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�Preface

Preface

When bauxite mining and the town of Nhulunbuy came to our land nearly four decades ago, our 
leaders and elders started to worry about how we would maintain our custody and care of our country. 
After a lot of thought and discussion, Yol\u leaders from Galiwin’ku in the north, to Blue Mud Bay in 
the south established Dhimurru in 1992. 

Dhimurru is a Yol\u organisation, controlled and run by us. We are very proud of the model of 
partnership we have developed. Dhimurru’s foundation is Yol\u culture and the customary ways we 
care for and manage our land and sea. From this foundation we have built a distinctive role for Yol\u 
Rangers, we have working partnerships with government, industry and the local community, we have 
successfully registered and now manage the Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area, and we have 
brought together two traditions of knowledge and ways of caring for the land and sea.

Even though most of our work at Dhimurru has been on the land, the sea and our coastal country 
has always been on our mind. Our relationship with the sea and its resources is fundamental to our 
religious, social and economic life and wellbeing. This plan brings together many years of Yol\u 
thinking about sea country and captures the vision of the current generation of Yol\u. 

Our plan and the way we have developed it, is an example of the kind of partnership and teamwork 
that we are very proud of. I have directed the process and undertaken much of the discussions and 
consultations with Yol\u estate owning clans and people. I have worked closely with and directed the 
efforts of Steve Roeger (our current Executive Officer), Greg Wearne (our first Executive Officer, and 
consultant with Wearne Advisors), Jonathan Wearne (of Wearne Advisors), and Patrick O’Leary who 
have undertaken the task of writing our plan. 

Our plan has gone through a number of revisions. At each stage I have sought the advice of our 
political, intellectual and ceremonial leaders, and consulted with the broader Yol\u community. We 
have also sought the input and advice of non-Yol\u critical friends and experts. These include Paul 
Josif, who was the Northern Land Council Land and Sea Manager, Dr Margaret Ayre, a policy officer 
for the Australian Government Marine Division of the Department of Environment and Heritage, 
Professor Nancy Williams, Honorary Reader in Anthropology at the University of Queensland, 
Samantha Muller, who is a doctoral student working for Dhimurru, and Phil Wise from the Parks and 
Wildlife Service of the Northern Territory, who is working alongside Dhimurru Rangers.

Our plan brings our thinking about how to manage our sea country to the wider world in a form that we 
believe is understandable and useful. We present the Yol\uwu Mo]uk Gapu W^\a Sea Country Plan 
in a spirit of goodwill and cooperation, in the hope our sea country can be cared for, sustained and 
therefore contribute to the wellbeing of all.

Djawa Yunupi gu .
Director Dhimurru.



� Introduction

Introduction

We are the Yol\u people, the traditional owners of land and sea estates in the Gove Peninsula region 
of North East Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory. Our relationship with the sea and its resources 
is fundamental to our religious, social and economic life and wellbeing. We continue in the footsteps 
of our ancestors in caring for and being guardians of our sea country. The sustainable management 
of our sea country in which our rights and responsibilities and interests are recognised and respected 
is our highest priority. We see the opportunity to prepare this plan for our sea country as part of 
the Australian Government’s northern marine bioregional planning process, as a major step in this 
direction.

Dhimurru Land Management Aboriginal Corporation (Dhimurru) is a community based natural and 
cultural resource management agency established by Yol\u traditional owners in 1992. We undertake 
a range of activities designed to promote the sustainable use of land and sea. 

We are pleased with our work. Dhimurru is a strong Yol\u-run organisation. We have eleven Yol\u 
staff, established a formally registered Indigenous Protected Area and have been looking after 
our land and sea for fourteen years. We have good working relationships and partnerships with 
government departments, the Northern Land Council, Alcan Gove and the non-Yol\u community. We 
have formal agreements with estate owners, the Northern Land Council, the Australian Government 
and the Northern Territory Government, which identify Dhimurru as the Yol\u’s preferred land and sea 
management agency.

Since Dhimurru began we have been concerned about our sea country. We depend on the ocean 
and its life forms for our cultural and economic survival and wellbeing. We do not understand, think 
about or manage our sea country with any less urgency, commitment and heart than we do our lands; 
however, we have not had the resources and support to tackle the new threats and issues confronting 
our sea country. We hope this Yol\uwu Mo]uk Gapu W^\a Sea Country Plan will make it possible for 
us to do so.

Dhimurru has prepared this vision and plan for the sea country next to and within the Dhimurru 
Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) on behalf of Yol\u traditional owners. Our Sea Country Plan: 

¤	 Lets everybody know what our sea country means to us and explains how we look after it, both in 
keeping with traditions and through our contemporary work at Dhimurru.

¤	 Makes clear the concerns we have for our sea country and its management.

¤	 Suggests to others with interests in our sea country how we can work together for sustainable 
management in ways that respect and acknowledge our rights and interests and those of other 
users.

The development of this plan has involved talking to Yol\u who have rights and responsibilities for the 
coast and seas in and adjacent to the Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area and gathering together 
all the things our people have been saying about sea country. We have also started to consider the 
views of other stakeholders by talking to them and reviewing published documents. 

Our plan searches for ways to promote productive respectful working partnerships and interactions 
with other users of our sea country. Dealing with all those who have interests in sea country can 
be a complex, bewildering and frustrating exercise which stretches our limited financial and human 
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resources. We want to ensure the interactions we have with stakeholders are explicit, streamlined 
and efficient. We want to avoid as far as possible the energy and resource-sapping dialogues that can 
result from unfocused meetings, taskforces, working groups and the like. 

In this plan we direct our conversation with main stakeholders to outcomes and actions that contribute 
to our broad aims. These broad aims are: 

1.	 To have our ownership, rights and responsibilities respected, with recognition of the contribution 
our people have made in the past and continue to make to the custody, stewardship, and 
management of sea country - acknowledging it is not our customary use of sea country that 
threaten the wellbeing and sustainability of marine resources.

2.	 To continue to make sure we can exercise our customary care and management over our sea 
country by continuing to support the management activities already undertaken by Dhimurru. 

3.	 To engage in a constructive way with government and other stakeholders to increase recognition 
of our customary management systems through reform to policy and legislation, including an 
exploration of appropriate zoning arrangements which combines the best of Yol\u and non-Yol\u 
sustainable sea country management practices.

4.	 To develop sound rules, regulations and protocols for use of our sea country that assist visitors 
and other users to do so safely and sustainably within a combined framework of Yol\u and non-
Indigenous management and governance arrangements.

5.	 To extend and develop our role as real partners in monitoring and research on marine creatures 
and their habitats. This includes both customary and contemporary scientific knowledge and 
involves careful cooperative management planning at subregional, regional and state levels. 

6.	 To have Dhimurru as real partners in monitoring, surveillance and enforcement concerning illegal 
fishing, illegal entry, breaches of quarantine and customs laws, and the protection of sacred sites. 

7.	 To build Dhimurru’s capacity to work on our sea country by having well trained, well resourced 
Yol\u Sea Country Rangers. This is how we can play our part in bringing customary Yol\u 
knowledge and skills together with contemporary knowledge and skills in the management of our 
sea country.

8.	 To help Dhimurru ensure the environmental impacts from bauxite mining, refining, shipping, 
aquaculture, commercial and recreational fishing, tourism and other development activities are 
environmentally sustainable and the social impacts on our people are considered. 

9.	 Investigate ongoing support and recurrent, stable funding from government agencies, including 
exploration of ‘whole of government’ models which would simplify the current agency by agency 
and program based arrangements.

When we suggest how others can help us we will identify projects and programs that are already 
underway and need continuing support, as well as signalling new ideas and actions that we consider 
realistic and achievable. 

This plan is the first stage toward the implementation of Yol\u priorities for sea country. In the next 
stage we will have detailed discussions with stakeholders to develop the partnering arrangements and 
formal agreements for implementing this plan. Our plan suggests this second stage be undertaken 
with the Nhulunbuy Indigenous Coordination Centre, the Marine Division of the Australian Government 
Department of Environment and Heritage (Marine Division) and the Northern Land Council; supported 
through the Shared Responsibility Agreement mechanisms of the Australian Government’s Office of 
Indigenous Policy Coordination. 

Our plan has four sections:

1.	 We explain what our sea country means to us, how we know and understand it, and how our 
guardianship and custodial responsibilities are undertaken.

2.	 We explain Dhimurru’s role in the sea country planning process and the broader natural and 
cultural resource management setting.

3.	 We summarise the concerns we have for our sea country and its management.

4.	 Our plan takes the form of a conversation with, and then an invitation to those who have interests 
and influence over our sea country. We speak to each group about what we are doing and hope to 
do, we celebrate the good things and identify where problems exist. We discuss what changes we 
think are necessary and how we might work together for mutual benefit. 
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Understanding Yol u Sea Country

Ancestral Spirit Beings of the Dhuwa and Yirritja moieties created us and the known world – the 
celestial bodies, land, sea, living plants and animals. The journeys of these ancestral creators 
crisscrossed the sea and the land creating the land and seascape and breathing life into the living 
things that inhabit it. The origins of these ancestral beings, their behaviour as they crossed the 
landscape, their meetings with other ancestral beings and their resting places have marked our sea 
and landscape with sites of great significance to us. From these ancestral journeys and the network of 
important sites created across the land and sea, we gain our names, our identity and our way of life.

We call up the names we have for important places in our sea country for different reasons and 
purposes – some are deep and secret. We celebrate and respect these creation journeys with their 
network of important sites in everyday life and in more serious ceremonial rituals. They link us to each 
other and our world, they connect us to our sea country and everything within it. Our stories do not 
work alone; we are endowed with art, dance, song and deep logics of kinship. We weave together 
the narratives of ancestral beings, important and sacred sites and creation activities across the lands 
of inter-related estate owning and language groups. All this gives us a tradition of politics, history, 
science and guidance on how to live in harmony with our land and sea. 

Warramiri and Golumala clan leaders describe our special connection to sea country this way:

Manbuy\a ga Rulyapa are two currents that come together to form the seas off our homelands. 
In the course of their journey through and under the water they separate and then come together 
again. Within these waters are our sacred totems, song cycles, ceremonies and the pathways of 
creation beings. Responsibility for them is apportioned throughout our community.

More of our totems come from the sea than from the land; sacred sites, although they have been 
underwater for thousands of years now, are still sung about; our ceremonial dances are about the 
sea and many of our creation spirits began in the sea. And as most of our food traditionally comes 
from the sea, both spiritually and physically the wellbeing of the sea has always been and remains 
crucial to our wellbeing.1

We have reproduced the paintings and the explanations accompanying them from the Saltwater: 
Yirrkala Bark Paintings of Sea Country, a major artistic, educative and political initiative of ours to 
share our knowledge of sea country, in the hope that recent intrusions on our country and abuses of 
marine wildlife will become a thing of the past.2 

We have selected a painting by each of four respected artists from the Rirratji\u and Gumatj 
landowning clans in the Dhimurru Sea Country area. We have selected these paintings as examples 
because they express and explain creation journeys, kinship and totemic relationships we have with 
sea country covered by this plan. We hope to show what our sea country means to us and give you 
insight into our rights and responsibilities.

We invite you to browse these paintings and the accompanying text at your leisure, perhaps returning 
to them several times as you read through this sea country plan. We hope that you will come to 
understand where we have come from and wish to go. 
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Miniyawany Yunupi\u: Nanydjaka

The Ancestral snake Wunha\u rises from its sacred home at the bottom of the sea. As it breaks the 
surface it releases its energy, producing rain. The energy can be seen at night as lightning flashes 
on the horizon. The clouds on the estate borders called Marratjula are depicted in this painting as 
triangular shapes above Wunha\u. This energy release is a metaphor for communication between 
the spiritual ‘owners’ of this country and their märi (maternal grandmothers). Thus the Gumatj, 
through the serpent, reaffirm kinship links in these waters and the air above with other Yirritja groups 
including the Dhalwa\u, Ma[arrpa, Warramiri and Munyuku clans. As Marratjula gather together, they 
form a giant storm front called Wulpundurr.

The land owner and senior ranger for Dhimurru Land Management, Nanakiya Munu\giritj, explained 
thus:

This snake is creating these clouds in a place called Nanydjaka. The ocean part of Nanydjaka 
is called Makuma Yurrurrma Gandariya Gapanbulu. These words that we say are the scientific 
names for these waters. These words that we intone in a way of tradition are of this sea and so 
for us Yarrwidi (group of) Gumatj these seas and the associate land belongs to us.

This painting means like telling stories, the heritage, the value, the knowledge we have for the 
sea.

These clouds we call Marratjula only form in a certain season. We call this time Warrkarriya ga 
Dhurrudhurruya – when the Wakarr (bush lily) flowers. The diamonds represent these waterways 
of Nanydjaka which means Manybuy\a or the gunbilk (calm sea).

Bäru the Ancestral crocodile and Gawa\alkmirri the stingray are totems for us and come from a 
particular island here called Wuy\arra. 

The depiction of crocodile with stingray represents the relaxed and compatible relationship now 
between two groups of people (märi–gutharra) after they have settled disputes through the traditional 
means of Makarrata. Bäru and Gawa\alkmirri are in the saltwater Gunbilk at peace. Malarra the 
totem manta ray is easily sighted in these waters, its wing tips exposed above the sea country – a 
cruising caretaker.

The predominantly yellow section of the painting refers to the artist’s sea country, belonging to the 
Rrakpala group of Gumatj further south within Caledon Bay. Here sanctified waters from behind the 
beaches of Biranybirany flow out to mix with the saltwater, where Hawksbill turtle swim and dugong 
graze on the sea bed.

Banduk Marika: Rirratji\u Dhäwu

Two kilometres from Yirrkala, the rocky escarpment leads down into the sea known as Galariya in 
which the island of Dhambaliya can be seen. The area is influenced by Djambawal the Thunderman 
and Daymirri the Ancestral Whale. The Ancestral Hunters harpooned turtle in these waters and left 
their mark on the mainland at Galariya as well as at Dhambaliya. The land and associated events 
connect two clans, the Rirratji\u and the Djambarrpuy\u who jointly have custodial rites to this 
country.

The top panel shows an area of significance within the waters where differing states of water meet 
and rise to the surface. Dhalwatpu, the green turtle, are often seen feeding in these parts. Also 
Djambawal the Thunder man is active and has spiritual presence here. He is bringer of rain and 
directs weather through his spear. He communicates with other Dhuwa clans associated with him 
by way of sacred song cycles accompanied by clap sticks. The water spout depicted here has direct 
reference to Djambawal and the spirituality associated with this place.

The middle section depicts current use the of area which links it to the Ancestral escapades of the 
Turtle Hunters. The artist has recorded:

Minyipa and Dha\gatjiya were young sons of Mururruma who we refer to as the Grandfather 
of our family. Mururruma was killed in a ritual spearing by the family of his young wife who 
Mururruma had killed because she had constantly complained about being separated from 
her own family. After killing Mururruma on the mainland, the warriors of the young wife’s family 
pursued his sons Minyipa and Dha\gatjiya across the sea to Dhambaliya but were themselves 
defeated. For their stealth and courage in the battle Minyipa and Dha\gatjiya became Wa\arr 
(spirit forms living in times past) to the Rirratji\u and Djambarrpuy\u people.

Excerpt from Saltwater: Yirrkala Bark Paintings of Sea Country
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Images from Saltwater: 
Yirrkala Bark Paintings of 
Sea Country

1 2

3

4

1.	Miniyawany Yunupi u 
Nanydjaka 
129 x 120 cm

2. Banduk Marika 
Rirratji u Dhäwu 
257 x 41 cm

3. Deturru Yunupi u 
(directed by Djalali ba 
Yunupi u).  
Lamamirri Monuk 
158 x 91 cm

4. Wanyubi Marika 
Djambawal 
101 x 97 cm
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As gutharra (Grandchild/Rirratji\u) and märi (Grandfather/Djambarrpuy\u) clans to each other 
– ‘gutharra is the body of the märi’ – these two clans share responsibility for areas of the mainland 
and Dhambaliya.

The sea between the island called Dhambaliya and the shore is sacred to the Rirratji\u. These 
Ancestral Hunters are now manifest as rocks that are still seen today as prominent parts of the 
beach under Galariya. The people of today use these rocks as a wishing place. The rocks are 
covered with offerings (stones and lumps of coral), thrown on top by fishermen anticipating a good 
catch. 

The bottom panel has Daymirri the whale illustrated swimming in the same waters. When a 
particularly large turtle was speared, one of the hunters jumped into the water to try and push the 
turtle into the canoe. Daymirri caught this hunter within his whiskers and swallowed him. Next 
morning the people found the body of the man that the whale had spewed up but it was bleached 
white. Whale Rock protrudes from the surface of these waters. The top is white from resting 
birds, standing firm against the tidal movements and rough seas: a metaphor of Rirratji\u and 
Djambarrpuy\u culture – solid as a rock.

The fine cross-hatching behind these icons is the Rirratji\u sacred clan design denoting the swirling of 
these waters. While Banduk has received international recognition as a print maker and ambassador 
for her people it should be noted that this is only the second painting she has ever executed on bark.

Wanyubi Marika: Djambawal

The Ancestral Thunderman Djambawal is associated with the saltwater estates close to Yirrkala 
belonging to the Rirratji\u and Djambarrpuy\u clans.

Djambawal is controller of the seasons. He directs the weather by pointing his spear, ~arrpan, to the 
estates of related clan groups who each sing the sacred verses of the Thunderman. The clans that 
are part of this sacred cycle of song and dance include the Rirratji\u, Djambarrpuy\u, {ä=iwuy, Djapu 
and Gälpu.

Djambawal causes lightning and storms as well as shooting meteors seen in the night sky – ~arrpan 
his spear affirms the connections in the heavens. The waterspout phenomena seen in this country 
during certain seasons is the Ancestor’s penis marking the location of special fonts containing the life 
force in underwater wells gushing fresh water up into the sea. 

The miny’tji (sacred clan design) here denotes agitated or rough water around one such area off the 
island of Dhambaliya.

Deturru Yunupi\u (directed by Djalali\ba Yunupi\u): Lamamirri Mo]uk

The last member of the Lamamirri clan – an old woman – died in 1996. The clan became extinct. 
Although the Lamamirri have become extinct since clan membership can only be transmitted through 
men, the country depicted in this painting is Lamamirri-owned and the knowledge associated with this 
country is being safeguarded.

Custodial kinship obligations ensure that closely-linked clans continue to look after Lamamirri country. 
These custodians look after the sacred song cycles which narrate, and the dances which depict, the 
naming of Lamamirri lands by the Ancestors. They also look after the knowledge instilled in the code 
of the sacred miny’tji or clan designs that have the stamp of title deed.

Djalali\ba Yunupi\u is the senior caretaker for the Lamamirri. The Lamamirri clan is a classificatory 
märi or maternal grandmother for Djalali\ba – he is the gutharra (grandchild). Djalali\ba has other 
märi clans which are closely related to the Lamamirri – the Warramiri and Munyuku. These three clans 
combine to sing the travels of the whale and the waters they share in their estates. Djalali\ba’s own 
clan, the Gumatj, do not. Still he has the knowledge and is now an authority on it. 

The part of Lamamirri country depicted, Nanydjaka (or Cape Arnhem) is now an area designated 
for use by Nhulunbuy residents and their guests, and is managed by Dhimurru Land Management. 
Djalali\ba is the senior consultant of this Yol\u organisation. Although some Lamamirri country has 
been fenced to stop vehicular access, Dhimurru permit-holders may still walk the bauxite shelf along 
the coast to the place of the Lamamirri whale. As the shelf meets the sea, the incoming swell pounds 
the rock face and it is here that an important site is the whale breathing – as water is forced through a 
blow hole more than 12 metres into the air. 

Excerpt from Saltwater: Yirrkala Bark Paintings of Sea Country
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Djalali\ba has spoken about his peoples’ rights to their land: 

I’m not learn to be a scientist – I learnt from the old people, the seasons, the water, how to look 
into that you know…the federal government is asking ‘how much (many) for the kilometres how far 
out’. We only want a small area, where the rock is where the coral is because we got something in 
the sea as well as in the land – it’s the same.

Djalali\ba instructed his daughter Deturru to paint this visual description of his märi’s country. 
She did this from drawings made by the old man. He visited her frequently while the painting was 
in production, making changes to the work thus displaying his authority to disseminate sacred 
information to the outside world. Close inspection of the painting will reveal these changes.

The triangular borders of the painting are small cumulous clouds on the horizon which creates a sea-
based focus. Manifestations of the Ancestral Whale Mirrinyu\u make up the central icon, its tail on the 
surface of the water. The ribbons of sacred cross-hatched design reflect calm waters, in this context 
named Wapurarr or Naykuna. The whale spuming on the surface is evident as is the black storm front 
with heavy wind and rain called Wulpundurr. 

The centre of the painting represents the embodiment of Lamamirri law, the ‘rock’ or the body of the 
whale. Here the water is deep, and to emphasise the sacredness thus the danger of the place, the 
miny’tji surrounding the body depicts the rough waters concealing the dangers underneath. 

As Djalali\ba explains,

We stay away from that area; we know about it and we sing about it…that’s |ulwarrluk the rock, 
the coral inside.

The knives were not explained by Djalali\ba, who was one of the organisers and a signatory of the 
1963 Yirrkala Bark Petition.
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Yol u management, custody and guardianship

We have always known that we have some of the most culturally and ecologically significant shores 
and sea country in Australia. Finally it seems the non-Indigenous world has caught up.

There are eight Yol\u clans closely connected with the sea country in and adjacent to the Dhimurru 
Indigenous Protected Area (IPA). Although we say our sea country plan is for the sea within and 
adjacent to our IPA, this is an artificial boundary because our responsibilities incorporate the coast 
and far out to sea according to the creation narratives and close kinship with nearby Indigenous 
people. 

There are boundaries in our sea estates just as there are boundaries in our land estates. They are 
marked by features such as particular rocks or reefs or features of currents. Just as people must ask 
permission of the land-owners to enter and use the resources in the land of another clan, they must 
also ask permission to enter and use the resources of another clan’s sea estate.

Our marine estates include islands, rocky and coral reefs, inlets, bays, estuaries, mudflats, underwater 
springs, sea grass meadows, mangrove forests, the sea bed and open ocean. We share our sea 
country with marine creatures including fish, whales, dolphins, crustaceans, corals, dugongs, turtles, 
shellfish, crocodiles and sea and water birds. We can describe and name in detail coastal, underwater 
and offshore features. We know and understand in detail the behaviour and habitat of marine life.

Our relationship with the sea and its resources is fundamental to our religious, social and economic 
life and wellbeing. We continue our care and guardianship as our ancestors have done. We have 
an intimate knowledge of the environment and ecology in the places for which we have rights and 
responsibilities. We want our children and grandchildren to receive this knowledge so they can look 
after sea country. We do not come and go like most non-Indigenous people do. We want to continue 
to stay here permanently. However it is becoming increasingly difficult to undertake this work because 
our interests are often ignored or are seen as secondary to non-Indigenous issues of open access, 
economic exploitation and the welfare of the well known and loved marine animals like turtles, 
dolphins, dugong and whales. 

We know that many sea animals and their habitats have disappeared from Australian seas and 
shores. We know too that it is not our customary practices which threaten the marine creatures and 
the places where they live. We continue our religious, social, environmental and economic care of our 
sea country in the following ways:

¤	 We celebrate, protect and revitalise the sacred links and relations between us and our sea country 
through ceremony. This means we strengthen and safeguard our cultural heritage and ensure that 
it is passed on to the next generation.

¤	 We hunt and fish according to customary rules and principles that guide when, where and how we 
should take and use our resources. This means that our customary activities and management are 
sustainable.

¤	 Our travel and voyaging throughout our sea country means that we monitor and watch what is 
happening. No one else is as well placed to do this as we are.

Yol u principles for managing sea country

We wish to be understood as not only the traditional custodians and managers of our sea country, but 
also as contemporary and future managers. We wish to engage with all others with whom we share 
our sea country based on the following principles:

¤	 We have a basic and central right to maintain our traditional ownership and management of our 
sea country using both our traditions and the tools and practices available to us as citizens of 
contemporary Australia.

¤	 We are interested in the long-term benefit of our sea country to Yol\u people. We are interested in 
making sure that conservation and management of our sea country brings long-term human well 
being and benefit to Yol\u people and to other users who have interests and values there. That is, 
we believe in and practice cultural, ecological, social and economic sustainability.
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¤	 We are interested in everybody being clear and transparent about their rights and responsibilities 
to our sea country.

¤	 The best way to conserve and manage our sea country is by drawing upon both Yol\u customary 
and contemporary knowledge traditions. 

¤	 We need to build on our knowledge of sea country and life forms if we are to manage them 
sustainably.

¤	 We should err on the side of caution when considering proposals and options for use of our sea 
country, especially in the absence of a full understanding of their risks and consequences.

¤	 We will need to be flexible and adaptable in our responses to caring for and managing our sea 

country, especially in a world where circumstances can change rapidly.



14 Dhimurru and sea country planning

Dhimurru and sea country planning

Dhimurru Land Management Aboriginal Corporation (Dhimurru) is a community based natural and 
cultural resource management agency established in 1992 by the traditional Yol\u owners of land 
and sea estates in the Gove Peninsula region of North East Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory. 

Our role at Dhimurru is to undertake natural and cultural resource management to ensure the 
protection and sustainable use of our land and sea country within and adjacent to the Dhimurru 
Indigenous Protected Area (IPA).3 The Dhimurru IPA comprises 92,000 hectares of land and 9,000 
hectares of adjacent marine areas. 

Dhimurru is directed by a Committee and Executive who express the wishes and aspirations of the 
Yol\u traditional owners. Dhimurru is managed by a Yol\u Director, employs eleven Yol\u staff, an 
Executive Officer, an Accounts and Administration Officer, and two Project Facilitators. One Ranger 
employed by the Parks and Wildlife Service of the Northern Territory works with Dhimurru.

Tenure and Northern Marine Planning

We are pleased to be involved in the marine planning process led by the Marine Division of the 
Australian Government Department of Environment and Heritage.4 By developing our own sea 
country plan, we hope to make a significant contribution to the development of the Northern Marine 
Bioregional Plan, which is to be developed as part of the Australian Government’s new program of 
Regional Marine Planning under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. 

We also hope to inform all other planning initiatives in our region, whether they originate from 
governments or other stakeholders. Most of the land adjacent to the Northern Region Planning Area 
is owned by Indigenous people who, like us, depend on the ocean and its life forms for their survival 
and wellbeing. All Yol\u lands are connected to the sea and we make no distinction between sea and 
land estates when we exercise our customary rights and responsibilities. 

The recognition in Commonwealth law that our people have native title rights over the sea, as 
determined in the Blue Mud Bay case is important but disappointing.5 Our cultural rights including 
the rights to hunt, fish, gather and use resources allowed by and under our customary laws and 
customs are confirmed and recognised. However the court ruling defines our rights as non-exclusive. 
The court found that our rights sit alongside those of others who currently use our sea country. Yet 
without exclusive control over our country we are still faced with the problems of unlawful intrusion, 
overfishing, habitat damage and disruption to our coastal communities. We still have difficulty seeing 
how the rights to fish - only recently exercised by non-Indigenous people in our sea country - can sit 
equally with our requirements of cultural survival and wellbeing. There are inconsistencies between 
our rights and responsibilities under our customary law and those recognised under contemporary 
Australian law. We are struggling to have our sea rights recognised in the same way as our rights 
on the land are recognised. While that struggle is continuing, we take this opportunity to present our 
plan regarding the use, conservation and management of the sea. It is still our wish to engage in a 
positive way and in a spirit of good will with those who share the sea with us. We wish to work toward 
reconciliation of two management systems to ensure the best possible outcomes for our sea country.
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The area the plan speaks for

When we are considering the management of our sea country we are speaking about waters from 
the coastline to the horizon and in some cases beyond. We are including islands, rocky and coral 
reefs, inlets, bays, beaches, estuaries, mudflats, underwater springs, sea grass meadows, mudflats, 
mangrove forests and the open ocean.

This plan relates to all sea country within and adjacent to the land and marine boundaries of 
the Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area, although such boundaries are for us artificial. Our 
responsibilities and rights reach into the land and sea of our Indigenous neighbours, as prescribed by 
kinship and custom. 
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Manbuy a ga Rulyapa – an Indigenous Marine Protection Strategy

Sea country planning is not new to us. Our families and kin in the waters to the south in the 
Laynhapuy region, and north in the English Company and Wessel Islands region, are important 
partners. We are closely related and we share rights and responsibilities bestowed to us through 
creation narratives and exercised through ongoing ceremony and ritual. Through our shared heritage 
and ownership we have joined together in communicating our rights, responsibilities and concerns 
about our sea country to the wider world. In 1994 Yol\u traditional owners for the sea country off the 
coast between Djimardi (Blyth River) and Wurru\guyuna (the mouth of Walker River) produced An 
Indigenous Marine Protection Strategy for Manbuy\a ga Rulyapa. The strategy was up-dated in 2000. 
The area covered by our sea country plan falls within this broader Yol\u marine protection strategy.6 

We strongly support the Manbuy\a ga Rulyapa Strategy. It talks about the bigger picture while our 
plan concentrates on management of the waters within and next to the Dhimurru IPA area. The 
recommendations of the Manbuy\a ga Rulyapa Indigenous Marine Protection Strategy are:

1.	 The seas off the coast of Miwatj (Arnhem Land), between Djimardi (Blyth River) and  
Wurru\guyuna (the mouth of Walker River), should be referred to as Manbuy\a ga Rulyapa on all 
new official maps of the area. 

2.	 The Australian Government should consult with Yol\u about the northern extent of our interests in 
the sea. 

3.	 A bilateral co-management arrangement with the Federal Republic of Indonesia for the whole 
Arafura Sea should be pursued by the Australian Government with the assistance of Yol\u. 

4.	 The marine protection strategy for Manbuy\a ga Rulyapa should continue to be based on Yol\u 
management principles. 

5.	 Governments should acknowledge and support the application of Yol\u law throughout Manbuy\a 
ga Rulyapa. 

6.	 Yol\u want to be able to set minimum safety standards for ships using their waters. 

7.	 Yol\u want to own and operate commercial fishing enterprises in Manbuy\a ga Rulyapa and to 
have a say in the way these fisheries are regulated. 

8.	 Mining proposals for the sea bed and subterranean minerals should be processed according to 
the principles of Yol\u customary law.7

We are hopeful that these recommendations will be seriously considered as the Northern Marine 
Bioregional Plan develops.
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What we hope our plan will achieve and why it is important

Our plan will say again what sea country means to Yol\u, what our concerns are and how we might 
fix the problems as we see them. We have said this many times before, and we are getting tired of 
saying these things over and over again.8 We, like other Indigenous peoples around Australia, want 
action and results not bureaucratic talk and technical, jargon-ridden reports.

Our plan looks to form partnerships with other users of our sea country and identifies how we can 
help each other. We have said many times before that we are happy to share our sea country with 
others but we feel others do not regard our rights, responsibilities and interests with the importance 
they deserve. The interests of most other users are in preserving and conserving bio-diversity, in 
making an economic return or enjoying the sea and shores for recreation and pleasure. All of these 
reasons for valuing sea country are important to us, but for Yol\u and other Indigenous salt water 
people, our cultural survival and wellbeing is at stake. We are not just another stakeholder; we are 
first Australians whose identity and essence is created in, through and with the sea and its creatures. 
We wish to contribute to regional and national economic development, in keeping with our time-
honoured responsibilities to care for the land and sea. 

This plan is an opportunity for us to speak for our sea country in our own way and to do this at a 
scale that is culturally and geographically appropriate. Our plan provides the framework for a detailed 
dialogue with the other main stakeholders in Yol\u Sea Country. We look forward to this discussion 
and exploring ways of implementing this plan to manage Yol\u Sea Country.

We are aware of how important it is to suggest realistic and achievable actions to other stakeholders. 
We recognise that governments still have a long way to go in developing policy and legislative 
frameworks that allow Yol\u and non-Indigenous systems to work together as strong partners in 
caring for sea country, rather than undermining or marginalising Yol\u law and management as the 
present system sometimes does. We hope this plan can open up a new discussion about the positive 
ways that management, policy and law can be reformed so that Yol\u law and management are 
properly valued and the sea is managed more sustainably for everyone’s benefit. 

We suggest in this plan how others can assist us to manage our sea country in ways that will add 
value to the work already underway. We do this passionately and respectfully in the hope that 
mutually beneficial arrangements can be made between ourselves and others.
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Our concerns

Ownership and tenure

We are concerned about:

¤	 Lack of recognition of our ownership and rights in sea country.

¤	 Lack of respect for and recognition of our ongoing customary management practices.

Representation

We are concerned about:

¤	 Lack of Yol\u and other Indigenous representation on important government decision-making 
bodies, such as the Marine and Coastal Committee Taskforce established by the Australian 
Government.

¤	 Lack of adequate resources to support Yol\u and other Indigenous representation on government 
decision making bodies that address marine issues.

Cultural heritage protection

We are concerned about:

¤	 Uncontrolled or unregulated access to sites of importance to us.

¤	 Illegal entry to estuaries and creeks by non-Indigenous commercial and recreational fishers. 
Unauthorised camping on beaches outside the Dhimurru permit area, particularly around Melville 
Bay, near Ya\unbi and Yudu Yudu communities, Port Bradshaw, Daymbaliya, East Bremer, 
Truant and Veronica Islands. 

Environmental impacts and protection

We are concerned about:

¤	 Uncontrolled and unregulated access to areas of environmental sensitivity, including rocky and 
coral reefs, breeding and feeding grounds and sea grass beds.

¤	 Overfishing by both commercial and recreational fishers. We have noticed a serious drop in fish 
and seafood numbers close to the coast. This includes barramundi, mackerel, tuna, reef fish, 
sharks, mudcrabs, and clams.

¤	 High mortality levels of turtles and other wildlife that become entangled and stranded in marine 
debris, especially discarded fishing nets. Over 79 turtles were stranded in a 20km stretch of 
coastline within 3 months in 2005 alone. 

¤	 Impacts of the bauxite mining, refining and associated developments on our sea country, 
especially the risk of sea country contamination from routine refinery operations, and the threat of 
unintentional environmental incidents or accidents.

¤	 The risk of sea country pollution and introduction of marine pests during shipping and ship loading 
operations in and around Melville Bay.

¤	 Impacts of boat burning activities conducted within Melville Bay to dispose of illegal fishing vessels.
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Species protection and management

We are concerned about impacts of commercial and recreational fishing on marine animals and 
habitat including:

¤	 Death of turtle, dugong and other bycatch species in nets and from other fisheries operations.

¤	 Vessel damage to sea grass beds.

¤	 Dumping of oil, pollutants and nets

¤	 Boat strike of turtles and dugongs.

¤	 Overfishing for clams, mudcrabs, reef-fish and crayfish.

¤	 Hunting by Yol\u in areas where they do not have permission – people not observing  
customary law.

¤	 Impact of feral animals particularly predation by pigs on turtle nesting on some islands.

Research and monitoring

We are concerned about:

¤	 The lack of a systematic, coordinated and independently verifiable regime to monitor the range of 
threats and their impact on our sea country.

¤	 The strain placed on productive communication between those with a stake in our sea country by 
the lack of reliable information about the threats to our sea country.

Public education

We are concerned about:

¤	 The limited understanding of our aspirations and wishes and marine conservation issues in 
general. This ignorance can be seen from official levels in government, other users of marine 
resources and the wider community including the local Nhulunbuy community.

¤	 Unbalanced or incorrect government reports (eg National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing 
Survey) that give misleading information about Yol\u hunting.
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Invitations to stakeholders

In this section we discuss our relationship with those with whom we share our sea country or who 
have a major role to play in its sustainable management. We identify how each can help us manage 
our sea country. 

We have nine broad aims that we think are essential to realising our vision and aspirations for 
sustainable management of our sea country in partnership with others. We are asking those with 
interests in our sea country to commit to these aims. They are: 

1.	 To have our ownership, rights and responsibilities respected, with recognition of the contribution 
our people have made in the past and continue to make to the custodianship, stewardship, and 
management of sea country - acknowledging it is not our customary use of sea country that 
threatens the wellbeing and sustainability of marine resources.

2.	 To continue to make sure we can exercise our customary care and management over our sea 
country by continuing to support the management activities already undertaken by Dhimurru. 

3.	 To engage in a constructive way with government and other stakeholders to increase recognition 
of our customary management systems through reform to policy and legislation, including an 
exploration of appropriate zoning arrangements that combine the best of Yol\u and non-Yol\u 
sustainable sea country management practices.

4.	 To develop sound rules, regulations and protocols for use of our sea country that assist visitors 
and other users to do so safely and sustainably within a combined framework of Yol\u and  
non-Indigenous management and governance arrangements.

5.	 To extend and develop our role as real partners in monitoring and research on marine creatures 
and their habitats. This includes both customary and contemporary scientific knowledge and 
involves careful cooperative management planning at subregional, regional and state levels. 

6.	 To have Dhimurru as a real partner in monitoring, surveillance and enforcement concerning illegal 
fishing, illegal entry, breaches of quarantine and customs laws, and the protection of sacred sites. 

7.	 To build Dhimurru’s capacity to work on our sea country by having well trained, well resourced Sea 
Country Rangers. This is how we can play our part in bringing customary Yol\u knowledge and 
skills together with contemporary knowledge and skills in the management of our sea country.

8.	 To help Dhimurru ensure the environmental impacts from bauxite mining, refining, shipping, 
aquaculture, commercial and recreational fishing, tourism and other development activities are 
environmentally sustainable and the social impacts on our people are considered and ameliorated. 

9.	 Investigate the sources of ongoing support and recurrent, stable funding from government 
agencies, including exploration of ‘whole of government’ models which would simplify the current 
agency by agency and program based arrangements. 

We are aware that there are many stakeholders with interests in the marine environment and its 
resources. In this section we invite those we see as having major interest in our sea country to work 
with us to manage our sea country. Before we suggest the actions we can take together and ways in 
which sea country stakeholders can assist us, we summarise some of the work we have been doing 
and the relationships involved. We describe the partnerships already at work, the services we provide, 
and the range of support we receive.
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This is, we hope, the start of a more detailed conversation and negotiation leading to active and local 
sea country management by Yol\u Rangers.

At various points throughout this plan we have requested a greater level of consultation with 
Yol\u estate owners in matters to do with sea country and a greater level of Yol\u involvement in 
existing processes. These requests should not be seen as necessarily a request for greater levels 
of consultation directly with Dhimurru. The actual level of Dhimurru’s engagement depends on the 
scale of the issues or initiatives. Much of the consultation and engagement we see a need for would 
be best done via our larger representative organisations, such as the Northern Land Council or the 
North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance. These agencies have established 
ways of consulting with estate owners and their organisations (including Dhimurru) and they have the 
capacity to participate at the many levels required to achieve sustainable management of sea country. 
They would determine the appropriate method of Yol\u consultation and the style and method of 
input to existing processes. There are, however, many local level issues and operational matters that 
Dhimurru would expect to be directly involved in. 

We have included Yol\u associations and organisations as stakeholders, but we restate our position 
that Yol\u people are not only another stakeholder group; we are first Australians whose identity 
and essence is created in, through, and with the sea and its creatures. We have unique rights and 
responsibilities to the marine and coastal environment.
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Indigenous organisations

Aboriginal Areas Protection Authority 

The Northern Territory Aboriginal Areas Protection Authority has helped protect sacred sites on our 
lands through the Northern Territory Aboriginal Sacred Sites Act 1989. We think it is time to bring the 
many sacred sites in our sea country to the same level of protection as our sites on land. We believe 
this will require a thorough mapping and recording of important sites, perhaps as part of the broader 
task of recording and documenting our customary knowledge of sea country. There is potential for 
this work to overlap with and assist the development of marine protected areas and other research, 
mapping and monitoring activities.

How the Aboriginal Areas Protection Authority can help:

1.	 Explore ways for the important sites in our sea country to be given protection under the 
Northern Territory Aboriginal Sacred Sites Act 1989.

2.	 Assist us to extend mapping and recording important marine sites.

3.	 Explore ways for mapping and recording our important marine sites to support 
development of marine protected areas, and collaborate with Dhimurru and other 
partner agencies such as the Parks and Wildlife Service of the Northern Territory, in 
this field work.

Northern Land Council

The Northern Land Council has statutory responsibilities for protection and management of Yol\u 
estates under the provisions of the Commonwealth Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 
1976. The Northern Land Council is a crucial partner in Dhimurru’s operations at all levels and we 
are most appreciative of the support and encouragement the Council has provided to the sea country 
planning process and the production of this plan. 

Dhimurru wholeheartedly endorses the ‘Healthy Country … Healthy Families’ motto of the Northern 
Land Council’s Caring for Country Strategy.9 We also endorse the guiding principles and aims of the 
companion document, The Caring for Sea Country Action Plan.10 Many of the broad actions proposed 
in the Caring for Sea Country Plan are extended in this sea country plan, taking into account our local 
history and circumstances. It is very important to us that the Caring for Country Unit of the Northern 
Land Council is properly resourced to continue and extend their sea country work. The unit’s holistic 
approach to the cultural, social and economic wellbeing of Indigenous people, with environmental 
sustainability as its centrepiece, aligns directly with Dhimurru’s approach.

How the Northern Land Council can help:

1.	 Along with North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance and 
the Parks and Wildlife Service of the Northern Territory, develop and help resource a 
collaborative monitoring and census program for marine species in partnership with 
Dhimurru and other traditional owners that effectively uses Yol u knowledge, skills 
and on ground capacity. Start with turtle monitoring and management, then consider 
dugong and nesting sea birds.
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2.	 Make sure the Caring for Country Unit is strengthened and the Northern Land 
Council’s commitment to achieving the objectives of the Caring for Sea Country Action 
Plan is maintained.

3.	 Assist us to finalise the identification and implementation of appropriate bylaws for 
the Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area and assist with the necessary training of 
Dhimurru staff to enforce these laws. 

4.	 Continue to represent our interests and assist us to become more closely involved 
with the Northern Land Council in the development of Alcan’s marine assessment, 
monitoring and management planning. 

5.	 Ensure a greater level of openness and transparency in the way Alcan report on their 
environmental management responsibilities.

6.	 Ensure assessment, monitoring and management responses by Alcan to marine issues 
are subjected to external, expert scrutiny as determined by the Northern Land Council 
and the Northern Territory Government.

7.	 Assist Dhimurru to integrate and formalise a local marine surveillance and monitoring 
role, in keeping with our capacity, within the broader operations of NT Fisheries, NT 
Marine and Fisheries Enforcement Unit, Australian Fisheries Management Authority, 
Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service, Australian Customs Service, and the NT 
Marine Safety Branch. Develop the contractual arrangements for the delivery of these 
services as necessary.

8.	 Continue to represent our interests in the northern marine bioregional planning 
process and other relevant government processes, particularly with regard to the 
exploration of marine protected areas as a central conservation and management 
device.

9.	 Provide formal written legal advice and briefings in plain English to Dhimurru 
to ensure we are up to date with recent developments in Australian and Northern 
Territory Government law that may effect our sea country custody and management.

10.	Continue to help streamline and consolidate training pathways for natural and cultural 
resource management training, particularly the Certificate 2 in Fisheries Compliance.

North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance

The North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance (NAILSMA) was an initiative 
of the Northern Land Council, the Kimberly Land Council, and the Balkanu Cape York Aboriginal 
Development Corporation. NAILSMA has grown to become a broad alliance of Indigenous 
organisations engaged in natural and cultural resource management of Indigenous estates across 
northern Australia. Members of the alliance have positions on the Board of the Cooperative Research 
Centre for Tropical Savanna Management, which provides administrative support to NAILSMA and 
assists them to establish and broker regional initiatives. 

We are enthusiastic partners in NAILSMA and we like the grass roots support it provides for 
Indigenous land and sea managers, particularly the emphasis on Indigenous knowledge and the 
commitment to develop regionally based action plans. We like the commitment to empowering 
Indigenous land owners and managers and to forging partnerships that will lead to environmental, 
cultural, social and economic sustainability.11

We have contributed to the major NAILSMA initiative, the development of the draft Northern Territory 
Regional Action Plan for the Management of Dugongs and Marine Turtles prepared by the Northern 
Land Council. Through this document we have expressed our desire to: maintain existing turtle 
recovery and rescue, ghost net and marine debris and monitoring programs; extend and develop 
existing management arrangements, including surveillance and enforcement capacity and the 
supervision and monitoring of customary harvest; actively contribute to environmental and social 
impact assessment processes associated with Alcan’s mining and processing operations; develop 
educational tools and programs for fisherman, tourists, mine employees and our own people; and, 
contribute to the development and implementation of marine management plans and strategies at 
the regional state and national level. The support we will receive through the Regional Action Plan 
process is a significant contribution to our sea country management capacity. This includes funding 
over three years to employ a Senior Sea Country Ranger and part salary for a second Sea Country 
Ranger. It also includes funding for operational expenses in maintaining a vessel and funding to assist 
with feral pig eradication.
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How the North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management .

Alliance can help:

1.	 Help set up and broker the development of a Turtle Management Plan across northern 
Australia.

2.	 Provide resources for management, research and monitoring and educational activities 
as outlined in the Northern Territory Regional Activity Plans as part of the Dugong and 
Marine Turtle Management Project.

3.	 Assist coastal Indigenous people to explore the development of marine protected areas 
as a management tool for sea country.

Yol u Community Councils and Associations

The Yirrkala Dhanbul and Mar\arr Councils are the two Yol\u organisations responsible for 
community governance in the area covered by this sea country plan. 

Dhimurru works closely with both councils, who provide support and labour to Dhimurru through the 
Community Development Employment Program (CDEP). Environmental management, including 
access to local beaches and boat ramps, is worked out in partnership with Dhimurru, with local 
projects and training undertaken collaboratively with Yirrkala Dhanbul’s Landcare Department, 
Gamarrwa Nuwal and the Mar\arr CDEP program. Dhimurru undertakes natural and cultural resource 
management for the Yol\u Homeland communities at Dhalinybuy and Gurrumurru which are serviced 
by the Mar\arr Council, and Bawaka and Gåluru which are serviced by the Dhanbul Council. Both 
Councils seek environmental management advice from Dhimurru.

The Rirratji\u and Gumatj Associations are the development associations of the two major Yol\u 
land owning clans in the Dhimurru area. They administer royalty distributions and lease incomes from 
mining activities on Yol\u land and engage in enterprise and business development on behalf of  
Yol\u members. These associations have property, eco and cultural tourism businesses, and are 
actively considering opportunities for tourism and aquaculture ventures on Yol\u Sea Country. Our 
role at Dhimurru is to provide environmental advice and assistance that supports such ventures and 
helps ensure that they are environmentally sustainable.

The Laynhapuy Association manages the development and governance of most of the smaller 
Yol\u homeland communities that surround the Dhimurru region. These communities have their own 
natural and cultural resource management initiatives underway. The Yol\u clans that make up the 
Laynhapuy Association are working toward declaring an Indigenous Protected Area alongside the 
Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area and have established their own community ranger program. The 
Laynhapuy Rangers work closely with Dhimurru. We train together, share resources and work on joint 
projects such as Yellow Crazy Ant eradication, weed control and crocodile management. Sea country 
management is an important objective of the Laynhapuy Ranger program.

How Yol u community councils & associations .

can help:

1.	 Continue to provide Dhimurru with CDEP placements and share training programs.

2.	 Continue to work together on projects and share resources.

3.	 Investigate ways to improve communication with Dhimurru about current and future 
tourism, commercial fishing, aquaculture and other sea country based commercial 
initiatives.

4.	 Seek Dhimurru’s support and advice in developing sea country based commercial 
initiatives.
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Government agencies with marine conservation  
responsibilities

Conserving, protecting, preserving and managing our sea country is a major part of Dhimurru’s work. 
This is work we share with many Australian and Territory Government departments, non-government 
conservation agencies, research and educational organisations and the wider community. Our work to 
date has focussed on:

¤	 Marine turtle rescue and recovery.

¤	 Coordinating research and management.

¤	 Monitoring marine turtles and dugong.

In the sections that follow we describe the work undertaken and the further assistance we need. We 
also identify marine protected areas as an idea worthy of further investigation and look forward to 
exploring options with our partners in government and industry. 

Marine turtle rescue and recovery

We believe our wellbeing and turtle (miyapunu) wellbeing are inseparable. To put it another way, we 
belong to turtles and turtles to us; we sustain them and they us. As custodians and managers of sea 
country we have responsibility to work with others to manage turtles.12 We regularly record green, 
hawksbill, olive ridley and flatback turtles and we are the custodians of internationally significant 
rookeries of these four species.

There has been a dramatic decline in marine turtle numbers throughout the Indo-Pacific region in 
recent times, and in many parts of the world turtles are threatened or endangered. We understand 
that marine turtles migrate hundreds to thousands of kilometres between nesting beaches and 
home foraging grounds. We need to understand the movements and migrations of turtles. We need 
to understand the dangers to turtles from marine debris, from habitat loss, nest destruction from 
predation by trawler and fisheries bycatch and from over-exploitation by our northern neighbours.

In 1996 we started our turtle research projects and have been monitoring turtle entanglements and 
rescuing turtles since that time as part of our Marine Turtle Rescue and Recovery Program. We have 
received direct support for this program from the WWF – Australia, Alcan Gove, Parks and Wildlife 
Service of the Northern Territory, and the Aboriginal Benefits Account.

We commence this monitoring with vehicles and helicopters when the south easterly winds 
arrive, usually about mid April. By mid July 2005 we had recorded 79 turtles entangled in marine 
debris. During two flights in early June 2005 we untangled 16 turtles; eight were dead and 8 were 
successfully released. Since 1996 we have recorded 306 turtles caught in nets in our area of 
management, and only 169 were alive when we found them.

In 2005 we helped establish the Carpentaria Ghost Net Programme. This programme covers the 
Northern Territory and Queensland coastline of the Gulf of Carpentaria. Ghost Nets are discarded 
fishing nets that float around in the ocean entangling and killing any animal they come across, and 
we are especially concerned about their impact on marine turtles. The aim of the programme is to get 
saltwater people working together to clean up the Gulf and remove any marine debris and ghost nets 
from the beaches.
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We are very pleased to be involved in the Ghost Nets Programme as it will help us to remove the 
nets from the Gulf and eventually reduce the numbers of our turtles being caught and killed in foreign 
fishing nets. As part of this programme we hope to find out where the nets are coming from so we 
can tackle the problem at its source. Data we have gathered has already identified specific fisheries 
to target with information, particularly in Indonesia and Taiwan. For each net we find, we record the 
size, location, the names of entangled animals, and identify the net’s place of manufacture using a kit 
developed by NT Fisheries and WWF – Australia. There are Project Officers in each state to assist 
the communities with their work plans and funding submissions, and to help us work closely with our 
neighbouring saltwater ranger groups.

We have serious concerns about the directions set in the draft report by the Marine and Coastal 
Committee Taskforce, Sustainable and Legal Harvest of Marine Turtles and Dugongs in Australia 
– A National Approach.13 The draft national approach places undue emphasis on the threats of 
Indigenous harvest to these marine animals. We feel insulted that our long tradition of guardianship, 
management and use of these animals is diminished by such claims; as is our hard work in 
recent years embracing and using the new tools and methods available to us from contemporary 
conservation science and management.

We support NAILSMA’s response to the draft national approach. NAILSMA correctly positions 
Indigenous harvest in relation to the other well documented threats to turtle and dugong. The major 
threats lie elsewhere.

If a national approach to the sustainable and legal harvest of marine turtles and dugongs is to be 
developed and implemented, we join with NAILSMA and call for Indigenous control and ownership of 
the process, with NAILSMA as an appropriate coordinating body for northern Australia.

Coordinating research and management

The only way we will know the health of marine species and their habitats is with reliable monitoring 
and research over time. The only way we will ensure the health of marine species and their habitats is 
through management actions based on this monitoring and research. 

We believe it is time to take the next step toward a coordinated, Territory-wide research, survey and 
monitoring program for marine species and their habitats. We wish to contribute to research and 
management as primary stakeholders and partners in a way that respects our customary knowledge, 
rights and responsibilities. 

We believe that the establishment of coordinated Territory-wide research and monitoring programs 
that include local collaborative action plans is a responsibility of the Northern Territory Government. 
What we are proposing fits neatly with the Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan for the 
Northern Territory, the Northern Territory Regional Investment Strategy, and the Northern Territory 
Parks and Conservation Masterplan (which is currently being developed).14 We believe that at this 
time, the coordinated research and monitoring program would be best led by the Marine Biodiversity 
Group of the Parks and Wildlife Service of the Northern Territory Department of Natural Resources 
Environment and the Arts.

The work that the Parks and Wildlife Service has undertaken with Dhimurru and other saltwater 
Indigenous people in the Northern Territory is a good start. The development of a draft management 
program for dugong is a step in the right direction in principle; however, we feel some rethinking 
is needed to make it a more strategic and relevant document.15 We are suggesting that within our 
capacity, we play a more central role in the development and implementation of such plans.

In the following section we use marine turtles as an example of how an existing partnership might 
be expanded into a coordinated research and management program. The approach we suggest 
below is similar to the Draft Management Program for Dugong in the Northern Territory, in which 
local monitoring of dugong numbers and sea grass beds by sea rangers is a pivotal part of a broader 
partnership with the Parks and Wildlife Service to monitor and manage dugong populations.16
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Monitoring and managing marine turtles & dugongs

We value our work in marine turtle rescue, recovery, monitoring and tagging projects. Through these 
projects we have been able to work in partnership with research and management organisations in a 
way that respects our customary knowledge, rights and responsibilities. It is time, however, for a more 
systematic and coordinated approach to monitoring, researching and managing marine turtles. We are 
suggesting that the Northern Territory Government take the lead role through its Parks and Wildlife 
Service.

We see problems with the status of turtle and dugong research at present. It is clear to us that careful 
and sustained monitoring of turtle populations, and nesting behaviour is essential for their survival and 
proper management. For information to be useful it needs to be collected over a long period of time 
(at least 10 years) and will need to be collected in a systematic and standardised way. This complex 
task is too large to undertake on our own and needs to be coordinated across northern Australia and 
linked to other sites the turtles migrate to. Unless the efforts of all custodians of marine turtles are 
coordinated, our efforts will be wasted. It appears that the turtles that nest on our beaches live within 
the Gulf of Carpentaria. Thus there may be a need for:

… the development of a Gulf of Carpentaria marine turtle management strategy that provides 
protection for turtles and their habitats, and that acknowledges the primary role of Indigenous 
people and allows for ongoing subsistence harvest of turtles and eggs.17 

We suggest a start would be an active census program to monitor selected ‘index’ beaches over the 
longer term, developed as a partnership between Parks and Wildlife Service, traditional owners from 
throughout the Gulf, NAILSMA and the Northern Land Council. 

Step 1	 Use the Parks and Wildlife Service’s initial mapping of rookeries and discussion with 
traditional owners to identify index beaches.

Step 2	 Work out monitoring arrangements that combine aerial survey with ground-based survey 
using local resources, according to capacity. For example at Dhimurru we would value a 
systematic, monitoring role that could become part of our routine on country ranger role.

Step 3	 We continue our on ground management actions that include our marine debris and 
ghost net projects, control of feral pigs who destroy nests, restricting access to vulnerable 
beaches and working with our leaders to ensure correct customary use.

Step 4	 Concurrently collect and record customary knowledge under the direction of traditional 
owners. 

Step 5	 Establish data recording and ensure information sharing.

Although we are involved in existing turtle management initiatives such as the NAILSMA Dugong 
and Marine Turtle Management Project and the Recovery Plan for Marine Turtles in Australia, we 
believe that the Parks and Wildlife Service is best placed to keep up with and coordinate the range of 
research, monitoring and management programs and projects.18

Supporting Marine Protected Areas

We believe Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) may be a way to promote the sustainable and equitable 
management of our sea country, particularly if they are a formal mechanism to recognise our rights, 
responsibilities and management efforts in a similar way to the recently declared Indigenous Protected 
Areas. We endorse the commitments made to explore and develop marine protected area options by 
the Australian Government Department of Environment and Heritage through its Marine Division, and 
the Northern Territory Government through the Integrated Natural and Resource Management Plan 
and the draft Northern Territory Parks and Conservation Masterplan. 

We look forward to discussing with government a model for MPAs that is workable for Yol\u people 
and enhances our position as primary protectors and managers of our marine estates. Such a 
model should be constructed on a solid scientific basis and our traditional knowledge, skills and 
understandings. It would need to consider cultural, social and economic factors.

We restate our willingness to share our sea country in sustainable ways that are consistent with our 
rights and aspirations. In principle we support a multiple use approach to managing our sea country 
and would like to explore how this might be achieved through zoning of use and protection areas. We 
do not expect the development of MPAs to be easy, as the commercial and recreational fishers seem 
to see MPAs and zoning as a threat rather than an opportunity. What we do expect is that from now 
on, we will be involved in all discussions at all levels when MPAs are considered for our sea country. 
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Northern Territory Department of Natural Resources, Environment .
and the Arts

We see the Northern Territory Department of Natural Resources, Environment and the Arts (NRETA) 
as a crucial partner in our efforts to manage our sea country. We hope to strengthen our relationship 
with several divisions of this department, especially the Biodiversity Conservation Section, including 
the Marine Biodiversity Group, the Parks and the Wildlife Service of the Northern Territory, the 
Office of Environment and Heritage, and the units responsible for the implementation of the Northern 
Territory Parks and Conservation Masterplan, the Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan and 
the supporting Regional Investment Strategy.19

We value highly the support and assistance we have received from the Department of Natural 
Resources, Environment and Arts and the Parks and Wildlife Service since Dhimurru started in 1992, 
especially from the rangers who have worked with us from the beginning. Our formal arrangements 
through the Dhimurru Indigenous Potected Area (IPA) and the Section 73 Agreement under the 
Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act with the Northern Territory Government have stabilised 
our relationships with the Parks and Wildlife Service and the Northern Land Council. This day-to-day 
on-ground assistance and partnership is one of the cornerstones of Dhimurru’s success. We now 
have many highly respected and valued friends with research, technical and management expertise 
within the Parks and Wildlife Service. 

Our work on sea country to date has almost always been in partnership with the Parks and Wildlife 
Service. Patrols to offshore islands, the marine turtle survey work, checking sea bird nesting sites 
and responding to pollution alerts have all relied on Parks and Wildlife Service staff and their boat, 
which regrettably has been recently redeployed elsewhere. Seabird nesting and mapping sea grass 
meadows are other examples of research work we have undertaken. We need NRETA’s help to 
continue this work and to coordinate and undertake the kind of coordinated research and monitoring 
that is needed across the region.

How the Parks and Wildlife Service of Northern Territory can help:

1.	 Oversee a review and assessment of research undertaken in our sea country and 
develop a prioritised local research agenda and implementation plan in consultation 
with Dhimurru.

2.	 Along with NAILSMA and the Northern Land Council, develop and help resource a 
collaborative monitoring and research program for marine species, in partnership with 
Dhimurru and other traditional owners, that effectively uses our knowledge, skills 
and on-ground capacity. Start with turtle monitoring and management, then consider 
dugong and nesting sea birds.

3.	 Allocate adequate resources for marine research and management to support Dhimurru 
and the Parks and Wildlife Service to implement this sea country plan.

4.	 Maintain and extend the working relationship established under the IPA and Section 73 
agreements by identifying additional ranger positions to work with Dhimurru.

5.	 Finalise the identification and implementation of appropriate bylaws for the Dhimurru 
IPA and assist with the necessary training of Dhimurru staff.

6.	 Continue to develop management programs for marine species and increase our 
involvement in planning, implementation and evaluation.

7.	 Continue to involve coastal Indigenous people in discussions about the potential role of 
marine protected areas in the Northern Territory. 

8.	 Develop a mutually agreed framework, based on international best practice, for 
involving coastal Indigenous people in the development of marine protected areas.
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The draft Northern Territory Parks and Conservation Masterplan suggests that an even greater level 
of understanding and support will be forthcoming for the work of Yol\u owners in managing sea 
country. We are pleased that the draft Masterplan charts an enhanced role for Indigenous people in 
parks and wildlife management in the Northern Territory. We are particularly pleased to see the draft 
Masterplan is committed to:

¤	 Conservation management on Aboriginal lands through the IPA process with emphasis on building 
capacity of local Indigenous groups to continue management of land and sea.

¤	 The Conservation and Natural Resource Group of NRETA continuing to assist traditional 
landholders with documentation of natural and cultural values.

¤	 Developing the coordination of marine management across the Northern Territory coast between 
stakeholders and Government.

We are encouraged that this new, more flexible and collaborative approach extends management 
and control to Aboriginal people for areas of land over which they currently have no underlying legal 
tenure. This is important when we consider sea country management.
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Ways those responsible for implementing the Northern Territory Parks .

and Conservation Masterplan can help:

1.	 Explore management and governance control over our sea country through a form of 
protected area, while we pursue stronger legal tenure over our marine estates. Our 
management aspirations are much the same for sea country as they are for land and 
they fit neatly with the directions and objectives laid out in the draft Northern Territory 
Parks and Conservation Masterplan.

2.	 Work with Dhimurru to negotiate a program of collaborative work that takes account of 
the strengths and limitations of both parties and works to maximise Yolnu involvement 
in all projects in our area. This would enhance local Yol u management capacity and 
give both organisations a stronger and more strategic collaborative relationship for the 
long term benefit of Yol u people and the sustainable management of sea country.

3.	 Identification of appropriate bylaws under the Northern Territory Parks and Wildlife 
Act and the provision to introduce them under our Section 73 agreement with the 
appointment of Dhimurru Rangers as appropriately empowered Honorary Conservation 
Officers is an important goal. We realise this may require amendment to our Section 73 
agreement and Northern Territory legislation.

4.	 Work with Dhimurru to see where collaboration between sacred site protection and 
environmental protection can be integrated, including support to assist with site 
management

We anticipate our relationship with the Northern Territory Department of Natural Resources 
Environment and the Arts will develop further with the joint Commonwealth and Territory Government 
commitments to the Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan for the Northern Territory and 
accompanying Northern Territory Regional Investment Strategy.

Both these strategies align with our hopes and aspirations for the successful and sustainable 
management of our sea country. These initiatives also promise to coordinate efforts to sustainably 
manage land and sea across the Northern Territory. We are very pleased to see the plan 
acknowledges that we view and value sea country differently from non-Indigenous Territorians, that 
we have rights and responsibilities regarding custody and management, that we have valuable and 
extensive skills, knowledge and understandings, and that our participation in the future use and 
management of marine resources offers opportunities to increase our social, cultural and economic 
wellbeing.

Ways those responsible for implementing the Integrated Natural Resources .

Management Plan can help:

1.	 Continue close liaison with Dhimurru, as an authentic and responsible manager of 
land and sea, throughout the implementation of the Integrated Natural Resources 
Management Plan and the Regional Investment Strategy.

2.	 Work especially closely with Dhimurru and our partners, particularly the Marine 
Biodiversity Group of NRETA to establish an integrated approach to research and 
monitoring program for marine species, habitats and ecosystems.

3.	 Work closely with Dhimurru and our partners to build our capacity to manage sea 
country through our Yol u Sea Country Rangers. 

4.	 Explore other ways of supporting the implementation of this Sea Country Plan where 
it aligns with the Integrated Natural Resources Management Plan. We would benefit 
from your support to: integrate our customary knowledge, skills and understandings 
with contemporary sea country management; protect culturally important sites; control 
unlawful access and behaviour; increase surveillance and monitoring of sea country; 
develop marine protected areas; and to address threats from environmental pollution.

5.	 Maintain the resources needed to adequately coordinate programs developed under this 
framework by continuing to fund coordinating positions at regional and local levels.
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6.	 Consider alternative administrative arrangements that reduce the demands on 
organisations such as Dhimurru to apply for resources and report on the utilisation  
of those resources.

7.	 Look for ways to better integrate programs across projects to reduce the number and 
complexity of applications organisations such as Dhimurru need to submit.

8.	 Make the programs easier for Yol u organisations to understand and access.

Environment Protection Authority 

We are pleased the Northern Territory Government is consolidating its environment protection 
responsibilities by establishing an Environment Protection Authority (EPA). We believe the EPA 
should play a critical role in not only the oversight and enforcement of environmental standards, 
but also in ensuring critical environment monitoring and condition reports are made public in an 
accessible and reliable format. An EPA established in this way will be of great benefit to the Yol\u 
people. At this point it is most important that the NT Government ensure adequate resources are 
committed to enable Yol\u to participate in consultations regarding the new EPA in an informed and 
comprehensive manner.

How the Environment Protection Authority can help:

1.	 Play a lead role in the development of a monitoring regime for East Arnhem, with  
a focus on the existing and potential impacts of industrial and economic development 
activities on the marine environment.

2.	 Maintain its own adequately resourced marine unit to address the unique issues and 
challenges facing the marine environment in a timely and professional manner.

3.	 Encourage ‘best practice’ in both government agencies and industries that is supported 
by a robust system of education, enforcement, and prosecution. 

4.	 Ensure monitoring results are made public. 

5.	 Establish mechanisms with Yol u and Indigenous communities for communicating 
environmental monitoring results and effectively interpreting their implications.

Australian Government Department of Environment and Heritage

The Australian Government through the Department of Environment and Heritage (DEH) is a 
valued partner and has been a supporter of Dhimurru since our beginnings in 1992. Our Indigenous 
Protected Area (IPA), established as part of the Natural Heritage Trust sponsored National Reserve 
System Program and the Dhimurru Financial Assistance Agreement provides some legislative 
protection and core funding for our operations and efforts to sustainably manage our land and seas. 

Recently we have received assistance through the Marine Division of the Department of Environment 
and Heritage. The Marine Division has helped us progress our aspirations for sustainable and 
equitable management of our sea country by raising the profile of sustainable marine management in 
Commonwealth and Territory land and sea management affairs, by developing policy and initiatives 
for marine management and through their direct support in developing this Sea Country Plan.

The programs funded by the National Heritage Trust are a large part of our current management 
responses in our sea country. Our projects at the moment concentrate on marine turtle management 
and addressing ghost net and marine debris problems. An important aim of these projects and the 
education activities we are involved in with our own people is to maintain our customary use of marine 
turtles in sustainable ways as we have always done.

We anticipate that the majority of the funding we require to support our aspirations and plans for 
the protection and management of sea country will continue to come from investments made by the 
Australian Government through the Natural Heritage Trust.

We are pleased to see the coastal and marine ‘management action targets’ as a priority in the 
Northern Territory Regional Investment Strategy. We acknowledge that the Australian and Northern 
Territory Governments have a difficult and complex task in deciding where to invest in the Northern 
Territory. We believe our plans for sea country ought to be supported because they are well 
developed, we have a proven track record of success, our plans are achievable, serve as a model for 
other communities, and align with the strategic directions of both governments. 
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How the Australian Government Department of Environment and Heritage and 

the Natural Heritage Trust can help:

1.	 Continue recurrent support for our IPA and extend support to allow management of 
marine estates.

2.	 Provide funding to support the Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan for 
the Northern Territory and the Northern Territory Regional Investment Strategy, 
particularly the coastal and marine management actions.

3.	 Rethink the MACC Taskforce’s National Approach to the issue of customary harvest as 
suggested by NAILSMA.

4.	 Ensure that adequate consultation is undertaken when establishing or modifying 
Australian Government programs, especially with those Yol u organisations effected.

5.	 Appoint a high level ‘solutions broker’ to better coordinate DEH programs and 
projects, and improve Dhimurru access to departmental advice through the Nhulunbuy 
Indigenous Coordination Centre.

6.	 Ensure the timely delivery of Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation 
Act 1999 referral, assessment and approval processes.
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Government agencies with marine surveillance 
responsibilities

Yol\u have a long history of surveillance of sea country in the service of Australia. During World  
War II, approximately fifty Yol\u men formed the Northern Territory Special Reconnaissance Unit 
under the command of the Australian Army. The Unit’s focus was on providing early warnings of 
Japanese landings, and, if necessary, to be the beginning of a larger contingent to defend the eastern 
flank of Darwin. The Unit brought together Yol\u with intimate knowledge of their land and sea and 
provided them with training, thereby producing an effective first-line of defence on the shores of 
remote Arnhem Land.20

We want to help to establish an effective surveillance and enforcement network in our sea country, 
in which we play an important role at the local level. We would like to see our day-to-day surveillance 
role formalised by government and adequately resourced as part of an integrated marine surveillance 
and enforcement program.

There are five government agencies that we regard as particularly important in the surveillance of 
our sea country. They are NT Fisheries, NT Police, Australian Quarantine and Inspection Services, 
Australian Customs and the Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA). They fulfil a crucial 
role in the surveillance and protection of our sea country. Their support is also crucial to our vision  
of developing a Sea Country Ranger program at Dhimurru. These are the agencies with whom we 
hope to extend and develop on-ground partnerships; with the goal of well trained, well resourced, 
Yol\u Sea Country Rangers managing our sea country on a day-to-day basis. Surveillance would  
be integral to their work.

We strongly support the plans by four of these agencies (Police, Customs, Fisheries, and Quarantine) 
to boost marine surveillance capacity by involving us in the surveillance tasks and helping skill 
our people in surveillance techniques. We have been particularly pleased to undertake the joint 
surveillance exercises with the Police, Customs and Australian Quarantine Inspection Service. We are 
very pleased that in the trial exercises the surveillance authorities have seen the value we can bring 
to their activities by way of our local knowledge, language interpretation and legitimising the activity 
among our own people. 

We suggest a sustainable way to support our Sea Country Ranger program and their surveillance 
activities would be for all agencies that stand to benefit from enhanced surveillance to contribute to 
our program. We anticipate that this support would come primarily from NT Fisheries, Customs and 
AQIS, but would also include AFMA, NT Marine Safety Branch, NT Marine and Fisheries Enforcement 
Unit and the Department of Defence. A small financial contribution from each organisation would help 
build Dhimurru’s surveillance capacity with considerable benefit to each organisation. 
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NT Fisheries and the NT Marine and Fisheries Enforcement Unit

We are very supportive of the contribution NT Fisheries has made to the establishment of Pilot 
Sea Ranger programs in the Northern Territory. Getting our rangers on the water with appropriate 
equipment and training is our main objective, and we hope to expand and build on our involvement in 
this program in the near future.

The six specialist police officers in the Northern Territory Marine and Fisheries Enforcement Unit 
have the challenging task of protecting our sea country as part of their surveillance and enforcement 
responsibilities along the entire Northern Territory coastline. Additional support is provided by regular 
Northern Territory police officers, who are also Fisheries Officers, but understandably they have many 
responsibilities in remote regions to fulfil. We recognise that fisheries surveillance and enforcement 
is specialist work. We would like to see more Fisheries Officers deployed in our region as part of 
an enhanced surveillance and enforcement network, one in which we play an important role at the 
local level. Ultimately we aim to have Yol\u with the appropriate training and resources serving as 
Fisheries Officers.

How NT Fisheries and NT Marine and Fisheries Enforcement Unit can help:

1.	 Establish and resource an integrated marine surveillance and enforcement framework 
that includes us as partners and uses our particular location and skills as the basis of 
day to day surveillance and monitoring. 

2.	 Integrate and formalise local surveillance undertaken and managed by Dhimurru within 
a regional surveillance and enforcement framework. 

3.	 Use the forthcoming review of the Northern Territory Fisheries Act to explore ways of 
developing a regional surveillance and enforcement framework involving Indigenous 
people and organisations.

4.	 Help build and support sea ranger activities by making an ongoing contribution to 
Dhimurru’s costs of employing Yol u Sea Country Rangers, which includes the capital 
and running costs of a suitable boat and provision of appropriate training. A first 
step would be to fund Dhimurru’s participation in the Pilot NT Fisheries Sea Ranger 
Program.

5.	 Continue to work with Dhimurru to develop research that improves our understanding 
of recreational, commercial and Indigenous fisheries resources, the impacts of fishing, 
as well as research to assist the development of sustainable fisheries enterprises.

6.	 Ensure collection and reporting of catch data on a finer scale so our communities know 
the extent of fishing pressure in their local area.

7.	 Develop policy and legislative arrangements to manage fisheries on a much finer 
geographic scale so that fishers are more accountable to the local ecosystems and more 
transparent and accountable to the Yol u traditional owners of those areas.

8.	 Develop policy and legislative arrangements that aim to preserve the productivity of 
subsistence fishing on a local and regional scale, especially through precautionary 
approaches to the management of commercial and recreational fishing. 

Australian Quarantine Inspection Service

Dhimurru supports the Northern Australia Quarantine Strategy (NAQS), which aims to protect 
Australia from exotic pests, weeds and diseases that could enter Australia from our near neighbours. 
Dhimurru and the Yol\u people wish to play a vital part in a NAQS program of surveys, monitoring, 
surveillance of border activities and raising public awareness: which are all crucial to early detection of 
quarantine issues and threats.

Dhimurru has been assisting the Australian Quarantine Inspection Service (AQIS) since Dhimurru 
started, by arranging access to our land; participating in monitoring programs such as the midge 
sample collection program and feral pig survey; undertaking surveillance and early warning of 
the outbreak of exotic weeds, pests and diseases; reporting suspicious behaviour concerning 
illegal vessels and fishing vessels; participating in quarantine post mortem technique and disease 
investigation. AQIS has reciprocated by providing awareness and surveillance training. We welcome 
the AQIS desire for us to become better trained in quarantine surveillance work and their interest 
in using our customary knowledge, skills and understandings to help. This aligns with our desire to 
monitor and patrol our sea country more effectively and thoroughly.



35Invitations to stakeholders

How the Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service can help:

1.	 Work with Dhimurru, Australian Customs, AFMA, Northern Territory Fisheries and 
other willing partners, to develop a surveillance and enforcement framework that uses 
our particular location, knowledge and skills as the basis of day to day surveillance and 
monitoring program. 

2.	 Integrate and formalise local surveillance undertaken and managed by Dhimurru within 
a regional surveillance and enforcement framework. 

3.	 Help fund the establishment of Dhimurru Sea Country Rangers in return for 
surveillance outcomes, through an ongoing contribution to the costs of employing and 
resourcing additional rangers.

4.	 Continue to help Dhimurru build its capacity by supporting relevant training.

5.	 Assist us to monitor and control feral pigs, particularly on Bremer Island, in order to 
reduce damage to marine turtle nests.

Australian Customs Service

Our relationship with the Australian Customs Service (Customs) is important and one we hope to 
develop. We feel positive about the discussions we have had to date. Our interest particularly relates 
to building a marine surveillance and monitoring role for Dhimurru Sea Country Rangers in partnership 
with the other agencies charged with surveillance, monitoring and enforcement responsibilities. We do 
not, at this stage, see ourselves involved in direct ways with offenders or with enforcement, but rather 
with surveillance and reporting. Our knowledge and skill comes from our detailed knowledge of our sea 
country and what is happening in it on a day-to-day basis.

With appropriate training, our watching and reporting capacity could contribute to the broader 
protection of the coastal and marine environment in a manner that would be very cost effective for 
governments. Regular, systematically reported observations could easily form part of our Sea Country 
Ranger role.

How the Australian Customs Service can help:

1.	 Work with Dhimurru, Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service, AFMA, Northern 
Territory Fisheries and other willing partners, to develop a surveillance and 
enforcement framework that uses our particular location, knowledge and skills as the 
basis of day-to-day marine surveillance and monitoring program.

2.	 Integrate and formalise local surveillance undertaken and managed by Dhimurru within 
a regional surveillance and enforcement framework. 

3.	 Help fund the establishment of the Dhimurru Sea Country Rangers - in return for 
surveillance outcomes - by an ongoing contribution to Dhimurru running costs to 
employ and resource additional rangers.

4.	 Help us build capacity by continuing to assist with relevant training.
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Australian Fisheries Management Authority

Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA) plays a dual role in our region. AFMA is 
responsible for the management and policing of Commonwealth Fisheries and have a role in 
processing foreign fishing vessels apprehended in Australian waters. The processing of foreign fishing 
vessels includes having responsibility for disposing of foreign fishing vessels once processed and the 
relocation of crew.

We are concerned about the management of Commonwealth Fisheries and are actively working to 
reduce the impacts that arise from the commercial harvest.  Dhimurru has, for example, been involved 
in the promotion and adoption of turtle exclusion devices on trawl nets.  Dhimurru is also actively 
involved in removing discarded or lost fishing nets from the coastline of north-east Arnhem Land, 
much of which is trawl net. We note that almost all of the trawl net arriving on our beaches is not of 
Australian origin.21 

We would like to work with AFMA to see Commonwealth fisheries operated and managed in a 
sustainable manner.  We are aware that data related to prawn trawling activities are collected by 
AFMA on very fine spatial scales. We are often asked to comment on the impacts of prawn trawling 
on our local fisheries and need access to data and analysis so we can provide informed advice to our 
constituents.  Spatially explicit information will improve our capacity to sustainably manage our local 
sea country.

We are also concerned about the mooring and anchoring of commercial vessels by skippers in 
between fishing operations. We have recently learnt of the process operated by AFMA to inform 
skippers where they should or should not be going. We were pleased to have the opportunity to 
provide advice to AFMA that we anticipate will translate into changed practices in the coming season.

Recent processing of foreign fishing vessels by AFMA has raised a number of issues for us. Boat 
burning has impacted on our marine environment, causing substantial die back of mangroves 
resulting from fuel discharges. Environmental management practices have recently been adopted, 
however the site chosen for disposal remains problematic given its proximity to a Yol\u community 
and the shallow tidal approach which necessitates processing of vessels in a very tight tidal window.  
With adequate resourcing, Dhimurru will be able to facilitate the establishment of infrastructure and 
protocols for processing vessels, with a view to minimising social, cultural, and environmental impacts.

How the Australian Fisheries Management Authority can help:

1.	 Ensure trawlers operate in accordance with agreed environmental management plans 
addressing trawler operations, anchoring and mooring.

2.	 Assist Dhimurru by provision of useful information about activities of the Northern 
Prawn Fishery in our sea country by providing:

¤	 Maps of trawling effort and catch at a suitably fine scale within our area of interest   
rather than regional aggregate maps or data.

¤	 Information relevant to the impacts of trawling on marine habitats in our sea country
¤	 Information on the ecosystem effects of trawling in our sea country including 

bycatch, discards and changes to ecosystem structure.

3.	 Involve Dhimurru in the development of social, cultural, and environmental protocols, 
and procedures for processing foreign fishing vessels.

4.	 Ensure internal protocols are in place for effective liaison between our organisations at 
all levels both on matters of fishery management and in relation to foreign fishing in 
our area.

5.	 Ensure Dhimurru is able to access the advice of independent experts to assist with the 
scrutiny of management arrangements for the Northern Prawn Fishery.
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Government agencies with general responsibilities 
for Indigenous affairs

The Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination in the Australian Government Department of Immigration 
and Multicultural Affairs and the Office of Indigenous Policy in the Northern Territory Government are 
proposing new arrangements to deliver services to Indigenous Australians. We support new coordinated 
ways of working that involve us, that are flexible, cut red tape, have a local and regional focus, strive for 
results, involve recurrent funding, and aim for real partnerships between governments and Indigenous 
communities, where responsibility is genuinely shared. 

We have, of course, heard such commitments before and we look forward to the actions that need to 
follow the words. Too often we are confronted with government agencies charged with responsibilities 
for Indigenous services expressing commitment to whole-of-government ideas and the importance of 
supporting Indigenous aspirations, then adhering to inflexible program-driven guidelines regardless of 
the obvious need. Let us use a hypothetical example. Assume we all agree on the general thrust of the 
aims we have for sea country management. It is obvious we need a suitable boat and the resources 
to operate it. We know that there is a chance government departments will be reluctant to fund a boat 
suitable for our Sea Country Ranger program because it is unlikely to fit within their guidelines. In 
the end, this type of crucial gap in support reduces the overall benefit of the assistance offered from 
government, because Dhimurru has to resort to the resource draining activity of searching ‘cap in hand’ 
for funds to secure a pivotal piece of equipment for our Sea Country Ranger program, the boat. A whole 
of Government approach could start by ensuring worthwhile and agreed projects will receive recurrent 
support for the core activities and costs of their project. 

The Overarching Agreement on Indigenous Affairs between the Commonwealth of Australia and the 
Northern Territory of Australia is a good start.22 The plans we present in our sea country plan line up 
nicely with the broad aims expressed in this Agreement. Our plan will build capacity, create viable and 
important jobs and seek real, equitable partnerships with others who have interests in our sea country. 
We are pleased that a schedule to this agreement is being developed that will support a Community 
Based Ranger Network. We are optimistic that our Sea Country Ranger initiative will assist the 
Australian and Territory Governments to meet their commitments under the Agreement.

The Community Development and Employment (CDEP) positions are central to Dhimurru’s recent 
operational success and success in building viable employment opportunities for Yol\u people. The 
CDEP positions are the means by which Dhimurru recruit, train and prepare Yol\u people for the 
full-time recurrently funded Dhimurru Ranger positions. The full-time Dhimurru Rangers and the 
CDEP Dhimurru Rangers work together to undertake the very real work of managing the natural and 
cultural heritage of the internationally recognised Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area on behalf of all 
Australians; as well as making it possible for all Australians to visit this special place.

We are eager to build on the success of the Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area. We have started 
constructive discussions with the Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination through the Nhulunbuy 
Indigenous Coordination Centre about the sea country management services and Indigenous 
employment Dhimurru could provided in exchange for government support. We have entered an 
Enabling Shared Responsibility Agreement with the Australian Government to finalise this Sea Country 
Plan and support negotations with potential partners in its implementation. We are also looking to begin 
implementing this plan using a longer-term Shared Responsibility Agreement as a platform.
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How the Australian Government Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination and 

the Northern Territory Office of Indigenous Policy can help:

1.	 Work towards support arrangements for Dhimurru that are integrated, recurrent, 
streamlined and flexible.

2.	 Support the development of a Shared Responsibility Agreement which assists Dhimurru 
to implement the Yol uwu Monuk Gapu Wä a Sea Country Plan.

3.	 Recognise and build on the considerable contributions already made by Dhimurru to 
Indigenous – Government partnerships.

4.	 Ensure that a mechanism, such as the Community Development and Employment 
Program, remains in place to support the career development and employment program 
successfully operated by Dhimurru.
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Regional industries

Commercial fishing

Our relationship with the commercial fishing industry has been a difficult one. The relationship has 
seemed one sided, where the apparent gains of the fishing industry (some of them short term and 
accruing only to individual operators) result in our loss. We lose if fish stocks are threatened, we lose if 
fishing vessels intrude on sacred sites or outside the designated fishing zones. We lose when marine 
creatures are killed accidentally in the fishing process, we lose when ghost nets entangle turtles and 
other marine animals, we lose when the debris from fishing vessels wash up on our beaches, we lose 
when fisherman place nets in our rivers illegally and when they trespass on our land.

Our interests always seem to be considered behind those of the commercial fishing industry and 
recreational fishers. The Northern Land Council, in their submission to the Northern Territory Fisheries 
Group, expresses our feelings accurately:

One of the most fundamental issues in relation to Aboriginal concerns about fisheries management 
and consultation issues in the Northern Territory is the lack of any effective recognition of traditional 
ownership of marine and coastal areas in fisheries management arrangements, including the rights 
and responsibilities of traditional owners towards their marine estates.23

We wish to see commercial fisheries managed by governments in a more holistic way, where 
ecological, cultural social and economic considerations are all important. Fishing, we argue should not 
assume a dominant position when it comes to management approaches. It is one use, to be considered 
alongside our rights and the interests of other users. 

We also wish to explore ways for both the fishing industry and Yol\u estate owners to prosper from the 
sustainable and equitable management of marine resources.

Impediments to a sustainable and equitable commercial fishing industry

There are a number of immediate problems we see to achieving our vision of a sustainable and 
equitable commercial fishing industry based on the resources of our sea country. Some of these 
include:

¤	 Unreliable or inadequate data and analysis used to assess the sustainability of the commercial 
fishing industry.

¤	 Illegal fishing by domestic and international operators.

¤	 Damage to the marine ecosystem by trawl and long-line fishing.

¤	 The adequacy of existing surveillance and enforcement.

¤	 Fisheries management arrangements which are targeted at a Territory wide scale and are unable 
to respond appropriately to the pressures on local scale ecosystems and the socioeconomic life of 
Yol\u people.
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We are concerned about some of the research that commercial fisheries use to claim that commercial 
fishing is sustainable and well managed. This conflicts with our observations, recent assessments 
by fisheries scientists and advice we receive from the Northern Land Council.24 We can already 
see depleted numbers of barramundi and other fish from our creeks and rivers and bays and lower 
numbers of mud crabs. When research or figures tell us a particular fishery is sustainable they usually 
are talking about a whole fishery. For example, we are led to believe the mud crab fishery around 
the Northern Territory coast is sustainable when mud crab catch figures are examined. A more 
local scale is important to us. Mud crabs in our sea country are heavily fished and we know their 
numbers are decreasing. The social and cultural impacts of this fishing operation can and do cause 
our communities problems. Similarly, reef fish such as jewfish are heavily exploited locally.  We have 
serious concerns about the sustainability of this fishery at the local scale close to Nhulunbuy.25

We believe information is needed on a scale fine enough to support environmentally and culturally 
sustainable locally based area management. We need to manage fisheries like mud crab, barramundi 
and trepang at an estuary scale to protect the wellbeing of Yol\u communities and inshore reefs, 
mudflats, mangrove forests, sea grass beds and other sea country sites. Current management 
arrangements are poorly responsive to these local issues and need reform. Our customary and 
subsistence fisheries require high levels of abundance of seafood and highly productive ecosystems 
in order to operate effectively. Our law and cultural system is developed hand in hand with a healthy 
and abundant marine ecosystem. It is time that the fisheries management arrangements started to 
prioritise our needs more highly, rather than seeing them as an add-on to the more important business 
of managing commercial and recreational fishing.

Catch reports from fisherman suggest few turtles and sea birds are casualties from fishing. We 
know this to be untrue because we have reliable off-the-record reports from deckhands and some 
skippers that many are killed. We note for example the numbers of turtles caught by longline fishers is 
unknown.26 There is only one way to ascertain the true story and that is to involve independent marine 
and fisheries researchers as well as senior traditional custodians in the research process. 

Our people continue to be gravely concerned about illegal fishing and the intrusion of fishing vessels 
outside their permit area. For example, Barrumundi fishers still set their nets inside creek mouths 
overnight and return their nets to legal locations when surveillance is possible in daylight. Prawn 
trawlers are also seen in Port Bradshaw, where they are not permitted to fish, or intruding too close 
to shore and important sites. We are concerned about the extent of illegal fishing by Indonesian 
fisherman in our waters, and we support the Australian Fisheries Management Authority policy of 
intercepting and prosecuting them. 

We have always had concerns about the impacts of prawn trawling. Many of our people still believe 
the Northern Prawn Fishery has a major impact on marine turtles and are not aware of the reduction 
in turtle numbers killed since the Turtle Excluding Devices (TED) were introduced. The research 
undertaken and reported by the Bureau of Rural Science, the Australian Fisheries Management 
Authority and the CSIRO Marine Branch that shows the effectiveness of TEDs is most encouraging 
and means that attention can be directed to investigating the impacts of these fishing practices on 
aspects of our sea country other than on turtle injury and mortality. This could include looking at the 
effects of trawling on discarded and non target species and also the seafloor habitat impacts of prawn 
trawling in our local area.

We support the strategic direction, aims and actions proposed in the Northern Prawn Fishery 
Bycatch Action Plan.27 We also support the recommendations and suggestions for research made 
to reduce the impact of other commercial fishers and we applaud approaches that collaborate with 
fishers. However we expect to be involved. Here is yet another example of where our interests are 
ignored: we are invisible in these documents. This lack of involvement is a very big issue for us. 
When we are involved in a meaningful way we are respected, and there is much less opportunity for 
misunderstanding. 

Our involvement through our representative organisations in the development of comprehensive 
fisheries management, bycatch and recovery plans, developed and implemented to comply with 
requirements to protect marine species under the Australian Government  Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999, is important. This would show acknowledgement of our rights and 
responsibilities for our sea country and reduce misunderstandings between government agencies, 
the commercial fishing industry and ourselves. To ensure equitable participation in discussion over 
fisheries however, our representatives need support to access expert technical advice when required. 
Without access to the appropriate resources and institutional support, the depth of our involvement 
will be shallow and may simply serve the needs of others rather than us.
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How the commercial fishing industry can help:

1.	 Recognise and acknowledge our customary ownership of marine and coastal resources 
and the rights and responsibilities that go with that.

2.	 Involve Yol u people through the Northern Land Council at regional, Territory 
and national levels, and Dhimurru at the local level, as legitimate and important 
stakeholders in fisheries planning, monitoring and research activities, thereby ensuring 
we are kept well informed.

3.	 Support the collection and reporting of catch and effort data on a fine spatial scale so 
our communities know the extent of fishing pressure in their local area.

4.	 Support the development of government policy and legislative arrangements to manage 
fisheries on a much finer geographic scale so that fishers are more accountable to the 
local ecosystems and more transparent and accountable to the Yol u traditional owners 
of those areas.

5.	 Support the development of government policy and legislative arrangements that aim 
to preserve the productivity of Indigenous subsistence fishing on a local and regional 
scale, especially by supporting precautionary approaches to the management of 
commercial and recreational fishing. 

6.	 Continue to monitor the bycatch of turtles and other species in the northern trawl 
fishery and in the long line fishery with robust, verifiable monitoring strategies to 
ensure information about the status and condition of these populations is known.

7.	 Investigate all causes of turtle mortality resulting from commercial fishing, and invest 
in the development of solutions.

8.	 Explore ways for both the fishing industry and Yol u estate owners to prosper from the 
sustainable and equitable management of marine resources.

9.	 Assist Yol u to engage effectively in the commercial fishing industry as commercial 
operators in their own right.

10.	Consider the importance of marine resources to our way of life, and the mixed economy 
of our communities when developing policy.

11.	Take a constructive rather than reactive approach to any discussion of marine protected 
areas in our sea country. 

Bauxite mining and treatment

Alcan Gove operates the large bauxite mine and refinery on the Gove Peninsula. Alcan is an 
important neighbour and partner. Its operations shape our lives and will continue to do so, especially 
with the expansion of the refinery due for completion in 2006.

Dhimurru and Alcan have an important reciprocal relationship. Dhimurru provide a valuable service 
to Alcan by managing Yol\u estates visited by Alcan employees and Nhulunbuy residents on behalf 
of Yol\u landowners. Dhimurru ensure environmental and cultural impacts of visitation are managed 
sustainably, and enrich visitor’s experience of Yol\u estates. Alcan in turn support Dhimurru in a 
range of ways; by contributing to Dhimurru’s ongoing operational costs, as well as direct and indirect 
support for specific land and sea management initiatives such as the marine turtle rescue and 
recovery project, crazy ant eradication, weed control, and track maintenance. We acknowledge and 
appreciate the Alcan’s contribution to this relationship.

We are concerned about the actual and potential impact some aspects of Alcan’s operations 
are having on our sea country. For example, the Alcan EIS report states that there is an area of 
approximately 120 hectares directly adjacent to the refinery plant outfall that has reduced biodiversity 
in the ocean floor sediments, including an area of approximately 70 hectares where there is no 
benthic macrofauna at all.28 This is highly unusual and suggests significant local impacts. 

We are particularly worried about the potential for wider marine ecosystem contamination – especially 
of seafood in Melville Bay and surrounds – from routine operations and industrial accidents. We 
believe we should be better informed about the effects of bauxite refinining operations on the marine 
environment. 

We are encouraged by Alcan’s commitment to developing a Marine Health and Monitoring Program 
and hope this program will address our concerns. We are also encouraged by Alcan’s willingness 
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to consider Yol\u values and way of life as part of their marine monitoring program: the cultural 
and the natural worlds are not separate for us. We see a coordinated, scientifically defensible and 
independently reviewed monitoring regime as critical to addressing Yol\u concerns about their sea 
country. Such a monitoring regime will form the basis of meaningful communication and mutual 
respect between Alcan and Yol\u landowners. 

We wish to stress that while Dhimurru wish to contribute to the development and functioning of an 
environmental monitoring program, we do not see ourselves assuming responsibilities for regulation, 
monitoring and reporting of bauxite mining and refining impacts. We rely on the Northern Territory 
Government (possibly through the Environment Protection Agency as the independent and legislated 
regulator) and the Northern Land Council to ensure monitoring programs are adequate and protect 
Yol\u interests.

How Alcan Gove can help:

1.	 Continue to recognise and acknowledge our traditional ownership of marine and coastal 
resources and the rights and responsibilities traditional custodianship implies.

2.	 Ensure we are part of your discussions with the Northern Territory Government 
Regulators and the Northern Land Council over environmental monitoring and 
management.

3.	 Directly involve Dhimurru, as far as practicable, in all stages of environmental 
management and monitoring.

4.	 Ensure that Yol u have a mechanism whereby they can scrutinise the assessment, 
monitoring and management arrangements independently. This may be achieved 
through the formation of an environment committee run by Yol u but with Alcan 
involvement, and with resources to enable the committee to commission independent 
assessments of environmental practice where needed.

5.	 Support independent expert review of the Marine Health and Monitoring Program and 
ensure all relevant reports and data are publicly available.

6.	 Actively involve or commission the services of Dhimurru in monitoring, assessment and 
management activities in line with Dhimurru’s expertise and responsibilities.

7.	 Seek Dhimurru’s advice on how Yol u values in sea country can be defined, expressed 
and protected.

8.	 Make additional resources available to Dhimurru to undertake sea country management 
by building on and extending existing reciprocal agreements.

9.	 Contribute to projects that undertake cultural mapping and recording of customary 
knowledge in the marine and coastal zone within Dhimurru’s jurisdiction.

Tourism and recreation

Tourism is an important issue for Yol\u people. Yol\u see both threats and opportunities from 
tourism. We expect our relationship with the Northern Territory tourism industry to develop in the 
future.

The number of tourists using our sea country is increasing all the time. These visitors come by road 
and sea and place considerable demands on Dhimurru staff. All-weather road access will improve 
considerably with the planned bridges and culverts on the central Arnhem road from Bulman to 
Nhulunbuy. The refinery expansion will add 120 families and Nhulunbuy is now seen as a desirable 
destination for outback adventure, eco and cultural tourism, and recreational fishing.

The number of touring yachts visiting our waters and coast is increasing all the time. Often these 
travellers receive no advice or guidance regarding their presence in our sea country because they 
are not required to seek a permit unless they wish to come ashore on our coastline. Of concern to 
us is the lack of understanding and respect tourism interests sometimes show for our culture and our 
country. Too often our culture and our country are seen as products to be packaged, marketed and 
sold. It is largely our sea country and culture that makes North East Arnhem Land such a desired 
tourist destination. Dhimurru is central to a viable and sustainable tourism industry. Our strong, active 
ranger service is as essential to the regional tourism infrastructure as the roads, hotels and signage. 
Sea Country Rangers will enhance the contribution we can make to a sustainable regional tourism 
industry.
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This sea country plan will help guide regional tourism planning and development. Our plan makes 
clear the context in which tourism should proceed and we believe it gives an opportunity for the 
tourism industry, at Territory, regional and operator level, to support our plan and in return secure 
arrangements for culturally and economically sustainable tourism development.

Our people already have interests in sustainable eco and cultural tourism ventures and seek to 
develop more opportunities in these areas. Yol\u tourism interests are managed through Yol\u 
organisations and associations. Our role at Dhimurru is to: provide environmental and cultural 
advice regarding tourism ventures; make sure environmental and cultural impacts are adequately 
and thoroughly assessed and managed to ensure sustainability; provide interpretive information 
and promote Yol\u knowledge and expertise; arrange permits and licences by agreement with 
the Northern Land Council and traditional owners; supervise and monitor the permit system and 
occasionally contract ranger and guide services within our capacity to do so. 

How the tourism industry can help:

1.	 Recognise and acknowledge our traditional ownership of marine and coastal resources 
and the rights and responsibilities that traditional custodianship entails.

2.	 Use our sea country plan as a basis for regional tourism planning and development.

3.	 Provide resources to assist Yol u develop culturally, environmentally and economically 
sustainable tourism ventures.

4.	 Provide resources to support Dhimurru’s operation, acknowledging our importance as 
essential tourism infrastructure.

5.	 Ensure Dhimurru representation in formal and informal discussions about tourism 
ventures in the East Arnhem region.

6.	 Seek Dhimurru’s advice regarding permits, licence, and interpretive material.

7.	 Provide assistance to Dhimurru to prepare appropriate interpretive material, including 
the resources to engage the services of appropriate Yol u estate owners. 

8.	 Assist Dhimurru to prepare advice for touring yachts and locate this information at 
popular stop-over locations in the Torres Strait and in Darwin.

Recreational anglers

Our relationship with recreational anglers is a mixed one. Many local anglers and visitors are 
respectful and appreciate the opportunity to share our country. They obtain and abide by the 
conditions of Dhimurru permits and observe fishing regulations and the privacy of Yol\u  
communities. We are pleased to see this approach is supported by the industries peak body, the 
Amateur Fisherman’s Association of the Northern Territory (AFANT), who see it as their responsibility 
to ‘promote and be an advocate for ethical, sustainable, safe and legal fishing practices.’ 29

Unfortunately, some recreational fishers do not show adequate respect. We are regularly confronted 
with fishers close to our communities, on shores, mudflats and beaches. A considerable amount of 
our time is spent addressing these incursions. We point out that the permit fees residents and visitors 
pay to Dhimurru go nowhere near compensating us for the use of our country for recreation, nor do 
they meet the cost of management. We become particularly annoyed when this access is seen by 
some as a right rather than a privilege. Of major concern to Yol\u is the limited control we have over 
creeks, estuaries and inshore areas and coral reefs and waters close to islands. 

An area of common ground we have with the Amateur Fisherman’s Association of the Northern 
Territory (AFANT) and local fishing organisations is our shared desire to ensure fish populations 
are sustainably managed. However, we are concerned about the impact of recreational fishing. Our 
observations of declining fish numbers are supported by recent NT Fisheries Status Reports that 
show recreational anglers take at least twice the tonnage of reef fish than the commercial harvest, and 
this problem is concentrated near major centres including Nhulunbuy.30 As the Nhulunbuy area and 
surrounding coast and seas becomes more accessible with improved road access and better boat 
ramps, and tourist advertising increases, so do the potential impacts of recreational fishing.

The reluctance of recreational fishers to recognise our unique ownership of sea country remains a 
major issue for Yol\u. We note in a recent review of AFANT’s ‘major achievements’ that ‘from the 
1980s on, AFANT has continued to fight Aboriginal sea claims and land claims which limit angler 
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access.’ 31 AFANT insist that while Indigenous people have unique rights in the marine environment, 
they ought not to own it in the same way they do their land; and for this reason have opposed recent 
attempts by Indigenous people to strengthen their legal rights in sea country.32

As Yol\u people, we will continue to struggle to align our ownership and control of sea country with 
tenure similar to the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976. While Dhimurru and this 
plan is not the vehicle for that struggle, Dhimurru hopes to play a role in developing relationships and 
access agreements with recreational fishers that respect Yol\u rights in sea country and help develop 
a sustainable recreational angling industry in the region.

How recreational anglers can help:

1.	 Recognise and acknowledge our traditional ownership of marine and coastal resources 
and the rights and responsibilities traditional custodianship implies.

2.	 Acknowledge Yol u people as managers of sea country who share a commitment to 
sustainable fish populations.

3.	 Through the local recreational angling clubs, work with Dhimurru to develop best 
practice protocols for recreational angling to ensure species sustainability and ensure 
cultural courtesies are observed.

4.	 Support the regular collection of catch and effort data on a much finer spatial scale so 
that we can properly assess fishing impacts in our country.

5.	 Support the development of government policy and legislative arrangements that aim 
to preserve the productivity of Indigenous subsistence fishing, especially by supporting 
precautionary approaches to the management of commercial and recreational fishing. 

6.	 Take a constructive rather than reactive approach to any discussion of marine protected 
areas in our sea country. 

Nhulunbuy community and visitors

We acknowledge and value the support and interest we receive from the residents of Nhulunbuy 
for Dhimurru’s work and mandate. We have many positive interactions through our work and the 
management of sea country. Here are some examples:

¤	 Volunteers and the Nhulunbuy Corporation helping us with marine debris clean ups and turtle 
survey.

¤	 Reports from residents of unlawful behaviour and illegal entry.

¤	 Assistance with the Carpentaria Ghost Net Programme.

¤	 Support from the Nhulunbuy Rotary Club for the helicopter turtle monitoring flights.

We will continue to involve the Nhulunbuy community in our work and to fulfil an educational and 
awareness raising role regarding environmental and cultural matters to do with our sea country 
management.

There are some problems in our relationship with the Nhulunbuy community. They relate to the 
members of a small section of the community who hold disrespectful and racist attitudes. These are 
the residents who will not purchase Dhimurru permits, who intrude on sacred and important sites, 
unlawfully intrude in the intertidal zone and enter creeks and estuaries with no regard for nearby Yol\u 
communities and their privacy.

While we hope cases such as the Blue Mud Bay sea rights case will ultimately strengthen our legal 
tenure over the shoreline, river beds, reefs and parts of the open ocean, we are seeking to strengthen 
our surveillance and enforcement capacity to address the disrespectful actions of a few. We hope our 
public education programs will help change attitudes.

These programs include the interpretive information we supply at Dhimurru. We have developed 
A Visitors Guide that gives an introduction to our culture, the environment, Dhimurru’s role and 
guidelines for access and activity on our country.33 We contribute to public education by offering 
our service to Nhulunbuy schools as guest speakers and by assisting with the planning and conduct 
of school camps. The assistance of students with management projects, such as marine debris 
monitoring and collection, is important to Dhimurru and encourages the understanding and goodwill of 
Nhulunbuy’s young people.
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The story of the Maccassan vistors to our shores is one that we include in our sea country 
interpretation and education material. The Macassans sailed to our shores for hundreds of years until 
the early 1900s and are an important part of our maritime history. They arrived annually to harvest 
the sea cucumber (trepang, bech-de-mer, or dharripa), turtle shell and pearls to sell to Chinese 
traders. They arrived in praus in the monsoon winds around November and returned on the southwest 
trade winds a few months later. We had a very good trading relationship with them, and some of our 
family members sailed back to Maccasssar with the fleet. Their descendants now live in Macassar 
(in present day Indonesia). Some words of Macassan origin exist in our language today. This is an 
important story that is represented in the Wurrwurrwuy stone pictures. 

The stone pictures are located on the bauxite shelf at Garanhan (Macassan Beach), one of our 
recreation areas. We are protecting this site and developing further interpretive material so visitors 
can learn about our history with the Macassans.

We have developed interpretative material for the lookout at Nhulun (Mt Saunders), a place that gives 
people a good view of the land and sea around them. Our creation ancestor Wuyal travelled to the 
hill on his journey and named it ‘Nhulun’: it’s a very special place for us and is a registered sacred site.

By the end of this year, together with our partners, we will have completed upgrading the existing 
lookout tower so it is safer and more in keeping with surrounding vegetation. We will erect interpretive 
signs on and around the lookout so visitors and residents can learn more about our creation ancestors 
and their journeys over land and sea. 

How Nhulunbuy residents can help:

1.	 Continue to volunteer your assistance to Dhimurru’s important work.

2.	 Report suspected infringements of wildlife and fisheries regulations, illegal access to  
Yol u Sea Country estates or other illegal activities to the local Parks and Wildlife 
Service, NT Police or Dhimurru.

3.	 Seek advice from Dhimurru about the marine environment.

4.	 Make sure permits are sought for river, estuary, beach and island access.
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Education community

Dhimurru values the opportunity to assist in community education. We have a commitment to the 
education of Nhulunbuy residents and their visitors as well as to supporting the three Nhulunbuy 
schools with cultural and environmental advice and assistance.

Dhimurru also has a very important role to play in keeping the Yol\u community informed about 
the work of Dhimurru, especially the younger generation. As we develop new knowledge and 
understandings about environmental issues it is our job to pass this information on to Yol\u traditional 
owners. The Dhimurru Committee, consisting of elders from 14 landowning clans, is one crucial way 
that our people are engaged in current land and sea management issues. The Dhimurru Advisory 
Group, established as part of our Indigenous Protected Area declaration and our Section 73 
agreement involving the Northern Territory Government, the Northern Land Council and the Australian 
Government, is another important mechanism for sharing news and new knowledge.

We also work directly with the Yol\u community, for example, by preparing guidelines for collecting 
marine turtle eggs and travel along nesting beaches that take account of the changed hunting patterns 
and needs of our communities. As we learn more about the status of our marine resources we see it 
as our responsibility to educate our community and discuss management options with them in the light 
of new information. 

We work very closely with our local Yol\u schools and Indigenous tertiary institutions to improve the 
knowledge and skills of our young people. The local schools are the Yirrkala Community Education 
Centre and the Laynhapuy Homeland Schools Resource Centre. The tertiary institutions include 
Batchelor Institute of Tertiary Studies and Charles Darwin University.

Yirrkala Community Education Centre and the Laynhapuy Homeland 
Resource Centre

We intend to continue helping our schools with environmental and cultural education programs and 
we are keen to see a pathway for young people to become involved in natural and cultural resource 
management. We assist the schools to become involved in workshops or other forums for learning 
about customary and contemporary land and sea management. We assist in school workshops and 
lessons about land and sea country issues, offering expertise and resources where we are able. A 
recent example is the Yambirrpa (fish trap) project where fish traps were rebuilt in the tradition of 
Rirratji\u and Gupapuy\u clans, at a Galtha Rom community-driven workshop. This was a project 
of the school and the broader Yol\u community, and acted as a mechanism for working together 
and embarking on a project to address the youth crisis that our community confronts. Here marine 
resource management comes together with Yol\u history and cultural practice.
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How our schools can help:

1.	 Continue to involve Dhimurru in Galtha Rom workshops where Yol u students are 
educated ‘both ways’, by our elders in Yol u law, knowledge and traditions and by 
school staff in contemporary curriculum areas.

2.	 Seek Dhimurru’s help as guest speakers and participants in school instruction.

3.	 Continue to work with Dhimurru on work experience and school-to-work transition 
projects for older Yol u students.

4.	 Continue to help Dhimurru with management projects like the marine debris and turtle 
management projects.

Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Studies and Charles Darwin 
University

Education and training are vital for the development of our capacity to manage our sea country. 
Our relationship with Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Studies (BIITE) and Charles Darwin 
University (CDU) is particularly important because they offer the kind of training we value. The training 
is flexible, on-the-job, and primarily locally delivered. We appreciate the instructors and lecturers from 
both institutions who are skilled in flexible delivery and cross cultural interaction. We are keen to have 
our customary knowledge recognised in sea ranger training courses and would like our senior rangers 
to become involved in training.

Unfortunately training is often poorly funded, and poorly coordinated with a confusing number of 
agencies and providers involved. The sea ranger training we are currently involved in through the 
Certificate 2 in Fisheries Compliance illustrates the point. The training is appropriate and relevant with 
three relevant pathways: natural resource management; surveillance and evidence gathering; and 
enterprise development. However the funding and delivery arrangements are unnecessarily complex. 
Staff involved in delivery of these programs are to be commended for the effort they put in to manage 
these complex arrangements.

The Northern Land Council has facilitated the development of the fisheries compliance course with 
input and support from NT Fisheries, NT Police Marine and Fisheries Enforcement Unit, the Marine 
Safety Branch, Customs and AQIS. Dhimurru Rangers have completed the Temporary Coxswains 
Certificate, a licence issued by the Marine Safety Branch, which contributes toward the completion of 
the fisheries compliance course. This course was delivered by Charles Darwin University with funding 
from the Department of Employment Education and Training, Vocational and Technical Education and 
Training flexible response sources. Our next step is the five surveillance units. Funding for these units 
comes through the Workplace English Language and Literacy program funded by the Commonwealth 
Department of Education, Science and Training and will be delivered through a regional education 
and training provider. The course is well suited to our needs, however the funding and delivery 
arrangements are tenuous and fragile – the course needs streamlining and stabilising so we do 
not have to devote unnecessary energy and resources to work out how to deliver worthwhile and 
necessary training on an ongoing basis.

The pre-tertiary course and literacy training and the Certificate 3 in Natural and Cultural Resource 
Management delivered through BITTE work well for us. That is because they are flexible, based 
around our work and locally delivered. It is crucial that the fisheries compliance course be equally 
flexible so we can include what is relevant to managing our sea country. This is also true of the 
Coxswains certificate, and the enforcement and surveillance training provided by Charles Darwin 

University.

How Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Studies and Charles Darwin .

University can help:

1.	 Make sure courses are linked so that relevant sea country training can be credited in as 
many courses as possible.

2.	 Continue to focus on providing flexible, on-the-job and local training.

3.	 Provide integrated, linked training pathways for sea rangers, and help arrange funding 
to enable effective, timely, and regular delivery.
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Research organisations

Research and investigation are crucial to our vision for sea country management. We need research 
that draws on various traditions and perspectives in order to address contemporary issues in our 
sea country. We see multidisciplinary approaches, which draw on both the biophysical and social 
sciences, as having a particularly important contribution to make to the sustainable and equitable 
management of our sea country.

We favour collaborative research in which Yol\u people and non-Indigenous scholars and agencies 
work in partnership with contemporary research institutions. We insist that our interests, intellectual 
traditions and intellectual property rights are respected and recognised in these partnerships. 

A number of research agencies currently undertake work of direct relevance and importance to the 
management of our sea country. We seek to strengthen research partnerships where they already 
exist and develop new ones where they are absent but necessary. New research partnerships are 
possible with universities, government agencies and issue-focussed research centres, such as the 
Cooperative Research Centres. 

We have a productive history of working with university and government researchers using a 
collaborative style of research in which customary and contemporary scientific methods are brought 
to the questions and issues of highest importance. We have learnt how to undertake this collaborative 
work through the successful turtle and wildlife surveying and monitoring of Wanuwuy (Cape Arnhem), 
as well as the Wessel and English Company Islands wildlife surveys.

We wish to continue surveying, monitoring and mapping our sea country so we understand the range, 
status and condition of marine life and their habitats across the region. It is essential for us to integrate 
this information with our customary knowledge, skills and understandings, so we can manage our sea 
country sustainably. 

Early in this plan we suggested that the Northern Territory Department of Natural Resources, 
Environment and the Arts – through the Parks and Wildlife Service and/or the Biodiversity 
Conservation Division – would be the most appropriate agency to coordinate sea country research in 
our region. We need assistance to systematically review what research has been completed, identify 
what needs to be done, and prioritise and coordinate the efforts of numerous research partners. We 
then need help to develop, sponsor and implement collaborative research projects that involve our 
people and leaders.

Many research organisations have the experience, capacity and resources to undertake effective 
collaborative research with us. Where they don’t, we suggest working with research organisations that 
have a track record in collaborative research. We also suggest direct support and encouragement 
be offered to new employees. This support may take the form of attendance at a course specifically 
designed to assist professionals working with Indigenous people in natural and cultural resource 
management in northern Australia.
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How research agencies can help:

1.	 Continue collaborative research projects with Dhimurru.

2.	 Work with Dhimurru to identify priority research areas, and then assist with project 
development and implementation.

3.	 Ensure that research protocols for respectful and productive partnership with 
Indigenous peoples and communities are in place prior to research commencing. The 
research protocols need to be prepared with the input of Indigenous people. 

4.	 Ensure your organisations have the capacity and resources to adequately undertake 
collaborative research and honour research protocols.

5.	 Work with Dhimurru to identify priority research areas, and then assist with project 
development and implementation. 

6.	 Ensure research staff are skilled in collaborative cross-cultural research methods and in 
working with Indigenous people. 

7.	 Support the development and maintenance of courses designed to assist non-Indigenous 
professionals working with Indigenous people in natural and cultural resource 
management.
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Non-government organisations

There are several non-government organisations with an environmental focus that either work or have 
interests in the Northern Territory. They include the WWF – Australia, the Australian Conservation 
Foundation (ACF), the Wilderness Society, the Environment Centre of the Northern Territory, the 
Marine and Coastal Community Network, the Australian Marine Conservation Society, the Humane 
Society International and others. Most of these groups work independently and also together through 
the Northern Australian Environment Alliance. We share many goals and aspirations for marine 
conservation and management with these non-government organisations.

We value the help we have received from WWF – Australia, especially through their partnership with 
Dhimurru in a number of important marine conservation projects. They have assisted with the Marine 
Turtle Recovery and Rescue Program since 2002 and Marine Debris surveys since 2001. We are 
concerned to hear that WWF – Australia may move away from supporting grass roots, on-ground 
activities to a broader, political scale of action. We hope they will continue to work at both scales. 
From our perspective, by having well trained and resourced Yol\u Sea Country Rangers on the water, 
with a role that is formulated in partnership with other stakeholders, we will make a far reaching and 
significant contribution to marine conservation in the region.

We have a positive relationship with environment and conservation focussed non-government 
organisations, apart from some disagreement and tension with some groups over customary use of 
marine animals. We argue that our customary use and guardianship of marine resources is central 
to our cultural wellbeing, is our business, and is sustainable. This is particularly so where customary 
guardianship is supported by contemporary Indigenous land and sea management organisations such 
as Dhimurru.

No other use of the marine environment can demonstrate such a clear record of sustainability over 
time. We are concerned about the overly romantic sentimental concern for charismatic marine animals 
shown by some sections of the environment movement. They need to look at the bigger picture – in 
which we respect and revere many marine creatures; and in which kinship, ceremony and ritual bind 
us and these creatures together. We always seek to act responsibly and protect our sea country 
where genuine threats are identified, whether the threats come from Yol\u or others; after all, we want 
our sea country to stay healthy for future generations of our people and for the benefit of all people.

With that said, we share many concerns about the management of the marine environment and we 
look forward to stronger collaboration with non-government organisations in marine conservation and 
management issues. A shared approach to many issues should be possible and we see promise 
of this in the publications of non-government organisations. For example, the North Australian 
Environment Alliance representing many environment non-government organisations, in their report to 
the Australian Government, supported the development of a Northern Bioegional Marine Plan. They 
recommend:

¤	 Full and appropriate inclusion and involvement of traditional owners within the Northern Marine 
Planning Area process in plan development and implementation.

¤	 Consideration of models of protection such as Indigenous protected areas, high seas protected 
areas, marine protected areas and Indigenous marine protected areas.

¤	 The application of cultural and natural values as a basis for protected area selection including the 
CAR concept in a holistic manner.34
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This report goes on to suggest an approach to the selection and management of protected areas 
within the Northern Marine Planning Area that addresses issues of tenure, our cultural and economic 
wellbeing and our management knowledge. Many of the recommendations made in this report we 
support. We see the exploration of various approaches to marine protected areas in our sea country 
as important as the northern marine bioregional planning process progresses and as a way of 
addressing many of the concerns and issues we raise in this plan.

How the non-government organisations and the North Australian Environment 

Alliance can help:

1.	 Assist Dhimurru to obtain independent expert advice on matters of environmental 
impact or environmental concern in our sea country.

2.	 Continue to advocate for inclusion and involvement of traditional owners in marine 
management processes.

3.	 Develop joint strategies on areas of common interest.

4.	 Assist with resources to contribute to conservation initiatives, such as marine protected 
areas and Indigenous marine protected areas, and to continue on ground activities such 
as tackling marine debris. 
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Moving forward

This plan describes our aspirations for the custody and care of our sea country. We explain the 
concerns we have for its sustainability and we see that our concerns for ecological and economic 
sustainability are shared by many others. We point out that there is more at stake for us than for 
others with an interest in our sea country – our cultural survival is dependent on maintaining our 
spiritual and economic connections with sea country.

We acknowledge the importance of coast and seas and marine resources to other Australians and 
recognise that they have interests and rights that sit alongside ours. We express our frustration at the 
failure by many of those with whom we share our sea country to recognise and respect our rights and 
responsibilities as the original Australians. Often our interests slip behind other users no matter how 
inconsequential their activities may be in terms of their overall wellbeing. How can you compare a 
right to go fishing, diving or boating for recreation with the right to cultural and economic survival?

We argue that our prior ownership should give us an economic stake in the regional industries that 
rely on our sea country. Our goal, of course, is to have our tenure and rights protected by legislation 
just as they are on land. Recent successes in the Federal Court are encouraging; we hope the 
negotiation of resource agreements will follow. Recognition of our rights in sea country is our longer 
term goal, as it is for all coastal Indigenous people.

Our plan has a management focus. It looks to what we can do now and over the next few years to 
achieve recognition of our rights and responsibilities as well as those of others who use the sea 
or are responsible for its custody and sustainable management. Our plan is an invitation to join 
us and explore how we can work together to manage our sea country. We hope this plan starts a 
conversation where one is needed and continues those that have already begun – leading us into 
concrete action and toward the sustainable and equitable management of our sea country. 
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Pronunciation of Yol u words

The following is a brief guide to pronunciation of Yol\u languages. 

The letters (å, \, ], [, `, and =) are based on the International Phonetic Alphabet which is used to 
record speech phonetically. It is an accurate means of recording words as they are spoken. 

There are three vowels in Yol\u languages (a/^, i/e, and u/o). The first form is short and the second, 
separated by the slash, is longer. The difference is important. The long forms occur only in the first 
syllable of a word.

Vowel Sounds

a	 as in hah

^	 as in father

i	 as in tin

e	 as in feet

u	 as in put

o	 as in pore

Consonant Sounds

b	 as in boy

d	 as in dog

[	 ‘d’ retroflexed: retroflexed sounds 
are produced with the tip of the 
tongue curled back to the roof of 
the mouth

dh	 ‘d’ pronounced with the tip of the 
tongue between the teeth

dj	 ‘d’ pronounced with the tip of the 
tongue curled behind the lower 
teeth and the top of the tongue 
touching the palate

g	 as in ragged

k	 as in bucket

l	 as in lamp

`	 ‘l’ retroflexed, tip of the tongue 
curled back

m	 as in man

n	 as in net

]	 ‘n’ retroflexed, tip of the tongue 
curled back

nh	 ‘n’ with tongue between teeth

ny	 ‘n’ with tongue curled behind lower 
teeth as in canyon

\	 as in singing, thinking

p	 as in rapid

r	 as in rapid, retroflexed, tip of the 
tongue curled back

rr	 flapped or trilled r sound

t	 as in tar

=	 ‘t’ retroflexed, tip of the tongue 
curled back

th	 ‘t’ with tip of the tongue between 
the teeth

tj	 ‘t’ with tip of the tongue curled 
around behind lower teeth

w	 as in way

y	 as in yellow

’	 glottal stop - a short stop in a word, 
similar to the sound between the 
syllables ‘uh uh’
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