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The Circle of Life

“Man has a poor understanding of life,
He mistakes knowledge for wisdom.
He tries to unveil the secrets of our Great Father the Spirit,
He attempts to appose his laws and ways on Mother Earth,
Even though he himself is part of nature.
He chooses to disregard and ignore it for the sake of his own immediate gain,
But the laws of Nature are far stronger than those of Mankind,
Man must awake at last and learn to understand how little time remains,
Before he will become the cause of his own downfall.
And he has so much to learn,
To learn to see with the heart,
He must learn to respect Mother Earth,
She who has given life to everything,
To our brothers and sisters the animals and plants,
To the rivers the lakes the oceans and the wind.
He must realize that this planet does not belong to him,

But that he has to care for and maintain the delicate balance of nature.
For the sake of the well being of our children and all future generations,
It is the duty of man to preserve the Earth,

And the creation of the Great Spirit,

Mankind being but a grain of sand in the Holy Circle which encloses all of life.”

- White Cloud, Indian Chief.
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Abstract

Conservation management of protected areas provides Indigenous people
with an opportunity to protect and enhance biodiversity, culture, and build
community capacity to sustain livelihoods. Recognition of the important role of
Indigenous people in protected area management has seen the Indigenous
Protected Area (IPA) Program become the fastest growing sector of
Australia’s Natural Reserve System. Entering into an IPA agreement is one of
few avenues through which many Indigenous communities can pursue a
viable social and economic enterprise with the assets and resources available

to them.

Using community-based participatory methodology, this research examines
the success of the IPA program in creating livelihoods, using the
Nantawarrina IPA’s impact on Nepabunna community as a case study. The
research supports current literature that states protected area management
can create livelihood benefits for communities. In Nepabunna this is notably
through increased employment, health from working on country, and
increased pride and well being within the community. However, the research
also found that to ensure the future sustainability of Nantawarrina IPA, and
the subsequent benefits for the Nepabunna community, significant
governance issues related to accountability, transparency, and self-

determination need to be addressed.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

Photo 1.1: Welcome Sign to Nepabunna Community

Protected areas provide not only an opportunity to protect and enhance
biodiversity, but also an opportunity to protect and enhance Indigenous
culture and community. Indigenous people, both in Australia and around the
world, represent one of the most disadvantaged groups in society, with many
studies revealing they suffer from poorer health, lower levels of education,
and higher levels of poverty (Burger, 1990; Furze et al., 1996). Their spiritual
connection to the land and desire to care for country offers an avenue through
which to address this disadvantage. New conservation partnerships such as
the Indigenous Protected Areas (IPA) program, mark a “breakthrough” in
Australian Indigenous affairs policy (Davies et al., 2000), and illustrate a
change in the structure of protected area management. They allow
Indigenous Australians to assert control over the conservation of their land,
and to explore related development opportunities to enhance the capacity of

local communities to create and maintain sustainable livelihoods.

To evaluate the potential success of the IPA program in creating livelihoods
through biodiversity conservation, this thesis focuses on the case study of the
Nantawarrina IPA and its impact on livelihoods within Nepabunna community.
An outline of the aim of this research, and also the specific research

objectives, are presented at the end of this chapter. Nantawarrina was



selected as a case study as it was the first IPA declared in Australia, allowing
for greater insight to both the immediate and long-term successes and
difficulties encountered by Indigenous communities choosing to be involved in

the IPA program.

The aim of Desert Knowledge CRC’s Core Project 1 to generate greater
understanding of livelihood outcomes from participation in land management,
allowed for financial assistance to be made available for this research. The
research leaders from Core Project 1 also supported the research process by
helping to establish relationships with Nepabunna and with assistance in
developing methodology. Managing an IPA has great potential to create
sustainable livelihoods for a community, as funding can generate
employment, and working on country can improve health and well-being. The
following two sections of the introduction justify this research with a brief
introduction into the health and welfare of Indigenous Australians, and the

relationship of Indigenous people to land and ecological knowledge.

1.1 The Health and Welfare of Indigenous Australia

While Indigenous people represent only 2.4% of the total Australian
population (ABS, 2005), they suffer a social disadvantage which Dodson and
Smith (2003: 5) describe as “one of the most urgent tasks facing Indigenous
leaders, their communities, and State and Federal governments”. This social
disadvantage is demonstrated by lower levels of school completion, higher
unemployment rates, and higher susceptibility to a range of behavioural and
environmental health problems. Many factors related to colonialism and
subsequent policies such as the denial of land rights, dispossession from
traditional country, and the associated loss of spiritual and cultural values
contribute to Indigenous socioeconomic disadvantage in Australia (McDermot
et al., 1998; Burgess et al., 2005). In addition, Australia’s Indigenous
population is currently growing at a faster rate than the non-Indigenous
population, creating a relatively young population profile with a median age of
21 years (ABS, 2005: xxi) (see Figure 1.1). Dodson and Smith (2003) suggest



such a population profile is likely to result in levels of Indigenous
socioeconomic disadvantage remaining at their current height, if not

increasing.

Figure 1.1: Population Profile by Indigenous Status, Age and Sex, 2001
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, p. 4

Health problems are a significant consequence of Indigenous socio-economic
disadvantage with many Indigenous Australians suffering poor health across
their life span. Common health issues range from low birth weights, to higher
rates of suicide, injury, and chronic non-communicable disease (McDermot et
al., 1998; Burgess et al., 2005). Over the period of 1993-2003 Indigenous
mortality rates for endocrine, nutritional and metabolic diseases were
recorded as around seven to eleven times higher than those of the non-
Indigenous population (ABS, 2005), with Indigenous life expectancy currently
17-20 years less than the national average (ABS, 2005; Burgess et al., 2005).
Environmental and behavioural health risk factors are considerable in



Indigenous communities with a large percentage of adult populations smoking
on a daily basis, admitting to drinking “risky” levels of alcohol, and
participating in low levels of physical activity (ABS, 2005: xxiii). The impact of
these risk factors is clearly identified by Indigenous people, who, in a 2002
survey, were twice as likely as the non-Indigenous population to report their
health as poor or fair (see Figure 1.2 and Figure 1.3) (ABS, 2005).

Figure 1.2: Self Assessed Health Status, 2002
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Figure 1.3: Persons with Fair or Poor Self-Assessed Health, 2002
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In addition to the general health risks faced by Indigenous Australians, those
living in rural and remote communities suffer from higher levels of poor health,
as they often have limited access to essential services. The Australian Bureau
of Statistics (ABS) (2005: xxiv) note that this access is limited by “the
proximity of the service, availability of transport, affordability, availability of
culturally appropriate services and the involvement of Indigenous people in
the delivery of health services”. These limits transfer from the accessibility of
health to other essential services such as those related to education and
employment. Despite an increase in the proportion of Indigenous people in
mainstream employment from 31% to 38% between 1994 and 2002,
Indigenous Australians continue to be under-represented in mainstream
employment and over-represented in rates of unemployment (see figure 1.4),
with 13% of Indigenous people unemployed compared to 4.6% of the non-
Indigenous population (ABS, 2005: xx). The result is a mean equalised gross
household income of only $394 per week for Indigenous adults, which
represents only 59% of the income of non-Indigenous adults (ABS, 2005: xxi).
In addition, while there have been significant improvements in participation in,
and attainment of, education, Indigenous Australians are still around half as
likely as non-Indigenous people to have non-school qualifications (ABS,
2005).

Figure 1.4: Labour Fource Status of Indigenous Persons, 1994 and 2002
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The statistics of socio-economic disadvantage presented in this section
indicate major developmental challenges for Indigenous Australians.
Economic development is a key issue as incomes of Indigenous Australians
tend to be low, and high levels of unemployment result in heavy dependency
on the State as a source of income (Altman, 2001). Restricted access to
services for Indigenous people residing in rural and remote communities
exemplifies an already difficult obstacle for achieving enterprise development
and economic independence (Altman 1990; Taylor 2000). Social
disadvantage is one of the most urgent tasks needing to be addressed in
Australia’s Indigenous communities and economic development is one way in

which to achieve this.

1.2 Indigenous People and Ecological Knowledge

Prior to European settlement two hundred years ago, Aboriginal people
inhabited the vast Australian landscape, actively interpreting, using,
managing, controlling, and renewing the natural and cultural resources of their
traditional country for thousands of years (Sutherland and Muir, 2001). During
the 40,000 — 60,000 years that they managed the Australian environment, a
bond formed between the people and the land that was “integral to the
Aboriginal existence” (DelLacy and Lawson, 1997: 157). For Indigenous
people in Australia, and throughout the world, the geographical environment is
entwined with spiritual relations including “movement, memory, encounter,
association, and cultural identity” (Bradley, 2001: 305). As Wallace, an
Aboriginal Park Ranger explains “the first thing you are taught as an original
child of Australia is that you are part of the land. The land is your father and

mother and if you don’t respect it you will die...” (Wallace, 1992: 30).

As people active in the environmental movement have become increasingly
aware of the strong bond between many Indigenous people and the
environment, they have turned to Indigenous people as key informants,
utilising their expertise in local ecology for resource management (Kalland,

2000). Unlike Western scientific approaches to environmental knowledge



based on theoretical models, local Indigenous knowledge provides unique
data on local ecosystems which includes specialised information on climatic
conditions, flora, and fauna, as well as the associated relations between these
groups. Specialised information means that Indigenous land use practices are
often developed exclusively to local environmental and ecological conditions.
The localization of such knowledge has allowed Indigenous peoples to survive
in diverse and difficult environments such as the Australian desert (Stevens,
1997).

In contrast to the Indigenous spiritual connection to nature are Western views
of nature as the ‘other’, views which have had devastating effects on the
Australian environment since European occupation. In fact, two hundred
years of European occupation has seen greater modification and destruction
of the natural landscape than in the 40,000 or more years of Aboriginal
occupation (Blowes, 1992; Baker et al., 2001). Baker et al. (2001: 17)
highlight this modification and destruction through “a marked loss of
biodiversity, particularly among medium sized mammal species in the arid and
semi-arid areas” during this period, due largely to the activities of “introduced
predators such as foxes and cats and to competition from livestock and from
feral herbivores, ranging in size from camels to rabbits”. Yet, despite the
degradation of their traditional country, a strong connection between
Aboriginal people and the land continues to exist. Caring for country is linked
to health and well being with many communities using country to realise and
enhance their interests in “community living areas, cultural protection and
maintenance, spirituality, traditional usage” (Sutherland and Muir, 2001: 25),
as well as for enterprise development and the associated employment
opportunities. For Aboriginal Australians caring for country is seen as “an
integral part of living on their land”, and helps to form a part of “the
relationship individuals have with each other and with the land” (Rose, 1995:

iX).

Recognition of the legitimacy of Indigenous knowledge in environmental
management is an important part of acknowledging Indigenous peoples’

cultural significance and place within the global community (Kalland, 2000), as



well as reinforcing Indigenous peoples right to help in the protection and
conservation of their traditional lands. It is only very recently that
governments, and Western society, have begun to realise that “encoded in
Indigenous languages, customs, and practices may be as much
understanding of nature as is stored in the libraries of modern science”, and
that it is necessary to employ this understanding to sustain local, national and
international ecological health (Kleymeyer, 1993; cited by Furze et al., 1996:
132-133).

1.3 Research Aim and Objectives

The following research aim and objectives identify the scope and focus of this
thesis. They were developed considering the livelihoods framework (see
Chapter 3) and the aims and objectives of Desert Knowledge CRC’s Core
Project 1, Livelihoods inLand™, who funded this research. Due to limitations
of an honours timeframe, the findings presented in this thesis, although
potentially relatable to experiences in other Indigenous communities, are
specifically based on the literature review and time spent in Nepabunna

community.

1.3.1 Aim:

The aim of this project is to evaluate the success of the IPA program in
creating livelihoods, using the Nantawarrina IPA’s impact on livelihoods in

Nepabunna community as a case study.

1.3.2 Objectives:

1. Identify community and agency perspectives on the role of the

Nantawarrina IPA in creating livelihoods;

2. Examine what activities have been successful in positively influencing

the economic, social, and natural resources which sustain livelihoods;



3. ldentify how the community and government observe and measure

these results;
4. ldentify the effects of local rules and outside policies, for the
management of Nantawarrina, on the livelihoods of the Nepabunna

community.

1.3.3 Significance

Nantawarrina was the first IPA in Australia, declared in 1998. Since its
establishment it has been successful in attracting recognition from local and
international environmental conservation organisations, providing an example
of success that has seen two thirds of the growth in Australia’s National

Reserve System since 1996 in establishing new IPAs (WWF, n.d).

While the program itself, and existing literature, recognise that IPAs can be
successful in creating livelihoods, a large focus is placed on resource
management objectives and outcomes rather than outcomes for the
livelihoods of local community members. This project will build on current
research by focusing more directly on the realisable livelihood outcomes, and
challenges communities face to achieve these outcomes through
environmental management agreements. This research is significant as
livelihoods created through IPAs can help Indigenous communities maintain
their cultural identity and social integrity, as well as add value to Australia’s
conservation network. Moreover, this thesis will add to the existing body of
literature used by the Australian Government to continue to adapt and
develop policy objectives relating to environmental management and the

National Reserve System.

To realise the aims and objectives of the research a review of the key
concepts (i.e. livelihoods) and subjects (i.e. Indigenous rights) central to this
study is offered in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 then discusses the unique experience

of research with an Indigenous community and participatory research



methodology. The background to findings of this research are told through two
stories: the Nantawarrina Story (Chapter 4) and the Nepabunna Story
(Chapter 5). The key findings that emerge from these stories and the
participatory research conducted within the community are discussed in detail

in Chapter 6, followed by the conclusion in Chapter 7.

10



Chapter 2 — Protected Areas, Livelihoods and Indigenous
Communities

This chapter provides a review of the literature with reference to key concepts
of creating livelihoods through protected area management. A review of the
literature is important to justify the research within the scope of current bodies
of academic work, and relevant government policy. It begins by defining what
is meant by the term livelihood, and what constitutes a sustainable livelihood.
This is followed by a discussion of Indigenous people’s rights and the
environment; different international examples of Indigenous involvement in
protected areas; and the role of protected areas in creating livelihoods for
Indigenous communities. The chapter then concludes with background
information on the establishment and function of Australia’s Indigenous

Protected Area Program as an enterprise for Indigenous communities.

2.1 Defining Livelihoods

A livelihood is comprised of the capabilities, social assets, material assets,
and activities required for people to make themselves a living (Chambers and
Conway, 1992; Department for International Development, 2007; De Hann,
2000a). Sustainable livelihoods are a significant issue for marginal groups in
society, such as Indigenous people in Australia, as they are often linked to
social inclusion or social exclusion, particularly in relation to ownership of
land, access to services, and opportunity for income generation (Singh and
Gilman, 1999). As De Hann (2000b: 343) explains, “if a livelihood is
sustainable it is synonymous with social inclusion; if not, it equates with social

exclusion”.

The concept of sustainable development became popularised in the 1980s
with the establishment of the World Commission on Environment and
Development (WCED) in 1983, and the release of the 1987 Brundtland
Commission Report ‘Our Common Future’ (LaFlamme, n.d.). While previously

concepts of development and the environment had been considered

11



contradictory (De Hann, 2000a), the Brundtland Commission Report promoted
understanding of the significance of “the ecological, social and economic
dimensions of sustainability” (LaFlamme, n.d.: 3). The localised focus of
sustainable livelihoods progressed into an “action agenda”, within the concept
of Agenda 21, at the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED) (Singh and Gilman, 1999: 540). Sustainable
livelihoods form a significant part of sustainable development, addressing not
only development opportunities, but also sustainable resource management

and poverty eradication (Singh and Gilman, 1999).

The detail of what constitutes a sustainable livelihood can vary greatly across
individuals or communities, as a livelihood is based on satisfying self-defined
basic needs. However, to be sustainable a livelihood should be resilient to
shocks and stresses, and consider the protection of natural resources in the
process of increasing prosperity (De Hann, 2000a). While there are variations
in what basic ‘needs’ form a livelihood; for example in non-Indigenous
Australian society houses and cars are capital assets, whereas the focus of
livelihoods for many Aboriginal people is centred around land and kinship
(LaFlamme, n.d.); there has been a general consensus in literature that
people need five vital resources to achieve a sustainable livelihood (Blaikie et
al., 1994; Chambers and Conway, 1992; Chambers, 1995; Carney, 1999; De
Hann, 2000b). De Hann (2000b: 344) lists these resources as:

1. Human capital: which can be labour, skills experiences, knowledge and
creativity;

Natural capital: including land, water, and minerals;

Physical capital: such as livestock, artwork, tools and machinery;

Financial capital: in savings, loans or credit; and

o K 0N

Social capital: the quality of relations and support among people.

It is recognised that very few livelihoods qualify as sustainable across all
these dimensions, however the livelihoods approach is a valuable resource in
identifying constraints and opportunities available to all people in spite of
ethnicity, geographical location and so on (Department for International
Development, 2007).

12



2.2 Indigenous Peoples’ Rights and the Environment

Our nation’s history has had a major impact on Indigenous people’s
livelihoods, with colonisation and the doctrine of terra nullius effectively
denying three crucial groups of Indigenous peoples’ rights: autonomy rights,
identity rights, and territory rights (ATSIC, 1995). Assimilation policies have
“denied, overridden and collectively forgotten” the fundamental human rights
of Indigenous people, a practice that continued into the construction of
protected areas in settler societies (Price, 1996: 18). Removal from traditional
lands to centralised settlements aimed at encouraging non-Indigenous
systems of education, employment, technologies and language (Baker et al.,
2001), rejected traditional knowledge systems and created dependency on

new governments for basic support (Furze et al., 1996).

When European settlers arrived in Australia in 1788, along with the denial of
the rights of the Aboriginal people, they also failed to recognise the Australian
landscape as a managed ecosystem. Instead it was seen as the wilderness, a
hostile environment that needed to be tamed (De Lacy and Lawson, 1997).
The early establishment of protected areas, based on the Yellowstone model
(see Section 2.4 for detail), excluded Indigenous people from their traditional
lands (Stevens, 1997). During this time there was no consultation or
negotiation with Aboriginal people over the conservation of their lands, a
practice that continued through to the 1970s when joint management was
introduced in Australia’s National Reserve System. Moreover, it is only
recently that many members of the global environmental movement have
begun to recognise Aboriginal land rights and rights to economic self-

determination through environmental management (Price, 1996).

In Australia Aboriginal rights were completely suppressed until 1968 when a
referendum to change the constitution granted Indigenous people the right to
vote for the first time (De Lacy and Lawson, 1997). Following this recognition
of identity rights, began a positive period for the recognition of Indigenous
land rights with the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976
(Baker et al., 2001). As Baker et al. (2001: 5-6) explain, this legislation has

13



resulted in the recognition of “around half of the Northern Territory as
inalienable freehold Aboriginal-owned land”, and has “provided a catalyst” for
all Indigenous Australians to assert their rights to traditional lands in their
home state or territory. Yet, perhaps the most significant legal recognition of
Indigenous rights to land in Australia came with the Mabo case decision in
1992, in which the High Court overruled the doctrine of terra nullius,
recognizing Indigenous people as the original owners of Australia (Baker et
al., 2001). Recognition of native title has begun a new chapter for Indigenous
involvement in Australia’s protected area system, forcing members of the
environmental movement to create new dialogues with Indigenous
communities (Price, 1996; Sutherland and Muir, 2001). Davies et al. (2000)
note that Indigenous peoples’ involvement through co-management and the
more recent Indigenous Protected Areas Program is “part of the reshaping of
the ‘terra nullius’ institutions- the mechanisms established to manage land
and resource management in the 200 years prior to the recognition of native
title”.

Being involved in decision-making processes for co-managed protected
areas, or owning secure land tenure for Indigenous Protected Areas, is vital
for the protection of sacred sites and the subsequent protection of Indigenous
culture (De Lacy and Lawson, 1997). Recognition of native title has forced
Australian governments to rethink the role of conservation, and how
Indigenous peoples and their traditional knowledge can be more significantly
accommodated in biodiversity conservation (Stevens, 1997; Sutherland and
Muir, 2001). Increased bargaining power of Indigenous people allows
communities to use their natural resources as a means to generate economic
benefits, as well as a respect for their unique cultures, and recognition of the
legitimacy and capacity of traditional recourse management practices (Kemf,
1993; Williams, 1998).

14



2.3 Creating Livelihoods Through Environmental Management

Our identity as human beings remains tied to our land, to our cultural
practices, our systems of authority and social control, our intellectual
traditions, our concepts of spiritualty, and to our systems of resource
ownership and exchange. Destroy this relationship and you change —
sometimes irrevocably — individual human beings and their health.
Pam Anderson (cited by Burgess et al., 2005: 120)

In Chapter 1 it was mentioned that many Indigenous people have a spiritual
connection to the land, and that the land often forms part of their self-identity.
While Indigenous Australians are culturally diverse, with different communities
living in different economic, political, and social circumstances; they share a
common bond to their traditional lands and its respective natural resources
(Davies et al., 2000). Following the growth of co-management in protected
areas, and the recognition of native title giving communities back their lands,
there has been increasing acknowledgement that Indigenous involvement in
natural resource management can bring “significant economic and socio-
cultural benefits” (Altman and Whitehead, 2003: 2).

Some benefits may vary greatly depending on the natural resources available,
for example using wildlife produce as a food source for community health and
economic development may not be viable in some areas due to drought
conditions, overgrazing and so on. However, for all Indigenous people, caring
for country can increase social capital, with communities bonding through
group activities related to natural resource management such as seed
collecting, revegetation projects or the construction of fences, bores and other
infrastructure (Burgess et al., 2005). It can also be beneficial for increasing
cultural capital with elders taking children to the land and passing on their
knowledge, to ensure the future protection of sacred sites and stories.
Moreover, while food produce may not be a viable source of economic
development for all communities, natural resources can be incorporated into
the art industry, or in many areas a popular source of economic independence

has been the establishment of eco or cultural tourism businesses. Economic
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and health related benefits of environmental management are particularly
important as Aboriginal people are under-represented in the mainstream
workforce in Australia, and suffer poorer health than the non-Indigenous
population (ABS, 2005).

Nevertheless, while there are benefits to be gained through Indigenous
involvement in natural resource management, there are also obstacles to
overcome. While many Indigenous people have traditional knowledge on how
to care for country, they face a challenge in acquiring adequate training for
skills related to resource management planning, community driven enterprise
development, and negotiating support from government agencies while
retaining local control (Dodson and Smith, 2003; Negri and Nautiyal, 2003). It
is for this reason that cross-cultural partnerships are rarely sustained, and that
the need for an integrated approach to land management is essential
(LaFlamme, n.d). Integrated approaches require the consideration of the
social, economic and cultural dynamics relevant to local communities, levels
of government, and the land. LaFlamme (n.d: 1) notes that Indigenous
peoples’ capacity for success in integrated resource management is
promising as their worldview is “integrated and has always emphasised the
interdependence of all elements in a local natural cultural system as a whole”.
Indigenous involvement in resource management provides an opportunity to
realise Australia’s goals of biodiversity conservation, recognition of Indigenous
territory rights, and improved Indigenous socio-economic status (Altman and
Whitehead, 2003).
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2.4 International Approaches to Indigenous Involvement in Protected
Areas

An area of land and/or sea especially dedicated to the protection and
maintenance of biological diversity, and of natural and associated cultural
resources, and managed through legal or other effective means.

Definition of protected area, (World Conservation Union, 1994: 7)

Protected areas, as suggested in the above quote, ideally protect and
maintain biodiversity while accommodating the social, economic and cultural
rights of the local communities who live in and around the area (Beltran,
2000). Currently many examples of Indigenous resource management
systems and conservation practices are found throughout the world, however
there are varying degrees to which these practices are adopted into protected
area policy (Nepal, 2000). The construction and management of protected
areas can and has severely impacted Indigenous “customary rights, values
and beliefs, and livelihood support systems” (Nepal, 2002: 748). While in the
first wave of national parks the primary concern was conservation of nature, it
has become increasingly recognised that the needs of local Indigenous
populations must be considered for the success and survival of natural

reserve systems.

The establishment of national parks began in the United States with
Yellowstone National Park, which set a precedent for the management
structure of protected areas around the world. Yellowstone National Park was
based on strict nature protection, prohibiting any settlement and any
subsistence and commercial use of natural resources (Stevens, 1997).
National parks were romanticised as places which people visited for
recreation but in which people did not carry out traditional Indigenous
activities of hunting, gathering or farming practices (Stevens, 1997; Nepal,
2002). This view of wilderness as a separate entity is in direct contrast to
Indigenous views of nature in which people are an essential part of the natural
world (Nepal, 2002).
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