Project 3.9 Indigenous capacity
building and increased participation
in sea country management:
Project Results
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“Traditional Owner groups
to be running country
themselves through
effective Indigenous
organisations, sea
country plans, rangers
and knowledge
management systems”
Townsville Workshop,
February 2016

Understanding Traditional Owners and Sea
Country in the Southern Great Barrier Reef
For over twenty years, Traditional Owners (TOs) from across
the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) have been coming together to
explore and call for a collective approach to achieving their
aspirations for ownership, access to, and involvement in the
management of sea country. TO organisations and groups
have made real progress in securing improved recognition
through Rangers, sea country plans, native title, agreements
and Indigenous Protected Areas.

Nevertheless TOs groups need much stronger partnership
arrangements to provide for real equity and application
of their knowledge to improve management outcomes. At
least forty-four TO groups have interests in GBR sea county
(south of the Torres Straits): Gudang; Yadhaigana; Wuthathi;
Kuuku Ya’u; Kanthanumpun; Uutaalgnunu; Umpila; Angkum; Lama Lama; Paal Paal; Guugu Yimithirr
Warra; Ngulan; Yuku-Baja-Muliku; Eastern Kuku Yalanji; Wanyurr Majay; Yirriganydji; Gimuy Yidinji;
Gurabana Gunggandji; Guru Gulu Gunggandji; Mandingalbai Yidinji; Lower Coastal Yidinji; Mamu; Djiru;
Gulnay; Girramay; Bandjin; Warrgamay; Nywaigi; Manbarra; Wulgurukaba; Bindal; Juru; Gia; Ngaro;
Yuibera; Dharumbal; Woppaburra; Taribelang Bunda; Bailai; Gooreng; and Gurang.
The Reef 2050 Long Term Sustainability Plan (Reef 2050), which seeks to solve risks to the health of
the Reef, includes numerous actions led by Traditional Owners. It provides an opportunity to greatly
strengthen Indigenous capacity and participation in GBR sea country through a coordinated framework.
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The research
The work to identify a coordinated
framework was led by Melissa George
(Northern Australia Indigenous Land and
Sea Management Alliance, GBR Traditional
Owner), together with Ro Hill (CSIRO),
Allan Dale (JCU) and Duane Fraser (GBR
Traditional Owner).
The research was done by:
• Studying Sea County documents, such as
reports of the Sea Forum Working Group

“Traditional Owners to (continue to)
be monitoring their country using
their own Traditional Ecological
Knowledge together with science
where appropriate… two-way water
quality monitoring at the local level
can flow on to two-way monitoring
approaches emerging more
broadly across the country”
Townsville Workshop, February 2016

• Holding one regional workshop in
Townsville with 7 TO groups (attended by
11 individuals) and small meetings with a
further 16 TO groups (28 individuals)
• Analysing the TO-led actions in Reef
2050 to identify the tasks and capacities
needed for implementation
• Presenting interim findings at 7
stakeholder meetings and obtaining
further input
• Distilling all input to identify a
coordinated framework of 3 priority
tasks for Indigenous capacity and
increased participation
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• Email and telephone contact with
representatives of 41 Traditional
Owner Groups

Framework for Indigenous capacity and
increased participation
Three key components make up the coordinated framework
for increasing Indigenous capacity and participation.
1.	The core task to build strength of local Indigenous
land and sea management organisations by
supporting them to:
• Undertake TO-driven sea-country planning
• Develop their local knowledge management systems,
and share locally-developed TO technologies
• Operate Rangers and on-ground work
• Undertake business planning and development

“Indigenous peoples are
the custodians of this
country (the Southern
GBR). Whether we like it
or not, we are responsible
for not only our own but
for all people, and if we
are to have a healthy (sea)
country we will all have to
work together”
Sea Forum Working Group,
1999, p.3

• Build a network through peer-to-peer exchanges across
Indigenous organisations
2.	Improve engagement arrangements by supporting
Indigenous, government and community partners to:
• Form Local Indigenous Marine Advisory Committees (LIMAC) with TO groups in sub-regions
• Bring delegates from LIMACs together into a Big-MAC for a GBR-wide Indigenous forum
• Continue the Indigenous Reef Advisory Committee
• Develop further planning, management and compliance agreements
3.	Improve knowledge and understanding by supporting Indigenous, government and community
partners to:
• Provide information about GBR business (e.g. Reef 2050) in formats suitable for TO audiences
• Conduct participatory research to develop TO two-way monitoring, value the contributions of sea
country management, and develop TO-driven impact assessment
• Implement the NESP TWQ Hub Indigenous Engagement Strategy
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Yirrganydji people performing on their country north of Cairns

Key findings
1. Recognition and respect for Indigenous
aspirations in sea country management.
Communities aspire to co-governance of sea
country and catchments founded in their
native title and cultural rights and interests,
with negotiated control and influence at all
levels of GBR decision-making.
2. S
 ustainable resource use management
through cooperation. Restoration and
protection is best achieved by linking
Indigenous knowledge with science based on
mutual respect, understanding and protection
of intellectual property.
3. Education. Education of the wider community
about Indigenous culture, rights and sustainable
resource management is vital through tourism,
policy, planning, in schools and elsewhere.
4. C
 ultural practice and regeneration. The
use of marine resources supports cultural
maintenance, recording, protection of
significant places, heritage and the passing
on of knowledge, lore and law.
5. T
 he generation of sustained socio-economic
benefits. Recognition and enhancement of
Indigenous subsistence and cultural economies
can be the basis of establishing Indigenous
businesses to promote employment, training,
and economic development.
6. Individual TO-groups determine and
promote their own aspirations at the
country-based scale. These local aspirations
form the basis for co-governance within
principles and guidelines that can be negotiated
at the subregional or whole-of-GBR level, and
address the many common aspirations.

Further information

See www.nesptropical.edu.au or contact:

How will this research be used?
This coordinated framework sets the foundation for
development of an action plan for implementation of
TO-specific actions in Reef 2050 and can help guide
future activities to support Indigenous capacity and
increased participation in sea country management.
The full report is available at http://nesptropical.
edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/NESP-TWQ3.9-FINAL-REPORT.pdf . Please contact Melissa
George, Ro Hill or Allan Dale if you would like
clarification, further information or to give feedback.
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