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Introduction

Protected area management in Australia, as in Canada and elsewhere, has begun to focus on
community-based management strategies. In response, governments and communities, including
Indigenous groups, face the challenges of co-management and the integration of diverse perspectives.
In historical terms, the idea of co-management of resources and protected areas with Indigenous
communities is fairly new (since the 1970s), and there is no prescriptive format for co-management
arrangements (Armitage, Berkes, and Doubleday 2007). Coastal co-management has been particularly
challenging, as the boundaries and jurisdictions are not always clear, and coastal resources are viewed
differently by mainstream and Indigenous cultures. Regardless of the ambiguities found within such
arrangements, it is still possible to investigate them by looking at certain key attributes that would build
the foundation for truly reciprocal co-management relationships. Sandrtrom (2009) identifies power
sharing, participation and process as the features which are integral to identifying co-management. In
addition to these elements, Berkes (2009) draws attention to the importance of institution building,
practical problem-solving, trust and social capital building. These are all features that should be
identifiable within the linkages between partners at different levels, which have been regarded as the

pillars of co-management (Berkes 2002).

In this sense, an effective co-management arrangement framework should provide the space in
which the aspirations of multiple parties can be explored and understood. The governance structure of
such an arrangement needs to be designed in a certain way if the perspectives of the groups are to be
expressed and mutually appreciated. Here | concentrate on documenting the perceptions and values of
the Indigenous Traditional Owners of the territory with regard to coastal resources, both marine and
terrestrial. The first objective of the research was to investigate and map the institutional framework of
multi-party governance affecting a collective group of Traditional Owners and country (refers to both
land and sea). The second objective was to explore the perspectives of the various parties to co-

management including these Traditional Owners.
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Methods and Study Area

The project used an immersive approach in which | became an active member of an Indigenous
organization, which enabled me to participate directly as an observer in forums and processes, and
allowed me the opportunity to build relationships with key people in the organization. Open channels
for communication, clear intentions for the research relationship, and demonstrations of reciprocity
were critical components to the successful outcomes of the work. To investigate the objectives | used
semi-structured interviews and participant observation. This was done with an eye for ‘lessons learned’
in regards to past management relationships and processes, and a focus on aspirations for future
directions for land and sea governance frameworks and on-the-ground/sea management. | also used a
‘What does caring for country mean to you’ focus group and participatory painting workshop to explore
the meanings of the environment and resources, and aspirations for country for the Traditional Owners.
This process was an empowering experience for Traditional Owners, because they could produce a
visual representation of their perspectives on the past, present and future of activities, in addition to

expressing their perspectives verbally.

The Girringun Aboriginal Corporation (GAC) is an organization representing nine (six saltwater,
nine inland) Traditional Owner groups in Northern Queensland, Australia. The GAC has been
progressively moving through regional co-management arrangements and learning within the shared
space which is co-management, and thus provides an ideal case for looking at such systems. They have
been engaged in various Natural Resources and Protected Areas management processes and were the
first Indigenous organization in Australia to receive accreditation from the Great Barrier Reef Marine
Park Authority (GBRMPA) for a Traditional Use of Marine Resources Agreement (TUMRA), which extends
over a portion of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park/World Heritage Area. This agreement is essentially
a permitting system which enables Traditional Owners to manage green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas) and
dugong (Dugong dugon) hunting, with the government’s authority supporting customary law. The
TUMRA along with a Girringun Indigenous Ranger Unit are two of the key ingredients in Girringun’s
holistic vision for land and sea management. This is a vision set to be further realized through the
development and implementation of an Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) which will enter the National
Reserve System, and is declared by the Traditional Owners with the support of the National
Government. The Girringun IPA will include both terrestrial Girringun country and the TUMRA area thus

making it the first IPA to have significant proportions of both land and sea.

Results



Governance, co-management, and Traditional Owner Aspirations Zurba

The structure and relationships between parties involved in Girringun land and sea management
were conceptually mapped, illustrating the parties, the linkages, directionality of the relationships, and
levels of authority as well as support (Figure 1). There were three main protected areas governance and
management arrangements on Girringun country. The first is the Indigenous ranger unit established in
partnership between the GAC and the Department of Environment and Resource Management (DERM).
This unit is expanding and will be guided by a multi-party steering committee. However, the newly
expanded ranger unit will have day-to-day management activities guided by the GAC. The TUMRA is the
second arrangement, and includes the GBRMPA which accredits and offers varying levels of support to
the agreement throughout its phases, and DERM which works with the GAC on the on-the-ground
management aspects of the arrangement. The third arrangement is one that is to encompass both land
and sea country. The establishment of an IPA on Girringun country involves support by the Department
of Education, Water, and Heritage (DEWHA), however in practice it is a multi-party governance
arrangement which is declared by Girringun Traditional Owners. Both the TUMRA and the IPA are lead

by steering committees which are responsible for the governance of the programs.

Government agency perspectives in regards to management arrangements were diverse;
however, they shared a common desire to continue working with the GAC towards regional
arrangements that were perceived to not only benefit Traditional Owners but to fulfill the mandates of
the protected areas arrangements. Governments recognized that by supporting the GAC vision to be a
regional management body (Figure 2) they would be receiving increased on-the-ground management
directed by an organization that has proven to be effective through past arrangements. Traditional
Owner perspectives for caring for country were unified towards strategies which are inclusive of social
and cultural wellbeing. In this sense the Girringun cultural land/seascapes was described as something
which includes the cultural elements of everyday life such as access to traditional foods and material
culture, as well as access and protection of story places and sacred places. This was represented in both
interviews and the focus group and participatory painting workshop, in which Traditional Owners

expressed themselves through art (Figure 3).
Discussion and Conclusions

Through the existing governance arrangement in Girringun country, the GAC is empowered to
represent the values and aspirations of Traditional Owners. This is because of the way that the
organization is structured with all decisions going through a board of Traditional Owners which are

elected by the nine groups. Based on this organizational structure, the GAC is required to be adaptive to
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the feedback received from the board as well as the feedback from agency partnerships making the GAC
an organization that is in constant motion. This creates a cycle of checks and balances working towards
favourable outcomes for partners and Traditional Owners (Figure 1). The Girringun case is therefore a
good example of a grass-roots regional organization which is bridging mainstream and Indigenous
aspirations for protected areas management, in turn translating into favourable on-the-ground
outcomes and a working management for multi-party governance and co-management systems. The
existing foundation established by the Indigenous ranger program and the TUMRA created the potential
for multi-party governance systems such as the IPA, which enable two-way interactions and negotiation,
instead of top-down management. These arrangements provide a platform to create ‘learning
communities’, or partnerships that are based on shared interests, and ‘learning-by-doing’ (Kilpatrick et
al. 2003). The Girringun case demonstrates the importance of regional arrangements which take into

account locally responsible management bodies.

By understanding the perspectives in regards to protected areas management the
characteristics such as reciprocity and power sharing could then be considered in relation to the
governance structures and management relationships. Perspectives were varied amongst parties
regarding co-management. However, both the GAC and the government agencies recognized that
adaptability and the commitment to consider new forms of governance are essential to the
development of effective regional on-the-ground management. This in turn revealed potential and
existing channels for integrating Traditional Owner values and aspirations into on-the-ground
management of land and sea country. Flexibility of arrangements and trust-building were necessary for
the values and aspirations of Traditional Owner to be integrated into governance and management
systems by the GAC. Central to Traditional Owners’ perspective was the importance of working through
processes that empowered Traditional Owners to be involved in on-the-ground management.
Traditional Owners focused on the inseparability of people, culture and country, with the pervasive

understanding that in order to ‘heal country’ people need to be ‘on country’.
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Figure 1: The Girringun Indigenous Rangers, TUMRA (B), and IPA (C) conceptual maps showing the partners,
directionality of relationships, and levels of support involved in the arrangements. Acronyms for
organizations/agencies: Girringun Aboriginal Corporation (GAC), Department of Employment, Economic
Development, and Innovation (DEEDI), Department of Environment and Resource Management (DERM),
Department of Environment, Water and Heritage (DEWHA), Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries
(DPI&F), Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority (GBRMPA), Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service (QPWS),
Wet Tropics Management Authority (WTMA).
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Figure 2: GAC activity toolbox, holistic vision and strategic process for co-management leading to
sole on the ground management of country.
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Figure 3: Caring for Country — collaborative acrylic on canvas painting is a product of the “What
does Caring for Country mean to you?” focus group and participatory painting workshop with
Girringin Traditional Owners, September 2009.

Girringun artists contributing to piece: Leonard Andy, Theresa Beeron, Glynis Geesu, Christine
George, Gwen Hodges, Evelyn Ivey, Penny Ivey, Dena Leo, John Murray, Ninney Murray, Phylicia
Murray, Sally Murray, and Troy Whelan.




