
 

Ancient knowledge is lost when a species
disappears. It's time to let Indigenous people
care for their country their way

January 25 2022, by Teagan Goolmeer, Bradley J. Moggridge, Stephen
Van Leeuwen

  
 

  

Credit: Nicolas Rakotopare/Karajarri Traditional Lands Association

Indigenous people across Australia place tremendous cultural and
customary value on many species and ecological communities. The very
presence of a plant or animal species can trigger an Indigenous person to
recall and share knowledge. This is crucial to maintaining culture and
managing Country.
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But as species disappear, ancient knowledge built up over thousands of
years also fades away—and fragments of our culture are lost forever.

For years, Indigenous groups have pushed for the right to partner with
government authorities to "co-manage" culturally significant species and
communities. Such recognition of Indigenous rights would require
amendments to environment and land management laws.

Unfortunately, changes to Australia's federal environment laws currently
underway fall short of what's needed. To protect Australia's imperiled
species, the law must chart a new course that allows Indigenous groups to
manage their Country, their way.

Managing the Indigenous estate

Australia's Indigenous estate takes in about 51% of the range of the
nation's threatened vertebrate species.

The Indigenous estate refers to the assets held, or reasonably likely to be
held, by or for the benefit of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
people. It includes land and sea held through such means as traditional
ownership, native title and land rights organizations. It also includes
intangible values such as cultural rights, practice and expression, as well
as Indigenous knowledge and traditional management.
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https://phys.org/tags/species/
https://www.themandarin.com.au/68385-indigenous-estate-ilc-chairperson-eddie-fry-garma/
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0173876


 

  

Ngurrara Ranger Mary is welcomed to Paruku Country in the Great Sandy
Desert. A meeting between many groups discussed threatened and culturally
significant species. Credit: Nicolas Rakotopare/Yanunijarra Aboriginal
Corporation

A range of state and federal programs involve Indigenous participation
in land and sea management, offering invaluable protection to the
Indigenous estate. These include Indigenous Protected Areas and the
successful Indigenous Ranger program.

And many governments and other groups recognize that species and
ecological communities can have significant cultural, spiritual and
customary value to Indigenous Australians. But often, no legal
mechanism exists to protect these entities.
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https://www.niaa.gov.au/indigenous-affairs/environment/indigenous-ranger-programs


 

Some species and other entities of significance to Indigenous Australians
are listed as threatened under Australia's federal environment law,
known as the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation
(EPBC) Act. But authorities are not required to engage Indigenous
Australians in the listing, management or recovery of these species.

Indigenous Australians have successfully managed this continent's
landscapes and seascapes for tens of thousands of years. Their approach
is holistic and integrated—considering the whole cultural landscape with
a deep understanding of the interconnected relationships between species
and Country.

In contrast, management actions under federal environment law focus on
the outcomes of the listed species instead of the overall health of
Country.

All this has left Indigenous groups underfunded and at the mercy of
national-level management decisions, as opposed to place-based
Indigenous-led action.
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Ngurrara Rangers map potential night parrot habitat. The meeting was hosted by
Paruku Rangers and Traditional Owners in the Great Sandy Desert. Credit:
Nicolas Rakotopare/Yanunijarra Aboriginal Corporation

'Surprising and disappointing'

The EPBC Act was recently reviewed by Professor Graeme Samuel,
who was commissioned by the federal government. His final report in
2020 found the law was failing in many ways.

Samuel recommended a suite of reforms. Among other goals, they
aimed to "respect and harness the knowledge of Indigenous Australians."
One year on and progress on implementing the 38 recommendations is
slow.
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https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/resources/final-report
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/7591429/a-year-on-from-a-landmark-report-nature-and-law-reform-is-floundering/


 

Among the recommendations were that the EPBC Act adopt a set of
legally enforceable "national environmental standards"—clear rules that
protect the environment and enable sustainable development. The
standards would cover matters such as threatened species, compliance,
environmental data and Indigenous engagement and participation in
decision-making.

It was both surprising and disappointing that Indigenous knowledge was
not embedded across all proposed environmental standards. The
omission means Indigenous perspectives will continue to be relegated to
a stand-alone standard of "participation."

In particular, the national standard pertaining to threatened species made
no reference to Indigenous knowledge or the Indigenous estate.And
proposed interim standards completely omit Indigenous engagement,
participation and values.

Without a mandate to include Indigenous people in threatened species
planning and recovery, biodiversity will remain at risk. What's more,
significant gaps in the application of Indigenous Knowledge and
protection of the Indigenous estate will continue.
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https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/jan/28/australia-urged-to-overhaul-environment-laws-and-reverse-decline-of-our-iconic-places
https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/resources/final-report/appendix-b2-indigenous
http://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/pages/44b768d8-75ad-417d-84cc-dfb0e069e97e/files/national-environmental-standard-mnes-2021-draft.pdf


 

  

Rangers collecting green turtle eggs on Yanyuwa Country in the Gulf of
Carpentaria. Credit: Nicolas Rakotopare

A new kind of recognition

During the submission process of the review, many Indigenous and non-
Indigenous organizations lobbied for the recognition of "culturally
significant entities." These groups include the government's own 
Indigenous Advisory Committee and Threatened Species Scientific
Committee.

"Culturally significant entities" are species and sites of great or
exceptional cultural importance to Indigenous Australians. They might
be a source of identity, a medicine, lore, an important traditional food or
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https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-06/ANON-QJCP-UGT1-F%20-%20Indigenous%20Working%20Group%20-%20Threatened%20Species%20Recovery%20Hub.pdf
https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/news/esa-response-to-epbc-interim-report/
https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/news/esa-response-to-epbc-interim-report/
https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/submissions/anon-qjcp-ugt1-f
https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/submissions/bhlf-qjcp-ug3c-z
https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/submissions/anon-k57v-xf2u-j
https://epbcactreview.environment.gov.au/submissions/anon-k57v-xf2u-j


 

required for cultural practices. They usually feature prominently in
Indigenous knowledge, language and ceremonies.

Submissions to the review called for these entities to be formally
recognized under the EPBC Act and afforded a far higher level of
protection. They also called for the mandatory participation of
Indigenous Australians in threatened species nominations, listings, policy
and management.

Many Indigenous Australians were disappointed this measure was not
mentioned in Samuel's final report. Without proper legal protection,
culturally significant entities will not be assessed and can be damaged by
threats such as climate change, inappropriate land management and
poorly conceived development proposals.
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A yellow-spotted monitor – a culturally significant bush tucker species – on
Karajarri Country. Credit: Sarah Legge

From engagement to empowerment

It's time for governments and conservation groups to recognize the
enduring value of the Indigenous estate and knowledge in curbing
Australia's parlous record of biodiversity loss.

While many of Samuel's recommendations attempted to address issues
raised by Indigenous Australians, they fall short of true empowerment
and global best practice.
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As the size and scale of the Indigenous estate continues to grow, so to
does the opportunity to arrest biodiversity decline. Rather than sitting in
the back seat, Indigenous Australians must be up front in managing the
recovery of Australia's unique and precious environment.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://minister.awe.gov.au/ley/media-releases/australia-signs-international-biodiversity-declaration
https://theconversation.com
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