey and Hodgson Downs as 

pastoral properties in the early 1900s. Cole (1977 p. 179) describes some early interactions 

between these Munanga ‘pioneers’ and Yugul Mangi People living on their own Country: 

In retaliation for cattle spearing, the Eastern and African Cold Storage 

Company, with callous indifference to human life, from time to time 

employed two gangs … systematically to hunt and shoot at sight any 

Arnhemlander, man, woman or child, whom they encountered. The older 

Aborigines of … [Ngukurr] tell vivid tales of those terrible times. 

Despite the frequent stories of violence on pastoral properties, they provided an economic 

opportunity for Yugul Mangi People and many people worked as stockmen on cattle stations 

in the region.  

In addition to cattle, Asian Swamp Buffalo (Bubalus bubalis) were introduced to the Top End 

of Australia in the early nineteenth century from what were then known as the Dutch East 

Indies. Albrecht et al. (2009) provide a comprehensive overview of the historical context, 

cultural construction, and non-Indigenous scientific values of buffalo in Northern Australia. 

This section details just a few instances salient to this thesis. Buffalo were introduced as a 

meat supply and as ‘beasts of burden’, or draught animals for pulling and carrying heavy 

loads. They therefore existed in Arnhem Land initially for strictly utilitarian purposes. When 

they were no longer needed, they were released into Arnhem Land and the tropical monsoon 

ecosystem has allowed their rapid population growth and movement across much of 

Northern Australia (Albrecht et al. 2009). It is unlikely that the early colonists thought of the 
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implications that these large herbivores would have on the environment or the complex 

cultural setting (Albrecht et al. 2009). 

For some Indigenous people in Arnhem Land, buffalo have been incorporated into the stories 

of creation (Altman 1982, Robinson et al. 2005). This has helped to deal with their ‘alien-

ness’, by giving them a place in relation to Country, culture, people and the environment. 

While I did not hear Yugul Mangi People in Ngukurr refer to buffalo as having a Drimin, this 

observation is not definitive, and people certainly engage with buffalo, as they form an 

important part of people’s diet and contemporary hunting practices. Buffalo quickly became 

a reliable source of fresh meat in a landscape and society that sources much of its food from 

the surrounding Country (Bowman and Robinson 2002). This is another example of 

intercultural formation and economic and cultural transformation, in a similar manner that 

occurred with camels in the central desert. 

 

4.4.3 Centralisation of Yugul Mangi off Country (late 1800s – 1950s) 
The town of Ngukurr as it is known today began life as a mission settlement at 

Mirlingbarrwarr on the Roper River (Dickson 2015 p. 78), established by the Church 

Missionary Society (CMS) in 1908 (Taylor et al. 2000). The mission catchment area was large 

– people came to live there from an area that stretched from the south-eastern section of 

the Arnhem Land escarpment, across to the Walker River in the North, south and east along 

the Gulf coast to Rosie Creek and west to Nutwood Downs and River Valley stations (Taylor 

et al. 2000). As detailed earlier, the people who ended up residing in the mission settlement 

came from seven main language groups – Marra, Ngandi, Alawa, Nunggubuyu, 

Ritharrngu/Wagilak, Wandarang and Ngalakgan. 

There are differing views on the Church’s motivations for setting up a mission – as a 

‘sanctuary’ for Aboriginal people in the region from the violence perpetrated against them 

(Bern 1974) or to curb the rapid acceleration in ‘half caste’ children in the Roper region 

(Edmonds 2007a p. 68). There are also different opinions on why Aboriginal people moved 

to the mission – in response to violence in the region (Roberts 2005) or to access to education 

(Freda Miramba Roberts, quoted in Dickson, 2015, p. 91; see also Roberts, 1986; Collins, 

1998). What is not contested is that the mission had a clear objective of ‘civilising’ (Harris 

1998 p. 204) and pursuing conversion to Christianity (Edmonds 2007b). The agenda of 

Christianising was explicitly outlined in the CMS instructions to the first missionaries, where 

they were proclaimed to be ‘set apart for the special work of proclaiming the Gospel of Our 
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Lord Jesus Christ to the Aborigines of Northern Australia and more particularly to those living 

on the vicinity of the Roper River’ and were described as ‘the Ambassadors of Christ’ (Church 

Missionary Association, 1908 quoted in Dickson, 2015). The ‘primary instruction’ to the 

missionaries from the CMS was to: ‘Teach Christ; preach Christ; live Christ; glorify Christ’ 

(Church Missionary Association, 1908 quoted in Dickson, 2015). 

In contrast to the Ernabella mission in the APY Lands, the lives of Yugul Mangi people on the 

Roper River mission were closely controlled in order to pursue the above stated goals of the 

mission. Children were placed in sex-segregated, missionary-supervised dormitories, where 

they were separated from their parents and educated in English by missionary teachers (Bern 

1974 pp. 86–87). Acceptance into the congregation was dependent on the abandonment of 

traditional practices and the practices of rituals, polygyny and infant betrothal were 

discouraged (see also Cole 1969). Dinah Garadji described the conditions mission children 

endured as punitive and subject to strict routine (Garadji 2004 quoted in Dickson 2015 p.79). 

Despite the mission offering protection to Aboriginal people from Munanga explorers and 

pastoralists and becoming a focal point for survivors of contact violence to regroup, it also 

resulted in the coercive loss of languages and practices. 

Old people in Ngukurr who grew up on the mission tell stories of being punished for speaking 

their traditional languages taught to them by their mothers, fathers, and families and talk 

about being forced to pull weeds and eat soap if they spoke their traditional languages 

(Cherry Daniels, pers. comm., 11 October 2014). At the mission, the children lived in 

dormitories with reduced parental contact and had to find a way to communicate with each 

other, in an environment where they were forced not to speak their tribal languages (Kevin 

Rogers, pers. comm. 1 October 2014). They developed a Pidgin English, which grew into a 

fully-fledged creole and then into a language in its own right with distinct grammatical rules, 

vocabulary and sound system (Dickson 2016). This language is called Kriol and by 1966 Kriol 

was the first language of many young people born in Ngukurr (Sharpe 1975). Kriol is now 

spoken as the primary language by most Yugul Mangi People living in Ngukurr (see Table 4.2). 

Kriol is also the most frequently spoken language of those exclusive to Australia and is the 

second most common language spoken in the Northern Territory (ABS 2016b).  
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Table 4.2 Number of people speaking Kriol and other Indigenous languages other than English 

at home at Ngukurr, compared to across Australia 

 

Source: (ABS 2016d) 

But as Kriol came to dominate daily life in Ngukurr and the surrounding Country, so the other 

languages have been spoken less and less. Some are no longer fluently spoken by anyone 

and some are only spoken by a handful of speakers. Kriol has been described as a ‘double-

edged sword’ by Balang T.E. Lewis because: 

We’re proud to speak Kriol. But it kinda backfired, because our 

[traditional] language is gone (Lewis, quoted in Dickson 2016). 

Despite the negative connotations, however, the emergence of Kriol contributes significantly 

to Australia’s rich linguistic fabric (Sandefur 1981, 1986, Harris 1993, Dickson 2016). While 

much of Kriol’s lexicon is derived from English, there are words and phrases in Kriol that are 

from the traditional languages of the area. Dickson (2015) explores this in his thesis: Marra 

and Kriol: the loss and maintenance of knowledge across a language shift boundary, where 

he considers the loss and maintenance of Marra and Kriol in the lexicons of both languages, 

as well as the cultural and linguistic practices of both language speakers. The research shows 

that Marra words have infiltrated the newer, supplanting language of Kriol. 

Whether there is an impact on Country of the languages that have known and described it 

being spoken less and a new language now being used to talk to and hear about Country, is 

something that is constantly being experienced by Yugul Mangi People in different ways. It is 

impossible to definitively conclude what impact the loss of language has had for the ontology 

of Kriol-speaking Marra people, or Ngandi people, or Nunggubuyu people, or Ngalakgan 

people, because of the large scale social disruption and lifestyle changes that have happened 

since these languages stopped being transmitted to children. Dickson (2015) warns against 

Language 
 

Ngukurr 
(Total population: 1,149) 

Australia 
(Total population: 23,401,892) 

 
Number of 
speakers 

% of population 
Number of 
speakers 

% of population 

Kriol 841 72.4 7,155 Negligible 

Djambarrpuyngu 13 1.1 4,282 Negligible 

Anindilyakwa 4 0.3 1,484 Negligible 

Murrinh Patha 4 0.3 1,973 Negligible 

English only 
spoken at home 

85 7.3 17,020,417 72.7 
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‘simplistic negative generalisations about the effects of language loss on the culture of 

generations who live on the other side of the language shift boundaries’, due to so many 

examples of maintenance and innovation in the Kriol language and Kriol speakers. 

While this language shift was happening for Yugul Mangi People living in Ngukurr, they 

continued to work on pastoral stations in the Roper River region. This enabled many people 

to maintain obligations towards Country. 

While travelling around the station at various tasks Aborigines maximised 

any opportunity to “look after” specific sites for which they had individual 

or group responsibility. This usually involved burning off the long grass, 

checking for damage by people, animals or erosion, or keeping cattle 

away. They avoided dangerous sites and followed sanctioned tracks 

where they did not have full rights to the land in question (McGrath 1987) 

(quoted in Edmonds 2007a p. 283). 

McRae-Williams (2008) has suggested that, for the Yugul Mangi pastoral workers, it was not 

the pastoral work that was principally valued, but rather the opportunity that this 

employment provided to work with and engage with Country (this will be discussed further 

in relation to Ranger work in Chapter 7). 

In 1940, a major flood caused those living at the Roper River Mission at Mirlingbarrwarr to 

move to higher ground and establish a new site for the mission, near a rocky outcrop named 

Ngukurr (Dickson 2016). Accounts of the flood were recalled by Edna Nyuluk in Ngalakgan (in 

Merlan 1983) and by Dinah Garadji and Gertie Huddlestone in English (Edmonds 2007a p. 

41). This rocky outcrop is the site of the township of Ngukurr today. 

 

4.4.4 Decentralisation of Yugul Mangi back to Country (1960s – 

1980s) 
In 1962, Yugul Mangi People living at the mission fought successfully for representation to 

the Station Council and in 1968, the mission ended their secular control and handed over 

management to the Australian Government (Cole 1969). The mission was under financial 

strain from the loss of social services money and the extra wages owing to Aboriginal 

workers. This period coincided with legislation that awarded Indigenous people around 

Australia equal pay with non-Indigenous workers, resulting in many Indigenous people losing 

employment. Because of these events, the Roper River Mission became the government 
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settlement of Ngukurr. These events played out against a backdrop of changing national 

policies that moved away from assimilation and towards self-determination. 

After the Roper River Mission was taken over by the Government and re-organised as the 

Aboriginal township of Ngukurr in 1968, there was intensification of interest for Yugul Mangi 

People to gain land rights to their Country in and around Ngukurr. In 1970, Aboriginal people 

in Ngukurr went on strike, ostensibly to demand the Government reverse their decision to 

ban cattle mustering in the area, but primarily to gain land rights in and around the township 

(Bern 1974). While the strike resulted in no material concessions or gains in township 

autonomy, Thiele (1982) has argued that it did get the Government’s attention and resulted 

in Ngukurr being the first Aboriginal township in the NT to receive a pastoral lease. 

In 1972, the Yugul Cattle Company (YCC) was established with Federal Government funds 

and began operation in 1973. However, the company had collapsed by the end of the 1970s 

as a result of a combination of both local social conditions and the physical conditions of the 

environment, including poor pastures, distance from market, and the challenges with 

accessing south-east Arnhem Land. These conditions make the Ngukurr region marginal for 

beef production by conventional farming methods. Thiele’s (1982) thesis documents the 

reasons for the development and failure of the cattle company, which also included the 

complex relationship within the YCC between the dominant ideology of work and economic 

development providing employment opportunities, and the values and aspirations of the 

Yugul Mangi People involved in the enterprise. 

The Yugul Mangi People who established the Yugul Cattle Company (YCC) recognised that 

there were tensions inherent with running an Indigenous enterprise on Country, including 

that in Indigenous law people cannot speak to their brother-in-law or father-in-law. In a film 

made in 1973, Douglas Daniels argued that in running the YCC business, the Yugul Mangi 

People would put their own law aside and would operate under Munanga law (quoted in 

Reading 1973). One could assume that this could have caused internal personal and social 

conflict and played a role in the disintegration of the business. McRae-Williams (2008) 

interviewed people in Ngukurr involved in the YCC and argued that they do not remember it 

as a ‘failed venture’ but rather as one experience within a larger and ongoing discourse 

around pastoral ‘work’. Yugul Mangi People ‘consistently position the problem as within the 

non-Indigenous domain of operation and expectations’ (McRae-Williams 2008). As 

mentioned earlier, the conflicts between expectations of ‘work’ that were unearthed in this 

thesis will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 
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Yugul Mangi People in Ngukurr then participated in the decentralisation or homelands 

movement that followed the adoption of the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act, 

by establishing small homelands throughout the Ngukurr region. Between the townships of 

Ngukurr, Numbulwar and Borroloola, around 25 homelands were created and supported 

(Dickson 2015). Basic infrastructure was funded by the government from the 1970s and grew 

over the years, extending to housing and essential services like power, water and waste 

treatment, as well as, in some places, government education and health services (Taylor et 

al. 2000). The creation and support for homelands allowed family groups to live at least semi-

permanently on their Country. It was estimated that in the 1990s 200 people were living on 

homelands administered from the township of Ngukurr, although those numbers would 

fluctuate with the seasons (Taylor et al. 2000). 

The township of Ngukurr itself is within the Arnhem Land and Urapunga Aboriginal Land 

Trusts which are classified as freehold land under the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern 

Territory) Act. Several other Aboriginal Land Trusts operate in proximity to Ngukurr, 

including: the Marra Land Trust which extends from the mouth of the Roper River south along 

Limmen Bight to the Limmen River mouth; the Yutpundji-Djindiwirritj Land Trust which abuts 

McMinn Station and surrounds the Roper Bar store; and a small parcel of NT Enhanced 

Freehold land owned by Yupanalla Aboriginal Corporation which lies adjacent to the 

Urapunga Aboriginal Land Trust (Gambold 2015) (see Figure 4.8). 

 

4.4.5 Re-centralisation of Yugul Mangi back off Country again (2005 – 

current) 
In 1988, the Yugul Mangi Aboriginal Corporation was registered to provide local government, 

focused on economic development and Yugul Mangi Peoples’ wellbeing. The Roper Gulf Shire 

Council (now Roper Gulf Regional Council) took over local government and the provision of 

basic services in 2008. The Aboriginal Corporation now operates as Yugul Mangi 

Development Aboriginal Corporation and is the main reference group in the township, as 

well as promoting the growth of locally-owned enterprises and supporting clan-based 

business development (Yugul Mangi n.d.). The governance of Yugul Mangi has been 

structured to manage the diversities of a township founded on the collective cooperation of 

seven language groups (Watts 2012). 
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Figure 4.8 Contemporary land tenure in the Roper River Region 

Source: (Dickson 2015) 

In 2014, Ngukurr was designated as a strategic growth town by the Northern Territory 

Government (NTG) (Marks 2014) and has received concentrated development activities since 

then. Despite new houses built due to the additional investment, there continues to be 

significant overcrowding in the township, which has detrimental effects on people’s health 

and wellbeing (Diaz 2017). 

Many Yugul Mangi People now live most of their lives in Ngukurr, as opposed to on Country. 

Only a small number of homelands, including Wuyagiba near Numbulwar, are permanently 

inhabited. Many are only lived in on occasion, and transport is difficult to obtain for people 

to regularly visit their places to fish, hunt, collect bush foods and medicinal plants, and more 

generally care for their Country. Similar to the APY Lands, homelands continue to function as 

important structures in the landscape and continue to hold important historical, cultural and 

political significance. Homelands are often used as the base for trips for land and sea 

management work, culture camps, or for visiting Country. 
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Despite living the majority of their lives in the township of Ngukurr, like many Indigenous 

people across Australia, Yugul Mangi people generally continue to regard their ceremonies 

as necessary for the reproduction of specific animal and plant species, or for the reproduction 

of their Country or the cosmos as a whole (Fache 2014). Hence, ceremonial activities continue 

to be ‘viewed by the majority of Aboriginal people in Ngukurr as culturally important “work”, 

if not the most significant or important “work”’ (McRae-Williams 2008 p. 209). 

 

4.4.6 Development of contemporary Yugul Mangi land and sea 

management programs, governance arrangements and 

evaluative practices 
This section has detailed the integration of newly arrived fauna, flora, religions, and 

languages into Yugul Mangi worldviews since the arrival of Munanga into their Country over 

a century ago. The desire to participate in contemporary township life and economies in 

Ngukurr, and also continue to maintain relationships with Country, has seen movements of 

Yugul Mangi people on and off Country. Moving back to and accessing Country has been both 

facilitated and hindered at various times over the last hundred years by Government policies. 

As has been the case in many places around Australia, Yugul Mangi People drove the 

development of ILSM programs in Ngukurr in order to create sustainable employment and 

support their aspirations to care for Country. This sub-section details the interesting and 

unique history of ILSM in Ngukurr and is based on a series of interviews with senior elders, 

Rangers and coordinators in 2015. 

Before there was a Ranger program in Ngukurr, four women were invited to attend the 

Northern Land Council’s (NLC’s) Aboriginal Women’s Land and Sea Management Conference 

at Gunlom at Mary River in about 2002 (CAEPR 2013). There they met other women Rangers 

working in northern Australia and were inspired to start their own group. The senior lady, 

through whom this invitation to attend the conference had been extended, recounted how 

she queried them: ‘Can women become Rangers as well, even though we’re Indigenous 

people?’ (Cherry Daniels, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 13 August 2015). This conversation 

precipitated thoughts that ‘we Indigenous people are always Rangers. We have always 

looked after our land, our Country, animals, everything that is in our Country; we are Rangers’ 

(Cherry Daniels, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 13 August 2015). The women became determined to 

start up a Ranger group when they returned to Ngukurr. 
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Rather unusually then, when compared to other beginnings in the ILSM movement around 

Australia, the Ranger program in Ngukurr started from a small group of strong women. While 

Fache (2014) argued that there was resistance from the men in Ngukurr to the women’s 

Ranger initiative at the beginning, the history of its beginning is now remembered with 

considerable pride and recognition. A local Elder spoke proudly of the women who started 

the Ranger program: ‘There was no men’s Rangers, but she thought about it and spoke to 

the Land Council [the NLC] and she got a lot of input and worked really hard to make a 

foundation for our women to carry on that role’ (Bobby Nunggumajbarr, pers. comm., 

Ngukurr, 5 August 2015). 

The first time we bin abum meeting la Yellow Water, that year na that 

2000. And then they came back, NLC bin come back here, mela bin 

meeting [we met] one time there la Yellow Water. And then she decided 

to go to that meeting at that place na, that Gunlom. … Came back and 

maybe like 2 weeks after she came to my place here and we, with im older 

sister, and then we had a talk and we said to each other ‘we go and pick 

them young girls that they dont work.’ Like, they weren't no one much in 

the community, they were always by themselves and their family, never 

get involved with other people in the community. So we went around and 

yeah we started talking to them. First we sat down and we put them 

names down, we pick this mob here from each clan group. After that we 

went to their houses where they were staying and talk to them young 

girls: ‘Come over we gotta talk to yumob. We gotta start this woman 

ranger. It's to look after our Country and everything’ (Valmae Roberts, 

pers. comm., Ngukurr, 5 August 2015). 

The women Rangers first worked out of the aged care building in Ngukurr, before moving to 

the building that now houses the Ngukurr Language Centre. One of the senior women 

Rangers recalled that ‘when we started off we just had nothing. … we just had a wheelbarrow 

for pushing our stuff and walking!’ (Julie Roy, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 5 August 2015). Many 

of the women talk proudly of how they built the path at the Language Centre and the fence 

that encloses the building with just a wheelbarrow. They planted the trees that still surround 

the building, and that continue to grow as a testament to the vision of those early women. 

Yeah and at that time when we started, we just started with just rake and 

shovel, wheelbarrow, and we first started to clean that old cemetary 
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there. … We were about nearly 20 or 15 might be, or 19 we started out. 

And we had lots of drop outs and then the ones who liked that job they 

just stood by her all the time. And I was like her right hand, how do you 

put it? Right hand lady (Valmae Roberts, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 5 August 

2015). 

For these women, working as Rangers opened up access to jobs, resources and activities 

(driving four-wheel drives, changing tyres, using tools and guns) that had historically been 

monopolised by men. 

There was an early ideal that there would be someone from each clan in Ngukurr working for 

the Rangers. However, the initial 20 women working ‘dropped off until twelve were left and 

from twelve there was just eight left. So, eight of us just carried on’ (Cherry Daniels, pers. 

comm., Ngukurr, 13 August 2015). As everywhere, real life – be it personal, interpersonal or 

exogenous reasons – can get in the way of an ideal. 

The Yugul Mangi Women Rangers were initially funded under the Community Development 

and Employment Program (CDEP). Once the women were established they received funding 

to employ a coordinator, ‘a person who can do our governance side of things for us’ (Cherry 

Daniels, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 13 August 2015). That first coordinator is remembered fondly, 

particularly because she did not boss the women around or tell them what they should or 

should not be doing. She was remembered as telling them: ‘We work together. I’m not a 

boss, you really are boss over me’ (Cherry Daniels, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 13 August 2015). 

At the beginning, a senior woman worked as senior Ranger with the non-Indigenous 

coordinator and ‘did mostly, with the Indigenous lady Rangers, all the cultural part’ and they 

pushed for working ‘these knowledges together, Indigenous knowledge and western 

knowledge’ (Clarry Rogers, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 5 August 2015). 

For various reasons, including that there are places that only men or only women can visit 

and look after, the Ranger program expanded to include men in 2007.  

Because some areas where they [the women] couldn’t go because of our 

ceremony and cultural laws and all that. … Because of cultural side, 

there’s some areas where men can only go, not the ladies. … the men has 

to be there, for the cultural side (Clarry Rogers, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 5 

August 2015). 
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They ‘formed just one Ranger group which is called Yugul Mangi Rangers which is now the 

present’ (Clarry Rogers, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 5 August 2015). This was also on the back of 

stirrings of interest in formal ILSM around Ngukurr, which had been growing since the late 

1990s, when a group of men worked with Landcare and on a dust mitigation project with 

Greening Australia (Clarry Rogers, pers. comm., Ngukurr, 5 August 2015). 

The Yugul Mangi Land and Sea Management Aboriginal Corporation (YMLSMAC) became an 

incorporated body in April 2008. The body was created to strengthen local and Traditional 

Owner control, governance and authority of the ILSM program (Fache 2014). However, 

YMLSMAC is not currently operational and all funding for the Ranger program is now under 

the auspices of the Northern Land Council (NLC). The NLC is the independent statutory 

authority, established under the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act, is 

responsible for assisting Indigenous people in the Top End of the Northern Territory, 

including those living in and around Ngukurr, to manage their traditional lands and seas. The 

NLC controls and administers the Working on Country (WoC) Program funding on behalf of 

the Ranger group. There is a desire, however, for the Rangers to gain financial independence 

from the NLC and move back to governance through YMLSMAC (this is explored further in 

Chapter 6). 

In September 2014, Senator Nigel Scullion, the Minister for Indigenous Affairs in the 

Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, announced funding to support the declaration of 

additional Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs) around Australia. The Yugul Mangi Aboriginal 

Corporation received $643,599 to support consultation for the South-East Arnhem Land 

(SEAL) IPA (Scullion 2014). In the Minister’s announcement, he argued that ‘IPAs provide the 

workplace for around half of Australia’s Working on Country projects’, with IPAs allowing 

‘Traditional Owners to balance caring for their country with pursuing sustainable enterprise, 

agriculture, mining and other opportunities’, by ‘protecting biodiversity and cultural 

resources … [and] providing employment, education and training opportunities for people in 

remote areas’. The argument went that establishing an IPA would be a way to ensure that 

local knowledge is ‘supported by contemporary practices’ (Scullion 2014). 

The SEAL IPA was declared in 2018 and covers 20,000km2 (see Figure 4.9) from the Gulf of 

Carpentaria inland along the Roper River. The area includes the townships of Ngukurr and 

Numbulwar and includes the Yugul Mangi Rangers and the Numbulwar Numburindi Ranger 

Group, both of which receive IPA and WoC funding. 
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Figure 4.9 The South East Arnhem Land Indigenous Protected Area (SEAL IPA), including 

Ngukurr and the bigger homelands around Ngukurr 

Source: Pia Harkness, Charles Darwin University 

The Yugul Mangi Rangers and the Numbulwar Numburindi Ranger Group collaborate on fire 

management and feral animal management. The Ranger group in Numbulwar did not have a 

coordinator for much of the time during my fieldwork, so the group was largely quiet, but at 

the time of writing a coordinator had been appointed and Rangers were working. 

The Yugul Mangi Rangers have worked through different leadership arrangements over the 

years. For many years a local man worked as the coordinator. The coordinator job was then 

shared by both a local man and woman. Recently, a non-Indigenous coordinator was 

appointed as a mentor to the two local coordinators, to relieve the administrative and 

decision-making burdens of the role. These changing circumstances reflect both the 

aspirations of Yugul Mangi People to control their ILSM programs based on their aspirations 

and values, but also their desire to work with non-Indigenous people, particularly in relation 

to administration and governance, so long as this continues to support local aspirations. This 

tension is discussed further in Chapter 7. 

Alongside the emergence of ILSM programs in Ngukurr, the desire to revitalise local 

languages was growing in importance. The Ngukurr Language Centre was initially run as an 



Chapter 4: Local histories of evaluation 

158 

 

annexe of the Katherine Language Centre26, which was established in the mid-1990s. But by 

2008, the Katherine Language Centre was in disarray and so the following years were spent 

incorporating the Ngukurr Language Centre into an Aboriginal Corporation. Within eighteen 

months, the organisation was operational and employed a full-time coordinator (Dickson 

2015 p. 19). In 2017, the Language Centre obtained the lease to a building owned by the 

Bachelor Institute in Ngukurr, which had been sitting empty for many years. This allowed 

them to separate the living quarters of the coordinator from the Language Centre and expand 

the office area. 

The Language Centre currently employs a non-Indigenous coordinator, a non-Indigenous 

linguist, two part-time local language workers and a number of local language consultants. 

Traditional language classes are run in the Ngukurr school and a range of language 

documentation and revitalisation projects and activities have been achieved. Locally-based 

language activities are now occurring daily through a locally-controlled facility. The 

development of the Ngukurr Language Centre has been achieved with the assistance of 

determined non-Indigenous linguists. Most importantly, however, success has been achieved 

through the ‘unerring drive of elders and language workers in Ngukurr to work on and 

advocate for their traditional languages’ (Dickson 2015 p. 19). 

The Yugul Mangi Rangers, the SEAL IPA, and the Ngukurr Language Centre evolved 

significantly throughout the duration of my thesis, and will continue to do so into the future, 

to enable and support Yugul Mangi People to care for both their Country and languages. 

 

4.5 Conclusion 
There are distinct similarities and differences in the contemporary contexts of ILSM in 

Ngukurr and the APY Lands. In the APY Lands there are five IPAs and numerous WoC projects 

spread over a large area and administered from a central location. Anangu are not often 

willing to take on coordinator roles and most often are employed in land management on 

casual or part-time contracts. The region is very remote and often characterised in the media 

as dysfunctional, perhaps due to the significant language barriers and cultural differences. 

Therefore, while core operational funding is relatively strong, partnerships can be difficult to 

                                                           
26 The Katherine Language Centre was an Aboriginal-controlled non-profit organisation, officially 

named Diwurruwurru-Jaru Aboriginal Corporation. It was established to support two dozen Aboriginal 

languages spoken across the greater Katherine Region of the Northern Territory. 
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negotiate. Most Anangu still speak strong Pitjantjatjara and have strong connections to and 

knowledge of their Country and culture. 

In Ngukurr, there is one IPA and a Ranger group. Local people have consistently been 

employed in either coordinator or senior Ranger roles and on both full-time, part-time and 

casual contracts. Ngukurr has been designated as a growth town and the Ranger group has 

cultivated partnerships with conservation organisations and research scientists. Most Yugul 

Mangi People no longer speak their traditional languages fluently and instead talk about and 

to Country in Kriol. 

Both the Yugul Mangi Rangers and APY Land Management reflect models of governance that 

have developed according to the specificities of the local historical, political, socioeconomic 

and cultural contexts. Yet, they are both also ‘a local response to an institutional offer’, with 

the organisations’ establishment and operation involving ‘exogenous regulations, 

bureaucratic devices, procedures, and practices, [and] the obligation to be accountable to 

the state’ (Fache 2014 p. 8). How to practice governance in these different local contexts – 

in the institutional contexts of ILSM organisations in Ngukurr and the APY Lands – is both 

interesting and challenging and forms the discussion in Chapter 7. 

Drawing on the foundations of the previous four chapters, the next two chapters present the 

results of this study. This includes the aspirations of Anangu (in Chapter 5) and Yugul Mangi 

People (in Chapter 6) for their land and sea management and the ways in which they evaluate 

its success. The stories told from and about each region reveal that there are similarities, but 

also diversity and complexity, in Indigenous evaluative practices across the Indigenous 

estate, as well as the evidence base used to support claims of success. This supports the 

arguments made in this chapter for ILSM evaluation policies and practices to be contextually 

responsive to local histories, values, and aspirations. 
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5.1 Introduction 
The Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Lands are the home of Anangu, the ‘nourishing 

terrain’ (Rose 1996a) to which Anangu are related and obligated, to which they care for, visit, 

sing to, speak to and worry about. It is full of mulga trees, sandhills, mountain ranges, dry 

river beds, tall eucalypts, kangaroos, witchetty grubs, honey ants, and lizards. Many of these 

rocks, trees and animals are Anangu ancestors, who have both symbolically and literally 

moved back and reanimated on Country. It is a Country alive with song, where the ancestors 

continue to live and guide Anangu. This area, recognised in the Australian legal system as 

belonging to Anangu in 1981, is over 100,000 square kilometres of desert, in the north west 

corner of South Australia. The APY Lands are many thousands of kilometres from the sea, so 

in this chapter caring for Country is simply referred to as Indigenous land management (ILM). 

I lived on this Country for six months in 2014 and 2015. I was based in Umuwa and embedded 

myself in APY Land Management. 

The development of APY Land Management (APYLM) as a contemporary organisation for 

undertaking ILM was explored in Chapter 4. In addition to this, APY Anthropology is a 

contemporary organisation that, among other things, assists Anangu to record Tjukurpa, 

which contributes to caring for Country. I accompanied APY Land Management staff, APY 

Anthropology staff and Anangu Rangers on many trips to Country to understand Anangu 

aspirations and ways of measuring success in ILM. We cleaned rockholes, sang Tjukurpa, 

sprayed weeds, tracked important animals, repaired fences, and camped on Country. I also 

worked with Anangu from across the APY Lands, outside of APY Land Management contexts, 

in an attempt to understand Anangu worldviews in relation to caring for Country. We 

collected mingkulpa (native tobacco), hunted for tjala (honey ants) and performed women’s 

ceremony. 

Through the telling of stories, aspects of the perspectives, aspirations and measures of 

success in ILM for Anangu in the APY Lands have been revealed. The findings cover all aspects 

of people and Country, including the social, cultural, economic, spiritual, and environmental. 

These things are not referred to discreetly in the findings, but rather, are intertwined and 

mutually reinforced through the relationships of Anangu to Country, and Country to Anangu. 

The data used to provide the analysis in this chapter include interviews and focus groups, 

participant observation and reflection, informal conversations, field notes, planning 

documents and anthropological literature. Details of the data, including the type, place and 

contents are provided in Appendix 3. The chapter is divided into two sections to explore the 
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two research aims: Section 5.2 explores aspirations for ILM in the APY Lands; and Section 5.3 

explores how Anangu measure ILM success. 

 

5.2 Anangu aspirations for Indigenous land management 

in the APY Lands 
As articulated in the introductory chapters to this thesis, there is a need to better recognise, 

incorporate and support Anangu values, interests and outcomes in ILM, because the effective 

management of Country across the APY Lands depends on the values and interests of its 

Anangu Owners and Rangers. The fulfillment of this aim – to articulate Anangu aspirations 

for ILM – is a recognition of the authority of their long-term, place-based, and grounded 

empirical knowledge of caring for Country. The aspirations articulated by Anangu highlight 

the need to push ILM on the APY Lands beyond where it currently stands by clarifying and 

strengthening Anangu visions for their caring for Country initiatives. Based on the results 

presented in this chapter, the future of ILM in the APY Lands could be re-imagined on Anangu 

terms, based on Anangu values, positioned within Anangu Country. While the contemporary 

realities of evaluation practices in the APY Lands do not exactly match the ideals presented 

in this chapter, it is important to articulate an ideal in order to imagine a more respectful and 

equal world to work towards. 

When Anangu spoke about how they aspire to care for Country, or ngura, two general 

categories crystallised: ‘right people, strong relationships, being guided by the Tjukurpa’ and 

‘contemporary articulations of ILM aspirations’. Having the right people, with strong 

relationships, guided by the Tjukurpa, is about ensuring that ‘right way principles and 

processes’ are driving decision-making in ILM, including the way in which ILM programs are 

governed and practiced. The need to have ILM governed in the ‘right way’ is foundational for 

Anangu in the APY Lands. It was only after this aspiration of having the right principles and 

processes to guide ILM was expressed that Anangu then articulated contemporary ILM 

aspirations. These contemporary articulations more closely align with outcome-orientated 

aspirations in management plans and included things like caring for fire and important plants 

and animals and managing non-native plants and animals. These two categories will be 

elaborated and explored in the rest of this chapter. 
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5.2.1 Right people, strong relationships, being guided by the Tjukurpa 
For Anangu, Country is holistic and relational and is healthy when all the things that make up 

Country – Tjukurpa, ceremony, language, kinship, plants, animals, water – are being 

produced and reproduced (including being cared for, managed and used) by the right people, 

in the right places, at the right time. For Anangu, it is the ‘actions’ involved in governing 

Country – where ILM is governed by Anangu, guided by the Tjukurpa, so that Anangu are 

accessing Country and the work can be done in collaboration with Piranpa while mobilising 

local knowledge systems for ILM – that are foundational to their aspirations for caring for 

Country. 

 

5.2.1.1 Nguraritja following the Tjukurpa to look after Ngura walytja 
The primary aspiration for caring for ngura, or Country, in the APY Lands, is for it to be done 

in accordance with the Tjukurpa27, with the right people speaking for ngura and leading ILM 

activities. 

Anangu talked about why they want to look after their country and 

Number One is to look after Tjukurpa (APY Land Management et al. 

2010a). 

This is illustrated in the Apara-Makiri-Punti IPA management plan, where Nguraritja 

(Traditional Owners) talked about planning for their Country to become an IPA in order 

primarily for Anangu to get jobs as Rangers, so they could do the work of looking after 

Tjukurpa, animals, plants, rockholes and springs (APY Land Management et al. 2010a). In 

2009, Makiri Nguraritja agreed to work with Apara Nguraritja because they wanted to look 

after Tjala (Honey Ant) Tjukurpa. Punti Nguraritja agreed because they are family of Apara 

and Makiri Nguraritja and because they want to look after Kalaya (Emu) Tjukurpa (APY Land 

Management et al. 2010a). As this example shows, looking after Tjukurpa is the primary 

aspiration for Anangu. 

Ngura is the word for home, place, or camp where people live and can refer to a specific site 

or a tract of land or the whole country of a people. Ngura walytja is the Pitjantjatjara word 

for homeland, or the place to which one belongs, and is imbued with responsibility and 

                                                           
27 Tjukurpa can be roughly translated into English as the Dreaming, but Anangu will always 

use the word Tjukurpa. The Tjukurpa is formed by the sacred stories that traverse the 

continent and these interconnecting stories are often translated into English as ‘songlines’. 
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reciprocity (Goddard 1996, James 2015). Ngura walytja is the place or Country that Anangu 

belong to, care for, are ‘owner’ for, and are ‘owned by’. The term denotes kinship between 

people and the land and waters of their Country. Through the Country they call home, 

people’s relationship to the Tjukurpa can be ascertained and the more specific aspects of 

kinship can be determined, by placing people in generational moieties and familial 

relationships (see Figure 5.1). The Traditional Owners (TOs) or custodians of a place are 

known in Pitjantjatjara as Nguraritja (Goddard 1996). Nguraritja care for ngura and the 

Tjukurpa. The Tjukurpa tells of the creation of the rocks, hills, waterholes, plants, animals, 

people and the law (see James 2015 p. 34). 

Caring for ngura in the right way includes making sure the next generation of Nguraritja know 

the Tjukurpa, including inma (the songs and dances of the Tjukurpa), and kinship 

relationships. 

We bring all the kids up here. We teach them here. We speak the same 

story to them. It is nice to be sharing these stories. When the kids grow up 

they can work here (Warru Ranger, speaking in “Our Land, Our Future” 

Clarke 2013). 

Caring for Tjukurpa ensures that the places, food and water places created by the ancestors 

will be re-energised and the Country will come alive. This interconnectivity between Anangu 

and the sentient land is celebrated through inma, the songs of the Tjukurpa. These inma 

correlate to the physical topography of the land and the sites where water food and shelter 

can be found (Tjilari, pers. comm., 1976, quoted in: James 2005 p. 28). Knowledge of inma is 

essential to survival, both spiritually and physically. 

Importantly, the Tjukurpa is not relegated to a past ‘Dreamtime’ but is rather an active 

continuous time – see James (2015) for further information. 

Tjukurpa iriti ngaringi munu kuwari wanka nyinyangi. 

Tjukurpa has existed from a long time ago and is alive today 

(Nganyinytja Ilyatjari, Senior Pitjtantjatjara Law Woman, quoted in James 

2015 p. 33). 
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Figure 5.1 Chart of Pitjantjatjara kinship terms from the female perspective. Goddard’s (1996) Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara to English 

Dictionary provides more information on kinship terms 

Source: University of South Australia’s Pitjantjatjara Language Summer School 2014 
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Tjukurpa includes creation stories, songs and performance that are open to men, women, 

children and the outside wider world, as well as secret sacred law restricted to senior men 

or women. Only the knowledge that has been shared in an open context is discussed here. 

Through the Tjukurpa, men and women have different obligations to Country. Much of the 

Tjukurpa is gendered and can only be visited, retold and looked after by Anangu of the same 

sex. 

The malu dreaming is Watiku Tjukurpa (men’s only dreaming). This doesn’t mean that 

women cannot visit this area, only that there are significant sites that only men can visit and 

manage (APY Land Management 2010). 

The gendered nature of Country can be challenging for APY Land Management because, 

while most of the IPAs have Watiku (men’s) and Minymaku (women’s) Tjukurpa within them, 

each of the IPAs has only one coordinator who would identify as male or female and who can 

therefore only visit male or female Tjukurpa with Anangu. This issue is managed through IPA 

coordinators sometimes working in different IPAs to the one to which they have been 

primarily assigned. For example, in Story 5.1– Ukiri Kura Inma – the IPA coordinator of 

Watarru was a male, so the IPA coordinator of Walalkara led the five-day women’s trip to 

Watarru IPA. 

Sometimes, tensions arise when the motivations of Anangu and Piranpa land management 

staff clash (see Story 5.3). When the primary motivation is for Anangu to visit Country to 

maintain their relationship through telling Tjukurpa, this can cause significant 

disconcertment for Piranpa who are motivated by different aspirations, driven in particular 

by non-Indigenous science and Natural Resource Management (NRM) paradigms embodied 

in their job descriptions and reporting requirements. The aspiration is not to blame the 

individual, but to recognise that individuals perform cultural ceremonies of their own, which 

follow law/lore developed within Western scientific paradigms of accountability. This will be 

discussed further in section 6.1.2 – Measuring the Success of ILM in the APY Lands – in Story 

5.3– A story in III parts: A minyma trip, APY Lands, May 2014 – and in Chapter 7. 

 

5.2.1.2 Strong Anangu-led governance of ILM programs 
Anangu aspire to have their own systems and practices of governance guiding both APY Land 

Management and the land management activities. Anangu govern ILM programs in 

partnership with ngura and Tjukurpa. 
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Eventually they [Anangu] will be doing all the jobs, including running the 

APY Land Management office at Umuwa and doing the planning work 

(APY Land Management et al. 2010a). 

According to IPA management plans, IPA coordinators are overseen by TOs and work in 

collaboration with the steering committee (APY Land Management 2003, 2008, 2009, 2011, 

APY Land Management et al. 2010b). These management plans state that TOs guide all 

decisions regarding the implementation of management plans. This ensures that on-the-

ground work is done under the supervision of TOs and ensures authority of the Elders is 

respected, and places are visited, and work is undertaken with permission from appropriate 

people. The difficulties of ensuring Anangu authority is respected in the day-to-day practice 

of ILM and they are in control of where and how land management work happens is explored 

in section 5.2 in the discussion of Story 5.2 – Going and not Going – and the discussion of 

Story 5.3 – A story in three parts: A minyma trip, APY Lands, May 2014. 

While most of the project management and coordination positions are held by Piranpa in 

APY Land Management, Anangu do still maintain a large degree of control over where and 

how the everyday activities of APY Land Management are done. IPA and Warru coordinators 

work closely with Anangu Rangers and TOs when they are doing on-ground work, in part 

because it is the right thing to do and in part because Anangu are the ones that hold 

knowledge of Country. The APY Lands are very remote and Piranpa staff turnover is high, so 

Anangu knowledge of the location of waterholes, remote roads, and animal habitats, are 

crucial to the ongoing functioning of the ILM program in the APY Lands. 

The organisational structure of APY Land Management exists within APY. An executive board 

is the governing body of APY and consists of 14 elected members of TOs from across the APY 

Lands. Members are elected for a three-year term through an election supervised by the 

Electoral Commission of South Australia. A general manager and director of administration 

work with the executive to oversee the work of its constituent groups, including Land 

Management, Anthropology, Mining and Livestock (APY Pastoral). Land Management has a 

Program Manager to coordinate the whole program. There is also an Ecologist, a Women’s 

Project Coordinator, a Warru Recovery Project Coordinator, two Warru Project Officers, and 

five IPA Coordinators. The Ecologist works across all areas. Under each of the other projects 

are casual Rangers, and in some cases, permanent Rangers.  

The vision for the IPAs on the APY Lands is to ‘support Anangu aspirations for the cultural and 

environmental management of their lands’, which is to be achieved, in part, through 
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strengthening governance (APY Land Management 2014). This is argued to be achieved 

through ‘more Anangu working in and leading Land Management programs’, and ‘programs 

better managed and communities better informed’ (APY Land Management 2014). To 

strengthen governance requires increasing the number of senior Anangu in program decision 

making. However, responsibilities and obligations to family members, ceremonial time 

commitments, and child care duties, among other things, mean committing to a permanent 

full-time job is difficult for many Anangu (APY Land Management 2014). 

 

5.2.1.3 Ngapartji-ngapartji: Anangu and Piranpa working and learning 

together 
Anangu have been managing their Country since the ancestral beings gave them the land, 

languages and culture. As the world in which they live has changed, so too have Anangu ways 

of life. Many recent changes to Country are perceived as threats, so Anangu aspire to develop 

innovative ways of managing their Country, using both Anangu and Piranpa knowledge, to 

adopt new technologies (cars, rifles, bores for accessing water) and manage these new 

threats. Country can be changed by plants and animals that have been introduced since 

colonisation, including Buffel grass (Cenchrus ciliaris) and other non-native plants, tuuka 

(foxes, Vulpes vulpes), putjikata (cats, Felis catus), nyanytju (horses, Equus caballus), tangki 

(donkeys, Equus asinus) and kamula (camels, Camelus dromedarius). Changed fire regimes 

and the increase in wildfires has driven habitat change, the loss of biodiversity and damage 

to Tjukurpa sites. Contemporary ILM organisations like APY Land Management offer an 

institutional pathway to mobilise resources in an effort to manage these impacts.  

An Anangu Elder talked about the need to manage Buffel grass in collaboration with APY Land 

Management staff and non-Indigenous scientists because the plant and the way it functions 

is not known to Country and is not known entirely by either Anangu or Piranpa. 

Palyaningi ka uwankara wiyangu. Ka tjinguru kutjupa nintiringkula, wati 

Piranpa, winki ninti. Ngayulu kulini, Anangu maru tjuta wiya, ninti wiya.  

It [Buffel grass] caused everything to die. And maybe someone will 

explain, non-Indigenous people, they’re all clever. I know. Anangu don’t, 

they don’t know how (Interview 2a 2015). 

APY Land Management offers an institutional pathway for Anangu and Piranpa to work 

separately and together to develop new knowledge of recent phenomena, including how to 



Chapter 5: Evaluating success in ILM the APY Lands 

170 

 

practice intercultural governance and how to manage new technologies and threats, whilst 

maintaining Anangu governance of Country, based on ngura and the Tjukurpa. Intercultural 

governance is practiced through collaborative knowledge work, including through 

negotiating new knowledge between Anangu and non-Indigenous collaborators. 

Foundational to intercultural governance is Anangu governance, which is itself evaluative 

practice. Anangu knowledge is not static or relegated to only caring for culture, and that 

which has always been known about Country, but is always evolving, just like all other 

knowledge systems. 

There is an aspiration for ILM programs to provide an opportunity for managing Country 

using both Anangu and Piranpa tools and knowledge, and for Anangu to learn skills from 

Piranpa and for Piranpa to learn from Anangu about their Country, languages and culture. 

However, this is an aspiration and does not always occur. In Story 5.3, there was a 

misunderstanding during a bush trip between Anangu Elders and the IPA coordinator about 

what constituted ‘work’ in land management. One of the Anangu women told me ‘she wasn’t 

upset, that she knew the coordinator was just learning and didn’t yet know how things work 

out there on the Lands’ (Field Notes 1a 2014).  

Another example of this occurred in 2014, when I was in the APY Land Management office in 

Umuwa and we were looking at cultural maps made by Anangu with APY Anthropology for 

Watarru IPA. The IPA coordinator was using the cultural maps, combined with vegetation 

mapping and fire scar information, to guide the plan of works for the IPA. The cultural maps 

plotted over 130 sites, coloured to indicate whether they were generally accessible, men’s 

only sites, women’s only sites, or whether they were totally out of bounds. There were notes 

with what needed to be done at some of the sites. One said: Build a fence around this rock 

that, when touched, releases a swarm of flies (Field Notes 1a 2014). If the rock was touched, 

a swarm of flies would appear. One of the other IPA coordinators expressed disbelief that 

this was true and declared that, if they had the chance, they would touch the rock to prove 

it. The Watarru IPA coordinator shook their head and said they would not touch the rock, 

because they would not want to risk it. They said the other IPA coordinator would learn with 

time to respect instructions, even if they did not believe them to be true (Field Notes 1a 

2014). 

Working in ILM on the APY Lands is a process of working and learning ‘ngapartji-ngapartji’, 

or reciprocally and collaboratively. Ngapartji-ngapartji means ‘to give and take for the 

mutual benefit of those engaging in a shared activity’ (Tur et al. 2010 p. 62). When out on 
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Country, Anangu constantly teaching both Anangu and Piranpa working with them, 

particularly about Tjukurpa stories and plants and animals of interest (Field Notes 1a 2014; 

Field Notes 2a 2015). This improves working relationships and is perhaps part of a process of 

knowledge maintenance, transfer and/or co-creation. There is therefore an aspiration to be 

engaged in reciprocal learning through ILM, where Anangu are learning skills that improve 

their lives, as well as imparting knowledge and stories (including to Piranpa). This 

collaborative knowledge work is hard and needs to be constantly attended to by both Piranpa 

and Anangu.  

Importantly, ILM needs to centre Anangu knowledge practices, complementing with Piranpa 

practices, while creating opportunities for the co-creation of knowledge where Anangu see 

this as beneficial. This will be explored further in the discussion in Chapter 7. 

 

5.2.2 Contemporary Anangu articulations of ILM aspirations 
An Anangu man who worked for Anthropology and I worked together to translate the 

research project and produced a booklet (see Chapter 3). We discussed elements of ‘looking 

after Country well’ and the man suggested: 

Waru tjukarurunku tilinma mai paluntja munu animal paluntja tjutangka 

(Doing fire the right way to ensure there is an abundance of plants and 

animals) (Interview 1a 2014). 

When discussing the sentence and its translation, I questioned the use of the English ‘animal’ 

and suggested using the Pitjantjatjara word ‘kuka’ instead. The man replied: ‘wiya [no], 

because kuka means game animals and if you only talk about kuka then people will think 

you’re only doing right way fire to look after animals like malu [kangaroo] and ngintaka 

[perentie], but if you say ‘animal’ then it means all the animals like thorny devils and echidnas 

and birds, the animals that people don’t eat but are still important’ (Interview 1a 2014). 

This anecdote highlights the problematic nature of asking the question of how to look after 

Country as a whole. Kinship systems, totems and ceremony all produce a ‘division of labour’ 

whereby individuals only have responsibility to look after certain entities (for example, 

animals, plants, places and stories) and no one has responsibility for the whole. It is much 

more important to make sure that the Tjukurpa, ceremony, language, and kinship is looked 

after, and faith maintained. If everyone does the right thing, the whole will be healthy. In this 
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light, the difference between the ‘Country’ and ‘Ngura Walytja’ becomes clear, and the 

importance of local context is emphatically emphasised. 

What the Anangu man was trying to make clear is that the concepts involved in asking this 

question are not translatable, or at least not easily. To answer the question that this research 

was asking, the man needed to employ Piranpa concepts and categories for it to make sense 

to me. But to keep it true to Anangu he needed to use an example of looking-after-Country-

in-action (i.e. fire) to be able to describe the Anangu concept (albeit imperfectly) of following 

law, ceremony and kinship. It is the ‘right way’ part of his sentence that matters – the word 

tjukarurunku, which means ‘straighten or put right’ (Goddard 1996 p. 184). Doing things in 

the ‘right way’ is what is most important, not just for caring for fire, but also water, biota, 

ecosystems, ceremonies and stories. 

It is clear then, that Anangu have become adept at articulating specific outcome orientated 

aspirations that they want to achieve through their ILM programs. The idea of ‘right process’ 

manifests in the here and now in priority programs for APY Land Management, as directed 

by Anangu. Right process is primarily to maintain Anangu foundations and governance 

practices for ILM, before then negotiating between Anangu and non-Indigenous 

collaborators in NRM. As shown in the previous section, Country is relational and aspirations 

for management are considered as interconnected and inseparable. But as previously 

described, there is a need to identify categories for priority action in the here and now of 

land management. This is uncomfortable for Anangu but certainly not impossible. The most 

important outcome orientated aspirations for outcomes in land management that were 

articulated by Anangu in interviews and documents, and identified through interpretation 

and coding, are: securing resources to visit and live on Country; producing healthy people for 

healthy Country; caring for fire; managing weeds and feral animals; and looking after 

important plants and animals. These are the things that people are really worrying about, but 

they are specific to the here and now of the APY Lands and they could change over time. 

 

5.2.2.1 Securing resources to visit and live on Country 
Anangu aspire to visit, live and work on Country because they have an obligation to care for, 

and maintain a relationship with their Country, or ngura (as discussed in this chapter). 

Anangu belong to their Country and the Country belongs to them. These obligations include 

taking children ‘home’ to Country, telling them Country, teaching them Tjukurpa and inma, 
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and teaching them about the resources on Country, including bush medicines, and animals 

for hunting. 

We want to take the younger kids and take them home and tell them 

Country, inma. Teach them how to make bush medicine, how to survive 

on the land, teach them about the resources that are there, and how to 

utilise that. Working with the schools to utilise that relationships and 

taking the kids back home (Interview 4a 2014). 

For many Anangu, it is no longer possible to live full time on their Country. While there are 

still numerous people living at their homelands, despite the lack of services and 

commitments in town, many Anangu aspire to live in one of the townships or homelands 

across the APY Lands, to access services like health and schools, and to be near and be able 

to visit their Country. 

You know, when we go to city, sometimes might get a little bit sad, you 

know. So in the land, we feel good, see. We grow up here and we try to 

look after Country (Anangu TO, speaking in “Our Land, Our Future” Clarke 

2013). 

While many of the townships in the APY Lands have health clinics, most lack access to more 

complex health services, like dialysis facilities. An ex-APY Land Management staff member 

who I worked with again in Ngukurr in 2018 recounted that a senior man who lived in Fregon 

had recently returned to his homeland after he found out he needed dialysis to survive. He 

passed away at his homeland a week later, surrounded by his family. According to his family, 

he preferred to live out his remaining time on Country, over prolonging his life in Adelaide 

with access to dialysis services (Ex-APY Land Management staff, pers. comm., Field Notes 5b 

2018). 

As Anangu spend more of their lives in townships, it becomes increasingly challenging to 

access their ngura. There is therefore an aspiration to increase the capacity for Anangu to 

maintain these relationships and obligations, despite not living all the time on Country, 

including through conducting ceremony, hunting and burning the land. 

Access to Country is often achieved through working with APY Land Management and APY 

Anthropology. The large areas managed in each of the IPAs and the limited resources, 

including staff, funding, equipment, and transport, continue to make it difficult for all Anangu 

to maintain their relationship with Country. 
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We need land management to actually understand that Pip[alyatjara] 

and Kalka are in the IPA, Indigenous Protected Areas, and we do need 

support and we need to have facilities to do what we need to do to keep 

the Country strong (Interview 4a 2014). 

The lack of access to vehicles is often lamented, and one Elder suggested that it would be 

helpful to: 

hav[e] more Toyotas on the ground so people can actually go out instead 

of going through a huge process (Interview 4a 2014). 

An aspiration for looking after Country is for Anangu to access jobs and earn money (APY 

Land Management et al. 2010a). Anangu want to be able to have ‘proper jobs, like Anangu 

Rangers’ and they ‘want to get paid the proper amount of money when they work’ (APY Land 

Management et al. 2010a). The Apara-Makiri-Punti (AMP) IPA plain English summary details 

that this could be achieved through ILM work, with funding from the IPA, Working on 

Country, and AWNRM. This would include collaborating with scientists, to see if they ‘want 

to come and work here and pay Anangu to help look around for things’ (APY Land 

Management et al. 2010a). Earning money for ILM work also includes through mustering and 

selling horses and camels, and through tourism. 

Caring for Country in contemporary APY Lands means Anangu working in paid positions, so 

they can continue to live in their townships and homelands, while having the resources and 

wages to visit and manage important places, stories, plants and animals. This could be 

achieved through ILM work, collaborating with scientists, agricultural work, or tourism. 

Working as Rangers and with APY Land Management is seen as an important tool to ensuring 

Anangu can continue living contemporary lives on Country. This includes providing 

opportunities for young people to continue to live and work in the APY Lands. 

I’m happy when I do my work here. All the young people can take over this 

work. Young fellas, young kids (Warru Ranger, speaking in “Our Land, Our 

Future”, Clarke 2013). 

Walter Tjami and Willy Wara Edwards spoke at the Australian Rangelands Society Conference 

about land use and land management led by Anangu on Anangu land near Indulkana, through 

a pastoral project called Manta Palyakutu (really healthy/good land): Ngura kantilya kanyini 

(looking after our places really strongly) (Edwards and Tjami 2015). The pastoral business 

they spoke of is Anangu-led and this is important because through this project, Anangu 
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decide what can happen and where on their land, they can protect sacred places and special 

ecosystems, and they can plan their businesses ‘that “fit” our [Anangu] land-culture.’ 

Edwards and Tjami went on to argue that the land had ‘suffered’ in the past under pastoral 

management by outsiders. 

What I want for my ancestral lands is to look after them as well as my 

predecessors, for my family and friends to want to do the same and to 

enjoy old and modern things enabled by our own businesses - not grants 

and reliance on other people. We must support our land-culture ourselves 

(Edwards and Tjami 2015). 

This project shows that, for Anangu, pastoral management is not incongruous with land 

management, and that, in fact, when the pastoral management is led by Anangu, ngura can 

be looked after stronger than ever. This also highlights that, for Anangu, there is a 

requirement to ensure that businesses on Country are consistent with cultural obligations. 

Anangu visualise proper, culturally correct land management as a legitimate part of the 

contemporary Australian economy by providing jobs and sustainable funding streams. 

Anangu often point out that if you look after Country, Country will look after you. This 

sentiment can help to explain why Anangu are enthusiastic about Country-based enterprises, 

but not so enthusiastic about enterprises that are disconnected from Country. Country as a 

driving force behind all Anangu aspirations, including economic aspirations, is likely to mean 

that Anangu engage differently in economies and would need policy settings to support these 

aspirations. 

 

5.2.2.2 Healthy Anangu means healthy Country 
Anangu aspire to care for Country because the health of Country is inextricably linked to the 

health of people. In answer to the question: Nyaa nguriya Anangu tjutangka ngura 

atunymara pulkarangku kanyilpai (How and why do Anangu want to look after country?) one 

man answered: 

Ngura itjanu pulka ngaranyangka Anangu nguraritja pukulpa ipilypa 

nyinanyi. Ngura ipilypa wiya ngaranyangka Anangu nguraritja 

pikatjararinganyi munu tjituru-tjitururinganyi ara tjuta kulira. 
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When the country is healthy, Anangu Traditional Owners are happy and 

healthy. When the country is not healthy, Anangu get sick and sad and 

are thinking about the old times (Interview 1a 2014). 

In further discussions, ‘itjanu’ was described as meaning all the things that made the Country 

healthy. The participant explained it as ‘like the word Australia, which includes Melbourne, 

Sydney, Adelaide, Alice Springs and all that’ (Interview 1a 2014). Itjanu, when paired with 

ngura, means all the things that make the Country healthy. According to the Pitjantjatjara 

dictionary, itjanu (an adjective) means ‘lush, green (Country), verdant; the time of the year 

after summer rains when profuse green growth can be expected, around January to March’ 

(Goddard 1996). That which makes lush, healthy Country, is happy and healthy Anangu. I am 

not a linguist, and this is the extent to which I explored the meaning alluded to by the 

participant in relation to this word and further research would be warranted. The correlation 

between ‘healthy Country and healthy people’, though, has been well documented (Burgess 

et al. 2005, Garnett et al. 2009b). The act of looking after Country for Anangu is an act of 

looking after themselves, their culture and their families, which, in turn provides feelings of 

personal and collective empowerment and leads to better personal health (Green and Martin 

2017, see also Bach et al. 2018). The aspiration to care for Country due to the inextricable 

link to caring for people is a recurring theme for Indigenous people across Australia. 

 

5.2.2.3 Caring for fire 
Caring for fire is an essential land management practice for Anangu and is one that was easily 

articulated and discussed in answer to the questions of this thesis because it is practice, not 

just pure abstraction. Anangu have been burning their Country since the ancestors did. 

Before colonisation, Anangu lit fires when they were walking, or during ceremony, or visiting 

other Anangu. Anangu used fire for hunting, tracking and to clear old tough spinifex. Doing 

fire in the right way ensured ‘mai wiru tjuta munu kuka ananyi’ (lots of bush foods and game 

animals for hunting) (Interview 1a 2014). Therefore, Country was burnt frequently with small, 

cool fires. 

However, doing waru tjukarurunku tilinma is not easy. Because Anangu are not visiting 

Country as much as they used to, some fire knowledge has been lost. Today, Anangu live in 

townships or on their homelands throughout the APY Lands and are less likely to walk 

Country the way they used to. Unfortunately, this has meant that Country has been burnt 

less and fires have become bigger and hotter as they have become more infrequent. This has 
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a negative impact on Tjukurpa sites, on the health of plants and animals, and on Country 

more broadly (see also Latz 1995, Allan and Southgate 2002). 

In addition to this, the spread of invasive species like Buffel grass has meant that fires are 

burning much hotter and in ways that are different than those taught by the Elders and 

through the Tjukurpa. This can cause fires that are meant to be small and controlled to get 

away to areas that are not meant to be burnt. I was told a story of a fire that went out of 

control and burnt and killed a very important tree in a Tjukurpa songline (Field Notes 1a 

2014). This caused significant grief and anger to TOs. Some Anangu feel that it is now better 

for fire management to be done through APY Land Management, so that if a fire gets out of 

control, or burns the wrong Country, the blame can be levelled more broadly at the 

organisation, as opposed to an individual. This was not necessarily seen as problematic, but 

as a necessary adaptation to changing conditions in contemporary Anangu life. 

APY Land Management, therefore, work with Anangu to prevent these large, destructive 

bushfires through a fire management program. They use cars and helicopters to transport 

Anangu to places they no longer walk, and drip torches and incendiaries to light the fires. Fire 

management is limited to within the areas that APYLM work, including within the IPA areas, 

the Warru Recovery Project areas and the Women’s Project areas (see Taylor et al. 2015). 

Burning is conducted during the cooler months of the year from June to August and in 2014, 

APYLM employed a ‘fire season project officer’ specifically to assist with fire management 

(Field Notes 1a 2014). 

In May 2014, I travelled from Umuwa to Kanpi with the Watarru IPA coordinator, the 

Walalkara IPA coordinator, and the APY Ecologist to talk to Anangu connected to Watarru 

IPA about fire management. The consultation meeting took place out the back of the art 

centre, with everyone sitting on the ground. The Watarru IPA coordinator brought printed 

maps with fire information on them that had been produced by Anangu and APY Land 

Management (see Figure 5.2). During the planning meeting we also discussed an upcoming 

women’s trip, which is detailed in Story 5.1 – Ukiri Kura Inma – where it was agreed we would 

map Buffel grass infestations throughout Watarru IPA. 

Areas were marked in red that had been previously burnt in hot fires, and which needed to 

be avoided or patch burnt in the future. There were also areas marked that had been 

identified by Anangu as places that should not be burnt, to protect Tjukurpa sites, waterholes 

and other environmentally important places. Areas with hatched lines indicated places that 

were patch burnt by Anangu with APY Land Management the previous year, either from 
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helicopters, or by motorcars and on foot. The maps also included road accessibility and 

terrain. The purpose of showing the maps was to work with Anangu to decide where they 

wanted to burn that year, and how they would do it (with helicopter or motorcar). Several 

hours were spent talking through Anangu aspirations for fire and APY Land Management 

aspirations, and it appeared that Anangu were happy with the consultation process and 

understood the maps (Field Notes 1a 2014). Once everyone was comfortable, areas were 

chosen to focus fire management on that year and were marked on the maps and on an APY 

Land Management iPad.  

 

Figure 5.2 The IPA Coordinator explains a series of maps and the group talk about fire 

planning, including which places Anangu want to burn this year, which places Anangu do not 

want to burn, and what tools they will use to do the burning 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

This consultation process ensured the participation of the TOs of the relevant Country and 

was a process to obtain permission from them and the IPA steering committee to conduct 

the burning. While there are barriers to consultation in the APY Lands, including the 

significant language barrier, and that APY Land Management staff were leading the 

consultation process, TOs were vocal about where and how the burning needed to take place 
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and their instructions were followed by APY Land Management staff. APY Land Management 

staff hold a lot of power through their paid positions and access to vehicles and other 

facilities, but, as discussed earlier, Anangu still hold a lot of decision-making power because 

of their knowledge of Country.  

 

5.2.2.4 Caring for important plants and animals 
Hunting and gathering are important to Anangu, for both their health and wellbeing and for 

their relationships with Country. Anangu women predominantly hunt maku (witchetty grubs, 

the larvae of the cossid moth, Endoxyla leucomochla) and tjala (honey ants, Camponotus 

inflatus), collect bush foods like ili (native fig, Ficus platypoda) and kampurara (bush tomato, 

Solanum centrale), and collect bush medicines like irmangka irmangka (a native fuchsia, 

Eremophila alternifolia). I worked predominantly with women, so these are the plants and 

animals I have data on, but I recognise that Anangu aspire to look after (and hunt) other 

animals like malu (red kangaroo, Macropus rufus) and kalaya (emu, Dromaius 

novaehollandiae), which are hunted predominantly by men. 

Caring for these plants and animals, which includes hunting and collecting them and sharing 

them with family, often means collaborating with non-Indigenous friends and colleagues 

because many Anangu do not have vehicles to access places for hunting and gathering. Work 

is done by Anangu in pressing the importance of these hunting and gathering trips. 

Throughout my time on the APY Lands, I observed the importance of hunting and gathering 

to Anangu. They hunted and collected at every possible moment during trips on Country and 

Anangu would even deliberately direct Land Management staff to travel past favourite 

hunting spots, even if this meant going out of the way on already long trips (Field Notes 1a 

2014).  

Anangu aspirations for collecting bush foods can be disconcerting for Piranpa staff at APY 

Land Management, as these aspirations are not necessarily shared. This rift in aspirations is 

illustrated in the collection of mingkulpa (native tobacco, Nicotiana excelsior) (see Figure 

5.3). 

Mingkulpa is collected, dried, mixed with ash, rolled into a ball, and tucked onto the bottom 

lip for the slow release of nicotine throughout the day. Mingkulpa is highly desired by 

Anangu, with many people seemingly quite addicted to the plant (see Ratsch et al. 2010, 

2017 for more information on Aboriginal uses of mingkulpa, or native tobacco, in central 



Chapter 5: Evaluating success in ILM the APY Lands 

180 

 

Australia). There were constant requests for my vehicle to be used for trips to collect 

mingkulpa. These trips created anxieties for APY Land Management staff though, who 

stressed that ‘collecting tobacco is not land management work’ (APY Land Management staff, 

pers. comm. 30/4/14, Umuwa, Field Notes 1a 2014). This was said in response to a concern 

that collecting mingkulpa would divert Anangu Rangers away from doing camera trapping 

work with the IPA coordinator. This was despite another staff member admitting that the 

environmental work done on the APY Lands ‘is just a drop in the ocean and the most 

important part of our job is getting Anangu out on Country’ (APY Land Management staff, 

pers. comm. 30/4/14, Umuwa, Field Notes 1a 2014). Often Piranpa staff at APY Land 

Management bring a suite of their own aspirations to their jobs, which are often based on 

non-Indigenous science and NRM paradigms, and do not always realise that Anangu 

aspirations for caring for Country might be different, but equally relevant (Field Notes 1a 

2014). This will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 

 

Figure 5.3 Three generations collecting, preparing and bagging mingkulpa on the road 

towards Mimili. The mingkulpa was growing behind them, next to the rocks and in an area 

that was recently burnt 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald  
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Caring for threatened species provides less challenging collaborations for Anangu and 

Piranpa. With APY Land Management, Anangu care for important species, including tjakura 

(Great desert skink, Egernia kintorei), nganamara (Malleefowl, Leipoa ocellata) and warru 

(Black-footed Rock-wallabies, Petrogale lateralis). Piranpa talk about these as ‘threatened 

species’, but Anangu tend to refer to the animals by their Pitjantjatjara names. The animals 

are threatened by predation from cats and foxes and their habitats are threatened by 

wildfires. All were eaten in the past by Anangu, but this ceased since their decline and the 

active collaborative management by Anangu and APY Land Management staff. Tjakura and 

nganamara are managed in the IPAs where they still live, predominantly Walalkara and 

Watarru IPAs. Warru are managed through the Warru Recovery Project. This is a substantial 

and interesting ILM project in the APY Lands and is explored in more detail below. 

 

5.2.2.4.1 Looking after warru 

With funding from the Federal Government Working on Country (WoC) program, APY Land 

Management has administered the Warru Project since 2007. Warru were once abundant 

across the APY Lands and were hunted and eaten by Anangu. Since the settlement of Anangu 

into townships, the decline in the warru population, and the development of the Recovery 

Project, hunting of warru has ceased. 

We don’t want to eat them anymore because we looking after now, today. 

We’re working for rock wallaby, looking after. Some fox might come and 

eat him, that’s why we’re looking after them (Kunmanara Haggie, quoted 

in: Read et al. 2018). 

In 2010, a four-kilometre-long predator-proof fence, known as the ‘warru pintji’ (warru 

fence), was built just north of Pukatja to enclose 100-hectare to allow warru to live without 

the threat of cats and other predators. The site was chosen in consultation with TOs and the 

Recovery Team, combining scientific criteria and local knowledge, and the pintji was built by 

Anangu and Warru Rangers (Natural Resources Alinytjara Wilurara 2016). In collaboration 

with, and with permission from, TOs of the warru populations, baby warru were sent from 

the APY Lands to Monarto Zoo in Adelaide between 2007 and 2009, where they were cross-

fostered with yellow-footed rock wallabies. Since 2011, more than 22 warru raised at 

Monarto Zoo have returned to the APY Lands and have been released into the pintji (see 

Figure 5.4). The pintji allows captive bred warru to acclimatise and adapt to local conditions, 
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away from cats and other predators. Breeding in the pintji is now taking place, with all warru 

in the pintji monitored through radio-telemetry and scat counts (West et al. 2017). 

There are lots of Warru making noise up here. We go to the top of the hill 

and listen for their sound. We listen to the radio receiver. And we know 

that they are awake (Warru Ranger, speaking in “Our Land, Our Future” 

Clarke 2013). 

 

Figure 5.4 Anangu Warru Ranger releases a warru (in the left of the frame) into the pintji on 

April 18th 2015 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald  

Initially Anangu were alarmed at the proposal to take young warru so far away from their 

ngura, or homeland, because it was equated to the establishment of a ‘stolen generation’ of 

rock wallabies (Read et al. 2018). Through extensive consultations, the proposal was agreed 

to, on the understanding that the young warru would eventually be returned to the APY 

Lands. Approval was gained for the translocation of the warru from the TOs who own the 

Country where the remaining populations of warru live, as well as the APY Executive (Ward 

and Clarke 2007). 
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Senior Anangu minymas (women) produced a painting of the recovery story, which is now 

used as the logo for the Recovery Program. Significantly, this was followed by the 

development of a contemporary Tjukurpa inma, or song and dance, called the ‘warru inma’ 

(Muhic et al. 2012). The inma describes the warru mothers crying as they look up at the sky 

as their babies are taken away to Adelaide by aeroplane. It is sung and danced with 

reverence, joy and affectionate pity (Sometimes 2014). As the project has progressed and 

the warru story has grown, the inma has been elaborated and now includes the warru’s 

return home to their ngura, or home. The warru minymas continue to sing the warru home 

whenever they are returned from Adelaide. These ‘warru minymas’ are employed to attend 

as TOs and senior knowledge holders during all trapping and release events at the warru 

pintji and provide good Anangu governance of the project (see Figure 5.5). 

 

Figure 5.5 Warru minyma (from left: Tjariya Stanley, Ningulta Edwards and Impiti Winton) 

oversee the release of six warru into the pintji on Saturday April 18th 2015, after they were 

flown from Monarto Zoo in Adelaide to the APY Lands. The warru were called Kalpa, Magpie, 

Arnguli, Ngankali, Tjintir Tjintir, and Piiny Piiny 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 
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According to Beth Sometimes (2014), after the warru were taken away to Adelaide, their 

mothers all abandoned the rocky hill they were living on, and shifted to another. Anangu 

sympathised with this action, because they also move from their camp after the death or loss 

of a loved one.  

The primary objective of the Warru Recovery Plan is to downgrade the conservation status 

of warru from endangered to vulnerable within forty years. This would maximise the 

likelihood of re-establishing functioning populations that are in situ and genetically robust 

(Read and Ward 2011b). Further objectives of the warru project are: to embrace and 

promote Tjukurpa and cultural values of warru; the stewardship role of Anangu for warru 

recovery; training and employment benefits for Anangu; and a functional multi-stakeholder 

Warru Recovery Team (Read and Ward 2011b). 

The success of the Warru Project is primarily based on the close collaboration and respect 

between TOs, Anangu Rangers, non-Indigenous scientists and APY Land Management staff. 

Anangu governance and direction leads the recovery process and TOs and Rangers are highly 

engaged. The project has created employment opportunities for Anangu, both permanent 

part-time and casual. Other success factors include: that funding has been sustained for over 

a decade; there are links between monitoring, management and research; and there has 

been a willingness to adopt novel approaches to management (Read et al. 2018). The Warru 

Project is an example where Western scientific threatened species management has 

complemented and matched contemporary Anangu management techniques. 

 

5.2.2.5 Managing non-native plants and animals 
Non-native plants and animals that have become established in the APY Lands can be a threat 

to Country, including to the important plants and animals discussed above, to Tjukurpa sites, 

and to the ability for Anangu to access Country. Specific examples of non-native plants and 

animals that are particularly damaging to Country are explored below.  

 

5.2.2.5.1 Managing Buffel grass 

Some non-native grasses on the APY Lands outcompete native grasses, destroy food for 

important animals, grow over tracks, creeks and waterholes, burn hotter than native grasses 

and fuel wildfires, which in turn threaten Tjukurpa sites, native plants and animals, and 



Chapter 5: Evaluating success in ILM the APY Lands 

185 

 

township and homeland infrastructure. Anangu and Piranpa land managers particularly talk 

and worry about Buffel grass (Cenchrus ciliaris). 

We are not Buffel grass people (Anangu Elder, pers. comm. 1/5/15, Field 

Notes 2a 2015). 

While the scientific story of Buffel grass and its effect on the environment have been well 

researched and accepted (see for example: Miller et al. 2010, Schlesinger et al. 2013, Young 

and Schlesinger 2014), as well as the positive effects of Buffel grass on the pastoral industry 

(Hall 2000), the Anangu Buffel grass story has not been well documented. Story 5.1 tells of a 

fieldtrip to Watarru IPA in 2014, where we explored Anangu aspirations for managing Buffel 

grass and its impacts on their Country and values. 

 

 

Story 5.1 Ukiri Kura Inma 

In June 2014, we went on a five-day minyma (ladies) trip to Watarru IPA. APY Land 

Management staff had consulted extensively with Anangu about the trip, including talking 

to senior women during the fire planning meeting in Kanpi (see Section 5.2.2.3 Caring for 

fire) about expectations and activities to be undertaken. The coordinator of Watarru IPA 

at that time was a male Piranpa, so the trip was run by the female coordinator of a 

different IPA and the female ecologist, both APY Land Management staff. Thirteen women 

connected to ngura in Watarru IPA and two of their children came on the trip. The women 

lived in Pukatja (Ernabella), Kenmore Park, Kanpi, Fregon and Pipalyatjara (see Figure 1.1 

in Chapter 1). 

The APY Ecologist was particularly interested in the impacts of Buffel grass and, before the 

trip, she and I had talked about focusing conversations with Anangu on their Buffel grass 

story. We discussed making a video with Anangu talking about their opinions of Buffel 

grass and its effects on Country, including cultural, social and environmental values. We 

considered using a ranking exercise, like those shown by ARPNet (Sithole 2012), where we 

could use nuts or rocks to consider the relative threats to Anangu values of Country from 

the spread of Buffel grass. Two women, one from Kenmore Park and one from Pipalyatjara, 

who spoke good English and Pitjantjatjara were employed as co-researchers through the 

university.  
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We spent the first day picking Anangu up from Pukatja, Kenmore Park, Kanpi and 

Pipalyatjara. We left at 8:00am and left Pipalyatjara to find a campsite at 5:00pm. The first 

night we had to drive a long way from Pipalyatjara before we found a camping spot that 

was free of Buffel grass. One of the senior Anangu Elders recounted later that the women 

were saying ‘Wiya, tjanpi pulkatja, Buffel grass pulkatja, ngaltutjara.’ – ‘No, the grass is 

too big, poor thing.’ 

Around the fire that evening the co-researchers and I discussed the merits of asking the 

women about their thoughts on Buffel grass. The co-researchers suggested they talk to 

the women throughout the evening and the next day. 

The next day we travelled back to Pipalyatjara to buy fuel and food for the trip. We also 

took many of the women to the clinic to collect their medications for the week. We left 

Pipalyatjara at 1:00pm and travelled on to Watarru township. No one lives there 

permanently since the local store closed in December 2011 and the power was turned off 

in early 2012, due to a low number of permanent residents (Owen 2015). There are around 

20 houses, a modern school, a clinic, a store and a shire office, all empty. It has the eerie 

feel of a ghost town with mattresses, kitchen pots, and bright plastic children’s toys 

abandoned in front yards, as if waiting for their owners to come home.  

We set up for a very late lunch in the front yard of one of the senior women’s home. She 

had been forced to move to a family member’s house in Kanpi when the government 

pulled the services to the township. She wandered through the house and garden, 

gathering some of her things to take back to Kanpi. 

After talking about what we would do during the week, we went through the booklet 

produced to explain this research (see Appendix 1). We talked about exploring Anangu 

ideas about Buffel grass. We explained that while the non-Indigenous science story of 

Buffel grass has been well documented, we wanted to give Anangu a chance to talk about 

what is happening on their Country. We suggested that a good way to give Anangu a voice 

would be to record videos. With the women’s consent, the two co-researchers facilitated 

a focus group discussion, asking questions and translating the women’s answers into 

English. We recorded the answers on iPads and it felt like a good starting point. But it also 

seemed that the women were uncomfortable talking on camera from set questions.  

As the sun was setting, we left the township and drove further into Watarru IPA. It was 

dark by the time we stopped for the night, when the TO for the Country we were travelling 

on told us we had arrived at the campsite.  
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Around the fire, we ate dinner and talked about Buffel grass, about the place we were in, 

and about where we would go tomorrow. One of the women was ill and the other women 

explained that she was probably sick because the Wati (men’s) Tjukurpa had entered her 

and made her throat burn and vomit. And then some of the older Anangu women started 

to sing. They stopped now and then to discuss the developing song with each other in 

Pitjantjatjara. They faltered over the words at first, laughing when they got them wrong. 

Eventually they explained they had made up inma (a song) for Buffel grass. They explained 

that it was a sad song because there used to be pretty flowers everywhere but now there 

is only this one grass. One of the women wrote down the words of the song and translated 

them into English for the record (see Table 5.1). Much discussion was had over what to 

name the song, and eventually they settled on ‘ukiri kura inma’ – ‘the song about the bad 

grass.’ From then on, the women referred to Buffel grass as ukiri kura. 

Table 5.1 Pitjantjatjara and English translation of the Ukiri Kura Inma 

Ukiri Kura Inma The Buffel Grass Song 

Tjulpun-tjulpunpa. Mai palya. 

Tjutatjara ngarangi. 

Ukiri kurangkulampa kuranu. 

Wangunu, wakati, 

Kunakanti, kuranu. 

Ukiri kurangkulampa kuranu. 

Ngaltutjara ngaltutjara. 

Mai nganampa wiyaringu. 

Wild flowers. Good bush foods.  

Everywhere. 

The bad grass has spoilt everything for us. 

Native grains, 

Ruined. 

The bad grass has spoilt everything for us. 

Poor thing, poor thing, 

Our bush foods are all gone. 

 

The women suggested performing and filming the Ukiri Kura Inma during the trip. They 

wanted to build waru pulka, a bonfire, which they would throw Buffel grass into, 

performing the destruction they wished to see happen to the plant. While we did film 

‘outtakes’, as they were fondly described, of the women practising the inma, we ran out 

of time to film the full performance. 

On-Country trips in the APY Lands always include as many activities as possible, to make 

the most of the precious time with Country. We visited the cave in which one of the senior 

Anangu women, who now lives in Pukatja, was born. We travelled to a tjakura (Great 

desert skink, Liopholis kintorei) nest. The nest was surrounded by punu, or large sticks and 

logs, which Anangu and APY Land Management staff had put out there to keep camels 

from trampling it (see Figure 5.6).  
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We’re putting this wood just in case a camel comes. So it doesn’t squash 

the nest. So they [the tjakura] can stay in their home and we’ll look at 

it from afar. Tjakura only have one toilet, like whitefellas, and theirs is 

over there. And the little ones, they learn how to go toilet outside. They 

eat all of this stuff [indicating plants around the nest]. They eat that 

[she pulls a native plant out of the ground to show us]. White one. [A 

Piranpa shows a large tjakura poo to her]: So that must be the man, 

the father, the mother and father can be identified by their [poo] sizes. 

And little kids are there [in the nest] too. … Spring time, they come out. 

They come out with a new skin (Interview 5a 2014). 

 

 

Figure 5.6 A tjakura (Great Desert Skink) nest surrounded by punu, which Anangu Rangers 

and TOs had put there some years previously, to keep the camels from trampling the nest 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

We visited a cave full of paintings, next to a rockhole with a rust coloured fence around it 

to keep camels out. Ara irititja (a long time ago) Anangu would wait in the cave for animals 

to come and drink at the water hole so they could hunt them.  
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They would sit in here and wait for the animals to come and drink from 

that water… emu… and then they would wait here and they would hear 

it. And so they would sit here while they were bored and do paintings. 

They would sleep in here, they would put the kids in there. And they’d 

tell them don’t move, sit still, don’t make a sound. If it rains they would 

sleep in here too (Interview 6a 2014). 

We waded through a knee-high field of Buffel grass to access the cave. The senior Anangu 

woman who used to live in Watarru talked about burning the Buffel grass recently, to try 

to control it. It came back stronger than ever after the fire and was now growing up to the 

entrance of the cave.  

Anangu co-researcher: What about, nyaapa buffel palatja kuranu? You 

lit it on fire before and it came back up?  

Anangu Traditional Owner: Uwa, ka piruku pakanu [Yes, it came back 

up again] (Interview 6a 2014). 

On Friday we travelled home after five days of driving, checking on Country and telling 

stories. As we drove east from Pipalyatjara along the Mulga Park Highway, a full, red moon 

rose into the night sky, beginning at the end of the road on the horizon. It was the first 

time that I realised there was to be a lunar eclipse. Our convoy of cars barrelled down the 

road, connected by radios through which one woman yelled excitedly ‘Can anyone hear 

me? Look at the moon! It’s huge!’ As we drove on into that blood moon, haunting voices 

from another car floated through our radio and filled the Troopy with the women’s inma 

to the moon. Then the senior woman who used to live in Watarru took over, leading a 

rendition of the Buffel grass song and praying for us to get home safely.  

…  

Six months passed and in February 2015, ABC TV Landline broadcast an episode entitled 

‘Mixed Blessing’ that explored the controversial character of Buffel grass to pastoralists, 

environmentalists and Anangu (ABC Landline 2015). The ABC Landline crew, with the 

organisational capabilities of APY Land Management, travelled to the APY Lands to talk to 

Anangu and film the women singing their Ukiri Kura Inma (see Figure 5.7). During the 

program, some of the women who were on that trip to Watarru and other Anangu staff at 

APY Land Management talked about the impact of Buffel grass on Country, particularly the 

impact on bush foods, animals for hunting and wild flowers. 
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The Buffel grass might destroy our witchetty grub tree. For a long time, 

there was no Buffel grass. There [this] used to be a plained area. We 

used to get food like bush tuckers. There were a lot of wild flowers 

growing. Now they're all gone away because the Buffel grass has 

grown on top of them (Tjariya Stanley, speaking on: ABC Landline 2015) 

The grass destroys our food. Before we used to have lots of bush tucker. 

We were healthy when we ate those foods. [The ladies pull out tufts of 

Buffel grass and throw them on a burning pile.] You can burn like [this] 

because you destroy all our food you bad grass (Tinpulya Mervin, 

speaking on: ABC Landline 2015). 

It's a way of life out here. We grew up hunting and everything and with 

all the buffel growing everywhere, it's hard to do that now (Ethan Dagg, 

speaking on: ABC Landline 2015). 

 

Figure 5.7 ABC Landline filmed the women singing Ukiri Kura Inma. From left: Imitjala 

Curley, Tjulkiwa Atira Atira, Tinpulya Mervin, Tjariya Stanley, Impiti Winton, Ningulta 

Edwards 

Source: ABC Landline 
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And so, the Ukiri Kura story was recorded, just like the women imagined from the 

beginning, and was able to travel from that fieldtrip in Watarru IPA to television sets across 

Australia. 

 

Of particular interest in this story is the Anangu women’s reconstitution of the research 

methods and outputs. The non-Indigenous people on the trip, including myself, had ideas 

about the methods we would use, including interviewing the older women, with the 

interviews translated by the younger women and recorded on camera. Perhaps the Anangu 

women humoured me and went along with the suggestion on the first day. However, during 

the rest of the trip, they quietly but firmly redefined the methods. They talked about their 

aspirations for managing Buffel grass during land management work, instead of in formal 

interviews, contextualising the impacts Buffel grass is having on Country, people and culture. 

They then produced a song in Pitjantjatjara, full of all the important information they would 

have said in an interview, and which they aspired to perform to a wider audience. This song 

was a way for the women to maintain their authority by talking about that which concerns 

their Country in their own languages and through their own cultural methods of knowledge 

production and dissemination.  

Further information on how Anangu aspire to manage Buffel grass to care for Country was 

gleaned when I spoke with a senior Anangu Elder who has since passed away. He would often 

come to my house for lunch and to watch old cowboy movies. After months of friendship, 

and after lunch one day, he agreed to help me translate my research questions and talk about 

what he thought about Buffel grass (see Chapter 3). We spoke at length about the research 

and at the end of the conversation he agreed to do a recorded interview. The next day, he 

came again, and we did the interview after lunch. The conversation was recorded with 

permission and has been translated. 

This Elder talked about rain coming to the APY Lands, bringing fresh growth and life to 

Country. In the past native grasses would grow with the coming of the rain but now only 

Buffel grass grows, covering large swathes of Country and causing the loss of many game 

animals and bush foods.  

Uwa. Ka rain coming and big rain and kuwari uwankara wiru, changing 

munu green. Ka tjanpi mulapa wiya, mamu pakanu. Winki. Rapita wiya, 

malu wiya, kanyala wiya. Uwankara. … And number one, mulupa. Kuka 
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uwankara wiyaringu. Malu, kanyala, rapita, ngintaka, milpali. Uwankara. 

Uwa munu bush mai urinyta iriti tjuta wiyaringu. Uwa mulapa nyangatja, 

kuka wiyaringu. Only here hey, only community, palu in the bush wiya, 

tjukutjuku, and finish, and malu nyinanyi, but nyanga communitylakutu. 

Yes. And rain coming and big rain and now everywhere is good, changing 

and green. But native grass gone, mamu coming up. The whole lot. No 

rabbits, no kangaroos, no emus. Everywhere. … And number one, true. 

Game animals all gone. Kangaroo, emu, rabbits, monitors, goanna. All of 

them. Yes, and bush foods all gone. Yes, true story, game animals 

disappeared. Only here hey, only community, but in the bush nothing, 

little bit, and finish and kangaroo are there, but coming to the community 

(Interview 2a 2015). 

During this conversation, the Anangu Elder referred to Buffel grass as ‘mamu’. A mamu is a 

harmful spirit being, spirit-monster, or ‘devil’ animal. Mamu’s cause sickness in people and 

can be extracted by ngangkari (a healer or Anangu doctor). They are invisible spirits that can 

be seen by dogs and driven off by Elders (James 2005). Mamu is also the general term for 

monsters and other horrible dangerous creatures (Goddard 1996). It is interesting that Buffel 

grass was renamed ‘ukiri kura’ by the women in Watarru IPA and ‘mamu’ by the Anangu 

Elder. I am not aware of any other introduced plants or animals that have been given such 

evocative names by Anangu, but this would warrant further investigation. 

He went on to talk about the difficult process of managing Buffel grass. He described a time 

when Piranpa came to the APY Lands to work with APY Land Management to aerial spray 

Buffel grass with chemicals. 

Aeroplane, he putting, and he opening [makes sound of something falling 

out of the plane] and all the grass, little bit die (Interview 2a 2015). 

Spraying killed the Buffel grass, but after rain and fire the Buffel grass came back bigger and 

tougher than ever. 

Later, big rain came then pakara, pulka pakanu [it grew, [the grass] grew 

a lot]. … Grass. Burning. Coming up. Green. … Maybe it spread out from 

buildings, spreading, spread out everywhere. It caused everything to die 

(Interview 2a 2015). 
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This is corroborated by the literature (see for example: Butler and Fairfax 2003, Schlesinger 

et al. 2013). The Anangu Elder made it clear that the management of Buffel grass cannot be 

achieved by Anangu alone. The management of Buffel grass therefore needs to be done in 

collaboration with Piranpa scientists because it comes from a different Country and the 

knowledge of how to manage it is not completely known by either Piranpa or Anangu. 

Ka tjinguru kutjupa nintiringkula, wati Piranpa, winki ninti. Ngayulu kulini, 

Anangu maru tjuta wiya, ninti wiya. … Ka warka palya ngaranyi, easy, 

school tjuta ankunytjaku, nintiringkunytjikitja englishaku, learning 

English and talk teacher, and work painter, easy. Palu nyanga grass, 

kulinma-la witu-witu.  

Maybe someone will explain, non-Indigenous people, they’re all clever. I 

know. Anangu don’t, they don’t know how. … Now there are jobs here, 

easy, at the school, learn English, learning English and talk teacher, and 

work painter, easy. But that grass, we know it’s tough (Interview 2a 

2015). 

APY Land Management works with Anangu Rangers to control Buffel grass through mapping, 

spraying with herbicides, burning and physically removing the grass (see Figure 5.8). 

Management actions include mapping of infestations, chemical 

application, burning for biomass reduction and physical removal of plants. 

APY Land Management and NRAW28 have recently purchased two slip-on 

spray units for use on the APY Lands, which will dramatically increase 

management efficacy. The spray units will allow large-scale spraying, 

using booms along access roads and around critical cultural and 

biodiversity sites (Taylor et al. 2015). 

Managing Buffel grass with fire is only successful if it is paired with chemical application. 

When Buffel grass is burnt, the top of the plant is burnt off but the root mass under the 

ground survives and can reproduce the plant within weeks. In comparison, native grasses 

grow back from seeds, which can take months, and they are outcompeted by Buffel grass. 

Buffel grass also burns much hotter than native grasses and can kill native shrubs and trees 

that it surrounds, as well as ground cover plants, and forms a monoculture. The loss of pretty 

flowers due to Buffel grass was lamented by Anangu across the APY Lands. Pretty flowers are 

                                                           
28 Natural Resources Alinytjara Wilurara 
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used as an indicator by Anangu to show healthy Country, because they show that there is a 

diversity of native species. The lack of flowers, therefore, shows sick Country. 

We know Country is healthy when we see lots of pretty flowers – purple, 

white, pink. This means that fire is right and there are native plants and 

no buffel (Anangu woman, pers. comm., 10/6/14, Watarru, Field Notes 1a 

2014). 

(Looks sad) Buffel grass wiya, it’s bad, here there used to be lots of pretty 

flowers – white, blue, purple, yellow, pink – and now, just buffel grass. 

Everywhere, buffel grass (Anangu woman, pers. comm., north of Pukatja, 

7/6/14, Field Notes 1a 2014). 

 

Figure 5.8 Spraying buffel grass with chemicals in Apara-Makiri-Punti IPA 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

In addition, as one Anangu woman explained below, Buffel grass is impacting Anangu access 

to Country, which was articulated to be a primary aspiration for caring for Country: 

It’s making it hard to follow country? So the buffel grass is hiding all the 

water holes. So the buffel is now going over the creeks, it’s hiding all the 
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waterholes from us, it’s on the side of the roads, on the shoulders, it’s 

getting rid of the bush foods that we know like kampurarpa – bush 

tomatoes – so there’s less of them. So all the native plants are going 

because of this poisonous grass (Interview 4a 2014). 

Managing Buffel grass through APY Land Management is a challenge because of the scale of 

the APY Lands. Anangu ownership over this management issue is important, but this is only 

possible with support, including financial support for the purchase of herbicides and 

equipment, and training and jobs for Anangu. Buffel grass management is a good opportunity 

for Anangu to do training in environmental management and other skills in an area that 

benefits and connects them to Country.  

Because Buffel grass is growing like an army. We want the money for all 

the young fellas to train. We want to come together for training. We want 

to train one people together. How do we fix that army? We got to fight 

like an army too. And kill that buffel grass! (Johnny Lyons, Anangu elder, 

speaking in “Storm On The Horizon”, Clarke 2017). 

 

5.2.2.5.2 Managing camels, horses and donkeys 

As described in Chapter 4, camels, donkeys and horses were used by European explorers and 

early non-Indigenous settlers, but with the advent of motor vehicles, camels and donkeys 

became redundant, and many captive animals were released. Their numbers and range have 

increased, a concern to non-Indigenous scientists and Anangu due to their impacts on 

waterholes, Tjukurpa sites and native plants and animals. 

Land management work is really important. I want to do land 

management work around my homeland [No.25] near Amata, because 

we need to look after the rockholes. They get ruined by camels and the 

water becomes dirty. We need to have clean waterholes for the birds and 

the animals to drink (Anangu Elder, pers. comm. 3/6/14, Pukatja, Field 

Notes 1a 2014). 

Methods to protect important sites, including rockholes and Tjukurpa sites, from camels, 

horses and donkeys include building fences and other exclusion structures. These are 

considered an important element of a management strategy for Anangu. Many different 

manifestations of exclusion structures have been implemented throughout the IPAs (Figure 
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5.9). However, they remain problematic for APY Land Management as they are expensive to 

build and are often damaged, particularly by thirsty camels in search of water. 

We need to move towards longer term solutions to feral animals, because 

building a fence around a waterhole just puts pressure on other 

waterholes when the animals are locked out of one. We need to make 

people start thinking about other solutions, like culling (APY Land 

Management staff, pers. comm. 7/6/14, Pukatja, Field Notes 1a 2014). 

 

Figure 5.9 A camel exclusion structure in Walalkara IPA – one of a variety of structures that 

are used to protect rockholes from camels, donkeys and horses 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

There is an aspiration among Anangu to take advantage of the commercial opportunities 

presented by camels, including mustering and exporting live animals for meat and milk (APY 

Pastoral et al. 2013). The development of a camel industry is seen as an opportunity for 

economic development, employment and training. Training for the mustering businesses 

includes welding, fencing, and truck licences, and the humane destruction of sick animals 

(APY Pastoral et al. 2013). The camel industry has remained small due to a lack of capital 

infrastructure for harvesting, transport and processing. The high costs of harvesting and 
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consolidating camels in remote areas also makes achieving a sustainable industry difficult. 

There is an aspiration, then, to build or fix existing trap yards, holding paddocks, troughs, 

tanks and water points, and purchase or borrow trucks, motorbikes, bullcatchers and 

gyrocopters (APY Pastoral et al. 2013). 

The camel industry is seen as an opportunity for empowerment and ‘self-determination’ for 

Anangu (APY Pastoral et al. 2013). Anangu governance of mustering is important to ensure 

‘no men mustering in women’s sites’ (APY Pastoral et al. 2013). This specific outcome 

orientated aspiration is another example that highlights the primary aspiration – for Anangu 

governance of ILM activities, in collaboration with ngura and the Tjukurpa, with the right 

people in the right places at the right time. 

 

5.3 Anangu measures of success for Indigenous Land 

Management in the APY Lands 
 

This section explores the ways in which Anangu measure success in ILM. Anangu report 

changes on Country through stories and songs in Pitjantjatjara and are involved in formal 

reporting with APY Land Management through ‘stories of change’, or Indigenous 

Performance Stories which are part of IPA reporting requirements, which are predominantly 

photos, videos and spoken stories in language. Success is reported informally through local 

conversations, stories and songs, as well as visiting, checking and being in place. 

However, the question of how Anangu know whether they are caring for Country the right 

way or not was often met with perplexity. One man I worked with tried to explain the 

difficulty of answering this question: 

It’s like a feeling that you get inside you. But it’s hard to explain. It’s 

something that you feel, you feel happy inside. It’s like sometimes we’ll be 

driving somewhere with some Anangu and we’ll be happy and laughing 

and talking but then if we get there and there are things wrong and the 

Country’s not healthy then we won’t want to talk anymore [mimes 

slumping in seat and looks sad]. But if the Country’s healthy, there’s kuka 

tjuta [game animals], fire being done the right way, mai pulka [lots of 
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bush foods], then we feel happy inside. It’s too hard to explain, you know, 

what it is (Interview 1a, 2014). 

This comment mirrors the disconcertment that was shown to the question of aspirations for 

caring for Country (see section: 5.2.2 Contemporary Anangu articulations of ILM aspirations). 

As argued previously, the concepts involved in asking the question of aspirations are not 

easily translatable. The research was essentially asking the Anangu man to give a list of 

success factors that he checks for when out on Country. He did do that – ‘kuka tjuta, fire 

being the right way, mai pulka’ – but I would argue he did that more to satisfy my need for 

an answer than it being a true representation of the way in which he actually measures 

success. Again, to answer the question that this research was posing, he employed Piranpa 

concepts and categories for it to make sense to me. But to keep it true to Anangu, he used 

an example of looking-after-Country-in-action to describe the Anangu concept (albeit 

imperfectly) of following law, ceremony and kinship. He emphasised something – fire – being 

done in the right way. This further solidifies that, as for aspirations, measures of success are 

primarily about principles and processes. If caring for Country is done in the ‘right way’ – with 

the right people in the right place at the right time – then the outcomes will be successful. 

Further to this, the Pitjantjatjara language does not have any words that resemble 

‘management’, ‘aspiration’, or ‘success’. More broadly, the language ‘offers no conceptual 

supports to explain these complex concepts’ (Osborne and Guenther 2013 p. 93). Osborne & 

Guenther (2013 p. 93) argue that, in relation to education, ‘an absence of language in this 

respect indicates a collective non-engagement with these concepts and values in the context 

that is so confidently promulgated by politicians, academics and educators alike’. 

Pitjantjatjara also has no words for ‘monitoring’, ‘evaluate’, ‘management’ or ‘indicator’. The 

argument is not that Anangu do not have aspirations or measure the success of their land 

management, but that ‘measurement’, ‘success’ and ‘aspirations’ are based in a different 

ontological framework. Perhaps Anangu aspirations and ways of measuring success have 

different words and concepts to describe them. The ramifications of this for this thesis, as it 

aims to explore measures of success in Indigenous land and sea management, are explored 

in Chapter 7. Additionally, the ‘feeling’ for Country that the Anangu man was trying to 

articulate as visceral and embodied, will be explored. 

Despite the challenges outlined above, the ideas of ‘success’ in ILM in the APY Lands are 

explored in two stories for this section. Each of these stories is followed by a discussion of 

what is highlighted in their telling. In the final section of this chapter a list of measures of 
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success that have been distilled from these stories and other data collected for this thesis are 

presented. Like the aspirations for caring for Country, these success factors are grouped 

under two headings: ‘Right people, strong relationships, being guided by the Tjukurpa’ and 

‘Contemporary Anangu articulations of measures of success in ILM’. Contemporary 

articulations of measures of success are right processes manifesting in the here and now of 

ILM. As articulated earlier, there is a need to identify categories for measuring success in 

contemporary ILM programs, which is uncomfortable for Anangu, but not impossible. 

 

 

Story 5.2 Going and not going 

Year One: 2014 

Day One: Cake and consultation 

It had rained all night, the drops loud on the corrugated iron roof of the house. At 10:00am 

the next morning, the road from Umuwa to Fregon resembled more of a creek than a route 

for movement and transportation (Figure 5.10). The road was set down from the 

surrounding landscape and the water had nowhere run to, waiting in large puddles for the 

desert sun to evaporate it. As I slowly navigated the puddles in my car, I thought about my 

prior expectations of the desert as dry, parched and crackly in the heat and my subsequent 

experience over the last two months of cool days, subzero frosty nights and persistent rain 

which turned the desert panoramas to luminous greens and deep reds. That most of the 

green was due to an introduced and highly invasive species, Buffel grass, had yet to register 

in my inexperienced brain and so, for the moment, I continued to be delighted by the bold 

colours across the landscape. 

I was navigating puddles on the road to Fregon to talk to Anangu about a proposed minyma 

(women’s) trip to Kanpi. I was following the tail lights of another white 4-wheel-drive, 

driven by the consultant coordinator who worked for Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource 

Management (AWNRM) with Kanpi-Nyapari Land & Culture. 

We arrived in Fregon and purchased a cake from the store, which we took to Kaltjiti Arts. 

There we found Mrs K. and Mrs A. working on paintings. They took a break and we sat and 

ate the cake around a paint splattered table in a small room off the main painting space. 

Mrs A.’s little grandson ran in and out to steal bits of her cake while we were talking. Camp 
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dogs snoozed under our feet, trying their best to avoid the art centre manager who spent 

much of her day shooing them out.  

We talked about the planned trip to Kanpi – where we should go, which sites we should 

visit, how many days we should go for, who absolutely needed to be there, and who 

preferably should be there. The sites were connected to Mrs K., so it was essential that 

she was there, and any of her family would be preferable, including Mrs A. We talked about 

what we would do there, and the coordinator reminded the women that they had talked 

about painting and installing some signs at important women’s sites. We decided on three 

days, which would be enough time to pick up the women, travel to Kanpi, paint the signs, 

and hang them at the sites. 

 

Figure 5.10 The road from Umuwa to Fregon after rain 

Source: Jennifer Macdonald 

We all agreed this was a good plan and eventually settled on doing the trip in just over 

four weeks’ time, when Mrs K. and Mrs A. were not busy, and the coordinator would be 

back from Alice Springs. We left the women as they got back to their paintings, and we 

started the slow journey back to Umuwa along the flooded highway, arriving home at 

2:00pm. 
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Four Weeks Later  

Four weeks later, on the Saturday before the planned trip to Kanpi, I travelled to Fregon 

to confirm that the women we needed were there and still available. The coordinator was 

still in Alice Springs and would arrive in Umuwa on Sunday. I went to Fregon with a friend 

and we visited Kaltjiti Arts for a shopping outing. I bought a painting by Mrs A., who was 

coming on the trip. The painting was large, with lines of connecting mingkiri, or mice, on a 

background of purple, green and black. Each head morphed into the next, in a manner that 

reminded me of aliens and that I considered both terrifying and brilliant. 

After buying the painting, we tried to find Mrs A. to talk to her about the trip. We were 

given directions by a family member to a house down the road, where we could see Mrs 

A. walking through the front gate of a house, in a violet coloured jumper. We drove over 

and tooted to get her attention. She waved us over and shouted ‘ngalya-pitja’, as she sat 

down on a white plastic chair next to a group sitting next to a fire with a kettle boiling 

away. I carried the painting over and unrolled it to show the group. Mrs A.’s face lit up and 

she came close to the painting, pointing and listing each mouse in turn: ‘mingkiri, mingkiri, 

mingkiri, mingkiri.’ 

I noticed that she had her hair done up in three bunchies and had a green bag full of what 

looked like travelling clothes next to her seat. I asked if she would be in Fregon on Monday 

and she said she was on her way to Adelaide for x-rays at the hospital tomorrow. Mrs K. 

would be travelling with her. She said they might be back in a week. 

I called the AWNRM coordinator when we got back to Umuwa and told her we needed to 

change the trip. 

 

Two Weeks Later 

Two more weeks passed. It was now six weeks after our cake and consultation at Kaltjiti 

Arts. The coordinator had spoken to someone at the art centre on Friday who told her that 

the women we needed were in Fregon, so on Monday morning she drove there, hopeful 

but always resigned to it not working out. She returned to Umuwa four hours later, 

triumphant. She had Mrs K., Mrs A., and Mrs K.’s daughter. After lunch at my house, we 

drove out of Umuwa in two dirt stained four-wheel drives and turned onto the road that 

heads west all the way to the Western Australian border. 
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We pulled into Kanpi as the sun was setting. After visiting family in Kanpi, we set off to find 

somewhere to camp. There was no land management accommodation in Kanpi. Mrs K. 

vetoed our first choice of a beautiful dry creek bed, ringed by tall eucalyptus trees, because 

the last time she camped there a dingo ripped into her tent and stole her saved-for-later 

malu wipu (kangaroo tail). We ended up camping just out of town, next to the highway 

that heads west to Pipalyatjara. The wind was strong and cold, the blankets were thin and 

the sound of trucks thundering down the highway kept us awake. The complaints were 

many, so the next morning the coordinator found someone with a key to the Skill Hire 

building in Kanpi. We slept there for the next two nights and cooked over a fire we built 

out the front of the building. The coordinator and I bunked up in the children’s play pen 

and the women slept in the kitchen. 

On the second day, the women from Fregon worked with women from Kanpi, all 

connected to the Country around Kanpi. They had decided to make signs for two important 

women’s sites. The signs would help Anangu and Piranpa who visited the sites to 

understand the significance of the area and the rules of what they could and could not do. 

The coordinator had brought signs and paints, so after breakfast the women sat around 

the fire and discussed what they would paint. One group sat on the ground on a green 

tarpaulin to paint one sign, and the other at a table on the veranda to paint the other, 

surrounded by children’s toys from the no-longer-used Skill Hire building. The coordinator 

and I bustled about making tea, cleaning brushes, and shooing camp dogs away. The work 

pace was peaceful, and we were not much needed, so the coordinator and I eventually 

settled next to the fire, with the sound of Pitjantjatjara floating from the veranda and the 

occasional shout of laughter as the women told stories while they painted. By lunchtime 

the signs were ready. They were written solely in Pitjantjatjara, so they have been 

translated into English in Table 5.2. While we didn’t discuss it, I assumed the women wrote 

only in Pitjantjatjara because, due to the strict permit system in the APY Lands, it would 

be unlikely for a non-Pitjantjatjara speaking person to travel alone to the sites. 

After lunch we drove out and installed the signs. At the two sites, the older women from 

Fregon and Kanpi told the Tjukurpa stories to Mrs K.’s daughter from Fregon and to the 

younger women from Kanpi, who had come out for the day. They installed the first sign on 

the way in to the site, to warn men not to go there and to inform women not to touch it. 
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Table 5.2 Pitjantjatjara and English translation of signs 

Sign one Sign two 

Pitjantjatjara English Pitjantjatjara English 

Minyma-ku 

Tjukurpa. 

Pampuntja wiya.  

 

Women’s Tjukurpa.  

Don’t touch. 

Maliluku Ngura  

Kilina kanyinma  

Waru tilinytja wiya  

Ngayulu tjanpi tilini  

Raputji wiya palya  

Malilu Country 

Keep clean 

Don’t light fires 

Flammable grass 

No rubbish 

 

As we drove along the highway on the way back to Kanpi, Mrs K. pointed off into the 

desert, telling us this was the place she had once gotten lost when she was a young girl 

and still living in the desert with her family. She had walked for a whole day before she 

found a water hole where she was reunited with her family. She chuckled at the memory 

of it and the women in the back of the car called through that she was ‘minyma ninti’ – 

clever woman – and knew this Country well. 

We drove home the next day. Mrs K. told me in the car on the way home that she was 

happy to have visited her Country, because she lived in Fregon and did not get to visit it 

often. 

I found out six months later, when I was back in Darwin, that Mrs K. had passed away. That 

was her last trip to her Country. 

 

Year Two: 2015 

A full year had passed since we had last visited Kanpi and I was back living in Umuwa. Since 

that time, I had spent three months living in Ngukurr, six months in Darwin and a month 

in Melbourne. Most of the Piranpa in the APY Land Management office in Umuwa were 

new, with the ones I had worked with the previous year having moved on to new jobs and 

experiences. The AWNRM coordinator was still working in the same role though, and she 

and I were planning a return trip to Kanpi to paint more signs. We had been instructed to 

take Mrs S. who lived in Pukatja, now that Mrs K. had passed away, as well as Mrs A., who 

still lived in Fregon and who had come with us on the first trip the previous year. 
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Day One 

I travelled to Pukatja on Monday, armed with photos of the signs we had painted the year 

before. The coordinator was in Alice Springs and had asked to me to find Mrs S. to see if 

she was interested in going to Kanpi the following week. As I drove past the art centre, I 

noticed my friend Mr I.’s white Troop Carrier pulled right up to the front door. He would 

drive right up to buildings as he had only one leg, so needed to minimise the walking 

distance between his car and his destination. I found him inside, painting the journey of 

the Wanampi (water snake or rainbow serpent). As we were talking, another tjilpi (old man 

and Elder) came over, and together they told me the story of that Wanampi Tjukurpa, 

which was an epic story of men fighting and dying. 

Mr I. asked what I was doing and when I said I was looking for Mrs S., he directed me to 

the shady area outside the art centre. I found a group of women sitting on the ground, 

surrounded by bags of wool, felt and needles, which a Piranpa from the beanie festival in 

Alice Springs had supplied. She was travelling to many of the remote townships around 

Alice Springs to provide the materials so Anangu could make beanies to send to the 

festival. Many Anangu women are adept at knitting and crochet, and I found Mrs S. sitting 

under a big mulga tree with a bag of sheep’s wool next to her. She patted the ground, so I 

sat with her and watched. She had two sticks tied together in a cross shape and was 

spinning the sticks on her leg while she ran the sheep’s wool through her fingers, until it 

magically turned into a shape that resembled wool for knitting. Eventually she passed me 

the spinning contraption, indicating that it was my turn to try. I was truly terrible at it and 

could hardly make the wool stick, let alone come out in an even string. We laughed 

together at my incompetence and she took it back, lest I wreck the entire ball. 

While Mrs S. spun out my lumpy attempts, I showed her the photos of the signs and asked 

if she would like to go to Kanpi next week with Mrs A. and other women related to Mrs K., 

who had passed away. She said she would, and we agreed that the coordinator and I would 

come and pick her up on Monday of the following week. 

 

One Week Later 

One week passed and Monday arrived. Sadly, Mr I.’s brother had passed away on the 

weekend after a long illness and old age. There was also news that a man related to Mrs 

K. had died in prison over the weekend. Out of respect, all the offices in APY were closed 

on Monday, reminding us that family always takes precedence over work. The coordinator 
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had arrived from Alice Springs on Sunday night and called an Anangu friend in Pukatja on 

Monday to ask his advice on the trip. He told us to go ahead with it; the women would tell 

us if they did not want to go. 

Over coffee on Tuesday morning the coordinator and I devised our plan. I would travel to 

Fregon and pick up Mrs A. and family and the coordinator would travel to Pukatja to pick 

up Mrs S. and family. We would then meet back in Umuwa for lunch and travel out to 

Kanpi in the afternoon. Fregon and Pukatja are about an hour from Umuwa in opposite 

directions, so each pick up was a two-hour round trip of driving, plus time taken to find 

people and gather their blankets, clothes and medications. We thought we were very 

cleverly saving time with our plan. 

After checking the art centre in Fregon to no avail, I did some laps around town and found 

Mrs A. walking away from her house. I pulled up and spoke to her through the open 

window. I reminded her about the trip but suggested that because of the recent deaths it 

might not be appropriate to go. She was keen to get in my motorcar though and we drove 

around looking for Mrs K.’s daughter, who had come on the last trip. When we found her 

she said no, she and her sister, Mrs K.’s other daughter, were travelling that day to 

Papunya for church inma (choir and hymns). Mrs A. looked at me and asked ‘minyma 

kutju?’ - Just me? I agreed that if she was happy to come alone then we could go. We 

picked up her blankets and a garbage bag full of tjanpi (grass) for weaving and headed out 

of town. 

On the road from Fregon to Umuwa, Mrs A. told me about her connections to Kanpi. She 

always talked solely in Pitjantjatjara, and interspersed her speeches with pauses, when she 

would look at me intensely and ask: ‘Kulini?’ – You understand? It was quite obvious that 

I did not, but she would persist in teaching me anyway. I had spent my life speaking English 

and had always been able to understand and be understood. To be thrust into a situation 

where my language was a minority and I understood little, a similar situation to what many 

Anangu experience throughout their lives, was a humbling experience. 

As we got within sight of Umuwa, a white Troop Carrier thundered past. I whipped my 

head around and stuck my foot on the brakes as I realised it was the coordinator who had 

been to Pukatja to pick up Mrs S. She reversed up and my heart sunk as I realised she was 

alone in the car. We conferred between our open windows, and the coordinator told us 

that Mrs S. had called off the trip because Mr K., the man who had passed away in prison, 

was family for Mrs A. While there was phone reception in Pukatja, there was none in 

Fregon, so the coordinator was unable to call to tell me the news. I leaned my head back 

on the head rest and took a deep breath: I had spent all day fetching Mrs A. and all for 
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nothing! But my irritation at the wasted time and general exhaustion was not useful to 

anyone, and so I sat up, shrugged in tired resignation and asked what was next. 

We decided to stop in at Umuwa for lunch and a cuppa and then take Mrs A. to Pukatja, 

so she could talk with Mrs S. and they could decide together how we should do the trip. 

This was just one of many land management trips that needed Anangu who lived in 

different townships on the APY Lands, hundreds of kilometres apart. 

We found Mrs S. knitting a beanie at the art centre and she got in the car to go to the sorry 

camp for Mr K., down at the dry creek bed on the edge of town. We dropped the women 

there. As we drove away, we heard Mrs A. crying as she embraced Mr K.’s first wife. We 

went for an ice-cream at the garage. 

When we returned, Mrs A. told us there was a memorial for Mr K. in Amata tomorrow and 

she would go there. Her blankets and bag were in my car though, back in Umuwa, so we 

decided the coordinator and I would return to Umuwa and Mrs A. would come past on her 

way to Amata to pick them up. A couple of hours after we got home, I heard a motorcar 

pull up and went out to see Mrs A. pulling her blankets out the back of the car. I carried 

them to the idling mini-bus and passed them to the back, past the bus-load of people and 

children and bags of clothes. 

And then off they went to Amata, with a toot and a wave. We had managed to discuss the 

trip, amongst the other events of the day, and agreed to do it the following week. It 

occurred to me, as I went to bed that night, that the main outcome of the day was assisting 

Mrs A. to attend a memorial service, and I was glad no one was there to measure my 

effectiveness. 

 

One Week Later 

The coordinator and I had decided to travel together this time, to avoid one of the groups 

calling it off and the other not realising and spending unnecessary time collecting people. 

We went to Pukatja first, but, of course, as soon as we arrived, I wished we had split up 

because it took hours to find people. It felt like we would never leave Pukatju, never get 

to Fregon, never get to Kanpi. 

We ended up with Mrs S. and two family members, Mrs D. and Mrs R., who all had 

connections to Kanpi. We did not get out of Pukatja until lunchtime because Mrs R. needed 

to go to Centrelink and we had to wait for it to open and then the coordinator decided on 
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a whim to buy a kulata (spear) for one of her colleagues. At one point, one of the women 

became so impatient she told us she was not coming because it was taking too long to 

leave. We dropped her off at a house to let off steam and picked her up again as we were 

leaving. 

We drove to Umuwa, with the plan for me to go to Fregon to pick up Mrs A while the 

others had lunch and waited in Umuwa. When we arrived in Umuwa though, the women 

told us they had heard that Mrs A had gone to Papunya for church inma, and when we 

called the Fregon art centre, they confirmed this. I cursed that Papunya and its alluring 

church inma! I expected it to be another thwarted trip but when we conferred with the 

women, Mrs S. decided we should go ahead with the trip without Mrs A. 

The coordinator and I tied the swags on the roof while Mrs D. and Mrs R. had a shower at 

the coordinators house. We then drove on to Kanpi, Mrs R. in the front of my car and Mrs 

S. and Mrs D. in the coordinator’s much more comfortable vehicle. They went ahead to 

get the keys to the Skill Hire building (the one we had slept in the year before) and Mrs R. 

and I stopped at Watinuma for food and two malu wipus (kangaroo tails). The drive to 

Kanpi was exhausting because the road condition varied a lot: one section was full of dust 

holes, then one section was raised and was fast to drive on, then one section was full of 

donkeys, and then one section was full of deep dips that sent Mrs R. flying. At no point 

could I relax into the drive. 

Mrs R. asked me to stop in Nyapari, the small township just before Kanpi, to see family. I 

wearily agreed, even though I secretly wished we could just get to Kanpi, so I could lie 

down and sleep. The township was eerily quiet. We eventually found a man walking who 

told us the aunty Mrs R. was looking for was at the clinic. He asked what we were doing. 

When we said we were going to Kanpi to do land management work, he nodded sagely 

and confirmed we were ‘going for look around.’ We drove over to the clinic and found lots 

of local people gathered there, including the auntie’s husband, who was sitting sentry out 

the front of the clinic, on a dirty white plastic chair. His wife was inside with a blood 

infection, waiting for the medical plane to come from Alice Springs to airlift her to ICU 

(intensive care unit) at the hospital. 

I waited at the car while Mrs R. spoke with her family and a Piranpa nurse came over to 

chat. As a speckled pig snuffled around the ambulance, the nurse told me that there had 

been a fire in Kanpi and Mrs B.’s house had burnt down. I was dismayed, not only to hear 

of the loss of someone’s house, but also because she was one of the women we were going 
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to Kanpi to work with and I imagined she might not be inclined to work if her house and 

all its contents had burnt down. It was with some trepidation, then, that we left Kanpi. 

Despite my misgivings, Mrs B. was sitting out the front of the Skill Hire building with her 

father and Mrs S. I offered her my condolences at the loss of her home and, while she 

looked quite despondent, her reaction seemed to reflect a weary acceptance of fate, 

rather than outrage or distress. Apparently, the fire was from a mattress left too close to 

a heater. I reflected later that evening on the immediacy of the present, as Mrs B. was 

inside eating a dinner of lamb chops and discussing with the women from Pukatja the 

recent APY election, even though her whole house had burnt down that day. 

The next morning over breakfast we discussed what we would do. The plan was to paint 

another sign for another Malilu site, like the one we painted in 2014. I realised through 

the conversations that that trip in 2014 was the most recent trip the coordinator had done 

to Kanpi. I was always convinced of my own incompetence during my fieldwork, and was 

therefore relieved to hear that for everyone, the pace of work was slow on the APY Lands. 

The conversation, however, bordered on indifference, with everyone seemingly more 

interested in discussing breakfast options, stoking the fire, or wandering off to shower. We 

were trying to discuss what to paint but it was confusing and eventually, the coordinator 

suggested we drive out to the site to talk about the sign in situ, including what it would say 

and where it would go, at which the confusion seemed to dissipate, and the mood lifted. 

We drove out of Kanpi and crossed the road, passing through the tip and past bold signs 

warning of asbestos. We came out the other side and headed south into the desert. A 

woman in the back told me the road existed because it had been built for camel mustering. 

After ten minutes of driving, a subtle hand gesture told me to turn off the road, and we 

weaved around mulga trees and spinifex until we came to the site. We all got out of the 

cars and stood around Mrs S. as she told the Malilu Tjukurpa story, with the other women 

correcting and corroborating along the way. When she had finished talking, we had a walk 

around. We stayed about half an hour, and on the way back to Kanpi in the car, a woman 

from Kanpi retold and clarified the story for the young women, who repeated sections and 

asked lots of questions. 

Back in Kanpi, we had lunch. After everyone had finished eating, the coordinator set up a 

table with the sign and paints. The women rotated, sometimes painting, and sometimes 

resting and chatting. Someone’s daughter knocked over a glass of water onto the sign by 

accident and ran off to hide behind the building in shame to exclamations of annoyance 

but also hilarity from the older women. By the end of the afternoon the sign was finished. 

A photo is not included because it was installed at a sacred site, which cannot be printed 
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here. Again, the sign was written solely in Pitjantjatjara, and the words on the sign and a 

translation are provided in Table 5.3. 

I was confused by the instruction ‘tjawantja wiya’ and asked why that had been included. 

One of the women explained that it meant no digging for maku or tjala, because it was 

important that the site was not disturbed. Once the painting was finished, we piled back 

into the motorcars and drove out of Kanpi. We stopped at the turn off on the camel 

mustering road and set up the sign. 

 

Table 5.3 Pitjantjatjara and English translation of sign 

Pitjantjatjara English 

Tjarpantja wiya  

Waru wiya 

Tjawantja wiya  

No entry 

No fire 

No digging 

We then drove on to the other Malilu site that we had put a sign at the previous year. The 

sign had fallen down some time last year, so we put it back up. There had been much talk 

over the last few days about how it had fallen, and the women were glad the coordinator 

was there to take them to fix it. They had waited for the coordinator to come back to put 

that sign up, even though the sign might have been down for a whole year. It reminded 

me of a story in Ens et al.. (2012c), where an exclusion fence had been built in Ngukurr by 

a scientist and the Yugul Mangi Rangers to keep buffalo out of a waterhole. The fence fell 

and was not fixed in a timely manner, which allowed some animals to enter the fenced 

area and affect the results of the survey. There were parallels between the two stories and 

I thought that the signs similarly illustrated how ILM work is understood, valued and 

engaged in, and how Anangu understand who to be responsible for doing which parts of 

the work. 

With all the signs painted and installed, we drove back to Kanpi, packed up the gear, and 

drove the long drive home. 

After a hot tea and a shower, the coordinator and I discussed the work we had just done. 

We talked about ownership and authority of programs. The coordinator talked about the 

difficulty of ensuring Traditional Owner authority and control of the land management 

program and ruminated on whether this contemporary manifestation of ‘ngura 

kanyintjaku’ (caring for Country) would always be coordinated by Piranpa in the APY Lands. 
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She talked about the disconcertment she felt during the trip, because the installation of 

signs was articulated by Anangu as a management aspiration, but when it came to actually 

doing the work, Anangu seemed less interested. 

And we reflected on the reality of what we had achieved, with a false start the week 

before, a day of travel for consultations the week before that, a travel day to Kanpi, and a 

travel day to get home, all for five hours of work. In a meeting back in Darwin, when I was 

worrying about the amount of work I had achieved for my thesis, a supervisor compared 

everything that must come together in sailing in just the right way and at just the right 

time – technology, people, tides, winds – for it to work, and that research, and land 

management by extension, is similar, just with different variables. I was told not to worry 

about the time it took to organise and undertake research, or land management, in remote 

Indigenous Australia. The same supervisor meditated that no one complained that the 

moon landing took eight years to organise and lasted for all of three minutes. 

 

Reflections 

It is only now, on writing this and reflecting on the process of organising trips, that I realise 

how convinced I was each time that the trips would certainly happen according to plan. I 

was not very capable of imagining all the happenings in the Indigenous domain, so it 

always seemed entirely plausible and possible that trips would function just as they had 

been agreed upon. Even though they rarely, if ever, happened the way we thought they 

would, we all – both Piranpa and Anangu – continued to be ever optimistic every time it 

came to organising a trip. 

 

What this story highlights 

I have told this story to highlight the reality of ‘doing the work of working together’ in 

collaborative ILM on the APY Lands. The large distances and tough environment mean that a 

large amount of time and resources are needed to get the work done in the ‘right way’ – in 

the right time, with the right people, in the right places. 

The story illustrates that for Anangu, Country is a set of relationships, not a set of things 

alienated from the self (e.g. species, nature, feral animals, fire and culture) like it is for many 

Piranpa and particularly for non-Indigenous scientists. If we understand this, then we can 

understand more clearly the actions of Anangu. If Country is a set of relationships, then it 

would make sense to call off a trip due to a death. It was always highly disconcerting for the 
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Piranpa organising the trips when this happened. But when someone has died, Country has 

changed; not only the physical landscape but also the social and spiritual aspects. The type 

of ‘management intervention’ that needs to be done – visiting Country, for example – would 

therefore also have changed. 

The decision to call off the trip because of a death opens a discussion about who has authority 

in ILM programs. Coordinators, most commonly non-Indigenous people, are in control of the 

finances of ILM programs, and make decisions in planning how and where work happens and 

are in control of the vehicles and therefore the ability of Anangu to get to Country. But 

Anangu continue to maintain authority and control of their involvement in ILM programs. On 

numerous occasions during the planning for the Kanpi trip, the women decided to change 

when we would do the trip because of important events and changing priorities. Even though 

we had spent days organising the gear and driving to collect them, they continued to assert 

their authority in controlling when we would go on the trip, based on who needed to be 

there. 

Finally, the story is an illustration of good faith, or ‘good enough’, engagement. The time 

allocated by the coordinator to travelling, sitting and listening to the women meant there 

was a strong relationship between them. It also meant that the work to be undertaken in 

Kanpi had been decided together. When the coordinator agreed to call off the trip, she 

decided to prioritise Anangu agendas over any separate agenda that the NRM organisation 

might have had. This ensured that long term relationships were maintained and nurtured. 

There was a recognition that the process of working together, and of arriving at the end, is 

just as important as the end itself, if not more so, for outcomes related to healthy Country. 

Adhering to a process of working in good faith together was more important than painting 

the signs and installing them in Kanpi. 

The second story (Story 5.3) in this section is one of mutual misunderstanding and 

disconcertment that arose in the collaborative practice of ILM, during a trip to Walalkara IPA. 

This moment arose in conversation between senior Anangu and Piranpa land managers 

about what does, and does not, constitute ILM work. Telling the story brings into view an 

aspect of the differences between non-Indigenous scientific and Indigenous knowledges 

when it comes to ILM work and monitoring and evaluation. It also points to the inherent 

complexity of collaborations between Anangu landowners, non-Indigenous scientists and 

intercultural governance arrangements. 
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Story 5.3 A story in three parts: A minyma trip to Walalkara IPA 

Before 

This is a story of a multi-day women’s (minyma) trip to Iliya, an important women’s site in 

Walalkara IPA, south of Fregon. The purpose of the trip was to take young women 

(kungkas) out on Country to learn Tjukurpa and inma (song and dance) from the older 

women. Taking young women would also share the burden of the menial labour – rolling 

up swags29, putting up tents, and cooking and cleaning. 

The trip had been organised by the coordinator of the IPA as part of the annual work 

program and the women were to be paid wages out of the IPA budget. There were three 

Piranpas on the trip – an anthropologist, an art centre worker, and me, a researcher from 

university. We helped transport people, and undertook other work done ‘on the side’, like 

recording songs and stories and assisting the Anangu women in painting on Country. 

Resources are scarce for doing this type of work, which is expensive in the remote and 

rugged central desert so pooling resources between agencies is standard practice. 

Altogether, we had four 4WD vehicles and a trailer for supplies. We planned to travel, 

camp and work for four days. 

This story is told in three parts:  

• Part One: Leaving (Day One) 

• Part Two: Looking, listening, learning (Days Two and Three) 

• Part Three: Disconcertment (Day Four) 

Part One: Leaving (Day One) 

On Monday morning at 9am, while the APY Land Management coordinator waited in 

Umuwa for the food to arrive with a colleague travelling from Alice Springs, the 

anthropologist set off for Fregon to start rounding up women. I was sent to Watinuma to 

pick up Mrs L., some eggs and lots of potatoes. Watinuma is an hour from Umuwa and is 

small, with only a couple of houses, a shop and a diesel pump. I got directions to Mrs L.’s 

                                                           
29 A swag is a portable sleeping unit. Historically, a swag would be a bundle of belongings rolled in a 
traditional fashion to be carried by a traveller, on foot or on horseback, in the bush. Modern swags 
are still widely used, and the use of the word swag today refers to a waterproof canvas sleeping 
compartment. All swags come with a foam mattress and can be comfortably slept in with the addition 
of a pillow and sleeping bag. When rolled up, swags are compact and reasonably lightweight. We 
always used swags during trips on Country in the APY Lands, but never in Ngukurr.  
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house from the store workers. When I arrived, a cat sat on a lounge seat on the veranda 

and Mrs L.’s bags were piled by the front gate. She appeared at the door after the second 

toot of the car horn. I introduced myself and one of her granddaughters put all her bags in 

the car. She had a handbag, a bag of clothes, a bag of minkies30, and two bags of tjanpi 

(grass) for weaving during the trip. I wondered how many more women I could fit in my 

11-seater car if they all had this much luggage. We had started down the highway when 

Mrs L. realised she had forgotten her jumper. I did a U-turn and when we got back, she 

asked me to go inside for her jumper, but also her crowbar and shovel, which were 

standing against the wall in her bedroom. In the lounge room a TV stood with two 

mattresses lying in front of it and a video game paused, waiting for its players to return. 

An hour later, Mrs L. and I arrived in Fregon and stopped at a woman’s house to ask if she 

would come on the trip. She decided not to because she had sick relatives to look after. 

She asked Mrs L. to help one of them, a young man with a sore stomach. Mrs L. told me 

she was a ngangkari (healer) and could help the young man. She got out of the car and sat 

with the group of people on the ground out the front of the house, with the young man 

lying on his back next to her crossed legs. Mrs L. asked one of the young women to bring 

her some butter and she sat, massaging the young man’s stomach. She asked me to come 

and sit with her, but I told her I would try and find some more women, and then come 

back and fetch her. 

I drove first to Mrs R.’s house, but no one appeared when I tooted. As I turned the car 

around in the dead-end court where her house is, I found her husband, Mr K. having a 

snooze in the middle of the road in the shade of his motorcar. His lying in the middle of 

the road seemed unusual, so I got out to check on him. While he didn’t answer my calls, I 

noticed he was breathing and figured he had actually chosen the middle of the road for a 

sleep. Deciding to leave him to his nap, I tried to leave quietly, but when the car started, 

he woke and sat up. I said g’day and asked if he knew where Mrs R. was. He blinked 

groggily, of someone still half asleep, shrugged ‘no’, so I went on.  

I gave up on Mrs R. for the minute and drove to Mrs B.’s house. As she put her bags and 

blankets in the back of the car, I stopped for a moment. I could see the APY Land 

Management coordinator at a house across the street, and as she was carrying a pile of 

blankets to her car, the anthropologist drove past, tooting and waving out the window, 

her dark hair swirling, with swags piled high on the roof and the green trailer dragging 

                                                           
30 ‘Minkies’ are fluffy blankets with garish patterns on them. Many people in the APY Lands own them 
because they are cheap and warm. 
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behind. I laughed at the comedy of these three Piranpas, bustling around Fregon in their 

white Troopies, hurrying the Anangu women into the cars. 

Next, I picked up Mrs C. We had been advised against taking her because she is almost 

deaf and sometimes gets lost out bush, but she was standing at her front gate with her 

daughter, both waving wildly, asking for her to come along. She hopped in the front seat 

with Mrs B. and we went back to pick up Mrs L. 

When we rolled up to the house with the sick man, Mrs L. was still sitting on the ground 

massaging his stomach. I waved and shouted to her that we were going. Mrs L. walked 

over slowly and told Mrs C. to get in the back. Mrs C. said it was her turn to sit in the front, 

but Mrs L. was having none of it and said: ‘I came in this Toyota and I’m going to sit in the 

front of this Toyota.’ She declared that she was not coming if she could not sit in the front. 

Mrs B. was hollering along with the rest of them, but she was safely ensconced in the 

middle seat, so it was not her position that was threatened. As the argument escalated 

into louder and faster Pitjantjatjara, I threw my hands in the air, told them to sort it out 

themselves and walked round the back of the car in frustration. As I sat on the bulbar and 

kicked some dirt around, two men walked past and flipped their hands at me, asking what 

the shouting floating over the top of the car was about. I asked them to please build me 

some more front seats and they laughed and shook their heads. They told me I had to be 

the boss and tell one of the women to get in the back. They then joined in the fray, shouting 

at the women to sort it out. Eventually Mrs C. lost the battle and hopped, defeated, out of 

the front seat. I asked if she was palya? (OK?) and told her sorry that Mrs L. was so bossy, 

but she just shook her head and climbed in the back, muttering under breath. 

We finally met up with the rest of the convoy in the car park of the Kaltjiti Art Centre and 

we had a summit meeting. It became clear during that snap meeting in the car park that, 

despite many hours driving around Fregon looking for them, there were no young women 

who wanted to come on the trip. Three young women did end up coming from Mimili with 

family connected to Iliya, but they stayed only for one night. The other ten women on the 

trip were at least 65 years old. Despite this, the trip went ahead. We had left Umuwa at 

9:00am and it had taken us all day to travel from Umuwa to Fregon, pick up the women, 

and load up their luggage and blankets. It felt like everyone was committed to the trip. It 

meant the Piranpas doing most of the cooking, cleaning and setting up camp, but it was 

decided that we had too many people and bags in cars to turn back now. 

With our commitment to still going sorted, we decided my car should be the bag and 

minkie wagon, because it was the only car with the side seats of an old Troop Carrier and 

was not comfortable to sit in for long drives. Mrs C. moved to the back seat of the 
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anthropologist’s car, where she was happier. I waved to Mrs R. who had been found by 

one of the other Piranpas and was happily seated in the front seat of the art centre car 

eating, a baked potato. 

The anthropologist then informed us that one of the women was locked out of her house 

which contained all her blankets. The anthropologist had been instructed to try for half an 

hour to break in, but the house was impenetrable. The house keys were with Mrs N., a 

lovely old lady who has just left to drive someone with a sore tooth to the clinic in Pukatja. 

There was no phone reception in Fregon or on the road to Pukatja, so we could not contact 

Mrs N. to tell her to turn around. By this point it was 4:00pm so it was decided that myself 

and the art centre manager would wait for Mrs N., while the land management 

coordinator and the anthropologist would set off for Iliya to set up camp. They wanted to 

get going because women were coming from Mimili and would be waiting at Iliya already. 

Hours later, when myself, the art centre manager and all our passengers did finally make 

it to camp in the dark, I tiredly pushed myself out of the driver’s seat to the ‘hisssssss’ of a 

flat tyre, my fifth of the month. I put my hands on my knees in exhaustion and defeat and 

Mrs L. patted me on the back in sympathy as she walked over to the fire. I had to change 

that tyre in shifts, first jacking the car up then eating an apple, then taking the flat one off 

and lying on the floor, then putting the new tyre on and sinking into a camp chair with a 

hot cup of tea. 

After I had recovered and eaten dinner, we were invited to set our swags up at the end of 

the line, joining up Mrs K., Mrs A. and Mrs R.’s circle. These were my three favourites – 

Mrs K. spoke only in Pitjantjatjara and was constantly laughing; Mrs A. was the boss; and 

Mrs R. was cranky and sneaky and always got what she wanted. Everyone was asleep 

except for those three, as well as the land management coordinator, the anthropologist 

and I, and we sat around chatting, either on or in our swags to keep warm. Mrs K. told us 

to “shhhh” at one point to hear a motorcar coming. We were in the middle of the desert, 

hours from any of the townships, so this seemed unlikely. We shut our mouths and tilted 

our heads towards the road to listen, when the three women burst into peals of laughter 

as they realised it was the symphony of snoring drifting across the campsite. We dissolved 

into hysterics as everyone imitated the snoring – Mrs K. grunting, Mrs R. snorting and Mrs 

A. giving an impression of Mrs R., which consisted of two short snorts and a long whistle. 

It felt good to laugh after a long and tiring day. 
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Part Two: Looking, listening, learning (Days Two and Three) 

We spent the next two days travelling to sites around Iliya and trying to avoid the 

rainstorms that squalled overhead. Whenever we stopped everyone would get out and 

walk around. The women would tell the Tjukurpa and sing and dance for the story of that 

place. The anthropologist would record notes and rules for visiting sites on a clipboard and 

take GPS coordinates. I talked to the women about what they were checking for to see if 

Country was healthy or not. And sometimes, if the work was easy, the women would clean 

around the sites with the land management coordinator, using shovels to clear vegetation 

away from stones and scooping dirty water out of rock holes.  

The last site on the second day had a strong minymaku Tjukurpa (woman’s story). The 

women were quiet on the way in, looking out the windows as we slowed to a stop.  

‘Talk softly,’ Mrs R.’s daughter whispered, as we gathered around the parked motorcars. 

‘Nyangatja minymaku Tjukurpa kunpu’ (This one is a strong story). 

One Piranpa needed to go to the toilet and started to wander off to find somewhere 

private, but the women called her back in alarm: ‘Wiya, wanti, ngalya-pitja!’ (No, leave it, 

come here!) 

They told her to go behind the cars away from the site. We were escorted into the site 

with three of the senior women, who showed us the significant features of the story, 

where the story came from and where it travelled on to. 

Throughout the trip, one of the women woke me every day by shaking and poking my swag 

and hollering good morning. I made endless cups of tea and learnt to crochet. The women 

collected grassy reeds at a claypan site to weave into the bottom of the baskets they were 

making. Another woman built a wiltja, or shelter, out of spinifex and tree branches and it 

worked better to keep her dry than the expensive land management tents that we 

wrestled with for hours to set up. The women spent one afternoon painting, and we built 

big fires all around to try and keep the flies away (see Figure 5.11). 

One night the women sang ‘love song inma.’ The Pitjantjatjara world is alive with song and 

the Tjukurpa is often delivered in song. To ‘sing’ someone is an act of incantation, often to 

ensure they will find someone suitable to marry. I worried for the rest of the trip about 

who the women were singing up for me. 
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Figure 5.11 The women painting on Country in Walalkara IPA 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

 

Part Three: Disconcertment (Day Four) 

And so, on the final day, we found ourselves at lunchtime, sitting on a green tarpaulin, laid 

out on the red dirt next to the desert road we had been travelling on that morning. We sat 

in companionable but exhausted silence, after many hours spent together. The weather 

was cold and rain showers passed over periodically. It had rained on and off for the entire 

trip and tempers had frayed as tents had flooded and blankets and clothes had become 

waterlogged. We were all tired and soggy. Even the inside of the car was damp, as the back 

door and windows did not shut properly, and the driving rain had poured in as a brown 

river, running off with the red dust on the roof. It had been hard work to pack up camp 

and the land management coordinator had become more and more distressed as the 

morning wore on. 

The women had spent the last hour collecting maku, or witchetty grubs and now sat 

huddled around three fires, to try to stay warm and to cook the maku. Cooking maku 

involves pulling coals and ash from the fire and onto the sand. The maku are then placed 

on top and more coals added to cover them. They cook quickly and taste a little like 
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scrambled eggs. As mentioned earlier in this thesis, for Anangu, collecting maku is an 

integral part of ‘ngura atunymananayi,’ or looking after Country – land, home, people. 

One of the older women was sitting cross legged, in an aquamarine sweater and a 

crocheted beanie with ear flaps, her white hair peeking out the bottom. 

‘Nyuntu maku kanyini?’ I asked as I sat down beside her, my slapped together Pitjantjatjara 

attempting to ask if she had found any maku. 

‘Wiya, ngaltutjara’ she replied – No, poor me – and looked terribly dejected. I offered her 

one of mine, sympathising with her plight. As she took it I looked down and saw a flash of 

white under the red dirt. Shocked, I uncovered her pile of maku, which she had buried to 

stop from crawling away. She cackled softly and grinned at me as she popped the maku in 

her mouth, pleased with her joke. 

As I was walking away to get something out of the car, the land management coordinator 

walked over to the tarpaulin and told the women they needed to talk about pay. When I 

returned the air was thick with tension. The women were sitting in a line, looking at the 

ground. The cheeky smile on the woman who had pranked me with the hidden maku was 

gone and she was hunched over, drawing in the dirt with a stick. 

The coordinator asked how many days the women thought they should be paid. One 

woman called out: ‘How many days did we look around?’ 

The coordinator replied, ‘We walked around but what did we do for land management? I 

wanted to take you out to the soak so we could clean it.’ 

Cleaning soaks and rockholes – removing sand, grass and dead animals – is a management 

practice that has always been used by Anangu to ensure clean water for animals and 

people and to maintain sacred sites and is a specified action in the Walalkara IPA plan of 

management. Eventually, the land management coordinator suggested the women get 

paid for one day of work. 

The woman next to me whispered in my ear that she’d done this same trip with a different 

land management coordinator some years ago, who had worked on the APY Lands for 

many years, and the women had all been paid for all the days they worked. I realised that 

she was explaining to me what her expectations were of the trip. 

I thought back to the days leading up to the trip and how the Piranpas had come to 

understand, or not, what the expected outcomes were. Perhaps we would not have been 

having this uncomfortable conversation if we had collectively met before the trip to 
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discuss work and pay. But it had been so busy before we left. Walalkara IPA is large and 

hard to access, and much time is spent travelling. The roads in the IPA are infrequently 

maintained dirt tracks and result in significant wear and tear on vehicles. The coordinator 

lived in Umuwa, an hour from Fregon, the township closest to the IPA in which most of the 

women lived, making consultation time consuming and difficult. I remembered the chaos 

of the week before, getting food organised, filling vehicles with fuel, fixing spare tyres, 

cleaning forgotten swags of spiders, each of which took hours. 

Another woman then proceeded to list the other ‘work’ she had done the past three days 

– cleaning, dancing Tjukurpa, singing inma. She pointed to another woman and told the 

coordinator: ‘Nyangatja swag alpamilani,’ indicating that the woman had helped to roll 

up swags. 

‘Minyma ninti pulka, uwankara nyangatja ninti. Minyma ninti tjuta.’ (We’re 

knowledgeable women, everyone here is very clever. We’re all clever women), the woman 

said, sternly and with great authority. 

After a lengthy silence, that woman’s daughter, who resolutely refused to look at the 

coordinator and had her gaze fixed on the horizon, waved her arm as if to brush the 

conversation away. ‘Palya,’ (It’s OK) she said, ‘I’m not worried about pay. Palya. Leave it.’ 

She went on to declare that they would not do this trip anymore, so that this type of 

misunderstanding would not happen again. That was not the outcome any of us were 

hoping for, so someone suggested that we find someone in Fregon who spoke good English 

and who could translate to try and resolve the issue. 

And so, we drove home. Two women sat in my car. I knew one of them well and she told 

me that she was not upset, that she knew the land management coordinator was just 

learning and did not yet know how things work out there on the Lands. 

 

Reflections 

I was sharing accommodation with the anthropologist at the time and when we got home, 

we sat outside and discussed what had happened. We talked about how the coordinator 

had become increasingly tired and panicked throughout the trip, and perhaps that had 

contributed to the disappointing final afternoon. 

On Sunday, we had a cup of tea with the coordinator. The anthropologist offered to pay 

the women from the anthropology budget, if the coordinator was still determined to pay 
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them for only one day of work. The coordinator was not happy, asserting that the 

anthropologist should have voiced her concerns during the trip, but eventually agreed to 

pay the women for two days of work. 

However, the next day, the coordinator called a meeting with us. She told us she had 

decided what to pay the women and her decision was final. The coordinator would not tell 

us who she was paying what and told us not to talk to the women any more about pay. 

While this did not directly affect me as I worked for the university and could distance 

myself from the argument, the anthropologist worried that because the women were not 

being paid for work like that which they did on anthropology trips – recording stories and 

visiting sites – it could mean they would not want to come out and work with her anymore.  

This is significant to note because, while there was an obvious disciplinary distinction 

between anthropology and land management for the Piranpa staff, for many Anangu they 

saw little difference and used the two units interchangeably to maintain their relationships 

with Country. In the APY Land Management office, we were constantly getting calls from 

people looking for their pay when they had been on an anthropology trip. By all accounts, 

the same happened in the APY Anthropology office. 

After dinner, I talked to the former land management coordinator that the woman had 

referred to when she told me they had done the trip before and been paid for all the days 

they worked. She told me that when she was coordinator, she worked closely with Tjilpi31, 

a senior Yankunytjatjara man who lived most of his life in the bush and later lived with his 

family at Walalkara homeland near Fregon, and who had since passed away. Often, they 

would go out together to visit rockholes. Tjilpi would get out of the car with a pannikin, or 

tin mug, and fill it with water from the rockhole. He would take a sip, declare it to be ‘kapi 

wiru’ (clean water) and they would get back in the car and keep driving. That might be the 

only thing they did for the day. That former coordinator and Tjilpi were of the 

understanding that visiting sites and checking if they were healthy was land management 

work. 

 

What this story highlights: 

The purpose of telling this story is not to blame any of the Piranpa involved in the mutual 

incomprehension that unfolded on the trip, nor is it to absolve us of the culpability that we 

                                                           
31 Tjilpi means old or senior man. It is often used in place of a senior man’s first name after they pass 
away. The deceased person can still be referred to in a roundabout way, such as by using ‘that old 
man’, or ‘Tjilpi’, which was commonly used for this old man.  
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collectively carried as a burden. It is not to ‘point the finger’ at any Anangu actors in the 

unfolding drama for any perceived ‘wrongdoing’, of which there was none. Rather, the point 

is to establish some nuance around the types of practical pressures associated with working 

in remote Indigenous Australia. For Anangu and Piranpa alike, operating between two 

cultures is seriously hard work. This can be a real problem for enacting collaborative land 

management programs. Understanding these pressures may help to locate the tension 

described in this story, thus allowing a more nuanced understanding and analysis. This in turn 

may assist both Anangu and their Piranpa colleagues to perform collaborative ILM through 

shared understandings, better relationships and increased effectiveness at achieving 

mutually identified outcomes. 

The tension described in the story is similar to the disconcertment described by Verran 

(2002b). Disconcertment is experienced as a moment of ‘existential panic’, where you 

suddenly have cause to doubt what you know (Verran and Christie 2013 p. 53). For those 

who have experienced disconcertment, the tension is familiar and visceral, yet strangely 

difficult to locate. In moments like this, as a modern knower of the world, ‘the metaphysical 

commitments that lurk unacknowledged in your very person … come suddenly into the 

foreground revealing themselves as assumptions with no possibility of warrant’ (Verran and 

Christie 2013 p. 53). The disconcertment in the story was during a moment where it became 

clear that both Anangu and Piranpa were participating in the world in different ways. It was 

not that anyone was being malicious or purposefully argumentative, but that there was 

genuine confusion among the participants on the trip. It is a story of the awkward, messy 

reality of coexistence, of the experiences and practices of being-in-place together (Howitt 

2011 p. 132). These moments of disconcertment occurred frequently during my fieldwork. 

Through telling this story, some of the reasons the misunderstanding arose can be teased 

out. Of course, this messiness may have been avoided had there been more in-depth 

conversations before the trip, with greater clarity, about the nature of the work and the pay 

arrangements. If this had taken place, uncertainty about the expectations of Anangu and 

Piranpa would likely have been mitigated. This advice would be seen as elementary in human 

resource management manuals and cross-cultural training workshops. There are numerous 

publications that delve into the need to establish dialogue and channels of communication 

from the outset of collaborative land management projects (AIATSIS 2012, Howitt et al. 2013, 

Muller 2014, Austin et al. 2017c). However, in the complexity of real-world remote desert 

townships, the order of operations can become inverted or thrown into complete chaos. 

Simple, clear protocols for engagement and good practice are only useful when applied by 
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experienced practitioners who are sensitive to context, timing, and the need to adapt to the 

unique vagaries of remote life. 

The complexity of remote work is driven by several factors. Piranpa in the APY Lands are 

often overworked, underqualified for their positions, or unsuitable for the work, and the 

expectations on them can be overwhelmingly high (see Mahood 2012). They can become 

severely tested, compromised, and often manipulated by Anangu. Perhaps for these reasons, 

the workforce in the APY Lands is highly transient, as in most remote Aboriginal townships 

(McRae-Williams and Gerritsen 2010). Non-Indigenous staff in remote Aboriginal townships 

legitimise their ‘nomadism’, according to Cowlishaw (1999), through discourses on the value 

of professional development, work experience and career paths. Staff turnover is particularly 

high in the APY Lands: Piranpa do not often reside there for longer than three years. This is 

for a myriad of reasons, including leaving partners and families behind and needing to return 

to them, and experiencing ‘burn out’ from overwork (Mahood 2012). To exacerbate this, 

most positions in remote townships are under-resourced. While this is unlikely to change, it 

is useful to mention it here as a contributing factor to the complexity of the work. For Anangu, 

this means constantly ‘re-educating’ Piranpa staff, which in my experience they do with great 

patience and skill. However, the short horizons that Piranpa bring with them mean the 

lessons learned are barely subcutaneous, with old habits (and worldviews) surfacing when 

the tiredness, heat and stress become too much. 

Tiredness and stress for both Anangu and Piranpa is exacerbated because organising work in 

remote, isolated places like the APY Lands takes so much time and energy. The trip described 

in the story had been conceived by the Anangu women and they were obviously interested 

in being involved or they would not have been there. The coordinator had consulted with 

them but the distances between the APY Land Management office and the township the 

women lived in meant that conversations about the nature of the work and pay 

arrangements were infrequent. During the week leading up to the trip, the pace became 

increasingly frantic as the Piranpas organised gear, fixed tyres and bought food and fuel. The 

day we left was chaotic, with barely enough time to eat lunch. The energy expended just to 

transport everyone and all the gear to the first campsite was extraordinary. Without young 

women on the trip to help around the campsite, much of the menial labour had been done 

by the Piranpas. We were all exhausted, perspectives had begun to tilt and tempers to flare. 

Working in these extreme environments is therefore challenging. Daily commutes are long, 

cars break down, it is hot, the flies are incessant, and everyone wants a cup of tea or to 
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borrow some money. Many people are overworked and understaffed and, often, 

underqualified for the positions they hold. 

But in addition to the physical aspects that make working in remote people-places 

challenging, telling this story brings into view aspects of the differences between non-

Indigenous scientific and Anangu knowledges when it comes to ‘work’ and to ‘land 

management’. Ideas about what constitutes ‘work’, and ‘not work’, can be different for 

Piranpa and Anangu (McRae-Williams and Gerritsen 2010). For most Piranpa, work is central 

to their identity and the formal rules of employment shape people’s behaviour. For most 

Anangu, the primary purpose of work is to manage social relations. Remunerated work is just 

one element of a multitude of obligations for Anangu. Reaffirming ties to kin, family and 

Country is equally, and sometimes more, important than attendance at the formal 

workplace. These differences can result in ‘mutual incomprehension’ of what ‘work’ consists 

of. 

The story also highlights that there was a misunderstanding of what does, and does not, 

constitute ‘land management work’, driven by different understandings of ‘Country’. To the 

coordinator, telling Tjukurpa and singing inma were not core land management activities, but 

cleaning a soak would have been. For the women, Tjukurpa and inma are integral to ngura 

atunymananyi because they are part of their relationship with Country. When the Anangu 

women visited Country in Walalkara IPA and danced inma and told Tjukurpa stories, they 

were reaffirming their relationship with Country, and therefore undertaking important work. 

That they did not clean the soak did not mean that the trip had been in vain because so many 

other, important activities were undertaken. Interestingly, cleaning the waterhole every few 

years, as advocated by the land management coordinator, would have little to no benefit for 

wildlife, because of the infrequency with which it happens. The Piranpa ‘work’ can therefore 

be seen as even more of a ‘ritual’ than the work done by the Anangu women. The point, 

though, is that when people do not have shared understandings of land management, and 

what people should be paid for in these programs, that is when misunderstandings arise. The 

problem is that these differences are relatively easy to describe and to recognise in 

scholarship and conversation, but when it comes to doing land management, things get 

messy. 

What is important in this story is the epistemic, ontological and practical misunderstanding 

that occurred. The misunderstanding reveals not only differences in knowledges, but also 

different perspectives on time. Piranpa are often driven by the notion of the efficient use of 
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time, even a sense of urgency, whereas Anangu tend not to regard time as such a limited 

resource. There is always next time, or another time. The disconcertment also highlights a 

difference in what Country means and how it is ‘practiced’. Just visiting Country highlights 

the tensions inherent in working together as Anangu and Piranpa. The project of ensuring 

that the knowing and managing of Australia’s landscapes, the work of contemporary 

Indigenous land management, is informed by both non-Indigenous science and the Tjukurpa, 

means the knowers – Piranpa and Anangu – need to be open and explicit with both 

themselves and with each other, and how their beliefs are expressed in their knowledge 

practices. This is the work of this thesis and will be explored further in the discussion in 

Chapter 7. 

 

5.4 Key findings 
This chapter has described aspirations and measures of success for Anangu for land 

management in the APY Lands. The following sub-sections provide a concise summary of the 

key findings for this case study. These findings are summaries of Anangu aspirations and 

measures of successful land management, rather than specific recommendations for 

successful Anangu-led land management. That is, this list summarises Anangu prescriptions, 

or measures, for land management success. These key findings from the APY Lands and the 

key findings from Ngukurr, which will be provided in Chapter 6, will guide the discussion in 

Chapter 7. 

 

Anangu aspirations for ILM in the APY Lands: Right people, 

strong relationships, being guided by the Tjukurpa 

Nguraritja following the Tjukurpa to look after Ngura walytja 

For Anangu, Caring for Country is caring for Tjukurpa. Therefore, Country needs to be 

managed according to the Tjukurpa, which means having the right people speaking for 

Country and leading land management activities. The next generation of TOs should be 

learning the Tjukurpa, including the songs, stories and kinship relationships for Country. Land 

Management should support Anangu to access Country, including to conduct ceremony, go 

hunting and undertake fire management. Men’s and women’s Tjukurpa should be cared for 

and respected through increased support. 
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Strong Anangu-led governance of ILM programs 

The authority of Anangu Elders should be respected and Country should only be visited with 

permision from the appropriate people. IPAs should be overseen by TOs, with TOs guiding all 

decisions regarding the implementation of management plans and on-the-ground work. 

More senior Anangu should be employed in program decision making and coordination. 

Communication between Anangu and Piranpa should be clear and outcomes mutually agreed 

upon before work commences. 

Ngarpatji-ngapartji: Anangu and Piranpa working and learning together 

Anangu should work with land management organisations and scientists to manage 

introduced threats, including plants, animals and changing fire regimes. Anangu and Piranpa 

should both develop their skills and knowledge to manage threats from introduced species. 

Anangu should also gain other skills through caring for Country to improve their 

contemporary lives, including literacy, numeracy and financial management. Piranpa working 

on the APY Lands should listen to and learn from Anangu about Country, including the 

Tjukurpa, knowledge, stories, plants and animals. 

 

Anangu aspirations for ILM in the APY Lands: Contemporary 

Anangu articulations of ILM aspirations 

Securing resources to live and work on Country 

Given contemporary economic realities, Anangu need to have a job or a business to continue 

to care for Country as they have always done. Anangu should be visiting, living and working 

on Country to maintain relationships and more Anangu should be on Country as a result of 

increased jobs, equipment and transport. Children should be taken home to Country to 

ensure the next generation is learning about their relationships to Country. 

Jobs and economic development should be led by Anangu, ensuring they are in control of 

what happens on their Country, and where. Reliance on government funding and welfare 

should be reduced. Other on-Country businesses should be led by and employ Anangu, 

including in pastoralism, mustering and selling horses and camels, and tourism. Anangu 

should be in Ranger jobs being paid for their work in caring for Country. Current Ranger 

employement is supporting TOs’ connection to Country, caring for Tjukurpa, and is reaping 
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economic benefits. Land management should provide opportunities for Anangu to continue 

to live in townships and on homelands in the APY Lands. 

 

Healthy Anangu means healthy Country 

When Anangu are healthy, Country is healthy, because Country and Anangu are in a 

reciprocal relationship. The Country flourishes when people are healthy and people flourish 

when Country is healthy. Anangu and Country should be cared for together in a reciprocal 

relationship. 

Caring for fire 

Burning of Country should be done at the right time by the right people in the right places. 

Country should be burnt frequently with small, cool fires. Right-way fire should protect 

Tjukurpa sites and make Country healthy for bush foods, game animals and other native 

species. APY Land Management should provide technical support, resources and jobs for 

Anangu to do fire management. 

Caring for important plants and animals 

Anangu and Piranpa should manage those plants and animals that have been collaboratively 

decided as being important. The Warru Recovery Project should grow the jobs for Anangu 

Rangers and the Anangu minyma. Anangu knowledge should be respected and Anangu 

governence should guide the project. Anangu should gain skills and knowledge through the 

project, including in radio tracking and other scientific methods. Young warru should 

continue to be returned to their Country on the APY Lands and warru Tjukurpa and inma 

should be taught to the next generation of warru TOs. 

Managing non-native plants and animals 

Anangu decision making should lead Buffel grass management, with TOs of the affected 

Country involved in decisions about where management is concentrated. Funding and 

resources should be provided to ensure Anangu are working with non-Indigenous scientists 

and APY Land Management to manage Buffel grass, because the knowledge of how to 

manage this threat is not known exclusively by either Piranpa or Anangu. Management of 

Buffel grass should provide opportunities for Anangu in employment and training. 
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Additionally, important places should be protected from camels, horses and donkeys with 

fences and other exclusion structures. Commercial enterprises should be developed to 

muster and sell camels, to remove camels from important places in Country, and to provide 

economic development for Anangu. Anangu should access training through these 

commercial enterprises, including in welding, fencing, truck licences, and the humane 

destruction of sick animals. Culling of camels should only be done with permission from TOs 

and potential commercial activities should be prioritised to reduce the impacts of camels in 

important areas. 

 

Anangu measures of success for ILM in the APY Lands: Right 

people, strong relationships, being guided by the Tjukurpa 

Extent to which Anangu knowledge practices and worldviews guide land 

management 

Anangu knowledge and worldviews are leading ILM when management decisions are 

informed by the notion of Country as relationships. If Anangu and Piranpa are working 

together right, then the outcomes will be right. This includes Anangu at the front guiding land 

management, and the right people speaking for the right Country at the right time. This cuts 

across Anangu aspirations for ILM but has been given due attention by Anangu as a measure 

of success. 

Extent to which Anangu and Piranpa are learning to do good governance together 

in an intercultual setting 

Doing good governance together in an intercultural setting includes modes of decision-

making, understanding who makes decisions and how they are made, and respecting Anangu 

authority over their Country and ILM programs. Good governance includes when TOs are 

engaged in the direction and management of IPAs and WoC projects, when Anangu are 

employed in leadership and coordination positions, and when Anangu control when and 

where land management is conducted, and what activities take place. Learning to do good 

governance together might mitigate the ever-present disconcertment and achieve some 

efficiencies from an Anangu perspective. 

 



Chapter 5: Evaluating success in ILM the APY Lands 

228 

 

Extent to which Anangu feel happy when on Country 

If Anangu feel happy and healthy when they visit Country, then Country is healthy. If they 

feel sick and sad, then Country is not healthy and some actions need to be taken to make it 

healthy again. 

Extent to which Country is being enacted, according to the Tjukurpa 

Country is a living entity that needs to be continually produced in line with the Tjukurpa. This 

means that stories continue to be told by Anangu in a (cyclical) way that embodies all 

beginings and endings. In practical terms, this includes the right people visiting and being 

with Country, telling and teaching Tjukurpa, burning Country, and conducting Ceremony. 

Extent to which relationships are maintained in good faith 

If time is spent building relationships between Anangu and Piranpa, through sitting, listening 

and talking together, then respectful relationships can be developed and work outcomes can 

be mutually agreed upon, including when and where the work takes place and who is 

consulted and involved. 

 

Anangu measures of success for ILM in the APY Lands: 

Contemporary Anangu articulations of measures of success in 

ILM 

Number of Anangu employed in jobs on Country 

More Ranger jobs for Anangu mean there is increased capacity for Anangu and their families 

to live contemporary lives in townships and homelands on the APY Lands. These 

contemporary lives mean that Anangu are living 21st century Australian lives, with all the 

associated complexity such as salaries, education, cultural change and social media, while 

also grappling with the challenges of cultural responsibility to Country, family and the 

Tjukurpa. Having more Ranger jobs means more Anangu are accessing Country, maintaining 

their relationships with kin, ancestors, and place. It means Anangu knowledge is respected, 

with people employed in real jobs, earning decent salaries, and Anangu practices are 

recognised as legitimate and useful for caring for Country. 
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Anangu identified indicators are used to measure success 

Using Anangu identified indicators to demonstrate healthy Country is an important 

component of contemporary ILM. These indicators take into account Anangu relationships 

and cultural diversity. Anangu identified indicators might be environmental, cultural, social 

or economic indicators and include securing resources to visit and live on country. Any 

indicators, however, are entirely dependent on everything articulated above – that Anangu 

are governing land management according to the Tjukurpa and that Anangu knowledge 

practices and worldviews are respected. Specific indicators that Anangu highlighted are 

indicative of a wholistic assessment of healthy Country. One example articulated in 

interviews was pretty flowers, which show that caring for Country is working because 

Country would be free of buffel grass, there would be food for native animals and game 

animals, fire management would be being done the right way to make small, cool fires that 

encourage plant growth and diversity, and essentially, Anangu would be on Country, hunting, 

gathering, burning the land and enacting the Tjukurpa. Indicators would need to be 

developed in a fully participatory process on a case-by-case basis and endorsed by Anangu 

who would be using them. As artulated in Chapter 3, the indicators identified here are a result 

of my interpretation of data collected and analysed through an open coding framework. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 
Anangu ‘caring for Country’ is supported in the APY Lands through APY Land Management, 

which manages five Indigenous Protected Areas, the Warru Project and a women’s project. 

During the period of fieldwork, caring for Country also occurred through Alinytjara Wilurara 

Natural Resource Management (AWNRM) in the north of the APY Lands. The ILM programs 

delivered through APY Land Management and AWNRM provide a contemporary framework 

through and around which Anangu care for Country. 

Against this contemporary backdrop, Anangu have clear aspirations for their land 

management programs. The most important aspiration is to have the right people, strong 

relationships, guided by the Tjukurpa. This is achieved through ensuring that Nguraritja 

(Traditional Owners or TOs) follow the Tjukurpa to look after Ngura walytja (Country), that 

there is strong Anangu-led governance of ILM programs, and that Anangu and Piranpa are 

working and learning together. These aspirations essentially mean that ILM needs to be done 

in the ‘right way’ – following the Tjukurpa, ceremony and kinship. Anangu also highlight 

several outcome-orientated aspirations that manifest in the here-and-now of ILM work, and 
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which include: securing resources to visit and live on Country, which ensures young people 

are learning from Elders; caring for fire; caring for important plants and animals; and 

managing non-native plants and animals. 

How these aspirations are evaluated might include: whether ILM is guided by Anangu 

knowledge practices and worldviews; whether Anangu and Piranpa are learning to do good 

governance together in an intercultural setting; whether Anangu feel happy when on 

Country; whether Country continues to be enacted through ceremony and the Tjukurpa 

through stories and songs; whether young people are learning to care for Country; and 

whether relationships with Piranpa individuals and organisations are maintained in good 

faith. Anangu also articulated specific indicators for healthy Country, including the number 

of Anangu employed in jobs on Country; and whether Anangu-identified indicators are being 

used to measure success. These specific indicators are important in contemporary ILM 

programs but are entirely dependent on all the other measures articulated above, and 

particularly that Anangu are governing ILM according to the Tjukurpa. 

The most important aspirations and measures of success for ILM in the APY Lands will be 

brought together with to those that will be identified for Yugul Mangi People in Ngukurr in 

the next chapter. In Chapter 7, some of the differences in the monitoring of ILM in the APY 

Lands and in Ngukurr will be explored, as well as the contemporary realities of evaluation 

practices in the APY Lands, in comparison with the ideals presented in this chapter. The 

discussion will then conclude with an exploration of the implications that these aspirations 

and measures of success have for collaborative management and policy. 
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6.1 Introduction 
Ngukurr sits on hilly ground in South-East Arnhem Land on the northern bank of the Roper 

River, which flows east to the coast and into the Gulf of Carpentaria. The people who live in 

the township are related to and responsible for the Country that surrounds the township. 

This Country includes billabongs, coastal floodplains, savannah woodlands, the Arnhem Land 

escarpment, the sands and oceans of sea Country, and all the plants and animals that live 

there. This Country contains many different languages and language groups, although the 

people in Ngukurr primarily speak Kriol now and are referred to collectively as Yugul Mangi 

or Yugul Mangi People32. 

In Ngukurr, ILSM is practiced through the Yugul Mangi Rangers, which have grown from a 

small group of women to a large team of both men and women, with local senior Rangers 

and an Indigenous Protected Area. The development of this contemporary expression of 

‘caring for Country’ to a point where people are employed to manage and care for Country 

was explored in Chapter 4. 

I spent six months living on this Country in 2014 and 2015 whilst doing fieldwork for this 

thesis. I worked with the Yugul Mangi Rangers and the Ngukurr Language Centre and 

accompanied Rangers and language workers on multi-day trips to Country in order to 

understand people’s aspirations and ways of measuring ILSM success. We collected bush 

medicines, hunted for bush turkeys, cleaned up beaches, worked with scientists, learnt and 

recorded languages, and camped on Country. Sometimes we went to Country outside of land 

and sea management contexts. We went fishing, did burning, and visited family at their 

homelands. 

Through the analysis provided in this chapter, I reveal aspirations and ways of measuring 

success as described by Yugul Mangi People living in Ngukurr and on Country surrounding 

the township. To an extent, the findings parallel those that came from the APY Lands, in that 

they holistically cover all aspects of people and Country, including the social, cultural, 

economic, spiritual and environmental. These aspects are woven through the findings in this 

chapter, with each reinforcing the others through the relationships of people to Country and 

Country to people. 

                                                           
32 Yugul Mangi should technically be spelt Yugul Manggi (with 'gg') due to its pronunciation. However, 
the Yugul Mangi Development Aboriginal Corporation, which was established and is owned by the 
seven clan groups at Ngukurr, uses ‘Yugul Mangi’ so this spelling is used throughout this thesis. 
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The data used to provide the analysis in this chapter include interviews and focus groups, 

participant observation and reflection, informal conversations, field notes, planning 

documents and anthropological literature. Details of the data, including the type, place and 

contents are provided in Appendix 4. The chapter is divided into two sections to explore the 

two research aims: Section 6.1 explores Yugul Mangi aspirations for ILSM in Ngukurr; and 

Section 6.2 explores how Yugul Mangi People measure success in ILSM in Ngukurr. 

 

6.2 Yugul Mangi aspirations for ILSM in Ngukurr 
Yugul Mangi People who are caring for Country in and around Ngukurr have identified a need 

for their values, interests and outcomes in ILSM to be better supported. The effective 

management of Country depends on the knowledge practices of Traditional Owners (TOs) 

and the work of the Yugul Mangi Rangers. By articulating the aspirations of Yugul Mangi 

People for their caring for Country practices and initiatives, there is an opportunity to better 

design ILSM programs that are built on a foundation of local modes of care and stewardship. 

This could provide a better future for both ILSM programs and Yugul Mangi People, as ILSM 

is re-imagined based primarily on the terms and values of Yugul Mangi People who belong to 

and care for the Country in and around Ngukurr. 

The following sub-sections summarise specific Yugul Mangi aspirations for ILSM. The first 

sub-section (6.2.1) includes a number of aspirations that are related to the process of looking 

after Country. The second subsection (6.2.2) includes a number of aspirations that were 

revealed when Yugul Mangi People talked about when ILSM is enacted in the here-and-now. 

These aspirations are outcomes related and are specific examples of when the aspirations for 

appropriate process have been followed. 

 

6.2.1 Right people, strong relationships, being guided by the Drimin 
For Yugul Mangi People, the most important aspiration for looking after Country is for it to 

be done by the right people, with strong relationships, being guided by the Drimin. This is 

important because Yugul Mangi Country is inescapably related and intertwined with Yugul 

Mangi People, so the actions of people matter for the way in which Country is cared for. 

What is most important, therefore, is for ILSM to be guided by strong principles and 

processes. These principles and processes include that ILSM should be governed by Yugul 

Mangi People, guided by the Drimin, so that Yugul Mangi People are accessing Country and 
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the work can be done in collaboration with Munanga. If these ‘principles and processes’ – 

right people, strong relationships, guided by the Drimin – are followed, then the outcomes 

will be healthy. Specific outcomes will be explored in the next section, but this section details 

the ‘action’ of governing Country – access, right people, the Drimin, and mobilising local 

knowledge systems for ILSM. 

 

6.2.1.1 Traditional Owners following the Drimin to look after Country 
For Yugul Mangi People, the primary aspiration for Country is for it to be cared for in the 

‘right way’; that is, according to the Drimin that is followed by Yugul Mangi People in Ngukurr. 

This includes having the right people talking for the right Country, ceremony kept strong, 

kinship respected, both men and women on Country, the right language spoken for that 

Country, and important places shared according to the Drimin. These aspirations are 

inextricably linked, and one cannot be achieved without the others. Regardless, they have 

been listed separately so each can be explored in detail. The particulars of these things that 

make up ‘caring for Country in the right way’ is described below. 

 

6.2.1.1.1 Right people talking for the right Country 

For Country to be looked after in the right way, the right people need to talk for the right 

Country. The rights and responsibilities related to looking after lands and seas are held by 

specific groups of people. As described in Chapter 1, these areas of lands and seas held by 

such groups are frequently referred to as an ‘estate’ (following Stanner 1965) or, more 

commonly, ‘Country’. When Yugul Mangi People in Ngukurr talk about Country, they are not 

just using the word to signify Country in the geographic sense. Countries, or estates, ‘are 

essentially clusters of sites rather than bounded areas of land’ (Layton 1997 p. 135). 

According to Layton (1997 p. 135), the focus of Countries is ‘on central points rather than 

margins, in contrast with the Western notion of bounded areas’ and ‘it is the tracks taken by 

the heroic beings that determine the foci of estates.’ 

The individidual people in the groups holding the rights and responsibilities to Country have 

different but complementary rights in land and ceremony. Rights in and for Country and 

ceremony, and their associated responsibilities, are inherited and defined by kinship. These 

categories of responsibilities for land and ceremony can be crudely translated as mingirringgi 

– ‘owner’, junggayi – ‘manager’, and dalyin – ‘supervisor’. 
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Mingirringgi own the ceremonies, dances and songs associated with their particular Country. 

In the ceremony associated with their Country, their bodies are painted with the designs and 

they perform as actors (Olney 2001). Mingirringgi ‘are identified with the Dreamings 

associated with each local version of the ceremony and perform dances mimetic of those 

Dreamings within the ritual’ (Avery 2002 p. 226). The responsibilities of junggayi include 

doing the work required to hold a ceremony, ensuring they are performed at a particular 

time and in a prescribed manner, painting up the mingirringgi, and ensuring that sacred sites 

are not damaged or restricted areas wrongly entered (Olney 1999). Junggayi ‘organise the 

ceremony for them [the mingirringgi] – producing the sacred objects for the ceremony, 

decorating the dancers with ochre and policing all aspects of the performance’ (Avery 2002 

p. 226). Dalyin oversee the application of the design by the junggayi on the mingirringgi and 

play a custodian role to the primary roles of junggayi and mingirringgi (Dickson 2015). These 

roles and responsibilities are co-dependent. There are no individual or independent rights or 

control over what is owned or how people act during ceremonies. An individual person is at 

the same time mingirringgi for their father’s and father’s father’s Country, junggayi for their 

mother’s and mother’s father’s Country, and dalyin for their mother’s mother’s Country. 

These roles, rights and responsibilities relate specifically to ceremonies, but also permeate 

through everyday life in Ngukurr. 

During my fieldwork, these specific personal and group responsibilities to both Country and 

ceremony was described by a senior Ranger as: 

… a foundation where we keep our laws, our culture, and our connections, 

within that foundation. If we don't have those, we're nobody. The laws 

have to respond and they're passed on from one generation to another 

generation (Interview 1b 2015). 

The answer to the question of why Yugul Mangi People care for Country seemed quite 

obvious to most people. One senior Elder declared: ‘Because it is our Country, we’ve gotta 

look after it. And there where we came from [Because that’s where we come from]. In our 

ceremony way, we come from that Country’ (Interview 3b 2015). People care for Country in 

Ngukurr because they are obliged by birth. They have responsibilities (based on the roles 

outlined above) to particular places, people and ceremonies. 

There is therefore an identified need for the right people to be speaking for and managing 

their Country. This governance framework was described by a senior Ranger: 
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When we set up the Ranger program we had to have all of the moieties 

represented to make sure all the right people are involved. We can’t make 

decisions on our own. It’s like passing a bill in parliament, where you have 

the senate and the house [of representatives] and all that. For my Country 

I have to have the mingirringi – the land owner – the junggayi, and my 

abuji – my nephews and their kids – and gagu – my nieces and their kids 

– if I want to make any decisions (Interview 18b 2017). 

Today, caring for Country is often undertaken by the Yugul Mangi Rangers, who aspire to 

operate under the guidance and authority of TOs. In the rule book of the Yugul Mangi Land 

and Sea Management Aboriginal Corporation (YMLSMAC), the first stated objective for the 

corporation is to ‘assist the Aboriginal Traditional Owners and other people with customary 

management responsibilities for the land and sea to protect the environmental and cultural 

values of the land and sea’ (YMLSMAC n.d.). The choice to establish the YMLSMAC was made 

to ensure that decision making about contemporary ILSM remained ‘under the authority of 

Traditional Owners’ and ‘follows Aboriginal customary law’ (CAEPR 2013). While YMLSMAC 

is not currently operating (see Chapter 4), the objective to assist TOs to care for their Country 

following the Drimin still holds for the Ranger program. The Rangers are able to work in ILSM 

‘because our Elders wanted us to do it. They wanted us to take over, not take over their 

Country, but look after their Country, the way they have been looking after it. It was asked 

by our Elders’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). A woman Ranger stated proudly, during a focus group 

discussion, that they were working as Rangers because ‘We’ve got the responsibility to do all 

that’ (Focus Group 2b 2015). A Ranger further explained this in an interview: 

We need to get permission to go to anyone’s Country, but we (the 

Rangers) don’t need to get permission because the Country structure 

(kinship) is already there and it is very strong. The first three years of the 

Ranger program we used to get written consent from the people who own 

the Country we were going to work on. But after four years the cultural 

advisors to the Ranger program said if you have the right people there 

then that’s ok, you don’t need written permission. They showed us who 

the right people are. Any place we can the take the landowner out we do, 

or they might choose to stop [in Ngukurr] but give their permission 

anyway. We know who all the landowners are in our IPA, just by naming 

the place or looking at the map, we know. The boundaries between 

people’s Country got no fence, only boundaries are between families, but 
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they also overlap. In creation time they would overlap (Interview 18b 

2017). 

While TOs are still ‘boss’ for their Country (Interview 1b 2016), many of them live in Ngukurr 

and ‘haven’t got vehicles to go out on their Country’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). Where the 

Rangers are working on Country that is not their own, they must consult with the Elders 

whose Country it is, including the junggayi for that Country, with this practice explained by 

several Rangers in focus group discussions and interviews: 

Junggayi is the head person for ceremony. Just junggayi, if no junggayi 

there you ask gagu33 one. You ask permission from the owner then he tell 

you: ‘ask the junggayi’, and if junggayi not there you ask gagu one and 

they give you permission (Focus Group 2b 2015). 

You can work in other areas then. Give the opportunity for other tribes to 

see their Country, as well looked after by us. So long as we follow our 

Indigenous law. Our culture, our connections and our history (Interview 

1b 2015). 

The Ranger group has resources available to access Country, which means that their 

responsibilities extend beyond their personal kinship roles as junggayi, mingirringgi and 

dalyin; ‘We’ve got the equipment, like vehicles. We’ve got the money for helicopter’ (Focus 

Group 1b 2015). Fache (2017) has argued that the ‘monopolisation’ of the financial and 

technical resources to care for Country by the Yugul Mangi Rangers is considered problematic 

by particular local people, because TOs – the right people who should be speaking for 

Country – are sometimes excluded from the Rangers’ activities (Fache 2017). While I did not 

observe this kind of conflict, I also did not often experience or observe this consultation, 

referred to quite casually by a woman Ranger in a focus group discussion as: ‘Just go let TOs 

know where we’re going if it’s their Country’ (Focus Group 2b 2015). However, that does not 

mean it was not occurring, as clarified by a male Ranger in a subsequent focus group 

discussion: 

We consult with them, those ones that are still here with us. And we notify 

them that we’ll be working in their area. They know who’s there, the 

                                                           
33 Gagu is a kinterm meaning a person’s mother’s mother (and her siblings). Kinterms are reciprocal 
so gagu also refers to a man’s sister’s daughter’s children and to a woman’s daughter’s children (see 
Table 6.1). 
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Ranger group is there. And we like to take them out sometimes (Focus 

Group 1b 2015). 

The interesting and complex thing about the ILSM program in Ngukurr, as around Australia, 

is that who should care for Country is not necessarily who can. Rangers are often TOs for 

some but rarely all the Country they manage. There are also over seven clan groups who now 

live in Ngukurr, so traditional ownership is complex. What is important, then, is that Rangers 

are consulting with the right TOs and facilitating their visiting and checking their Country, and 

ILSM operational plans are flexible enough to facilitate this. In addition to this, genealogical 

work has to be undertaken to be able to clearly describe the relationships between people 

and Country, including how this changes over time. For Rangers to do their jobs properly this 

genealogical work, led by Yugul Mangi People, needs to be supported. Traditional Ownership 

is the primary foundation of local Indigenous authority structures and resilience and having 

the right people speaking for the right Country ensures governance and decision-making 

respects those authority structures. This is complex, and the TOs and Rangers are constantly 

negotiating and navigating this contemporary management arrangement. 

 

6.2.1.1.2 Ceremony kept strong 

The ceremonies undertaken by Yugul Mangi People contain much of the knowledge and 

practice that instructs them on what to do, where to do it and when to do it. Ceremonies are 

a fundamental component of Yugul Mangi People’s existence (see McRae-Williams 2008 p. 

207). As described in Chapter 4, ceremonies in Ngukurr include the first initiation ceremony 

(Mandiwa), major ceremonies like Yabuduruwa and Gunabibi (or Kunapipi), and funeral and 

burial practices (Dickson 2015). Ceremony is clearly integral to the health of people and 

Country and participating in and ensuring that ceremonies are occurring at the right time 

with the right people in the right place is an important aspect of caring for Country. The 

importance of ceremony was stated categorically several times by an Elder in the same 

interview: 

It is our Country, we’ve gotta look after it. And there where we came from. 

In our ceremony way, we come from that Country (Interview 3b 2015). 

You can look at it that way na, in our ceremony. When you care for your 

Country, is when you have your ceremony. Your ceremony tells you when, 

and that’s why you care for your Country (Interview 3b 2015). 
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During a trip to Wuyagiba, a homeland between Ngukurr and Numbulwar, with some young 

men working on a project doing fauna surveys and trapping, we were eating lunch while we 

waited for the Rangers to arrive. One of the young men talked about coming out to the place 

we were at for ceremony. He reminisced about going to boarding school and his desire to go 

to college after he finished. He talked about having to come home to Roper for that 

ceremony, instead of going to college, and that he had no choice. That ceremony was a 

chance for him to learn ‘blakbala wei’ (Yugul Mangi way) and he described the ceremony as 

a ‘bush university’ (Field Notes 2b 2015). Attending ceremony is mandatory for Yugul Mangi 

People because in ceremony there is knowledge and practice. This anecdote shows how 

cultural work has both rewards and opportunity costs. 

McRae-Williams (2008 p. 209) argues that ceremonial activities are understood by people in 

Ngukurr as ‘ensuring both the fertility of people and land and thus concerning the 

maintenance of life itself.’ This reflects the finding of Dussart (2000 p. 47) who argues that 

ceremony aims to ‘replenish food supplies, nourish the landscape, heal the sick and 

strengthen the social bonds of the living.’ Therefore, through ceremony, people, plants, 

animals, relationships, ancestors, knowledge practices – all components of Country – are 

recreated and reinforced. Travelling to and attending ceremonies and funerals is a way of 

reaffirming, maintaining and caring for relationships with people-places. The ‘power of 

ceremony’ in the social, political and cultural life of Yugul Mangi People ‘could not be under 

estimated’ (McRae-Williams 2008 p. 208). The activities undertaken during ceremonies are 

therefore ‘viewed by the majority of Aboriginal people in Ngukurr as culturally important 

“work”, if not the most important “work”’ (McRae-Williams 2008 p. 209). 

While ceremonies are fundamental to life in Ngukurr, including for the reproduction of 

specific animal and plant species, and indeed for the reproduction of Country, they are not 

recognised as a remunerated task for the Rangers under the Working on Country (WoC) 

program. The Rangers take unpaid ‘ceremonial leave’ for a negotiated duration to attend 

ceremonies. This is an interesting conundrum because the participation of the Rangers in 

ceremonies for which they have roles and responsibilities is necessary for them to reproduce 

the Country they are caring for, but the classification of ‘ceremonial leave’ as unpaid leave 

classifies ceremonial activities as a private occupation (Fache 2014). Fache (2014) has argued 

that this illustrates the ways in which state funding programs are silencing the core values 

and worldviews that underpin ILSM. While I did not experience ceremonies being 

incorporated into Ranger work during my fieldwork, that does not necessarily mean that this 

did not, or could not, happen. Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs) are dedicated and managed 
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for their natural and associated cultural values, which provides considerable scope for 

incorporating ceremonial and associated practices into IPA work programs. It is possible, 

then, that the classification of ceremony as a private occupation is an issue of internal 

prioritisation and budgeting. Prioritisation and budgeting currently occurs collaboratively 

between TOs, the Yugul Mangi Rangers, the Ranger coordinator, the IPA coordinator, and the 

Northern Land Council. 

 

6.2.1.1.3 Kinship respected and incorporated into work structure and facilities 

For many of the Yugul Mangi Rangers, ILSM is a means of (re)connecting to Country to meet 

obligations to kinship, ancestors and Country itself. During the South East Arnhem Land 

(SEAL) IPA dedication ceremony in 2017, a senior Ranger asserted that: 

Ancestors have to come first, because we don’t know our kinship until we 

know our ancestors. Then you connect these to your Country. You’ve got 

to have kinship before you have your Country, but your Country gives you 

your kinship. It is a circle. These come from your ancestors and they are 

your teachers (Interview 17b 2017). 

The fundamental structure of people’s lives in Ngukurr is kinship. Kinship tells you how you 

relate to everyone, everything, and every place. According to one of the Rangers: ‘You gotta 

know who you're connected to’ (Interview 1b 2016). The kinship system is a complex system 

that determines: how people relate to each other; what their roles, responsibilities and 

obligations are in relation to other people, ceremonies and Country; marriage laws; funeral 

roles; and behavioural patterns with other kin. While I do not intend to document every 

detail of the specific and complex connections between people in Ngukurr, it is useful to 

briefly discuss the kinship system. 

Everyone in Ngukurr, including their land, songs and languages, are either Dhuwa or Yirritja 

moiety. There are four semi-moieties – Mambali and Murrungun, which belong to the Dhuwa 

moiety, and Burdal and Guyal, which belong to the Yirritja moiety. Skin names, or 

‘subsections’ (Bern 1974) are most often used in daily life. They are used to regulate personal 

relationships and describe acceptable marriage arrangements, with marriages occurring 

across moieties (see Figure 6.1). Figure 6.2 shows the moieties, semi-moieties, and their 

corresponding skin names, or subsections used in Ngukurr. 
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First-choice marriage partner 

Second-choice marriage partner 

Mother to daughter relationship 

The names are in pairs, with the top being the masculine version and the bottom the 

feminine eg. gela is masculine and galijan is feminine. 

 

Figure 6.1 Skin names for the Roper River region. Skin names are most often used in daily life 

and regulate personal relationships and describe acceptable marriage arrangements, with 

marriages occurring across moieties 

Source: (adapted from Ngukurr Language Centre 2014a p. 23) 

 

  

Gela    Burlany 

Galijan    Burlanyjan 

     

Gojok    Wamut 

Gotjan    Wamutjan 

     

Balang    Ngarritj 

Birlinjan    Ngarritjan 

     

Bangardi    Gamarrang 

Bangardijan    Gamanjan 
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Patri moieties Semi moieties Subsection  

    

  Masculine Feminine 

    

 Mambali Wamut Wamutjan 

  Gela Galijan 

Dhuwa    

 Murrungun Gamarrang Gamanjan 

  Balang Birlinjan 

    

    

 Burdal Bangardi Bangardijan 

  Ngarritj Ngarritjan 

Yirritja    

 Guyal Gojok Gotjan 

  Burlany Burlanyjan 

 

Figure 6.2 Moieties, semi-moieties, and their corresponding skin names, or subsections used 

in Ngukurr 

Source: (adapted from Bern 1974 p. 47) 
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Kin relations create rules for avoidance relationships, often referred to as poison. Poison 

relations, or poison cousins, are relations that one is obligated to avoid. The relationship with 

a person and their gajin, or mother-in-law, requires a social distance. One shouldn’t say the 

name of their gajin, speak to them, be in the same room, or travel in the same car. Opposite 

sex siblings (braja/brother for women and sista/sister for men) should not say each other’s 

names, they should sit with someone between the two of them, so they are not sitting 

directly next to each other, and they should never watch them go to the bathroom or the 

toilet. Your banji is your straight skin, or ideal marriage partner. You can flirt with and marry 

your opposite sex banji, but you should show respect to your same sex banji by using two 

hands to give or receive anything and you should never swear at or in front of them. 

Yugul Mangi People often bestow skin names on Munanga (non-Indigenous people), as this 

is a mechanism to make relationships more comfortable and gives Munanga a ‘place’. My 

skin name is birlinjan. This name was given to me a week after I arrived in Ngukurr in 2014 

by one of the women Rangers. Interestingly, I was never given a skin name, or miri in 

Pitjantjatjara, in the APY Lands and skin names were rarely talked about. Most of what I know 

about Pitjantjatjara skin names has been learnt through the literature (see for example, 

Goddard 1996, Dousset 2011). Perhaps I just had closer relationships with people in Ngukurr 

or perhaps Anangu are generally more cautious in bestowing skin names on Piranpa. 

Regardless, skin names are talked about constantly in Ngukurr and I now call the people I 

work with by our relationship to each other, determined by our skin. 

Skin names have associated kinterms (see 

Table 6.1 for a list of kinterms used in Ngukurr). These kinterms can determine, to a degree, 

the camaraderie within a relationship. For example, my baba and I have a close relationship. 

However, when I returned to Ngukurr in 2015, a man who works at the Ngukurr Language 

Centre and who I had had an easy and light-hearted relationship with when I was in Ngukurr 

the year before realised we did not know each other’s skin names. When I told him my skin 

name was birlinjan, he looked crestfallen. He informed me that we were in fact gajin to each 

other (poison cousins) and proceeded to list all the rules related to how we should behave 

with each other including that we shouldn’t speak to each other, be in the same room as 

each other, or say each other’s names. This seemed to me to be a disaster for our ongoing 

working relationship. Interestingly, these strict rules were not followed, but were adapted, 

in order for us to continue to work together. I was told to call him barn.ga, or cousin. 

Whenever I saw him after the discovery that he was my gajin, he would tell me: ‘You’re really 
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my gajin but I call you barn.ga’ (Field Notes 2b 2015). He never failed to remind me that we 

were gajin, as if the process of recognition was important, even though the system had 

clearly been adapted to suit our contemporary lives. 

 

Table 6.1 Kinterms used at Ngukurr 

Kriol English 

Same generation 

mi me 

baba brother / sister (sibling)* 

barn.ga cousin (children of father’s sister or mother’s brother) 

banji spouse 

waif wife 

hasben husband 

banji brother-in-law / sister-in-law 

* (also cousin – only children of mother’s sister(s) or father’s brother(s)) 

One generation away 

mami mother* 

dedi father* 

anti aunt** 

anggurl uncle** 

gajin mother-in-law (poison cousin), son / daughter-in-law 

muluri mother-in-law’s brother 

lambarra father-in-law 

san son / nephew*** 

dota daughter / niece*** 

nis niece 

nefyu nephew 

* (father – also father’s brother; mother – also mother’s sister) 

** (aunt – father’s sister; uncle – mother’s brothers) 

*** (son and daughter – also children of your brothers and sisters) 

Two generations away 

abuji grandmother (father’s mother)* 

amuri grandfather (father’s father)* 

gagu grandmother (mother’s mother)* 

abija grandfather (mother’s father)* 

* (these are also reciprocal terms for your grandchildren, i.e. if they call you gagu, you 

call them gagu too) 

 

Source: (adapted from Ngukurr Language Centre 2014a p. 22) 
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This anecdote illustrates that the description of kinship provided in this thesis is the ideal 

scenario. The role of kinship, moieties and skin names has certainly evolved in the 

contemporary context and has become more flexible. Ideally, children belong to the opposite 

moiety of their mother. However, this is now not always the case, as there are a number of 

children born to parents of the same moiety. According to Layton (1997) children of ‘wrong 

marriages’ are most often assigned the semi-moiety and subsection status that they would 

have received if their mother had married correctly. These current arrangements are 

tolerated but uncomfortable and a return to the proper way is desired. The designation is a 

matter for negotiation for every child and is part of Yugul Mangi People’s ongoing attempts 

to accommodate some of the contradictions of contemporary life in Ngukurr. 

The knowledge of kinship structures helps to understand some of the needs of the Yugul 

Mangi Ranger group, particularly the need for the spatial organisation of rooms and buildings 

to incorporate avoidance relationships. In Story 6.1 below, I highlight how the lack of facilities 

in Ngukurr during the time I did fieldwork created tensions for the Rangers as they tried to 

observe the rules that govern these relationships. As a Ranger explained, ‘The way we works 

got to be strong and uphold our laws and our culture. That is our main priority. To pass that 

to our future Rangers who are with us now, that is important. Kinship is the best thing that 

you can ever have’ (Interview 1b 2016). A keen aspiration is for appropriate resources and 

facilities to allow Yugul Mangi People to continue to work in ILSM, while observing and 

respecting the avoidance relationships that are an integral part of life in Ngukurr. 

 

Story 6.1 Avoidance relationships and the story of the Yugul Mangi Ranger shed 

It was a Thursday morning in July of 2014, one of the first days of my first fieldtrip to 

Ngukurr. I had just moved there after three months in the desert. At the beginning of the 

day I visited the Ngukurr Language Centre, primarily to use their coffee machine, where I 

also met two ladies from the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet who look after 

some of the IPA and WoC programs. They had come to Ngukurr the day before for a 

consultation meeting about the South East Arnhem Land IPA, which was still in 

consultation phase. 

I went with the two ladies to the Ranger shed so that they could meet with the Rangers. 

They sat with the men Rangers outside under the shed awning, on an upturned flour tin, 
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a white plastic bucket, an empty esky from the previous week’s field trip, and a wheelie 

office chair with no back, the material peeling off and the internal foam pockmarked and 

exposed. 

One of the senior women Rangers sat on a white plastic chair in the back corner, her back 

to the men as if ignoring them, holding a garden hose at full stretch with her finger half 

over the end to create an arc of water to reach the clump of bamboo which stood in the 

corner of the Ranger compound, parched and dying in the dry season sun. She told me the 

short hose was the only one at the Ranger shed, whittled down over time by people 

removing sections to pour fuel through. 

Inside, the other women Rangers sat on two office chairs or leaned against the desk in the 

three by three metre office, while they looked through photos of their recent bush trips 

on one of the two computers (see Figure 6.3). An air conditioner jutted from the side of 

the offices corrugated iron wall, whirring loudly, a slow drip plopping onto the dirt floor 

below. With more than two people in the room it felt crowded, although with the air 

conditioner cranking, it offered the only cool relief from the climbing temperatures 

outside. 

The government workers asked the Rangers about their facilities and what they needed to 

be able to do their jobs. One of the senior men did most of the talking. He told them that 

the Ranger shed was one of the oldest buildings at Ngukurr, surpassed perhaps only by the 

old hospital, which sat empty on the road to the Ngukurr Arts Centre. Along with the small 

one room office, there was an open-air area with wooden cross beams hanging chaotically 

from the corrugated iron roof where they had fallen from their nails. There was a big shed 

to house the Roper Queen, the Rangers’ boat, along with the quad bikes and all the 

chemicals and spraying equipment. On the wall of that shed was a sink with a couple of 

mugs and an old kettle that leaked water out the bottom. Someone had painted the word 

‘RANGER’ in red on the wall above the sink. 

The senior man talked about how difficult it was to work at the shed because the men and 

women were forced to work in the same one room office. On multiple occasions people 

had chosen not to come to work because they had poison cousins, or people they were 

obligated to avoid, working on the same day, and it would be uncomfortable and 

inappropriate for them to spend time in the same room. The men had just returned from 

a Ranger exchange to Lajamanu and they talked about the big new shed that had been 

built there. They proceeded to list all the other Ranger groups who had better facilities 
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than the Yugul Mangi Rangers, with most of them having separate offices for men and 

women and, at the very least, a kitchen and a toilet. 

 

 

Figure 6.3 Women Rangers working in the Yugul Mangi Ranger office. The room is not 

much bigger than the space shown in the photo 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

At this point in the discussion I was tapped on the shoulder and asked to walk to the end 

of the driveway with one of the young women. She asked me to drive her home to use the 

toilet. I looked around in surprise as I realised there was no toilet for the Rangers to use at 

their work place. As we drove away from the shed the young woman said she felt shame 

because one of the men was her poison cousin and she was not able to be discrete in using 

the toilet. She felt sad that although the Rangers loved their jobs, having old facilities made 

working really hard. 

…  

A year later in March I was on the phone to the senior woman Ranger, discussing my 

second round of fieldwork. I asked after a packet of sunflower seeds I had sent her. She 

was waiting until they built a new shed to plant them. There was some money through the 
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Australian Business Account that was being held by the Northern Land Council to build the 

shed. She listed all the things she was hoping for: a big office with a couple of computers; 

a shed for chemicals and other equipment; a kitchen for making a cup of tea; a room for 

researchers to stay in; a toilet and a shower. 

…  

A few months later at a ‘Friends of Yugul Mangi Meeting’, many people travelled to 

Ngukurr from Darwin, from the Northern Land Council, The Nature Conservancy, Fisheries, 

Arnhem Land Fire Abatement Project and Bushfires NT. I asked the coordinator if the 

meeting would be at the Guluman Centre, a new building at Ngukurr with a nice meeting 

space, because it had tables and chairs, air conditioning, and was big enough for everyone 

to fit in. He shook his head and looked up at the heavy wooden beams hanging dangerously 

from the ceiling and told me they would have the meeting at the shed ‘so all that 

government mob can see where we have to work’ (see Figure 6.4). He smiled the next day 

with grim determination as we tried to listen to a Ngalagkan Elder welcome us to Country, 

as gusts of wind blew dust and grit in everyone’s eyes and mouths. 

 

Figure 6.4 The area directly outside the Yugul Mangi Ranger office, which was used for 

work meetings, including the Friends of the Yugul Mangi Rangers meeting 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 
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… 

In September 2018, I returned to Ngukurr to work on a Northern Land Council contract 

and was met with much excitement. The Ranger shed had finally been renovated. A small 

house for a Ranger coordinator has been built, the sheds have new doors on them with 

padlocks, and there have been a number of storage containers installed. There is even a 

toilet, perched on a little hill, like a throne. The office is still yet to be renovated, though, 

and people still move outside if there is someone inside that they must avoid. 

 

6.2.1.1.4 Both men and women working on Country 

As outlined in Chapter 4, the Ranger program in Ngukurr started from a small group of 

women. It has expanded over the years to include men. It was suggested to me by a male 

Ranger that the women ‘must’ve thought that can’t be working ourselves, the women 

Rangers, because some areas where they couldn’t go because of our ceremony and our 

cultural laws and all that’ (Interview 8b 2015). Much of Country is gendered, including places, 

songs, dances and knowledge, because the movement of the ancestors created the features 

of the landscape and because the women and the men ancestors sometimes walked 

separately, they created gendered places. Therefore, caring for that Country needs to include 

both men and women. There are places now that are women’s places and men’s places and 

have varying degrees of exclusion: 

places where men can go but must be quiet, places where they can look 

but not stare, where they can walk but not camp, and then there are 

places where men cannot go at all, ever. There are places where men 

cannot drink the water, cannot even look at the smoke that rises from 

women’s country. And of course the same is also true with respect to 

men’s places, men’s country (Rose 1996a p. 36). 

While the Yugul Mangi Rangers often work as a gender diverse group, especially on trips to 

Country, people generally seem to prefer to work in a gender segregated manner. The men 

mostly work with the men and the women mostly work with the women. The Ranger group 

is fortunate to have a number of vehicles to be able to facilitate this and they often refer to 

the vehicles as ‘the ladies Toyota’ and ‘the men’s Toyota’. During trips to Country, while 

everyone camps together, the women Rangers tend to travel and undertake whatever task 

is being done during the day – whether that be spraying weeds, setting out cameras, or 

burning Country – with the other women, and vice versa for the men. 
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While caring for Country is often a gendered activity and it is important to have both men 

and women working on Country in order for it to be cared for properly, this is different to 

the perspective of ILSM offering women in Ngukurr the opportunity to work as strong women 

Rangers. The Ranger program was described to me as offering an opportunity for women in 

Ngukurr to learn skills for the first time, and those that had previously been considered purely 

‘men’s work’ – learning to use chainsaws, whipper-snippers, post hole diggers and weed 

spraying; doing fisheries and AQIS training; and obtaining firearms licences, quad bike 

licences, and drivers licences. This men’s work within the Ranger context is different to men’s 

work on Country that involves ceremony, sacred sites and taboo activities. Several Rangers 

stated this in different interviews: 

A lot of the women didn’t expect that, they wanted to work as women by 

themselves. They used to handle post hole digger, them girls, true. 

Chainsaws. All that stuff, they used to handle them all that. Man work you 

know. It was very good (Interview 3b 2015). 

Hard job. Spraying, carrying them thing on the back. Quad bike. Yeah we 

did all those course ba whippersnapper, quad bike, everything through 

our study and our work (Interview 16b 2015). 

All the good things. Even we learn to drive, to get our licences, we didn’t 

know how to drive, most of us. So we had our drivers thing from two 

Ranger. And we did all our driving course round here. And we all got our 

licence, all the ladies, all the ones who wanted to drive (Interview 16b 

2015). 

The Ranger program continues to build confidence in the women Rangers and helps them 

not to feel ‘shame’ or shy. A retired woman Ranger talked about becoming strong and 

independent through her job, becoming confident in public, and learning from the senior 

woman who founded the Ranger program: 

I never used to talk to anybody. Me and all this mob young girls, Ranger 

girls. Dismob melabat [they are] always shame. ‘Don't shame. You're 

shyness won't get your anywhere. You gotta come and stand next to me 

every time I talk. If I give you a piece of paper and you gotta read it out in 

front of a crowd, you gotta do it.’ Yeah and she made good woman out of 

us. Independent people na (Interview 16b 2015). 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 253 

The Ranger program also provides opportunities for the women Rangers, through travelling 

out of Ngukurr and onto Country to visit their homelands or conduct right way fire for 

example, to have the space to develop confidence in themselves and their abilities. Once the 

Rangers are out of Ngukurr and away from the eyes of those who make them feel shame, 

they are able to learn things that they would otherwise not have the confidence to do (see 

Story 6.2). 

Pride was expressed that from the beginning the women wore uniforms and were paid 

wages. In a time when not many people were working in Ngukurr, except through the 

Community Development Employment Program (CDEP) program, the women Rangers were 

a source of inspiration for everyone in Ngukurr (Interview 16b 2015). The same Ranger went 

on to say: 

All the hard job we did and the men were laughing at us, because they 

seen all of us women in uniform. Deadly! And at the time it was pay day, 

all the men were standing at the front of the office waiting for their pay, 

CDP pay, and they been laughing at us, and my husband was just walking 

up: ‘Look at them crazy woman. They can hardly get anywhere. Them 

crazy woman, my mothers teaching them how to work, not yumob. 

Yumob don’t know how to carry shovel and rake like that mob there, what 

they’re doing, my mother and her little group. So don’t talk about my 

mum and her little Ranger group. They showing you how to work’ 

(Interview 16b 2015). 

During the time I lived and worked in Ngukurr, I observed that the Rangers are role models 

to local people for their work ethic and knowledge of Country, but the women Rangers are 

particularly talked of as role models for other young women. Again, the same Ranger stated: 

We went to Wamungu that time we had that training course for quad 

bike [laughs]. And this, my aunty, she was working with, she passed away 

bobala (poor thing). ‘Well first time, who gotta try this motorbike?’ and 

everybody been look around and we been all looking at each other and 

she: ‘Me first!’ she said. She said to [the coordinator]: ‘Me first mami 

(mum) I gotta drive a motorbike’, she said. And yeah, that instructor just 

told her what to do and she just drove around and everybody: ‘Hey!’ All 

the young girls: ‘Hey, look what she’s doing!’ We been all shocked hey! 

Like, you know, she’s older than us (Interview 16b 2015). 
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One of the senior male Rangers ‘prefer[s] to work with women because the men are silly 

ones, don’t always work properly’ (Field Notes 4b 2017). The women Rangers provide 

stability to the program and have skills, particularly office and administrative skills, that are 

important for the functioning of the program and which are admired by everyone. 

During fieldwork in 2014 and 2015, the coordinator of the Ranger program was a local Yugul 

Mangi man. In 2017, the coordinator role was job shared by a different local Yugul Mangi 

man and Yugul Mangi woman. These two Rangers have now moved to senior Ranger roles 

and a non-Indigenous coordinator has been appointed. One of the senior male Rangers told 

me during a visit to Ngukurr in 2017 that it is important to have a woman as a coordinator or 

senior Ranger because the women started up the Ranger group, they are important to its 

continuing success, and women Rangers are just as important to the Ranger program as the 

men. The senior woman Ranger lamented to me in 2017 that there were not enough women 

working in either casual or part-time positions and so she was all alone and spending too 

much time in the office. Since then, there has been a turn around and there are a number of 

both men and women working again. It is therefore important not only for both men and 

women to be employed as Rangers, but for there to be a group of both men and women 

working, because much of Country is gendered and most people in Ngukurr are more 

comfortable working with those of the same sex. 

 

Story 6.2 Learning to drive  

During a day trip out on Country in 2015, I spent some time teaching a young woman 

Ranger to drive. She wanted to practice as she was intent on sitting for her licence as soon 

as possible. She was driving well, if a little slowly, and navigated many challenging, windy, 

dirt roads on the way back to Ngukurr.  

As we approached Ngukurr, she stopped the car and asked for me to drive. I convinced her 

to keep going, because I thought it important she spend time practicing driving around 

other cars and with distractions. However, as we passed the shops, I became aware that 

this was not the most sensible decision, as a group of teenagers yelled her name and she 

descended into giggles and tried to sink low into her seat so they could not see her. I 

anxiously asked her to sit up and concentrate, which worked for about 10 seconds, until 

we passed the next person, who shouted out in surprise at seeing her at the wheel.  
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Her driving improved as we crossed Ngukurr and approached her house, as we hadn’t seen 

any people for a couple of streets, but, perhaps in anticipation that her family might see 

her through the windows, she turned into her driveway at high speed with me shouting at 

her to change gears and slow down. The experience culminated in me shouting 

‘STOPSTOPSTOPSTOP’ in a panic, and the car skidding to a stop half a metre from the front 

door of her home.  

We both sat, shocked, for a minute, until she broke the silence with a nervous laugh and I 

commented that it was lucky she hadn’t driven straight into the lounge room. I asked her 

what had happened because she had been driving so well before, when we were on much 

harder bush roads. She replied simply that no one was watching her out there. 

 

6.2.1.1.5 Right languages spoken on the right Country 

Country is a generic term that is used to refer to clan estates to which people have kinship 

connections, and which is intertwined with ancestry, Drimin and language (Wright et al. 

2012). Different Country has different languages, and it is important that the right language 

is spoken on Country, because language and Country exist together. In language is the 

knowledge for caring for Country, relationships, stories and kin. 

At the time of European settlement in Australia, there were estimated to be 500 – 700 

Indigenous languages in common use around the country (Christie 1985). The people who 

now live in Ngukurr are from seven main language groups – Alawa, Marra, Ngandi, 

Warndarrang, Ngalagkan, Nunggubuyu (Wubuy) and Ritharrngu/Wägilak. People also speak 

a number of other less common languages, like Rembarrnga and Yolŋu Matha. Due to the 

policies of the Roper River Mission, many people no longer speak their traditional languages 

strongly, explained strongly in Kriol by an Elder in an interview: 

Wen Munanga bin gaman dei bin, they told us not to speak the langgus, 

the kids at school. 

When white people came, they told us not to speak language, the kids at 

school (Interview 13b 2015). 

Roper River Kriol is now the lingua franca34 of Ngukurr (see Chapter 4 for more information 

on the history of Kriol and the Roper River Mission). The traditional languages of the region 

                                                           
34 A lingua franca is a language used for communication between people from different language 
groups. 
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are now ‘severely endangered’ (Ngukurr Language Centre 2012). Since 201035, the Ngukurr 

Language Centre has operated in Ngukurr to work with TOs and language workers to 

document and revitalise the languages of the Ngukurr and Roper River region ‘through the 

recording and storage of language and traditional knowledge, as well as the re-establishment 

of education, training and documentation programs’ (Ngukurr Language Centre 2012). When 

talking about the purpose of the Ngukurr Language Centre, a senior Elder clarified: ‘What’s 

this? Revitalise? I don’t know what yumob Munanga call it. Like restart these languages. 

Revitalise? Yeah!’ (Interview 15b 2015). 

The revitalisation of traditional languages is a fundamental goal of the Ngukurr Language 

Centre. A language worker spoke of the importance of working with his amuri at the 

Language Centre to learn Ngandi from her, his language that he did not previously know how 

to speak: 

[My amuri] tells me stories about how she grew up and how my families 

are related. Cause we work in the Language Centre and she teach Ngandi 

to me. Honestly, she’s the only hope for me, to Ngandi. She’s the only 

speaker. Ngandi is from the central region of Arnhem., like from Warrpani 

area, Burrunju, from that Country, all that area. Ngandi been mixed up 

garra [with] Ritharrngu mob and relation to Dalabon, Rembarrnga, 

Gunabibi and the closest one is Ngalagkan36. I never knew that but when 

I went to the Language Centre she [my amuri] taught me almost 

everything I know now, from language. She explains stories about how 

my Dreaming travel. Cause she was taught by my great-great-

grandfathers (Interview 13b 2015). 

A range of activities to achieve this goal include promoting language use within Ngukurr, 

engaging with youth, and networking (Ngukurr Language Centre 2012). The activities include: 

developing or restarting language programs for Ngukurr School; resuming bush trips for 

students to enable on-Country learning; establishing adult education programs in Ngukurr; 

                                                           
35 The Ngukurr Language Centre previously operated under the auspices of Diwurruwurru-Jaru 
Aboriginal Corporation (DAC, Katherine Regional Language Centre) which ceased operation in 2008. 
The Ngukurr Language Centre Aboriginal Corporation formed in late 2010/early 2011 (Ngukurr 
Language Centre 2012). 
36 Gunabibi is a ceremony. Ritharrngu, Dalabon, Rembarrnga and Ngalagkan are languages of the 
region. 
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and increasing the use and presence of traditional languages at home and in Ngukurr 

(Ngukurr Language Centre 2012). 

Language workers at the Ngukurr Language Centre and the Yugul Mangi Rangers collaborate 

on projects that contribute to caring for Country. This includes: speaking, learning and 

documenting language on Country; and documenting ethnobotanical language (Ngukurr 

Language Centre 2012). This is an important collaboration because people often talked about 

how much easier it was to learn language while on that language’s Country, as opposed to 

learning while they were in Ngukurr (see Story 6.3). 

The learning and revitalisation of language in Ngukurr is important because knowledge, 

practice and identity are all embodied in language, as stated by a young language worker in 

an interview: 

For me, language is part of life, it’s central to life. Language tells me 

everything about myself. When I was doing languages it has opened up 

doorways of the connection to the land, not only by, by identifying special 

species of plants and animals, not just scientifically for Munanga [white 

people]. … It’s something we have to do. Ngandi, it’s not a hobby or a 

responsibility. It’s like breathing. You have to breathe or you die. So 

Ngandi is like that for me and her [my amuri]. We have to do it to live 

(Interview 13b 2015). 

Language contains knowledge of Country and is therefore inextricably linked to ILSM. There 

are consequences of Country not being named and known in its language. People would not 

know for sure who should burn for that place, who should sing for that place, and who should 

care for that place. Equally, if people do not talk in the right language, Country and all other 

non-human entities in that place would not recognise them (and may even punish them). 

The consequences of how knowledge and practice in ILSM are impacted by the loss of 

traditional languages in Ngukurr are beyond the scope of this project but are interesting to 

highlight and warrant further exploration. The maintenance and revitalisation of the 

languages that belong to specific people-places is important for ILSM and there is an 

aspiration for the Rangers to continue to build on their collaborations with the Ngukurr 

Language Centre, to ensure Elders with language knowledge are involved in ILSM programs 

and Rangers have access to language resources, ultimately to ensure decisions for Country 

are based on the best knowledge possible. 
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Story 6.3 Learning Marra on Country at Wuyagiba 

In late July 2015, I went on a Marra camp to Wuyagiba for three days, organised by the 

Ngukurr Language Centre. I was sent to Numbulwar to pick up three expert Marra speakers 

– Juluba, Gathawuy and Topsy – who came to teach everyone how to speak Marra. They 

were the last fluent Marra speakers living near Ngukurr and were very old. On the way out 

of Numbulwar on the dirt highway, we got a flat tyre. I set up a tarpaulin under a tree next 

to the highway, and those three Marra speakers sat in the shade while myself and a young 

language worker changed the tyre. It was only then that I realised how frightening it was 

to be responsible for driving these three knowledge authorities on a bush road, in an old 

clapped out Troopy37, to a remote homeland on the Arnhem Land coast. 

The people who attended the camp included Marra teachers and language workers from 

Ngukurr employed by the Language Centre, the three language experts from Numbulwar, 

and a handful of others who came to learn Marra from their family, including one man 

employed full-time as a Ranger. He drove to Wuyagiba the evening of the first day in the 

IPA ute38 and stayed for the next two days. 

Over the three days we camped at Wuyagiba, played language learning games and 

activities, went fishing, collected pandanus and learnt how to make rilgarra, or armbands. 

Only old people knew how to make these armbands before but now some young people 

know too so everyone was happy.  

The camp was an illustration of contemporary language learning in Ngukurr – funded 

through the Ngukurr Language Centre with young people and adults learning from Elders 

at a homeland on Country. That the camp was held at Wuyagiba on Marra Country and 

was highlighted as integral to people’s language learning. In summarising the trip, the 

Ngukurr Language Centre posted on their Facebook page: 

Im impotin ba gou la kantri ba tok dat langgus. Yu len mobeda la kantri. 

It's important to go to country to speak the language of that country. 

You learn easily on country. 

 

                                                           
37 Troopy is a slang word  
38 A ute, originally an abbreviation for ‘utility’, is a term used to describe vehicles with a tray behind 
the passenger compartment. 
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6.2.1.1.6 Important places looked after holistically and shared according to the 

Drimin 

Looking after important places on and in Country is an important aspiration for Yugul Mangi 

People. Important places include: ceremony sites; significant areas like tool making sites; 

rock art sites; sea Country; and freshwater rivers, springs and billabongs (Wise 2009, Yugul 

Mangi Rangers 2015). While the township of Ngukurr, where the Yugul Mangi Rangers are 

based, is located inland, the Country that Yugul Mangi People care for extends to the coast 

and includes sea Country and freshwater rivers, springs, and billabongs (see the map of the 

SEAL IPA in Figure 4.9 in Chapter 4). Important places are not considered separate by Yugul 

Mangi People but are interconnected because Country is a holistic embodiment of the land 

and its landforms, freshwater and marine resources, cultural heritage sites, and the species 

supported by the land and sea. Both land and water places are replete with sets of 

relationships, authority and responsibilities that are shared concurrently by several clan 

groups. The management of sea Country and freshwater places is done with just as a much 

commitment as land management. Simultaneously, the management of ceremony sites, tool 

making sites and rock art sites is done with just as much urgency as the management of 

weeds, fire and feral animals. There is therefore an aspiration for Country to be managed 

holistically, moving beyond the categories of sea, land, and freshwater. 

For Country to be cared for holistically, ILSM needs to provide opportunities for people to 

visit, check on and manage not just land, but also sea Country and freshwater places. 

Obligations to sea Country manifest in a number of particular activities, including through 

collecting and removing ghost nets from the coastline, as outlined in the previous section, 

and ‘go[ing] out on the sea for patrol on the saltwater’ (Focus Group 2b 2015). The Rangers 

do patrols on sea Country, solo and in partnership (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). They check 

for illegal fishers with Fisheries and driftwood or other foreign objects with Quarantine. This 

activity allows them to access sea Country, establish their authority, ensure compliance and 

manage threats. 

Obligations to fresh water places mean that the Rangers undertake activities such as: visiting 

and checking on fresh water Country; early season protective burns around springs and 

billabongs; and river patrols to check on and care for ceremony and rock art sites and to 

manage recreational and commercial fishers. It also includes fencing of some springs and 

billabongs to keep out pigs and buffalo, done in collaboration with a research scientist (Ens 

et al. 2012c), with the billabongs chosen to be fenced done with approval from TOs (Ens et 
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al. 2012c). The Rangers reported distinct improvements in native vegetation and habitat in 

areas that have been fenced (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

Regarding rock art sites, in 2018, the Yugul Mangi Rangers received grant funding with the 

Numbulwar Numburindi Rangers and the Parks and Wildlife Commission of the NT (PWCNT) 

to protect art and culture through rock art site management (Lawler 2018). The objective is 

to undertake site conservation, recording, monitoring, training, and interpretation at a 

selection of significant rock art and other cultural sites within the SEAL IPA and the 

neighbouring northern portion of Limmen National Park. Protecting rock art sites includes 

‘putting silicon above the art to stop rain dripping on them … [to] … keep them dry during 

the wet season’ (Thompson et al. 2008). This contemporary manifestation of caring for rock 

art is a result of the knowledge, or practice, and authority to paint certain images and stories 

not being passed on to younger people, or because those who are responsible for those 

paintings not being able to access those sites easily. Important paintings are usually either 

‘touched up’ or re-painted, which is not so much ‘maintenance’, but as a performance of that 

story or painting, which in turn is a performance of the knowledge, kinship, and ceremony 

that it holds. If this maintenance and performance is not happening, then silicon is used as a 

backup to ensure the paintings and stories are not lost. 

Many important places also have rules and responsibilities associated with them and these 

need to be attended to. Work done by the Rangers to ensure places are cared for and shared 

according to the Drimin includes: removing vegetation from around the sites to stop fire from 

destroying them (Thompson et al. 2008); visiting and checking on them; patrolling in both 

cars and boats to check that people are not going to places if they are not supposed to; and 

using right way fire to either burn, or not burn, the sites. 

 

6.2.1.2 Strong Yugul Mangi-led governance of ILSM programs 
The Yugul Mangi Ranger program is currently auspiced by the Northern Land Council (NLC). 

The NLC delivers WoC contracts from the Federal Government to the Ranger group. The 

coordinator/s and Rangers report back to the NLC with timesheets, maintenance issues and 

annual reports. This provides the Ranger group with a source of consistent funding for 

ongoing operations and paid positions. 

During a ‘Friends of the Yugul Mangi Rangers Meeting,’ held on July 1st 2015 at the Ranger 

shed in Ngukurr, the desire for the Rangers to become independent from the Northern Land 
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Council and governed by a local organisation was expressed. This has precedence in Ngukurr, 

as the Yugul Mangi Land and Sea Management Aboriginal Corporation (YMLSMAC), which 

was incorporated in 2008 (CAEPR 2013), used to auspice the Ranger program (this is 

described in detail in Chapter 4). However, after funds were mismanaged, the financial 

control of the Ranger group was moved to the NLC and the YMSLMAC last met in 2010. The 

representative from the NLC at the meeting indicated the Land Council’s support for the 

movement of the program to an independent corporation but emphasised the need for a 

clear work plan and a well-maintained budget. The desire to revitalise the local organisation 

was expressed. The Rangers and TOs at the meeting argued that having a local organisation 

auspice the ILSM program would strengthen local and TO control, governance and authority 

(Field Notes 2b 2015). While a resolution was passed at the meeting to organise an AGM39 

for members of YMLSMAC to discuss and approve a revised constitution, at the time of 

writing the Yugul Mangi Ranger program was still being managed by the NLC.  

This auspicing arrangement with Land Councils is a relatively common experience for ILSM 

organisations across Australia. The auspicing of the WoC funding by the NLC was only ever 

meant be an interim arrangement until local Aboriginal Corporations and Ranger programs 

could develop sufficient capacity to manage contracts themselves. Many corporations and 

Ranger programs are now just hitting the cusp of this sort of financial management capacity 

and are seeking independence. This process of transitioning governance to a local 

organisation is a complex process and one that will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 

In Ngukurr, this means that Yugul Mangi People and TOs work to ensure that their 

governance and authority guide ILSM, within the confines of the NLC. This is partly achieved 

through planning processes that are locally driven and flexible. Planning, I was told, should 

be driven by the Rangers themselves, to ensure control of the Ranger program was kept 

localised (Field Notes 2b 2015). One tool was for the Rangers to collectively develop a yearly 

plan and to hold regular planning meetings, run by the local Ranger coordinator and attended 

by the whole Ranger group, to decide collaboratively and locally what they would be working 

on. Story 6.4 examines this process. 

Flexible planning is necessary for the social and physical environments in which the Rangers 

work. Their work plans are actively reviewed on a daily basis, depending on what is 

happening in Ngukurr (funerals and ceremony), the availability of vehicles and vessels, water 

conditions (if the rivers are too high or the ground to boggy to travel in the wet season), and 

                                                           
39 Annual General Meeting. 
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on advice and guidance from TOs. As the then-coordinator explained to me, although they 

do yearly planning, ‘sometimes we have to rotate a few programs to fit in the other 

programs. … if it’s too much for that project that week we change it and put it in a separate 

week so that other one can fit in’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). This also ensures diversity in work 

experiences for the Rangers. A retired Ranger declared that when she was working they kept 

a roster to make sure the work would change each month, because ‘we didn’t want to do the 

same thing every month or every week, we wanted to do difrindifrin [different] things’ 

(Interview 16b 2015). 

According to their annual report to the NLC, all of the Rangers’ work plans were discussed 

with TOs (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). The Rangers also presented to the Yugul Mangi 

Development Aboriginal Corporation (YMDAC) board on two occasions in 2014 and 2015 on 

their work plans after being requested to do so by the board members (Yugul Mangi Rangers 

2015). 

These planning processes, which can seem ad hoc40 to an outsider, empower the Rangers to 

decide what they do on a day-to-day basis. During field trips on Country, work would often 

seem unplanned and chaotic. Each morning, however, communication would happen, some 

overt with lots of shouting, conversation, and laughter, but some also imperceptible to me. 

Everyone (often except for me) would know what they were doing for the day. In a report 

prepared by the Rangers in 2008, one woman writes of a trip to spray Mimosa (Mimosa 

pigra): ‘We all got up early and we had a small talk about how we going in that creek.’ After 

the morning consultation, ‘the five men went with the four wheel bike and us women went 

with the vehicle’ (Thompson et al. 2008). The fluidity of these ongoing conversations and 

planning processes during work on Country is an important feature of the Ranger program 

and something the Rangers aspire to maintain control over.  

                                                           
40 Ad hoc is a Latin phrase which in English means something made or happening only for a particular 
purpose or need, not planned before it happens. 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 263 

 

Story 6.4 A planning meeting 

The Ranger coordinator had called a planning meeting. Everyone slowly congregated 

under the shed next to the Ranger office throughout the morning. The men sat in a line on 

one side and the women sat away near the back fence. Apart from the coordinator and 

the senior men’s Ranger, the other men walked in and out of the meeting throughout the 

morning. It was just the Rangers in attendance, not the advisory board or TOs. 

The senior woman Ranger had a yearly wall planner and a whiteboard marker which she 

propped up on an upturned bin. Once the group agreed on dates she wrote them on the 

planner – significant events for individuals as well as the group – to organise what the 

Rangers were doing for the next month. She drew on the board the week when herself 

and the coordinator would be in Darwin for their fisheries course, the weeks they would 

all be doing weed spraying, and in a different colour she drew a long line across the weeks 

when people would be in Ngukurr working with the Rangers, like myself, and another 

researcher working for Macquarie University. 

One of the other women Rangers asked the coordinator and the senior woman to write 

on the board what the other Rangers should be doing when she and the coordinator would 

be in Darwin doing training. She said this was not done the last time they had gone to 

Darwin and the other Rangers were left behind with nothing to do. 

After filling out the wall planner, the coordinator stood up next to the shed and talked 

about filling out forms if the Rangers wanted to take leave, which needed to be submitted 

to the NLC two-weeks before the beginning of the leave. He highlighted how much trouble 

he would get in if the Rangers only submitted their forms once they were on leave. The 

conversation then moved on to organising computer training for the Rangers, so they 

could be confident in filling those forms out. They talked about an email from Yugul Mangi 

Development Aboriginal Corporation (YMDAC) about the need to only use the IPA 

motorcars during the week and lock them in the Ranger compound over the weekend, to 

stop them getting used and smashed up over the weekend. There had also been an email 

from the NLC directing that one of the male Rangers could not drive the motorcar as he 

was not currently employed as a casual and another of the male Rangers could not drive 

because he had lost his licence last year. Everyone at the meeting nodded and agreed. 

At midday the coordinator looked around, concluded the meeting and told everyone to go 

for lunch. The senior woman Ranger put the wall planner in the office where everyone 
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could see it and we drove to the shop for a pie and coke as a reward for sitting so long in 

the midday sun. 

 

6.2.1.3 Young people learning from Elders on Country 
A key purpose and aspiration for ILSM in Ngukurr is for young people to be learning from old 

people on Country. The knowledge of Elders, including knowledge of Drimin, ceremony and 

language, can be transmitted through caring for Country practices. One Elder reflected on 

the importance of young people learning to speak their traditional languages and care for 

Country: 

Yuwai [Yes], their language to learn, and their Country and their identity. 

Especially their identity. They must know that they do have identities 

(Interview 3b 2015). 

There are aspirations for the ILSM program in Ngukurr to provide opportunities for regular 

‘culture camps,’ to take young people out on Country with old people, so they can be taught 

knowledge of caring for Country, including the Drimin, ceremony and language. They do 

happen, but infrequently, limited perhaps by funding and the burden of organising them. 

Overnight and multi-day trips are organised in collaboration between the Yugul Mangi 

Rangers, the NLC and the Ngukurr Language Centre (Interview 3b 2015). 

During a walk on Country in 2008, three Elders from the Country on which they walked 

passed on important knowledge to the younger people, including Rangers, which included 

information about ‘ancestral creation stories, about the significance of places they went, how 

to care for Country, how to burn Country the proper way and how to look after rock art sites 

and significant areas like tool making sites, waterholes and spring-water places’ (Wise 2009). 

This knowledge learning through practice happened again during the walk in 2017 (Field 

Notes 4b 2017) and could be assumed to continue on walks that have happened since and 

into the future. There is an aspiration for walks on Country to continue to occur to support 

the transmission of knowledge from old people to young people. 

ILSM programs provide opportunities for young people to engage with Country and Elders, 

which strengthens values of family obligations and obligations to Country; reinforces cultural 

values and protocols; strengthens local governance; and increases young people’s capacity 

to engage with employments, education and health (Morrison 2007). The engagement of 

young people with old people through ILSM programs has also enabled processes of learning 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 265 

and knowledge transfer and practice that struggle in ‘competition with the distractions of 

“town life”’ (Weir et al. 2011). The establishment of Ranger programs is providing an 

opportunity to address the concerns of Elders, who are ‘afraid that young people [will] lose 

their culture, their skills and eventually their Country’ (Garnett and Sithole 2007 p. 23). This 

is a pertinent issue for Ngukurr, where many young people spend most of their lives in 

Ngukurr and do not often have the opportunity to visit and learn on Country. 

 

6.2.1.4 Strong and equal partnerships 
The ILSM program in Ngukurr is primarily funded through WoC and IPA programs, with 

growing revenue from selling carbon credits. However, from the very beginning the program 

has been supported by a diverse range of partnerships. A retired Ranger who worked with 

the women to set up the program talked about the early days, when many individuals and 

organisations supported and worked with the Rangers: ‘One lady used to came from 

Batchelor and use the Batchelor Annexe to study and one lady from NLC used to come out. 

… And then NAILSMA41 used to come out too and Greening Australia. … And ladies from 

NAILSMA, … to support us. And ILC42 mob used to come out too. So we had a few people who 

helped us’ (Interview 16b 2015). 

ILSM organisations across Australia have been innovative in developing equitable 

partnerships to achieve diverse intercultural outcomes (Howitt et al. 2013, Muller 2014). 

Equitable and respectful partnerships can increase capacity for ILSM and the Yugul Mangi 

Rangers have working partnerships with individuals and organisations both inside and 

outside of Ngukurr. Partnerships are often used by the Rangers to: access resources like 

motorcars; provide technical assistance for monitoring techniques like plant and animal 

surveys and fire monitoring for carbon accounting; and obtain training in things like business 

management and computer work. Some of the partnerships that the Yugul Mangi Rangers 

enter into are opportunistic. The majority of the time, however, the Rangers try to develop 

agreements, either written or verbal, with the non-Indigenous people involved in the 

partnerships to determine what work they will do, where they will go, who will be involved 

and what the Rangers will get out of the partnership, including money and jobs (Field Notes 

2b 2015). 

                                                           
41 North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance 
42 Indigenous Land Corporation 
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Significant partnerships are highlighted below: 

 

6.2.1.4.1 The Ngukurr Language Centre 

The Yugul Mangi Rangers and the Ngukurr Language Centre work together in activities that 

care for Country and language. The Language Centre often organises bush trips to take 

people out to learn the language of that Country. A Ranger described these trips to learn 

language in an interview when she said: 

We take children out to the, language group of children from their own 

Country, where they come from. So Marra mob go back to Limmen River. 

The last one, when I was a Ranger, I helped the Language Centre mob, us 

Ranger mob, we took children up to Magalawa. That’s past Numbulwar, 

past Walker River (Interview 3b 2015). 

These are attended by whoever belongs to the language and Country where the trip occurs, 

regardless of whether they are on the payroll for the Language Centre or the Ranger group. 

In Story 6.3 (Learning Marra on Country at Wuyagiba) I told about travelling to Wuyagiba for 

three days to learn Marra with three language authorities and experts from Numbulwar. 

While the trip was organised and funded by the Language Centre, one of the (full-time) 

Rangers whose language is Marra came in an IPA car and participated in all the language 

learning activities. 

An example of a collaboration between the Language Centre and the Rangers is at the Yugul 

Mangi Festival when they often set up a stall in partnership. In 2015, the Rangers and 

language workers collected yarlbun (lily-seeds) and made yarlbun dempa (lily-seed damper), 

with the old ladies teaching the young people how to make the damper. They collected and 

prepared bush medicine, including gurlban (tea-tree) which is used to treat the flu, and 

mayarranja (sandpaper) which treats diarrhoea. The Rangers brought shugubeg (native 

honey), which they cultivated in boxes at the Ranger shed and at the police station (put there 

specifically so the children would not steal the honey!) (Field Notes 2b 2015). 

At a Language Centre board meeting in September 2014, the possibility of buying a donga 

(temporary or demountable housing) between the language centre and the Ranger program 

was discussed, as a place for people who work with both groups to stay in (Field Notes 1b 

2014). Housing and accommodation in Ngukurr is scarce, so innovative solutions are 

continually negotiated and explored. It was posited at the board meeting that the ‘Rangers 
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and the Ngukurr Language Centre should work together and buy joint assets because they’re 

both working on culture’ (Field Notes 1b 2014). This did not eventuate though and, as far as 

I know, is not currently being considered. 

 

6.2.1.4.2 Other local organisations 

The Rangers received ‘logistical support including access to vehicles, maintenance support 

and administration of the SEAL IPA funds’ (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015) from the Yugul Mangi 

Development Aboriginal Corporation (YMDAC) in 2015. YMDAC was established in 2008 and 

has the responsibility of being the main local reference group in Ngukurr while promoting 

the growth of locally-owned enterprises and clan business developments (Yugul Mangi n.d.). 

The Roper Gulf Regional Council (formerly Roper Gulf Shire) handles basic services in 

Ngukurr. According to their annual report, the Rangers met with YMDAC on a weekly basis in 

2014 and 2015 (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

The Rangers also work in Ngukurr with the Ngukurr School, giving presentations to classes 

and taking in plants or animals they have found while working out on Country, and they work 

intermittently with Ngukurr Art Centre and the Ngukurr Clinic (Field Notes 2b 2015). 

 

6.2.1.4.3 Researchers 

During the time I worked with the Rangers they had an ongoing relationship with a number 

of university researchers, including PhD students and research fellows. The Rangers have 

worked with researchers to do biodiversity surveys, including live and camera trapping of 

animals, throughout the SEAL IPA (Yugul Mangi Rangers, 2015; Field Notes 2b 2015). The 

Rangers have worked with researchers at Macquarie University (Ens et al. 2012c, 2016b), 

Charles Darwin University (Crook et al. 2018) and the Darwin Centre for Bushfires Research 

(Yates et al. 2015). 

The Rangers enter these partnerships willingly and voluntarily, and often speak positively 

about the opportunities for collaboration and learning. When talking about doing ‘the 

biodiversity project and the monitoring’ with university researchers, the coordinator 

declared that ‘it was great. First time my group actually done it, and we’ve done it for three 

years’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). They provide opportunities for the Rangers to learn skills and 

develop their capacity: ‘If there’s specific ways of doing things, monitoring, and it’s new to 

us, we want to learn to do it. Especially the DNA stuff’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). On numerous 
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occasions, Rangers have travelled with researchers to their respective universities to learn 

about the non-Indigenous science part of the collaborations, and through these partnerships 

the Rangers have had opportunities to attend conferences and workshops around Australia 

(Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

However, these partnerships can sometimes become problematic (see Fache 2017). I would 

often hear rumblings during the time I worked with the Rangers that projects that were 

developed by partners were often rolled out too fast, with not enough consultation or input 

from the Rangers, that the money story was not clear and that the projects were not always 

in line with what the Rangers wanted (Field Notes 2b 2015). There are safeguards to address 

these issues – researchers must get a research permit from the NLC, ethics approval from 

their research institution, which requires support from the Ranger group, and potentially a 

Research Agreement with the Ranger group. However, the robustness of these arrangements 

can differ between individuals and over time. The ethics and impact of partnerships with the 

Rangers would certainly warrant further investigation. 

 

6.2.1.4.4 Fee-for-service 

Part of the Yugul Mangi Rangers’ budget is paid for through partnerships with organisations 

that provide fee-for-service work, like AQIS (Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service) 

and Fisheries, explained in a Ranger report: 

We did some training with AQIS. They come out and look for pigs, buffalo 

and cattle because they have the treatment to put the sample in. Pigs we 

check for worms and any other diseases they may carry. Buffalo and cattle 

we look for foot and mouth diseases, we work with NAQIS [sic]. Yugul 

Mangi Rangers and NAQIS [sic] work together. We post mortem with the 

animals we find, and then take the sample in Darwin to check if any of 

those animals is clean free of diseases, if they find any diseases they will 

let us know, we will let the community know, they have to come and 

quarantine the area, stop people from getting into the area getting meat 

and doing buffalo catching (Thompson et al. 2008). 

During the reporting period July 2014 – June 2015 the Rangers participated in ten Fisheries 

patrols, including two joint patrols with Fisheries officers from the Department of Primary 

Industries and Resources (DPIR) in the Northern Territory Government (Yugul Mangi Rangers 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 269 

2015). As part of their partnership with AQIS, the Rangers collect ghost nets and other 

discarded objects they find along the coast, particularly at Wuyagiba, a homeland between 

Ngukurr and Numbulwar (see Figure 6.5). They remove pieces of the ghost net (see inset in 

Figure 6.5) and send samples to quarantine for analysis (Field Notes 2b 2014). 

 

Figure 6.5 Yugul Mangers Rangers collecting ghost nets and other rubbish from the beach at 

Wuyagiba. Inset: Pieces of ghost net that have been cut up to send to Biosecurity at the 

Department of Agriculture and Water Resources  

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

In this fee-for-service arrangement, the Rangers ‘do the job and they pay us’ (Focus Group 

1b 2015). Through these partnerships, the wages are paid ‘for two Rangers, but we all of us 

go, even though only two Rangers get paid, and that goes back into our budget, our 

operational budget’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

 

6.2.2 Contemporary Yugul Mangi articulations of ILSM aspirations 
The primary aspiration for Yugul Mangi People for caring for Country is to make sure the 

Drimin, ceremony, language, and kinship is looked after. As shown in the previous section, 
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Country is relational and aspirations for management are considered as interconnected and 

inseparable. If everyone does the right thing, then the whole will be healthy. However, Yugul 

Mangi People have developed proficiency in articulating specific outcome orientated 

aspirations that they want to achieve through their ILSM programs. The idea of ‘right people, 

strong relationships, being guided by the Drimin’ manifests in the here and now in priority 

programs for the Yugul Mangi Rangers, as directed by Yugul Mangi People and TOs. While it 

is uncomfortable for Yugul Mangi People to categorise their aspirations for Country because 

of the interconnected and relational nature of people and Country, there is a need to identify 

categories for priority action in the here and now of ILSM. These are the things that people 

are currently worrying about, but they are specific to the here and now of Ngukurr and they 

could change over time. This section details contemporary Yugul Mangi articulations of ILSM 

aspirations or the ‘outcomes’ of governing Country, as distilled from the data – securing 

resources to visit and live on Country; caring for fire; managing weeds and feral animals; and 

looking after important plants and animals. 

 

6.2.2.1 Securing resources to visit and live on Country, access training 

opportunities and develop enterprises 
Following the passage of the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976 and the subsequent 

‘homelands movement’ and as described in Chapter 4, Yugul Mangi People began to 

decentralise from Ngukurr by re-establishing settlements on Country known generally as 

homelands (or outstations). While most homelands do not currently have permanent 

residents, several around Ngukurr and Numbulwar are inhabited by a small number of people 

on a fluctuating basis. This is contrary to Fache’s (2017 p.93) assertion that ‘these outstations 

are no longer inhabited.’ But while some people do continue to live at their homelands, most 

people live in Ngukurr most of the time where there is limited transport available for them 

to visit their homelands regularly. During this conversation with a woman Ranger at 

Yawurrwarda (Yellow Water), a billabong near Ngukurr, she talked about the importance of 

visiting Country, and the distress felt by people and families who were not able to get to their 

homelands: 

Make you sorry. Make you cry. Like me, I feel that, make me feel sorry 

when I go to other outstation and seeing the owner back home and 

Country’s just sitting down and waiting for people to come home 

(Interview 4b 2015). 
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Later in the interview, she further explained her point when she stated: 

I know people, families, they like to go back to their homelands. I know. 

We all know that. They'd really like to go back to their homelands. But it's 

up to them, you know. It's up to the community, that want them to, like 

themself, they wanna go back. Because I know they'll have a lot of things 

to say about their land and how they really, they do know how to really 

care for their land and how to look after it. The outstation just sitting, 

crying out: ‘when my people gonna come back and live with me?’ Because 

in spiritual, when you go out to your outstation, you still feel the spirit of 

your people in your land. You still can feel them, they there. When you're 

on your own, you’re sitting near the river or near the billabong and then 

you don't want to get disturbed or anything like that. You feel that they 

there with you. And when you talk about it at the campfire with the kids 

you can feel the kids they feel frightened when you tell them stories, you 

know. Because they know, they can feel the thing is there around them 

(Interview 4b 2015). 

The Ranger program provides one avenue for these responsibilities to be partly fulfilled and 

for Country to be visited and cared for through jobs and economic development. The ILSM 

program provides an opportunity for people to get out of Ngukurr and back to Country, 

because ‘some people stay in the community too long’ (Focus Group 2b 2015). In a place with 

limited economic opportunities, Ranger programs are often heralded as significant and 

meaningful job opportunity (Morrison 2007, SVA 2016). The aspiration for Yugul Mangi 

People for ILSM is not just jobs though, but jobs that are empowering, that allow people to 

access Country, and that are an opportunity for people to develop pride and confidence in 

themselves and their work, illustrated by the following quote from an interview with a 

woman Ranger: 

You see all this mob young boys with uniform now working, from us mob 

we wake them up, we wake them mob young boy and man to get a job. 

I’m happy for them. I’m happy because now we see people working, 

young people, young couples. We been achieve something in our 

community. Some of them, they don’t realise this, what we did, from our 

action we made this Ngukurr group up a bit more. And buildimup 

[building] this community (Interview 16b 2015). 
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While interviewing people at the Health Clinic on a Saturday in 2016, I saw a male Ranger 

pass back and forth along ‘Rainbow Street’ – the one that runs past the store in Ngukurr – 

throughout the morning, wearing his crisp blue Ranger uniform and trailing kids of all ages 

(Field Notes 3b 2016). When I returned to Ngukurr in 2017, I walked into the Ranger shed to 

explosions of orange (Field Notes 4b 2017). The Rangers had been sent uniforms from the 

Northern Land Council and they did a fashion parade to show me how proud they were of 

these almost garishly bright uniforms. Wearing a uniform was identified by Dalley (2012) as 

one of the main attractions of working as a Ranger on Mornington Island in the southern Gulf 

of Carpentaria, along with access to cars, boats and quad bikes, spending time out on Country 

and out of Ngukurr, and the income earnt. Rangers were often described as ‘too deadly’ 

when they wore their uniforms (Dalley, 2012, p. 275; see also Walker, 2010, p. 213). Smyth 

(2011c p. 6) talked of a Ranger that passed away who requested he be buried in his Ranger 

uniform. Indeed, in Ngukurr, uniforms are often worn outside of work hours, to local events, 

or during daily family commitments and activities. Perhaps putting on a uniform helps Yugul 

Mangi People to assume their role as ‘Rangers,’ and signifies their important job to local 

people in Ngukurr. 

During a conversation about ILSM in Ngukurr, the women Rangers talked about how the 

Ranger job made them feel: 

Woman Ranger 1: Happy. I like going out. 

WR2: You say proud, cause you still on the job. 

WR1: Make you no stress, you can just clear your mind when you out bush. 

To me it’s about clearing my mind when I come out bush (Focus Group 2b 

2015). 

For a retired Ranger, the Ranger job made her feel ‘alright!’ because: ‘ai leigi [I like] outdoors, 

ai nomo leigi [I don’t like] work indoors all the time’ (Interview 16b). Another woman Ranger 

said: 

Like going out and working as a Ranger, seeing new things coming out 

when we’re out there. … im different way of work, like that burning grass 

and doing that traps round the billabong. In that one year all those 

different things what we do and when we go back the next year, you’ll see 

things change. … Brings out joy inside you. The main thing is when you 

got the touch and the feeling about it, you know. That you really care for 
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that thing, plant or animal. And first time you see thing that you’ve never 

seen before. It sort of make you admire, you know, to see (Interview 4b 

2015). 

An important aspect of the ILSM program in Ngukurr is access for Yugul Mangi People to 

training opportunities. This includes training so the Rangers can work in the caring for 

Country job industry, as well as training in techniques to monitor that caring for Country. The 

types of training the Rangers have participated in, or would like access to, through the ILSM 

program, are listed here with quotes from interviews and focus groups done with Rangers 

and Elders during my fieldwork: 

▪ Obtaining certificates – I got my Cert III through my Ranger, but the girls maybe some 

of them only went up to Cert I. But they did well, you know, and I was very proud of 

them, what they did (Interview 3b 2015). 

▪ Fisheries training (Interview 3b 2015; Yugul Mangi Rangers, 2015). 

▪ AQIS training43 (Interview 3b 2015). 

▪ Water police training (Interview 3b 2015). 

▪ Weed spraying training – First training we did was the weeds training, down at Yellow 

Water (Interview 6 2015). 

▪ Coxswains training – We did our coxswains training in the river and the swimming 

pool [laughs]. Funny one! With that safety jacket on. And if you tip over you gotta 

hold hands and make a circle and hold our legs in the water and yumob were getting 

cramps in the water, the younger ones. And me too! But it was really good fun. And 

we all got our coxswain licence (Interview 16 2015). 

▪ Fire planning training (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

▪ Drivers licences for cars, quad bikes and boats (Interview 16 2015). 

▪ Using equipment like fire arms, chainsaws, whipper snippers, post hole diggers, quad 

bikes, tablets, motion sensor cameras, photo cameras and video cameras – [The 

coordinator] said: ‘If I had a buffalo chasing me what would you do to save me?! So 

you gotta learn na, to shoot!’ [Laughs] So we did nearly for one week I think, that 

shooting thing na. Really good too. Yeah and getting to know about that gun and the 

                                                           
43 AQIS – the Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service – was the Australian government agency 
responsible for enforcing quarantine laws as part of the Department of Agriculture. It was dissolved in 
2012 and has been absorbed into the Department of Agriculture and Water Resources. Despite its 
dissolution, the Rangers in Ngukurr continue to refer to quarantine work and training as ‘AQIS’. 
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safety and everything about it. We got all our licences for wanim [what], those course 

we did (Interview 16b 2015). 

▪ Computers – Ngabi wi bin ask fo ebirribodi ba dum kompyuda wek [Yes we’ve asked 

for everybody to do computer work]. And we gotta do it here, Ngukurr. … Everybody. 

And even those mob, they’ve never touched a keyboard (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

▪ Office work, including doing time sheets and tax returns (Field Notes 2b 2015). 

▪ Scientific monitoring techniques, including iTracker, GPS units, animal trapping and 

DNA analysis – If there’s specific ways of doing things, monitoring, and it’s new to us, 

we want to learn to do it. Especially the DNA stuff. Every species we should, when we 

trap, in all our traps we should get DNA and send it away. … If there’s scientific ways 

of doing the trapping like getting DNA. Some of us, or actually nearly all of us, some 

of the geckos we caught we’d never seen before. And some lizard. … If there’s 

scientific ways to monitor those native animals we’d like to learn, especially getting 

DNA (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

It would appear that completing training courses assists the Rangers to become more 

confident in themselves and their work. I observed that it can also ensure the ILSM program 

in Ngukurr is stronger and more independent and is able to create and maintain productive 

partnerships with government, non-Indigenous people and external stakeholders.  

Travelling for training, for example to Katherine or Darwin, is often relished as an opportunity 

to get out of Ngukurr, go shopping and see family. It does, however, mean that people who 

are not able to travel for health, family or other work reasons are not able to access those 

training opportunities. A Ranger stressed that it is important for training to be delivered in 

Ngukurr when possible during an interview when they stated: 

We said to the council at that time: ‘You can’t just train young people to 

go to Batchelor [Institute] or CDU to get their certificate, do it here in the 

community.’ Because some of this mob young people they’re not used to 

the city life. That’s the problem too, you know. They might just get brain 

wash from going into cities. Like for instance, in Darwin im (it’s) 

dangerous, in Katherine im (it’s) dangerous (Interview 16b 2015). 

The delivery of training in Ngukurr allows people to learn in a comfortable and relevant 

environment. This is explored in Story 6.5 below, which also highlights that working in ILSM 

provides opportunities for skills development that is potentially transferrable to other 

projects and forms of employment, including in literacy, numeracy and office work. 
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Story 6.5 Learning and training through Ranger work 

After a trip to Burrunju (Ruined City), near Ngukurr, we were back in the Ranger office on 

Monday morning looking through motion sensor camera photos. We had put the cameras 

out for over twenty hours but out of hundreds of photos only one was of a small mouse 

and not grass waving in the wind. 

I sat with one of the Rangers and showed her how to download the photos from the 

camera onto the computer. She hadn’t used a computer many times before, so I had to 

try to teach her something that comes intuitively to me. The right hand click on the mouse 

to add a folder inside another folder is very weird to explain. There was much hilarity as 

the cursor skittered about the screen, and I had to reassure her that she didn’t need to 

gasp in distress every time she clicked the wrong button; we could always go back and set 

it right. We did eventually get through all the images by lunch time, with much laughter at 

how many times I said, ‘right click’ and ‘left click’. The senior woman Ranger sat at the back 

of room and said under her breath in a sing song voice ‘right click, left click, click clack, click 

clack’. 

She then asked me to show her how to send an email, because she’d seen the senior 

Ranger doing it and wanted to learn. There was much squinting at the screen and more 

laughter at the strange instructions to find the ‘compose’ button. She eventually sent me 

a practice email that I read the next day: ‘hi my sister how are you.’ 

After lunch the men and women were at the Ranger shed doing their tax returns, which 

they asked me to help with. This might sound like an easy task but for some of the Rangers 

it took all afternoon. One of the men drove home with his wife and children in the Ranger 

truck to pick up different forms, and his bank and licence details at least three times. When 

he was nearly finished another Ranger drove off with the almost complete form to 

Numbulwar for a funeral, and he had to start all over again. Writing is not a strong point, 

so this was a major inconvenience. His son and daughter spelt out ‘Ngukurr’ for him, 

although he knew all the letters and numbers. 

I talked with the coordinator at the end of the day and he told me the Ranger job is a good 

one in Ngukurr because you don’t need to be able to read or write to do the work. There 

are opportunities to learn these skills though, particularly important for people who have 

not yet had the chance. People learn these skills through filling out forms, sending emails 

and using the computers. The coordinator told me that it’s a good environment to learn in 
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because the Rangers own the space. They feel safe and are not embarrassed if they don’t 

know how to read or write. There are no Munanga (non-Indigenous people) there judging 

them or telling them what to do. Sometimes there is just someone around who can assist 

with the computers and forms and impart a little knowledge and training. 

 

In the absence of resources for all TOs to access Country, the Rangers have partly adopted 

some of the contemporary responsibilities for visiting places and looking after them. As a 

male Ranger told me: 

We’ve got the equipment, like vehicles. We’ve got the money for 

helicopter. But we still consult with them [the TOs] and tell them we’re 

going on your land maybe for a week, we just notifying them so they’ll be 

happy that we show them that we’re keen on working on their land. And 

we are keen, we always want to work and help them. Because some of 

them haven’t got vehicles to go out on their Country (Focus Group 1b 

2015). 

This would be considered a temporary measure by TOs though, as it is not ideal but is the 

only option for many at the present. 

Complexities arise for Yugul Mangi People and the Rangers because of the centralisation of 

people into Ngukurr and away from Country. Much of the Country around Ngukurr is not 

visited often and this can cause distress, both because it is not being visited often or at all, 

and because of the confusion and grief felt if and when people are able to go there. In April 

of 2015, the Yugul Mangi Rangers, in collaboration with Macquarie University, the National 

Herbarium of New South Wales and the Ngukurr Language Centre, travelled to Warrpani in 

Ngandi Country (the Yugul Mangi Rangers et al. 2015). Ngandi Country is in a part of South 

East Arnhem Land that is difficult to access, due to its location, geography and resource 

limitations. This has meant that few TOs have ever been there or have visited rarely. The visit 

was made possible after resources were found to hire a helicopter. One of the Rangers, some 

months after they had returned to Ngukurr from Ngandi Country, talked about how she felt 

visiting that Country for the first time, prompted by a question of whether she worried for 

places that have no people: 

I feel sorry, like going out to my mother’s land make me cry the first time 

because I seen my mum’s land. First time. And I remember mum used to 
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say to us we gotta go I'll take you to see my country. But she never made 

it. And that was a big thing for me. I had that in my mind that day when 

we flew over with that helicopter to see that place. That's why when I got 

there my cousin told me ‘this is that country now,’ she bin tok [she said]. 

And I start crying from there. I just start thinking about mum. And she 

used to talk like that and when I got there I got off from the chopper and 

went over and sit with them. I was crying and then had my son with me 

and my nephew with me and my granddaughter. My youngest 

granddaughter. And I said to my son maybe this the last time we gonna 

see this place, I think we won't see it anymore. And that's... it just hits you 

know. And like going to Burrunju that last week, when we was there, I was 

looking forward to see my grandmother’s land. The same thing, I felt the 

same way. And just rocks, hills, you know. Bringing back memories what 

I have been taught about for that place. From my gagu. And like what I 

was thinking, it's easy to go there, easy to go to my grandmother’s place. 

Thinking after about my mother’s land. Hard one true. My dad’s land, 

imrait, la middle of the road! You can just travel in and out. Right up to 

the coast. Two outstation. I know more stories about my mother’s side. It 

did really hit me that day hey. And we had only [two Ngandi TOs] and it 

was really sad because my young sister didn't come with me. To see 

mum’s land (Interview 4b 2015). 

The Ranger program, in collaboration with those project partners, allowed thirty people to 

return to Country and visit it for the first time. This is still an extremely difficult place to get 

to. Caring for Country that is difficult to access throws up interesting dilemmas for TOs and 

Rangers. The same Ranger further explained her point of view as she stated: 

I don't know how we gotta look after that place. I think it's more better if 

we just leave it like this. More better, no road up there you know. Because 

when I saw that place to me I felt myself the joy, of no tracks to go there. 

Nobody will hardly go there and im just right. Because I reckon if people 

go out there they might humbug that place, you know. I reckon just leave 

it alone like that it'll be right. You can make a little track there for families 

to go and see and show the kids (Interview 4b 2015). 
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The reality of people’s lives in Ngukurr means that the stories they know and the knowledge 

they are able to pass on to their children is different to what it might have been for their 

ancestors. Visiting important places is clearly more difficult now that people no longer live 

permanently on Country. Organised walks on Country, supported by external organisations, 

are another significant way for Yugul Mangi People, through the Ranger program, to access 

Country (see Yates 2018 for a broad examination of Aboriginal peoples’ initiation of walks on 

Country). In 2008, the Rangers, TOs and some local people walked from the Old Mission in 

Ngukurr to Wuyagiba. The main reason for undertaking these walks are to pass on 

‘knowledge to younger generation that will help them care for the Country, now and into the 

future’ (Wise 2009). They are not easy to organise though, and for the walk in 2008, ‘the 

planning took nearly 10 years of making’ (Thompson et al. 2008). While a desire was 

expressed after the walk in 2008 for there to be ‘other walks same as this one,’ it was not 

until 2017 that the Rangers carried out another walk on Country (Field Notes 4b 2017). They 

have happened more regularly since 2017 with the support of the Northern Land Council. 

Coordinating ‘walks on Country’, with their importance asserted by a senior Ranger during 

an interview: 

ensures the Rangers and young people are learning the oral stories, the 

songs and the bunggal of Country, so both men and women know the 

important sites in their IPA, and so they know the relationships between 

people, plants, animals and Country (Interview 18b 2017). 

People need to visit Country to reinvigorate their relationships with these people-places (see 

Yates 2018). This has become harder now that people live predominantly in Ngukurr, and as 

scarce resources (and other reasons) make it difficult for people to visit and live at their 

homelands. Additionally, many people now consider Ngukurr their ‘home’, with many 

Rangers becoming ‘homesick’ for Ngukurr during the walk on Country in 2017. This is an 

interesting conundrum that many Indigenous people face across Australia and the world as 

they navigate contemporary lives while working to maintain their cultures and connections 

to their people-places. Nevertheless, there is an aspiration for the Ranger program to support 

Rangers, TOs and their families to access and visit their Country. Story 6.6 details how 

working with the Rangers, even just on casual contracts, can create avenues for Yugul Mangi 

People, many of whom now spend more time in Ngukurr and less time on Country, to visit 

and learn about their Country. The consequences of this generation of Yugul Mangi People 

possibly not knowing or visiting their Country will be explored in Chapter 7. 
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Story 6.6 Ranger work as opportunity to visit Country 

We were driving along the Numbulwar Road, clouds of red dust billowing out behind the 

Troopy. We stopped at the Phelp River and the young men tumbled out the back of the 

car to wash their feet and hair, squatting at the edge of the concrete causeway. I got a 

better look at them, not having had much of a chance back in Ngukurr when I just taxied 

around as instructed and collected people and mattresses. Instead of first names they 

asked my skin name and told me theirs. I was told to call one of them baba (brother) and 

the other three banji (right way marriage partner). As we got back in the Troopy, the 

passengers swapped seats from their originals, and the one I call baba got in the front. 

It was unusual for me to travel and work with men; I did so rarely throughout my fieldwork. 

I had been asked along because of my resources – the university Troopy, in particular. We 

were going to Wuyagiba, a homeland on the coast between Ngukurr and Numbulwar, with 

a non-Indigenous male research scientist working at Macquarie University in Sydney to 

continue work on baseline biodiversity surveys of Country in the proposed SEAL IPA. These 

surveys were to be used to design the IPA Management Plan. The four young men were 

working with the scientist on a casual basis, and they planned to do fauna surveys and 

trapping around Wuyagiba. The project was supported by the Ranger program, and the 

Rangers drove to Wuyagiba to meet us there, the women in one car and the men in the 

other. 

…  

My newly discovered baba was excited and talked to the me the rest of the entire drive to 

Wuyagiba. He had not been to Wuyagiba since he was a little boy and he concentrated, 

holding onto the bar on the dashboard and sitting forward in his seat.  

‘I’m putting that road into my head with all its twists and corners so that I can remember 

it,’ he told me. 

He watched intently out the window as he chattered on, telling me about all his previous 

jobs and his family and what he liked about school and what he did not like and what he 

liked to do in Darwin and his favourite fish and the best places to go hunting. He wanted 

to work on that project so that he could get out of Ngukurr, go camping, and visit his 

Country that he had not seen for so long. 
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Often when I drove with people during fieldwork, they pointed out markers in Country – 

water bodies, animals and birds, twists in the road, stories that are part of passing 

songlines – and that time was no exception. The men exclaimed from the back seat in fast 

Kriol, perking up significantly when we passed the airstrip just before Wuyagiba. They 

pointed and told the young man in the front seat stories as we travelled parallel to the 

runway. As we drove up to Wuyagiba they chattered excitedly about the houses and the 

state of the bushes surrounding the buildings. 

I parked the car next to one of the five houses. It was clad in blue corrugated iron with a 

large veranda on either side, one of which faces the beach. The houses were set back from 

the sand behind a line of Casuarina trees, which I was told later are called waguwagu in 

Marra. I was tired from driving and tired from being talked at for three hours. I thought 

about what a long time it was for one person to talk in a practically uninterrupted stream. 

But then I thought about what time meant in reference to that young man’s story – that 

he had not been to that place for over ten years, even though it is only three hours from 

where he lives. 

Later, walking on the beach with two of the women Rangers, one of them talked about 

how happy she was because that young man who rarely leaves Ngukurr looked so happy 

doing that new job with the Rangers. She said that normally when he worked for the school 

he did not talk much, and when he was sitting around his camp he looked sad and quiet. 

Out there he was opening up and enjoying himself. Since starting that job, she told me, he 

had even changed his shirt!  

Over dinner two of the other men told him stories of their shared uncle and taught him 

some of the stories of the place. I extracted myself and went to bed. As I got into my swag 

all the men, old and young, piled into the back of the Ranger Troopy and headed out 

hunting. I found out in the morning that they caught two magpie geese and we ate them 

for lunch after the morning’s work. 

…  

I returned to Ngukurr a year later and that young man was back working in the store. The 

fauna surveying had finished. I asked him how he was and he reminisced about that trip 

we had done to Wuyagiba. He had not been back to his Country since but he thought of it 

often. 
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While the Ranger program may have started with just a wheelbarrow, a rake and a shovel 

(Interview 6b 2015; Interview 16b 2015; Interview 3b 2015), it has now grown to employ 

both men and women in permanent full-time, part-time and casual positions. There have 

been, and continue to be, various developments to grow the Ranger group and program. This 

includes the declaration of the SEAL IPA in September 2017, which had been under 

consultation since 2010 (see Figure 6.6). 

 

Figure 6.6 Traditional Owners Walter Kolbong Rogers and Cherry Wulumirr Daniels sign the 

IPA declaration at Namaliwirri, while Bobby Nungumajbarr, Clarry Rogers and Simon Ponto 

watch on 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

According to a senior Ranger, the IPA ‘is to make our Ngukurr area protected. And when I 

consulted with TOs they said that’s a good idea. So they left that to us [the Rangers]’ (Focus 

Group 1b 2015). Through the IPA declaration process, a consultant worked with the Ranger 

group to draft an IPA plan of management (Gambold 2015), the Rangers acquired additional 

vehicles and employed a non-Indigenous IPA coordinator. 
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Fache (2017) has argued that the idea of proposing the SEAL IPA ‘did not come from the 

Rangers or their local, community but rather from the non-Indigenous spouse of the then 

female Government Business Manager (GBM).’ This claim is in contradiction to a group 

discussion with the male Rangers at Green Island in 2015, when the then coordinator was 

asked who decided to get the IPA and he replied ‘I did. I wanted that IPA’ (Focus Group 1b 

2015). Regardless of who came up with the idea, the IPA has broad support from local people 

in Ngukurr. In my experience with the Ranger group, they disengage from projects or 

activities they do not support so their commitment over seven years to see the IPA declared 

shows their support for it, as a way to ensure the Ranger program is developing and 

continuing to provide opportunities to Yugul Mangi People. 

There is an aspiration to have Ranger equipment, including fuel and tinned food, based at 

some of the more frequently visited homelands, to make working out on Country easier and 

more efficient (Interview 17b 2017). The logistics of travelling out of Ngukurr to do work on 

Country can be limiting due to the distances, harsh environments, and price of resources. 

There is an assumption among the Rangers that having equipment available on Country and 

pre-delivering food and fuel would make leaving Ngukurr and doing work on Country easier. 

For one senior Ranger, a clear aspiration for ILSM in Ngukurr is that the Ranger program 

develops in a manner that recognises and learns from the successes and hardships of the 

past and continues to provide appropriate employment to a growing number of local people: 

The Ranger program is learning from the past to be innovative, to ensure 

a structure that works for local people and avoids hurdles (Interview 17b 

2017). 

In addition to the Ranger positions that are currently funded through WoC and the IPA, there 

is an aspiration to further grow the ILSM program through enterprise development. 

Enterprises and small businesses are seen as a way for the Ranger group to diversify their 

funding and increase their capacity to employ local people and for planning and 

implementation of the program. These enterprises are often brief and deliver only small 

income or profit, but that does not appear to diminish the Rangers’ ongoing aspirations to 

set them up. 

Many years ago, the Rangers had an aquaculture enterprise, and while it is no longer 

functioning, the big blue swimming pools remained in the shed next to the Ranger office 
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during the years I did my fieldwork and was reminisced about by a retired female Ranger 

during an interview: 

We wanted to, wanim, breed im them long neck turtle and barramundi. 

And wanim, nomo perch, blackbrim, what you call that. Like three thing 

mela garra dum iya. And all dismob tank iya, they waste. Fish farm, mela 

bin wandi dum [We wanted to have a fish farm] (Interview 16b 2015). 

In the wet season the Rangers collect crocodile eggs to sell (Focus Group 2b 2015; Interview 

16b 2015), one of the wildlife products harvested for commercial purposes (Fache 2017). 

Over the years the women Rangers have set up a nursery near the Ranger shed on numerous 

occasions, to grow plants for commercial and personal purposes (Field Notes 1b 2014), 

although this is not currently functional. 

The most significant revenue outside of government funding is carbon funding. Doing right 

way fire and accounting for carbon credits is a significant and growing means for Ranger 

groups in the Top End to become more independent of government funding (Hill et al. 2013, 

Robinson et al. 2014). In 2015, TOs supported the incorporation of the SEAL IPA into the 

Arnhem Land Fire Abatement (ALFA) project, which sees carbon credits produced from early 

season burning regimes by the Yugul Mangi and Numbulwar Numburindi Rangers (Northern 

Land Council 2016 p. 66). This money was used to fund a culture camp in September 2018, 

run by the Rangers and attended by children and old people. 

 

6.2.2.2 Caring for fire 

My story is about fire and how we use fire as a means of survival and 

taking care of fire. As you know most of us heard about what global 

warming is doing to our planet the planet is getting warmer. It’s time for 

us to find better ways to understand fire both customary and scientifically 

(Thompson et al. 2008). 

Yugul Mangi People, like Indigenous people around Australia, have used fire for tens of 

thousands of years, with some ecosystems burnt regularly and others rarely, in order to 

maintain food resources, allow movement and communication, to clean up Country, and as 

part of cultural obligations (Scott et al. 2014). Rangers oftened talked about fire during 

interviews, including the following quotes from reports and participant observations: 
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So sometimes we used to build fire to tell people that we are coming 

home. And then we see other fires, that fire would tell us that there was 

a ceremony over there. And people were moving to that place, for 

ceremony. Sometimes a fire would tell us that there are other people 

staying in that certain place, going camping, hunting, looking after that 

part of the land (Cherry Daniels, in Daniels et al. 2012). 

Remind me to burn that grass there to clean it up (Field Notes 1b 2014). 

However, with the arrival of non-Indigenous people in Australia, Yugul Mangi People moved 

off Country and into the mission, later the township of Ngukurr (see Chapter 4 for details). 

As people centralised into the mission, their burning practices were interrupted and in some 

instances, ceased altogether (Daniels et al. 2012). This was highly detrimental to fire 

knowledge and practice, which can be lost if they are not performed. Large wildfires became 

more common, as fuel loads built up from lack of management, exacerbated by the 

introduction of non-native plants. This caused significant damage to people and Country, 

through damage to ceremony sites, bush tucker, bush medicines, and biodiversity (Interview 

2b 2016). Re-invigorating fire practices, then, is central to ILSM and there is an aspiration for 

‘right time burning’ to happen – as described earlier in this chapter and which cares for 

Country and people and is done by the right people in the right place at the right time (see 

Figure 6.7). A male Ranger asserted the need for ‘right time burning’ during a focus group 

discussion: 

We have been improved on our burning. Going back to our Indigenous 

knowledge of burning, like right time burning (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

This is challenging, with TOs of Country that need to be involved in burning often living in 

Ngukurr and other townships or homelands and without the access to vehicles and the 

financial resources to access Country to conduct burning (Fache and Moizo 2015). This has 

meant that the Yugul Mangi Rangers have assumed much of the responsibility for 

undertaking fire management on Country. 

TOs are often consulted or accompany the Rangers during their fire management work, 

which includes:  

• Early season burning and patch burning (Focus Group 2b 2015). 

• On-ground burning with vehicles, quad bikes and walking, using matches and drip 

torches (Focus Group 2b 2015). 
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• Aerial burning using helicopters and incendiaries (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

• Using the North Australian Fire Information (NAFI) website to review fire 

management and plan future work (see NAFI 2018) (Focus Group 2b 2015). 

• Making fire breaks to reduce the spread of wildfires (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

 

 

Figure 6.7 Burning and hunting with TOs and their families near Lake Katherine 

Credit: Grant Thompson 

Many Ranger groups across Arnhem Land manage fire through abatement programs, 

including the Yugul Mangi Rangers, who manage fire at a regional scale through the Central 

Arnhem Land Fire Abatement Project (CALFA) (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). By conducting 

early dry season burning, large amounts of greenhouse gases (nitrous oxide and methane) 

are prevented from entering the atmosphere by preventing late season wildfires (Russell-

Smith et al. 2013). These reduced carbon emissions are bought by companies that produce 

large amounts of carbon pollution and want to offset their emissions (Whitehead et al. 2009). 

These abatement arrangements mean that fire management and planning occur ‘across 

boundaries’, with the Rangers attending CALFA meetings in Katherine in 2014 to formulate a 
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strategy for on-ground and aerial work during the fire season, attended by other Ranger 

groups across Arnhem Land, Bushfires NT, and representatives from Conoco Phillips and 

WALFA (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). During the meeting it was argued that on-ground work 

should be prioritised over aerial burning ‘in an effort to get people out on Country’ (Yugul 

Mangi Rangers 2015). 

CALFA, and the West Arnhem version WALFA, are interesting examples of collaboration on 

an extra-large landscape scale. They are partnerships between Indigenous groups and non-

Indigenous parties, including Government, private enterprise and conservation philanthropy. 

Fire abatement projects take a practice that has occurred for tens of thousands of years and 

that is subject to strict ceremonial and cultural rules, and require it to be governed, to a large 

extent, by external market forces (see Fache and Moizo 2015). 

 

6.2.2.3 Caring for important plants and animals 
One of the reasons that Yugul Mangi People care for Country is so that the animals and plants 

that people like to hunt and collect are abundant. Yugul Mangi People have been managing 

bush foods and animals through hunting and gathering since the beginning, with the 

knowledge practices related to hunting inextricably linked to caring for Country, described 

by am Elder and retired Ranger: 

The best hunting parts in our Indigenous culture is during the cold and 

towards the end of the year and the begining of the year. Like we have a 

flow and let the animals grow more and breed more. From March till 

June/July. But June/July we go and hunt for goanna. And wallaby and 

plains kangaroo (Interview 2b 2016). 

While hunting is not explicitly specified as a work activity for the Rangers, on almost every 

trip out on Country the Rangers engaged in fishing and hunting (see Story 6.7 for a comment 

on this). Favourite animals for hunting include bustards or bush turkey, magpie geese, 

goannas, fresh water turtles, stingrays, sharks and other fresh and salt water animals. 

Animals and plants are managed through fire and other ILSM practices and plants often 

collected during ILSM activities, particularly those used for medicinal purposes. A male 

Ranger described the importance of hunting in an interview: 

We always walk around and we don't go and gather whatever we see, we 

only do it in certain times, when it's right, the right time. We don't just go 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 287 

out there and kill a lot of things, we wait for the right time. Nowadays 

people go to the shop. Well, I go to the store. We still go out fishing and 

hunting. … That's our supermarket out there. … If I want a nice roast 

turkey, bush turkey, I just go out there and get one. If you want to catch 

anything you gotta work hard, you're working and hunting at the same 

time (Interview 5b 2015). 

Hunting and gathering is linked to caring for fire because burning readies Country for hunting. 

If fire is not being practiced in the right way (with the right people in the right places at the 

right time) the plants and animals that make up Country will suffer, as well as the people that 

depend on them, illustrated by quotes from several Rangers in different interviews: 

I feel really sad inside when I see fire burning, and it’s burning where we 

can find our bush tucker. True. And even our bush medicines (Interview 

2b 2016). 

We did fire burning too but not always. Only maybe once a year, next 

year, we wouldn’t do burning. We’d watch out for our bush medicines. 

We used to have lots of bush medicines. But nothing now. We’ve been 

looking everywhere like today. We don’t have those bush medicines 

anymore. Even bush tucker. Some yams, they grow along the river bank. 

They’re not there anymore (Interview 3b 2015). 

Sometimes when we burn off late we kill off some of our bush tucker. It 

happen when someone goes out hunting or fishing and they see dry grass 

they just burn it without thinking what will happen to the plant and 

animals (Thompson et al. 2008). 

Hunting is closely monitored through rules and ceremony which dictate who can hunt, when 

animals can be hunted, who can eat particular animals, and how animals should be eaten 

and disposed of. This monitoring is illustrated by the following quote from an interview with 

an Elder and retired Ranger: 

I can't eat im [barramundi]. Only that little one, but that bigwan I can't. 

I'm not allowed. Especially at ceremony time (Interview 3b 2015). 
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Many plants and animals are used as indicator species to know when seasons are changing, 

and when burning and ceremony should occur. In another discussion, the same person went 

on to say: 

When I was a little girl, my grandparents took me to Limmen Bight. I was 

there for nearly two years, two and half years. Going everywhere, looking 

at things. They used to take me hunting and they’d say ‘Hey! You look at 

that grass, it’s going down now. So it’s time for that [species unclear]’, we 

call them, that chestnut, that bigwanbigwan [big one], in the billabong. 

And we used to go and sit and make holes, it’s a bit swampy, you know? 

And dig, and then feel and we’d find bigmob and put them in the 

coolamon and take them back. And then when the time for green plums, 

they used to say ‘Getting a bit hot now, it’s time for hot weather’ 

(Interview 2b 2016). 

Yugul Mangi People need to nurture Country and other living things for them to be hunted, 

fished or gathered which promotes the continuity of Country as a living system; hunting is 

understood to be moral (Rose 1999). Hunting and gathering is a responsibility of people to 

their Country. 

Hunting is central to the meaning and joy of life. It is a key form of 

nurturance. … When people go hunting, fishing and getting plant foods, 

they call out to their deceased relatives who continue to live in the 

Country, saying that the children are hungry and asking for food. Hunting, 

fishing and getting plant foods and medicines keep people in relationship 

with their Country. Likewise, people take care of the Country, seeking to 

ensure that other living things are also coming into growth and protection 

(Rose 1999 p. 178). 

 

Story 6.7 ‘We can’t tell them that!’ 

In September 2015, I travelled with a senior Elder, her granddaughter and one of the 

women Rangers to Mary River for the Looking after Country Right Workshop, as part of 

the ARC Linkage Grant ‘Integrating Land Management Effectiveness’ Project.  
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The whole Ranger team had been out to Green Island near Ngukurr the week before to 

spray Parkinsonia. While we were there we talked in two focus groups – one with the men 

and one with the women – about Ranger work and monitoring and evaluation. Based on 

the discussions, I wrote a draft presentation for the workshop, which the coordinator and 

senior Rangers checked and approved. 

Once at Mary River, myself and the woman Ranger were practising the presentation she 

would be delivering the next day. As she read through the presentation she got to the line: 

‘Being a Ranger is also a good job because we go hunting and fishing when we’re out on 

Country and we eat healthy food.’ 

She looked up, concern written all over her face, and told me: ‘We can’t tell them that!’ 

I was perplexed and asked her what she was worried about.  

‘Don’t tell them we go fishing and hunting, cause it’s not Ranger work,’ she said.  

‘But you go fishing and hunting every single time we go out on Country to do Ranger work!’ 

I replied, in surprise. ‘You might not get paid for it, technically, but isn’t it still an important 

part of that job?’  

‘Yes, but maybe we’ll get in trouble for doing that?’ she asked. She continued to be nervous 

about what people would think. 

It became clear that, even though the Rangers go hunting and fishing every time they are 

out on Country, they worry about what Munanga consider Ranger ‘work’ and ‘not work’. 

Hunting is caring for Country, but for some Rangers, there is a perceived idea that they 

should not report that they are hunting through their Ranger work. This is the impact of 

the neoliberal governmentality that Fache (2014) highlights. It is subtle, but it is powerful. 

The question arises, is it permissible for Rangers to go hunting under collaborative 

arrangements with investors? This question is explored further in Chapter 7. 

 

6.2.2.4 Managing non-native plants and animals 
Ngukurr, like many other regions in Australia, has a high abundance of non-native animals 

that have been introduced to Country since the arrival of Munanga. These include buffalo 

(Bubalis bubalis), pig (Sus scrofa), horse (Equus caballus) and cattle (Bos taurus). Many Yugul 

Mangi People want these animals to remain in the Ngukurr region, despite being introduced 

since the arrival of Munanga and ‘non-native’, because: they provide real or perceived 
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economic opportunities; they’re hunted for food; they have a history in the region; and/or 

they’ve been integrated into and belong to Country.  

Yugul Mangi People often hunt buffalo for meat. When we were out bush people would often 

comment favourably upon seeing them in the landscape because of the possibilities of 

hunting them (Field Notes 1b 2014; Field Notes 2b 2015). In addition to hunting for personal 

acquisition, most TOs and local people aspire to muster and harvest buffalo commercially 

(Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). This could mitigate some of the negative ecological changes 

these animals have on the landscape: Collier et al. (2011) have demonstrated that the 

harvesting of buffalo through the Gulin Gulin Buffalo Company in Bulman, Northern 

Territory, is enough to alleviate some ecological damage whilst also being profitable, and 

providing regular royalty payments to TOs and wage income for employees. They argue that 

wildlife enterprises based on non-native animals can provide additional protein for 

Indigenous people, as well as income to promote economic development (see also Austin 

and Garnett 2011). In addition, some years ago the Yugul Mangi Rangers learnt to shoot and 

butcher horses to sell to a pet meat company in Darwin (CAEPR 2013). There were professed 

aspirations to set up a pet meat enterprise in the future, with a desire to buy a chill truck to 

store and transport the pet meat to Darwin. This enterprise did not materialise. While 

mustering and exporting non-native animals is an aspiration for Yugul Mangi People, the 

logistics are hard to overcome because of the remoteness of the Country on which the 

animals live, the lack and cost of mustering equipment, and the ethics and logistics of live 

exportation. Despite the difficult logistics, mustering buffalo as a method of reducing their 

environmental impact is still preferred by most TOs to culling (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

Some Yugul Mangi People feel an affinity to horses and cattle, because of the pastoral history 

of Ngukurr, as detailed in Chapter 4. The Yugul Cattle Company, which operated between 

1971 and 1976, was the earliest cattle station in the Northern Territory to be owned and 

operated by Indigenous people (Thiele 1982). Today, the Yugul Mangi Development 

Aboriginal Corporation (YMADC) runs a small pastoral operation in Ngukurr, with a desire for 

this to provide economic development for local people, jobs, and locally produced beef for 

the Ngukurr region (Fitzgerald 2015). The Ngukurr School ran a horse program for children 

with strong school attendance to learn to care for horses, to ride, and to muster cattle (ABC 

2011). In a place where jobs are few, stock work remains (at least somewhat) accessible and 

the horse program provides a pathway for students to potential employment in the pastoral 

industry. The horse program closed in early 2018, after poor school attendance in 2017 saw 
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the school funding budget cut which made the program unsustainable (Ngukurr Community 

Education Centre 2018). 

During the time I lived in Ngukurr, various animals other than dogs were kept by local people 

as pets. I was told the story of an emu that was kept as a pet in the yard of someone I worked 

with, until the day it became too big and they tried to catch it to turn it loose and ‘it just fell 

down dead, must be from fright’ (Field Notes 4b 2017). There are often pigs wandering 

around Ngukurr, one of which I came across in 2017, snuffling in the roadside rubbish with a 

young girl standing close by yelling at it: ‘Charlotte! Go home, Charlotte!’ (Field Notes 4b 

2017). In 2018, two of the senior Rangers had acquired a baby cow called Kungka44 that had 

lost its mother and for which they had built an enclosure in their front yard and were feeding 

powdered milk to out of a bucket with nipples they had purchased from the vet in Katherine 

(Field Notes 5b 2018). 

I tell these stories to illustrate that, in my experience, local people in Ngukurr do not perceive 

of animals like buffalo, pigs, horses and donkeys as belonging to a homogenous category, nor 

exclusively as an environmental threat, mirroring the findings of Fache (2017). They do not 

readily fit into a category of ‘feral animals’ that ‘have disturbed the formerly untouched state 

of the environment, remain exogenous, and should all be removed so that the environment 

can recover its so-called integrity’ (Fache 2017 p. 103). This is mirrored by many Indigenous 

people across Australia who value buffalo as important food sources, a source of possible 

economic income, a species with cultural history, and as ‘integral components of ‘country’ 

for which they feel morally and legally responsible’ (Bowman and Robinson, 2002, p. 192; 

see also Rose, 1995). Altman (1982) has argued that buffalo have been integrated into many 

central Arnhem Land Indigenous peoples’ worldviews over at least five generations, resulting 

in many people believing that buffalo, or Nganabbarru, are a manifestation of the Rainbow 

Serpent. This was corroborated by Murray Garde, who reported that when a man was asked 

‘what is a buffalo?’ in his own language, he replied ‘The Rainbow Serpent’ (quoted in 

Bowman and Robinson, 2002, p. 200; see also Taylor, 1996). I have no data to comment on 

whether people in Ngukurr similarly see buffalo as ‘belonging to Country’ or as a 

manifestation of the rainbow serpent. However, while many Yugul Mangi People expressed 

concern about the ecological changes caused by ungulates on the wetlands and coastal plains 

                                                           
44 While the cow lives in Ngukurr where they speak Kriol, Kungka means young girl in Pitjantjatjara. 
When one of the senior Rangers told me the name, I queried it in surprise. They explained that the 
woman who named the cow was from central Australia. A lovely moment of coincidence, connecting 
my two case studies. 
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through their hard hoofs and tendency to wallow, the Rangers’ aspirations and involvement 

in training shows pet meat enterprises and buffalo mustering – ones that use animals 

considered by many Western scientists to be ‘feral’ – are not seen by the Rangers to be 

incongruous with the ILSM program. 

Despite not necessarily perceiving of these non-native animals as ‘feral’, many Yugul Mangi 

People are concerned by the environmental damage done, particularly by pigs and buffalo, 

to wetlands, springs and water quality, illustrated by the following quote from a Ranger 

report: 

Traditional Owners have requested that pig numbers be reduced by 

culling, but are still investigating opportunities for the commercial harvest 

of buffalo (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

Based on a concern for the impact by pigs and buffalo on people-places but also a reticence 

to cull them, the Yugul Mangi Rangers and a scientist from Macquarie University constructed 

exclusion fences around three billabongs near Ngukurr. The fences were built for ‘community 

education and cultural heritage (sacred site) protection purposes’ (Ens et al. 2016a). 

Decisions about the project, including site selection, placement of fences, monitoring 

methods, interview methods, interpretation of the results, and communication of the 

findings were conducted collaboratively by the project partners (Ens et al. 2016a). After 

observing the results of excluding ungulates from billabongs, only one TO supported the 

wholesale removal of buffalo, pigs and horses. While some TOs did support the culling of 

pigs, most only supported the culling of buffalo or horses if there was a financial return, 

illustrated in the following quote from another study: 

I can't say yes for buffalo you know 'cause 'im big money too you 

know…'cause I'm a buffalo catcher too. I know how much 'im worth in the 

future you know? Leave buffalo and wait till money might come up you 

know...money might come up for export or meatworks in Australia, you 

know, maybe for pet meat too. 'Cause might be we running out of horse. 

Everybody shooting horse everywhere for pet meat, and so we gotta turn 

around and look at buffalo now. Make it for pet meat, dog meat (Ens et 

al. 2016a p. 243). 

Interestingly, the exclusion fences were damaged in wet season flooding and were not re-

erected in a timely manner, which allowed animals to enter and damage the study site. The 
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Rangers told the scientist they were ‘too busy’ to repair the fences (Ens et al. 2012c). The 

scientist wondered whether ‘the lack of organisational capacity and local leadership’ was the 

real reason the fence had been left, fallen over, allowing animals to tamper with the data 

collection. However, after considering the situation further, the scientist concluded that ‘this 

assumption did not adequately acknowledge the complex historical, cultural, socio-economic 

and political factors that have influenced how the Rangers understand, value and engage in 

work and expect non-Indigenous people to engage with them’ (Ens et al. 2012c). During the 

following wet season in 2010–2011, the scientist worked with the Rangers to repair the fence 

(Ens et al. 2012c). The fencing project provides an interesting example of a collaboration to 

care for Country. The nature and outcomes of these collaboration will be discussed further 

in Chapter 7. 

It is clear then, that through ILSM initiatives, including the Ranger program and pastoral 

operations, people aspire to manage these animals for environmental, cultural and financial 

reasons. A summary of the aspirations for managing wanted non-native animals include: 

• Controlling buffalo and cattle through hunting and mustering. 

• Controlling pigs through culling. 

• Monitoring animal damage to wetlands and springs, in collaboration with scientists. 

• Fencing off some areas, pending TO support. 

• Conducting post mortems of pigs and buffalo to check for diseases. 

 

In addition to the non-native animals that people aspire to manage, or not, because of 

financial, cultural or environmental reasons, there are non-native animals that Yugul Mangi 

People in Ngukurr see as universally problematic. The ones I am aware of are cane toads 

(Bufo marinus) and cats (Felis catus), of which peoples’ feelings about cane toads are 

illustrated in the following quote from a report: 

Because of the impacts of cane toads, the goanna is not as abundant as 

it once was. This is another food resource that traditional owners have 

lost (CAEPR 2013). 

By 1995 cane toads had spread to the Roper River (Catling et al. 1996) and they are now 

widespread in the Ngukurr region, as well as across the Top End of the NT, WA and QLD. The 

Yugul Mangi Rangers and the Yangbala Project, in collaboration with scientists, conducted 

biodiversity surveys throughout the SEAL IPA and through pitfall trapping, found almost 
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double the number of cane toads than all native species combined (Daniels et al. 2016). The 

impact of cane toads on native species, particularly goannas, snakes, native frogs and toads, 

and small mammals has been significant. The impact of cats on native animals around 

Ngukurr is not really known, but could be presumed to be similar to Kakadu National Park 

and other parts of Arnhem Land (Woinarski et al. 2010). 

When talking of how she knows whether Country is healthy or not, an Elder talked about 

observing the growth and ripening of native species to indicate healthy Country. She 

lamented the loss of some of these species such as long yams or gan.guri, and wild oranges 

or gayabam, which grow ‘at the time of the hot season, in October November, that’s the 

time you’ll find it’ (Interview 2b 2016). She assigned blame at their loss to not only hot late 

season fires but also ‘other animals invading our land, animals that are not ours’ (Interview 

2b 2016). She described unwanted non-native animals impacting on both plant and animal 

species: 

‘Even our own animals have gone missing. We don’t go hunt for those 

animals anymore. We know the time and the season for that animal. You 

know in the year, as you go along, “oh bobala [poor thing],” we say. “This 

time is for the turkey, or goanna time, wallaby time, echidna time.” We 

used to say that’ (Interview 2b 2016). 

Aspirations for the management of these unwanted animals are that it is done in 

collaboration with Munanga land managers and scientists, because population sizes are 

large, dispersed and complex, and caring for Country practices that have been passed down 

over tens of thousands of years do not necessarily contain the knowledge to manage these 

animals on Country effectively. This was described eloquently by the Rangers in a report:  

We have been the Rangers for 40,000 years. That is a fact. Every Ranger 

knows how to work on our land, but there are new things that Balanda 

[non-Indigenous people] call silent invaders, they come to our land – 

animals that are not ours, not native ones, so we gotta fight really hard 

to put our country back the right way (Ens et al. 2012b). 

There is also an aspiration for Rangers to manage unwanted non-native plants or weeds, 

explained by a Ranger in a focus group discussion: 

It’s a very important job for Rangers to work you know. And another way, 

you’re seeing things like new plants growing and getting more involved, 
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looking after land and trying to destroy the bad plants and that. We’ve 

got the responsibility to do all that (Focus Group 2b 2015). 

According to conversations with the Rangers, Fache (2017) describes weeds as exogenous 

plants, introduced into Australia ‘a long time ago’ and that have now become ‘pests,’ or 

invasive plants that outcompete and threaten ‘native plants and trees’ (Fache 2017). I did 

not often hear Yugul Mangi People talk of ‘weeds’, although some of the Yugul Mangi 

Rangers do use the name (see below): 

Burning. Weeds, supposed to be. Mimosa pigra. And might be go out on 

the sea for patrol on the saltwater (Focus Group 2b 2015). 

We call Ranger work land and sea management. It is looking after the 

land and looking after the sea. And under that we work for AQIS, fisheries, 

weeds and fire. And with universities doing biodiversity work (Focus 

Group 1b 2015). 

In my experience, unwanted non-native plants and animals are those that cause damage to 

Country and have no stories, important history, or culinary and economic use (Field Notes 1b 

2014; Field Notes 2b 2015). Most often, the Rangers talk specifically of plants they were 

controlling like Mimosa (Mimosa pigra), Parkinsonia (Parkinsonia aculeata) or Parky, Rubber 

bush (Calotropis procera), Neem trees (Azadirachta indica ), Gamba grass (Andropgon 

gayanus) and Mission grass (Pennisetum pedicellatum and P. polystachion), illustrated in the 

following quote from a Ranger report: 

Parkinsonia is the worst weed here in Ngukurr area (Thompson et al. 

2008). 

The mimosa will damage our floodplain and spreading through the creek 

by buffalo and pigs (Thompson et al. 2008). 

According to their annual report in 2015, the Rangers treated Parkinsonia at Wardukujarja 

Billabong with ‘50% success’ in September 2014, with the Rangers planning on returning to 

the area for follow up treatment, and rubber bush was treated along the fence lines in 

Ngukurr during October 2014 with ‘100% success’ (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). These 

percentages were based on a qualitative assessment by the Ranger coordinator. Controlling 

non-native plants includes spraying them with chemicals and burning, installing signs to 

inform visitors to check their cars to reduce the spread of weeds, and using tablets to record 
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weed outbreaks and weed control work. Often this is done in partnership with government 

and scientists. 

 

6.3 Yugul Mangi measures of success in ILSM in Ngukurr 
With aspirations identified, in this section I explore the measures that have the highest 

priority for land and sea management success in Ngukurr. To open this section, Story 6.8 talks 

about a disconcerting moment in the translation of the word ‘measurement’. 

 

Story 6.8 A problem with ‘measurement’ 

As I was sitting finishing my morning coffee in my house in Ngukurr I heard a car toot, 

which became steadily more insistent. I poked my head out the front door and saw the 

two men’s Ranger Toyotas idling at the gate. The local Ranger coordinator and one of the 

male Rangers ambled over. The Ranger was holding a collection of papers – a form from 

the Northern Land Council (NLC) – and he asked, through the coordinator, if I would come 

to the Ranger shed to help him fill it out. We had had a go at filling the form out the week 

before, but I had found it confusing and had struggled to grasp what the purpose of it was, 

and the Ranger was not engaging with it properly. He kept asking for help and then 

wandering off. We had never finished it. It was obvious that it had come to a head by the 

time they arrived at my front gate; he could not avoid it any longer. He was agitated and 

unhappy about it and kept muttering under his breath. 

The form was a Performance Enhancement Review from the NLC. It had been sent because 

the Ranger had taken leave, which he had filled out a form for, to go to a funeral, but he 

had then stayed on leave away from work for an extra two weeks on top of what had been 

approved. He was now on probation, and the Performance Enhancement Review was a 

form to be completed to show how he had improved on his ‘work performance’. The form 

came with two pages of instructions at the beginning, about how the manager and the 

employee should have an interview, but prior to that interview they should decide what 

they would discuss and how they would decide whether the employee had improved. I 

concluded that the purpose of the form was to assess whether the Ranger had improved 

at completing leave forms and sticking to the leave allocated, although this wasn’t 

specified anywhere. The Ranger coordinator was the manager instructed in the form to 

conduct the interview, which he was clearly quite perplexed about. His only real interest 
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seemed to be ticking the box so that the Ranger could get off probation and start getting 

paid again. 

We went through all the questions on the form. I would read each one out verbatim, and 

then spend another 10 minutes trying to explain in plain language what it meant. When I 

turned to the last page the coordinator exclaimed ‘WHAT is that page? I don’t understand 

it AT ALL!’ and another of the men piped in ‘Yeah that’s a hard page, what does it mean?’ 

The men were sitting around the three of us filling out that form, and they had obviously 

already had a crack at deciphering the hidden meaning. I said I thought it looked confusing 

too but we could try and work it out together. 

The page had a table with a word heading in each of the columns – What, How, 

Measurement, When. I scanned the page and deduced that it was asking for the manager 

to talk about the actions that the employee had taken to improve his work performance, 

although this was not obvious to the coordinator and the Ranger. When we came to the 

word ‘measurement’ the coordinator pointed to it and said: 

That word, “measurement,” I know that one from high school and it 

was always a hard one. It has two meanings I think, and I think it means 

time in this one, but it can mean distance or it can mean how long 

something is. 

He stretched his arms out wide to show the measurement of how long something can be. 

I replied that it was true that measurement could mean those things but that in this case I 

did not think it did, because in the next column it said ‘when’ so that was the one that 

probably meant time, not the measurement column. I said that it was one of those English 

words that has lots of meanings, like there, they’re and their. In retrospect, this analogy 

does not hold because these are different words that sound the same but are spelt 

differently, whereas ‘measurement’ has different meanings but is always spelt the same. 

Perhaps a better comparison would have been ‘engaged’: they got engaged on March 7th 

/ the Rangers were very engaged in the presentation; or ‘crane’: she had to crane her neck 

to see the television / the used a crane to lift the bricks / that bird is a crane. 

My failed attempt at an analogy may not have helped to clarify the situation. 

I fumbled my way through an explanation of what I thought the word ‘measurement’ 

meant in this context: how you would know when that thing you had to do – the ‘action’ 

or the ‘what’ in the first column – had happened or not, or was ‘successful’. The word 

‘successful’ was met with equally bemused looks from the Rangers, as I realised my 
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tendency to use confusing words to explain already confusing words. We talked around 

the words for a while and I tried to explain them in a few different ways. 

I cannot remember what we ended up putting in that column, but it was something simple, 

like ‘always fills out forms properly and on time’. The assumed knowledge in 

understanding a word like ‘measurement’, and the epistemic differences between us all 

became crystal clear in that moment. I chastised the English language for being so 

confusing, to which one of the men nodded sagely in agreeance and the coordinator rolled 

his eyes in exasperation. We faxed the form off, the Rangers went for smoko and I got a 

pie from the shop, my head spinning. 

 

I tell this story to highlight that, while one of the main aims of this thesis is to determine 

measures of success in Indigenous land and sea management, during my time in Ngukurr and 

in the APY Lands, it became clear that these words and concepts did not easily translate. The 

meanings of the words ‘measurement’, ‘success’ and ‘indicators’ are not easy to explain, 

either for Yugul Mangi People or for Munanga. As was the case in the APY Lands, the point is 

not that measurements of success in ILSM is not done by Yugul Mangi People. This was made 

clear during a conversation about fire management, where a language worker described 

Munanga and Yugul Mangi methods of monitoring right way fire: 

Munanga kaundim hau matj faiya bin barn en if dem faiya im gudwan o 

nugudwan bai mejurimbat hau maj dat faiya bin barn en marri kaundim 

carbon dioxide o luk dat mep. Laik mi en yu marri luk la tri en dat 

shugubeg if im rait ba dagat im la rait pleis. If im la rait pleis dat min dat 

faiya im gudwan. But if im bi du hai in dat tri o du lou dat min dat faiya 

nugudwan. 

Non-Indigenous people count how much fire burnt and if the fire is good 

or bad by measuring how much that fire burnt and maybe count carbon 

dioxide or look at a map. Me and you might look at the trees because we 

know if sugarbag is ready to eat if it’s in the correct place. If it’s in the 

correct place that means that fire is good. But if it’s too high in the tree or 

too low that means that fire is not good (Interview 19b 2014). 

Clearly, Yugul Mangi People use indicators to monitor whether their caring for Country 

activities are working. The problem, then, is that there is an intercultural capacity deficit in 
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arriving at a mutually agreed upon definition of what success is, what the measurement of 

that success actually means, and what indicators should be used to monitor that success, for 

both Yugul Mangi People and Munanga. The consequences of this challenge will be explored 

further in Chapter 7. 

Despite the problematic nature of the meaning of ‘measurement’, key measures of success 

have been distilled from the data and are detailed in this section. Similarly to the section on 

aspirations, Yugul Mangi measures of success are in two sections: ‘right people, strong 

relationships, being guided by the Drimin’ and ‘contemporary Yugul Managi articulations of 

measures of success in ILSM’. These sections are necessary because while Yugul Mangi 

measures of success are particularly related to culture and appropriate process, success is 

also articulated in the here-and-now activities of ILSM. Success is reported not only through 

formal frameworks back to funders, but also through informal conversations between 

Rangers, local people and TOs. The Rangers use stories and photographs to report on the 

kind of work they are doing, consulting with TOs both before and after they carry out work 

on Country. 

 

6.3.1 Right people, strong relationships, being guided by the Drimin 
This section details the ‘action’ of measuring the success of caring for Country – mobilising 

local knowledge systems for ILSM, doing good governance in an intercultural setting, feeling 

good for Country, right people enacting Country according to the Drimin, strong partnerships, 

and young people learning from old people. 

 

6.3.1.1 Extent to which Yugul Mangi People’s knowledge practices and 

worldviews guide ILSM 
It is important for local ILSM programs in Ngukurr to be built on a foundation of Yugul Mangi 

knowledge and worldviews. In order for this to happen, governance of all the ILSM programs 

needs to be strong. In pursuit of meeting this aspiration to enhance local decision-making, 

the SEAL IPA was declared in 2017 with an IPA Advisory Committee. The IPA Advisory 

Committee meets twice yearly and a general IPA meeting is held annually to review, evaluate 

and contribute to the improvement of IPA operations (Gambold 2015). The SEAL IPA was 

declared after the fieldwork for this project, so I have not been present at any IPA Advisory 

Committee meetings or annual general meetings. While there is a separate coordinator for 
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the IPA program and the Ranger program and the SEAL IPA encompasses both the Yugul 

Mangi Rangers and the Numbulwar Numburindi Rangers, I would presume that the 

governance of both the Yugul Mangi Rangers and the SEAL IPA would become increasingly 

interconnected as time goes on, and that the Advisory Committee would govern both the 

Ranger program and the SEAL IPA. 

As indicated earlier in this chapter, there is an aspiration for the governance of the IPA and 

Ranger program to be administered from a local organisation, rather than through the NLC 

(Gambold 2015). This is perceived to be able to provide opportunities to enhance local 

decision-making and to control the administration of grants and the income from carbon 

projects. 

Strong governance means strong planning processes, as this ensures control of the ILSM 

program is kept local and power stays with the Rangers. This is interesting to consider with 

regard to the planning processes for the SEAL IPA, which were taking place during the period 

of full immersion fieldwork. While the Rangers only ‘helped’ develop the IPA plan and it was 

written by an external consultant, this collaboration was one the Rangers were pleased to 

work with (Field Notes 2b 2015) and the Rangers are proud of the IPA Management Plan, 

which they contributed to developing (Field Notes 5b 2018). 

In day-to-day operations, if Yugul Mangi governance of the ILSM program is strong, Rangers 

will be coming to work consistently and on time. The Rangers need to be provided with the 

tools and amenities to do their jobs, including vehicles and a Ranger base (see Story 6.1). This 

ensures that their workplace is a safe space and they are more likely to continue to attend 

work. Part of the success of the Ranger program as an employment option for people in 

Ngukurr is the variety of the work, that it is outside and active, and that it facilitates access 

to Country. In my experience, if work is too mundane or repetitive or if people feel they are 

being bossed around, then they will often stop attending work (McRae-Williams 2008). This 

is not necessarily communicated but will often be simply a process of ‘active disengagement’ 

or ‘passive resistance’ (Milne 2009). If Rangers are turning up to work consistently and on 

time, then this is a measure that the ILSM program is functioning in a culturally appropriate 

way and is being governed with local knowledge practices. Certainly, the number of Rangers 

employed and/or turning up to work could be a possible measure of success for the Yugul 

Mangi Rangers. 
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6.3.1.2 Extent to which Yugul Mangi People and Munanga are learning to do 

good governance together in an intercultural setting 
As articulated above, Yugul Mangi governance of ILSM needs to be strong. But in addition to 

this, Yugul Mangi People and Munanga need to be learning to do good governance together 

in an intercultural setting. The Yugul Mangi Ranger Program is inherently intercultural and 

needs to be governed together in good faith. 

Learning to do good governance together include recognising the authority of TOs, including 

the mingirringgi, junggayi and dalyin. These roles and responsibilities must be recognised 

and respected in the ILSM program by both the Yugul Mangi Rangers and Munanga partners 

in order for the ILSM program to function with authority. If the authority of TOs is recognised 

and respected, the Rangers will be working ‘good way,’ in that they are overseen by, and are 

communicating with, TOs, they respect the laws enscribed in the Drimin, and the right people 

are speaking for the right Country. 

Communication with TOs is important so they know where the Rangers are and what they 

are doing on their Country. The Rangers know they are looking after Country in the way their 

Elders asked them to because, according to one Ranger, ‘We didn’t get any complaints from 

them! Or any arguments!’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). While this communication occurs formally 

through the IPA Advisory Committee, most of this work is done outside of work hours, in 

what Austin (2017a) has termed the ‘autonomous Indigenous space.’ The Rangers ‘consult 

with them, those ones that are still here with us’ and ‘notify them that we’ll be working their 

area. They know who’s there, the Ranger group is there’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

The legitimacy of this process is not necessarily for me to judge, but I would comment that 

while the processes through which the Rangers ‘check in’ with TOs and involve them in 

decision making about day-to-day activities on Country might seem ad hoc, the Ranger 

program has functioned for over a decade in Ngukurr and appears to be supported by TOs 

(Interview 9b 2015; Interview 10b 2015; Interview 12b 2015; Interview 15b 2015). While it is 

difficult to measure the success of whether TOs have authority over the Ranger program, this 

could be achieved through further interviews with TOs (see Austin et al. 2017c). 

During a discussion of research results at the SEAL IPA dedication ceremony at Namiliwirri in 

September 2017, a senior Ranger talked about how to achieve good intercultural governance 

of ILSM in Ngukurr. He stressed the desire for all Munanga working with the Rangers to do 

cultural awareness training, delivered by the Rangers, to ensure they respect the cultural 

protocols, including kinship relationships, of working in Ngukurr: 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 302 

The Yugul Mangi Rangers are keen to ensure that all non-Indigenous 

people who come to work with them do cultural awareness training and 

take time with the Rangers to understand the cultural protocols (for 

example, avoidance relationships) for working in Ngukurr. This will ensure 

stronger and more respectful partnerships, and by extension, a more 

successful Ranger program. The Rangers consider this a tool to ensure 

that their governance practices lead the land and sea management 

program and their knowledge is supported (Interview 17b 2017). 

Cultural awareness training for all Munanga working with the Rangers is seen as a tool to 

ensure that they understand cultural protcols, including avoidance relationships, which 

would ensure strong, good faith relationships and partnerships, essential to supporting Yugul 

Mangi governance but in an intercultural governance arrangement. Indeed, the number of 

Munanga who have done cultural awareness training could be considered a possible measure 

of success for the Yugul Mangi Rangers. 

 

6.3.1.3 Extent to which Yugul Mangi People feel good for Country 
While people are visiting and checking on Country, how they feel is used to indicate whether 

Country is healthy or not. The following quote illustrates that Country is part of people and 

it is felt, keenly and strongly, so when Country is healthy or not healthy, that is felt too. This 

is illustrated by a Ranger who stated: 

Going out fishing. Or sometimes just walk around in our country. They just 

love walking. And you know, they feel their Country is in them. That's what 

I feel when I go out to my country (Interview 3b 2015). 

This is corroborated by Mahood (2007 p. 5) who asserts: ‘to revisit country is not only to 

reanimate it but to walk the contours of one’s own deep self, both individual and shared.’ 

One of the men Rangers talked about what he looks for to see whether ILSM is working or 

not: 

We look for things that we're not happy about. Things that we've done 

and are still not happy about. I don't know if this is what you call 

measurement but because if that don't fit us then there's something 

wrong where we didn't actually correct (Interview 1b 2016). 
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This idea that ‘a feeling’, of being ‘happy’ or ‘sad’ for caring for Country work, seems to be 

used by people in Ngukurr as a tool for measurement and was explained to me on numerous 

occasions. During a focus group with the women Rangers, we discussed the term ‘nyingaya’. 

One Ranger declared: 

Like for me, I look Ranger mob when they work, a feeling, you know, a 

feeling about the Country. … Like nyingaya indit. Families they got a 

feeling for alabat [their] Country, we got this job na and we gou dum [do 

it], you know? And that feeling im [it] touch every person (Woman Ranger 

1, Focus Group 2b 2015). 

They then tried to clarify what nyingaya meant: 

Nyingaya ngabi [Nyingaya yeah]? Nyingaya mean you think about your 

Country (Woman Ranger 2, Focus Group 2b 2015). 

Im brabli garrim in your heart [You’ve properly got it in your heart]. Like 

when you’re sitting down and you’re looking at this place. And in your 

mind, you’ve got old people you know, how they used to walk around this 

river. You can feel their presence in this area. Every area we go, you know, 

to go do that work, go do this Ranger work (Woman Ranger 1 Focus Group 

2b 2015). 

I do not purport to fully understand this ‘feeling’ for Country, but it is clearly an important 

measure that people use. The Rangers, perhaps, are then assuming some responsibility, 

through their work, for ensuring that not only their own Country, but other people’s Country 

too, is healthy and creating good feelings for the people with relationships to and 

responsibility for it. This feeling for Country will be explored further in Chapter 7. 

 

6.3.1.4 Extent to which Country is being enacted according to the Drimin 
People in Ngukurr care for Country because they are obliged to. It is part of their network of 

responsibilities – to care for Country, maintain kin relations, and participate in ceremonies. 

If these last two responsibilities are being met, if kin relationships are strong and ceremony 

is occurring at the right time with the right people, then caring for Country will be working 

too. If ceremony is not occurring or the right people are not attending, then Country suffers 

too. 
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I spoke to an Elder in Ngukurr before a workshop at Mary River, where Indigenous Rangers 

from around Australia would come together to talk and listen to each other. The non-

Indigenous researchers and scientists attending proposed that we would talk about 

‘monitoring and evaluation’ in ILSM. The old lady had agreed to come, along with one of the 

young Ranger girls and a granddaughter to look after her, to talk about looking after Country 

right in Ngukurr. A ceremony had just started at Numbulwar the previous day. The old lady 

told me she had to go to that ceremony, but she would wait until she had been to the 

workshop first. When I prompted her to think about monitoring and evaluation, she 

ruminated, ‘Checking, yuwai. Like evaluating that old man’s life na. That old man, it’s for him. 

He passed on and they’re doing that evaluation bit na, the men are doing that with the 

women. We’ll make a strong man say that – everything has been done for him.’ When I asked 

her what it was that they ‘checked for’, she replied, ‘In ceremony ways, and his Country.’ I 

then asked if ceremony was included in caring for Country and she replied, ‘Yuwai you can 

look at it that way na, in our ceremony. When you care for your Country, is when you have 

your ceremony. You ceremony tell you when, and why you care for your Country. And right 

people there.’ She went on to list the families that needed to attend particular ceremonies 

and lamented that many people had passed on. Later, I asked her why it was so important to 

care for Country and she answered, ‘Because it is our Country, we’ve gotta look after it. And 

there were came from. In our ceremony way, we come from that Country’ (Interview 2b 

2016). 

 

6.3.1.5 Extent to which partnerships are maintained in good faith 
As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the Rangers maintain numerous successful partnerships 

with government, non-government and private organisation and individual practitioners. In 

partnership with Munanga scientists, the Rangers have learnt a variety of scientific 

monitoring skills, which strengthens their reporting to funders. To record weed and fire data, 

the Rangers use tablets and data sheets, and to produce fire hotspot maps, they use cameras 

with GPS readings (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). To survey plants and animals on Country, 

they use motion sensor cameras, fauna trapping methods, and DNA analysis. The fauna 

trapping and DNA analysis have been done in collaboration with a scientist from Macquarie 

University, while motion sensor cameras are a tool the Rangers have taken on board 

themselves and which they use for a variety of ends (see Story 6.9). 
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These collaborations are valuable as opportunities for the Rangers to learn new skills and 

discover animals on their Country they did not previously know about. 

If there’s specific ways of doing things, monitoring, and it’s new to us, we 

want to learn to do it. Especially the DNA stuff. Every species we should, 

when we trap, in all our traps we should get DNA and send it away. And 

the year after that we might… Yeah if there’s any scientific ways of doing 

the trapping, like getting DNA. Some of us, or actually nearly all of us, 

some of the geckos we caught we’d never seen before. And some lizard 

(Focus Group 1b 2015). 

Learning these skills provides opportunities for the Rangers’ in literacy and numeracy 

development and grows the Rangers pride and confidence. It can also grow local people’s 

confidence in the Ranger work, like when they take animals into the Ngukurr School to show 

the children. This occurred when the Rangers, with scientists from Macquarie University re-

discovered a population of Leichardt’s grasshoppers which had not been seen by local people 

for many years and which the Western scientists had not known occurred there (Ens et al. 

2016b). These scientific monitoring methods also provide quantitative information on the 

Rangers’ activities which, in a constantly uncertain funding environment, can assist in proving 

‘the positive impacts the Ranger program has on people and Country’ and which develops ‘a 

better argument to continue funding Ranger projects’ (Thompson et al. 2008). 

 

Story 6.9 Using scientific monitoring as a reason to access Country 

In the dry season of 2015, the Rangers organised a trip to Burrunju, or Ruin City, to set out 

motion sensor cameras to check for animals in the area. I was invited to come along, and 

I drove the women Rangers in the university troopy. As always, it took us a long time to 

leave Ngukurr, so we arrived at Burrunju at dusk and decided to set out the cameras the 

next morning. 

In the morning, it was a long, hard drive from the campsite to Burrunji over rocks, with no 

defined track. A rusted sign sat at the entrance, with the only legible words remaining 

informing visitors that it is a sacred site. Burrunju is spectacular, with huge pillars of rock 

rising from the top of the hill. People with leprosy used to live between the pillars of rock, 

so they would not be sent away to Palm Island (see Chapter 2). Legend has it that there 

are little people living between the pillars and the Rangers were adamant that they would 
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not stay up at the site too late, lest someone wandered off to be lost forever amongst the 

rocks and the little people. 

I asked one of the women if there were any more stories for that place, but she said she 

did not know them. She had not visited Burrunju in a long time and was pleased to be 

working with the Rangers, so she had the chance to reconnect with her Country and 

remember and re-experience some of the stories. 

After setting up the cameras we went back to camp and two of the Rangers went burning 

on the opposite side of the river to where we were camping. The rest of the women 

Rangers went fishing, and one of them shared their catch with me for dinner because, as 

usual, I caught nothing. 

We were up at dawn the following day to collect the cameras before the heat of the day 

set in. One of the women had to be coaxed out of her tent because she claimed it was too 

cold to get up and another wanted eggs for breakfast, so we were not ready to go until 

8:00am. We packed up the campsite, and then discovered we had to push start the Troopy 

because the battery had gone flat overnight. On the way up to Burrunju, the Ranger Troopy 

stopped in front of us, a rifle barrel poked out of the passenger window and ‘bang!’, one 

of a pair of bustards walking about in the distance was shot. The bird was passed into the 

back of my car for the women to look after for lunch. 

We picked up all the cameras and then drove back through the campsite, so it could be set 

alight as we left. A male Ranger sat in the passenger seat of the Ranger Troopy and a 

woman in the passenger seat of mine, throwing easy strike matches out the window as we 

drove along to burn the Country we were passing through. 

We stopped on the way home for lunch. Some of the Rangers crossed a river to set a fire 

going on the other side while we were cooking the bustard. They took a crowbar with them 

in case they found any fresh water turtles in the river. We got home as the sun was setting, 

exhausted and filthy, covered in dirt and fire and bustard grease. 

… 

The next week we were in the Ranger shed looking through the photos from the motion 

sensor cameras. We had left the cameras out for about 20 hours. Unfortunately, the main 

thing on the cameras was grass waving in the wind. We got only one photo of an animal – 

a little mouse. This seemed a total disaster to me. A whole trip to Burrunju and the result 

was a thousand photos of different blades of grass! The Rangers seemed decidedly 

unconcerned though, with the coordinator declaring: ‘I’m happy with that!’ and one of the 
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women merely exclaiming: ‘Gardi, maybe we should leave them out for longer next time.’ 

The photo of the mouse was printed and stuck on the wall of the Ranger shed and 

everyone went on with their day. 

… 

Considering it later, it became clear that the Rangers were pleased that they found an 

animal on the cameras because they got to see the animal, learn what was living on their 

Country, and could show their family. But it was certainly not a wasted trip even if they set 

the cameras up incorrectly and did not find many animals. They did not seem to mind 

because they seemed to place just as much importance on all the other activities we had 

done during the trip, including camping, burning, fishing, and hunting. I wondered then, 

whether this ‘scientific monitoring’ method was initially used as a way to justify doing trips 

on Country, and which the Rangers had subsequently become excited and interested in, 

but which was still not the driving reason for their being out there on Country. 

 

6.3.1.6 Extent to which young people are learning from Elders 
As part of respecting and recognising the authority of Elders, children learn about kin 

relationships, ceremonies, songlines and all the things that belong to these including plants 

and animals, from their families and TOs. Learning from Elders is critical to the 

intergenerational continuity of caring for, and monitoring Country. Knowledge is passed on 

by Elders through practice and stories. The right way to look after Country is taught, including 

when and how to hunt, how to prepare animals for eating, when to burn, when ceremonies 

should occur and who needs to be there. 

[My grandparents] used to take me hunting and they’d say ‘Hey, you look 

at that grass, it’s going down now. So it’s time for that rokai [sic] we call 

them, that chestnut, that bigwanbigwan, in the billabong (Interview 2b 

2016). 

I was taught from my family that when you go, even when you can catch 

fish, or bird, or if you kill wallaby. Every time you eat that wallaby you skin 

that wallaby, and you cook it, you put that skin aside and even the bones 

aside. And you finish eating it you push it in the fire, after everything is 

eaten you put everything back in the fire and cover it up (Interview 3b 

2015). 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 308 

For the Rangers, knowledge of where to work, what to do and the rules that govern places, 

including who can and cannot go there, has been taught to them by the old people. The 

Ranger coordinator explained that they know where to work, not based on money or 

projects, but because: 

… our Elders told us stories through ceremony, songlines, corrobboree, 

even initiation ceremony, all that Country cover all that, all the songlines 

cover all that. Even for the ladies, they’ve got areas too where we can’t 

go. And there’s areas they can’t go (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

Children learning from their Elders is therefore a measure of healthy Country, because they 

are learning the knowledge and practices to continue to fulfil their responsibilities into the 

future. 

There is a fear in Ngukurr that the knowledge of how to care for Country and how to monitor 

Country will be lost when Elders pass away (Field Notes 2b 2015). Through partnerships with 

scientists and other organisations, technology and support are provided to document the 

knowledge of the old people, including language knowledge. This is important in Ngukurr 

where Kriol is now spoken predominantly as a first language and the ‘traditional’ languages 

of the area are critically endangered (Dickson 2015). 

Language documentation work in Ngukurr is done primarily through the Ngukurr Language 

Centre but will sometimes be done in partnership with the Rangers if there is a co-organised 

and attended trip back to Country (for an example, see Story 6.3 where we travelled to 

Wuyagiba to learn Marra). Through the Ngukurr Wi Stadi bla Kantri (We Study the Country) 

project, the Rangers and young people documented old people’s language knowledge about 

fauna and flora species and collated a species book (Field Notes 3b 2016). During the walk 

on Country in 2008, ‘along the way the Rangers took plenty of video footage and photographs 

to make a DVD and photo books that will document the knowledge and help share it with 

the wider community in the Ngukurr area’ (Wise 2009). The Rangers often take videos, audio 

recordings and photos to document their work, which includes documenting old people’s 

knowledge. 
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6.3.2 Contemporary Yugul Mangi articulations of measures of success 

in ILSM 
Yugul Mangi People articulated a number of measures of success that are categories for 

priority evaluation, based on the here-and-now of land and sea management – the number 

of Yugul Mangi People living on, visiting and employed in jobs on Country, Yugul Mangi 

identified indicators being used to measure success including Yugul Mangi identified 

indicators for fire and Yugul Mangi identified indicators for bush foods, and reporting ILSM 

success to funders. 

 

6.3.2.1 Number of Yugul Mangi People living on, visiting and employed in jobs 

on Country 
During a discussion about how people know when Country is healthy or not, a senior Elder 

and retired Ranger told me: 

We see the changes in the grass, on the grass, or on trees, or even the 

weather, main gel [my girl]. When you see this kind of weather you know 

that it’s good to go and hunt now. For wallabies or for fish or goanna or 

shugubeg [sugarbag or native honey]. Or sometimes just good for go and 

camping. Camping. You see bush girls camping and showing little children 

how we can go and hunt in the billabong, or how we can hunt for 

shugubeg and all that. But camping in our spot where you like to stay for 

maybe couple of days or more. Like that’s what we used to do. And then 

you walk along and you see tracks of animals. And you know those 

animals are there (Interview 2b 2016). 

The Rangers continued to list methods for monitoring Country, including checking for 

indicator species, right way fire which makes Country good for hunting, using knowledge of 

Country, and being able to access bush medicines easily. It became clear that much of the 

monitoring of ILSM occurs for Yugul Mangi People when they are on Country and are in the 

place that is being cared for. Visiting and checking on Country then facilitates the range of 

methods detailed throughout this chapter that TOs and Rangers use to monitor the success 

of ISLM. 

Yugul Mangi People would have checked on Country while they walked during everyday life. 

This happens much less often in contemporary times, so aerial and ground surveys are used 

to check on Country. The Rangers conduct aerial surveys using helicopters and ground 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 310 

surveys to check for threats to Country. They use vehicles, quad bikes and they walk, to check 

for buffalo, pigs and weeds (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). Such surveys are used to check for 

damage to Country from buffalo and pigs, and note outbreaks of unwanted non-native plants 

for future treatment (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). These surveys are also an important tool 

for the Rangers and TOs, when they accompany them, to check on Country that is not 

otherwise able to be accessed. 

Ranger programs across northern Australia are one of only a few job opportunities for people 

in remote townships. Ranger work has been referred to as a ‘propitious niche’ (Smyth 2011a), 

which will be explored further in the discussion. But despite the overwhelming success of 

these Ranger programs at creating jobs for remote Indigenous people, with a recent report 

showing high engagement with Indigenous people, leading to positive social, economic, 

cultural and environmental results (SVA 2016), the Ranger program in Ngukurr, as around 

Australia, exists on government funding which is subject to political whims and funding 

cycles. This can be distressing and confusing for the Rangers. When I was in Ngukurr in 2015, 

the NLC sent all part-time and casual Rangers letters informing them that, because the 

Federal Government was yet to commit to extending Working on Country funding, they could 

not be guaranteed jobs. The current funding was set to expire in a month. They were told 

that the NLC would understand if they were to find alternative employment in Ngukurr. I was 

shown the letters and asked to help decipher the meaning, and as we read the form, the 

coordinator looked at me with surprise and asked: ‘what are the other jobs in Ngukurr for all 

the Rangers to do anyway?!’ (Field Notes 2b 2015). Sustainable funding for the ILSM 

program, including for wages, will mean that people can live in Ngukurr while earning money 

for themselves and their families. It means that people are less likely to move away to find 

work. People moving away would be detrimental to Country, as people on Country means 

healthy Country (Garnett et al. 2009b). 

 

6.3.2.2 Yugul Mangi identified indicators being used to measure success 
Using Yugul Mangi identified indicators to demonstrate healthy Country is an important 

component of contemporary ILSM, in order for monitoring to have legitimacy with the 

people doing the monitoring. These indicators take into account Yugul Mangi People’s 

relationships to everything and everyone, as well as their cultural diversity. Yugul Mangi 

identified indicators might be environmental, cultural, social or economic indicators. These 

indicators, however, are entirely dependent on everything articulated previously in this 
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chapter – that Yugul Mangi People are governing ILSM according to the Drimin and that Yugul 

Mangi knowledge practices and worldviews are respected. Specific indicators that Yugul 

Mangi People highlighted are indicative of a wholistic assessment of healthy Country. Yugul 

Mangi identified indicators for fire and bush foods are explored in more detail below. 

 

6.3.2.2.1 Yugul Mangi identified indicators for fire 

Fire is right way when it is done in the way ‘taught by our Elders’, who ‘told us what time to 

burn. What time not to burn’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). Fires are assessed as not right way 

when they are ‘wildfires’ (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). These wildfires are uncontrolled, burn 

too hot and can kill plants and animals, and threaten sacred sites and local infrastructure.  

I don’t see many of that now because of this burning. And not only burning 

but other animals invading our land, animals that are not ours. Even our 

own animals have gone missing. We don’t go hunt for those animals 

anymore (Interview 2b 2016). 

The animals that have ‘gone missing’ and are no longer hunted frequently include emus and 

kangaroos, which I have not seen during my time working in and around Ngukurr. Bustards 

are listed as Vulnerable in the Northern Territory but are still frequently hunted by the 

Rangers and must be locally abundant (Field Notes 1b 2014). During the months that the 

weather is too hot ‘that’ll be danger. It’ll be too hot then [September]. Really hot’ (Focus 

Group 1b 2015). 

The Rangers discussed with ALFA [Arnhem Land Fire Abatement] and 

Traditional Owners the impact that last years late season fires had [had] 

on Walker River, Ngilipitji, and Harris Creek regions. These regions were 

badly affected by wildfire and burnt for two weeks all the way up to the 

Central Arnhem Highway at Emu Springs and negatively impacted on the 

vegetation seedbank and use of recreational areas. Subsequently a 

firebreak was installed in May 2015 at Parsons Range to attempt to pull 

up any late fire this year. Transport to the site by helicopter was provided 

by Macquarie University (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

Right way fire, or fire that is done in the cool weather time and prevents wildfires, ensures 

healthy Country, with lots of bush tucker and plants for hunting. 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 312 

Late burn at Turkey Lagoon show how we misuse fire and we miss out on 

bush tucker, both animals and plants like green plums, black plums, Djubi 

and pollen for sugar bag [sic] (Thompson et al. 2008). 

To check when to burn, people ‘look at the weather. If it’s cold enough we see heavy dew. 

That’s the time we start. We know then there won’t be big fires, hot fires. What we do during 

those months, we try and burn as many areas as we can because some areas that’s where 

hot fires start’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). Using ‘that ting, that weather na’ early, cool burning 

is done by looking at ‘that month, or that moon’ (Focus Group 2b 2015). 

Monitoring of right way fire – how hot, how long and how far a fire burnt – is done primarily 

through visiting Country, checking and observing. 

And when we go out we look at areas that we have concentrated on, fire 

management, you know all that we look how fire, fires been, how long it’s 

been burning throughout the year, same time every year in one certain 

area. Or this area has been burnt last year and it went a kilometre long or 

maybe two kilometres long. You don't go out there in the bush with a tape 

measure and just pull out a two kilometre long tape measure and 

measure that whole area. You just use your eyes as a measurement. 

Measuring tool. You use your eyes (Interview 1b 2016). 

This was correlated by another person, who talked about using the height of sugarbag in 

trees as a method of monitoring fire – if the sugarbag is in the right place it is ready to eat 

because fire is being done in the right way, but if the sugarbag is too high or too low, then 

fires are burning too often or not enough (Interview 19b 2014). This approach was contrasted 

with Munanga ways of assessing fire impacts, which include counting carbon dioxide or 

looking at maps (Interview 19b 2014). 

The Yugul Mangi Rangers have access to the resources to conduct fire management, 

including vehicles, quad bikes, drip torches, and access to helicopters and incendiaries. 

We’ve got the equipment, like vehicles. We’ve got the money for 

helicopter (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

Some people, including TOs, might be excluded from fire management ‘because some of 

them haven’t got vehicles to go out on their Country’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). This is not 

considered to be an ideal situation. But as people are living more sedentary lives in Ngukurr, 
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some fire knowledge has been lost and the Rangers have taken on some of the responsibility 

of ensuring Country around Ngukurr is burnt with early, cool fires. The following exchange 

occurred during a focus group discussion between two men Rangers at Green Island in 2015, 

where they were talking about how the Rangers know whether fire is being done right way. 

Male Ranger 1: We try and burn as many areas as we can because some 
areas that’s where hot fires start. Not by us but by some people. 

Male Ranger 2: Some people for fishing. 

MR1: Locals, who go hunting sometimes. 

MR2: Fishing, burning, they starting a hot fire. They start a hot fire in that 
Country. 

Me: So does everyone know right way fire? 

MR1: No everybody does, it’s just that maybe they look long grass maybe 
snake there so they burn it. 

MR2: They don’t know maybe that fire got to keep going, end up in 
another place (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

In the last ten years, satellite imagery, and particularly the Northern Australian Fire 

Information (NAFI) website, have assisted the Rangers to keep track of fires burnt and plan 

for the fire season (see Figure 6.8). 

 

Figure 6.8 North Australian Fire Information (NAFI) map of the area around Ngukurr showing 

fire scar information. Ngukurr is marked with a blue circle with a line through it. The legend 
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shows the months and their correlated colours. The map can then be used to see where and 

when fires have been burning around Ngukurr 

Source: (NAFI 2018) 

We use that NAFI website to look where we’ve been burning. And we look 

no burning area, we go to that area and burn. Every year we go and burn 

(Focus Group 2b 2015). 

NAFI sources hotspots, the locations of actively burning fires, and fire scars, to create maps 

of recently burnt Country from satellites. This helps the Rangers to see when and where they 

have been burning throughout Country. The Rangers also use NAFI to engage TOs in fire 

management planning and monitoring. 

So far we’ve been doing ok, we’ve improved since 2000 on our fire 

management, we have been improved on our burning. Going back to our 

Indigenous knowledge of burning, like right time burning. And we get our 

satellite images from NT Bushfire. And then, well, what I’ve done last time 

is showed all the TOs where all the hot fires are … Hopefully this year our 

image will be better, less hot ones (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

Importantly, NAFI is now used as a tool to monitor the success of fire management, by 

providing information as to whether the Rangers have achieved ‘less hot ones’ – fires – over 

successive years. 

Familiarity with the NAFI site and an established history of fire management has enabled the 

Yugul Mangi Rangers, with the Numbulwar Numburindi Rangers, to join the South East 

Arnhem Land Fire Abatement (SEALFA) Project, which operates within the SEAL IPA, which 

was detailed earlier in this chapter. The SEALFA projects were registered as Eligible Offsets 

Projects by ALFA in 2015 and the Rangers in Ngukurr were back paid for previous years of 

burning. They earned, according to the coordinator, over $500,000 (Field Notes 4b 2017). 

The Rangers cannot earn carbon credits if they burn outside the months determined for early 

season burning through the carbon abatement methodology. The methodology dictates that 

early season burning should occur from the end of May to the end of August. Burning should 

not happen in September because, according to the Ranger coordinator, they do not earn 

money if fires are lit in September. (Field Notes 2b 2015). If the Rangers see a fire burning in 

September, ‘we go and put it out’ (Focus Group 2b 2015). 
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6.3.2.2.2 Yugul Mangi identified indicators for bush foods 

Caring for Country practices include harvesting and cultivation of plants and animals. Caring 

for Country is successful, therefore, when the activities of the Rangers are ensuring there are 

lots of bush foods on Country, and when the ILSM program is providing opportunities for 

people to access Country to go hunting and fishing. During every multi-day trip with the 

Rangers during my fieldwork, the Rangers and any other people accompanying them would 

always go hunting during and after the ‘work’ was finished, particularly fishing and hunting 

for bush turkey. 

The seasons in Ngukurr are used as indicators for when to go hunting, specifically when 

particular species are ‘starting to get fat and more meat in them’ (Interview 2b 2016) and are 

ready for hunting. Seasonal indicators include time of year, change of season, weather, 

temperature, types of clouds, the stars and the moon, and the amount of rain. 

And in some areas, like in some seasons, the season tells you too. That it's 

time to catch, maybe fish that are delicate [delicious] to eat. Well then 

you go to a billabong. Like this time of the year now you can catch, not 

the freshwater shark, they're not delicate enough to eat now, they've 

gone bony, they don't have enough to taste. You look for catfish and 

barrumundi (Interview 1b 2016). 

We see the changes in the grass, on the grass, or on trees, or even the 

weather, main gel. When you see this kind of weather you know that it's 

good to go and hunt now. For wallabies or for fish or goanna. Or shugubeg 

(Interview 2b 2016). 

Even the clouds that we see would tell us that it was time for such animals, 

that they were there. Even at night when we’d see the stars glowing, 

beautiful stars, glowing at night. ‘Ahhh. There’s something in the water’, 

we’d say. ‘Maybe a fish down there, bigmob of fish. Or kangaroos along 

there, along the river bank.’ We’d say that, you know. Because of the 

stars, would tell us that. And they’d twinkle, lightly twinkle. True, my dear 

(Interview 2b 2016). 
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During a conversation about ‘monitoring’ and ‘measurement’, the Ranger coordinator said 

that the Rangers know when the work they’re doing is ‘right’ because ‘we got different 

seasons, and the seasons tell us when the things are right’ (Interview 1b 2016). 

Indicator species are also used to determine when to go hunting and when Country is 

healthy. This includes checking when fruits ripen and when plants flower. 

Even the fruits of the trees tells us that it's time to go hunting, it's time to 

have a spell, time to wait for another time. True. The fruits of the trees or 

even the flowers tell us. When you say 'ah it's not time yet'. You gotta wait 

till that flower falls off its tree and then you go and hunt for that thing. 

They tell us that (Interview 2b 2016). 

And then when the time for green plums, they used to say ‘Getting a bit 

hot now, it’s coming to hot weather’. We used to see the change to 

autumn, the change of leaves and they’d know it was time for green 

plums, and other plums as well. The black plum and the yellow ones 

(Interview 2b 2016). 

When there are an abundance of animals and plants for hunting, Country is considered 

healthy and ILSM is successful. 

We know im [it’s] healthy one with the animals, animals wi luk [that we 

see], if they're feeding there la [in] that area. So we know there's lots of 

food there like birds, wallabies, lizards, goanna, even grasshoppers. All 

the animals. All our native animals that we see (Interview 2b 2016). 

When there are few animals or plants, Country is not being properly managed or cared for. 

This Country was described to me by a senior Elder as ‘mild Country’. This correlates with 

Rose’s (1996a) conversations with Daly Pulkara in the Victoria River District, who was asked 

what he called Country that was heavily eroded. After looking at the erosion, he replied, 

heavily: ‘It’s the wild. Just the wild’ (Rose 1996a p. 19). He then spoke of ‘quiet Country’, 

Country ‘in which all the care of generations of people is evident to those who know how to 

see it’ (Rose 1996a p. 19). Wild Country and mild Country are places ‘where the life of the 

country [is] falling down into the gullies and washing away with the rains’ (Rose 1996a p. 19). 

Maybe we go la one area and we look ‘No birds around here. No 

wallabies.’ And you know that that's... mild Country (Interview 2b 2016). 
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Methods that people use to monitor indicator species include checking for tracks and 

markings because ‘even the bark of a tree can tell you what animals are there because you 

can see the marks on the trunk of the tree. See the mark of animals’ (Interview 2b 2016). 

Some people also use rock art to check for ‘what animals are there and then we know it’s 

there. That picture tells us that story. Especially those ones at the escarpment up at Ruin City, 

at Burrunju’ (Focus Group 1b 2015). Most often, people simply engaged in hunting activities 

and visited Country to check for indicator species. 

 

6.3.2.3 Reporting ILSM success to funders 
The Yugul Mangi Rangers are predominantly funded through the NLC which administer the 

WoC and IPA funding. The Rangers also receive discrete project funding through fee-for-

service and fire management, as well as project support from partners and philanthropists. 

To each of these funders the Rangers must tell a story of how effectively they have used their 

money. As mentioned already, language contains knowledge of Country, so there is a strong 

link with ILSM. The ways in which the Ngukurr Language Centre reports to funders is 

therefore an important aspect of the caring for Country story and is explored in Story 6.10. 

Yugul Mangi People should guide all reporting efforts. 

 

6.3.2.3.1 Northern Land Council reporting 

The Yugul Mangi Rangers currently report annually to the NLC. This reporting provides 

evidence of progress against outputs (completed/partially completed/not started/not 

applicable). The level of progress reported is dependent on previously determined ‘expected 

outputs,’ the details of which had been mutually agreed upon between the Yugul Mangi 

Rangers and the NLC earlier in the year. Levels of achievements are reported as ‘actual 

outputs’ and reasoning is provided in ‘details and variance’ (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). 

Progress against outputs is measured to give some indication of the Rangers’ performance 

and the effectiveness of their work. I note that this method of reporting may change now 

that the SEAL IPA has been declared and non-Indigenous IPA and Ranger coordinators are 

employed. 

The outputs that are reported against are based on a project plan, which is categorised into 

six operations with defined work programs for each operation, shown in Table 6.2. In 2015, 

the Ranger coordinator and senior Ranger(s) travelled to Darwin to sit with the NLC project 
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officer for two days to complete their reporting. The NLC project officer asked questions 

based on the six operations and their work programs. Written responses were provided to 

flesh out the measures. This involved the two Rangers relaying the work and the project 

officer transcribing into the report, with the Rangers’ answers entered into a spreadsheet. 

As an example, the ‘weed management’ work program included: identifying threats to target 

protection areas and species which are posed by invasive plants; planning and implementing 

annual weeds management work including aerial, on-ground and biological control activities 

as appropriate; and notifying partner agencies of location and extent of invasive plant 

infestations, including threat analysis. The responses included that the treatment of 

Parkinsonia at Wardukujaja Billabong was achieved ‘with 50% success,’ the treatment of 

Neem trees, Mimosa and Caltrop at Wuyagiba and Wanmarri was achieved ‘with 95% 

success,’ and the treatment of Rubber bush on fence lines in Ngukurr was achieved ‘with 

100% success’ (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015). As mentioned earlier, the percentages were 

based on a qualitative assessment by the Ranger coordinator. 

On returning to Ngukurr, the reporting spreadsheet was provided to the Rangers only after 

they requested a copy via email. The Ranger coordinator suggested compiling and emailing 

photos of the ILSM work conducted that year, to strengthen the written report, which I was 

asked to assist with (Field Notes 2b 2015). 

Table 6.2 Operations and associated work programs based on the Yugul Mangi Rangers 

project plan 

Operation Work programs 

Consultation and planning • Traditional Owners 

• Advisory committees / partner 

organisations 

• Strategic plans and IPA management 

plans 

Cultural and natural heritage management • Cultural heritage management 

• Indigenous knowledge transfer 

• Native plants and animals 

• Fire management 

• Feral animal management 

• Weed management 

• Soil and vegetation management 

• Freshwater management 

• Sea Country management 

Visitor management • Visitor site management 

• Visitor information 
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Information management • Database management 

Education, training and development • Community education and 

development 

• Staff training and skills development 

Other activities • Contract management administration 

and reporting 

• Infrastructure and asset management 

• Other activities – participate in Ranger 

exchange and attend workshops and 

conferences 

Source: (Adapted from: Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015) 

 

While I was not convinced that this process provided an adequate appraisal of the ILSM 

program outcomes, when I queried the Ranger coordinator about whether it was a good way 

of telling the ILSM story, he replied that, while it is not perfect, it works for them. 

If there is a better way to do it we can do it, we can try, we can have a go. 

But it suits us the way we were doing it, I’m happy, we all happy what we 

been doing. And then if there’s specific ways of doing things, monitoring, 

and it’s new to us, we want to learn to do it (Focus Group 1b 2015). 

I speculate on why the Ranger coordinator found this method of reporting adequate. It 

meant that the coordinator, with not particularly strong computer skills or an aptitude for 

report writing, could continue to coordinate the Ranger program at the local level and was 

not excluded from this position through the burden of writing reports. While we only sat in 

the NLC office for two days to undertake the reporting, this task came with a week-long 

funded trip to Darwin which included visiting family and shopping. Ngukurr is remote and 

trips to Darwin are infrequent and expensive. 

That there was no independent corroboration of the Ranger coordinator’s assessment of 

impact, or a need to follow up the following year to see whether the weeds had returned, 

seemed of no concern to anyone in the reporting chain provided the reporting ceremony was 

performed in the appropriate manner and the forms completed to the funder’s satisfaction. 

 

6.3.2.3.2 Discrete project reporting 

During 2014 and 2015, the Rangers provided compliance reports to Fisheries, reports to the 

Department of Agriculture, and reports on Ranger exchanges (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015), 
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to fulfil their reporting requirements for these fee-for-service projects. The Rangers worked 

with research scientists to conduct fauna surveys for a baseline biodiversity survey of the 

SEAL IPA (Field Notes 1a 2014). Funding was provided by the Atlas of Living Australia (ALA). 

Reporting on this project included blog updates of project trips and significant discoveries 

(the Yugul Mangi Rangers et al. 2015). These were written by the scientists then checked 

with the Rangers before they were posted. 

In addition to these discrete projects, the Rangers have recently begun selling carbon credits 

on the market through Arnhem Land Fire Abatement (ALFA) and the SEALFA (South East 

Arnhem Land Fire Abatement) and SEALFA2 projects, which operate within the SEAL IPA 

(Australia’s Carbon Marketplace 2018). Selling carbon credits has been made possible 

through implementing a coordinated program of strategic early dry season burning 

throughout the IPA. The high and low rainfall SEALFA projects were registered as Eligible 

Offsets Projects by ALFA in 2015 (Australia’s Carbon Marketplace 2018). The Rangers report 

all fire management information to Bushfires NT and ALFA (Yugul Mangi Rangers 2015), 

although their entry into the carbon market occurred just as I finished fieldwork, so I am not 

aware of the specifics of this reporting method. 

 

6.3.2.3.3 Reporting to authorities 

An additional role for the Rangers is to patrol and report on suspicious activity. This is an 

attempt to ensure compliance in a remote area with little to no other surveillance. 

We’d go down the river, Port Roper, monitor the river, even the tourists 

you know, we used to watch out the tourists. Which side they threw their 

nets. Their cray pots. Make sure they didn’t throw them on this side, only 

on the other side. You couldn’t find any craypots on this side we’d notify 

the policy, report it to the police (Interview 3b 2016). 

This is important for quarantine objectives, and the Rangers collect, remove and send 

samples of ghost nets and unknown plants and animals to Fisheries and Biosecurity for 

monitoring. 

Patrolling and reporting to authorities is also important for local people’s safety. The Roper 

River is a popular fishing destination for tourists and is also where highly sensitive ceremonies 

occur. Conflict occurs when fishers do not follow ceremony rules (Brown 2014). This causes 
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distress to people and Country, making reporting to authorities an important method to 

ensure ceremony rules are respected and people and Country are healthy. 

 

Story 6.10 Telling a strong story to funders of the Ngukurr Language Centre 

A measure of successful caring for Country is when people are speaking the right language 

in the right place. Therefore, for the Ranger program to be strong and successful, the 

Ngukurr Language Centre also needs to be strong and successful, to ensure that language 

knowledge is maintained and learnt, so that it continues to be spoken on Country, and so 

that knowledge of Country contained in language is maintained. 

To prove the ‘success’ of its activities and programs in 2014, the Ngukurr Language Centre 

was required to provide quantitative data on the numbers of people, numbers of hours 

and the number of languages. They were then given space to provide comments and 

elaborate on the ‘qualitative’ measures of success (Ngukurr Language Centre 2013, 

2014b). 

While the total number of local people who received mentoring, training and skills 

development through the Ngukurr Language Centre was significant, perhaps a more 

significant ‘performance indicator’ for training was the success of two young part-time 

language workers, who not only received training but also ongoing on-the-job mentoring 

and support (Field Notes 1b 2014). The training included not only the use of recording 

equipment, language elicitation (how to ask speakers for information about their 

language), the use of software programs to transcribe languages, project planning and 

assisting with language lessons at the school, but the language workers were also 

supported in work skills, including workplace expectations like being punctual and reliable, 

and their own language literacy.  

The recruitment, training and growth in capacity of the two young language workers was 

slated as ‘the most significant positive change’ during the funding period (Ngukurr 

Language Centre 2014b). Success was discussed as including the development of 

leadership skills, the rare opportunity to learn their languages, and assisting local people 

to access knowledge that was being lost (Ngukurr Language Centre 2014b). As a result of 

their working in the Ngukurr Language Centre, more people of their age group (twenties 

and thirties) began ‘to express their interest in learning their languages, and have utilised 

the Language Centre for that purpose, by way of language lessons and materials’ (Ngukurr 

Language Centre 2014b). The language workers both began using ‘every day phrases in 

their languages with older people, and this in turn generates well-being and motivation 
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among the older generations’ and increased interest in language learning from local 

people (Ngukurr Language Centre 2014b). 

How then does one measure the success of a ‘language revitalisation’ program? By the 

number of people involved and the hours of language recorded? Or through the use of 

every day phrases in language, an interest in learning, the ‘esteem’ of the work of the 

language centre in Ngukurr and surrounds, the development of leadership skills, and 

through feelings of ‘well-being’?  

The work of Smyth and others (see Smyth and Beeron 2001, Smyth et al. 2002) on ‘cultural 

indicators’ could help to answer these questions. Cultural indicators are ‘measurable 

attributes of a culture that provide information on its well-being or rate of change’ (Smyth 

and Beeron 2001 p. 106). Cultural indicators, like other indicators of effectiveness, can be 

‘categorised as pressure, condition or response indicators’ (Smyth and Beeron 2001 p. 

106). 

This work on potential indicators highlights the fundamental underpinnings of culture, 

such as land ownership, access to Country, and support for language maintenance, as 

opposed to direct measures of specific elements of culture, such as culturally based 

knowledge, practices, or beliefs. Most importantly, all indicators, whether they are defined 

as cultural indicators or indicators for healthy Country, need to be reviewed for their 

appropriateness over time and need to be developed for and with particular clan groups 

in particular places (Smyth et al. 2002). 

 

6.4 Key findings 
This chapter has described aspirations and measures of success for Yugul Mangi People for 

land and sea management in Ngukurr. The following sub-sections provide a concise summary 

of the key findings from this case study. These key findings, and those from the APY Lands 

provided in Chapter 5, will guide the discussion in the next chapter. 

 

Yugul Mangi aspirations for ILSM in Ngukurr: Right people, 

strong relationships, being guided by the Drimin 

Traditional Owners following the Drimin to look after Country 

The right people need to talk for the right Country for Country to be cared for in the right 

way. Rights and responsibilities for Country and ceremony – mingirringi (owner), junggayi 
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(manager), and dalyin (supervisor) – are inherited and defined by kinship. This traditional 

ownership is the primary foundation of local authority structures and resilience. ILSM 

programs and Rangers should engage with the TOs of the Country they are working on, 

including involving them in operational decisions and facilitating their visiting and checking 

on their Country.  

Ceremony must be kept strong in order for Country to be reproduced. In ceremony there is 

knowledge and practice of who, where and how Country should be cared for. Ranger 

programs should complement ceremonial activities and attendance, as opposed to hindering 

them. ILSM programs can also be a means of connecting to Country to meet obligations to 

ancestors, kinship and Country itself.  

Resources and facilities, including the spatial organisation of rooms and buildings, 

appropriate bathroom faciltities, and enough vehicles, should allow Rangers to work in ILSM 

while continuing to observe the avoidance relationships that are integral to life in Ngukurr. 

ILSM programs need to employ both men and women, because some knowledge, 

ceremonies, and places are exclusively gendered and need to be managed as such. Ideally, a 

local man and woman should be employed as coordintors or senior Rangers. Vehicles and 

other resources should be provided to ensure men can work with men and women with 

women if that makes them feel more comfortable. ILSM should also offer women in Ngukurr 

an opportunity to build confidence, become less shy, become independent, learn new skills 

and be role models to other young girls and women in Ngukurr.  

The right language should be spoken on the right Country. Language and Country exist 

together, because in language there is knowledge, practices, relationships, stories, and 

kinship, and language contains knowledge for caring for Country. Rangers should work with 

the Ngukurr Language Centre to ensure Elders with language knowledge are involved in ILSM 

programs and Rangers have access to language resources, to ensure decisions for Country 

are based on the best knowledge possible. 

ILSM should be done holistically, moving beyond the categories of sea, land and freshwater. 

Regardless, though, there are important people-places that need to be cared for including 

ceremony sites, significant sites, rock art sites, sea Country and freshwater places. Caring for 

important sites includes visiting and checking on them to check that people are not going 

there if they are not supposed to, using right way fire to either burn, or not burn the sites, 

and protecting rock art sites from rain and fire. 
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Strong Yugul Mangi-led governance of ILSM programs 

Yugul Mangi knowledge and governance practices should guide all ILSM activities. TOs should 

be recognised as the authorities for Country, including through the IPA Advisory Committee. 

Planning of work should be driven from the ground up to ensure control of ILSM progams is 

localised and work plans should be flexible, to ensure ILSM programs are responsive to the 

changing social and physical environments in which the Rangers work. 

Young people learning from Elders on Country 

ILSM should be assisting young people to learn knowledge, practices, language, and lore from 

old people on Country, including through young people and Elders generally being on 

Country together, and specifically through culture camps and walks on Country. 

Strong and equal partnerships 

Equitable and respectful partnerships can increase capacity for ILSM. Partnerships with the 

Ngukurr Language Centre, scientists, researchers, Quarantine and Fisheries should be strong 

and entered into freely, with percieved benefits for both the Rangers and the other parties. 

 

Yugul Mangi aspirations for ILSM in Ngukurr: Contemporary 

Yugul Mangi articulations of ILSM aspirations 

Securing resources to visit and live on Country 

The Ranger program should be facilitating more people visiting or living on their Country, in 

order that they can care for it. The ILSM program should provide jobs and economic 

development for Yugul Mangi People on Country. These jobs should be empowering and 

interesting, and should develop pride and confidence in people and their work. Enterprise 

development is a mechanism to diversify funding for ILSM and increase the capacity of the 

program. ILSM should provide access to training for the Rangers, including so they can work 

in the caring for Country industry, so they can monitor aspects of that caring for Country, and 

so they are learning skills that are potentially transferable to other projects and forms of 

empolyment. Walks on Country should occur regularly, to ensure the Rangers and young 

people are learning the oral stories, the songs and the stories of Country, so both men and 

women know the important sites in their IPA, and so they know the relationships between 

people, plants, animals and Country. 
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Caring for fire 

Fire is cared for when it is done by the right people in the right places at the right time. ILSM 

programs should support the right people to burn Country, through access to vehicles and 

other resources, or through facilitating processes to defer authority to burn Country to the 

Ranger group. The Ranger group should continue their involvement in fire abatement 

projects, through which they are able to sell carbon credits on the market, and which allows 

them to make money to further assist people to access Country and reduces their reliance 

on government funding. 

Caring for important plants and animals 

The Rangers should be caring for Country so there is an abundance of animals and plants for 

people to hunt and collect. The laws enscribed in ceremony and the Drimin should be 

followed regarding who can hunt, when they can hunt, who can eat particular animals, and 

how animals should be eaten and disposed of. Young people should be learning these laws, 

and about indicator species which show when Country is healthy or not. 

ILSM should provide opportunities for people to visit, check on and manage their sea Country 

and fresh water places because the managenent of sea Country and fresh water places is 

done with as much commitment and urgency as land management. This includes working 

with Quarantine and Fisheries to patrol sea Country, conducting early season burns to 

protect fresh water places, and working with researchers to fence billabongs to manage non-

native animal damage. 

Managing non-native plants and animals 

There are non-native animals that people in Ngukurr want to remain because they provide 

real or perceived economic opportunities, they are hunted for food, they have a history in 

the region, and/or they have been integrated into and belong to Country. The management 

of wanted/desirable non-native animals (buffalo, horses and cattle) should be done through 

commercial enterprises, including mustering for live sale, pet meat and pastoral operations.  

There are also non-native animals (e.g. cane toads and cats) and non-native plants (e.g. 

mimosa, parkinsonia, and gamba grass) on Country that are seen by Yugul Mangi People as 

problematic. These plants and animals are generally those that cause damage to Country and 

have no stories, important history, or culinary and economic use. Unwanted non-native 

plants and animals should be managed through ILSM in collaboration with Munanga 
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scientists because population sizes are large, dispersed and complex, and neither Munanga 

nor Yugul Mangi People know all the information to manage these these animals effectively 

alone. 

 

Yugul Mangi measures of success in ILSM in Ngukurr: Right 

people, strong relationships, being guided by the Drimin 

Extent to which Yugul Mangi People’s knowledge practices and worldviews guide 

ILSM programs 

Yugul Mangi governance practices are leading ILSM when Yugul Mangi People’s knowledge 

practices are supported. The Rangers are turning up to work consistently and on time when 

the ILSM program is functioning in a culturally sensitive manner. The Rangers have control 

over planning mechanisms, so control of the ILSM program is kept local and power stays with 

the Rangers. 

 

Extent to which Yugul Mangi People and Munanga are learning to do good 

governance together in an intercultural setting 

The ILSM programs in Ngukurr are inherently intercultural so Yugul Mangi People and 

Munanga need to be learning to do good governance together in an intercultural setting. 

Learning to do good governance together means recognising the authority of Elders and TOs. 

Rangers are working ‘good way’ when they are overseen by, and are communicating with, 

TOs, they respect the Drimin and they come to work consistently and on time. The ILSM story 

is told to Elders, TOs and local people, formally through the IPA Advisory Committee and 

informally through every day conversation TOs know where the Rangers are and what they 

are doing on Country. All Munangu working with the Rangers are doing cultural awareness 

training to ensure they understand cultural protcols, including avoidance relationships. 

Strong, good faith relationships and partnerships are supporting Yugul Mangi governance. 

Extent to which Yugul Mangi People feel good for Country 

While people are visiting and checking on Country, how they feel is used to indicate whether 

Country is healthy or not. This idea that ‘a feeling’, of being ‘happy’ or ‘sad’ for caring for 

Country work is used by people in Ngukurr as a tool for measurement 



Chapter 6: Evaluating success in ILSM at Ngukurr 

 327 

Extent to which Country is being enacted according to the Drimin 

People in Ngukurr care for Country because they are obliged to. It is part of their network of 

responsibilities – to care for Country, maintain kin relations, and participate in ceremonies. 

If these last two responsibilities are being met, if kin relationships are strong and ceremony 

is occurring at the right time with the right people, then caring for Country will be working 

too. If ceremony is not occurring or the right people are not attending, then Country suffers 

too. 

Extent to which partnerships are maintained in good faith 

Through partnership with scientists, the Rangers are learning and using a variety of scientific 

monitoring skills to strengthen their reporting to funders. This quantitative information in 

proving the positive impacts the Ranger program has on people and Country and developing 

a better argument to continue funding Ranger projects. These partnerships are enacted in 

good-faith and based on respect, with time spent listening and hearing each other. 

 

Extent to which young people are learning from Elders 

Country is healthy when children are learning from Elders, because this is critical to the 

intergenerational continuity of caring for, and monitoring Country. Knowledge is being 

passed on by Elders through practice and stories and the right way to look after Country is 

being taught, including when and how to hunt, how to prepare animals for eating, when to 

burn, when ceremonies should occur and who needs to be there. Children are learning the 

knowledge and practices to continue to do their work in the future.  

 

Yugul Mangi measures of success in ILSM in Ngukurr: 

Contemporary Yugul Mangi articulations of measures of success 

in ILSM 

Number of family groups living on, visiting and checking on Country 

Country is a part of people and people are a part of Country, so when people are visiting, 

living and checking on Country they can feel whether it is healthy or not. Monitoring and 

evaluation happens during these times, when people are on Country, visiting and checking 
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on places. TOs and Rangers are using aerial and remote sensing to check on Country that is 

difficult to access. 

More sustainable jobs in ILSM means Yugul Mangi People can continue to live in Ngukurr and 

care for their Country. The Rangers are telling a strong story of how they have used the 

money provided through government funding, by reporting to the NLC, and through other 

project reports, including to Fisheries and Central Arnhem Land Fire Abatement (CALFA), so 

their funding is diversified and sustainable. The Ngukurr Language Centre is also telling a 

strong story to funders, so they are ensuring language knowledge is maintained and learnt, 

so it is spoken on Country, and so that knowledge of Country contained in language is 

maintained. 

Yugul Mangi identified indicators being used to measure success 

Using Yugul Mangi identified indicators to demonstrate healthy Country is an important 

component of contemporary ILSM. Yugul Mangi identified indicators for fire and bush foods 

were highlighted by Yugul Mangi People. 

Early burning is done by the right people with knowledge passed on from the Elders. When 

fires are burning in the cool weather time it is being done in the right way, because it is 

producing healthy Country with bush tucker and animals for hunting. Early season burning is 

done by the Yugul Mangi Rangers because they have access to resources, including wages, 

vehicles, quad bikes, drip torches, and access to helicopters and incendiaries. Fire is 

monitored through walking and being on Country, by the abundance of bush foods, and 

successful hunting opportunities. The North Australian Fire Information (NAFI) website is 

used to monitor the success of fire management, with Rangers checking if they have lit 

enough early, cool fires over successive years to prevent large hot late wildfires. Fires are 

burning in the months determined by the carbon abatement methodology, because there is 

a signifcant financial incentive to have cool fires between May and August. 

Ranger activities are helping to make sure there are lots of bush foods on Country and the 

ILSM program is providing opportunities for people to access Country to go hunting and 

fishing. Seasonal indicators are being used to monitor when particular species should be 

hunted or gathered. Country is healthy and ILSM is successful when there is an abundance 

of animals and plants for hunting. This abundance is monitored through checking for tracks 

and markings, checking rock art and through going hunting. 

Reporting ILSM success to funders 
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The Yugul Mangi Rangers are predominantly funded through the NLC which administers the 

WoC and IPA funding. The Rangers also receive discrete project funding through fee-for-

service and fire management, as well as project support from partners and philanthropists. 

To each of these funders the Rangers must tell a strong story of how effectively they have 

used their money. This should be guided by Yugul Mangi People. 

 

6.5 Conclusion 
Yugul Mangi People care for Country that they are responsible for in South East Arnhem Land 

in Northern Australia. Caring for Country occurs formally in Ngukurr through the Yugul Mangi 

Rangers and the SEAL IPA. The Northern Land Council auspices these local organisations and 

they are governed by TOs through an IPA Advisory Committee, which has representation 

from the seven clan groups in Ngukurr. Every day governance of ILSM programs occurs 

through the formal advisory committee, as well as the actions of individuals and clan groups 

within the autonomous Indigenous space. 

It is against this contemporary backdrop that Yugul Mangi People aspire to care for Country. 

There are clear aspirations for their ILSM programs, with these falling into two categories: 

right people, strong relationships, being guided by the Drimin; and contemporary Yugul 

Mangi articulations of these processes. Having the right people, with strong relationships and 

guided by the Drimin is about ensuring that the right process for caring for Country is 

maintained. The right process includes: having TOs following the Drimin to look after 

Country; strong Yugul Mangi-led governance of ILSM programs; young people learning from 

Elders on Country; and strong and equal partnerships. After ensuring the right process is 

sustained, Yugul Mangi People identified several contemporary aspirations that arise in the 

here-and-now of ILSM, including: securing resources to visit Country; caring for fire; caring 

for important plants and animals; and managing non-native plants and animals. 

Yugul Mangi People are clear about how these aspirations can be evaluated and these 

measures of success can similarly be grouped into categories of right process and 

contemporary articulations of aspirations. To ensure that ILSM is founded on the right 

people, strong relationships, guided by the Drimin, Yugul Mangi People evaluate: whether 

Yugul Mangi knowledge practices are guiding ILSM programs; whether Yugul Mangi People 

and Munanga are learning to do good governance together; whether Yugul Mangi People 

feel good for Country; whether Country is being enacted according to the Drimin; whether 

partnerships are maintained in good faith; and whether young people are learning from 
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Elders. In the here-and-now of contemporary ILSM, Yugul Mangi articulations of measures of 

success include: whether there are jobs for Yugul Mangi People on Country; whether Yugul 

Mangi identified indicators are being used to measure success; and whether ILSM success is 

being reported to funders. 

The most significant aspirations and measures of success for ILSM in Ngukurr will guide the 

discussion in the next chapter and will be contrasted to those that were identified for Anangu 

in the APY Lands in the previous chapter. Some of the differences in the monitoring of ILSM 

will be explored, including a discussion of the contemporary realities of evaluative practices 

in Ngukurr, compared with the ideals presented in this chapter. The discussion will conclude 

with an exploration of the implications that these aspirations and measures of success have 

for contemporary collaborative management and policy. 
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7.1 Introduction 
The TOs and Ranger groups driving the ILSM movement have worked hard for 

acknowledgement and institutional support. Significant resources have now been invested 

into ILSM programs across Australia to further establish Ranger groups and resource their 

administration. As these programs mature, both ILSM practitioners and their collaborators 

are grappling with how to evaluate success, a necessary requirement to satisfy investment 

from Government and other funders and to reassure TOs that the values of Country 

important to them are being adequately protected and nurtured. Various approaches have 

been developed to evaluate ILSM but there has been little work describing the experience of 

M&E from Indigenous perspectives. This thesis has advanced the discussion by providing 

accounts of how TOs and Rangers from two ILSM groups are responding to the evaluation of 

their ILSM programs and collaborations. Both people-places – the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands and Ngukurr – are evaluating their ILSM work through their IPA 

programs, WoC funded Ranger groups and other privately funded initiatives, each with 

requisite reporting requirements. Through telling the stories of these two people-places, a 

broader story of the evaluative work of contemporary ILSM has emerged. 

I have used background research, collaborative investigations with TOs and Rangers, and self-

reflection, to observe the activities undertaken and assess what was being achieved. The 

results have satisfied the aims of 1) identifying Indigenous aspirations for ILSM; and 2) 

identifying Indigenous measures of success in ILSM. As described in Chapters 5 and 6, I found 

that, in both people-places, being on Country, performing ceremony, telling and singing the 

Tjukurpa or Drimin, Elders teaching young people, and maintaining language, are regarded 

as high and legitimate priorities for TOs and Rangers. This chapter begins by summarising the 

convergences and differences in the aspirations and evaluative practices of Anangu in the 

desert and Yugul Mangi People in the savannah, in their respective ILSM programs. The 

chapter then concludes by exploring the implications of the findings on collaborative 

management and policy for the evaluation of ILSM. 

 

7.2 Summary and convergences in the desert and the 

savannah 
This section distils the commonalities between the aspirations and measures of success for 

ILSM of Anangu in the APY Lands and Yugul Mangi People at Ngukurr. By drawing out these 

commonalities, there is no intention to make the two case studies commensurate; rather, 
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themes have been identified that run through them both. This process highlights the 

‘localness’ of ILSM practices and policies – each ILSM organisation and its evaluative practices 

are unique to their environmental, cultural, social and political realities, which have been 

shaped in part by specific local histories. Highlighting convergences in the case studies 

recognises, however, that TOs and Rangers, through their ILSM organisations, are engaging 

with the ‘local’ centres of regional, national and global decision-making, to gain 

acknowledgement and support. 

 

7.2.1 Ontologies of caring for Country in the desert and the savannah 
The practices of being responsible to care for Country for both Anangu in the APY Lands and 

Yugul Mangi People at Ngukurr has been impacted to varying degrees in the last century by 

processes of colonisation. In some places, languages, particularly around Ngukurr, have been 

spoken less, and new languages, like Kriol, are now dominant. Some Country has not been 

visited as often, with knowledge of how to care for and reproduce that Country only being 

held by a handful of old people. It can be challenging to engage young people in caring for 

Country, as the services and attractions of contemporary life become more important. 

Regardless of these pressures and threats, though, the ontology of Country as a set of 

relationships, connections and obligations continues to underpin both Anangu and Yugul 

Mangi People’s aspirations to care for Country and people. That is, the primary objective of 

their engagement with Country is ‘cultural’, with ILSM used as a means to achieve these 

cultural objectives. This cultural-legal framework of connections and responsibilities is the 

backdrop to the aspirations, roles and activities for ILSM (see Robinson et al. 2016a), and is 

what guides the way people assess the health of their Country, value different types of 

management practices, and assess the outcomes of their management activities. Monitoring 

of Country by Anangu and Yugul Mangi People embodies their ways of knowing, being and 

doing. It is useful then, to articulate, as best as one can, an Anangu and Yugul Mangi 

worldview of ILSM, which in both people-places, is underpinned by the agency and sentience 

of Country. The quotes and anecdotes used in this chapter were presented in Chapters 5 and 

6 but are repeated here to illustrate the point. 

In both Ngukurr and the APY Lands, ILSM is based primarily on the concept of Country. 

Country is inseparable from the creation ontology of the Tjukurpa in the APY Lands and the 

Drimin at Ngukurr. The songs, stories and dances of the Tjukurpa and the Drimin celebrate 

the interconnectivity of humans and the sentient land, and the land comes alive as the places, 
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food and water sources created by the ancestors are re-energised through caring for the 

ancestors, the stories and Country, in place and spirit (James 2015). 

Anangu visit ngura walytja, their homelands, with nguraritja, Traditional Owners or people 

belonging to that place, as ‘part of a cycle of relationship renewal to kin-Country; renewal of 

relationship with Tjukurpa ancestors and the spirits of forbears who have passed into the 

rocks and trees of their home-Country’ (James 2015 p. 34). This is similar at Ngukurr. Local 

people in both the APY Lands and Ngukurr are Traditional Owners of tracts of land and water, 

under local governance systems, with the collective ownership of Country determined and 

differentiated on the basis of language and kin affiliations (see Peterson and Langton 1983). 

It is clear that for Anangu and Yugul Mangi People in the APY Lands and at Ngukurr 

respectively, Country listens, smells, feels and intentionally interacts and reacts to the 

presence of humans nearby. Country is alive and is produced through relationships. Country 

can only exist if people are visiting it and remembering it. Country feels sad when it is not 

being visited, when it is not being produced by the right people. One of the Rangers at 

Ngukurr told me that Country cries out for its owners. She said that for Country that has no 

people visiting or living with it, ‘the outstation just sitting, crying out: “When my people 

gonna come back and live with me?”’ She went on to say that ‘Country's there just sitting 

down and waiting for people to come home.’ 

People feel sorry for Country, worry about Country, and long for Country. The same Ranger 

at Ngukurr told me that for Country that has no people visiting or living with it, ‘Make you 

sorry. Make you cry.’ She cried when the Rangers visited her mother’s Country because no 

one had been there for many years and she worried that it would be many more years before 

anyone could come back. They had to travel by helicopter because there are no roads to that 

Country and the old people could not walk there. 

Country itself is alive with ancestors and family that have passed away. This was explained 

by a Ranger at Ngukurr: ‘When you go out to your outstation, you still feel the spirit of your 

people in your land. You still can feel them, they there. … Old people, you feel them. Their 

spirits.’ When people visit Country, they are also visiting their family and ancestors. 

Country is alive with physical manifestations of people’s direct ancestors. An Elder at Ngukurr 

told me that the brown python is Dreaming for her children and that when she was a child, 

her grandmother pointed to the snake and told her: ‘It’s very smooth my girl. This is your 

abuji [grandmother].’ 
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Physical features in Country can also be manifestations of the ancestor beings as they 

travelled around producing Country during creation time. During a trip in the APY Lands to 

an important site in Walalkara IPA, a series of rocks were identified as a wati (man) sitting on 

a hill watching over kungka tjuta (women), to protect them and watch out for any other watis 

who might be coming. Another rock was part of a story where two people are hugging. 

Waterholes were identified as kangkuru (older sister) and malanypa (younger brother). Trees 

were shown to be the ngintaka (goanna) from the Ngintaka Tjukurpa, rocks were the 

porcupine (echidna) from the Porcupine Tjukurpa. Smaller rocks were pointed out as tracks 

from people or animals as they passed through Country during creation time, colours in the 

rocks were blood. 

People talk to Country and Country responds. At Ngukurr, an Elder talked about using a fire 

ritual to ask Country for food. They would make a big fire, take two sticks and point them 

towards the moon, then bang them together and ask the moon for good luck in fishing. The 

next day they would go hunting and would catch a lot of fish. Country had heard them, 

listened and provided food in return.  

Country can harm people if they do the wrong thing. In the APY Lands during a trip to Watarru 

IPA, one of the women fell ill and the other women explained that she was probably sick 

because the Wati (men’s) Tjukurpa had entered her and made her throat burn and vomit 

(Field Notes 1a 2014). 

At Ngukurr and in the APY Lands, Country is not just a landscape full of rocks and trees and 

rivers and animals; it has ‘a consciousness and a will towards life’ (Rose 1996a). Betty 

Billawag, an Elder in Belyuen quoted in Povinelli (1995), highlighted the human-Dreaming-

environmental interactions to the health and productivity of the countryside. Work is done 

when people talk to Country, visit Country, walk on Country, and sit, relax, camp and be with 

family and Country. 

Country is related to particular people and this identification with place, or ‘locatedness’, is, 

according to Rose (2000 p. 106), fundamental to Indigenous people’s understanding of life 

all over Australia. The ILSM practices and the particular Country that is cared for are integral 

components of Indigenous people’s identity (Robinson et al. 2016a). The ties that exist 

between particular people and particular Country give meaning to social and cultural life, as 

people manage the tensions between ‘producing and reproducing the ties that bind while 

yet sustaining and manipulating the flexibility that prevents bonds from becoming shackles’ 

(Rose 2000 p. 106). The sites and regions that are managed or cared for are embedded within 
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a Country that was moulded by the ancestors in creation time, when the pathways they 

travelled divided and ordered relationships between people, clans, living resources, totems 

and Country. Based on these connections, Traditional Owners manage their clan estates in 

collaboration with Ranger groups through ‘a mosaic of discrete property and managerial 

group rights and shared regional, cultural and economic exchange relationships’ (Robinson 

et al. 2016a p. 26). 

7.2.2 Responsibilities derived from owning and being owned by 

Country 
Responsibilities deriving from owning and being owned by Country and belonging to a 

particular place are the primary motivators for Indigenous people to engage in ILSM. To be 

an owner of Country and to belong to a place therefore means to be responsible for it. 

Specific responsibilities for and with Country identified through this research mirror those of 

Indigenous people in Yarralin in the Northern Territory identified in Rose (2000). These 

responsibilities are listed below with the relevant quotes from data previously presented in 

Chapters 5 and 6. 

Keeping Country ‘clean’ by burning it properly. 

Remind me to burn that grass there to clean it up (Ngukurr, see Chapter 

6). 

Using Country by hunting, gathering, fishing, and generally letting the Country know that 

people are there. 

Good for go and camping. … Camping and showing little children how we 

can go and hunt in the billabong, or how we can hunt for sugarbag, and 

all that. But camping in our spot where you like to stay for maybe couple 

of days or more. … And then you walk along and you see tracks of animals. 

Then you know those animals are there (Ngukurr, see Chapter 6). 

Protecting Country, particularly Ceremony and other important sites, from unwanted or 

forbidden visitors and other damage (see Figure 7.1 – APY Lands, Chapter 5). 
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Figure 7.1 Mrs Ken with a sign that a group of TOs painted in Kanpi in the APY Lands to ensure 

proper protocols would be followed for an important women’s site nearby. The sign says 

‘Minyma-ku Tjukurpa. Pampuntja wiya.’ – ‘Women’s Tjukurpa. Don’t touch’ 

Credit: Jennifer Macdonald 

Protecting species related to that Country, including following laws for hunting, harvesting, 

and consumption. 

We don’t want to eat them (warru, black footed rock wallaby) anymore 

because we looking after now, today. We’re working for rock wallaby, 

looking after (APY Lands, in Read et al. 2018). 

I can't eat im (barramundi). Only that little one, but that bigwan I can't. 

I'm not allowed. Especially at Ceremony time (Ngukurr, see Chapter 6). 

Protecting dangerous places so that harm does not come out of that Country. 

Build a fence around this rock that, when touched, releases a swarm of 

flies (APY Lands, see Chapter 5). 
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Providing and educating a new generation of owners with the knowledge to take over 

responsibilities for that Country. 

We want to take the younger kids and take them home and tell them 

country, inma. Teach them how to make bush medicine, how to survive 

on the land, teach them about the resources that are there, and how to 

utilise that (APY Lands, see Chapter 5). 

Learning and performing the ceremonies which keep Country and people strong. 

When you care for your country, is when you have your ceremony 

(Ngukurr, see Chapter 6). 

 

7.2.2 Aspirations and evaluative practices in the desert and the 

savannah 
While the specificities of the local contexts in the desert and the savannah differ, the results 

show a number of important commonalities running through the aspirations and measures 

of success in both ILSM contexts. In each people-place, both aspirations and measures of 

success can be grouped under two themes: 1) Right people, strong relationships, being 

guided by the Tjukurpa/Drimin; and 2) Contemporary articulations of ILSM aspirations or 

measures of success (Table 7.1). 
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Table 7.1 Summary of results 

 In the Desert In the Savannah 

Aspirations 

Right people, 

strong 

relationships, being 

guided by the 

Tjukurpa/Drimin 

Nguraritja following the 

Tjukurpa to look after Ngura 

walytja 

Traditional Owners following the 

Drimin to look after Country 

Strong Anangu-led governance 

of ILM programs 

Strong Yugul Mangi-led 

governance of ILSM programs 

Ngarpatji-ngapartji: Anangu and 

Piranpa working and learning 

together 

Strong and equal partnerships 

 Young people learning from Elders 

on Country 

Contemporary 

articulations of 

ILSM aspirations 

Securing resources to live and 

work on Country 

Securing resources to visit and live 

on Country, access training 

opportunities and develop 

enterprises 

Caring for fire Caring for fire 

Caring for important plants and 

animals 

Caring for important plants and 

animals 

Managing non-native plants and 

animals 

Managing non-native plants and 

animals 

Healthy Anangu means healthy 

Country 

 

Measures of success 

Right people, 

strong 

relationships, being 

guided by the 

Tjukurpa/Drimin 

Extent to which Anangu 

knowledge practices and 

worldviews guide ILM 

Extent to which Yugul Mangi 

Peoples’ knowledge practices and 

worldviews guide ILSM programs 

Extent to which Anangu and 

Piranpa are learning to do good 

governance together in an 

intercultural setting 

Extent to which Yugul Mangi 

People and Munanga are learning 

to do good governance together in 

an intercultural setting 

Extent to which Anangu feel 

happy when on Country 

Extent to which Yugul Mangi 

People feel good for Country 

Extent to which Country is being 

enacted, according to the 

Tjukurpa 

Extent to which Country is being 

enacted according to the Drimin 

Extent to which relationships are 

maintained in good faith 

Extent to which partnerships are 

maintained in good faith 

 Extent to which young people are 

learning from Elders 

Contemporary 

articulations of 

measures of 

success in ILSM 

Number of Anangu employed in 

jobs on Country 

Number of family groups living on, 

visiting and checking on Country 

Anangu identified indicators are 

used to measure success 

Yugul Mangi identified indicators 

being used to measure success 

 Reporting ILSM success to funders 
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7.2.2.1 Right people, strong relationships, being guided by the 

Tjukurpa/Drimin 
For Indigenous people across Australia, Country is holistic and relational. Therefore, to care 

for Country means caring for both people and places and enacting that care in the right way 

together. For this to happen, appropriate principles and processes must guide ILSM, which 

include the actions involved in governing Country – kinship (right people), access, the 

Tjukurpa/Drimin, and mobilising local knowledge systems for ILSM. The relational and 

reciprocal nature to Country and people means that kinship systems, ceremony and totems 

produce a ‘division of labour’ and individuals only have responsibilities to look after certain 

entities (for example, particular plants, animals, sacred sites and stories). This makes 

categorising caring for the whole of Country difficult. For both Anangu and Yugul Mangi 

People, there were inherent problems in the request to provide a list of categories to look 

after Country. Ensuring that Tjukurpa, ceremony, language and kinship is looked after was 

articulated as more important, because if these are looked after and everyone does the right 

thing, then the whole, and the outcomes, will be healthy. My observation was that TOs and 

Rangers seemed entirely confident that if the right processes were being followed, then 

healthy Country would follow. There seemed to be a feeling that the bio-cultural 

consequences of correct process would be beneficial, whatever they might be. If the right 

people are doing the right thing at the right time, then bio-cultural benefits will follow. 

In both people-places TOs and Rangers aspired to: be guided by the Tjukurpa/Drimin; led by 

Anangu and Yugul Mangi governance processes and practices; develop strong and equal 

partnerships and learning opportunities with non-Indigenous collaborators; and pass on 

knowledge to the next generation. TOs and Rangers then evaluated success through the 

extent to which: their knowledge practices and worldviews were guiding ILSM programs; 

they were learning to do good governance together with non-Indigenous people in an 

intercultural setting; they felt good for Country; they were enacting Country according to the 

Tjukurpa/Drimin; they were developing relationships and partnerships in good faith; and 

their Elders were teaching their young people. These principles and processes – of having the 

right people, with strong relationships, guided by the Tjukurpa/Drimin – are foundational to 

ILSM and are unlikely to change over time. 
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7.2.2.2 Contemporary articulations of ILSM aspirations or measures of 

success 
In both people-places, non-Indigenous concepts were employed, and a list of categories were 

distilled. Indigenous people have become adept at articulating specific outcome orientated 

aspirations and measures of success in their ILSM programs, because funders and 

collaborators require that categories be identified for priority action in the here-and-now of 

ILSM programs. This was not a comfortable process for either Anangu or Yugul Mangi People 

as it challenges the fundamentally holistic and relational nature of Country and people. 

However, it is a process that Anangu and Yugul Mangi People have become familiar with and 

are adept at. TOs and Rangers have worked within ILSM bureaucracies for many years and 

have developed management plans for their IPAs and WoC programs, so are well versed at 

describing their aspirations and measures of success in ILSM in terms that funders and 

collaborators find satisfactory. 

However, to keep it true to Anangu and Yugul Mangi worldviews, the categories described 

were always looking-after-Country-in-action, to ensure that the Anangu and Yugul Mangi 

concepts of kinship, following the Tjukurpa/Drimin and enacting ceremony were maintained 

as the highest priority. Therefore, for example, it is not just caring for fire that is important, 

but caring for fire in the right way, with the right people, at the right time, in the right places. 

It is caring not just for fire, but also caring for fire ceremonies and stories, and the plants, 

animals, water and biota that live with fire. 

When measures of success identified in this thesis referred to physical assets, like ‘pretty 

flowers’ in the APY Lands, the measure of success was based on the process of how the 

physical asset was managed, cared for and produced, not necessarily the physical asset itself. 

The indicator could be simplified to indicate that if pretty flowers are present, then buffel 

grass is absent, people are on Country, doing fire the right way and making sure there are 

bush foods for native animals. But the presence of pretty flowers also indicates whether the 

songs and Ceremony for that Country are occurring, and whether the right people are on 

Country, and thereby observing the flowers. The indicator cannot exist outside the process of 

producing it. The presence of pretty flowers is then an indicator that the right process is being 

followed by Anangu to produce healthy Country, and Country to produce healthy Anangu. 

This example shows that indicators need to be analysed by Indigenous people themselves 

because the monitoring cannot exist outside the process of doing the monitoring. 
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When we travelled out to Walalkara IPA in the APY Lands, there was a disagreement about 

the success of the trip because we spent little to no time cleaning any of the soaks or 

rockholes in the area. For the non-Indigenous land management coordinator, this was a 

problem because cleaning rockholes is a specified action in the IPA plan of management and 

ensures clean water for animals. Interestingly, the non-Indigenous scientific justification for 

the cleaning of the waterholes was never queried, despite the pointlessness of the activity, 

given the infrequency of the visits and the inability of anyone to help the animals should 

waterholes dry up. For the Anangu ladies on the trip, that the rockholes were not cleaned 

was not seen as a failure because it was the process of producing those places that was most 

important to them, which included taking the right people there, telling Tjukurpa stories and 

dancing the inma, and teaching the young women who came on the trip. 

On another trip in the APY Lands to Kanpi, the primary land management outcome was 

producing and installing two signs at important cultural sites. These signs contained 

information about how the sites should be cared for, who could visit them, and any warnings 

related to the sites. The signs had no direct or immediate biodiversity outcomes. While 

protecting cultural sites could have flow-on biodiversity outcomes, like those gained from 

practicing right-way fire, biodiversity outcomes were not the outcome specifically desired. It 

was the process of putting the signs up and creating them together that was important, as 

this activity affirmed relationships, was based on positive and respectful partnerships and 

was a means by which Anangu could access their Country from which they lived many 

hundreds of kilometres away. 

Even in relation to the three most significant environmental threats often identified in ILSM, 

frequently quoted as ‘fire, weeds and ferals’, it was the process by which these threats were 

approached that denoted success. At Ngukurr, Yugul Mangi People talked about wanting the 

right people to burn Country at the right time, with Rangers consulting TOs when burning on 

their Country. In the APY Lands, the control and management of camel populations was 

advocated, but only with permission from TOs. Mustering was suggested as a possible threat 

mitigation action, but Anangu governance of the mustering was highlighted as paramount to 

ensure no men were mustering in women’s sites. Spraying weeds in Ngukurr was often done 

by the women with other women and the men with other men. Going out to spray weeds on 

Country was often accompanied by other activities, like fishing and visiting Country. The 

measure of success in the management of ‘fire, weeds and ferals’ is primarily about whether 

the process is right. These processes included consulting with TOs, protecting the integrity of 
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Country, and ensuring the management activity is done in collaboration with activities that 

produced Country. 

In both people-places, TOs and Rangers aspired to: secure resources to live and work on 

Country; care for fire; care for important plants and animals; and manage non-native plants 

and animals. TOs and Rangers then evaluated success through: the number of Anangu or 

Yugul Mangi People living, working and visiting Country; and the extent to which Anangu or 

Yugul Mangi indicators were used to measure success. These are the things that TOs and 

Rangers are worrying about in their day-to-day lives. They are specific to the here and now 

of both the APY Lands and Ngukurr and could, and probably will, change over time. 

 

7.2.2.3 ILSM guided by Anangu and Yugul Mangi governance practices 
One of the key findings of this thesis is that implementing – that is, the ability to implement 

through one’s own agency – ‘good governance’ for ILSM, is key to the aspirations, measures 

of success and outcomes for Indigenous land and sea managers. As described in Chapters 5 

and 6, the aspirations for Anangu and Yugul Mangi People are fundamentally for ILSM to be 

done by the right people, with strong relationships, and guided by the Tjukurpa/Drimin 

(Indigenous Law). If these tenets are followed then the outcomes, or measures of success, 

will be right, whatever they are. The principle and process of having the right people working 

in the right place at the right time then manifests in particular ways at particular times and is 

articulated as contemporary articulations of ILSM aspirations or measures of success. 

The principles of having ILSM done by the right people, with strong relationships, guided by 

the Tjukurpa/Drimin can be understood as ILSM being guided by Anangu and Yugul Mangi 

governance practices. Indigenous governance of lands and seas is based on the acquisition 

by particular people of ceremonial knowledge for particular people-places (Rose 2000). 

Despite the impacts of colonisation, those who own, and are owned by, their clan estates 

continue to have a responsibility for ‘holding the dreaming’ (Rose 2000) – performing regular 

ceremonies, protecting sacred sites and caring for the clan estate, including the land, water, 

people, animals and stories. Facilitating a resurgence of authority and governance was a 

motivating factor in the homelands movement (Blanchard 1987, Coombs 1994) and in the 

rehabilitation of ILSM activities on Country. Essentially, what Anangu and Yugul Mangi People 

articulated through this research, is that the primary aspiration and measure of success for 

ILSM is for it to be governed by Anangu and Yugul Mangi governance practices. The 

implications of negotiating good governance of ILSM will be discussed in section 7.3. 
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7.2.2.4 Building strong partnerships to use the best available knowledge to 

produce healthy Country and healthy people 
In both the APY Lands and at Ngukurr, Anangu and Yugul Mangi People are pragmatic in their 

efforts to build partnerships and relationships with non-Indigenous collaborators. The 

reasons for building strong relationships included accessing institutional support for Ranger 

programs, opportunities for managing Country using both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

tools and knowledge, and for Anangu and Yugul Mangi People to be learning skills from 

Piranpa and Munanga that improve their contemporary lives, and for Piranpa and Munanga 

to be learning from Anangu and Yugul Mangi People about their Country, languages, and 

culture. Working in ILSM in the APY Lands and at Ngukurr is a process of working and learning 

‘ngapartji-ngapartji’, i.e. reciprocally and cooperatively. When out on Country, Anangu and 

Yugul Mangi People are constantly teaching their Piranpa and Munanga collaborators 

working with them, particularly about Tjukurpa and Drimin sites and stories, and plants and 

animals of interest both culturally and ecologically. Building strong personal relationships 

improves working relationships and can even be part of a process of knowledge maintenance 

and transfer. This collaborative knowledge and governance work is hard and needs to be 

constantly attended to by TOs, Rangers and their non-Indigenous collaborators (see Section 

7.5.2 on tensions in relationships and the needs for their constant renewal and 

reinforcement). 

Collaborating with non-Indigenous people is done under the proviso that the autonomy of 

Indigenous ways of understanding and valuing Country and its ‘benefits’ are maintained 

(Szabo and Smyth 2003, Robinson et al. 2016a). Partnerships between TOs, Rangers, non-

Indigenous scientists, government agencies, land councils and other land managers are seen 

as critical to building the knowledge to properly care for Country in contemporary society. 

These partnerships help to facilitate access to the best available knowledge to produce 

healthy Country and healthy people. 

Through contemporary expressions of ILSM, a number of knowledge forms are sought and 

applied by Anangu and Yugul Mangi People, in order to produce healthy Country and healthy 

people. Local Indigenous knowledge is primary and pivotal, and includes knowledge held in 

Ceremony, the Tjukurpa and Drimin, as well as socio-ecological knowledge passed down 

through generations and local Indigenous governance mechanisms. Knowledge of the ethics 

and origins of Country are contained in the Tjukurpa and the Drimin, with this providing the 
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foundation to negotiate relationships between one place and another, between people and 

places, and between species. 

Local knowledge is not exclusive to caring for Country though, and non-Indigenous technical 

and scientific knowledges of land and sea management are also sought to bolster capacity. 

This includes scientific methods for monitoring and reporting to funders of ILSM, 

implementing management actions for contemporary threats like introduced non-native 

animals (e.g. buffalo and camels) and plants (e.g. buffel grass), and accessing the technical 

support to produce healthy Country over a large area (e.g. accessing Toyotas and 

helicopters). Many Rangers have acquired qualifications through mainstream regulatory 

systems and education institutions, for example in operating incendiary devices from 

helicopters, which in turn improves access to remote Country. These new skills and 

technologies are pursued alongside more ‘customary’ activities, like burning with firesticks 

while walking Country. The new and the customary are valued by TOs and Rangers because 

they develop and maintain knowledge and skills, embody connections to Country and help 

to build an enriched picture of Country. 

Partnerships between TOs, Rangers and non-Indigenous scientists provide additional 

perspectives on how Country should be looked after and how environmental responses from 

particular environmental management actions should be assessed. Together, contemporary 

ILSM knowledge systems, what Robinson et al. (2016a p. 27) describe as ‘actionable’ 

knowledge, are being built that restore and reinforce confidence in TOs and Rangers to make 

decisions about why, where and how areas should be managed. Productive and effective 

partnerships can ensure better planning and more robust institutions for good decision-

making, with these partnerships needing to be reconciled with and respect customary law 

and practice (Robinson et al. 2016a). Strong and respectful partnerships can therefore 

improve caring for Country knowledge and practices, particularly in circumstances where 

contemporary threats, like introduced plants and animals, need to be managed. 

 

7.2.2.5 Educate the next generation of TOs to care for their Country 
TOs and Rangers in both the APY Lands and at Ngukurr emphasised that to produce healthy 

Country and healthy people, a primary obligation is to provide and educate a new generation 

of TOs with good knowledge to take over caring for the Country to which they are related 

and obligated. This involves the transfer of detailed socio-ecological knowledge to younger 

generations, especially through direct experience on Country. These direct experiences are 
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what produce Country, and include supporting young people to go through Ceremony, learn 

Tjukurpa and Drimin stories, protect important places and species, keep Country clean with 

fire, and use and produce Country through hunting, fishing, gathering, visiting and camping. 

While the theme of young people learning from Elders on Country emerged more strongly in 

Ngukurr (see Table 7.1), this could be because the Yugul Mangi Rangers had specific funded 

ILSM programs to encourage young people to work as Rangers and learn about caring for 

Country from Elders. This theme was therefore more easily identified from the data. Learning 

and knowledge transfer to the next generation of TOs certainly happens in the APY Lands, 

but in a more fluid manner than through formally funded programs. Additionally, during the 

time I was in the APY Lands, several fieldtrips directed at taking young people out on Country 

failed to attract the younger participants. Perhaps if the data was collected over a longer 

period (data for this thesis was collected over six-months) this theme would have emerged 

more strongly in the APY Lands. Certainly, the aspiration was there among the older Anangu 

with whom I worked. 

The ramifications of the next generation of TOs not learning the knowledge to care for 

Country are serious and concerning for TOs and Rangers. As an example, at Ngukurr the 

Rangers talked about using silicon to protect rock art from rain during the wet season. This 

contemporary manifestation of caring for rock art is a result of the knowledge, or practice, 

and authority to paint certain images and stories not being passed on to the next generation 

of TOs, or because those who are responsible for those paintings are not able to access those 

sites easily. Important paintings are usually either ‘touched up’ or re-painted, which is not so 

much ‘maintenance’, but as a performance of that story or painting, which in turn is a 

performance of the knowledge, kinship, and ceremony that it holds. If this maintenance and 

performance is not happening, then silicon is used as a backup to ensure the paintings and 

stories are not lost. 

 

7.3 Significant findings 
This section presents the most significant findings that emerged from the data collected with 

TOs and Rangers in the APY Lands and at Ngukurr. These were not the only findings, but are 

ones that emerged strongly in both people-places and include: that Indigenous people are 

showing agency in the activities and evaluation of ILSM; that remoteness and history matter 

to the contemporary configuration of ILSM organisations and their evaluative practices; that 

there are ontological differences in the ways in which Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 
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value and evaluate Country; and that TOs and Rangers in both people-places gave a high and 

legitimate priority to cultural practices (being on Country, performing ceremony, telling and 

singing the Tjukurpa or Drimin, and maintaining language) in addition to the more 

conventional activities undertaken by Rangers such as weed or feral animal control. 

 

7.3.1 Indigenous agency in ILSM 
Despite a history of colonial resource management driving the marginalisation of Indigenous 

practices and a lack of cross-cultural awareness (Davies and Young 1996, Baker et al. 2001b), 

the results of this thesis clearly show that Indigenous people continue to demonstrate 

considerable agency in their ‘life project’ of managing their lands and seas (Blaser 2004). 

Blaser (2004 p. 26) defines ‘life projects’ as ‘embedded in local histories; they encompass 

visions of the world and the future that are distinct from those embodied by projects 

promoted by state and markets’ and argues that Indigenous people show agency in 

sustaining these life projects. Life projects pay ‘attention to the uniqueness of people’s 

experiences of place and self and their rejection of visions that claim to be universal’ (Blaser 

2004 p. 26). TOs and Rangers are showing agency in expressing their priorities in ILSM, 

primarily through determining the timing and type of activities undertaken during Ranger 

work. In the APY Lands, this is despite non-Indigenous people holding most, if not all, 

coordinator and management positions. At Ngukurr, this is despite the Rangers often working 

with non-Indigenous collaborators with access to resources and funding and operating under 

the auspices of the NLC. 

Examples of Anangu TOs and Rangers exercising their agency occurred throughout the time 

I did fieldwork. For example, when we went to Walalkara IPA on the women’s trip, the non-

Indigenous coordinator was in charge of organising the vehicles, fuel, food, camping gear and 

land management resources, including shovels, crowbars, motion sensor cameras and maps. 

However, the Anangu women still took charge of the activities we undertook – recounting 

the Tjukurpa – and the places that we went – the waterholes and other sacred sites that were 

important to the Tjukurpa stories they were recounting. This was despite the coordinator 

attempting to insist we go to a waterhole and clean it. The Anangu women exercise their 

agency over land management work through their ownership and deep knowledge of 

Country. 

Anangu agency was also observed in more subtle ways. During the trip to Watarru IPA where 

the women wrote the buffel grass inma, we had a planning meeting at Kanpi some weeks 
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beforehand to discuss the trip. During that planning meeting, it was agreed we would map 

infestations of buffel grass throughout the IPA and the Anangu women participated 

enthusiastically in the mapping throughout the week on Country. During the trip though, we 

also visited a cave that one of the women was born in. We spent the entire last day travelling 

to Tjukurpa sites so that the women could recount the stories and check on the sites. We dug 

for tjala and maku, extending lunch breaks and so reducing time spent on the mapping 

activities. The trip was considered a success by the APY Ecologist, the land management 

coordinator and the Anangu women. By exercising agency over the types of activities that 

occurred in addition to the mapping, the Anangu women were fulfilling their priorities for 

caring for Country and Tjukurpa. 

At Ngukurr, Rangers and TOs consistently exercise agency in their ILSM work. During a trip 

funded for fauna surveys (using animal traps) around Wuyagiba for the soon-to-be-proposed 

SEAL IPA, Rangers went fishing and hunting for bustards, both in the evenings and for 

extended periods during the day. During a trip for fauna surveys (using motion sensor 

cameras) of Burrunju/Ruin City, Rangers spent a large proportion of the two days burning, 

fishing, hunting for bustards, and telling stories for the Rangers who had not visited that place 

in many years. 

The flexible work arrangements of both the Ranger program and their collaborations are 

important for supporting Indigenous agency in every-day decision-making. We also went on 

a trip to Wuyagiba with the Ngukurr Language Centre to learn Marra with three language 

authorities and experts from Numbulwar. While the trip was organised and funded by the 

Language Centre, a Yugul Mangi Ranger whose language is Marra came to the camp and 

participated in all the language learning activities. He was employed full-time as a Ranger and 

so came in this capacity – wearing his uniform and travelling in the IPA vehicle. My 

understanding was that this was a sanctioned work trip – certainly it was supported by the 

local coordinator and senior Rangers and the attending Ranger was not reprimanded by the 

NLC when he returned to Ngukurr, which does happen when the Rangers use the work 

vehicles for non-professional purposes (see Fache 2014 p. 14). This demonstrates that for 

Yugul Mangi People, maintaining Country and ceremony through learning the right languages 

is an important job in ILSM and one that Rangers consider just as much a part of their 

remunerated role as weed spraying. This mirrors McRae-Williams’s (2008) findings that 

ceremonial work is considered the highest priority work for many Indigenous people, and it 

is not considered inconsistent for ceremonial work to be included in paid employment. 
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Fache (2014 p. 10) argues that rather than reflecting the holistic ontology of Country, Ranger 

work has been compartmentalised ‘into specific ecological problems, objectives, and 

practices, which are at the basis of particular “projects”’ – for example fire management, 

control of weeds and feral animals, management of coastal areas and waterways, 

collaborative ecological research, maintenance of significant sites. She argues that this 

compartmentalisation of Ranger activities is based on state funding, with resources granted 

to rangers both for their jobs and the payment of environmental services (see also Altman et 

al. 2007, Muller 2008). In some respects, the results of this thesis mirror those of Fache 

(2014). The Yugul Mangi Rangers talked about receiving funding from Fisheries and AQIS to 

do freshwater monitoring and fish surveys. This is an arrangement that targets 

‘circumscribed ecological services or priorities that are recognisable by the state, rather than 

being defined by community members’ (Fache 2014 p. 10). However, the Rangers went on 

to clarify that, while the wages of only two casual Rangers were specifically paid for out of 

the Fisheries and AQIS budget, all the Rangers, including those employed in part-time and 

full-time roles, undertook the project work together. 

While I agree with Fache’s (2014) argument that, through the pragmatic organisation of 

Ranger work, the Ranger system has been bureaucratised, I would argue that the Rangers 

are not passive observers of this bureaucratisation. The Yugul Mangi Rangers and Anangu 

Rangers have made pragmatic decisions about accepting project funding to pay for wages 

and resources and this is often tied to specific ecological services. But the Rangers show 

agency in how they are using fee-for-service arrangements to pay extra casual staff and 

facilitate their going out on Country. Often, while the Rangers are completing the ‘ecological 

service’, they are also holistically caring for Country as much as possible, by hunting, fishing, 

burning, checking on important places and telling stories of Country. Ranger work, as it is 

currently enacted in the APY Lands and at Ngukurr, is relatively flexible and supports a degree 

of agency through the decision-making powers of TOs and Rangers. 

Indigenous people in remote Australia express their agency by choosing not to be tied down 

by regular work commitments, often preferring to take on casual or part-time positions. 

However, it is still important to Indigenous people that the local store, the school, the council 

office and the health centre are open every day. This tends to mean that these services are 

run by non-Indigenous people. It is precisely because of their worldviews (and the 

governance practices of these ‘both-ways’ institutions) that non-Indigenous people are 

appointed to coordinator and other professional roles – they have a worldview that puts high 

value on attending a particular workplace every day and they understand how government, 
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financial and legal processes work. Bringing these non-Indigenous worldviews into a remote 

Indigenous context is a double-edged sword, providing both positive learning experiences 

and points of conflict. This is neither good, bad or disproportionate – it is just another 

outcome of the interaction and interface of two very different cultures and societies. 

As argued in the introduction of this thesis: ‘land and sea management is about more than 

weeds and feral pest management’ (tebrakunna country et al. 2016 p. 88). It is also about 

kinship and Country and Tjukurpa and Drimin and stories and family. Supporting Indigenous 

agency in the work and evaluation of ILSM is therefore critical to its continued success. 

Whether the suppression of Indigenous agency or the further bureaucratisation of Ranger 

work would impact on TO and Ranger support for ILSM programs, particularly in joint 

management and National Park environments (in comparison to Indigenous-driven IPA 

management), would be an interesting line of inquiry to follow. 

 

7.3.2 Remoteness and history matters: different practices of 

governance in two people-places 
Both Ngukurr and the APY Lands are in remote Australia. These people-places exist in very 

different political, cultural and social environments. As argued in Chapter 4, ILSM 

organisations and their evaluative practices are configured in particular ways in particular 

people-places, in part because of the contact histories that continue to play a role in the 

contemporary realities of the lives of the people that live there. Sustaining a strong language 

and cultural identity is important for TOs and Rangers to maintain the cultural elements of 

M&E in the Indigenous domain. However, formal evaluation through ILSM organisations 

becomes more difficult when Rangers and TOs do not speak the language of funding 

collaborators well. This not only includes both speaking and writing in English proficiently, 

but also understanding the bureaucratic mechanisms of formal M&E. This section draws on 

that history and the results of the thesis to explore some of the key factors that make the 

evaluative effort in ILSM harder or easier for each case study. 

During the time I did fieldwork at Ngukurr, a Yugul Mangi person was employed as the Ranger 

coordinator and there have subsequently been a number of senior Rangers employed in full-

time positions. Most Yugul Mangi People speak Kriol, a language that has emerged since the 

arrival of Europeans in northern Australia over 150 years ago. While English literacy is not 

high for all Yugul Mangi People, many of the Rangers do speak and write well in English. 

Having Yugul Mangi People employed as coordinators and senior Rangers means that there 
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is generally a reasonable understanding throughout the Ranger group of the formal reporting 

requirements required in ILSM. While I did fieldwork, the coordinator and senior woman 

Ranger travelled to Darwin to work with the NLC to complete reporting on the Rangers WoC 

funding. The two Rangers did not personally write the report but worked with the NLC project 

officer to convey their evaluation story. The local coordinator and senior Rangers are 

proficient at completing reporting for their other funding requirements, including completing 

weed management forms, sending photos of suspicious activity to AQIS and completing 

timesheets for the Ranger team. That the administrative office is in the same township in 

which the Rangers live, that English literacy is relatively high, and that Yugul Mangi People 

are willing and able to take on senior and coordinator roles, means that the Yugul Mangi 

Rangers are able to be involved in the formal evaluation of their ILSM projects and programs 

with their non-Indigenous collaborators. This formal evaluation is in addition to the 

evaluation that occurs in the Indigenous domain, through talking with TOs, participating in 

ceremonies, and checking on Country while the Rangers are working. 

The level of language literacy for most Yugul Mangi People in their ancestral languages is 

generally low and there are some languages from Country related to people at Ngukurr that 

are spoken infrequently or no longer at all. The change in language composition in the Roper 

River region is a consequence of the contact history that Yugul Mangi People endured. There 

are consequences of Country not being named and known in its language because language 

contains knowledge of Country and is therefore inextricably linked to ILSM. People might not 

know who should burn for that place, who should sing for that place, or who should care for 

that place. The consequences of how knowledge and practice in ILSM are impacted by the 

loss of languages at Ngukurr are beyond the scope of this project but are important to 

highlight. The maintenance of language knowledge, no matter how small, is important for 

ILSM, and, as highlighted in Chapter 6, there is an aspiration for the Yugul Mangi Rangers to 

continue to build on their collaborations with the Ngukurr Language Centre, to ensure Elders 

with language knowledge are involved in ILSM programs and Rangers have access to 

language resources, to ensure decisions for Country are based on the best knowledge 

possible. 

The close working relationship between the Yugul Mangi Rangers and their collaborators, 

and the bureaucratic expectations taken on by the local coordinator and senior Rangers, 

means the Rangers are well aware that their activities have to be increasingly measurable 

and demonstrated, quantifiable and quantified. Some of their activities have the value of 

‘work’ to their funding collaborators, while others do not. As I outlined in a story in Chapter 
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6, a Ranger told me not to include fishing in the list of ILSM activities we were to talk about 

in a conference presentation. I realised that she was painfully aware that some funders of 

ILSM might consider fishing to be a frivolous pastime, not important work in caring for and 

reinvigorating relationships with Country. While the Rangers resist the micro-managing of 

their time to a degree because it does not always make sense locally, they generally follow 

enforced time management rules – arriving at work around 9am, taking an hour for lunch, 

and finishing work around 4pm. And while the Rangers maintain some flexibility in their work 

schedules as detailed above, they do participate in annual planning, a requirement of the 

NLC for the WoC and IPA programs. The Yugul Mangi Rangers are aware of the bureaucratic 

requirements of Ranger work and have folded those requirements, as much as possible, into 

their lives, so that they will continue to be paid as Rangers and receive funding for their ILSM 

programs. 

While the broader discussion of the meaning of ‘work’ to Indigenous Australian’s is beyond 

the scope of this thesis (but see McRae-Williams 2008, McRae-Williams and Gerritsen 2010), 

I acknowledge that different understandings of what constitutes ‘work’ is a huge challenge 

in cross-cultural understanding. For many non-Indigenous people, fishing is a hobby, but for 

almost all Indigenous people, fishing is work because it directly contributes to their 

livelihoods, protein consumption and family health, as well as the cultural dimensions 

involved in being on Country and utilising the resources from and with Country. Another 

example is art – making art is regarded as ‘work’ when it becomes monetised through the 

sale of a painting, but otherwise is regarded as a hobby. Perhaps one way of meeting the 

challenge highlighted by the story in Chapter 6 of the Ranger worrying about collaborators 

finding out they were fishing, would be to conceptualise caring for Country and ILSM as both 

a cultural practice and a livelihood – traditionally and in the contemporary context. The idea 

of ILSM as a livelihood practice could provide a more mutually understandable, plausible and 

acceptable context between cultures than terms such as ‘fishing and hunting.’ This would 

warrant further research. 

In the APY Lands, ILSM programs and activities are administered from Umuwa, a central 

location in the geography of the APY Lands but hundreds of kilometres from the townships 

in which most Anangu Rangers live. As described in Chapter 4, the decision to build Umuwa 

was made by TOs to house administrative and non-Indigenous staff. Administrative resources 

for APY Land Management are substantial and support for Anangu Rangers and TOs from 

non-Indigenous collaborators is high, including scientists, land managers and administrative 

staff. However, the result of concentrating the administration of ILSM programs in Umuwa 
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means there are fewer resources on Country for Anangu Rangers and Anangu are most often 

employed in casual Ranger positions. Non-Indigenous IPA coordinators live primarily in 

Umuwa and only travel to Country for fieldtrips. There are therefore limited opportunities 

for Rangers to learn additional skills through their involvement in ILSM, including literacy, 

numeracy, financial or computer skills. The lack of opportunity for skill sharing means that 

Anangu are not likely to be involved in formal reporting back to ILSM partners. It is also harder 

for Anangu to ensure their evaluative practices are taken seriously and understood by 

Piranpa working on the APY Lands, because of the limited time spent working together. This 

has implications for the extent to which the full range of Anangu evaluative practices are 

included in monitoring and evaluation. 

Most Anangu speak Pitjantjatjara (or Yankunytjatjara) as their first language and knowledge 

of language and culture is strong, particulary in older generations. This is in part due to the 

policies at the Ernabella mission, which supported Anangu to continue to speak their 

languages throughout the significant upheaval of colonisation. Efforts continue to be made 

by Anangu Elders to pass these knowledge practices on to the younger generation. This 

knowledge transmission is becoming harder with the advent of technology and more 

sedentary lifestyles. Regardless, there is currently strong knowledge of the cultural elements 

of M&E in the Anangu domain. However, due to the low English literacy levels of many 

Rangers and TOs and the low Pitjantjatjara literacy levels of most Piranpa employees, 

elements of what Anangu deem as successful in ILSM is lost in translation. Additionally, 

Anangu were not often involved in the formal M&E of ILSM. 

My experience in the APY lands was that most Anangu Rangers, particularly the older women 

with whom I predominantly worked, did not follow such strict or externally enforced time 

management rules, including the distinction between work and leave, a regulated daily and 

weekly schedule or the strategic anticipation of the progress of projects and the land 

management organisation. Project planning was much more fluid and immediate than at 

Ngukurr, often only happening a week before an activity or trip took place. Perhaps Anangu 

have resisted the bureaucratisation of their lives to a greater degree, but then they are also 

less likely to be employed in roles with strict time management and reporting rules, like 

coordinator and senior Ranger roles. 
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7.3.3 Ontological differences in valuing and evaluating Country 
Fundamental issues regarding the evaluation of ILSM emerged through this research, 

including the absence of local language words at either study site that encompass the key 

concepts inherent in monitoring and evaluation. As discussed in Chapter 5, the Pitjantjatjara 

language does not have any words that resemble management, aspiration, or success. More 

broadly, the language ‘offers no conceptual supports to explain these complex concepts’ 

(Osborne and Guenther 2013 p. 93). Similarly, as discussed in Chapter 6, when the Yugul 

Mangi Rangers and I discussed the word measurement, it became clear that the word and 

related concepts did not easily translate into Kriol or Yugul Mangi People’s ontological 

frameworks. Neither Pitjantjatjara or Kriol have words for monitoring, evaluate, 

management or indicator. 

Osborne and Guenther (2013 p. 93) argue that, in relation to education, ‘an absence of 

language in this respect indicates a collective non-engagement with these concepts and 

values in the context that is so confidently promulgated by politicians, academics and 

educators alike.’ Osborne and Guenther’s (2013) argument is relevant to ILSM and could be 

extended to other areas of Indigenous policy, including for example health, housing, and 

‘Closing the Gap’ policies. Similar to externally-developed ILSM policies and evaluations, 

policies like ‘Closing the Gap’ are developed and applied with targets that are divorced from 

local realities and concepts of success. Accordingly, the recent Closing the Gap Report 

revealed that only two out of seven targets showed positive progress (Commonwealth of 

Australia 2019 p. 10). The findings from this study have potential implications for 

understanding and improving other key areas of Indigenous policy. While the findings cannot 

prescribe how improvements in other areas could be implemented, the broad ideas could 

apply well beyond just the evaluation of ILSM. 

The argument is not that Anangu and Yugul Mangi People do not measure the ‘success’ of 

their ILSM practices. A number of indicators for monitoring successful ILSM were identified. 

At Ngukurr, Yugul Mangi People talked about using the height of sugarbag in trees to indicate 

if fire management was being done successfully. In the APY Lands, Anangu talked about using 

the presence of wildflowers or ‘pretty flowers’ to indicate that buffel grass was being 

eradicated, people were on Country, fire was being done the right way, there was bush foods 

for native animals, and the songs and ceremony for Country were occurring at the right time 

with the right people. In both people-places, having the right people in the right place at the 

right time was identified as an indicator of the health of Country. 
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The problem, then, is not that measurement does not happen, but that for different cultural 

groups measurement is based in a different ontological framework and should be understood 

as such. There is not a capacity deficit in either Indigenous people or non-Indigenous 

practitioners – both groups of people are capable of monitoring in their own ontological 

domains. The actual problem is that there is an intercultural capacity deficit in arriving at 

mutually agreed upon definitions of what success actually is, and what measurement of that 

success means, for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. What is important is that 

different ontological conceptions of measures are not currently accounted for in the 

normative frameworks for M&E that are imposed or embedded in contemporary ISLM 

institutions, such as Indigenous Ranger groups. 

During an interview on the APY Lands, an Anangu man replied to a question about how 

Anangu know whether they are caring for Country in the right way as: ‘It’s a feeling that you 

get inside you. But it’s hard to explain. It’s something that you feel…’. That feeling that he 

struggled to articulate has been attempted by other Anangu. Bob Randal’s film from 

Yankunytjatjara Country used the concept of ‘kanyini’ (look after, have, keep, hold (Pleshet 

2018 p. 7)) to mean the ‘principles of connectedness’, with the four elements of kanyini being 

Tjukurpa, Kurunpa, Ngura and Walytja (crudely translated as beliefs, spirituality, home, and 

family) (Hogan 2006). Kanyini is ‘nurtured through caring and practicing responsibility’ and 

to be whole, as Anangu, ‘all four aspects of Kanyini have to be connected and maintained’ 

(Jenkins 2015 p. 123). Katrina Tjitaya talks about knowledge as ‘kurunta kanyintja’ (held in 

our spirit), with kurunta kanyintja meaning that ‘the things we say, our knowledge, our 

practices, [Anangu] take them into their spirit and all of these things are kept totally in their 

spirit’ (Tjitayi and Osborne 2014 p. 27). 

Kanyini is comparable to the concept of ‘liyan’, a Yawuru language word from the Broome 

area of Western Australia, which is used to describe the feeling you get when you are walking 

on Country and everything feels right. 

Our relationship to our country is at the heart of our cultural 

responsibilities. Liyan is the term we use to explain our feelings and our 

sense of being, we hold it inside us but it gets expressed through our words 

and behaviour. Good liyan comes from our connection to our country and 

being in our country. It underpins our attitudes to our way of life and 

respect for ancestors; it is reflected in our sense of belonging to Yawuru 
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society. Good liyan expresses our emotional strength, dignity and pride – 

our wellbeing (Yawuru 2018). 

Patrick Dodson describes liyan as ‘about relationships, family, community and what gives 

meaning to people's lives. Yawuru people's connection to country and [the} joy of 

celebrations [of] our culture and society is fundamental to having good liyan’ (quoted in Yu 

2013). 

The feeling of being on and with Country is held in the spirit and is visceral and embodied. 

Visceral feelings might not have rational explanations but are intuitive and felt deep inside. 

The Anangu man explained this feeling by describing that when Country is healthy, people 

will be ‘happy and laughing and talking’, but when Country is not healthy, or if people go 

somewhere and there is something wrong, then ‘we won’t want to talk anymore’. When he 

described this feeling of despondency, he slumped in his seat and assumed a look of deep 

sadness. Similarly, at Ngukurr, a Ranger talked about visiting her mother’s Country for the 

first time and the storm of emotions she felt during the visit. She described the knowledge 

that she might never see that Country again causing her to cry and be ‘hit’ with a range of 

emotions, memories and stories. 

This embodiment of feeling for Country derives from the fact that Anangu and Yugul Mangi 

People are not separate from non-humans or from Country but are a part of it and are bound 

in relations of responsibility, care and reciprocity. Anangu and Yugul Mangi People are the 

living embodiment of the creation ancestors, along with the animals, desert sand dunes, 

waterholes, trees and clouds. Everything is connected in an understood web of kinship. 

Country makes Anangu and Yugul Mangi People who they are, just as Anangu and Yugul 

Mangi People make Country who it is. The holistic nature of Country, Anangu and Yugul 

Mangi People, the Tjukurpa and Drimin, plants, animals and knowledge practices, can make 

it difficult for Traditional Owners, Rangers and policy makers to distil categories of successful 

management for monitoring and reporting. 

Tensions then arise in the evaluation of ILSM when the motivations of TOs, Rangers and non-

Indigenous staff clash. When the primary motivation for Indigenous people is to visit Country 

to maintain relationships to kin (and Country) through telling Tjukurpa or the Drimin, this can 

cause significant disconcertment for non-Indigenous people who are motivated by different 

aspirations, driven in particular by non-Indigenous scientific and NRM paradigms. 



Chapter 7: Summary and discussion 

 359 

Non-Indigenous people working in ILSM bring a suite of their own understandings about 

conservation management and evaluation to their work. In my experience, these 

understandings are often founded in NRM paradigms. Non-Indigenous people’s aspirations 

for ILSM are, therefore, often output related, and much importance is often placed on work 

programs such as threatened species projects, weed management, and fire management. 

Many non-Indigenous collaborators in ILSM struggle to recognise that Indigenous people’s 

aspirations for caring for Country and methods of evaluation might be different from the 

NRM based work outputs. 

The different aspirations of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people working together in ILSM 

manifested during my fieldwork in a number of ways. In the APY Lands, there were 

disagreements over the collection of mingkulpa, or native tobacco. For Anangu, mingkulpa is 

an important and desired resource provided by Country. Places that mingkulpa grew were 

burnt in particular ways to promote healthy and sustainable populations. The collection of 

mingkulpa provided an opportunity to visit and check on Country, look after relationships, 

and teach young people. However, I was told firmly by one Piranpa staff that ‘collecting 

tobacco is not land management work’ and concerns were raised that the collection of 

mingkulpa would divert Anangu Rangers away from doing camera trapping work with APY 

Land Management. For Piranpa, producing camera trap photos of both native and feral 

animals were important land management outcomes, but collecting mingkulpa was not. For 

Anangu, either of the outcomes – mingkulpa or camera trap photos – were positive land 

management outcomes, so long as the right process was followed to collect them. 

Rangers worry about what non-Indigenous people consider ‘work’ and ‘not work’ in ILSM and 

are painfully aware that there are differences. This is despite activities like hunting actually 

contributing to caring for Country. For many Rangers, there is a belief that they should not 

report that they are hunting through their work, presumably because of the propensity 

towards disagreements like the one experienced by the Anangu women in the APY Lands, 

described below. 

The difference in aspirations and evaluations of success became clear during the trip in the 

APY Lands when there was a disagreement about how much the Anangu women and Rangers 

should have been paid. The Anangu women understood their work during the week as 

significant and legitimate, however the non-Indigenous coordinator viewed this work as 

secondary to what they imagined land management work to actually be. They were 
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concerned that, during the week, no rockholes were cleaned, an activity that they perceived 

to be legitimate. 

What is important in the stories about the disagreement about pay, land management work, 

fishing and collecting mingkulpa, are the epistemic, ontological and practical 

misunderstandings that occur. The misunderstandings reveal not only differences in 

knowledge practices, but also what Country means and how it is ‘practiced’. Just visiting 

Country highlights the tensions inherent in working together as Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people (Johnson et al. 2015). The project of ensuring that the knowing and 

managing of Australia’s landscapes, the work of contemporary ILSM, is informed by both 

non-Indigenous science and the Tjukurpa or the Drimin, means the knowers – TOs, Rangers 

and non-Indigenous collaborators – need to be open and explicit with both themselves and 

with each other, and how their beliefs are expressed in their knowledge practices. 

The subsequent question arises: is it possible for Rangers to go hunting and fishing, recreate 

the Tjukurpa, or collect mingkulpa under collaborative arrangements with investors? While I 

cannot answer this question definitively, it warrants exploration. Perhaps the more explicit 

inclusion of hunting, fishing, conducting ceremony, and the intergenerational transfer of 

cultural knowledge in IPA and Ranger planning documents would make it clearer to funders 

and non-Indigenous coordinators that these practices are inherent to successful ILSM. The 

concept of ‘livelihoods’ raised earlier in this chapter could assist with this issue. Additionally, 

consideration of current induction processes for new non-Indigenous coordinators would be 

warranted. More comprehensive cross-cultural inductions might reduce the tensions and 

conflicts highlighted in this research. And, in addition to the epistemic, ontological and 

practical misunderstandings mentioned, what do these unresolved conflicts tell us about the 

power relationships and differentials between TOs and the non-Indigenous coordinators who 

are employees of the TOs’ own organisations? Is it that the non-Indigenous coordinators 

believe that their primary obligations are to the NRM/conservation values of Country rather 

than to the TOs? Or to the funders? Is there scope within coordinators’ employment 

contracts to clarify the importance of respecting TOs values and aspirations within ILSM work 

programs? These suggestions and questions could be the subject of further research. 

Most studies that work with Indigenous knowledges tend towards classifying knowledge as 

data, and then incorporating that data into existing non-Indigenous paradigms (Cruikshank 

2000). As detailed in Chapters 5 and 6, Anangu and Yugul Mangi TOs’ knowledge of their 

Country exists and includes, but is not limited to: 
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- Seasonal indicators (pretty flowers, flowering plants, wind direction, temperature) 

- Historical knowledge (which helps to detect changes and pressures on Country – 

disease, erosion, pollution, tourism) 

- Knowledge of Country process (tides and currents for fishing, hunting, travel, 

likelihood of waterhole water for hunting) 

- Hunting (location, season, nutritional content, laws and rules for different species, 

how to hunt, eat and share bustards, kangaroos, fish etc.) 

- Location of cultural sites, boundaries and connections (clan estates, ceremony sites, 

burial grounds, navigation markers, recreation places, hunting tracks, stories, spirits, 

ancestors) 

- Health indicators (species and ecosystems) 

- Connectivity (social-cultural-ecological) 

- Risk management on Country (weather events, cultural protocols, navigation). 

However, local knowledge in both the APY Lands and Ngukurr is lived knowledge. Examples 

of caring for Country as a lived practice and responsibility include: Country and homelands 

‘crying out’ for its owners; TOs feeling their Country inside of them; and Tjukurpa as a living 

entity. Indigenous knowledge therefore cannot be separated from practice and beliefs. 

Collaboratively developing monitoring and evaluation frameworks that respect this 

knowledge-practice-beliefs nexus is important. 

While the validation of information within knowledge systems is well-established, validation 

across knowledge systems is a major challenge (Tengö et al. 2014). The validation of 

Indigenous or other knowledge systems by non-Indigenous scientific method can 

compromise the integrity and complexity of those knowledge and practices (Bohensky and 

Maru 2011, Gratani et al. 2011). This unidirectional validation can also promote power 

inequalities between scientific technicians and local Indigenous people (Nadasdy 1999, 

Bohensky et al. 2013). Alternatively though, when validation of local Indigenous knowledge 

is done through a collaborative process between non-Indigenous scientific technicians and 

local Indigenous people, there can be mutual learning and empowerment (Cullen-Unsworth 

et al. 2012). This is important because in order to participate in decision-making for their 

lands and seas, including its evaluation, Indigenous people need to translate their well-

founded, field-based, experiential knowledge base of their Country into a format where it 

can be ‘heard’ (Ens et al. 2012a). 
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One of the functions of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 

Ecosystem Services (IPBES), an independent intergovernmental body established in 2012 

with over 100 a membership States, is to bring different knowledge systems, including 

Indigenous and local knowledge systems, to the science-policy interface (Tengö et al. 2014). 

This intention therefore entails the articulation of Indigenous and local knowledge for 

collaborative management and monitoring (Turnhout et al. 2012). A key challenge for IPBES, 

and all other organisations working with groups from different knowledge traditions, 

including APY Land Management and the Yugul Mangi Rangers, is to consider how to use the 

different types of data generated by different knowledge systems within the assessments at 

the science-policy interface (Sutherland et al. 2014). 

One of the most significant underlying challenges for looking after Country in intercultural 

institutions such as APY Land Management or the NLC is the widespread assumption among 

non-Indigenous people that science is the superior foundation for good environmental and 

social decisions, as opposed to Indigenous governance and knowledge (Wohling 2009, 

Turnhout 2010, Barbour and Schlesinger 2012). For many non-Indigenous scientists and land 

managers working in the APY Lands and at Ngukurr, the need to engage with Indigenous 

knowledge and practice is self-evident (Woinarski and McDonald 2011, see for example Ens 

et al. 2012a) but in practice, this is profoundly challenging for non-Indigenous scientists 

because of poor intercultural understanding (Howitt et al. 2013). Muller (Muller 2012) 

explores this tension between non-Indigenous science and Yolngu knowledge in the Yellow 

Crazy Ant Eradication Program in north-east Arnhem Land, conceived as a ‘two-way 

management’ activity. She concludes that the ‘scientific perspective … decontextualised this 

project to be all about the ant … [while the Yolngu] analysis contextualises and situates the 

project, … recognising that the ant exists on Yolngu land and within a Yolngu context’ (Muller 

2012). Intercultural NRM systems typically encompass incommensurable differences in 

understandings of human-nature relations best characterised as ‘ontological pluralism’ 

(Howitt and Suchet-Pearson 2006b, Howitt et al. 2013).  

Povinelli (1995) argues that this issue turns to matters of belief – do we believe that Country 

can act intentionally and react to the presence of humans nearby? Do we believe that 

Country can listen, smell, talk, and feel? She poses a number of questions: Is what Aboriginal 

people are doing when they produce and are produced by Country, considered work, in the 

conventionally-accepted meaning of the word (see also McRae-Williams and Gerritsen 

2010)? How should this work be judged against the kind of work that produces the Australian 

gross national product? And what does this mean in terms of value and evaluation – ‘what 
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political or economic weight should these beliefs be given, and in what social realm should 

they be assessed’ (Povinelli 1995 p. 505)? 

 

7.3.4 Cultural priorities for ILSM 
Both TOs and Rangers gave a high and legitimate priority to being on Country, performing 

ceremony, telling and singing the Tjukurpa or Drimin, and maintaining language. ILSM as 

practiced at each site thus supports the cultural objectives of ILSM, in addition to the more 

conventional activities undertaken by Rangers such as weed or feral animal control. In fact, 

TO priorities for cultural objectives in ILSM are backed up by international agreements like 

those posed by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN). Protected 

areas are defined by the IUCN as: 

a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and 

managed, through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long 

term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services and 

cultural values (Dudley 2008). 

Significantly, the definition includes the words: ‘…the long term conservation of nature with 

associated ecosystem services and cultural values’ (Dudley 2008). The cultural values within 

dedicated IPAs are by definition integral to the objectives of governance and management. 

Cultural values are not Indigenous-conceived add-ons to the core conservation objectives. 

Lee (2016) has criticised the IUCN’s distinction between ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ values, which 

appears to deny Indigenous peoples’ holistic perspectives on the indivisibility of culture and 

nature. However, Rist et al. (in press, p. 12) argue that this criticism can be addressed 

‘through the IPA prism which simply conflates nature and culture into the singularity of 

Country’. They argue that the reference in the IUCN guidelines to ‘nature with associated 

ecosystem services and cultural values’ can be interpreted in the IPA context to embrace the 

inter-dependent and inter-connected values of Country, without allocating priority to any 

particular suite of values (Rist et al., in press). Although the IUCN protected area guidelines 

state that priority should be given to the so-called ‘natural’ values of protected areas, the 

indivisibility of nature and culture within the concept of Country negates this constraint in 

the context of IPAs. IPAs are Indigenous-driven initiatives and there is therefore an 

opportunity for them to assert their own interpretations of the IUCN guidelines and 

priorities. This is a pragmatic way for Indigenous people to benefit from existing 

internationally recognised protected area governance frameworks, as they have done by 
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including IUCN guidelines in IPAs, while maintaining their own cultural integrity, values and 

aspirations. Rist et al. (in press, p.12) argue that a complementary approach could be to 

revise the protected area definition to better reflect Indigenous perspectives, but as this 

involves obtaining consensus among 1,300 IUCN member organisation from over 170 

countries, it is a ‘somewhat daunting, longer term endeavour’. 

Cultural values are specified as important elements of country-based plans and IPA 

management plans and these activities should therefore be possible under collaborative 

arrangements. However, too often ILSM management plans are consulted on and written by 

non-Indigenous scientists trained in the methods and categories of NRM science and the 

cultural aspects of caring for Country take a back seat to what are perceived as more 

important environmental outcomes. 

Despite being intercultural, ILSM is still heavily dependent on funding based on NRM 

priorities. As experienced during my fieldwork, many Piranpa working on the APY Lands, for 

example, could see the importance of collecting mingkulpa to Anangu but made pragmatic 

decisions about what needed to be done to meet the requirements of predetermined 

management plans and funding arrangements. Perhaps if the collecting of mingkulpa as an 

indicator for the health of Country was written into management plans, there would be less 

conflict over the performance of that work. Until the dominance of NRM paradigms and 

priorities is recognised by non-Indigenous collaborators in funding institutions and 

government organisations, this will be difficult to achieve. 

TOs and Rangers work within these funding and planning constraints to maintain local 

wisdom in the evaluation of ILSM, despite the arguments that M&E is built on bureaucratic 

and neoliberal concerns around success and the continued control over and usurpation of 

Indigenous interests (McElwee 2017). At Ngukurr, the Yugul Mangi Rangers are cognisant of 

these bureaucratic requirements for reporting on ILSM activities that satisfy the aspirations 

of NRM practitioners. In Chapter 6 I told the story of a trip to Ruin City where we put a 

number of motion sensor cameras out overnight but only captured one photo of a mouse. 

Upon seeing the mouse, the coordinator proclaimed, ‘I’m happy with that’ and promptly 

emailed the photo to the caring for Country officer at the NLC who worked with the Rangers. 

The coordinator could see the value in the picture of the mouse being presented to justify 

funding for the on-Country work that was performed while the picture was captured. At 

Ngukurr, the Rangers have learnt the language of bureaucratic requirements, whilst still 

maintaining space for the Yugul Mangi domain of caring for Country – fishing, burning, 
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reinvigorating relationships, remembering places and stories. Whether this is a sustainable, 

long-term solution to maintaining the in-between spaces necessary for collaborative ILSM 

work and evaluation requires further research. 

These examples highlight that Indigenous priorities and evaluative practices are supported 

through better collaborative governance of ILSM. As tebrakunna country et al. (2016) argue, 

ILSM is not just about weed and feral animal control, it is about ‘reclaiming sovereignty and 

building the capacity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders to live on country’ (George 

2016). Governance is successful when there are opportunities for Indigeneity to be restored 

or maintained, which can be determined by whether decision-making structures are enabling 

that governance (tebrakunna country et al. 2016 p. 88). Indigenous governance of ILSM is 

occurring through the agency of Indigenous people, as demonstrated earlier in this chapter, 

but decision-making and governance practices in protected areas and Ranger programs could 

be made more explicit and supported through the negotiation of good governance and 

indicators of success, which will be explored in the next section. 

 

7.4 Implications for collaborative management and 

policy 
It is now well established that best practice ILSM is both Indigenous-led and collaborative. 

With this in mind, the results of the thesis highlighted a number of important concepts that 

need to be considered to achieve collaborative management and policy, including: that good 

governance for the collaborative evaluation of ILSM needs to be negotiated; that there are a 

multitude of practical considerations for measuring and monitoring ILSM; and that the co-

production of intercultural governance for the evaluation of ILSM could be achieved through 

‘knitting to look after Country’ – a new metaphor for bridging knowledges in ILSM evaluative 

practices, coproducing intercultural governance arrangement and a method for relationship 

building. 

 

7.4.1 Negotiating good governance for the collaborative evaluation of 

ILSM 
As the results of this thesis have shown, the primary aspiration for Anangu and Yugul Mangi 

People is for their ILSM programs to be guided by their own governance practices. Indigenous 

governance systems decree that Country (the land), via kinship, determines the mode of 
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decision-making used by Indigenous people (Burton and Osborne 2014). The foundation of 

this decision-making framework is that Country is the Law and each person, as connected 

through kinship, finds their individuality within the group. What was articulated in this study 

was that ILSM is healthy when Indigenous governance is healthy – when the right people are 

making the right decisions at the right time and in the right place, guided by the 

Tjukurpa/Drimin. If these ‘processes’ are followed, then Rangers will achieve good enough 

outcomes in their ILSM work. This mirrors other studies which have argued that the success 

or failure of managing and caring for Country through Ranger programs and protected areas 

is tied to governance arrangements (Hill et al. 2012, Robinson and Wallington 2012, 

tebrakunna country et al. 2016). 

However, in many places, colonisation destabilised the strict rules around residence and the 

sharing of stories and resources. Many Indigenous people now reside on Country to which 

they have no ancestral right of authority. Renewing ties to Country estates, including through 

ILSM programs, can form the basis of reinvigorated governance (Burgess et al. 2005). It is 

familial kinship structures that decide and influence Indigenous people’s engagement in 

ILSM, often from an informal position. Good governance of ILSM, including IPAs and Ranger 

programs, needs to be negotiated between TOs, Rangers, and their non-Indigenous 

collaborators and funders because the reality of ILSM organisations and Ranger programs are 

that they are governed in the intercultural space (Howitt et al. 2013). As institutions in the 

intercultural space, APY Land Management and the Yugul Mangi Rangers are sites where 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous values, and what constitutes ‘good governance’, have to be 

negotiated. Hunt et al. (2008) talk about this as ‘contested governance’ but I would like to 

reframe it as ‘negotiating good governance’, in order to think about it not as a site of contest 

and conflict, but as one of constructive work and dialogue. 

While IPAs have been tested and measured for social, economic, and environmental benefits 

(Smyth 2011c, SVA 2016), less work has been done to assess the extent to which Indigenous 

governance structures of kinship and Country are guiding protected area management. 

Gilligan (2006) is a rare published example, where Indigenous people were interviewed as 

part of an IPA program evaluation. They argued that the program was contributing to 

Indigenous empowerment through ‘enabling Aboriginal people to develop and implement 

governance arrangements which work for them’ (Gilligan 2006 p. 35). Indigenous knowledge 

for governing land and water resources is taken seriously in the IPA Program through its focus 

on partnerships between Indigenous organisations, government, non-Indigenous scientists 

and land managers, which are characterised by flexible timing and funding arrangements 
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which satisfy what Gilligan (2006 p. 55) termed ‘dual governance requirements’. IPAs also 

support planning regimes with an iterative design and decision-making vested in Traditional 

Owners (Ayre and Mackenzie 2013). Why then, if Indigenous governance is supported and 

planning is iterative, is there sometimes a break down in understanding between non-

Indigenous land managers, TOs and Rangers while working on Country, akin to the 

misunderstanding described in the story in Chapter 5 of this thesis? 

Unlike in co-managed National Parks, non-Indigenous people are employed by Indigenous 

organisations to work in IPAs with, for, and on behalf of, TOs. One of the issues exposed by 

this thesis is a failure (or limitation) of governance of some ILSM organisations, like APY Land 

Management, which perhaps has not established a process for addressing the critical 

differences in perspective between non-Indigenous employees and TOs, resulting in the 

situation described in the story in Chapter 5 about the disagreement about pay in Walalkara 

IPA. These issues are typically addressed more easily when there is a closer link between 

organisational governance and the operations of IPA management with TOs – e.g. where land 

management operations are governed by a standalone organisation controlled by local TOs, 

such as Dhimurru Aboriginal Corporation in NE Arnhem Land (Ayre and Verran 2010, 

Hoffmann et al. 2012) and the Arafura Swamp Rangers Aboriginal Corporation (ASRAC) 

(ASRAC 2018). However, the oversight of ILSM operations in the two case studies in this thesis 

is by large regional organisations, which may inhibit local resolution of the issues revealed in 

the story. At Ngukurr, the NLC auspices the WoC and IPA funding for the Yugul Mangi 

Rangers, as they do for many of the Ranger groups across the Top End of the Northern 

Territory (NT). APY runs its own land management and Ranger programs, independent of any 

land council. In Australia there are large blocks of country (Kimberley, the Top End of the NT, 

Central Australia and the Gulf of Carpentaria) over which large regional Indigenous 

organisations manage multiple IPAs and Ranger groups. For many Ranger groups, the funding 

arrangement with the land councils was only ever meant to be an interim arrangement, until 

local Aboriginal Corporations (like the Yugul Mangi Land and Sea Management Aboriginal 

Corporation (YMLSMAC)) and Ranger programs could develop capacity to manage contracts 

themselves. Many corporations and Ranger programs are now hitting the cusp of this sort of 

financial management capacity and are seeking independence. These TO organisation may 

be in a stronger position to address cross-cultural challenges and misunderstandings. This 

process of transitioning governance to a local organisation will be on a case by case basis for 

Aboriginal Corporations and their Ranger groups. The pros and cons and reasons for these 

two different approaches to governance of ILSM could be the subject of further research. 
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Another issue is that the difference of ‘Indigeneity’ is a challenge to non-Indigenous methods 

of planning and good governance (Porter 2016). Planning systems are premised on a 

decision-making system that values non-Indigenous scientific knowledge and seeks to use 

‘knowledge’ as an instrument in decision-making – the evidence-based policy approach. 

‘Good’ governance in non-Indigenous state systems emphasises boundedness and closed 

categories, fixed hierarchies, planning, risk management and ‘neutral’ professionalism 

(Morphy 2008b). In the worldview of non-Indigenous people working in NRM, contingency is 

seen as something that can be contained through planning – one can ‘manage risk’ and even 

plan for contingencies. The illusion of control is achieved by setting up bounded categories, 

controlling the enclosed space (either physical or conceptual). If that fails, if what is contained 

threatens to overflow the boundary, one simply shifts the boundary (‘reviews the plan’). 

Most of the time this is such a normal process that it goes unremarked (Morphy 2008b). 

When Indigenous people contest non-Indigenous assumptions of land use and management 

with different concepts and intentions for Country and place, they unsettle the features of 

planning in settler states, including the presumption of human relations with place (Porter 

2016). Often, Indigenous knowledge ‘is orally constituted, refers to inter–generational 

sources, and is evidenced not in relation to empirical inquiry but in reference to custodial 

responsibilities, narrative, or spiritual awareness’ (Porter 2016 p. 41). Indigenous systems 

that govern Country are founded in a worldview where the eternal and unchanging elements 

are the ancestral underpinnings and familial connections, but everyday life is governed by 

contingency. Planning and decision making are based in the here-and-now. Morphy (2008b) 

argues that ‘in such a world planning happens, but more often than not contingencies will 

intervene to disrupt the plans.’ In this world adaptability, flexibility and creative negotiation 

are valuable and necessary, and indeed are integral to planning. The characterisation of the 

Indigenous polity, including aspects of leadership, separation (or non-separation) of powers, 

actors’ positioning in a social network, and its consequent principles of governance are often 

antithetical to the non-Indigenous ideal of ‘good governance’.  

Indigenous governance is inseparably tied to family structures which makes it hard to 

recognise and legitimate in bureaucratic situations likes boards and committees. The formal 

governance of protected areas and Ranger programs, through a board of directors for 

example, ‘obscures, ignores and often excludes the recognition that Elders provide the senior 

family leadership and that governance integrity is anchored to Country as well as the 

contemporary and historical actions of Indigenous people’ (tebrakunna country et al. 2016 

p. 90). Nevertheless, Indigenous clan groups, just like other cultural groups, adhere to a 
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number of ethical beliefs that are required to normalise good governance behaviours. 

Lockwood (2010) has articulated seven principles that can be a measurable quality of good 

governance and management effectiveness for protected areas. Tebrakunna country et al. 

(2016) argues that these principles – legitimacy, transparency, accountability, inclusiveness, 

fairness, connectivity, and resilience – can be applied across the cultural, neoliberal and 

governance spectrum to assess the healthiness of agreements, benefits, aspirations, and 

relationships. Assessing the recognition of family as the seat of power for decision-making 

(the central pillar of Indigenous governance) can be legitimated through the same processes 

of assessing non-Indigenous governance. The relationship of Indigenous people to Country 

and the individual to kinship is underscored by principles that deeply reflect Lockwood’s 

(2010) analysis of what constitutes good governance – the family is the locus for ethical and 

moral standards and members of the family, or kin, must act with integrity to comply with 

customary law. Assessments of good governance can be achieved through the articulation of 

the everyday business of interacting with Country, kinship and governance forms as a series 

of measurable qualities which would then bolster Indigenous legitimacy, authority and 

control in protected area management. This needs to be done primarily by Anangu and Yugul 

Mangi People themselves narrating their own governance structures, including their 

belonging through kinship representation, and for good governance to be negotiated and 

built around these narratives. 

 

7.4.2 Practical considerations for measuring and monitoring ILSM 
The collaborative evaluation of ILSM has many advantages, including that Indigenous people 

are often the sole residents and carers of Country that is of high conservation value (Garnett 

et al. 2018). The relative remoteness from large population centres of regions like Ngukurr 

and the APY Lands where ILSM is funded and practiced limits access and increases the cost 

of infrastructure. This in turn presents challenges for non-Indigenous scientists interested in 

collecting year-round data (Danielsen et al. 2014c), whereas Indigenous people are present 

year round. Local Indigenous people are also in possession of intimate and unparalleled 

knowledge of their Country. Smyth (2011a) and others (Weir et al. 2011, Greiner and Stanley 

2013, Moorcroft 2015) describe the evolving ILSM economy, based exclusively on Indigenous 

peoples’ locality, ownership and knowledge of Country, as a ‘propitious niche’. A propitious 

niche is a congenial or favourable match, and the ILSM economy is described as such because 

ILSM programs connect people to their ancestral estates, utilise Indigenous people’s skills 

and knowledge, are valued by local, national and international communities, offer 
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employment advantages to Indigenous people because of the requirement for their 

knowledge of Country, and can be a catalyst for engaging with further employment 

opportunities (Smyth 2011a). Other propitious niches in contemporary Indigenous societies 

and economies include Indigenous art centres, Indigenous academic centres, and Indigenous 

legal and health organisations, which have many features in common with ILSM. Despite this, 

there are significant practical considerations for collaboratively measuring ILSM. In this 

section I articulate a range of significant practical considerations for working within, as 

opposed to against, the tension of collaboratively enacting ILSM and evaluation.  

In order to assess whether the aspirations of TOs and Rangers are being achieved in their 

ILSM programs, the effectiveness of ILSM needs to be evaluated ‘based on negotiated goals, 

mutual benefits and solving evaluation problems between different cultures and across 

decision-making scales’ (Austin et al. 2018 p. 2). While there are elements of Indigenous 

evaluative practices that will always resist definition from an Indigenous perspective, there 

are still ways to make space for different evaluative practices while working together. 

Through negotiating and building the good governance of protected areas and Ranger 

programs, indicators of success could also be negotiated, to ensure the collaborative 

evaluation of negotiated goals. Austin et al. (2018) identified four major challenges that ILSM 

practitioners and their collaborators need to consider when developing mutually acceptable 

criteria for evaluating ILSM effectiveness: shared understanding of management 

effectiveness in ILSM; the issue of equity; measuring management effectiveness in complex 

social-cultural-ecological systems; and grappling with relativism. 

Despite these challenges, ensuring good governance of protected areas and Ranger programs 

can help to drive the acknowledgement of Indigenous knowledge and practice related to 

ILSM and its evaluation as legitimate. Indigenous knowledge practices can then be employed 

to construct shared understandings of ILSM (Tengö et al. 2014). While this can be challenging 

for conservation practitioners who are not familiar with alternative knowledge systems to 

non-Indigenous science or NRM practices (Nakata 2007, Gavin et al. 2015, Johnson et al. 

2015), the integration of diverse ways of knowing, being and doing in the evaluation of 

success are themselves fundamental to the success of intercultural conservation 

partnerships. Yu (2012 p. 7) argues that until data are collected and analysed by Indigenous 

people themselves, ‘the narrative about Indigenous people’s place in the Australian nation 

will continue to be one of deficit, disadvantage and dysfunction’ and ‘the policy prescriptions 

flowing from that narrative will continue to fail Indigenous people and the nation’. 

Indigenous people need to be resourced to collect and analyse their own data, to tell their 



Chapter 7: Summary and discussion 

 371 

own compelling stories, and drive their own self-determination (Yu 2012). Indeed, Austin et 

al. (2018) argue that the integration of diverse evaluative practices should be included as a 

key pillar in measuring effectiveness. 

This negotiation is important because Indigenous knowledge of the management and care of 

lands and seas exists, is valid, and can be used in assessment processes. Indigenous people 

around the world have proven their capabilities in applying their skills to participate in 

organised and systematic data gathering (Ens 2012, Danielsen et al. 2014c). A study by 

Danielsen et al. (2014a) found that local focus group discussions were a way to recognise and 

respect Indigenous knowledge in measuring status and trends in natural resources, whilst 

also empowering TOs and Rangers in the monitoring process. Through the focus groups with 

Indigenous knowledge holders, a similar abundance of birds, mammals and plants were 

documented and validated as through the scientist-executed and locally-executed line-

transects. Focus groups cost significantly less than the transects, with the locally-executed 

transects also cheaper than the scientist-executed transects. In tight fiscal environments with 

little money for monitoring and evaluation, this is significant. 

Funding for ILSM, including IPA programs, is often used in creative ways and moulded to local 

priorities and aspirations. The level of flexibility in meeting IPA program funding with on-

ground activities varies by Ranger group, and often depends on the intercultural awareness 

of non-Indigenous staff members and whether local priorities and aspirations have been 

included in management plans. IPAs are funded to implement IPA Management Plans, so it 

is important that the Plans contain the priorities, strategies, actions and flexibilities that TOs 

want and need. If this is not done well, TOs can find themselves signing up to NRM priorities 

and activities that fail to accommodate cultural obligations and priorities, which leads to the 

sorts of misunderstandings highlighted in the stories in this thesis. Management plans 

facilitated by planners with conservation training (although selected and employed by 

organisations governed by TOs) may mention the aspirations of caring for Tjukurpa but omit 

using it as a method for assessing whether this is occurring. In the Walalkara IPA Plan of 

Management, ‘Inma and stories – Looking after Tjukurpa’ is listed as one of four long term 

aims, along with good country with lots of animals, local Ranger jobs, and tourism operation 

suited to Walalkara’s needs (APY Land Management 2003). However, practicing inma and 

looking after Tjukurpa is not listed as a way of looking after Country, with patch burning, feral 

animal control, foxbaiting, looking for endangered animals and cleaning rockholes the only 

things listed. This is a good example of the problems arising from an inadequately drafted 
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management plan. It is still relatively early days in the IPA and Ranger story, and it is likely 

that these tools will be developed more effectively over time. 

Bio-cultural diversity across Australia has been generated through Indigenous people’s 

adaptation to unique environments (Hobbs et al. 2006), which have produced unique species 

compositions and relative abundance through human use and agency, through a complex set 

of laws that govern species, harvesting techniques, and ecosystem interventions (Bardsley 

and Wiseman 2016). Yet, Indigenous people’s conceptualisations of looking after Country are 

only beginning to be valued in Australian NRM institutions. The reasons for this link back to 

Chapter 2 where I argued that the success of the colonial project relied on a falsity of terra 

nullius. The success of the agro-industrial transformation of the Australian landscape has 

depended on the dispossession of Indigenous people from their lands and seas and the 

associated destruction of intricate and important socio-ecosystems (Foster et al. 2001, 

Bardsley and Wiseman 2016). Perhaps it is precisely because the sophistication necessary to 

learn about and manage Country infers a long history of use, cultivation and ownership, that 

Indigenous knowledge practices were not adopted during the colonial and modern eras. 

Indigenous knowledge practices have not been acknowledged because they provide 

evidence of Indigenous people’s interrelationships with Country, which clashed with the 

colonial policies of terra nullius, upon which the Australian colonies were based (Langton 

2004). That Indigenous peoples are still fighting to have their knowledge practices valued 

(Berkes et al. 2000) shows the enduring legacy of the colonial project to Australian 

landscapes and people and the evaluation of their success. 

There are significant and important differences between IPAs and joint management 

arrangements. There is a coercive nature to joint management arrangements, in that land is 

returned to TO control, but only under the agreement that it will be managed as a National 

Park with conservation values and outcomes in perpetuity (Lawrence 1996). Joint 

management has been criticised as the ‘“negotiations” often result in ridiculous sacrifices of 

control and autonomy for the recognition of secure title’ (Strelein 1993 p. 390). In 

comparison, IPAs are voluntarily declared by TOs, which in turn tends to result in more 

equitable and collaborative relationships between TOs, Rangers and their IPA collaborators. 

Despite these differences, M&E still tends to be done in collaboration with non-Indigenous 

employees or partners. In the APY Lands, the monitoring and evaluation was done by the 

non-Indigenous land management coordinators. Even in Ngukurr, where the Ranger 

coordinator was a local Indigenous person, he and a senior ranger travelled to Darwin to 

complete their M&E at the NLC in Darwin to ensure compliance of reporting with non-
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Indigenous norms. While Indigenous people have more control over the day-to-day activities 

in IPAs, there are still lessons that could be learnt from the joint management and co-

management literature in using participatory processes to identify and monitor indicators of 

success (Moller et al. 2004, Izurieta et al. 2011, Stacey et al. 2013). 

 

7.4.3 ‘Knitting to look after Country’: co-producing intercultural 

governance for the evaluation of ILSM 
During my time on the APY Lands, I spent many hours with Anangu TOs and Rangers, sitting 

and knitting (for example, see Figure 7.2). We, both Anangu and Piranpa, often went on 

multi-day work trips, but work colleagues do not often spend their very first work 

experiences together on a five-day bush trip to the remote central desert. We were work 

colleagues, but for these trips to be not only effective but also enjoyable, there needed to be 

a level of friendship and respect in the group. That comes through time and conversations, 

but conversations can be difficult in a place like the APY Lands. Most Anangu working with 

APY Land Management, particularly older TOs, did not speak a lot of English, or did not like 

to speak it, and the Piranpa’s (including my own) Pitjantjatjara was rudimentary at best. 

Knitting was a good way to spend time together without forcing conversation, enjoying 

amicable silence. I spent many hours with both Piranpa and Anangu throughout the time I 

lived in the APY Lands, ostensibly knitting beanies45 but really spending quiet, industrious 

moments together. 

Upon reflecting on these experiences with the space of several years since finishing 

fieldwork, I have come to think of knitting as a metaphor. We were not only knitting strands 

of yarn together into beanies; we were knitting relationships with each other. But in addition, 

knitting can be seen as a way of ‘bridging’ (Johnson et al. 2016) non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous knowledge systems. I propose the idea of ‘knitting to look after Country’ as a new 

metaphor for bridging knowledges in ILSM evaluative practices, coproducing intercultural 

governance arrangements and the building of relationships. 

In collaborative ILSM, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous knowledges have much to offer 

one another in the identification of techniques and methods of evaluating looking after 

Country. As detailed in Chapter 1, Indigenous people maintain distinct systematic, localised 

and place-based environmental and cultural knowledge and evaluative practices in their 

                                                           
45 A beanie is a warm, knitted cap, like the one Ningulta Edwards is wearing in Figure 7.2. 
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caring for Country (see Johnson et al. 2016). In ILSM, TOs, Rangers, their funders and 

collaborators, have made a commitment to work collaboratively – equally and together – to 

discuss what success is, decide on indicators, develop methods and undertake M&E 

(McElwee 2017). The metaphor of ‘knitting to look after Country’ could be used to unsettle 

the assumption that non-Indigenous indicators and methods alone are able to produce 

authoritative knowledge in evaluating success – each strand of yarn is necessary for the form 

and function of the final fabric. There is also potential for the knitting metaphor to be used 

to alleviate some of the tensions highlighted above that arise in cross-cultural monitoring 

work. 

 

Figure 7.2 Knitting with Ningulta Edwards while discussing an upcoming trip to Country 

Credit: Juliette Hopkins 

Johnson et al. (2016) argue that the approach of ‘bridging’ knowledge systems is preferable 

to arguments to ‘synthesise’, ‘combine’ or ‘integrate’ Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

knowledge systems (Bohensky et al., 2013; Bohensky & Maru, 2011; Nadasdy, 1999; Reid et 

al., 2006). Synthesising, combining or integrating knowledge tends to disadvantage 

Indigenous people and their knowledge systems, due in part to differences in power. Berkes 

(2012) has argued that these power imbalances make Indigenous knowledge systems 
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vulnerable to outside forces. In addition, synthesising or blending knowledges is not 

encouraged because knowledges have different epistemologies and are based on different 

worldviews (Berkes 2009b). Therefore, bridging knowledge systems is preferable as it 

respects the integrity of each knowledge system and thereby produces healthy results. 

Nadasdy (Nadasdy 1999) has argued that the idea of integration is problematic because it 

assumes Indigenous knowledge to be simply a new form of ‘data’ to be incorporated into 

existing management bureaucracies and acted upon by NRM practitioners and scientists. This 

has forced Indigenous people to talk about their knowledge and evaluative practices in ILSM 

in ways that conform to institutions and practices of conservation management, rather than 

to their own practices, values and beliefs (Nadasdy 1999). 

Taking knowledge seriously in the co-production of evaluation knowledge does not equate 

to acquiring all aspects of Indigenous knowledge. Indeed, in some cases it may not be 

appropriate to attempt any bridging at all, for example in relation to ceremonial practices or 

secret information. What is important is taking the consequences of what that knowledge is 

actually detailing in relation to caring for Country. Non-Indigenous researchers, scientists and 

other practitioners play significant roles in knowledge co-production, but their involvement 

should also be preceded by the development of good faith, working relationships, trust 

building, respect for areas that should not be researched, and knowledge that should not be 

documented (Berkes 2009b). 

In other cases, bridging may bring about an opportunity to use knowledges and evaluative 

practices creatively, for example in knowledge co-production for conservation (Johnson et 

al. 2016). Whyte et al. (2016) have provided protocols and examples for successful bridging 

of Indigenous knowledge and sustainability science but each situation of bridging knowledge 

systems will be unique and will require much hard work and commitment from all 

collaborators. As Johnson et al. (2016 p. 4) argue, upon entering this discursive space of 

working together, ‘we journey together on the paths of dialogue to share understandings, 

learning and possibilities, and looking forward to the challenges involved.’ 

The theory behind the knitting metaphor is that the combined forces of the yarn strengthen 

each other and lead to a deeper understanding and truth, balancing between complementary 

opposites, calling for respect and understanding of each other’s ways of knowing, being and 

doing. Muller (Muller 2012) refers to a similar metaphor with Ganma, which is about mixing 

knowledges in saltwater Country in north-east Arnhem Land (see also Yunupingu and Watson 

1986). Indigenous and non-Indigenous people have different ways of conceptualising and 
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evaluating Country-based practices, derived from different knowledge systems. Knitting two 

strands of wool brings these different conceptualisations together, while maintaining their 

distinct nature. One strand of wool represents Indigenous knowledge systems and the other 

represents non-Indigenous knowledge systems. The combined forces of the two strands 

strengthen each other. Time and patience are needed to ensure the two knowledge systems 

are balanced. If care is not taken and one knowledge system is prioritised over the other, a 

stitch might be dropped and a hole in the work would appear. For true knowledge 

collaboration, the yarns interact with each other in the knitted work but never lose their 

distinctiveness; they are separate and opposed parts of one whole. And when they are 

represented equally, they build something of complexity and integrity. If the knitting is done 

well, then Indigenous ways of knowing Country, of practising their knowledge for 

management and the evaluation of success, could be represented equally to non-Indigenous 

knowledge and methods in collaborative management and evaluation, even if the details of 

the Indigenous knowledge practices are not intimately known. 

This thesis has compiled a set of challenges that contribute to moments of tension in the 

evaluation of caring for Country. Successful collaborations between TOs, Rangers and non-

Indigenous scientists involve the practical acceptance of several additional challenges. 

Indigenous people often have different conceptions of what ‘work’ is to non-Indigenous 

people (McRae-Williams and Gerritsen 2010, Campbell 2013). McRae-Williams and Gerritsen 

observed that, while the identity and behaviour of non-Indigenous people tended to be 

shaped predominantly by employment, for Indigenous people remunerated employment 

was viewed primarily as a means to manage social relatedness and autonomy (see also 

Osborne and Guenther 2013). At the same time, the non-Indigenous people working in the 

APY Lands and in Ngukurr are often overworked, underqualified for their positions, or 

unsuitable for the work, and the expectations on them can be overwhelmingly high (Mahood 

2012). Perhaps for these reasons, the workforce in the APY lands and in Ngukurr, as in most 

remote Aboriginal townships, is highly transient (McRae-Williams and Gerritsen 2010). Non-

Indigenous staff legitimise their ‘nomadism’, according to Cowlishaw (1999), through 

discourses on the value of professional development, work experience and career paths. Not 

many non-Indigenous people reside in the same remote Aboriginal township or homeland 

for longer than three years. This is for a myriad of reasons, including leaving partners and 

families behind and needing to return to them, and experiencing ‘burn out’ from overwork 

and the burden of the demands from adopted family members (Mahood 2012). For 

Indigenous people, this means constantly ‘re-educating’ non-Indigenous staff, which in my 
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experience they do with great patience and skill. However, the short horizons that non-

Indigenous people bring with them mean the lessons learned are barely subcutaneous, with 

old habits (and an intolerance of worldviews other than their own) surfacing when the 

tiredness, heat and stress become too much. 

In the collaborative governance of ILSM, practitioners need to accept flexible and fluid 

timelines. Osborne (2016 p. 70) argues that ‘cultural events and factors such as funerals, high 

levels of mobility and reciprocal obligations to family’ can mean that timelines in IPA work 

plans or M&E activities might not be suitable and ‘flexibility in this regard is crucial’. 

Additionally, non-Indigenous scientists would need to accept and adhere to appropriate 

‘processes’ – the right people, with strong relationships, following the Tjukurpa/Drimin – no 

matter the outcomes, as this is a critical indicator of successful ILSM. For TOs and Rangers, 

the bio-cultural consequences of following the correct process would be beneficial, whatever 

the outcomes might be. 

Knowledge co-production for evaluation requires all partners to be willing and open, to build 

partnerships and negotiations in good faith, and to work with humility (Berkes 2009b). Harris 

(2007 p. 303) argues that the ‘co-production of requisite knowledge requires all parties to 

recognise that all knowledge is partial and incomplete, that evidence is debatable, and that 

there are ways of knowing determined by culture, semiotics and values’. In order to build a 

dialogue between non-Indigenous scientists, TOs and Rangers, both Indigenous methods of 

evaluation and non-Indigenous scientific methods need to be taken seriously, on their own 

terms. While there is an assumption that it is non-Indigenous scientists who need to change 

and take Indigenous knowledge seriously because they are commonly seen to be in positions 

of power, as discussed earlier in this chapter power is partly an illusion and nothing is done 

without TOs and Rangers acceding to requests. The co-production of knowledge for 

evaluation is premised on the achievement of the co-production and negotiation of 

intercultural governance capacity. Coproducing intercultural governance capacity could 

ensure that Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are working together well, and 

Indigenous knowledge practices are respected and prioritised in the evaluation of their land 

and sea estates (Tengö et al. 2014, 2017). 

The knitting metaphor is a useful mechanism for ensuring Indigenous people have an equal 

and active role in the planning, management and evaluation of the ILSM organisations and 
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activities. I would also argue that the practice of ‘yarning’46 – as opposed to earnest, 

professional conversations about caring for Country and NRM – is also a key ingredient in 

relationship-building, which, as identified in this thesis, is a necessary prerequisite for 

equitable, meaningful collaboration. Yarning – both weaving and talking – is not dissimilar to 

Horstman and Wightman’s (2001) ‘karpati approach’. The term karpati is loosely based on 

the Kriol word for the English expression ‘cup of tea’. Horstman and Wightman (2001 p. 102) 

use ‘karpati approach’ as ‘an analogy for an unhurried and respectful approach to discussions 

or research with senior custodians of knowledge on mutually beneficial terms’. Meaningful 

collaboration is important because of the benefits of Indigenous-driven evaluation processes 

(Berkes 2012, Johnson et al. 2016) and is consistent with the Indigenous-driven processes 

that have led to the successful outcomes from IPAs and Indigenous Ranger groups, 

particularly in comparison to government-driven Indigenous engagement processes in 

national parks and marine parks. 

 

7.5 Recommendations 
Recommendations are provided here as part of an aspiration that Indigenous-led, 

collaborative evaluations of ILSM, which are still in their infancy, continue to be more 

effectively and equitably developed. Recommendations arising from this research include 

increasing awareness and funding for the ‘in-between’ spaces in ILSM; and working together 

in good-faith. Working in good faith means that when we – Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people – are working together in collaborative ILSM activites and evaluation, we need to stay 

in the here and now, and do the work of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, to find, as 

Verran and Christie (2011) argue, ways of ‘doing difference together’ in a good enough way. 

 

7.5.1 Increased awareness and funding for in-between spaces in ILSM 
Mutual incomprehension arises when Indigenous and non-Indigenous people working in 

ILSM have not developed shared understandings of what constitutes caring for Country and 

how it should be evaluated. Unfortunately, while these differences are relatively easy to 

describe and recognise in scholarship, when it comes to doing ILSM on the ground and in the 

day-to-day, it is difficult to work within this ontological pluralism. A serious challenge exists 

for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people to not just listen but to ‘hear’ and 

                                                           
46 Australian slang word for informal chatting. 
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understand each other, where mutual trust and understanding is built slowly and needs time, 

a commodity that seems always to be lacking or not equally available in most of the 

professional contexts of remote Indigenous Australia. The process of listening, hearing and 

understanding in the complex cultural context of remote Australia is far more complex than 

a single visit or a single conversation can achieve (Osborne 2014). There is a need for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people to really ‘hear’ each other, to listen and understand 

the significant epistemological and ontological points of difference, to recognise the 

existence of other values, knowledges and ways of being in the people-places in which they 

work. This includes giving time and room to explore and learn ‘how’ to hear, ‘when’ to hear, 

and ‘why hearing matters’ (Osborne 2014). 

One way of easing the problems that arise in ILSM evaluation and to facilitate ‘hearing’ would 

be to increase investment. More funding for TOs, Rangers and non-Indigenous collaborators 

would help to pay for the actual time it takes to complete work in places like the remote 

central desert and remote Arnhem Land and would potentially ease workloads. 

However, the argument for increased investment is done so with the proviso that the ‘in-

between’ spaces in remote work are recognised as having value in their own right. Increasing 

accountability to existing non-Indigenous norms would limit the possibilities for working both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous agendas at the same time. Therefore, ways of measuring 

need to be developed that account for the vague and fuzzy ‘in-between’ and ‘double spaces’. 

These ‘in-between’ and ‘double spaces’ protect the space for co-existence (Howitt 2011) and 

co-production while being together on Country and together in place. Muller (2014) argues 

for a practice of ‘co-motion’, a term coined by Mexican activist Gustavo Esteva (1987), which 

refers to moving together – different cultures, worldviews, genders – in a way that is mutually 

respectful and embraces diversity. The idea of co-motion hopes to allow the unruly, 

intangible, illegible, and often invisible elements of caring for Country be (re)framed within 

the context of ILSM and provides space for Indigenous law and process to exist equitably with 

all other non-Indigenous agendas (Muller 2014). 

The question of how best to spend existing funds, or more funds if they become available, is 

important because there is currently un-met demand from TO groups wishing to establish 

new Ranger groups and new IPAs. If more funding does become available, it is likely to be 

allocated to these emerging groups rather than to improving outcomes for existing ILSM 

initiatives. I recognise the constraints with recommending the need more funding as this is a 

plea with a well-worn mantra, and a fairly blunt instrument for achieving targeted 
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improvements. Certainly, the level of funding is often a constraint on achieving good 

outcomes, but more often there are bigger constraints, including strategic thinking and 

planning, communication, coordination and governance processes, many of which are not 

funding-dependent. 

Regardless, calling for increased funding to pay for all the work of looking after Country is 

still important. The aim of increased funding would be to increase the quality of collaborative 

caring for Country, rather than just extending existing practices. Increasing quality may then 

result in the need for better measures of appropriate (co-)governance processes. In my 

experience this usually only occurs when TOs lead the collaborative processes, which is more 

likely to occur in IPA settings than in formal, legislated co-management settings. In the 

absence of increased funding, ILSM organisation could consider whether redirecting some 

existing funding to support good TO-led governance and decision-making could result in 

better outcomes for the same expenditure. 

 

7.5.2 Working together in good faith 
Amongst the ‘relative chaos’ of the work of ILSM, and amidst the shifting sands of non-

Indigenous people working in remote places like the APY Lands and Ngukurr (Mahood 2012), 

the one constant and unifying force is the local Indigenous people. They do, and always will, 

live on or near, and have relationships with, their Country. They have been caring for their 

Country for tens of thousands of years. Their voices and their relationships to Country are 

valid, legitimate and useful. However, rarely are they at the centre of ‘the work’ of ILSM and 

its evaluation. Indigenous people’s voices and relationships to Country are incorporated 

through ‘two-way’ approaches (McDonald 2011, Muller 2012, Preuss and Dixon 2012), but 

they often become diluted or pushed to the edges of decision-making and planning, when 

the goals of non-Indigenous science and NRM are prioritised. 

And so, I return to this idea of working in ‘good faith’ (Verran 2013). In my experience, the 

principle of working in good faith is constantly practiced by the Aboriginal people I have 

worked with. During the story about the disagreement over pay in Chapter 5, when the 

Anangu woman waved her hand to sweep away the argument and declared: ‘Palya, I’m not 

worried about pay, palya, leave it’, she was operating in good faith. She did not agree with 

the non-Indigenous coordinator, but for many Anangu and Yugul Mangi People, long-term 

relationships are more important than short term disagreements or misunderstandings. 
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Jones et al. (2018) argue that, in relation to providing culturally respectful education in the 

APY Lands, it is the responsibility of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people to find 

culturally competent practices. Including Anangu colleagues, they argue that ‘at the heart of 

this shared responsibility is the building of relationships and the sharing of our knowledge 

and worldviews’ (Jones et al. 2018 p. 6), a challenge that could be extended to working 

together in ILSM. Katrina Tjitayi describes the building of relationships and sharing of 

knowledge and worldviews as ‘being together in a good way’ and opening up to different 

ways of knowing and being that are neither ‘right nor wrong, just different’ (Jones et al. 2018 

p. 6) (see also Tjitayi and Osborne 2014). Jones et al. (2018) argue that the cultural 

competence needed to work together can be gained through the co-creation of what Haas 

Dyson (2016 p. 50) described as the ‘third space’ - ‘not a single space inserted between the 

localised and global culture, but rather an intricate and layered space interwoven with 

meanings.’ Knitting and weaving knowledge practices and relationships is an emerging theme 

in collaborative environmental and livelihoods work around the world (see Kothari 2019) and 

is one way of being and working together in good ways. 

During ILSM activities and evaluative work, even when the work is rushed and we are tired 

and it is hot and wet and we have been driving for four days straight, and even though we 

feel the need to produce results according to budgets and management plans, we have to 

discipline ourselves when we are working together, to stay in the here and now, and do the 

work of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, in a good enough way. Lessons can and are 

being learnt in the everyday practices of ILSM, where TOs, Rangers and their non-Indigenous 

collaborators are finding ways to work together and really ‘hear’ each other (e.g. Rostron et 

al. 2012). 

 

7.5.3 Recommendations for further research 
Throughout this thesis, useful lines of inquiry have emerged for future research projects. 

These include, but are not limited to: 

• Linguistic research relating to itjanu, which when paired with ngura means all the 

things that make Pitjantjatjara Country healthy. 

Developing a deeper understanding of how Indigenous people describe healthy Country in 

their own languages would drive a deeper respect for and support of Indigenous worldviews. 
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• Exploring the concept of caring for Country as a livelihood, not just as a conservation 

and land management practice. 

• A practical research project that clarifies understandings among non-Indigenous 

coordinators working in ILSM about Indigenous values and knowledge practices 

regarding caring for Country. 

This could ensure that Indigenous worldviews and values are at the forefront of ILSM 

planning and implementation and reduce moments of disconcertment between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous people working in ILSM. 

• The practicalities of acknowledging and accepting the role of fishing, hunting and 

other resource use in ILSM practices. 

• Comparisons between regional and local governance or coordination of ILSM. 

These lines of research should be designed and led by Indigenous people involved in ILSM 

and could assist in developing a more equitable and successful ILSM industry. 

 

7.6 Conclusion 
The purpose of this thesis has been to tell the full, complex, messy, important story of 

monitoring and evaluation in ILSM, an Indigenous-led initiative based on complex 

relationships, obligations and responsibilities to Country. As described in Chapter 2, TOs and 

Rangers driving the ILSM movement have worked hard for recognition and support from 

government and non-government funding programs. Significant resources have now been 

invested into ILSM across Australia to establish Ranger groups and IPAs and resource their 

administration. There are now at least 3000 Indigenous people employed as Rangers and 

over 670,000 km2 of land and sea in 75 IPAs across Australia and these numbers are only set 

to rise. As ILSM programs, including IPAs and WoC programs, flourish and mature, TOs, 

Rangers and their collaborators are contending with how to monitor and evaluate the success 

of their programs, a trade-off and requirement for investment. Various approaches have 

been developed to evaluate ILSM, but less work has been done describing the evaluation of 

ILSM from Indigenous perspectives. 

This thesis has developed the discussion on the evaluation of ILSM by providing accounts of 

how TOs and Rangers in two people-places – in the APY Lands and at Ngukurr – are 

responding to the requirement to evaluate their ILSM programs and partnerships. Chapter 3 
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explored the means and methods of how these accounts were compiled, by undertaking 

collaborative investigations with TOs and Rangers to observe activities and assess what was 

being achieved in their ILSM programs and partnerships. In both the APY Lands and at 

Ngukurr, TOs and Rangers have established Ranger groups, fought for and achieved the 

declaration of IPAs and built collaborations with non-government funded initiatives. As 

described in Chapter 4, local social, cultural, political, historical and environmental factors 

have driven the contemporary social context and organisational structure of unique ILSM 

frameworks in the APY Lands and at Ngukurr, their related ILSM policies, and the abilities of 

local groups to engage in ILSM programs and conservation partnerships. As Chapter 4 makes 

clear, ILSM evaluation policies and practices need to be contextually responsive to local 

histories, values, and aspirations. 

The aspirations of Anangu and Yugul Mangi People for their land and sea management and 

the ways in which they evaluate its success were presented in Chapter 5 and 6 respectively. 

The stories told from and about each region reveal that there are similarities, but also 

diversity and complexity, in Indigenous evaluative practices across the Indigenous estate, as 

well as the evidence base used to support claims of success. 

An analysis of the results has been presented in this Chapter which shows that there are 

convergences in the aspirations and evaluative practices in the desert in the APY Lands and 

in the savannah at Ngukurr. For TOs and Ranger groups in the desert and the savannah, the 

primary aspiration was to have ILSM evaluative work done by the right people, with strong 

relationships, being guided by the Tjukurpa/Drimin. Following the articulation of this 

aspiration, contemporary articulations of ILSM aspirations and measures of success were 

defined, a necessary process following the bureaucratic requirements of ILSM programs and 

partnerships. Regardless, in both people-places, these contemporary articulations stayed 

true to the holistic nature of Country and the ownership and obligations of people to Country 

and Country to people. While ILSM is practised in the intercultural space, strong local 

governance was tied to the success of programs and partnerships. Through these 

intercultural collaborations, the best available knowledge can be used to produce healthy 

Country and healthy people. Finally, educating the next generation of TOs to care for their 

Country was articulated as essential in the desert and the savannah to ensure the continued 

production of Country, the Tjukurpa or Drimin and all the people, animals, plants, songs and 

stories that depend on it. 
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A significant finding from the research was that the tensions that arise between TOs, Rangers, 

and their non-Indigenous collaborators and funders are complex and based on a myriad of 

factors, including: the bureaucratic, neoliberal nature of conventional M&E; ontological 

differences in valuing and evaluating Country; and the practicalities of remote work with 

different cultures, languages, and extreme environments. Despite the tensions, TOs and 

Rangers are showing agency in expressing their priorities in ILSM. Agency is exercised through 

determining the timing and type of activities undertaken during Ranger work and staying true 

to the holistic nature of Country and the importance of the Tjukurpa or Drimin. TOs and 

Rangers gave the highest priority to being on Country, performing ceremony, recounting and 

singing the Tjukurpa or Drimin, and maintaining language as integral components of ILSM. 

This was in addition to the more conservation-focused activities such as weed and feral 

animal control, but these conservation-focused activities were second in importance to the 

cultural priorities of ILSM. 

This project has made clear that the evaluation of ILSM is inherently intercultural and 

requires the bridging, or ‘knitting’, of multiple ways of knowing, being and doing. This 

bridging is dependent on local Indigenous people’s aspirations and measures of success being 

established first, and then non-Indigenous methods and tools being brought in to build 

collaborative frameworks to inform and assess management. ILSM programs, including the 

IPA and WoC Programs, need to continue to support TOs to exercise their cultural authority 

over Country, to ensure that they are driving decision-making processes on their own 

Country. 

Research priorities arising from the results of this thesis include exploring whether governing 

ILSM programs and partnerships through a local organisation puts TOs and Rangers in a 

stronger position to address the cross-cultural challenges in ILSM practice and evaluation, as 

compared to being governed by large regional organisations, which may inhibit TO and 

Ranger agency and the resolution of conflicts. Additionally, while the negative impacts of the 

bureaucratisation of caring for Country practices have been documented, the way that 

Indigenous people are showing agency by appropriating bureaucratic infrastructures, 

including IPA and Ranger programs, could be extended from the arguments in this thesis. 

Ultimately, this research recommends increasing awareness and funding for the in-between 

spaces in ILSM. The increase in investment would recognise that the mutual trust and 

understanding needed for true collaborative evaluation can only be built slowly. Maintaining 

the in-between spaces in ILSM would allow the unruly, intangible, illegible, and often invisible 
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elements of caring for Country to be (re)framed within the context of ILSM programs and 

partnerships and provide space for the Tjukurpa, Drimin, kinship, and right process to exist 

equitably with non-Indigenous agendas. Co-producing intercultural governance for the 

evaluation of ILSM programs and partnerships is done well when people (and Country) are 

working together in good faith, finding new and different ways to do difference together, in 

a good enough way. 
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Ngayulu ini Jennifernya mununa Umuwala nyinanyi months kutjara. Ngayulu waaka universityngka munu ngayuku waaka ngurira nyakupai yaaltji-yaaltji 

atunymankuntjaku Anangu tjutaku ngura tjukuritja tjuta. 

Ngayulu Anangu tjutangka wangkara kulintjikitja mukuringanyi tjukurpa ngura tjuta tjana atunymankunytja. Anangu tjutangka ara tjakultjunku tjakul ngura yaaltji-

yaaltji wirura kanyintjaku munu yaaltji-yaaltji nganana pukulpa nyinantjaku. Anangungku yaaltji-yaaltji kulini mai putitja kuka putitja atunymara kanyintjaku. 

Kutjuparala tjinguru antjaki ankuku munula tjukurpa nguratjara pulkara wangkara kulilku nguratjara. Munu yaaltji-yaaltjiingku ngura atunymankula kanyilku ngura. 

Ngayulu mukuringanyi Anangukutjupa, tjinguru wati munu minyma, ngayulu tjungu waakaringtjaku panya ngayunya tjukarurungku alpamilara Anangungka 

tjutangka wangka pitjantjatjaraku wangkanytjaku. Anangu universityngka payamilani waaka nyangatja palyanyanka.  

Ngayulu mukuringanyi wangka recordamilatjikitja munu tipingka mantjitjikitja kulu palu nyura mukuringkunytjangka kutju. Nganana universityku ara nyanga palu 

purunypa recordamilalpai, videomilalpai piranpaku ara nyangatja. Palu nyura mukuringkunytja wiyangka wiya. 

Nyaa nguriya Anangu tjutangka ngura atunymara pulkarangku kanyilpai? 

Ngura itjanu pulka ngaranyangka Anangu nguraritja pukulpa ipilypa nyinanyi. Ngura ailuru ngaranyangka Anangu nguraritja pikatjararinganyi munu tjituru-

tjitururinganyi ara tjuta kulira. 

- Nyaa kulini ‘land management’-tjara? 

- Nyaa kulini ‘tjana ngura tjuta atunymankunytja’-tjara? 

- Nyaa kulini nyangatja kutjupa or (munu) palurutu? 

Munu tjapini tjuta piruku! 

Wirura ngura atunymananyi 

Appendix 1: Pitjantjatjara translation of the purpose of the research and research questions 
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My name is Jennifer and I am living in Umuwa for two months. I work at university and I am doing research into how Anangu are looking after their 

country. 

I would like to talk to Anangu about their story of how they would like to look after and care for country. We can talk to Anangu about how they care 

for country and how they care for people. We can listen to people talk about how the country is healthy when there is a lot of food on the country. 

Sometimes we might go camping and talk more about looking after country. And how people want to look after country. 

I would like to find someone, maybe a man and a woman, to work together and help me talk to Anangu and translate from Pitjantjatjara to English. 

Anangu will be paid for the work by the university.  

I would like to take voice recordings and video recordings as well, but only if you want to. We often record and video stories at university like this. 

But if you don’t want to, we won’t. 

How and why do Anangu want to look after country? 

When the country is healthy, Anangu are happy and healthy. When the country is not healthy, Anangu are sick and sad and are thinking about the 

old times. 

- What do you think about when you hear ‘land management’? 

- What do you think about when you hear ‘tjana ngura tjuta atunymankunytja’? 

- Are these things the same or different? 

And more questions! 

Wirura ngura atunymananyi 
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Wirura ngura atunymananyi tjinguru … 

Tjukula tjuta palyarunguntja – Cleaning waterholes 
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Warru tjutula munu nganamara tjutula atunymanama – Looking after warru and 

nganamara (threatened species tjuta) 
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Atunymankunytjaku munu urantjaku irmungka-irmungka, mingkulpa, mangata, maku, 

tjala munu mai putitja tjuta – Looking after and collecting bush medicines and bush 

foods 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kukaku ananyi – Going hunting  
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Inma ingkara pakara ara tjuta tjakultjunama – Singing inma and telling tjukurpa on 

country  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nintini tjitji tjuta wangkaku munu tjukurpaku – Teaching children language and 

stories on country 
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Waru tjukarurungku tilinma mai pultitja munu animal pultitja tjutangka katawarra – 

Doing fire the right way to look after food and animals 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Appendix 1 

viii 
 

Buffel Grass tilinma tjanpi kura. Manta nyangatja ngurara wiya. – Getting rid of Buffel 

Grass, it’s not from the country 
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Kamula tjuta, nyanytju tjuta, tangki tjuta - Managing feral animals like camels, horses 

and donkeys 
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Puluka waakaringkunytjikitja – Working with cattle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nyaa ngura kulini nyanga mining nyangatjatjara – What do you think about mining on 

country? 



Appendix 2: Kriol translation of the purpose of the research 
 

Hau yu sabi wen ba yu kantri im guduwan? Maidimbat yu kantri. 

Mi Jen en mi wok langa Charles Darwin University langa dis projek wer ai garra spendim tim 

langa Ngukurr. Ai garra jidan ya marri ba 3 yirs. Ai bin du diskainabala wok la Pitjantjatjara 

mob. Mi dombat research langa hou yumob mindi yumob kantri en hou yumob legi yumob 

kantri datmas. Ai legi wok garra Ngukurr Langgus Senta en garram ol da ranja mob. 

Ai legi tok la yumob ba dali mi bla hou yumob filin en hou yumob mindim yumob katri en 

hou yumob sabi mit bi dat kantri im gudwan o najin. 

Den wi gin megi gudwan stori langa dis kantri en la solwarra du en hou matj im min la 

yumob en hou im impodin la yumob sedameni en bla handingbat en bla sombat yumob 

biginini mob blanga ol kin bus daga en langgus en stori bla yumob drimin mob. 

Ai wandi wok garra yumob dumuji dis research garra bi la Kriol en mo yumob sabi yumob 

kantri brabili wai mo den enibodi en university pai mi mani bla pai howeva wok garra mi. Ai 

wandi migi vos rekodin en vidio du, onli if dat pesen wandi duim. En bok mob en burru la 

computa marri o hou yumob wandi doim. 

Jus lik langgus senta en ranja mob gaji mani burrum gadamen en naja lot wok mob. 

Gabamen garra gibit la wai mani bla wok en rekodim wanim wi dumbat bla findout if dis 

wok wi dumbat im garra bi gudwan. Lik langgus senta dei rekodim langgus hou meni bala 

en al da ranga mob rekodim wani dei do. Gabamen wandi bigis mob namba of rekodim sou 

dei garra tok ‘ei dis mob duim bat gud job, les givit alabat mo mani.’ 

Dis mob wok mi wandi du garra yumob mit bi brabili impotin wai bla rekodim den mununga 

duim. Yumob mit givit diferen wai bla ekspeinim dijan wok. Sou wi ken megi brabili gudwan 

stori bla yumob kantri en bla yumob pipel mob en hou en watfo yumob mindim yumob 

kantri. 

Ma. 
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How do you know when you’re country is healthy?  

Local measures of ‘success’ in land and sea management in Ngukurr 

I’m Jen and I work at Charles Darwin University on a research project where I will spend 

some of the next 3 years living and working in Ngukurr. I also work with Pitjantjatjara 

people in the APY Lands. I am doing research into how and why local people are looking 

after their country. I would like to work with the Ngukurr Language Centre and with the 

Ngukurr Rangers. I would like to talk to local people about their story of how they would 

like to look after and care for country and how they know whether the country is healthy or 

not. 

Then we can make a better story of what land and sea management, or caring for country, 

means to local people in Ngukurr – why it is important, what they are doing when caring for 

country, and how they know whether what they are doing is working or not. This land and 

sea management includes not only working as rangers, but also hunting, collecting bush 

foods, burning, teaching young people stories and language, and any other way that local 

people are looking after country. 

You know the right way to ask questions and do research in your community, so I would like 

to work with co-researchers to do the research. The research will be done in language 

(Kriol) and the co-researchers or translators will be paid by the university to record, 

translate and interpret the results. I’d like to take voice recordings and video recordings but 

only if you want to. We could think of other ways to tell this story that you think would be a 

good one for Ngukurr. 

Places like the Ngukurr Language Centre and the Yugul Mangi Rangers get money from 

government and other organisations. They give that money because they reckon that the 

organisation will be trying to achieve something and they will have to report back to say 

whether that program is working or not, or whether it is successful. For example, at the 

Language Centre they report on things like numbers of recordings made and people 

learning language, and the Rangers report on things like getting rid of pests and weeds and 

looking after threatened species. This is how the funders know whether the program is 

working or not. 

These things might be important to you too but that might not be the way that you check 

whether a program is working or not. You might have other ways of ‘measuring success’. 

You might also have different reasons from Munanga for why those programs are 

important. I’d like to talk to people about how they know when the things they are doing to 

look after country are successful or not. 
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Data List 

Code Identifier Location Date Research 
method 

Medium Content 

Interview 

Interview 1a TE Umuwa, APY Land 
Management 
Office 

9
th

 May 
2014 

Translation 
and 
conversation 

Written notes Translated and discussed the project aims and 
objectives  

Interview 2a GI Umuwa 11
th

 June 
2015 

Interview Voice 
recording 

Anangu Elder talking about the impact of Buffel grass 
on the APY Lands, and his aspirations for caring for 
Country 

Interview 3a TS Kanpi June 2015 Interview Voice 
recording 

Anangu woman talking about caring for Country in 
Kanpi 

Interview 4a JM translated by SS Watarru 10
th

 June 
2014 

Interview on 
Country with 
translator 

Video 
recordings 
and notes 

Anangu Elder discussing the research questions in 
Watarru, translated in real time by an Anangu 
translator 

Interview 5a TM translated by SS Watarru IPA 12
th

 June 
2014 

Interview on 
Country with 
translator 

Video 
recordings 
and notes 

Anangu Elder talking about looking after tjakura in 
Watarru IPA, translated in real time by an Anangu 
translator 

Interview 6a TM translated by SS Watarru IPA 13
th

 June 
2014 

Interview on 
Country with 
translator 

Video 
recordings 
and notes 

Anangu Elder talking about Buffel grass in Watarru 
IPA, translated in real time by an Anangu translator 

Focus Group 

Focus Group 2a PL et al Donald’s Well, 
north of Pukatja 

17
th

 May 
2014 

Conversation Video 
recordings 

Anangu woman talking about caring for Country 
during a trip to collect tjala 

Focus Group 3a Group of Anangu 
women 

Watarru 11
th

 June 
2014 

Inma (song) Video 
recordings 
and notes 

Anangu women developing and singing inma about 
the effects of Buffel grass on Country 

Field Notes 



Appendix 3 

 

 ii 

Field Notes 1a Field Notes 2014 Across the APY 
Lands 

March – 
July 2014 

Field Notes Written 
Document 

Daily field journal with observations from field work 
in 2014 

Field Notes 2a Field Notes 2015 Across the APY 
Lands 

March – 
June 2015 

Field Notes Written 
Document  

Daily field journal with observations from field work 
in 2015 

Translation 

Translation 1a Anangu with Jennifer 
Macdonald 

Umuwa, APY Land 
Management 
Office 

2014 and 
2015 

Translation 
and written 
document 

Written 
Document 

Booklet explaining the project 

Translation 2a Anangu with Jennifer 
Macdonald 

Throughout the 
APY Lands 

2014 and 
2015 

Translation 
and written 
document 

Written 
Document 

Project summary – wirura ngura atunymananyi – 
text developed over time explaining the purpose of 
the research project, informing the booklet 

Document 

Document 1a 
(APY Land 
Management, 
2011) 

Antara-Sandy Bore 
Country 
Management Plan 

Umuwa 2011 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains the Plan of Management for 
Antara-Sandy Bore IPA 

Document 2a 
(APY Land 
Management et al., 
2010c) 

Apara-Makiri-Punti 
Country 
Management Plan - 
Background 
Information 2010 

Umuwa 2010 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains locational, historical, and 
biological background as well as information 
regarding the IPA program, the process that 
produced the country management plan and the 
people involved 

Document 3a 
(APY Land 
Management et al., 
2010b) 

Apara-Makiri-Punti 
Country 
Management Plan 
2010-2020 

Umuwa 2010 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains that Plan of Management 
which highlights key objectives, broad strategies, 
major resourcing issues, proposed IUCN Protected 
Area categorization of the Apara-Makiri-Punti area, 
and recommendations for implementing the plan 

Document 4a 
(APY Land 
Management et al., 
2010d) 

Apara-Makiri-Punti 
Operational Plan 
2010-2013 

Umuwa 2010 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains a detailed 3-year rolling 
operational plan for implementing the strategies 
developed in the plan of management 
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Document 5a 
(APY Land 
Management et al., 
2010a) 

Apara-Makiri-Punti 
Country 
Management Plan – 
Plain English 
Summary 2010-2020 

Umuwa 2010 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains a plain English summary of 
the key points from the Plan of Management and 
Operational Plan 

Document 6a 
(APY Land 
Management 2009) 

Kalka-Pipalyatjara 
Area Country 
Management Plan – 
Summary Version 
2009-2019 

Umuwa 2009 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains a summary of the Kalka-
Pipalyatjara IPA Country Management Plan 

Document 7a 
(APY Land 
Management 2003) 

Walalkara Country 
Plan of Management  

Umuwa 2003 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains the Plan of Management for 
Walalkara IPA 

Document 8a 
(APY Land 
Management 2008) 

Watarru IPA Plan of 
Management 2008-
2018 

Umuwa 2008 Written 
Document  

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains the Plan of Management for 
Watarru IPA 

Document 9a 
(Read & Ward, 
2011) 

Warru Recovery Plan: 
Recovery of 
Petrogale lateralis 
MacDonnell Ranges 
race in South 
Australia, 2010–2020 

Umuwa 2011 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains the Recovery Plan of Warru 
(Black-footed Rock-wallaby, Petrograle lateralis) in 
the MacDonnell Ranges in South Australia, written 
by John Read and Matthew Ward 

Document 10a 
(Partridge, 2008) 

Tjakura 
Antunymanuthaku – 
Looking after Tjakura 
in the APY Lands, a 
Recovery Plan 

Umuwa 2008 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Document that contains the Recovery Plan for 
tjakura (Great desert skink, Egernia kintorei) in the 
APY Lands, written by Thalie Partridge 

Document 11a 
(APY Pastoral et al., 
2013) 

APY consultation - 
feral animal 
management and 
changes to Water 
Rules under the NRM 

Umuwa 2013 Written 
Document 

Report A report detailing the results of 6 workshops held 
across the APY Lands to talk to Anangu about how 
they want to manage large non-native animals 
including camels, horses and donkeys. 
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Act, 8- 11 October 
2013 

Document 12a 
(APY Land 
Management 2010) 

Kalka-Pipalyatjara 
Indigenous Protected 
Area – Fact Sheet 

Umuwa 2010 Written 
Document 

Planning 
Document 

Fact sheet on the Kalka-Pipalyatjara Indigenous 
Protected Area 

Document 13a 
(APY Land 
Management, 
2014) 

Monitoring, 
Evaluation, Reporting 
and Improvement 
(MERI) Plan – 2014 
Review 

Umuwa 2014 Written 
Document  

Reporting 
Document 

Document that contains a review of the 2010 IPA 
MERI Plan 

Document 14a 
(APY Land 
Management, 
2014a) 

Apara-Makiri-Punti 
IPA 2014-2015 
Performance Story 

Umuwa and 
Apara-Makiri 
Punti IPA 

2014 PowerPoint 
Document 

Reporting 
Document – 
Written and 
Oral 

Performance Story that talks about re-discovering 
Punti, in Apara-Makiri-Punti IPA 

Document 15a 
(APY Land 
Management, 
2014b) 

Antara-Sandy Bore 
IPA 2014-2015 
Performance Story 

Umuwa and 
Anatara-Sandy 
Bore IPA 

2014 PowerPoint 
Document 

Reporting 
Document – 
Written 

Performance Story that talks about the management 
of Victory Well for its cultural and environmental 
significance, in Antara-Sandy-Bore IPA 

Document 16a 
(APY Land 
Management, 
2014c) 

Kalka-Pipalyatjara IPA 
2014-2015 
Performance Story 

Umuwa and 
Kalka-Pipalyatjara 
IPA 

2014 PowerPoint 
Document 

Reporting 
Document – 
Written 

Performance Story that talks about work done on 
rockholes and Buffel grass, in Kalka-Pipalyatjara IPA 

Documents 17a 
(APY Land 
Management, 
2014d) 

Walalkara IPA 2014-
2015 Performance 
Story 

Umuwa and 
Walalkara IPA 

2014 PowerPoint 
Document 

Reporting 
Document – 
Written and 
Oral 

Performance Story that talks about Waru Tjukurpa 
(fire story), in Walalkara IPA 

Document 18a 
(APY Land 
Management, 
2014e) 

Watarru IPA 2014-
2015 Performance 
Story 

Umuwa and 
Watarru IPA 

2014 PowerPoint 
Document 

Reporting 
Document – 
Written and 
Oral 

Performance Story that talks about Anangu Rangers 
and Traditional Owners learning about the effects of 
Buffel Grass on Country and how best to control it, 
in Watarru IPA 
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Data List 

Code Identifier Location Date Research 
method  

Medium Content 

Interview 

Interview 1b CR Yugul Mangi 
Ranger Shed 

June 16
th

 
2016 

Interview Video Ranger coordinator talking about what the word 
measurement means, and how he understands 
monitoring to happen 

Interview 2b CD Ngukurr June 17
th

 
2016 

Interview Video Senior Elder talking about how to know when Country is 
healthy and methods for monitoring Country 

Interview 3b CD Ngukurr 
Language 
Centre 

August 13
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior Elder talking about the history of the Yugul Mangi 
Ranger program, about the right way to look after 
Country and how to check whether Country is healthy 

Interview 4b RM Yellow Waters 
Billabong 

July 17
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Woman Ranger talking about why she works with the 
Rangers and why it’s important to look after and live on 
Country 

Interview 5b GT Ngukurr 2016 Self-reflection Video Community member talking about why it’s important to 
look after Country 

Interview 6b JR Yugul Mangi 
Ranger Shed 

August 5
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior woman Ranger talking about the beginning of the 
Yugul Mangi Rangers 

Interview 7b BN Northern Land 
Council 
Ngukurr Office 

August 5
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior Elder talking about the history of the Ranger 
program 

Interview 8b CR Yugul Mangi 
Ranger Shed 

August 5
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Ranger coordinator talking about the Ranger program 

Interview 9b WR Ngukurr Art 
Centre 

August 5
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior Elder talking about the importance of caring for 
Country 

Interview 10b CAR Ngukurr 
Church 

August 6
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior Elder talking about the importance of caring for 
Country, and strong leaders in the community 
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Interview 11b HF Ngukurr August 5
th

 
2015 

Interview Notes Senior Elder talking about the importance of the Ranger 
program 

Interview 12b GO Ngukurr August 6
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior Elder talking about the importance of leadership in 
the community 

Interview 13b GT Ngukurr Art 
Centre 

August 5
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Young community member talking about the importance 
of caring for Country 

Interview 14b IG Yugul Mangi 
Shire Office 

August 6
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior Elder talking about women in the Ranger program 

Interview 15b RR Ngukurr August 6
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior Elder talking about the importance of caring for 
Country 

Interview 16b VR Yugul Mangi 
Ranger Shed, 
Ngukurr 

August 5
th

 
2015 

Interview Audio Senior Elder talking about the importance of the Ranger 
program 

Interview 17b CR Namaliwirri 
Outstation, 
IPA 
declaration 

September 
19

th
 2017 

Interview Notes Senior Ranger discussing the ARC final report and thesis 
results 

Interview 18b WT Ngukurr September 
21

st
 2017 

Interview Notes Senior Ranger discussing the ARC final report and thesis 
results 

Interview 19b GT Ngukurr 
Language 
Centre 

September 
12

th
 2014 

Interview Notes Language worker working on and discussing the project 
translation 

Focus Group 

Focus Group 1b Male Rangers Green Island, 
south-east 
Arnhem Land 

July 2015 Focus Group 
Discussion 

Voice 
recording 

Yugul Mangi Ranger Men talk about what they do as 
Rangers and how they monitor success 

Focus Group 2b Female Rangers Green Island, 
south-east 
Arnhem Land 

July 2015 Focus Group 
Discussion 

Voice 
recording 

Yugul Mangi Ranger Women talk about caring for country 
is important, the word ninggiya, and how they know when 
caring for country is working 

Field Notes 

Field Notes 1b Jennifer Macdonald Ngukurr and July – Field Notes Written Daily field journal with observations from field work in 
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surrounding 
Country 

October 
2014 

Document – 
28,000 words 

2014 

Field Notes 2b Jennifer Macdonald Ngukurr and 
surrounding 
Country 

May, July – 
September 
2015 

Field Notes Written 
Document – 
21,500 words 

Daily field journal with observations from field work in 
2015 

Field Notes 3b Jennifer Macdonald Ngukurr May – June 
2016 

Field Notes Written 
Document – 
5,500 words 

Observations and communication from field work in 2016 

Field Notes 4b Jennifer Macdonald Ngukurr August – 
September 
2017 

Field Notes Written 
Document 

Observations from ongoing communication with Rangers 
and community members in 2017 

Field Notes 5b Jennifer Macdonald Ngukurr September 
2018 

Field Notes Written 
Document 

Observations from ongoing communication with Rangers 
and community members in 2018 

Translation  

Translation 1b Grant Thompson Ngukurr 
Language 
Centre 

2014 Translation 
and written 
document 

Written 
Document 

Statement in Kriol and English explaining the project 

Document 

Document 1b 
(Gambold 2015) 

South East Arnhem 
Land Indigenous 
Protected Area Plan of 
Management 2015 - 
2020 

Ngukurr 2017 Planning 
Document 

Written 
Document 

Plan of Management for the South East Arnhem Land 
Indigenous Protected Area (SEAL IPA) 

Document 2b 
(Yugul Mangi 
Rangers 2015) 

Yugul Mangi Rangers 
Annual Report 
2014/2015 

Darwin June 2015 Reporting 
Document 

Written 
Document 

Annual report on activity information for the reporting 
period (July – June), completed at the Northern Land 
Council in Darwin 

Document 3b 
(Thompson et 
al. 2008) 

Yugul Mangi Rangers 
Land & Sea 
Management: 2008 
Activity Report 

Ngukurr 2008 Reporting 
Document 

Written 
Document 

Activity report from the Yugul Mangi Rangers on their 
annual activities for 2008 

Document 4b SE Arnhem Land IPA Ngukurr 2013 - 2018 Reporting Written A template for assessing the outcomes, benefits and 
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(Gambold et al. 
2013) 

Monitoring, Evaluation 
and Improvement Plan 
2013-2018 

Document Document success of the SEAL IPA and a guide towards 
implementing adaptive biodiversity and heritage 
management in South East Arnhem Land. The plan 
accompanies the SEAL IPA Plan of Management 

Document 5b 
(YMLSMAC, ND) 

The Rule Book of the 
Yugul Mangi Land and 
Sea Management 
Corporation 

Ngukurr ND Planning 
Document 

Written 
Document 

The rule book of the Yugul Mangi Land Sea Management 
Aboriginal Corporation 

Document 6b 
(Ngukurr 
Language 
Centre 2012) 

Ngukurr Language 
Centre Strategic Plan 
2012–2015 

Ngukurr 2012 - 2015 Planning 
Document 

Written 
Document 

Ngukurr Language Centre’s strategic plan for 2012 – 2015 

Document 7b 
(Ngukurr 
Language 
Centre 2013) 

Performance Indicator 
Report - Indigenous 
Languages Support 
2013-14: Reporting 
Period July-December 
2013 

Ngukurr February 
11

th
 2014 

Reporting 
Document 

Written 
Document 

Ngukurr Language Centre’s performance indicator report 
for July 1

st
 – 31

st
 December 2013 

Document 8b 
(Ngukurr 
Language 
Centre 2014b) 

Performance Indicator 
Report - Indigenous 
Languages Support 
2013-14: Reporting 
Period January-June 
2014 

Ngukurr August 11
th

 
2014 

Reporting 
Document 

Written 
Document 

Ngukurr Language Centre’s performance indicator report 
for January 1

st
 – June 30

th
 2014 

Document 9b 
(Wise, 2009) 

From Stonecountry to 
Saltwater Walk 

NA December 
2009 

Reporting 
Document 

Written 
Document 

Report from a five day walk, completed in 2008, from the 
Old Mission near Ngukurr to Wuyagiba. The walk was 
along a path traditionally used for generations and was 
under the direction of senior Elders and was used to teach 
younger people important knowledge of their country. 
The walk was 10 years in the planning.  

 


