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1. Summary

As part of the survey of stakeholder perspectives on camel management, a survey was conducted on
Aboriginal community perspectives on feral camels, their impacts and management. The objective was:

* to identify the range of perspectives among selected Aboriginal communities
* to enable an effective participatory camel management strategy to be developed
e to promote education on camel issues.

The research was carried out using qualitative methods involving two case studies and a wide-ranging
survey. The main data collection method was face-to-face semi-structured interviews. Questions used as
the basis for the interviews addressed people’s:

e perceptions of feral camels and their presence

* perspectives on the impacts of feral camels (including environmental, socio-cultural and
economic dimensions)

* involvement in, and attitudes towards, different camel management options.

The methods drew upon community-based participatory research principles, with local people assisting
in the research process. The Camel Book, produced by Tangentyere Landcare, was used to give
community members information about camel numbers, impacts and management options.

Although there was a stronger focus on communities in areas known to have large camel populations,
the survey has achieved a reasonably wide coverage of the Aboriginal communities within the feral
camel range. Approximately 5.6% of Aboriginal communities within the camel range were surveyed,
giving an estimated survey sample of 22.6% of the population in that area. In total, 27 communities
were surveyed. It is estimated that approximately 490 Aboriginal people participated in discussions
concerning the project. One hundred and fifty-eight formal interviews were conducted with individuals
and small groups of people.

Interviewees from all the communities surveyed reported that they had feral camels in the region
surrounding their communities, with most perceiving that camel numbers were increasing. However,
different areas had varying perceptions of the camel population: several communities reported only
occasional sightings, indicating that camel numbers in their areas were low. Camels are seen near half
of the communities surveyed; they have been sighted near cattle and horse troughs, tanks, taps and water
points, local airstrips, waste disposal plants, and buildings. The responses of many Aboriginal people
reveal their close observations and intimate knowledge of country.

In areas of high camel density many Aboriginal people indicated that feral camels negatively impact the
broader landscape environment. Feral camel impacts on natural and cultural resources were the most
significant issues of concern. Many people were concerned about camels ‘messing up’ or damaging
naturally occurring water sources such as rockholes, soakages, and other wetlands. Feral camels were
said to pollute and deplete water and degrade the area surrounding the water source, as well as dying in
and near water sources. People’s concerns about camel impacts were multi-faceted and encompassed
religious as well as aesthetic, practical, and physical dimensions. Many interviewees in areas of high
camel density commented that where they once would have freely camped near water sources and

used them, they are now much less likely to do so because of feral camels. These matters were not of
particular concern to people in communities on the edge of the feral camel range, or in communities
surrounded by cattle stations where culling had occurred.

In areas where camels numbers were high, roughly half of the interviewees were concerned about feral
camels stomping, eating and/or otherwise destroying some types of bush tucker; for example, quandongs
(Santalum acuminatum). Some interviewees also mentioned that camels are sometimes ‘getting in the
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way of hunting’ by frightening kangaroos and other game, or by being in the way of the hunter and his
prey. Some people were also concerned about camel impacts on other culturally significant resources
such as Jukurrpa (Dreaming) trees, trees which provide shade for animals, bean trees (Erythrina
vespertilio), bush medicine plants, and native tobacco (Nicotiana spp.). However, not all Aboriginal
people shared these perceptions. Some people were of the view that camels were just passing through
and that the damage was relatively insignificant. Most people who were concerned about camel impacts
on bush tucker indicated that the problems were associated with large numbers of camels and were
greater during dry periods, such as experienced during the period of the interviews. In terms of impacts
on vegetation, interviewees in communities surrounded by cattle stations were more likely to compare
camels favourably to cattle than were interviewees at other places.

Concern about the risk camels posed to people’s safety ranked second to people’s concerns about
negative impacts on culturally significant resources. Fear or wariness of camels is beginning to impact
on people’s use of country and patterns of exploitation. In nine areas of high camel density more than
half of the interviewees indicated that camels affected their use and enjoyment of country, particularly
when camels were in large numbers or during the mating season when bull camels were present. Other
key issues were road safety and camels wandering onto airstrips. One third of interviewees perceived
that feral camels affected native animals by competing for water and food and/or scaring animals
away. Most people thought that camels kept to themselves and did not interfere with other animals. In
roughly half the communities, people observed that feral camels damaged fences, though this was not
a matter of great concern, particularly where the fences were not their responsibility. In roughly a third
of the communities, people associated with outstations claimed that feral camels were damaging the
outstations. Feral camel damage to community infrastructure (including buildings, associated hardware
and airstrips) was reported in eight communities.

Most Aboriginal interviewees found it difficult to estimate the economic impact that camels had caused
in their community and country in the last two years. This does not mean that people are not concerned
about impacts, but rather that they are not used to applying a dollar value to culturally significant
resources and experiences, nor indeed to objects in the built environment.

A large number of Aboriginal people perceive that feral camels are a resource that could be used.
Positive benefits that they perceive as being associated with camels include income from jobs such
as capturing and mustering; pet meat operations; opportunities for involvement in the sale of camels;
tourism enterprises such as camel farms, rides and safaris; meat for human and pet consumption; and
products such as camel wool. Although not perhaps an impact, other positive aspects ascribed to feral
camels include the enjoyment derived from the use of feral camels as family pets, and the excitement
and pleasure many people feel in seeing feral camels (although at the same time they may be wary

of them). In addition to the positive impacts already listed, many interviewees have strong historical
associations with camels and feel empathy for them.

Importantly, it is not just income that is valued in relation to camel work but also the opportunity for
meaningful and productive activity that camels can provide. To date, the number of interviewees who
have benefited economically from feral camels is not large; however, the widespread and varying
engagement Aboriginal people have with camels is impressive. In a few communities youth involvement
in the capturing and butchering of camels provides meaningful activity, which is claimed to help prevent
substance misuse. It also results in an ongoing, if small scale, local supply of cheap and healthy meat.
Camel meat is gaining a reputation among Aboriginal people as a health food and the number of people
who eat it is increasing, although there are still people in many communities who are unaccustomed

to eating it. Some people are opposed to eating camel meat due to moral considerations. A minority of
people have participated in camel mustering and selling activities, with the scale of operations ranging
from sales of a few camels to much larger and more organised activities. Some Aboriginal people have
been involved in the camel tourist industry.
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With the exception of communities on the edge of the feral camel range, many interviewees thought
that feral camel numbers and impacts need to be managed, particularly where camel numbers were high.
In only two communities, both outstations, were interviewees comfortable with the idea of culling.
Interviewees in four communities were prepared to consider aerial culling, provided that it was the

only option and it was undertaken away from roads and communities. Three of these communities

were in WA where people had been involved in, or had observed, a pet meat operation. However, the
interviewee sample size in these communities was small and further consultations may reveal a different
attitude. What is significant is that there are people who accept culling as a viable option and that
Aboriginal attitudes are not homogenous. Some other interviewees said that they would accept culling if
the carcasses were buried or burnt. In general people were worried about the sight of dead camel bodies,
associated disease and smell, and an increase in the dingo population.

For the majority of Aboriginal people the preferred camel management strategy was live removal.
However, most wanted local people to be involved in mustering and live removal projects and expected
that the workers and local community would derive income from the activities. Significantly, even
among many Aboriginal people who do not like to eat camel meat, the killing of feral camels to

obtain meat for pet and human consumption is widely accepted. The majority of people thought that

it was a desirable way to manage camels, particularly if it occurred as part of a commercial operation.
Opposition to this option was found in communities that had little experience of eating camel meat and
where camel numbers were still relatively low.

Although many people possess skills that could be used in camel management programs, they lack the
resources and infrastructure to undertake such programs. Apart from one interviewee who had been
involved in feral camel culling on Aboriginal land for a cattle operation, feral camel management was
largely restricted to hunting for food, the fencing of culturally significant resources, and the fencing of
property. While some individuals had been involved in mustering and selling camels in the recent past,
this activity was undertaken for European pastoralists.

There was widespread interest in receiving more support than is presently available to manage camels
in association with the protection and management of natural and cultural resources on Aboriginal land.
Many interviewees specifically mentioned the need for more paid positions to protect sacred rockholes
and other culturally significant resources, with a number stating they wanted more ranger type work. A
small number of interviewees from different communities were interested in developing independent
tourist operations using camels.

Most Aboriginal people indicated that they lacked access to information about feral camel management.
For the most part the information they were able to obtain was said to be from non-government
organisations such as Central Land Council and land care groups in the Northern Territory, Anangu
Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Land Management in South Australia, and Ngaanyatjarra Council

in Western Australia. Many people indicated that they wanted more detailed information about a

wide range of issues, including opportunities for commercial use and employment in feral camel
management, information on the rate of increase of the feral camel population, and impacts being
experienced in areas of high camel density. Many people felt that they could not make properly
informed decisions about feral camel management without such information. People asked for feedback
on this camel project, in particular information about economically viable management strategies. Many
people said that they hear conflicting stories about the money to be made from selling camels. They
want to know what the situation is and how they can engage with opportunities. Given that traditional
Aboriginal society had an oral tradition, that many people today are not functionally literate, and many
speak English as a second language, it is important to ensure that information is made available in
accessible and culturally meaningful forms.
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1.1 Conclusion

* Aboriginal people are key stakeholders in the management of feral camels and their impacts.

* Many Aboriginal people, particularly those who live in high density camel areas, see a need to
harvest feral camels and control their impacts.

e Few Aboriginal people are currently involved in camel management. However, a small number have
broad experience working with camels and have relevant skills and knowledge, which they are keen
to use in feral camel management programs on Aboriginal land. It is important to both recognise
and build on this knowledge and interest base when developing and implementing feral camel
management plans.

* Aboriginal people lack the necessary support and resources required to play a greater role in feral
camel management.

* Generally, Aboriginal people lack detailed and accessible information about feral camel management
issues. They therefore cannot make fully informed decisions about management options and ways
to develop and implement management programs and activities. They are keen to obtain more
information on these matters as well as associated training.

*  Most of the Aboriginal people interviewed were not comfortable with killing animals to waste
(culling). However, the Aboriginal ‘community’ is not homogenous. There are diverse perspectives
emerging in response to transformations being brought about by feral camels on Aboriginal land.

* The research shows that people with greater camel management experience tend to have different
attitudes to others. At the present time, the full range of camel management approaches (see Section
5.3) is not generally available to Aboriginal communities.

* Aboriginal people are interested and willing to engage in collaborative management programs.
However, interest varies within communities and among communities throughout the feral camel
range. It is also predicated on the meaningful engagement of Aboriginal people in the programs and
on the creation of opportunities, support, and investment in areas such as jobs, income, resources,
and training.

* It is essential that government agencies engage with Aboriginal people, communities, and
organisations representing Aboriginal land interests in developing and implementing a cross-
jurisdictional management framework for managing feral camels and their impacts.

1.2 Recommendations

* Provide Aboriginal people with accessible and relevant information on camel management issues.

e Provide community survey participants with feedback on the findings of this camel project in the
form of meetings and workshops.

» Facilitate the sharing of knowledge and information among the different stakeholder groups within a
two-way learning framework.

* Undertake coordinated follow-up consultations to determine appropriate and acceptable feral
management strategies for the different Aboriginal communities. Consultations involving people
with customary interest in land and involving other community members to be undertaken and
coordinated by representative bodies charged with managing Aboriginal land.

* Provide Aboriginal people and communities interested in feral camel management projects with
support and assistance in the form of information, resources, training, and capacity building. This
should include support for Aboriginal groups who want to operate independent ‘flexible capture’
programs.
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Harness the willingness and capacity of Aboriginal people to engage in feral camel management

as well as their intimate knowledge about camel impacts and presence when developing and
implementing a cross-jurisdictional management approach by undertaking appropriate consultations
and providing necessary support and opportunities for collaborative engagement.

Base the selection and support of camel management options on Aboriginal needs associated with the
integrated management of natural and cultural resources as well as on economic criteria.

Key stakeholder perceptions of feral camels: Aboriginal community survey Desert Knowledge CRC 5
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2. Introduction

As part of the survey of stakeholder perspectives on camel management, a survey was conducted on
Aboriginal community perspectives on feral camels, their impacts and management. The project was
conceived as a partnership involving Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi Aboriginal Corporation (Waltja)
and Desert Knowledge CRC (DKCRC). Petronella Vaarzon-Morel, a consulting anthropologist with
extensive fieldwork experience in Aboriginal communities, was engaged to deliver the surveys. The
objectives were:

* to identify the range of perspectives among selected Aboriginal communities'
* to enable an effective participatory camel management strategy to be developed

* to promote education on camel issues.

2.1 The structure of the report

In writing this report I have attempted to reconcile the needs of different audiences. Thus, I have
presented information in different formats throughout the report including tables, maps, and descriptive
analysis combined with background information.

Section 1 presents a summary of the report with the conclusion and recommendations. Section 2
provides the introduction. In Section 3 I describe the aims and methods used in the research as well as
its limitations. I also briefly mention the challenges I faced in organising and conducting the research.

Section 4, the findings, presents the two case studies. Section 5 discuses the remainder of the findings
from all the Aboriginal communities surveyed, focusing on key differences in perspectives among and
within them. Implications of the findings are also discussed. Following the conclusion of the report
(Section 6), recommendations are presented (Section 7).

Appendix 1 presents the results of the research conducted with 25 communities where the survey was
less comprehensive than in the case studies. Nevertheless, much of this material is detailed and rich,
providing considerable insight to the comparative analysis in Section 5. Hence, readers may prefer to
read this Appendix before reading Section 5.

The series of questions used as a basis for the semi-structured interviews are attached as Appendix 2.

! The term ‘community’ is used here to mean a residential locale. Elsewhere in the report the term also refers to a group of people with cultural ties who relate/work
together. The two uses of the term are not necessarily isomorphic. Aboriginal people generally have multiple, cross-cutting social and cultural relationships that extend
beyond any particular residential locale to a larger social polity. It is also sometimes the case that all the people who live in a particular locale do not think of themselves as
one community. In relation to the latter, Aboriginal people often use the term ‘settlement’ to refer to large places established by the government where people of different
language and cultural groups were settled, for example, Papunya, Yuendumu, Ali Curung, Lajamanu. They generally distinguish these places from Aboriginal villages on

pastoral leases and places that were established as homelands or outstations.

Key stakeholder perceptions of feral camels: Aboriginal community survey Desert Knowledge CRC 7



Desert Knowledge CRC  Key stakeholder perceptions of feral camels: Aboriginal community survey



3. Method

In order to obtain a meaningful sample of Aboriginal community perspectives a face-to-face survey
was undertaken with Aboriginal stakeholders in communities located across the feral camel range.
The research was carried out using qualitative methods involving two case studies and a wide-ranging
survey. The methods drew upon community-based participatory research principles, with local people
assisting in the research process and helping members of the community to assess the impacts and
management issues associated with camels in their regions. The Camel Book, produced by Tangentyere
Landcare (2006) and reprinted by DKCRC in the ‘Cross-jurisdictional management of feral camels

to protect NRM and cultural values’ project with support from the Australian Government, was used
to give community members information about camel numbers, impacts, and management options.
Waltja provided administrative assistance for the Aboriginal community surveys, organising visits

to communities and arranging local research facilitators (who Waltja referred to as Nintiringtjaku
workers).

The case studies

The objective of the case studies was to survey a wide group of people of varying ages in order to
evaluate differences in perspectives within communities as well as between communities. The main data
collection method for the case studies was face-to-face semi-structured interviews with approximately
20 adults who comprised a cross-section of the community, including older, middle-aged, and young
men and women. The questionnaire used as the basis for the interviews addressed people’s:

e perceptions of feral camels and their presence

* perspectives on the impacts of feral camels (including environmental, socio-cultural, and economic
dimensions)

* involvement in, and attitudes towards, different camel management options.

The wide ranging survey

The objective of the wide-ranging survey was primarily to canvas stakeholders’ key views so that
differences between communities could be identified. Given the time constraints on the research,

it was envisaged that the data collection and sampling methods would be less comprehensive than
those adopted in the case study. In the wide-ranging survey, it was intended to hold informal two-
way discussions involving two groups of 10—15 people as well as community leaders. The discussions
were to be focused on a more limited set of questions than those used in the case studies. In the event,
it was not always possible to arrange discussions in this way, so semi-structured interviews using
questionnaires were conducted with smaller groups and individuals in combination with two-way
discussions. This resulted in richer and more extensive data than originally envisaged.

3.1 Selection of survey areas

In total, discussions were held in 27 communities, five of which were located in South Australia, eight

in Western Australia and 14 in the Northern Territory (see Figure 1). In addition, discussions were held
in Alice Springs and by phone with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people associated with a number of
Aboriginal communities that were not visited. It is estimated that approximately 490 Aboriginal people
participated in discussions concerning the project, of which approximately 255 people were involved in
formal interviews.
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Ecological, social, cultural, and material factors were considered in the process of selecting the
communities to be surveyed. As it was not possible to survey all the Aboriginal communities within
the feral camel range, it was decided to limit the survey to the states and territories where feral camel
numbers were most dense. This meant that Aboriginal communities in SA, WA, and NT were included
but not communities in Queensland and NSW. Other criteria used when selecting communities included
the need for a broad representation of different cultural and language groups across the feral camel
range, including areas known to have high densities of camels causing significant impacts on the
environment and areas with a lower camel density. Thus, communities were selected whose members
were affiliated with the following language and culture areas: Arandic communities (Eastern Arrernte,
Anmatyerr, Alyawarr); Western Desert (Pintupi, Luritja, Pitjantjatjara, Yankunytjatjara, Ngaanyatjarra,
Ngaatjatjarra); Warlpiri; Kukatja; Ngarti; Walmajarri; Tjaru; and Tjurabalan. Communities in areas
where there were reported to be few or no camels — for example, Tennant Creek, Ti Tree, and Utopia —
were not included in the survey. In addition, Central Land Council (CLC) requested that the survey not
be extended to Docker River where they were implementing camel management plans. It was thought
that yet another person asking questions about feral camel issues at that time would further complicate
the process. As a result the survey’s findings do not reflect views held in a community where extensive
consultation and education on feral camel management issues has occurred.

Taking into account these considerations, I drew up a list of potential communities to be surveyed in
consultation with project director, Glenn Edwards, and senior project officer, Benxiang Zeng. The
Aboriginal communities selected were surrounded by Aboriginal freehold land, surrounded by pastoral
leases, or surrounded by Aboriginal freehold land on which there were cattle operations. For the most
part, larger Aboriginal communities were selected; however, some homelands or outstations were also
included in the survey.

The next step involved Waltja obtaining permits from relevant land management organisations such as
CLC, Ngaanyatjarra Council, and Anangu Pitjantjatjara Land Management (APY). These organisations
approached Aboriginal people in the selected communities to gauge their willingness and consent to
participate in the feral camel research. It was not until research was well under way in the CLC and
Ngaanyatjarra regions that permission to work in SA on the APY lands was obtained. Inevitably, the
selection process meant that some communities whose members had extensive experience with camels
— for example, Fregon — were not included in the survey.

3.2 Characteristics of the survey population

The project team’s experience in the region has shown that pastoralists tend to be primarily concerned
with issues that affect livestock production and their cattle operations. Most (but not all) Aboriginal
stakeholders in the survey region do not share the same concerns. In general, the Aboriginal
stakeholders’ primary focus in relation to the environment is the management of natural and cultural
resources, which, for Aboriginal people, are intimately related.

Most Aboriginal stakeholders in the region being surveyed have little or no experience with the
approaches used in quantitative research, and, as noted by Devitt and McMasters, standard survey work
with Aboriginal people in central Australia can be fraught with problems:

Methods that are culturally questionable to Aboriginal people ... will produce
correspondingly unreliable outcomes (1998, p.18).

While many Aboriginal people in the survey region are multilingual, English is often a second or third
(or indeed, fourth) language. Many people, in particular those older than 40, are not functionally literate
or numerate, and many others may have only received a rudimentary form of western education. In order
to obtain meaningful information it was important both for the research approach to be qualitative and
for the interviews to be open ended. The different cultural assumptions that westerners and Aboriginal
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people hold about the world, and about ways of categorising things within it, meant that a close-ended
survey of the type used for pastoralists was not an appropriate method of inquiry. However, for the
purposes of comparison and analysis, the research needed to be focused on similar themes to those
explored in the pastoralist survey. Thus a questionnaire was used to provide structure to the interview
process and to ensure, as far as possible, consistency in the coverage of questions with different
interviewees. Importantly, while the existence of the questionnaire helped focus questions, it did not
inhibit a wider discussion of camel issues. The use of a standardised open-ended interview approach
enabled the interviewees to ask questions and discuss issues of concern, while at the same time I was
able to explore more fully their cultural understandings, attitudes, and perceptions. I found that, while
interviewees can, and often do, generalise about matters, they provide more useful information when
discussing specific contexts and concrete examples.

Other researchers in the region have questioned whether the mode of questioning used in surveys is
culturally appropriate for Aboriginal people. For example, Devitt and McMasters (1998, p.14) state:

Asking questions is problematic: the majority of the local Aboriginal community consider
sustained sytematic questioning of the kind commonly used in surveys as a hostile intrusion.
1t is discourteous and unsettling to most Aboriginal people. In some circumstances it is
interpreted as a form of criticism. It is the style of communication most usually associated
with White authority in its many forms (see also Nathan & Japanangka 1983, p.8).

However, I found that for the most part, people were happy to discuss feral camel issues and have their
views known. The participation of local Waltja workers in the research, combined with the fact that
feral camels are a matter of interest to many people, meant that the research was not generally perceived
as intrusive. It also helped that I was known and trusted by many people in the communities, having
worked in many Aboriginal communities in a variety of areas including education, Aboriginal land
claim and native title research, history, and environmental issues.

3.3 The survey questions

The development of the questionnaire involved a three stage process. The initial questionnaire form was
designed by scientist and project officer Benxiang Zeng to address similar themes as those in the survey
that was delivered to pastoralists (camel presence, camel impacts, and camel management) (see Zeng &
Edwards 2008: Appendix 3.1), but with modifications arising from the significant differences between
the two stakeholder groups.

The second stage involved me making the questionnaire more user friendly for Aboriginal people. A
number of referents used in the original questionnaire had to be qualified or changed. For example, the
original question ‘Do you have camels on your land?’ was thought to be too general and problematic.
Aboriginal respondents might interpret the question in different ways. The referent ‘land’ might be

a person’s own clan estate, country associated with his/her language and cultural group, the person’s
residential community, or the surrounding land. Similarly, the term ‘community’ can mean many things;
for example, the locale where one resides or a wider social entity. The term ‘feral’ is not widely used by
Aboriginal people, but alternatives such as ‘wild’ can also have other connotations apart from what is
meant by feral. The term ‘country’ has different levels of meaning for Aboriginal people. For example,
it is sometimes referred to as a person’s patrilineal clan estate, sometimes as the area a person habitually
uses, at other times as country associated with a wider language and cultural grouping and, of course, as
Australia. Additional questions were added to clarify these matters. As well it was intended that further
explanation would be provided verbally at the time of the interviews.

The third stage involved me trialling the modified questionnaire in Titjikala and Apatula/Finke. One
set of questions that proved highly problematic concerned ‘valuation of negative impacts’. Most
Aboriginal interviewees found it difficult to estimate the economic impacts that camels have had on
their community and country in the last two years. As a result, questions concerning the evaluation
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of negative impacts were not strongly pursued with interviewees. I also changed the order of some
questions and added some additional questions concerning people’s country and community affiliations
and their past experience and association with camels. This information helped me to contextualise

the interviewees’ other answers and gain a greater understanding of their perspectives and underlying
assumptions. A copy of the questionnaire is attached as Appendix 1.

3.4 Survey delivery and sharing of information

Waltja provided administrative assistance for the Aboriginal community surveys, organising my visits to
communities and arranging local research facilitators (Nintiringtjaku workers). In organising the visits,
Waltja explained the purpose of the research and consulted with the CEO in each community about
appropriate times (see later discussion on limitations and challenges). The timing of the visits depended
upon a number of factors such as the availability of key informants and local Waltja Nintiringtjaku
workers to participate in the research, the availability of accommodation for the researcher, and my
fieldwork timetable.

The role of the local research facilitators was to identify key informants and focus groups within the
community, to introduce the principal researcher to potential participants in the survey process, and to
facilitate the conditions for the interviews and two-way discussions about camel issues and people’s
perspectives on camels.

Prior to each interview, I explained to every interviewee involved the purpose of the research and how
the information would be used. In addition, an information sheet was provided to interested people.

I explained that as indicated in the original ethics proposal for the project, the names of interviewees
would not be used in the report unless specifically requested. Informed consent was obtained from
key interviewees. Where they were available, Waltja workers helped interpret the survey questions.
Invariably, in the course of discussing issues raised by the survey questionnaire, people indicated that
they wanted further information. This provided a good opportunity to discuss matters raised in The
Camel Book, including the growth in camel numbers, impacts, and management options.

Before I undertook the interviews, Benxiang Zeng, Project Officer with DKCRC, conducted interviews
in WA at Warakurna, Warburton, Papulankutja/Blackstone, and Kanpa. As well, Miriana Jambrecina,
Manager at UKTNP, conducted an interview with a focus group at Mutitjulu, and anthropologist

Diana James conducted an interview at Fregon with the Robin family from Walalkara. The Zeng and
Jambrecina interviews took place before I had revised the questionnaire and as a result some questions
were not directly addressed, for example: ‘Do you think they need to control camel numbers?’ I also
conducted a phone interview with Jeannie Robyn, Project Manager for Kuka Kanyini Walalkara,

who was in Adelaide at the time. In addition, I spoke by phone to Don Rowlands, Ranger at Simpson
Desert Conservation Park, concerning his perceptions of camel numbers and issues in the south-eastern
Simpson Desert area.

3.5 Selection of interviewees

The survey of each Aboriginal community involved a number of interviewees. This is an important
difference from the pastoralist survey, where one person spoke for one pastoral unit. Given the
constraints on the research, the realities of Aboriginal community life, and the varying interest levels
of the participants, it was logistically impossible to ensure that the same age range and number of
interviewees participated in each community survey. Nor, as stated in the methodology of the original
proposal for the Aboriginal community survey, could I ensure that a representative of each different
‘family’ group participated in the survey. It would have been a major anthropological exercise to
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delineate, and ensure representation of, different extended family groups. This was well beyond the
scope of this research, and, given that Aboriginal people have extended webs of kinship rather than the
nuclear families of Anglo-Australians, would not have been possible in many cases.

Another factor that had to be considered was that within Aboriginal communities people have different
statuses, roles, and responsibilities in relation to land or country. According to Aboriginal cultural
protocols and customary law, it is senior people with recognised traditional rights, responsibilities,

and interests in a particular country or estate who have the right to speak for it (see Myers 1988,

Sutton 2003). These people include both ‘owners’ and ‘managers’ (see Pawu-Kurlpurlurnu 2008, pp.
10—17). In the Aboriginal land tenure system there are likely to be multiple estates and owners and
managers of estates in any one region surrounding a community. At the same time, people who have
lived in an area for a long time but are not traditional owners also have interests which must be taken
into account. It was important to know a person’s status vis-a-vis country and whether an individual
was familiar with an area and had lived in the community for a period of time or was a recent arrival.
The local Nintiringjaku workers and community council members were helpful in this regard, as were
interviewees themselves. Generally people who were only visiting a community, or felt that they had
no cultural authority to speak on an issue, informed me that this was the case. In the main, with the
assistance of Waltja workers I spoke first to senior members of the community, and was guided by their
suggestions as to potential interviewees. The existence of non-customary governance structures such as
local community councils meant that I also needed to obtain the views of councillors. Overall, I tried to
ensure representation from the following groups of people: people with traditional rights and interests,
Aboriginal councillors, younger (15-39), middle-aged (40-59), and older (60 plus) men and women.
These groups were not mutually exclusive.

3.6 Data collection and analysis

The interviews and their interpretation were necessarily an act of cross-cultural communication. As
many anthropologists and linguists have noted, such communication is not merely a matter of the
translation of words but also of concepts. In central Australia, where Aboriginal languages are widely
spoken and customary relations to land still strong, the conceptual systems of Aboriginal people

differ from those of non-Aboriginal people in sometimes radical ways.? As a result, translation,

which ‘requires close correspondences across conceptual systems’ (Lakoff 1987, p. 312), is not

always possible. This does not mean that communication is not possible but rather that it involves
understanding different ways of experiencing and constructing the world (see Lakoff 1987).> There was
thus sometimes much discussion about what a question meant. Waltja workers assisted me in this task,
and it also helped that many Aboriginal people spoke good English and that I understood some of the
Aboriginal languages the interviewees used. I noted people’s responses by hand and attempted to record
the exact words of the interviewee; however, this was not always possible when a lengthy discussion
ensued. On one occasion | used a tape recorder and subsequently transcribed the tape; however, the
process was too time-consuming to use more widely.

The next step involved entering the raw data into a Microsoft Excel datasheet. Responses were
organised according to community and were edited as necessary into categories. The questions on

the questionnaire form were used to provide the different themes used as the categories. Following
accepted procedures for the analysis of qualitative data, data within and between different categories
was then compared to ensure appropriate categorisation (Baker & Motton 2005, p. 310). There was
some overlap between different categories. This overlap did not reflect a lack of reliability in the coding
(see Baker & Motton 2005, p. 311) but rather issues associated with cross-cultural translation and
approaches to categorisation. Standard approaches to the latter tend to be based on a classical model

2 See Rose (1995, pp. 5 & 165-171) for a discussion of this issue and the problems Rose faced discussing land use and resource management issues as a non-Aboriginal
researcher with a scientific background.

3 See Debra Rose (1999 and 2005a) for accounts of Aboriginal understandings of environmental relations.
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in which each category has ‘clear boundaries, which are defined by common properties’ (Lakoff 1987,
p. 16). However, as the cognitive models approach indicates (Lakoff 1987, pp. 56—7), there are some
categories which have ‘fuzzy boundaries’. In my discussions with Aboriginal people, I have drawn on
my knowledge of Aboriginal culture when interpreting the data.

Given the time constraints on the project, the various cross-cultural issues discussed earlier and limited
sample sizes, it was neither feasible nor desirable to attempt statistical analysis of the answers for each
community. Rather, analysis involved a process of synthesising and describing data (Baker & Motton
2005, p. 310), with similarities and differences in community perceptions identified and summarised.
Providing examples of people’s responses is considered to be a useful way of illustrating how people
think about issues and of indicating how representative a particular view is, and also provides some
comment on potential cross-cultural differences. In addition, some background information is given for
each community to help contextualise the information.

As mentioned earlier, I have presented information in different ways (see Sections 5 and Appendix 1)
for different audiences. The detailed information presented in Appendix 1 of this report aims to provide
a useful resource for future camel management discussions with Aboriginal people. In contrast, Section
5 — the discussion section of the report — presents tables that compare the responses for each community
in summary form. This allows the reader to form a broad picture of the similarities and differences in
perspectives. However, it is important to point out that the tables differ in both their intent and the way
responses were selected. Table 2 on observations of camel presence is relatively unproblematic. In
general there was concordance among interviewees in each community about the themes discussed in
relation to camel presence and densities. Tables 4, 5, 6, 7, concerning perspectives on camel impacts,
and Table 11, concerning the need for assistance and support to manage feral camels, are more
problematic. They show where a view was mentioned within a community; however, it does not follow
that the view was commonly held. In contrast, Table 8 attempts to present a view with which most
interviewees felt comfortable. However, it does not mean that everyone within a community proposed
the same view. Further discussion of these issues follows each table.

3.7 Survey coverage

How well the survey sample represents the Aboriginal population in the feral camel range is a
combination of:

¢ the number of communities and their location
* how many people were interviewed and who they were.

As Figure 1 and Table 1 indicate, although there was a stronger focus on communities in areas known
to have large camel populations, the survey has achieved a reasonably wide coverage of the Aboriginal
communities within the feral camel range. Approximately 5.6% of Aboriginal communities within the
camel range were surveyed, giving an estimated survey sample of 22.6% of the population in that area.
It is important to note that there was a bias toward places with larger populations. Indications are that
camel numbers and impacts may actually be greater at places with smaller populations, at least in non-
pastoral regions. Hence negative impacts of camels are probably conservatively reported.

Due to the reasons discussed below, more comprehensive interviews were conducted in some
communities than others. While the numbers of people interviewed in each community were not large,
the fact that men and women of different ages and statuses were interviewed means that a reasonable
sample of the range of views of people across a community was obtained. This is underlined by the
high degree of repetition of perspectives and issues from different people and places. At the same time,
however, it is important to note that wider consultations and longer-term research within communities
would most likely reveal some other perspectives and raise yet more issues.

14 Desert Knowledge CRC  Key stakeholder perceptions of feral camels: Aboriginal community survey



Table 1: Community survey coverage

Within the camel range, there are 484 communities, including outstations, with a total population of 31 383:

Number of communities surveyed 27
Estimated population of communities surveyed 7096
Mean population of communities surveyed 263
Number of communities not surveyed 457
Total population of communities not surveyed 24 287
Mean population of communities not surveyed 53
Proportion of communities surveyed 5.6%
Proportion of population surveyed 22.6%
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Figure 1: Map of Aboriginal communities surveyed

3.8 Challenges and limitations

As with all rapid survey work, the research on which this report is based was limited by time constraints
on the researcher and unexpected events in communities that influenced the selection of informants. As
mentioned earlier, Waltja, in consultation with particular Aboriginal communities and me, undertook
the planning of visits to communities to carry out research. The need to plan visits to communities

often several weeks before they took place inevitably meant unexpected events later occurred which
sometimes affected the research. Factors such as the turnover of non-Aboriginal administrative staff,
illness, funerals, conflicting meetings, and other competing demands often meant that potential key
informants were not available to participate in the survey at the scheduled time. These factors resulted
in the sampling of some communities being more comprehensive than others.

The research happened when a major shift in Commonwealth—Aboriginal interaction was under way
in the Northern Territory, resulting in many visiting bureaucrats being in the NT communities. On
more than one occasion I arrived in a particular community to find that the Howard Government
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Intervention was being, or had just been, rolled out. While over time people’s memories of the first days
of the Intervention may fade, its implementation had implications for this research. The Intervention
introduced changes that sometimes resulted in members of the community having increased levels of
stress and uncertainty, and feelings of disempowerment, which were not particularly conducive to a
positive research environment. Because Waltja also had a history of positive collaboration with many
people in the communities and the research involved local Waltja workers, and because I was trusted
by a number of informants, people openly discussed their concerns with us. People wanted to know
whether the research was part of the Intervention and how the data would be used. As well as providing
background information on the genesis and aims of the camel project, we assured people that the camel
project was not part of the Intervention and did not seek to impose a preordained course of action on

a community but rather objectively sought people’s views. In the event, many people were pleased to
share their knowledge of camels, their concerns about feral camel impacts on the environment, and
their ideas and aspirations concerning the matter. It is a measure of the interest in the project and the
interviewees’ desire for their views to be heard that despite the many pressures they were facing in their
daily lives, they willingly engaged in discussions and answered questions.

Another challenge for the research process was that Waltja Nintiringtjaku workers were not available
to assist with the interviews and discussions in all of the communities. While the research would
undoubtedly have benefited from the presence of a facilitator/interpreter on all occasions, the lack of
such a person did not present insurmountable problems for the research. My familiarity with Aboriginal
languages, social organisation and cultural beliefs in the survey region facilitated the discussions and
interpretation of the data.

In presenting observations of camel presence I sought to indicate people’s perceptions of camel
densities. However, perceived observations may differ from the reality of the situation. The frequency
of sightings is indicative of people’s travel patterns and activities and cannot be taken as an accurate
picture of camel density.

Finally, the findings of this research can be considered indicative of different Aboriginal perceptions
and attitudes concerning feral camels throughout much of the feral camel range. However, while

they are meant to inform future planning concerning feral camel management, they do not provide a
blueprint for a particular course of action in a particular community. Further consultation is required in
order to determine appropriate, achievable and acceptable camel management strategies for the different
Aboriginal communities and land tenures. The consultations must involve people with customary
interest in land, other community members, representative bodies charged with managing Aboriginal
land, and local governance organisations.
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4. Findings

4.1 Introduction

The following section presents material from the case study areas Apatula/Finke and Kintore. This
material is more detailed than that obtained from other communities (see Appendix 1) and canvases
more fully the responses of interviewees from different age groups.

4.2 The case studies
4.2.1 Apatula/Finke

Background

Apatula, also known as Finke, is located approximately 400 kilometres south-east of Alice Springs. The
area was originally a railway town populated by settlers and other Europeans until the siding moved

in the 1980s and Aboriginal people, who had lived in the sandhills to the east, moved into town and
housing built by the Apatula Housing Association. One hundred square kilometres surrounding Finke
became Aboriginal land in 1990 (NT Government 2007). The estimated population is 200. In addition to
English and Arandic languages, Yankunytjatjara and Pitjantjatjara are also spoken by people at Finke.

Sample

Fifteen semi-structured interviews were held with men and women ranging in age from 15 to 90. One
interviewee was a councillor and another was the community council president. In addition, discussions
were held with other local Aboriginal people during a camel sausage barbecue at the community, and
with the non-Aboriginal CEO and school teachers.

People’s past association with camels

Historically, many people from the Finke region had strong associations with camels. Of the 15 people
formally interviewed, 10 had prior experience with camels. They were aged as follows: eight older
people, one younger, and one middle-aged person. Four older people recalled that their parents also had
strong associations with camels, as did one middle-aged person.

For example, one 50 year old interviewee said:

1 used to ride camels. When I was 10 or so, we lived in front of the sandhill near here. On
this side we had a big yard, had horses and camels. This was before houses were here. No
money. My grandfather had an idea. He bought horses from Macumba.? He sold the camels
to Margaret Bain.> We got houses then. I used to ride camels here. They are fast runners.

He also described how Aboriginal people used camels to travel from place to place until the early 1970s,
when Aboriginal people in the region began to get motor vehicles:

That time we no motor car, we had no motor car. My family was travelling along, and

we’d walk along, might be get too hot and we’d jump on camels. Go along, settle down
somewhere in a good shade and have lunch. [They’d] unhook the camels again, then start
moving along. Travel along to Santa Teresa, stop there for two days. That was getting
ration time. Old people were getting ration, and after ration we’d go back the same place
again. Go back have another holiday in Amoonguna® and start moving from there to
Titjikala,” travel along to Titjikala — couple of family there with a lot of camels. Met up with
another mob family. I been travel from there with a motor car then. Because my mother was

4 A station on the edge of the Simpson Desert in South Australia.
5 Margaret Bain worked for the Uniting Church and was instrumental in helping Aboriginal people get houses and land at Finke.
6 Established as a government settlement near Alice Springs in 1960.

7 The area referred to as Titjikala here was formerly part of Maryvale Station.
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staying at Amata, I went to Imanpa — no, before Imanpa — I went to Ebenezer®... Another
old people had camels — another old grandfather from Amata side, we been travel from
there with camels to Angus Downs, travel along. First time [ see a lot of camels, family had.
Another mob family travelling from Amata.

An older man recalled his experiences briefly as follows:

As a young person I travelled with camels up the Finke River. From Henbury we started.
My mum used to work there. She worked for Molly Braeden... We stopped using camels late
1960s. Old people died, young ones never took it up. The camels just went loose and took
off. I broke in camels. I like animals, wildlife. I don’t like the idea of eating camels for meat
because I grew up with them. They are part of the family. I grew up and worked with them.
They carted everything: carted wagons, got mail and rations every Friday, flour at old
shed at Finke. Old bloke would get them off the train. The green ration shed is still here...
My nana first was working with Afghans, carting loads to Hermannsburg, Tempe Downs,
starting off from Marree, Oodnadatta, and Finke. Then my mother joined in — hard wortk.
Follow the feed, water; long way between bores. I used to muster up the camels. We had five
camels and they pulled a cart... I grew up with them.

A young woman reminisced about the pet camels her family had at Finke:

We used to own two camels, we grew them up with milk... The male got too aggressive when
it got older. We had to put a fence around [it]... They used to know each person. They would
smell you and know you — they know the scent. When other people go there, they’d get
aggressive with them. When they got bigger we chucked them on a trailer and took them out
to the homeland.

Observation of camel presence

All of the interviewees reported seeing feral camels in the wider area but not at Finke community.
Camels were generally thought to be increasing in the Simpson Desert region (see Figure 7.5 in Edwards
et al. 2008), but some interviewees commented numbers were less on neighbouring stations than had
previously been the case, due to culling. The culling of camels over the past eight years in Witjira
National Park to the south is likely to have reduced numbers in the region. Generally, the closest feral
camels came to the community was approximately five kilometres away. For example: ‘Not often that I
see tracks close to the community. Have seen tracks in the sandhills 5 k near Finke.” A middle-aged man
commented: ‘Not around here close, because the neighbouring stations have been shooting them out.
Odd one along Finke River — they follow the creeks and get through where there are no fences.’

Most camels were seen by people around homelands such as Ilinya and Charlotte Waters, when visiting
sacred sites near the desert and when hunting, particularly along the Finke River, in the sandhill
country, along the road to Kulgera and east of Finke on stations on the edge of the Simpson Desert
such as New Crown, Andado and Mt Dare. The frequency of sightings is indicative of people’s travel
patterns and activities rather than camel density. For example, a 50 year old man said that he frequently
saw camels:

When I drive out going hunting — I sometimes go Kulgera road — I see them there 10 k away
from Finke. And when I lived at my outstation, llinya (Half-Way camp), 20 k from here (but
bore broke down) — lots of camels there and across the creek; passing through like visitors.
Saw some last month when I had a flat tyre hunting next to Centre Creek and when I went
visiting sacred site in desert last week. Saw one lot of five camels then another lot of six.
Bull camel with three mothers and a couple of young ones ... When you driving along, you
see camel and say, ‘Hey, where did he come from?’ He come from the bush ... a few camels
around here, where the Finke wraps around, when you go there you’ll see camel tracks. An
old soakage bin here for quite a while, they know main places, main soakages. Sometimes
when they see a trough, they come up to the trough, or see turkey nest dam or where they

8 Imanpa is a relatively recent excision on Mt Ebenezer Station.
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make a dam for the station. When water dry they move along, they move to other places.
After a big shower, when the rain comes, they move along, they follow the rain and go miles
away. When they live in the desert they live on parakeelya and trees until another rain
comes up. Some camels don’t worry about water. They live on what they eat, they live on
that. They wait for another rain.

Perspectives on negative camel impacts

When asked to consider generally whether camels caused any problems, only five interviewees
indicated that they did. Three of them were older people. Some interviewees commented that, compared
to cattle, camels had relatively little impact on country. Most interviewees thought that camels were

not causing problems at Finke community, which was said to be partially fenced. For example, a senior
male responded:

Not at Finke and not at our outstation. I just leave them be, minding their own business.
There is an electric fence on one side of Finke to block them. We did that to keep the camels
on New Crown. They put them in horse paddock. They used to come here for water and go
away again. We weren’t paid to put the fence up — we did it ourselves, when CDEP was on;
but not now because of Intervention.’

However, a middle-aged female perceived that they were a problem at Charlotte Waters homeland in
that camels damaged fences and were a safety risk to children: ‘Yes, it is causing problems at outstation
Charlotte. They’re destroying all the fences. Kids can’t go around and play. All right when the creeks
are full.” Five interviewees indicated that they were frightened of bull camels in season (i.e. when
mating). However, one man expressed concern for camels being frightened and possible consequences
to them:

When they get frightened they stampede to another boundary. They get herded, crippled up,
that’s when people shoot them. We get sorry, he’s going to be like that [crippled] all his life
and sometimes people shoot "em.

When asked to consider in the abstract whether camels were causing problems for country, only two
older interviewees and one middle-aged person perceived that they did. For example, one older woman
commented: ‘Yes, they damage the country — you see all the trees stripped bare and sacred sites and
waterholes.” However, when people considered specific contexts some offered further comment on
camel impacts.

For example, a female interviewee said that camels were ‘cheeky; damage fences. They eat bush tucker
— mulga trees and grass. Damage sacred sites and waterholes’. A 50-year-old man commented: ‘Other
side of Fregon we saw one bull camel fall in a waterhole ... It was a sacred site. The old #i/pis [old
men] had to clean it out. They do damage to Dreaming trees. They don’t know how to act; they got

no brains.” Another person added: ‘Break trees, watarrka (Acacia ligulata). They eat any sort of thing
when there is no watarrka.” One middle-aged woman said that at her homeland, ‘we have broken fences
everywhere because of camels. They eat all the trees around us; hardly any trees left. Don’t notice

them eating bush tucker. We got biggest mob mulga. But the mulga is destroyed by cattle anyway’. In
addition to impacts on sacred sites, other examples of problems caused by camels included: damage to
rockholes/water sources and fences, generally making a mess and eating trees and vegetation including
bush tucker. Of 19 examples of camel impacts provided by interviewees, older people provided 11,
middle-aged people provided five, and younger people provided three. It was the older people (three)
who expressed concern about damage to sacred sites. In part, this reflects older people’s greater cultural
authority and right to speak for country, their greater knowledge of country, and the fact that younger
and middle-aged people are more likely to be occupied by jobs and tasks that keep them tied to the
community. Some younger interviewees said that they ‘did not really know’ and that camels ‘live their
own lives and don’t bother us’.

9 At the time of the research CDEP was no longer operating in this community due to changes brought about by the Intervention.
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In regard to the question about camel impacts on other animals, no interviewees perceived camels to
have an impact on other animals. For example, a middle-aged man said: ‘No, we don’t really see them
as a pest here. We don’t have big numbers here like they do in the west [for example, Kintore].’

While some interviewees were concerned about camel impacts as described above, in general, people

at Apatula/Finke did not consider camels to pose a significant land management issue in their area. In
part, this is related to the fact that camel densities are said to be low in the region when compared to
other areas such as the Simpson Desert. It is also related to the fact that people have strong historical
associations and moral concerns in relation to camels in this area and tend to regard them as a legitimate
part of the landscape — certainly as much as cattle, which they perceive to impact country.

Perspectives on positive camel impacts

The majority of interviewees perceived camels as a resource from which they could potentially derive
benefits; for example, the creation of jobs and income from activities such as tourism, stock work, land
management activities such as fencing of protected areas, and camel products. For example: ‘Good to
have job for Aboriginal people to muster them up.” Two older men had once been involved in the sale
of camels, but not recently. For example, one man said: ‘I sold a wild camel to the man from the Camel
Far