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Definitions of Terms  

Term Definition 
Aboriginal Refers to people identifying with Aboriginal cultures in Australia and 

who are accepted as such by their Aboriginal Nation 
Aboriginal Submissions 
Database  

A collection of 480 narratives authored by Aboriginal people living in 
the basin and describing their relationships to the basin’s waterways 

Assets Framework A conceptual tool for identifying and analysing Environmental and 
Social Capital as Assets at landscape scales of socioeconomic 
development. Such Assets are not presumed to have monetary 
value 

Country In the context of Australian Aboriginal Nations’ interests the term 
‘Country’ refers to land and everything it holds including socio-
ecological characteristics distinctive to a specific Nation’s inherited 
rights and obligations 

Critical iterative 
methodology 

An approach to developing a research strategy or product in stages, 
each stage providing critical review and resulting modification of the 
strategy. ‘Critical’ refers to identification and analysis of assumptions 
in the thinking behind the methodology 

Cultural knowledge Inherited and accumulated knowledge about natural, social, cultural, 
economic and spiritual relationships specific to a cultural group and 
reflected in language, stories, social systems, arts, sciences, values, 
beliefs, laws and customs 

Cultural safety A quality of behaviours and other contextual factors that enable a 
person or group of people to exercise their cultural differences 
without fear, disempowerment or diminishment 

Cultural water Allocations of water owned by Aboriginal peoples for their cultural 
purposes 

Environmental water Allocations of water for environmental purposes 
Likert scale A point scale used in surveys to allow respondents to choose weighted 

responses to a statement such as: ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘strongly agree’ 
Representativeness A sample or subset of a population that accurately reflects the 

members of the entire population in terms of statistical 
representation 

Sociocultural Descriptors associated with specific social groups and their inherited 
beliefs, values and behaviours (e.g. an Aboriginal Nation’s descriptors) 

Sociocultural Capital A socioeconomic asset reflective of a group of people’s distinctive 
inherited beliefs, values and behaviours (e.g. customary livelihood) 

Standpoint A position or perspective held by an individual or demographic 
group, reflecting their life experience and values (e.g. women’s 
standpoint, young peoples’ standpoint) 

Statistical variation A measure of how data distributes itself around different questions 
pointing to patterns of difference and similarity which inform data 
interpretation 

Traditional Owners People who identify with one or more First Nations and are recognised 
by their Nations as having cultural obligations for their Country  

Waterway A body of surface water with distinctive characteristics (e.g. lake, 
river, billabong) which may be linked to other bodies of water, and 
may include manmade features such as dams or weirs 

Weighted average An average in which responses to survey questions are averaged by 
taking into account the weight of the response and the number of 
responses 
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The importance of environmental water to Aboriginal Nations in the 
northern basin 
Our people are drawn to the water. When it rains and the flows are good, we gather at the 
waterways to fish, the children play and swim, and we enjoy being together. We hear laughter 
and we are happy which is good for the wellbeing of our people. We are happy because Country 
is happy; when Country is happy our spirits are happy.  

Good flows clean the waterways out. Food grows so we can hunt, fish and harvest wild tucker. 
Wild tucker is good for our physical health including our immune systems. When it rains and 
things grow we begin to see how the growth of one thing leads to the growth of another. That’s 
when our Aboriginal science becomes visible to us: we see how the growth of certain plants 
leads to the increase in certain insect populations which leads to increases in bird populations. 
These populations of living things are related to our totemic obligations.   

We teach our science, obligations and the ceremonies — these are all a part of healthy Country 
— to our children; and we do this teaching on the waterways where the growth is actually 
happening. When flows are right our sacred sites, like burial sites, are protected.  Our Elders can 
walk their traditional pathways across Country which connects them to the footprints of our 
Ancestors. When seasonal water is available to the environment our culture strengthens and the 
health and wellbeing of our people improves. When our rivers and waterways are dying we are 
dying with our Country. Our science dies, our culture dies, and our ceremony dies.  

Collective statement by the Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations Board, 14 January 2016, Moree. 
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Summary 
As part of the Northern Basin Review, an inter-disciplinary and cross-cultural partnership 
between the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) and the Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations 
(NBAN) was formed to manage a new study. The goal was to find out about the importance of 
environmental water to Aboriginal Nations in the north of the basin. The research produced a 
culturally competent survey instrument, as well as a comprehensive and valid research result. 

The survey tool was developed using information derived from a literature review, basin-specific 
qualitative data held in the MDBA’s Aboriginal Submissions Database (ASD), and participant 
review of the survey. Respondents rated the tool at 92%, that is, the survey tool is regarded by its 
end users as good socioeconomic surveying practice for Australian Aboriginal populations in the 
north of the basin.  

The survey project also produced a set of culturally sensitive indicators for investigating the 
importance of water in future socioeconomic surveying in northern basin Aboriginal populations. 
The indicators were also rated by the participants and received a rating range between 93-99%. 

Independent review noted that: 

The remarkable nature of this survey’s contribution should be clear: benefits that have 
seemed historically to be the most difficult to delineate because they are intimately tied to 
a broader holistic connection with Country in the basin have now been elucidated.  

Furthermore, these benefits to Aboriginal people have been quantified in a more 
comprehensive way to date than the other non-market benefits to communities, the 
environment and the economy that would seem to be much easier to estimate. 

Dr Brenda Dyack, Environmental and Resource Economist: Institute for Applied Ecology, 
University of Canberra; Associate Editor for Australasia, International Indigenous Policy 
Journal. 

The research has shown that Aboriginal populations in the north of the basin see a direct 
relationship between environmental watering and improved Aboriginal well-being. It has 
quantified the importance of environmental water to this population group for the first time. At a 
regional scale of landscape, as defined by the three surveyed communities (Brewarrina, St 
George and Dirranbandi), 202 respondents over the age of 14 years assessed environmental 
water to have a 92% importance rating to their sociocultural Assets (‘Capital Assets’) which are 
recognised as the determinants of viable socioeconomic development. 

It is important to bear in mind that this figure and the numerical valuing of environmental watering 
that the survey produces, does not indicate financial value. The measures are framed in terms of 
social, physical, natural, human, financial and cultural capital assets, and are thus reflective of 
cultural valuing of water in relationship to local sociocultural conditions.  

To better include Aboriginal voices and values in the management of the basin’s water 
resources, the research identifies the need to further explore the direct relationship between 
environmental watering and Aboriginal socioeconomic development.  It also recommends that 
Aboriginal participation in furthering the concept of Aboriginal Capital Assets held by Aboriginal 
populations in the Murray–Darling Basin, is an important next step in strengthening 
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understanding of and participation in culturally strong socioeconomic development in the basin. 
Lastly, due to its cross-cultural design, by modifying the indicators the survey can also be used 
by non-Aboriginal communities to assess the value of environmental water to their sociocultural 
interests in the basin. 

  

Royal spoonbills at Ramsar-listed Narran Lakes, northern New South Wales. (Photo by Tracy Fulford).  
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Section 1: Introduction to the research project 

Background to the report 
In September 2015, the MDBA commissioned research to develop socioeconomic indicators and 
a survey tool ‘to measure the benefits or impacts of implementation of the (Murray–Darling) Basin 
Plan on Aboriginal peoples.’  

The Basin Plan contains a number of sections that address Aboriginal interests (such as Chapter 
10, Part 14). These sections are based on an understanding of Aboriginal social, spiritual and 
cultural views to help address Aboriginal interests. The MDBA faced several challenges in 
undertaking the survey:  

• limited environmental watering has occurred in the study area, compromising the ability of 
respondents to make an informed judgement about the effect of environmental water on 
their local communities 

• the survey tool had to differentiate information at both an amalgamated or regional scale 
and a post-code specific or local community scale of analysis. Users of the results needed 
to be able to value and understand the relationships between the two scales of 
observation 

• the survey instrument needed to be valid over time for future use  
• Aboriginal populations are regarded as the most researched demographic group in the 

world with the least benefit from research (e.g.: Brands & Gooda 2006); this survey tool 
needed to be useful to Aboriginal people and avoid adding to this harmful legacy.  

This research project was required to: 

• develop a viable survey instrument that would be of equal value to Aboriginal and 
Traditional Owner users as it was to others 

• use the survey to assess the impact of environmental water on Aboriginal populations’ 
socioeconomic life in the north of the basin as judged through Aboriginal and Traditional 
Owner perspectives. 

In alignment with the MDBA Aboriginal Partnership’s Action Plan (MDBA 2015a), the project 
needed to create a survey that would strengthen Aboriginal voices, help build Aboriginal capacity 
and enhance the recognition of Aboriginal values.  

The Northern Basin Review  
In finalising the Basin Plan, the MDBA decided to undertake the Northern Basin Review to carry 
out further research into the sustainable diversion limits (SDLs) in the northern basin. The 
intention was to see if there is a case for changing the limits whilst ensuring there is enough 
water to achieve healthy river and groundwater systems. The Review was considered necessary 
because the information base used for setting the SDLs in the northern basin was not as well 
developed as that used for the southern basin. This particularly applies to the understanding of 
the environmental needs of the Barwon, Darling and Condamine–Balonne River systems, and 
the challenges of providing additional environmental water in these unregulated systems (MDBA 
2015b). 
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The Northern Basin Review will provide improved information on achieving environmental 
outcomes with regard to social and economic costs and benefits for different SDLs. The Review 
has included research on birds, fish, waterholes and vegetation, as well as social and economic 
modelling projects. A primary objective of the Basin Plan is to manage the basin water resources 
in a way that optimises economic, social and environmental outcomes. Accordingly, there is 
interest in finding out how management of water affects Aboriginal socioeconomic interests.  

For this survey, Brewarrina and St George were chosen as study areas because they are in 
different states and their locations complement other research on the Barwon and Condamine-
Balonne Rivers. Dirranbandi was included at the recommendation of the Northern Basin Advisory 
Committee (Meeting 16, 25th – 26th November, 2015).  

The Aboriginal sociocultural indicators research project: management and 
delivery 
The Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations (NBAN) was a partner with the MDBA to develop the 
survey tool and also the use of the resulting Aboriginal Sociocultural Capitals survey tool, to 
produce the data required by the Northern Basin Review. NBAN is clear about its authority to 
participate in such a partnership: 

We are the knowledge holders; we remain connected to Country. Water is us − we 
are not separated from water in how we understand its value and how it needs to be. 
We have the authority to share our knowledge with the appropriate authorities so that 
Traditional Owner perspectives challenge and balance other voices and perspectives 
in the Review.  
 
Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations Board, 14 January 2016, Moree 

Within this partnership the MDBA provided the science underpinning the survey tool and its 
reporting, with NBAN support and input. The MDBA also provided training for the survey 
collectors, whose days of engagement were supported by two Aboriginal facilitators running a 
team learning session at the beginning and end of each survey collecting day using a culturally 
adapted critical reflection exercise (Hart & Bond 1995). In Brewarrina, NBAN worked with six 
individuals registered at Aboriginal employment agencies, and in St George the four survey 
collectors were employees seconded from Aboriginal agencies. Surveys were collected in 
Dirranbandi by members of each of these teams and the MDBA’s Aboriginal Partnerships team. 

Survey tool methodology 
Section 3 (at the conclusion of this report) gives a comprehensive account about the 
development and delivery of the survey instrument and its results. For the purposes of this 
Introduction, a methodological overview is offered here. 

The survey design was produced by an MDBA collaboration between Aboriginal Action 
Researchers and socioeconomic policy researchers. The draft design was critiqued prior to 
delivery by: an independent academic and NBAN; throughout delivery by the respondents 
themselves; and following delivery by NBAN and the MDBA. The survey report was also 
reviewed by two independent academics.  
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The design of the Aboriginal Sociocultural Capitals Survey took account of the concerns learned 
in the project’s literature review regarding the damage done to Aboriginal peoples through 
conventional western or ‘mainstream’ approaches to socioeconomic surveys. Without departing 
from such conventions the research required by the Northern Basin Review risked creating this 
same damage. A literature review also referred to the MDBA’s Aboriginal Submissions Database 
(ASD) focussing the tool to a basin-specific Aboriginal understanding of socioeconomics.   

This background research resulted in the decision to use Sayer et al.’s (2007) Capital Assets 
Framework and adapt it by using the ASD to reflect the values of Traditional Owners in the basin. 
The resulting Aboriginal Sociocultural Capitals Survey tool was designed to minimise intrusive 
questions, produce a range of independent variables to maximise its utility, and generate 
measures or ‘indicators’ to enable Aboriginal peoples’ judgements about the value of 
environmental water in a manner that was culturally informed by their own information.  

The survey (included in this report’s appendix) is in three parts: 

• Part A is for survey collectors’ use only 
• Part B establishes variables of waterways and demographic information 
• Part C uses a culturally adapted Capital Assets Framework and Likert Scales (Sayer et al. 

2007) to research Aboriginal peoples’ assessments of the importance of environmental 
water to their socioeconomic lives. 

A first point of departure from familiar survey formats is that the survey questions are 
accompanied by boxed information that explains to the respondents the purpose of each 
question. These boxes also guide the survey collector’s ways of supporting respondents without 
risking incorrect directions. This inclusion contributes to Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
practices1 enabling respondents to understand how their information will be used. 

The Likert Scales ask for participants’ judgements about the importance of water-dependent 
indicators to the culturally adapted Capital Assets Framework. This choice of measure is 
consistent with the literature that recommends surveys enabling Aboriginal judgements about the 
outcomes of interventions, rather than amassing descriptors of their circumstances. The scales 
offer five options from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ with a ‘no comment’ option also 
offered. These options are given numerical weightings from one to five, with ‘strongly disagree’ 
attracting one, while ‘no comment’ was given a zero weight. 

Water sensitive indicators assessed by using the scales were developed from the Aboriginal 
Submissions Database’s accounts of Aboriginal life in the basin. The indicators are listed in 
Section 3 of this report. They needed to be water sensitive in order to measure the impact of 
environmental watering on Aboriginal Capital Assets in terms that were useful to the Northern 
Basin Review. To enable a considered result, the assessments made by respondents were in 
consideration of a waterway in the study area that they (the respondent) chose and named as 
being important to them. 

In accordance with Critical Theory, as well as providing the opportunity for respondents to make 
their assessments regarding the importance of environmental water to their Capital Assets, Part 

                                                
1 “Free, Prior and Informed Consent” is a term identified in the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples and established principles of decision making that reflect respect and justice for 
Aboriginal populations worldwide.  
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C of the survey tool also asks the respondent to make judgements about their answers from 
three standpoints: individual, collective and cross-cultural. 

Questions on standpoints challenge the respondent to think critically about their answers. In the 
case of this survey, they also explored cultural knowledge and cultural safety with regard to 
people’s assessments about the importance of environmental water. The questions regarding the 
respondent’s view that their responses to the Likert Scales are shared by their families, enables a 
collective standpoint to be tested and indicates the strength of cultural knowledge about the 
specific indicator being assessed. The questions about whether their views are respected by the 
broader community enables a cross-cultural standpoint to be tested and indicates the extent of 
cultural safety that exists regarding Aboriginal valuing of environmental water. The individual 
standpoint questions used the Likert Scales, however, the collective and cross-cultural standpoint 
questions used three options of ‘mostly untrue,’ ‘mostly true’ and ‘no comment’. These three 
options were given numerical values of one, two and zero respectively. 

In accordance with participatory knowledge generation theories, the survey also invites 
participants to critically review the survey tool itself. In Part B and C of the survey tool 
respondents are invited to give feedback about their experience of using the tool. Throughout 
Part C of the survey, respondents are prompted to assess the validity of each indicator in relation 
to the waterway before the person uses it to test its importance to the Capital Asset being 
assessed. These assessments are a way of testing the validity of the indicator to the respondent 
and thus, the data it produces. 

The survey tool includes limited open-ended questions about local life. While respondents would 
have enjoyed more open-ended questions, this survey was focussed on producing a quantitative 
finding. Additionally, the MDBA has a significant archive of qualitative data regarding the 
importance of the waterways to Aboriginal populations in the northern basin, in the form of the 
ASD. As reported here, this resource was used to produce the survey and test its results. 

Independent academic review endorsed the literature review as the source information to 
develop the tool, and the resulting first iteration of the survey tool. This advice raised questions 
about the potential bias of a monocultural sample (being focussed on Traditional Owner 
Aboriginal populations), which was subsequently addressed through discussions with the 
independent reviewers and the collaborating teams. It was resolved that the monocultural 
sampling approach was appropriate for this project. 

NBAN Board review of the research project 

In future we would like more open-ended response opportunities for our people to 
add more information if they think it relevant. With regard to the answers about the 
value of environmental water to Country, the results need to be carefully reviewed to 
make sure that the respondent’s Country is the same as the Country being 
considered with regard to the waterway they are thinking of when they answer the 
questions. However we also are of the view that the survey asks the right questions 
to understand the value of environmental water to Sociocultural Capitals. 
 
As the project produced about 20% representation of Traditional Owner populations 
in the three towns where the survey was implemented, we believe that the findings 
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are representative of Traditional Owner judgements about the value of environmental 
water to Traditional Owner Sociocultural Capitals. We want the results of this survey 
to be shown to the communities where the survey was taken. We would like to see 
short summaries and posters made up so that the results are easily distributed and 
understandable to everyone.  
Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations Board, 14 January 2016, Moree. 

Traditional Ownership as a validity criterion 

…the results need to be carefully reviewed to make sure that the respondent’s 
Country is the same as the Country being considered with regard to the waterway 
they are thinking of when they answer the questions. 
Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations Board, 14 January 2016, Moree. 

NBAN’s comment above, that the survey needed to be clear about Traditional Ownership, is an 
important requirement. Traditional Owners have cultural obligations to care for Country. In 
reference to Aboriginal research methodology this matter is an important validity criterion. 

In Part B of the survey tool, Question 6 asks respondents to identify the Country that includes the 
waterway that their assessments refers to. Question 12 asks if respondents identify with an 
Aboriginal Nation located in the basin. Ninety-eight per cent of respondents identified with a basin 
Nation,2 and 95% could identify the Nation’s Country that included their chosen waterway.3 

The following figure shows the correlation (or ‘match’) between respondents’ Nations and the 
Nation of the waterway they identified.4 160 of 2025 respondents (79%) indicated inherited 
Traditional Owner obligations for the waterway they commented upon.  

This correlation is an indication of cultural authority for the respondents’ judgements about the 
importance of environmental watering of their chosen waterway, to their socioeconomic lives. 
This finding is based on respondents’ stated direct association, which is a conservative 
interpretation of connection to Country. Correlations between Nations that may be culturally 
related (such as Ngemba and Murrawarri’s relationship to the Brewarrina Fish Traps) as 
identified by a researcher’s analysis of the data, but not by the respondents themselves, were not 
counted as being matched.  

                                                
2 Source data: Q.12 Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results 
3 Source data: Q 6: Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results 
4 Source data: Q.6 and Q.12 Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results 
5 Throughout the report, the total number of respondents to each question (or “N”) varies slightly as not all 
respondents answered all questions, and the differences while small are important to report in the interests 
of accuracy. 
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Figure 1: Indication of cultural authority to assess the importance of environmental water (N=202) 

An important cautionary note regarding this finding is that while the correlation is statistically 
evident, this finding is only an indication of cultural authority to make the assessments regarding 
environmental watering that the survey seeks.  
 
Each Nation and community has its own ways of negotiating cultural authority within the 
overarching terms of Traditional Ownership, which cannot be assumed to come into play purely 
on the basis of a match between a person’s Nation and a waterway. However, a survey that had 
a low correlation between respondents’ identified Nations and the waterway they assessed would 
clearly indicate low levels of Traditional Ownership and cultural authority.  
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Section 2: Research findings 
This section of the report comments on the findings produced by the survey. A copy of the 
research results at amalgamated or other filtered readings is available on request from Aboriginal 
Partnerships at the MDBA. 

In December 2015, 203 responses to the survey were collected from three locations in the 
northern basin. 122 were collected from respondents in Brewarrina, 70 from St George and 11 
from Dirranbandi. All survey respondents identified as an Aboriginal person which was a 
condition of participation in the survey. The first level of analysis for this section of the report is an 
amalgamation of the data across the three communities disallowing responses from participants 
under 14 years of age (variously, N6=202). 

Independent variables 
The survey asked respondents to identify a waterway in the north of the basin, which they would 
consider in their responses regarding the value of environmental water to Aboriginal Sociocultural 
Capital Assets. The term ‘waterways’ used in the survey includes any surface water 
characteristics in the basin (lakes, rivers, billabongs), and may include several types of 
waterways within the one nominated body of water − for example, waterholes, springs and weirs 
at the same river location. 

Waterways information 
Every respondent identified a specific waterway that they would hold in their mind when 
assessing the value of environmental water to their sociocultural interests (Capital Assets). This 
question serves two functions: to enable filtering of data related to specific waterways and types 
of waterways; and to ensure that any judgements made by respondents about the value of 
environmental water to Aboriginal Capital Assets were grounded in current knowledge of an 
actual waterway that they used. This reference limits the risk of a rhetorical or attitudinal 
response and encourages a practical judgement.  

Nation identity of waterways 
Ninety-five per cent of respondents identified the Nation whose Country contained the nominated 
waterway, and all respondents identified with a Nation. By filtering results through these 
questions the survey provides a data check about recognised Traditional Ownership and the 
waterway in mind when judging the importance of environmental water to the Assets.  The 
following table shows the waterways, the Nation identity of the waterway, and the numbers of 
respondents whose Nation identities related to the waterway. (Sometimes this relationship 
involves more than one Nation, hence the total figure being in excess of the survey respondent 
number). 

   

                                                
6 As previously stated, when reporting findings the letter “N” refers to the number of respondents to a 
survey question. Numbers can vary if participants choose not to answer a question. 
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Table 1: Identified waterways, Nation identities of waterways and related participation in the survey (N = 191) 

Identified Waterways Nation of waterway as 
identified in the survey 

Numbers of Traditional 
Owners identifying with 
the Nation 

Brewarrina Weir, Barwon-Darling, 
the Fish Traps, Sandy Bank, Black 
Rock, Boomerang Island, Four Mile 

Ngemba 101 

Balonne River Mandandanji 14 
Barwon, Moonie, Bokhara, Narran 
Lakes, Barwon-Darling, Culgoa 

Kamillaroi/Gamilaroi 75 

Barwon Darling  Murrawarri 51 
Balonne and Culgoa Rivers Euahlayi 10 
TOTAL 5 251 

Types of waterways 
Nine types of waterways were identified in relationship to the waterway to be commented upon. 
Rivers were most frequently identified (98%). Man-made water infrastructure was the second 
most identified type of waterway (48%) which in the case of this survey, Brewarrina’s Fish Traps 
(22 comments) and weir (16 comments) made up the majority. As with Nation identification, each 
respondent was invited to nominate any amount of types of water bodies associated with their 
chosen waterway. While several comments were made in response to the invitation to name 
‘other’ types of waterways, only one entry, ‘hot springs,’ was additional to the listed options.7  

 

Figure 2: Types of waterways identified in the survey (N=201) 

                                                
7 Source data: Q.7. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results. 
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Demographic information 
The survey’s demographic information focussed on gender, age, residency and Nation identity. 
This information enables survey data to be filtered for readings associated with specific 
sociocultural characteristics. 

Gender 
The amalgamated data produces an even split between genders.8 This result enables the survey 
to produce strong data with regard to male and female perspectives, and a gender balance with 
regard to any aggregated data.  

Age 
With regard to age and across all three communities, 27% of respondents were in the 45-54 year 
age group which was the dominant age group.  However, there was a good representation of 
young people - 15-25 years (11%) and a relatively even spread of representation across all age 
groups with the exception of children 14 years and under, and people over the age of 84 years.9  

 

Figure 3: Age representation in the survey results (N= 202)  

  

                                                
8 Source data: Q.8. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results. 
9 Source data: Q.9. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results. 
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Residency 
Questions were asked about places of residence. To avoid intrusiveness, the questions were 
limited to identifying postcodes rather than specific addresses. Three locations were identified: 
Brewarrina in New South Wales (2839), St George (4487) and Dirranbandi (4486) in 
Queensland.10 This finding checks the place in which the survey was collected against 
respondents’ residency information to ensure that respondents’ perspectives represent local 
populations and knowledge. This question also enables survey findings to be correlated to other 
research that makes use of postcodes. 

 

Figure 4: Postcodes of respondents’ place of residence (N=199)  

  

                                                
10 Source data: Q.10. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results. 
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Duration of residency 
The survey asked about how long people have lived in the postcode area. 201 respondents 
answered this question. 67 per cent identified that they had lived at their current postcode area 
‘all my life’ and a further 23% noted that several generations of their families have lived there. No 
respondents had lived within their current postcode for less than one year.11 This result concurs 
with the MDBA’s earlier socioeconomic research in the basin (Goff, 2016). This question informs 
research about population movement in the basin.  

 

Figure 5: Length of residency at current postcode area (N=201)  

  

                                                
11 Source data: Q.11. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results. 
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Qualitative statements  
74 percent of respondents made further open-ended comment about where they currently live. 
Their responses have been analysed in reference to recurring themes as interpreted by the 
author. Continuing a strong relationship to the waterways through customary economic activities 
such as fishing and hunting, and the value of strong relationships with family members and 
friends are the two dominant reasons why those who responded to this survey enjoy where they 
live and stay in their communities.12  

 

Figure 6: Respondents’ reflections on the value of where they live (N=148)  

In regard to the length of stay in communities, it is clear that many of the respondents offer 
reliable insights regarding the value of environmental watering. They have witnessed changes to 
waterways over extensive time periods as part of their ongoing physical presence on the 
waterways. This way of knowing ecosystems (heuristic knowledge) is consistent with indigenous 
sciences globally (e.g.: Ulluwishewa, Roskruge, Harmsworth & Bantong 2008). 

  

                                                
12 Source data: Q.11. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results. 
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Nation identities 
The survey inquired into the respondents’ Nation identity. This question enables the results to be 
analysed for specific Nations’ interests, although at this time there is inadequate data for 
statistically representative findings to be made at a Nation level of analysis. As previously noted, all 
respondents identified with one or more Nations. This is a reflection of the sampling strategy used 
by NBAN, which is a Traditional Owner organisation. Not all Aboriginal people in communities 
identify with the Nation on whose land the township or waterway is located, or a basin Nation. 
Ngemba Nation was the most strongly represented Nation in the survey, followed by Gamilaroi and 
Murrawarri. As noted, some respondents identified with more than one Nation.13   

Table 2: Nation identities of respondents in alphabetical order (N=202) 

Ref Nation % of respondents 
1 Barkindji 1.5% 
2 Bigambul 5.5% 
3 Euahlayi 5% 
4 Gamilaroi 37.3% 
5 Gwamu (Kooma) 2.5% 
6 Mandandanji 7% 
7 Murrawarri 25.4% 
8 Ngemba 49.8% 
9 Wailwan 1% 
10 Wakka Wakka 1.5% 
11 Wiradjuri 0.5% 
 Other – 2 unstated, 1: 

Awabakal  
1.5% 

Survey demographics and representativeness 
The following table compares this survey’s demographic results with Australian Bureau of 
Statistics population statistics for people 15 years and over, for each of the three locations (ABS, 
2012a,b,c). This analysis indicates the representation of the survey.  

It is estimated that the 2011 national Census undercounted Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
populations by 17% indicating the real average population being a fifth more than counted (Office 
of Communities Aboriginal Affairs 2012, p.5). While 2011 figures are now dated they are the most 
recent figures being used by the ABS with regard to these community profiles.

                                                
13 Source data: Q.12. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results 
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Table 3: Analysis of representativeness of findings 

Location Data source Aboriginal/non-
Aboriginal populations 
15 years and over 

Aboriginal 
Female/male ratio  

Percentage of 
population surveyed 

Age 15 to 
24 

Age 25 
to 44 

Age 45 to 
64 

Age 
65+ 

Currently 
living in 
Brewarrina 

ABS (2012a) 415/654 identified as 
Aboriginal persons 
(63.5%) 

225 f / 190 m  
(1.2 f/m) 

Total population / age 
group 

110 133 134 40 

Currently 
living in 
Brewarrina 

This survey 122/41514 (29.3% 
participation of Aboriginal 
population) 

54 f / 62 m  
(0.9 f/m)  
(2 no comment) 

Surveyed population / 
age group (less under 
14 years/no comment) 

19  
(17.3%) 

48  
(36%) 

48  
(35.8%) 

6  
(15%) 

Currently 
living in St 
George 

ABS (2012c) 328/1838 identified as 
ATSI15 persons (22%) 

191 f / 137m (1.4 
f/m) 

Total population/age 
group 

91 123 94 20 

Currently 
living in St 
George 

This survey 70/328 (21.3% 
participation of ATSl 
population) 

40 f / 30 m  
(1.3 f/m)  
(1 under 15 years, 
1 no comment) 

Surveyed population / 
age group 

4  
(4.3%) 

23  
(18.6%) 

37  
(39.3%) 

5  
(25%) 

Currently 
living in 
Dirranbandi 

ABS (2012b) 69/250 identified as ATSI 
persons (28%) 

28 f / 41 m  
(0.7 f/m) 

Total population / age 
group 

10 27 23 9 

Currently 
living in 
Dirranbandi 

This survey 11/69 (15.9% 
participation of ATSI 
population) 

5 f / 6 m  
(0.8 f/m) 

Surveyed population / 
age group 

0  
(0%) 

5  
(17.2%) 

2  
(8%) 

4  
(40%) 

                                                
14 For this report, at the amalgamated level of analysis the cohort is 202/203 as one person was under 14 years of age; at the postcode level of analysis 
Brewarrina’s cohort is 118, St George 69 and Dirranbandi 11 as 1 person was under 14. Three people did not identify their postcode. The figures in “this 
survey” in this table relate to the survey collectors’ identification of where they collected their surveys.  
15 It is important to note that the ABS information for the sources for both St George and Dirranbandi do not make a distinction between Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander populations – referring only to “indigenous”. The source for Brewarrina by comparison does make this distinction. 
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The table on the previous page shows the following results regarding the representative validity 
of the survey: 

1. General representation of findings:  
a. 202 survey participants from a total Aboriginal population in the three townships of 

812 people excluding children under 15 years, produces 25% representation of 
Aboriginal populations, which is a strong level of representation (10%+ error 
tolerance) 

b. At a local level of analysis, e.g. Brewarrina resulted in a rounded figure of 29% 
representation of Aboriginal population 15 years and over, in St George a 21% 
representation, and in Dirranbandi it was 16%. This means that the findings are 
strongly representative of Aboriginal populations 15 years and over across all 
towns. This result produces an average per town of 28% of Aboriginal populations 
15 years and over. 

2. Gender representation: 
a. Overall, the survey achieved an equal gender representation  
b. There was also a relatively even gender balance within the three communities. 

3. Age representation: 
c. The survey does not represent children’s points of view (under 15 years) 
d. 25-44 year olds and over 65 year olds are well represented in all locations 
e. Overall, the survey results do not represent young people’s experiences evenly. 

4. Regional representation:  
a. There are 18 other townships identified as being included in the Review’s 

socioeconomic scope of works. They are listed below. 

• Bingara 
• Bourke 
• Chinchilla 
• Coonabarabran 
• Gilgandra 
• Gunnedah 
• Mungindi (NSW) 
• Narromine 
• Walgett 

• Wee Waa 
• Boggabri 
• Collarenebri 
• Goondiwindi 
• Moree 
• Narrabri 
• Nyngan 
• Trangie 
• Warren 

 
Using 2012 ABS township level statistics, there are 7,467 citizens identifying as Aboriginal 
people aged 15 years and over, out of a total population of 51,312 fifteen years and over.16 This 
amounts to an aggregated figure of 15% of all the township populations identifying as Aboriginal 
people 15 years and over. It is important to also note that the percentages of Aboriginal 
populations in the townships are highly varied − from 2% in Bingara to 68% in Collarenebri (15 
years and over). These figures demonstrate that Aboriginal people are a significant percentage of 
the population. As a culturally distinct group their perspectives need to be taken into 
consideration through specific investigations such as this research project. Given the good level 
of representation in this survey, there is confidence about the results being considered indicative 
for Aboriginal populations in the northern basin. 

                                                
16 Source data: personal communication MDBA Socioeconomic Unit. 
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Summary of the survey’s outputs with regard to independent variables 

Returning water to Country would empower my people and be a starting point for 
recognition of culture. When water is returned we will see benefits for wellbeing and 
spiritual calmness (Survey respondent’s response to open-ended question 50) 

The Aboriginal Sociocultural Capitals Survey findings can be regarded as representative of 
identifiable Traditional Owner judgements about the value of environmental water with regard to 
Aboriginal Capital Assets in the three communities where the survey was implemented.  

Due to the uneven representation of Nations (see Table 2 above), at this time it cannot claim to 
represent specific Nation perspectives. The dominant perspective is associated with mature 
adults. Under 15-year-old perspectives are not represented and under 25-year-old and over 85-
year-old perspectives are under-represented. There was an even balance between the genders 
across the whole data set with minor variations within each community.  

Given the largely ‘life-long’ duration of residency of the population in the locations where the 
survey was conducted, the judgements regarding the value of environmental watering that are 
measured in the survey are based on long term observations of specific waterways. Cultural and 
customary economic activities including fishing, cultural education and recreation are key 
reasons for permanent residency for nearly 50% of the respondents. Given the duration and 
valuing of residency the results indicate that the judgements in Part C about environmental water 
are made on the basis of regular physical observations of the waterways.  

 

The Barwon at a low ebb, Walgett, 2016. (Photo by Neil Ward). 
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The value of environmental water to Aboriginal Sociocultural Capitals  

By giving back water, our fishways and billabongs would have a better and steady 
flow. I've never seen the river system this bad and I've lived here all my life (Survey 
respondent’s response to open-ended question 50) 

Part C of the survey interrogated respondents’ judgement about the importance of environmental 
water to Aboriginal Capital Assets. For the purpose of this research, an Aboriginal Capital Asset 
is an important socioeconomic Asset made up of people’s distinctive inherited beliefs, values and 
behaviours. As very little environmental watering has taken place in the northern basin, the 
survey refers to participants’ experiences of water entering the waterways as natural flows in 
order for them to make their assessments.  

In many ways the survey results are not surprising − Traditional Owners in the basin consider 
water for the environment to be crucially important to their current and future social, 
environmental, spiritual, economic and cultural wellbeing. What is new is the quantification of this 
assertion and its implication of direct, causal relationships between the availability of 
environmental water and Aboriginal socio-cultural life as represented by the adapted Capital 
Assets Framework. Regionally, it strengthens Aboriginal voices in the north of the basin while 
also providing local data specific to each surveyed community or any other filter as identified in 
Part B of the survey. This makes the survey useful for NBAN’s ongoing engagement in water 
resource planning.  

The following tables record the amalgamated results.17 The right hand column documents the 
commentaries from NBAN in response to the results tabled at the survey findings interpretation 
workshop, held at Moree on January 14 2016.  

The numbers in each inserted ‘results table’ represent the numbers of responses in the Likert 
Scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree). The weighted average (WA) is a statistical result for 
each response across all three communities and all five options offered in the scales (excluding 
no comment with a zero value). 

                                                
17 Data source: Q’s 23, 27, 31, 35, 39 and 43. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results. 
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Amalgamated findings regarding the importance of environmental water to Aboriginal Capital Assets in the north of the 
basin, including NBAN’s interpretations 
Table 4: Responses to Question 23- Physical Capital (5=100%) (N = 202) 

My having the option of daily access to the waterway I am thinking of is/would be important to… 

Assets No comment Strongly disagree Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly agree Weighted average 

My culture - - - 1 55 146 4.72 
My Country - - - - 60 142 4.71 
My wellbeing - - - 2 66 134 4.65 
My organisations - - 2 22 65 113 4.43 
My everyday - - 2 2 77 121 4.57 
My livelihood - - 3 4 68 127 4.58 

 
NBAN Board’s interpretation of results  

Water will look after us. It is very important to us to have access to the waterways we value. Our people access their waterways every day. 
Environmental watering does not fulfil our cultural and spiritual obligations if the water does not reach waterways that are important to us. If the 
waterway is empty or we do not have access to it, all the indicators would be low. This would mean our Country is sick, our people are sick.  
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Table 5: Responses to Question 27- Social Capital (5=100%) (N=201) 

My participation in planning and managing the watering of the waterway I am thinking of is/would be important to… 

Assets No comment Strongly disagree Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly agree Weighted average 

My culture - - - 2 72 127 4.62 
My Country - - - 2 72 127 4.62 
My wellbeing - - - 7 73 121 4.57 
My organisations - - 4 21 70 106 4.38 
My everyday - - 2 7 76 116 4.52 
My livelihood - - 1 10 69 121 4.54 

 
NBAN Board’s interpretation of results  

Participation in running the waterways is extremely important to us. Traditional Owners are confident with their contributions and knowledge 
about managing waterways. Without Aboriginal people it won’t be done correctly. Traditional Owners aspire to managing water but it is not only 
about water. It is also about culture. 
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Table 6: Responses to Question 31- Financial Capital (5=100%) (N=201) 

My having food (bush tucker) and medicine and/or gaining an income from the waterway I am thinking of is/would be important to… 

Assets No comment Strongly disagree Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly agree Weighted average 

My culture - - - 2 45 154 4.76 
My Country - - - 2 48 151 4.74 
My wellbeing - - 1 2 59 139 4.67 
My organisations - - 2 12 59 128 4.56 
My everyday - - 1 2 65 133 4.64 
My livelihood - - 1 8 51 140 4.65 

 
NBAN Board’s interpretation of results  

Traditional Owners rely on waterways for food. Watering has significant impact on this value and can increase Traditional Owners’ way of living 
in the Murray-Darling Basin. The way it is managed now stops us from living our way. Our cultural education benefits from having bush tucker. 
Our story and our songlines benefit. Our cultural practices are strengthened — such as calling fish. 
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Table 7: Responses to Question 35- Natural Capital (5=100%) (N=202) 

Lots of healthy native fish, birds and medicine plants at my waterway in the right season is/would be important to… 

Assets No comment Strongly disagree Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly agree Weighted average 

My culture - - - - 44 158 4.78 
My Country - - - - 40 162 4.80 
My wellbeing - - - 2 54 146 4.72 
My organisations 1 - 2 12 59 128 4.54 
My everyday - - - 1 62 139 4.68 
My livelihood - - 2 3 52 145 4.69 

 
NBAN Board’s interpretation of results  

Watering the environment maintains our cultural practices. For example, when there is water at the Fish Traps in Brewarrina our people gather 
there — old people, families and children — to swim, to catch fish and walk in the footsteps of Ancestors at the traps. This is all a part of our 
cultural education which is about connectivity between all things in Country and our people. It is an holistic way of understanding waterways 
and all life. When there is water in the environment this way of understanding is clear to us. 
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Table 8: Responses to Question 39- Human Capital (5=100%) (N=202) 

My feelings about the flows of the waterway/s I am thinking of are important to… 

Assets No comment Strongly disagree Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly agree Weighted average 

My culture - - - 2 48 152 4.74 
My Country - - - 3 45 154 4.76 
My wellbeing - - - 4 61 137 4.66 
My organisations - - 5 18 58 121 4.46 
My everyday - - - 6 68 128 4.61 
My livelihood - - 1 6 60 135 4.63 

 
NBAN Board’s interpretation of results 

In the inland river systems some of the same cultural practices that existed prior to Cook are still there today. Take the Brewarrina Fish Traps 
for example — but these are exceptions. Mostly, water for the environment is important to our wellbeing because participating in culture which 
comes alive when Country is strong, is good for our spirits. We also enjoy the peace and quiet that healthy waterways create for us.  
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Table 9: Responses to Question 43- Cultural Capital (5=100%) (N=202) 

My contributing to culture on the waterway I am thinking of is/would be important to… 

Assets No comment Strongly disagree Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly agree Weighted average 

My culture - - - - 65 137 4.68 
My Country 1 - - - 65 136 4.66 
My wellbeing - - - 5 72 124 4.59 
My organisations - - 5 18 67 112 4.41 
My everyday - - - 6 73 123 4.58 
My livelihood - - 2 9 65 123 4.56 

 
NBAN Board’s interpretation of results  

Cultural life can only happen when there is water in the waterways. When Country dies, culture dies. It is about protecting our totemic 
obligations, teaching the younger generation, maintaining our conversations and heritage. 
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Discussion 
Overall, there is strong valuing of environmental water with regard to its importance to Aboriginal 
Capital Assets. There are no responses to ‘strongly disagree’ with any of the indicator 
statements, and while there are some minor ‘disagree’ responses related to the value of water to 
human, social, financial and physical Capital Assets, the majority of responses are in the ‘agree’ 
to ‘strongly agree’ response ranges, with the ‘strongly agree’ response attracting between half 
and two thirds of responses in most cases. Weighted average responses across all the Assets 
reflect this agreement, which is limited to a range between 88% – 96%. This is a significant result 
if consideration is given to the fact that at first glance, a direct, causal relationship between water 
and people’s sociocultural lives is not necessarily self-evident. It is for this reason that the 
research claims to have identified this direct causal relationship and given it a quantifiable value 
for the first time.  

One reason for this high level of agreement is that the indicators are accurate measures of the 
importance of environmental water to Aboriginal Sociocultural Capitals (as affirmed by the 
respondents’ review of the indicators included in the survey). That is, there was little to no 
distortion of results due to cultural misalignment between measures and response options. The 
only indicator that raises some questions about the direct relationship between environmental 
water and the Assets is Social Capital, which uses the indicator of ‘my life in Aboriginal 
organisations.’ This indicator attracted the most ‘undecided’ responses and comparatively low 
responses in each of the indicator questions. However, even here, the lowest level of agreement 
with the importance rating was a weighted average of 88%.   

While generalising the results to the whole of the northern basin risks overlooking local 
variations, NBAN’s participation in interpreting the aggregated results reduces this risk. The 
NBAN Board is made up of representatives from Nations including and beyond the study area: as 
a Board they provide strategic advice and do not speak for Nations at a local level.  The survey 
shows that local populations have important, though small difference. The range of responses 
collectively incorporate these differences for policy use. The NBAN Board’s explanations of the 
results enable the reader to appreciate the following key perspectives regarding Traditional 
Owners’ interests in environmental watering:  

• the survey provides evidence of the ongoing regular participation of the surveyed Nations 
on their valued waterways (mostly rivers) for recreational, cultural, social, spiritual and 
economic purposes 

• there is also evidence of the essential relationship between environmental watering, 
natural flows and cultural and spiritual life 

• there is a risk that environmental watering, which benefits Country, is confused with 
Cultural Water, a different water allocation additional to environmental water and 
necessary for cultural use as determined by Aboriginal Nations 

• there is evidence of the importance of Traditional Owner knowledge about the waterways 
with regard to participation in water planning and management, a knowledge that extends 
beyond water and into an understanding of the environment as a whole functioning 
system, and the multiple dimensions of culture 

• the survey also shows that such multiple dimensions include pre-colonial as well as 
ongoing ways of life − bush tucker, cultural education about concepts such as songlines, 
story and cultural practices for example, ‘calling fish’ and walking in Ancestors’ footsteps 
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• all these elements of cultural life, which are significantly affected by the availability of 
environmental water for the health of waterways, affirm for Traditional Owners a whole, 
shared philosophy including waterways and all of life 

• the relationship between water and philosophy of life (or meaning of existence) is 
essential to Traditional Owners’ sense of belonging, which in the context of structured 
intergenerational dispossession is essential to individual and social health and wellbeing 

• environmental water has the potential to enable totemic obligations to be carried out, 
which benefits the environment as well as strengthens social systems including inter-
generational continuities of family and inherited kinship responsibilities 

• when natural flows are interfered with or missing, Country dies and with it Aboriginal 
culture. In other words, destruction of the waterways through mismanagement results in 
cultural destruction of a people. Environmental allocations are therefore considered 
important to help redress this situation and enhance the sociocultural value of waterways 
to Traditional Owners.  

 

Evening on the Condamine–Balonne at St George. (Photo by Susan Goff). 
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A closer look: postcode level analysis 
The postcode level analysis produced a more nuanced picture as a result of greater statistical 
variation in disaggregated data.  

The following figure shows a comparison between the three surveyed townships of Brewarrina, 
St George and Dirranbandi regarding respondents’ strong agreement with the proposition that 
environmental water is important to their Aboriginal Capital Assets. This question18 tested the 
respondents’ overall support or otherwise for the Plan’s underlying premise regarding restoring 
and maintaining a balance between consumptive and other uses.  

Figure 7 shows the respondents’ judgement about the relationship between watering a waterway 
that they frequent and the benefit this would have to their financial, physical, social, human, 
natural and cultural Capital Assets. It shows the differences between the three townships and 
only in reference to percentages of ‘strongly agree’ responses. Throughout, Brewarrina 
respondents rate the importance of environmental watering higher across the six capitals, 
compared to St George and Dirranbandi responses. The differences are accentuated in this 
graph as only ‘strongly agree” responses are show. This is done to illustrate the extent of impact 
in each population. The importance to Country and culture is shared across all three 
communities, even though the actual percentages show the local variation. These differences are 
useful when considering water resource planning priorities for sociocultural impacts at landscape 
scales.   

 

Figure 7: Township comparisons regarding respondents’ strong agreement with environmental watering 

The report goes on to analyse each of the Capital Assets at a postcode level of distinction, taking 
all responses into account through the use of weighted averages. The tables in this 
disaggregated reporting are slightly different to those in the previous section − the generic Capital 
Asset being identified with its indicator. For example, Q. 23 Physical Capital includes the 
indicator ’having the option of daily access to the waterway’. This allows an association between 

                                                
18 Data source: Q 19. Survey Monkey data report: postcode level of analysis - Brewarrina N=117; St 
George N= 69; Dirranbandi N = 11 
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the value of environmental watering to each of the Capital Assets, while keeping the sociocultural 
relevance of Aboriginal uses and values in view through each Asset’s specific indicator. 

Physical Capital 
The importance of environmental water to the indicator of daily access to the waterways is most 
highly valued in Brewarrina for cultural life (Cultural Capital) and healthy Country (Natural 
Capital) at 98% in each case, and is least valued in reference to the Social Capital of peoples’ 
lives in Aboriginal organisations in St George and Dirranbandi (75%). This was understood by 
NBAN to mean that in Brewarrina, the Fish Traps continue to be highly valued for Culture and 
Country and related the Human Capitals of health and wellbeing, whereas physical access to 
waterways has less direct relationship to participating in decision making about water in St 
George and Dirranbandi as an aspect of their Social Capital.   

Table 10: Township comparison regarding the importance of environmental water to Physical Capital (5=100%) 

Question Assets Weighted 
average – 
Brewarrina 

N=117 

Weighted 
average - 
St George 

N=70 

Weighted 
average –
Dirranbandi 

N=11 
Q.23: Physical Capital: 
my having option of daily 
access to the waterway I 
am thinking of is 
important to… 

Cultural Capital: My 
culture 

4.91(98%)19 4.41 4.55 

 Natural Capital: My 
Country 

4.91 (98%) 4.41 4.27 

 Human Capital: My 
wellbeing 

4.84 4.39 4.27 

 Social Capital: My 
life in Aboriginal 
organisations 

4.74 4 3.73 (75%) 

 Physical Capital: My 
every day home life 

4.77 4.3 4.09 

 Financial Capital: My 
livelihood 

4.82 4.24 4.09 

Social Capital 
As an expression of Social Capital, the importance of environmental watering to Traditional 
Owner participation in planning and managing their waterways, was most highly valued in 
Brewarrina for its value to Culture; whereas the results are somewhat lower in St George and 
Dirranbandi. Consistent with their response to the previous question and being mindful that for 
Dirranbandi the results are more indicative than representative20, the latter produced a lowest 
score of 75% with regard to the value of environmental watering to local people’s lives in 

                                                
19 The percentages are reached by dividing the weighted average decimal figure out of a total of 5, 5 being 
the highest possible weighted response for each Asset – 5/5 = 100%. 
20 Only 11 respondents were living in Dirranbandi, and while this number represented 15% of the local 
Aboriginal population over 15 years, the actual number of responses is too small to make reliable 
conclusions from. Therefore, they are treated as ‘indicative’. Percentages have been rounded for easier 
reading. 
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Aboriginal organisations, and their everyday home lives. St George’s scores were also relatively 
lower than Brewarrina’s on this question.  

NBAN’s interpretation of these results are that St George and Dirranbandi have much lower 
populations of Aboriginal people in relationship to non-Aboriginal people (22% and 28% 
respectively as compared to 63% in Brewarrina), resulting in a greater acceptance in Brewarrina 
of Traditional Owners’ participation in public interests. In short, and not losing sight of the longer 
term aim of socioeconomic development, water for the environment has greater importance to 
Traditional Owners’ Cultural Capital (97%) in Brewarrina.  

Table 11: Township comparison regarding the importance of environmental water to Social Capital (5=100%) 

Question Assets Weighted 
average – 
Brewarrina 

N=117 

Weighted 
average – St 
George 

N=69 

Weighted 
average –
Dirranbandi 

N=11 
Q.27: Social Capital - 
participating in 
planning and 
managing the 
watering of my 
waterways is 
important to… 

Cultural Capital: My 
culture 

4.86 (97%) 4.25 4.36 

 Natural Capital: My 
Country 

4.84 4.28 4.36 

 Human Capital: My 
wellbeing 

4.79 4.23 4.27 

 Social Capital: My life 
in Aboriginal 
organisations 

4.69 3.94 3.73 (75%) 

 Physical Capital: My 
every day home life 

4.74 4.25 3.82 

 Financial Capital: My 
livelihood 

4.79 4.2 4 
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Financial Capital 
The value of environmental watering to livelihoods (Financial Capital) − that is, bush tucker and 
forms of employment that depend on water in the environment such as cultural tourism − was 
also given higher scores in Brewarrina than either St George or Dirranbandi. In the latter, it had 
least value for the Social, Physical and Financial Capital Assets. Customary and other water-
dependent livelihoods are most important to peoples’ Cultural Capital (98%) in Brewarrina. This 
is not suggesting that customary and water dependent livelihoods are not important to some 
people in St George and Dirranbandi.  It is important to note that this result would need 
discussion in the communities concerned as survey results of this kind can only indicate trends. 

Table 12: Township comparison regarding the importance of environmental water to Financial Capital 
(5=100%) 

Question Assets Weighted 
average – 
Brewarrina 

N=116 

Weighted 
average - 
St George 

N=70 

Weighted 
average –
Dirranbandi 

N=11 
Q.31: Financial Capital - 
Having bush tucker and 
income from my 
waterways is important 
to… 

Cultural Capital: My 
culture 

4.88 (98%) 4.6 4.36 

 Natural Capital: My 
Country 

4.88 (98%) 4.57 4.36 

 Human Capital: My 
wellbeing 

4.85 4.43 4.27 

 Social Capital: My life 
in Aboriginal 
organisations 

4.78 4.27 4 (80%) 

 Physical Capital: My 
every day home life 

4.8 4.46 4.09 

 Financial Capital: My 
livelihood 

4.86 4.39 4.09 
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Natural Capital 
The value of environmental water to biodiversity (native fish, bird and medicine plant populations) 
and thus the health of Country reflected the same trends as with the other questions. Brewarrina 
scored very high in relationship to the Natural Capital (99%), and in St George and Dirranbandi 
were lowest for Social Capital (82%). NBAN’s interpretation of this result is that cultural education 
is stronger in Brewarrina, enabling a more direct connection to the waterways in relationship to 
other aspects of peoples’ lives such as Social and Financial Capitals.  

Table 13: Township comparison regarding the importance of environmental water to Natural Capital (5=100%) 

Question Assets Weighted 
average – 
Brewarrina 

N=117 

Weighted 
average - 
St George 

N=70 

Weighted 
average –
Dirranbandi 

N=11 
Q.35: Natural Capital:  lots 
of healthy native fish, birds 
and medicine plants in 
season at my waterways is 
important to… 

Cultural Capital: My 
culture 

4.94 4.59 4.27 

 Natural Capital: My 
Country 

4.98 (99%) 4.57 4.36 

 Human Capital: My 
wellbeing 

4.91 4.44 4.27 

 Social Capital: My life 
in Aboriginal 
organisations 

4.82 4.11 4.09 (82%) 

 Physical Capital: My 
every day home life 

4.88 4.41 4.27 

 Financial Capital: My 
livelihood 

4.89 4.41 4.09 (82%) 

 

  



Our water, our life: An Aboriginal study in the northern basin. 

Page 43 
 

Human Capital 
The effect of water in the environment on the Human Capital of peoples’ mental health had 
greatest impact on the Capital Asset of Country in Brewarrina (97%) and least impact on the 
Social Capital of peoples’ lives in Aboriginal organisations in St George and Dirranbandi (71%).  

This indicates that when people are affected by flows it has an impact on their valuing of Country 
and their participation in cultural life. This aspect of health and wellbeing also had the least effect 
on the Physical Capital of people’s home lives in Dirranbandi, suggesting that natural flows have 
less effect on the Human Capital of  mental health and wellbeing in St George and Dirranbandi. 
While understanding these differences deserves local deliberation, this could be another aspect 
of lower ratios of Aboriginal populations in these towns.  

Table 14: Township comparison regarding the importance of environmental water to Human Capital (5=100%) 

Question Assets Weighted 
average – 
Brewarrina 

N=117 

Weighted 
average - 
St George 

N=70 

Weighted 
average –
Dirranbandi 

N=11 
Q.39: Human Capital - 
my feelings about my 
waterways' flows are 
important to… 

Cultural Capital: My 
culture 

4.91  4.51 4.36 

 Natural Capital: My 
Country 

4.93 (97%) 4.49 4.45 

 Human Capital: My 
wellbeing 

4.87 4.34 4.36 

 Social Capital: My life 
in Aboriginal 
organisations 

4.78 4.06 3.55 (71%) 

 Physical Capital: My 
every day home life 

4.83 4.3 4.09 

 Financial Capital: My 
livelihood 

4.84 4.33 4.18 
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Cultural Capital 
The importance of environmental water to peoples’ ability to contribute to culture (identified in this 
survey as participating in ceremony, cultural education and the use of local language) was of 
greatest value to the Capital Assets of culture (97%) in Brewarrina, and of least value to Social 
Capital in Dirranbandi (75%).  

This result indicates that peoples’ lives and incomes in St George and Dirranbandi are less 
influenced by cultural strength that might arise from environmental watering. As before, this 
finding indicates a less direct association with culture and waterways in these communities.  

Table 15: Township comparison regarding the importance of environmental water to Cultural Capital (5=100%) 

Question Assets Weighted 
average – 
Brewarrina 

N=117 

Weighted 
average - 
St George 

N=70 

Weighted 
average –
Dirranbandi 

N=11 
Q.43: Cultural Capital: my 
contributing to culture on 
my waterways is important 
to… 

Cultural Capital: My 
culture 

4.86 (97%) 4.44 4.18 

 Natural Capital: My 
Country 

4.87 4.36 4.18 

 Human Capital: My 
wellbeing 

4.79 4.31 4.18 

 Social Capital: My life 
in Aboriginal 
organisations 

4.69 4.04 3.73 (75%) 

 Physical Capital: My 
every day home life 

4.76 4.35 4.09 

 Financial Capital: My 
livelihood 

4.78 4.26 4 

 

Other comments 

Need to keep the water in the rivers. Keep them as full as possible. All the work on 
the land has gone. Aboriginal people couldn't live off the land today with all the water 
gone. All the clearing has resulted in the loss of Aboriginal timber and food. 
(Respondent’s answer to Q.50) 

Open-ended responses provide another perspective to participants’ concerns and interests 
across all three communities. The results are expressed as major themes interpreted from the 
statements by the author and quantified regarding the number of comments that refer to the 
identified themes. They show that Aboriginal peoples continue to value water for both its 
environmental and sociocultural value in everyday life, health and wellbeing. However, the fact 
that Aboriginal peoples value environmental water highly does not mean that they are happy with 
the current state of affairs. There is a gap between their values and the world in which they live. 
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This is a situation where they currently have little power to act. Many see that retaining or 
returning water to Country would be a positive step in addressing the situation.  

To see more water back to Country for fishing, birdlife. (Survey respondent Q.50) 

Of crucial concern, not only to the respondents in this survey but to Aboriginal Nations across the 
whole of the basin, is the issue of flows. ‘Please give water back to Country’ is a recurring 
message in the Aboriginal Submissions Database along with repeated voices of alarm regarding 
the loss of natural flows and the impacts of over extraction. More than 20% of the submissions in 
the ASD discuss the issues of flows. The sociocultural survey reflects these same concerns, as 
the following graph illustrates.21 It quantifies the themes discussed in the open-ended question 
calling for any other comments. The importance of flows is clear.  

 

Figure 8: Other comments about environmental watering (N=156)  

  

                                                
21 Data source: Q. 50. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results  
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Being an open-ended question, participants can choose to comment on any aspect of their lives 
at all. When analysing the themes across such a diversity of responses, it is instructive to see 
how shared and dominant the concern about flows is, and its benefits to Country, biodiversity, 
health and wellbeing and culture. The following selected quotations help to understand these 
ways of seeing the connections: 

Returning water to Country would empower my people and be a starting point for 
recognition of culture. When water is returned we will see benefits for well-being and 
spiritual calmness. 

Returning water to Country will boost the Aboriginal culture in the community. 

It will allow for my grandchildren and their children and my children to be able to 
connect back to their Country and being able to participate in cultural practices.  

The impact of environmental watering on health and wellbeing was described as having many 
elements: 

It would make you feel happy to see the river flowing again. 

It's sad that because some of our wetlands and watering holes (traditional) have dried 
up the Elders can't pass on our culture to the next generation around what our water 
means to us and what we use it for.  

It will improve the economy of the community area we live in. Families can get back 
to spending time together on the river like in the old days. Boost community’s 
recreational activities and encourage people to spend more time outdoors.  

The open-ended questions enable respondents to state what is important them without being 
prompted by the survey questions. Their comments clearly state that current flows are 
unacceptable, but that environmental watering will benefit Country and their socioeconomic 
health and wellbeing. The open-ended questions help validate the Likert Scale results.  

Checking that respondents’ judgements are held in contemporary Aboriginal 
knowledge systems  
In consideration of the literature review’s discussion regarding Aboriginal knowledge being held 
at both individual and collective levels of knowledge, the survey asked respondents if their 
answers to the questions in Part C were shared by their family members or ‘mobs.’  

These questions about each of the six indicator questions (and regardless of the respondent’s 
choices on the Likert Scale) took account of contemporary Aboriginal culture being inclusive of 
traditional values, as well as other values that might be at odds with inherited culture but which 
were still shared within a person’s family group. If it was ‘mostly true’ that they were shared, this 
would indicate that the particular Capital Asset was being discussed in the family in some way, 
and not creating division within the person’s immediate social network.  

The results of these questions show that the value of environmental water to Traditional Owners 
in the surveyed communities is shared in families and is not creating division across generations.  
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The weighted averages are very limited in their range − from 91-100% − with Brewarrina showing 
the greatest internal coherence in family systems.22 This is an interesting result given recent 
research regarding the severe and persistent state of disadvantage in communities such as 
Brewarrina (Vinson, Rawsthorne, Beavis & Ericson 2015). 

  

                                                
22 Data source: Q’s 24,28,32,26 and 40. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated and postcode results.  
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Table 16: Indication that respondents’ views regarding environmental water are shared by their families: 
(2=100%) 

 Asset Amalgamated 
Weighted 
average 

Weighted 
average - 
Brewarrina 

Weighted 
average - 
St George 

Weighted 
average -
Dirranbandi 

Q’s 24,28,32, 
36, 40 & 44 
combined: My 
views about the 
value of 
environmental 
watering are 
shared with my 
family/mob 

Physical 1.99 2 (100%) 1.96 2 (100%) 

 Social 1.98 2 (100%) 1.97 1.82 (91%) 
 Financial 1.97 2 (100%) 1.94 1.82 (91%) 
 Natural 1.98 1.99 1.97 1.82 (91%) 
 Human 1.97 2 (100%) 1.94 1.82 (91%) 
 Cultural 1.98 1.98 1.97 2 (100%) 

 

NBAN Board’s interpretation 

Conversations about water happen everywhere − we live it, it is all around us. Family and 
extended family connection is very strong, and these conversations are a part of that strength. 

As a validity check for this finding (which may be questionable given the difficulties that 
Aboriginal families are reported to be experiencing), the survey collector teams and their 
facilitators reported that while the survey collection was taking place in Brewarrina and St 
George, families and friendship networks were engaging in discussion about these matters 
outside the survey activities, with strong interest.  

Checking that Aboriginal knowledge systems are still in tact 
A final question in Part C asked if the respondent considered that the future of all the basin’s 
waterways is a priority to them and for each of their Capital Assets. Repeatedly throughout the 
Aboriginal Submissions Database the statement is made that Aboriginal knowledge is distinctive 
from western knowledge, by being holistic and intergenerational, and that science cannot 
separate water from land, or land from people if it is to have value to the future wellbeing of 
communities.  

There is some doubt about the extent to which Aboriginal epistemologies in the basin are resilient 
to western ways of knowing, or have survived the impacts of 200+ years of colonisation.  

Question 46 is an indicator to test whether the respondent is still conceptualising the waterways 
as a whole-of-basin integrated system for intergenerational wellbeing, and not only as a reach of 
water that has relevance for their direct and immediate use, beyond which no interest or 
responsibility lies. At an amalgamated level of analysis, participants scored this question at 99%. 
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The results for the importance of the whole of the basin to each of the Assets, show that holistic 
and intergenerational knowledge is indicated as being alive and well in the communities that 
participated in survey.  

With regard to the amalgamated results (and averaged across the six Assets - Q.47) the 
importance of the future of the basin’s waterways to all the Assets is valued at 92% 

. 

Scar tree. (Photo by Fred Hooper)
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Table 17: Indication of continuation of cultural knowledge regarding the whole of the basin (Question 47) (5 = 100%) 

Asset Amalgamated 
Weighted average 

Weighted average - 
Brewarrina 

Weighted average - 
St George 

Weighted average -
Dirranbandi 

Q. 47  
The future of ALL the 
basin’s waterways is a 
top priority  

  
N=117 

 
N=70 

 
N=11 

My culture 4.72 4.89 4.49 4.36 
My Country 4.73 4.92 4.46 4.36 
My wellbeing 4.69 4.88 4.44 4.18 
My life in Aboriginal 
organisations 

4.46 4.76 4.06 3.82 

My everyday home life 4.59 4.82 4.27 4.09 
My livelihood 4.63 4.88 4.3 4 
Total averages 4.6 (92%) 4.9 (98%) 4.4 (88%) 4.1 (82%) 

 

The following table tests this finding against the extent to which respondents’ views are shared with their families and mobs, as an indication of 
the extent to which seeing the wellbeing of the whole of the basin is important to everyone’s future.  

Table 18: Indication of continuation of cultural knowledge regarding the whole of the basin (Question 48) (2=100%) 

Asset Amalgamated 
Weighted average 

Weighted average – 
Brewarrina 

N=117 

Weighted average - 
St George 

N=70 

Weighted average –
Dirranbandi 

N=11 
Q.48 My answers about 
the future of the whole 
basin are shared with 
my family/mob 

1.97 (99%) 2 (100%) 1.92 (96%) 1.82 (91%) 
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Finally, the following table tests the respondents’ views about the whole of the basin with regard to how their views are respected in the 
broader community. A low reading for St George indicates less cultural safety about these perspectives for Aboriginal people.  

Table 19: Indication of cultural safety of cultural knowledge regarding the whole of the basin (Question 49) (2=100%) 

Asset Amalgamated 
Weighted average 

Weighted average – 
Brewarrina 

N=117 

Weighted average - 
St George 

N=70 

Weighted average –
Dirranbandi 

N=11 
Q.49 My views about 
the whole basin are 
respected by Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal 
people I know in  the 
community where I live 

1.69 (85%) 1.79 (90%) 1.53 (77%) 1.64(82%) 

 

The future of all the basin’s waterways is important to the respondents with regard to all the Assets, and this understanding is shared with their 
families or mobs. As an indicator of the strength of cultural knowledge (that is, whether this view is shared with peoples’ families and mobs), 
Brewarrina and St George show higher readings than Dirranbandi suggesting that these discussions are taking place in family groups without 
causing internal differences.  
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The issue of cultural safety 

When we consider Question 49 (refer Table 19) the matter of cultural safety comes into view with 
regard to all the Assets.   

‘Cultural safety’ is a concept that emerged in New Zealand’s nursing sector and which has been 
broadly applied in Australia to many service delivery environments (e.g. education − Bin-Sallik 
2003; natural resource management − Clements, Kennedy, Marshall & Kinnane 2015). Its 
intention is to progress the idea of ‘cultural appropriateness,’ which is a measure of the fit 
between service and product delivery in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cross-cultural 
environments. A ‘culturally safe’ environment looks further, into what is possible if a good fit is 
achieved: 

…an environment that is spiritually, socially and emotionally safe, as well as 
physically safe for people; where there is no assault challenge or denial of their 
identity, of who they are and what they need.  It is about shared respect, shared 
meaning, shared knowledge and experience of learning together (Williams 1999, p 
213). 

Cultural safety affords Aboriginal people environments in which to achieve their aspirations 
without fear and the more subtle expressions of prejudice as identified in recent research 
(bullying, lateral violence, stereotyping for example, Creative Spirits 2015). Cultural safety 
creates environments that are healthy, reducing the threats to health and wellbeing that unsafe 
environments are seen to create (addictions, family violence, suicides and depression). Research 
has shown that cultural strength does not necessarily lead to cultural safety (Dockery 2011, p 14-
17). In some communities, if a person is more culturally assertive or active, they can be made 
increasingly vulnerable to racism and exposure to incarceration, where, for example, trespassing 
or transgressing local regulations is deemed as necessary to participate in cultural economic 
activity or obligations to Country.  

The survey asked respondents if their views (as expressed in their responses to the six indicator 
questions) were respected or understood by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people that they 
know in their community. A mixed race idea of community was deliberately chosen to avoid 
stigmatising communities on racist grounds, and to also include the reality that divisions take 
place within racial groups as well as between them. For the question regarding the future of the 
whole basin (at an amalgamated level of analysis), participants rated the truth of their views 
being respected by local Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal community members at 85%. At a 
community level of analysis, participants rated St George as having 77% respect for the 
respondents’ views for this matter, Dirranbandi scored 82% and Brewarrina scored the highest at 
90%.23 

This result indicates that there is greater risk of prejudice to the person holding cultural views 
about environmental water in St George. The implication is that water-related economic 
development for Aboriginal populations needs to include strategies that guard against the risk of 

                                                
23 Data source: totals for Qs 25,29,33,37,41 and 45. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated and 
postcode results 
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community negativity, if inclusive and efficient economic development for Aboriginal populations 
that involves environmental watering is to be realised. 

The following table accounts for all the cultural safety questions in the survey, except the matter 
regarding the future of the basin which has already been discussed. The scores in this table are 
only about whether the respondent thinks their views are shared, not what their views are. A low 
Capital Assets score and a high cultural safety reading would only mean that there was general 
understanding or respect for Traditional Owners seeing little importance for environmental 
watering in relationship to a specific asset. If this point of view was shared across a community it 
would suggest to a water planner that attempting to institute environmental watering as an aspect 
of Aboriginal socioeconomic development will be met with some resistance in the broader 
community. Such resistance could come from Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal sources. However, a 
high Capital Assets score with high cultural safety would point the way to a culturally safe 
pathway for environmental watering being used for Aboriginal sociocultural purposes.  

Table 20: Indication of cultural safety of respondents’ views regarding environmental water. (2=100%) 

 Asset Amalgamat
ed 
Weighted 
average 

Weighted 
average - 
Brewarrina 

Weighted 
average - 
St George 

Weighted 
average -
Dirranbandi 

Q’s 25,29,33,37,41 
and 45 combined: 
My views about 
these questions are 
respected by the 
broader Aboriginal-
non-Aboriginal 
community where I 
live 
 

Physical 

1.65 1.74 1.44 2 (100%) 

 Social 1.61 1.73 1.41 (71%) 1.73 
 Financial 1.64 1.72 1.53 1.55 
 Natural 1.71 1.81  1.56 1.55 
 Human 1.67 1.77 1.51 1.64 
 Cultural 1.7 1.76 1.61 1.73 

 
NBAN’s interpretation 

In St George, where there are more white people in relationship to Aboriginal populations, non-
Aboriginal people do not understand the importance of water to Traditional Owners. Whereas in 
Brewarrina there is a greater percentage of Aboriginal populations, and therefore greater 
understanding of these matters in non-Aboriginal populations. 

With a couple of exceptions, the weighted averages for the responses to these questions were 
lower than those for other questions in Part C. The range was 71-100% – a range of nearly 30%.  
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Notably, in Dirranbandi there is respect for Traditional Owners’ views about having access to 
their waterways as part of their everyday physical infrastructure (100%). Brewarrina’s Traditional 
Owners enjoyed less cultural safety regarding their interests in accessing their waterways and 
participation in Aboriginal organisational life.  St George offered less cultural safety with regard to 
respondents’ lives in Aboriginal organisations and Dirranbandi offered less cultural safety with 
regard to the importance of environmental water to customary economies and water dependent 
livelihoods, and healthy Country. NBAN’s comments regarding population ratios of Aboriginal to 
non-Aboriginal populations are supported by the population statistics and point to the 
experiences of marginalised and raciliased populations in these rural centres. 

The results point to risk and opportunity management with regard to Aboriginal aims and 
objectives associated with environmental watering and its impact on sociocultural and 
socioeconomic outcomes.  

In Brewarrina, the findings suggest that investing in rehabilitating the natural environment would 
have greatest cultural safety and put local populations at least risk of local prejudice.  

All of St George’s scores for cultural safety were comparatively low - the least dangerous being 
that of Cultural Capital (participating in ceremony, cultural teaching and speaking local language). 
This indicates that in St George respondents felt that there is some acceptance of Aboriginal 
populations for their traditional cultural lives, but less so with regard to Aboriginal leadership and 
their organisations.  

Summary of results regarding the importance of environmental watering to 
Aboriginal Capital Assets in three communities in the north of the basin 

It will allow for my grandchildren and their children and my children to be able to 
connect back to their Country and being able to participate in cultural practices. 
(Survey respondent’s response to open-ended Q 52) 

The data shows that environmental watering is highly valued by Traditional Owners for the 
importance that it has in Aboriginal sociocultural life. In this survey it is measured by respondents 
reflecting on the value of environmental watering taking place on a valued and frequented 
waterway against specific Aboriginal sociocultural indicators relating to six Aboriginal Capital 
Assets (drawn from Sayer et al.’s Capital Assets Framework 2007). 

The aggregated weighted averages show a limited range of judgements (88-96% which is only a 
7.5% range).24 Closer scrutiny and comparison between all three surveyed communities reveals 
sharper differences (71-99% which is a 28.6% range).25 These differences, in conjunction with 
further discussion and research, could be significant in realising the effectiveness of 
environmental watering to Capital Assets in different communities or waterways. This is relevant 
to environmental and community outcomes generally for Aboriginal peoples. 

As advised by Sayer et al. (2007), the following radar diagrams show averages of the weighted 
averages for each of the Assets in each location. A way of understanding the radar diagrams is 

                                                
24 Data source: Q’s 27, 31, 35, 39 and 43. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results.  
25 Data source: Q’s 27, 31, 35, 39 and 43. Survey Monkey data repots: Brewarrina, St George and 
Dirranbandi.  
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to see the blue shape in the centre of the point range as each community’s distinctive way of 
valuing environmental watering. Comparing radar diagrams between the three communities 
shows different shapes, showing the diversity of roles environmental water plays at local levels 
which are hidden when the results are aggregated. Each diagram is followed by a summary. 

Brewarrina 

 

Figure 9: Brewarrina snapshot 

Brewarrina values environmental water for Natural and Human Capitals most highly.  

The survey generated 29% representation.26 Respondents judged that ‘it is mostly true’ that this 
represents collective or cultural knowledge at 95% across all Assets,27 and that ‘it is mostly true’ 
that the broader community respects respondents’ cultural knowledge at 85%.28  

                                                
26 Data source: Table 3 this report.  
27 Data source: Averaged totals Q’s 24,28,32,36,40 and 44, Survey Monkey data report: Brewarrina. 
28 Data source: Averaged totals Q’s 25,29,33,37,41,and 45, Survey Monkey data report: Brewarrina. 
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St George 

 

Figure 10: St George snapshot 

St George’s radar diagram is markedly different to Brewarrina’s. St George respondents value 
environmental water for Financial and Natural Capitals (customary and water-dependent 
livelihoods, and biodiversity and its meaning to healthy Country) most highly.  

The survey generated 21% representation of the local Aboriginal population.29 Respondents 
judged that ‘it is mostly true’ that this represents cultural knowledge at 95% across all Assets,30 
and that ‘it is mostly true’ that the broader community respects respondents’ cultural knowledge 
at 71%.31 

                                                
29 Data source: Table 3 this report. 
30 Data source: Averaged totals Q’s 24,28,32,36,40 and 44, Survey Monkey data report: St George. 
31 Data source: Averaged totals Q’s 25,29,33,37,41,and 45, Survey Monkey data report: St George. 



Our water, our life: An Aboriginal study in the northern basin  

Page 57 
 

Dirranbandi 

 

Figure 11: Dirranbandi snapshot 

Dirranbandi’s radar diagram is different again. Respondents value environmental water for 
Natural and Financial Capitals most highly. The survey generated 16% representation.32 
Respondents judged that ‘it is mostly true’ that this represents cultural knowledge at 90% across 
all Assets,33 and that ‘it is mostly true’ that the broader community respects respondents’ cultural 
knowledge at (85%).34 Please note that the number of respondents was 11, which is too small a 
cohort for accurate statistical representation.  

While the aggregated results show a very limited range of differences in the weighted averages, 
when analysed in each community the range is quite marked − from 71% (the value of 
environmental watering to Social Capital in Dirranbandi) to 99% (the value of environmental 
watering to Natural Capital in Brewarrina).  

Discussion: Some implications for Traditional Owners’ interests in water 
resource planning 

If water is returned to Country all the terrible social problems our people suffer will 
improve. (Survey respondent’s response to open-ended Q 50) 

                                                
32 Data source: Table 3 this report. 
33 Data source: Averaged totals Q’s 24,28,32,36,40 and 44, Survey Monkey data report: Dirranbandi. 
34 Data source: Averaged totals Q’s 25,29,33,37,41,and 45, Survey Monkey data report: Dirranbandi. 
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NBAN’s Board interpreted the results in reference to their own experiences of watering events, 
Nation delegates’ interests and the role of NBAN. The dominance of the Aboriginal population in 
relationship to non-Aboriginal demographics in Brewarrina was understood by NBAN to be the 
reason why environmental water had highest value to Traditional Owners in that community. The 
lack of association between environmental water and people’s lives in their Aboriginal 
organisations was the reason for the lower scoring in the Social Capital indicator across all 
Assets in all communities. These findings indicate that environmental watering will have 
strongest impacts on Aboriginal Capital Assets in communities where Aboriginal populations are 
least marginalised and as a consequence enjoy stronger cultural recognition and safety.  

Without a strong relationship between environmental water and participation in water 
management, the leadership potential within communities is unlikely to meet the demands of 
locally led socioeconomic development in the current situation. The findings suggest that 
Brewarrina has a high level of sociocultural readiness for such a strategic development to take 
place in the near future. In the short term, the results suggest that environmental watering will 
have less value for this outcome in Dirranbandi, and a medium level impact in St George. 
However, as stated, such interpretations need to be tested with on-ground dialogue with local 
communities. 

Strategically, this finding suggests that developmental strategies that are not related to 
environmental watering may have better results in Dirranbandi, and may also be required to 
strengthen Cultural Capitals in St George for environmental watering to be effectively used as a 
precursor to culturally strong socioeconomic development.  While watering cannot be put to 
specific Capital Assets, its impacts can be monitored in accordance with the Basin Plan (Chapter 
10, Part 14). The Plan focusses impacts of watering with regard to Traditional Owners’ social, 
cultural and spiritual objectives and outcomes. The survey informs what kinds of objectives and 
outcomes a Nation may wish to identify and monitor. The respondents made many statements 
about the relationships between environmental watering and the Capital Assets. The following 
two, for example, see connections with Human Capital (health and wellbeing) and Cultural 
Capital (contributing to culture) respectively: 

… as a pastor I've seen mental health, suicide, cancer with our people. This is a 
direct result of the state of the water/river. I'm talking about, if you want to bridge the 
gap you must listen to us. (Survey respondent’s responses to open-ended Q 52) 

Our fish and birds might come back. Families teaching place comes back (river). 
Respect for our Fish Traps. (Survey respondent’s responses to open-ended Q 52) 

As noted, the actual cause and effect relationships that respondents see between environmental 
watering and the Capital Assets needs further research, as does the reason for the differences 
between each community’s results.   

The survey results, in combination with local discussion and decision-making, can contribute to 
developing program logics for environmental watering that benefits Aboriginal uses and values of 
water. While the differences between the ratings for the Assets are relatively slight, if local 
discussion saw them as important they could be of value to the success of water resource plans. 
If unimportant then the cause and effect relationships are interchangeable, resulting in a more 
complex, systemic approach to monitoring. However, and as an example, a program logic in 
Brewarrina that makes use of the highest ratings of the Capital Assets, could be as follows: 
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Figure 12: A program logic for environmental watering that delivers culturally strong socioeconomic 
development in Brewarrina 

This understanding about the interconnection between environmental watering and 
socioeconomic value is backed up by survey respondents’ own views:  

I believe it [environmental watering] is essential to Brewarrina as a healing process.  
(Survey respondent’s response to open-ended Q 52) 

In St George, the results suggest that environmental watering will have best effect after other 
developmental activities have taken place to strengthen cultural safety about Aboriginal 
leadership in water management and governance in particular. More water for the Balonne with 
the specific intentions of increasing the availability and use of bush tucker and water-dependent 
incomes to create a healthier Country may need to be given time for local community members 
within Aboriginal networks and with non-Aboriginal interests to understand how important these 
matters are. In St George, an environmental watering program logic could be as follows: 

 

Figure 13: A program logic for environmental watering that delivers culturally strong socioeconomic 
development in St George 

Dirranbandi’s results suggest another approach, also indicating that non-water related 
development of the community’s Capital Assets may be needed for environmental watering to be 
worthwhile to Aboriginal socioeconomic development. The primary outcome for Dirranbandi is 
focused on rehabilitating the natural environment (Country) with a view to increasing participation 
in customary incomes and benefitting health and wellbeing. The program logic could be as 
follows: 
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Figure 14: A program logic for environmental watering that delivers culturally strong socioeconomic 
development in Dirranbandi 

While these suggestions are only starting points for ongoing deliberations regarding Aboriginal 
interests in water planning and monitoring, they show how the survey enables local approaches 
to environmental watering for locally distinctive realisation of Aboriginal objectives and outcomes. 
This is consistent with Sayer et al.’s (2007) thesis regarding the development of a community’s 
Assets as a means for generating self-determined and sustainable local economies where 
environmental benefits are related to socioeconomic interests:   

If water returning to Country could make our environment healthier, greener and 
purposeful then future generations will prosper: e.g.: healthy, happy, homes for all. 
(Survey respondent’s response to open-ended Q 52) 

It is important to bear in mind that even though there were relatively significant differences in 
judgements between the three communities, overall there was strong agreement in the value of 
environmental watering to all the Capital Assets. Other populations with lower Traditional 
Ownership or greater differences in the ratio of Aboriginal to non-Aboriginal populations may 
produce different patterns in the data.   
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Section 3: The development of a new kind of survey tool  
This section of the report describes the development of a new research tool to conduct 
socioeconomic surveys of Aboriginal populations in the basin. It is drawn from the research 
project’s literature review and includes the feedback about the survey that was received 
throughout the project. It is a detailed analysis because the research tool is a departure from 
conventional approaches to surveying, and thus cannot rely on conventional wisdom to prove its 
validity.  

Socioeconomic studies: the literature review 
There is an emerging global recognition of the inadequacies of conventional socioeconomic and 
demographic data in being able to reflect the relative wellbeing of Indigenous peoples (Prout 
2012, p 317). Because of their particular relationships to land, culturally distinctive belief systems 
and the ongoing impacts of colonisation, Indigenous populations worldwide have distinctive 
exposures to research and different needs of the outcomes of such activities to non-indigenous 
populations, whose economies and cultures are founded on colonisation. In reference to 
socioeconomic research and development, Dockery (2011) shows that the pathway to Australian 
Aboriginal economic development that is culturally strong and safe is through engagement with 
cultural life: 

The broad picture confirms the previous finding that Indigenous peoples’ stronger 
attachment to, or engagement with, their traditional culture is associated with more 
favourable socioeconomic outcomes. (Dockery 2011, p 10) 

Dockery’s argument is that socioeconomic development should not happen to suit western 
political interests at any cost to Aboriginal peoples. His analyses of data from both the 2002 and 
2008 deliveries of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey, clearly show 
causal relationships between participation in cultural life and individual wellbeing, which in turn 
and within certain conditions, contribute to success in education and employment that 
strengthens culture (Dockery 2009, 2011). 

The view that conventional (or the usual western) approaches to socioeconomic surveying do not 
serve Indigenous populations globally is validated in current international and Australian thinking 
(Dockery 2011, Gray 2011, Prout 2012). ‘Conventional surveying’ in the authors’ terms includes 
Australian Census data and surveys originating from administrative institutions such as National 
Health Surveys and the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (Gray 2011, 
p 309). 

The problems with conventional approaches to socioeconomic surveys with 
Australian Aboriginal populations 
The following problems are areas of concern in the literature: 

• the tendency for socioeconomic surveys to be too broad in scope fails to deliver 
information that is precise or relevant to the specifics of very different local Aboriginal 
realities. For example, national scale surveys do not adequately capture the realities of 
local community situations for their results to have any meaningful impacts (Gray 2011) 
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• failing to include Aboriginal participants in the design, implementation and use of results 
diminishes relevance and ownership of results (Docker, 2011; Gray 2011; Izurieta, 
Sithole, Stacey, Hunter-Xenie, Campell, Donohoe, Brown & Wilson 2011; Prout 2012; 
Osborne, Baum & Brown 2013) 

• failing to enable Aboriginal peoples’ own subjective assessment of their circumstances 
and relationships within surveys limits reporting of people’s socioeconomic conditions to 
non-indigenous interpretations of their circumstances (Dockery 2011) 

• there is also a difficulty of some self-assessments producing high assessments of quality 
of life conditions, which when compared with non-indigenous populations would rate 
much lower (Gray 2011) 

• western socioeconomic measures of wellbeing, which make assumptions that economic 
wealth correlates with the notion of wellbeing, do not necessarily align with all Aboriginal 
perspectives on wellbeing (Prout 2012) 

• the difficulty for longitudinal surveys to actually measure change in Aboriginal 
communities due to: 

a. changes in data-gathering practices in institutions 
b. population movements 
c. changes in demographic characteristics of Aboriginal populations 
d. the difficulties of identifying causality in complex, inter-related and dynamic social 

issues (Gray 2011) 
• asymmetry between the amount of surveying of Aboriginal socioeconomic inequity taking 

place and the ability of governments to produce improved socioeconomic conditions with 
Aboriginal populations (Prout 2012). 

Gray (2011) proposes that social surveys for Aboriginal people in Australia should monitor 
progress with closing the gaps in outcomes rather than continually describing characteristics or 
states of conditions in comparisons between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations. 
Surveying should provide information to enable the culturally distinctive lives Aboriginal 
Australians wish to lead, and empower their communities to improve their own lives their ways (p  
317). 

Prout (2012) echoes Gray and makes the point that socioeconomic surveys should enable 
Aboriginal populations not to react to government process but to actively shape it, holding 
government accountable for its actions, strengthening partnerships in and with government 
(p.322). Prout finds that the assumptions underpinning concepts of wellbeing fail to recognise the 
resilience factors associated with Aboriginal ways of life (Alderete 2004 cited in Prout 2012). The 
census data presumes western nuclear family aspirations regarding housing arrangements, for 
example, which for many Aboriginal populations do not apply (Morphy 2007, cited in Prout 2012). 
Conventional economic indicators assume that wealth accumulation and participation in western 
workforces is a positive objective, failing to recognise that participation in mining, for example, 
can contradict cultural obligations to Country for some. The values of subsistence and cultural 
economies, and the reality for many Aboriginal people that income is at best sporadic and 
derived from multiple sources including cash loans, gambling and sales of cultural products is 
largely missed (Taylor 2004 cited in Prout 2012). 

This is not to say that western notions of housing and employment are unimportant to people 
identifying with Aboriginal cultures − it is to say that socioeconomic surveys that fail to recognise 
the broader diversity of preferences related to cultural values or the ways cultural values are 
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being expressed by a particular people in a particular place do not accurately reflect Aboriginal 
ways of living, nor adequately serve non-assimilationist approaches to improving Aboriginal 
qualities of life (Dockery, 2011). 

Taking all this on board in attempting to design a different approach to surveying, the literature 
also asserts that the indicators for wellbeing that may be acceptable to Aboriginal populations are 
sometimes difficult to measure statistically − they may be more associated with webs of inter-
dependent relationships than singular variables (Panelli & Tipa 2009). 

Additionally, measures may involve contradictions that are unique to Aboriginal peoples’ 
experiences of living with colonial legacies. For example, strengthening participation in culture 
may be good for mental health at one level, but in some situations may increase a person’s 
exposure to racism which is known to have significantly negative impacts on mental health (Gray 
2011; Priest, Paradies, Stewart & Luke 2011; Durey & Thompson 2012; AIHW, 2015). 

Solutions that improve approaches to socioeconomic surveys with Aboriginal 
populations 
The literature makes useful suggestions about how to rectify these difficulties when designing 
and using surveys with Aboriginal populations: 

• Gray (2011) affirms the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey’s use 
of:  

a. the inclusion of experiences of discrimination 
b. broadening measures of wellbeing to include mental health and subjective 

wellbeing 
c. questioning assumptions often embedded in surveys such as whether maintaining 

cultural beliefs and practices can act as a barrier to achieving health and wellbeing 
in some instances 

d. including children’s experiences of indicators, with adult supervision, as children 
are often at the forefront of socially marginalised living conditions − their current 
circumstances can be important forecasts of potential trends. 

• Dockery (2011) proposes that surveys should see Aboriginal cultural attachment as part 
of the solution to Aboriginal disadvantage, working with:  

a. the multi-dimensionality of culture such as local language and participation in 
ceremony rather than simplistic notions of ‘Aboriginal culture’ 

b. guarding against ‘reverse causality’ (p 282) where, for example, greater 
participation in mainstream life may afford greater participation in culture 

c. understanding the relationship between attachment to culture and resilient self-
esteem as a means of preventing suicide (Chandler, Lalonde, Sokol, & Hallett 
2003, in reference to Canadian youth, cited in Dockery 2011). 

• In reference to designing indicators for managing Indigenous Protected Areas, Aboriginal 
and non-indigenous scholars Izurieta et al. (2011) recommend never losing sight of 
outcomes, or of monitoring governance arrangements. Where relevant, surveys can 
combine global criteria and measures with an ‘Assets’ Framework (Sayer et al. 2007). 
The Assets Framework is made up of five elements: Natural Capital (biodiversity, 
ecosystems), Human Capital (health, education, and skills), Social Capital (institutional 
arrangements), Physical Capital (infrastructure and built assets) and Financial Capital 
(money and funds) (Izurieta et al. 2011, p 8). This Framework was developed for African 
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rural communities, is used with non-Aboriginal Australian populations globally and needed 
to be adapted to fit Australian Aboriginal experiences if it was deemed useful. 

• Osborne et al. (2013) recommend that health and wellbeing outcomes must always keep 
sight of the relative degrees of cultural competency being exercised by governing bodies, 
by their participating for example in ongoing questioning of assumptions in how they do 
what they do (reflexivity) with regard to cultural safety. They also recommend Aboriginal 
ownership and community support of initiatives, and include the continuous address over 
time of the impacts of intergenerational traumas, racism, poverty and homelessness. 
They refer to the social determinants of health that underpin either disease risk or 
wellbeing that are now used globally in understanding health and wellbeing as a function 
of society, rather than a purely biomedical problem (e.g. Williams 2003). Aboriginal social 
determinants of health are distinct from those used for western health, and need to be 
localised to some extent (Osborne et al, 2013) 

• Aboriginal psychologists Dudgeon and Walker (2015) propose a framework for 
determinants that measure health and wellbeing with the impacts of colonisation in full 
view, not only with regard to Aboriginal experience but also in regard to the assumptions 
underpinning the disciplinary field that is producing the survey (in this case psychology − 
in the case of the MDBA’s work, water management). They identify Aboriginal social and 
historical determinants of health as: connection to spirit, spirituality and ancestors; 
connection to body; connection to mind and emotions; connection to family and kinship; 
connection to community; connection to culture; and connection to Country (p 279). 

Dudgeon and Walker’s construction of health determinants is in marked contrast to the Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare’s (2015) proposed determinants of Aboriginal health which focus 
on health, social risks, and mainstream constructs of health and wellbeing (substance abuse, 
exposure to racism, and participation in mainstream education). The differences between 
Dudgeon and Walker’s and the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare frameworks are an 
indication of the difficulties identified in the literature about western and Aboriginal cultural 
assumptions informing the design of indicators and survey tools. 

Recognising Aboriginal worldviews in socioeconomic surveying: collective 
knowledge in local places 

Life is understood in holistic terms with the health and wellbeing of individuals and 
communities linked to their ‘control over their physical environment, of dignity, of 
community self-esteem, and of justice’ (National Aboriginal Health Strategy Working 
Party, 1989, p. ix.). (Dudgeon and Walker 2015, p 278) 

A methodological challenge that western approaches to research through surveys often face is 
that data is about individual points of view, collected from individual respondents. The 
assumption is that individual people have their own point of view, and that the researchers 
control the synthesis of multiple points of views into generalised findings. Culturally, the problem 
for Aboriginal people with this approach is (at least) twofold: 

a. while individual people hold knowledge about Country, such knowledge is a community 
owned asset in those Aboriginal communities that are connected to their cultures. Survey 
data of this nature does not adequately reflect collectively held knowledge or collectively 
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experienced issues such as the impacts of the Stolen Generation or the witnessing of the 
deterioration of Country 

b. maintaining the power of interpretation of results in the hands of professional and mostly 
non-indigenous researchers, removes localised ownership of findings from Aboriginal 
people, and also enables the processes of synthesising results to be inscrutable to 
Aboriginal peoples. They have to be taken on trust or not taken at all. 

Another relevant matter regarding individualisation of knowledge in research methodology is 
closely related to the research focus of the survey − environmental flows and how surveys 
account for their impacts on Aboriginal people’s wellbeing. In their discussion about approaches 
to customary economies and landscape at an international Indigenous level of comparative 
analysis, Panelli and Tipa note: 

Cattell et al. (2008) and Panelli and Tipa (2007) each highlight the diversity of 
definitions of well‐being relevant for both individuals and collective groups. Taken 
most broadly (after WHO, 1948), Cattell et al. emphasize well-being as a multi-
dimensional manifestation of positive health which can take physical, mental and 
social forms (Pannelli & Tipa, 2009, p 457). 

The dimensions of collective knowing are specific recognitions of cultural knowledge in the 
literature and include: collective efficacy, values, livelihoods, wellbeing, cultural identity and 
status (Panelli & Tipa 2007); collective rights, responsibilities and ownership (Williams, Wearne, 
Wearne & Morrison 2007); collective trauma, spirit and activities (King, Smith & Gracey 2009); 
collective burden (Redding & Wein 2009); collective experience and memory (Durey & 
Thompson 2012); collective effort (Osborne et al. 2013); collective understanding (King & Furgal 
2014); collective responsibility (MacDonald, Ford, Willox & Ross 2013); and collective esteem 
(Trzepacz, Guerin, & Thomas 2014). Collective knowledge about environmental water is 
arguably another aspect of such collective knowing.  

However, it must also be carefully understood that the particular extent and characteristic of 
collective knowledge in Aboriginal communities is under-researched and likely to be distinctive to 
local conditions as is the case with any other socioecological factors. Knowledge that benefits 
Aboriginal peoples cannot be generalised — that is, aggregated and applied across diversities of 
people and ecologies as if there were no differences between them: 

Practicing and mobilising Indigenous knowledge for various purposes is a matter of 
people being in place where ways of knowing and being in the world are continually 
performed through the relationship between people and their custodial estates or 
Country (Ayre & Mackenzie 2013, p 754) 

According to the authors, water planning must recognise specific localities of place, collective 
ownership of Country and their interconnections with the indicators for wellbeing. Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal knowledge systems need to work together without privileging one kind over the 
other (Ayre & Mackenzie 2013, p 764). A survey inquiring into the impacts of the water 
management under the Basin Plan that produces knowledge relevant to Aboriginal leadership in 
the basin, as well as being culturally safe for non-Aboriginal decision-makers to use, needs to 
attend to these matters respectfully and competently. 
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Aboriginal perspectives on non-Aboriginal approaches to managing water in the 
basin 
Consistent with the thinking about a more localised approach to survey design and with the 
support of NBAN, the project team made use of the MDBA’s Aboriginal Submissions Database to 
explore Aboriginal perspectives about western approaches to managing water in the Murray–
Darling Basin. The Aboriginal Submissions Database holds 481 open-ended individual and 
corporate statements about the value of waterways in the basin to Aboriginal peoples.   

Seventy-two per cent of those submissions discuss the problems of non-Aboriginal interventions 
into the basin’s natural systems and their environmental, social, spiritual, cultural and economic 
consequences. Participants discuss water trading, water infrastructure, tourism and recreation, 
the Basin Plan, national parks, mining, land clearing, mining, irrigation, environmentalism, 
colonisation, buybacks, and agriculture — principally cotton. For some, the Plan’s intention of 
retaining or returning water to the environment provokes a hope to restore natural flows; for 
others the regulated rivers will never see their natural flows again, but a better balance to serve 
biodiversity, culture, water quality and social amenities in particular, is hoped for.  

Aboriginal perspectives on socioeconomics in the basin 
Much of the literature about Aboriginal socioeconomic surveying and indicators draws on national 
surveys or research that has taken place in the more remote and northern regions of Australia 
(Dockery 2009, 2011) . While this information is useful for rethinking how socioeconomic surveys 
can meet Aboriginal peoples’ interests, a survey for the basin’s Aboriginal peoples’ needs to be 
additionally refined with basin peoples’ own perspectives on socioeconomics, flows and 
indicators: 

First Nations must own and manage a percentage of water as cultural flows across all 
Local Action Plans in every Local Government Area in the Murray–Darling Basin. This 
will bring additional water and socioeconomic benefits to the local communities 
adding to the notion of practical reconciliation.  
 
Baraparapa, Dhudhuroa and Dja Dja Wurrung Sovereign Nation Submissions to the 
Murray–Darling Basin Draft Plan, 2012 
 
The Djupgalk People are concerned about the socioeconomic and environmental 
effects of climate change…  
 
Djupagalk Submission to the Murray–Darling Basin Draft Plan, 2012 

When discussing socioeconomics in the context of the value of water, Aboriginal submissions 
focussed on three factors: 

• a viable balance between environmental and socioeconomic needs in the context of 
climate change, which current management regimes are not seen to be delivering to the 
expense of both the environment and Aboriginal populations throughout the basin 

• the possibility that returning water to the environment will bring cultural strengths (such as 
rehabilitating totemic species), which in turn will drive socioeconomic developments for 
Aboriginal peoples − the example of farming river red gums is frequently referred to 
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• the possibility that a fairer share of owning and benefitting from water business will also 
increase respect for Aboriginal people and strengthen their voices in how the basin is 
managed. 

An aspect of the Aboriginal Submissions Database specifically discusses socioeconomic 
circumstances as described in submissions. There are 465 submissions (97% of all submissions) 
in this section of the collection. Resulting from internal MDBA conversations regarding 
methodological approaches to the survey, it was agreed that a Capital Assets Framework (Sayer 
et al. 2007) would be a strategically useful approach to the survey design. This framework is 
respected and established in socioeconomic research as a trusted mechanism, and would 
enable a communicative and methodologically strong cultural bridge between Aboriginal 
socioeconomic life and basin-wide monitoring and decision-making.  

When compiling the data in the Aboriginal Submissions Database, the Capital Assets Framework 
was used to organise socioeconomic information, however, it soon became evident that this 
framework needed to be adapted to fit the basin peoples’ descriptions. The Aboriginal 
Submissions Database coding tells the story: Sayer et al.’s determinants of Social and Natural 
Capital hold 142 and 145 sources respectively, whereas Physical Capital only holds 10, Financial 
18, and Human Capital 48 sources. It was also very clear that the one Capital Asset that 
Aboriginal peoples continually stress as being their primary determinant of health and wellbeing, 
that of ‘Cultural Capital’ (91%), was absent from Sayer et al.’s Framework (while now used 
globally in socioeconomic development it was originally designed for African community 
development). Consistent with the literature review’s findings, Sayer et al.’s Capital Assets 
Framework, while useful for monitoring the core socioeconomic elements of communities in the 
context of their capacity for socioeconomic development, was not able to comprehensively reflect 
the specific realities of Australian Aboriginal populations in the Murray–Darling Basin, without 
modification.  

 

Participation in ceremony on Ngemba Country: the Ringbalin tour, 2010. 
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The rationale behind the approach to identifying indicators 
With the benefits of the review in full view, the survey that was developed served two purposes: 

• to check the survey design and choice of water dependent and culturally sensitive 
indicators to not only avoid further harm, but to contribute to Aboriginal decision-makers’ 
capacity to have their value recognised and their voices heard in water resource planning 
in the basin (MDBA 2015a) 

• to invite participant and independent feedback about the validity of the research tool in 
order to produce valid data about the effect of environmental watering on Aboriginal 
sociocultural life. 

An indicator is a measure that points to a complex social situation. For example, monitoring 
media stories can point to trends in social or political change. Indicators don’t tell the whole story, 
but if reliable they can inform decision-makers about the state of the complex system they are 
working with. When used in surveys indicators produce data to further inform strategic discussion 
and decision making.  

The survey carried out two functions: 

a. testing indicators and the survey format in consideration of the literature review35 
b. using the indicators to enable Aboriginal populations as well as mainstream policy makers 

to make judgements about environmental watering. 

The survey tool is divided into three sections following an introductory page: the first section (Part 
A) is for survey collectors’ and management use only; the second section (Part B) is focussed to 
waterways and demographic data (producing independent variables); and the third and final 
section (Part C) is focussed to test the indicators and use them to explore the participants’ 
judgements about the importance of environmental water to people’s sociocultural lives. There 
are 20 questions in total, some with sub-sections, and the survey takes about 40 minutes to 
answer. (In the computerised version of the survey results, the numbering changes from 20 
questions to a total of 52, as each sub-section is automatically given a separate number).  

The following table describes the types of questions. 

  

                                                
35 Sayer et al’s methodology involved extensive participatory engagement of the communities in the 
development of indicators for their use. Within the constraints of time and budget this extent of 
participatory engagement was not possible for this research, however use of the Aboriginal Submissions 
Database as a source of data to create the indicators twinned with participant feedback about their viability 
throughout the project is a reasonable compromise given this restraint.  
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Table 21: Question types within the survey tool 

Question 
types 

Numbers of 
questions 

 

Rationale 

Part A 0 To count survey numbers accurately; to manage attributes in 
the NVivo database; to monitor collector deliveries; to 
manage whole survey collections in reference to time, 
locations and postcodes. 

Part B 
Demographic 
information 

8 Confirming Aboriginality of respondents for validity; coding for 
gender, age, Nation, location and permanence of residence; 
and location and type of waterway where the respondent is 
evaluating the Plan’s impacts. There are two feedback 
questions about this section. 

Part C 
Indicator 
questions 

12 Confirming the importance of the waterway being discussed; 
confirming familiarity with the Plan’s purpose; individual and 
collective perspectives on 6 aspects of environmental 
watering impacts and feedback about the potential indicators; 
seeking review of the survey as a form of validation of output; 
and requesting any other information about impacts not 
covered by questions for ongoing survey and indicator 
development. 

The rationale for Part B of the survey: waterways and demographic data for 
population information and aggregating data 
Part A requires no further discussion as it simply manages the identification of each response. 
Part B of the survey is a conventional approach to identifying the population characteristics of the 
respondent. As well as monitoring populations in the basin, the details generated by this section 
of the survey can be used as attributes for coding purposes: 

• age increments used in the survey are consistent with Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare standards in 5-year increments. They include under 15 years of age in light of the 
value of including children’s experiences as predictors of trends. ABS statistics cluster 
post 65 years into one age group which this survey does not do. This is to track the life 
expectancy data in basin communities 

• requesting the postcode for the waterway that the person is commenting on both assists 
with situating the waterway in water resource planning regions, and also focuses the 
respondent’s mind to answering the questions in reference to their valuing and knowledge 
of a specific local waterway. This detail avoids the risk of aspirational or positioned 
information reducing the reliability of the responses 

• requesting information about population movement is the most intrusive question in the 
survey. The length of residency increments is consistent with the MDBA’s existing 
Aboriginal socioeconomic survey to maximise the utility of that earlier work. Length of 
uninterrupted residency in a postcode is an indication of the person’s knowledge about 
the waterway and their local community and overlooks personal information about a 
person’s movement between houses within a postcode 

• identifying the types of waterways the person is familiar with in the reach of the waterway 
being discussed, adds important geographic data about the waterway and the impacts of 
environment watering on different types of water bodies 
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• identifying the person’s Nation/s enables MLDRIN and NBAN to gather data about the 
impact of the Plan on their member Nations, and to gather more information about their 
member Nations for their own purposes. 

Other familiar socioeconomic information, such as income levels, health and/or disability status, 
educational status and housing status, is not requested. The focus of the survey is the impact of 
environmental watering on Aboriginal Sociocultural Capitals to help overcome the problem of 
western socioeconomic indicators failing to accurately reflect Aboriginal life in the basin. 

Deciding on indicators for the culturally adapted Capital Assets Framework  
Sayer et al.’s (2007) thesis on indicators is that while there is a vast literature and many different 
approaches to using indicators to measure a current state or monitor change in environmental 
management strategies, few indicator frameworks measure the outcomes of such strategies at 
landscape scales. Most fail to capture the richness and complexity of multiple causal 
relationships in the realities of local conditions. 

Both these concerns were also identified in the literature discussed earlier (e.g.: Dockery 2011; 
Izurieta et al. 2011). Using a culturally adapted and participant-endorsed version of the Assets 
Framework could make participant judgements meaningful to their lives and accurate to local 
conditions, which would make the indicators responsive to and also informing of other 
socioeconomic survey information. 

Sayer et al.’s Capital Assets Framework provides measures for outcomes from both livelihood 
and environmental perspectives so that environmental investment can benefit populations 
socially. They recommend the use of Likert Scales as a means of eliciting respondent’s 
judgements and local knowledge about local conditions, and they recommend that the indicators 
should not require specialist knowledge to be answered or made use of. In the case of this 
survey, given it is explicitly about Aboriginal perspectives on the effect of environmental watering 
on their socioeconomic lives, there is a degree of specialist knowledge involved − that which is 
specific to Aboriginal cultures and life experiences in local basin communities. More specifically 
with regard to NBAN’s interests, there is also expertise with regard to Traditional Owners’ 
obligations. Seeking participants’ judgements about the value of environmental watering, rather 
than asking for information about the impacts of water on their lives, respects participants’ 
privacy about such matters. The participatory engagement of respondents in self-determining 
current conditions and interpreting survey results as used in this project sits comfortably with 
preferences for research methodologies discussed in the literature (Dockery 2011, Gray 2011, 
Izurieta et al. 2011, Prout 2012, Osborne et al. 2013). 

To meet the basin’s conditions for Aboriginal populations, the Capital Assets Framework needs 
adaptation, a methodological intervention consistent with Sayer et al.’s thesis which strongly 
encourages participatory engagement with survey development to meet local conditions. For 
Aboriginal basin communities a modification of the notion of Capital Asset (or ‘Asset’) as 
discussed by Sayer et al. is essential in recognition of the fact that in the basin Aboriginal 
peoples own only 1% of the estate (Altman, Buchanan & Larsen 2007). This reality makes Sayer 
et al.’s assumption necessary for the framework − that populations own physical infrastructure, 
sources of income or natural Capitals − largely irrelevant. Ownership denotes opportunities for 
self-determination. An adapted Capital Assets Framework for the basin’s Aboriginal populations 
needed to recognise types of ‘Capital’ and forms ownership of such Capital so that the Asset is 
perceived as a societal asset that meaningfully contributes to peoples’ socioeconomic 
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development opportunities on their terms (e.g.: balance, cultural strength and respect as 
discussed in the Aboriginal Submissions Database).  

Natural resource management monitoring programs have been criticised as being too 
quantitative, with too many indicators, thus becoming unworkable (Mahanty et al. 
2007)… qualitative and participatory approaches to monitoring and evaluation are 
often the only means available for assessing the quality of partnerships and 
relationships between stakeholders, capacities to carry out management, and 
satisfaction with social and cultural outcomes (Guijit 2007, Mahanty et al. 2007, Sayer 
et al. 2007, Setty et al. 2008)… In the case of joint management, development of 
indicators by members of the community (Aboriginal Traditional Owners) and staff 
from the management agency make it less likely that the monitoring system will be 
left out of the decision making system (Garcia & Lescuyer 2008). 

Arguably, and drawing on the ASD collection, the Assets that Aboriginal populations in the basin 
own are:  

• culturally distinctive ways of life 
• a continuous relationship with Country including degrees of knowledge and memory of 

how the basin was before it was impacted by development, industry, regulation and 
climate change 

• cultural knowledge and intellectual property about a preferred way of using water-
dependent resources 

• which in turn creates a preferred future state of the basin’s condition distinctive to 
Aboriginal cultural intergenerational obligations.  

Additionally, the Nations’ position that they never ceded ownership of Country provides an 
underlying notion of ownership, distinctive from western concepts of property ownership, but 
nevertheless powerfully expressive of notions of Ancestral obligations and inherited strengths 
which are not excluded by Sayer et al.’s concepts of a ‘Capital Asset.’ It is essential to also 
recognise that Aboriginal concepts of ownership do not necessarily exclude western as they 
necessarily adapt to western economies while also maintaining cultural distinctiveness within the 
conditions of socioeconomic marginalisation. It is also acknowledged that this question of the 
cultural nature of ‘ownership’ of Assets in the basin needs further discussion by Aboriginal 
communities themselves. 

The following table outlines how indicators of benefit and impact of environmental watering can 
utilise the scientific validity of the Assets Framework36 while also meeting Aboriginal leaderships’ 
interests as documented in the ASD.  

  

                                                
36 The original assets framework is sourced by Sayer et al. to Carney et al (1999) and Scoones (1998). The 
modified version by Sayer et al is recorded as being modified by Bebbington (Sayer et al, 2007). 
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Table 22: The basin’s Aboriginal Capital Assets Framework (adapted by Goff from Sayer et al. 2007) 

Assets Sayer et al.’s (2007) 
Original inclusions 

Culturally adapted 
Assets 

 Water dependent and 
culturally sensitive indicators  

Natural Biodiversity, 
ecosystems 

Country Natural flows of clean water in 
Country supporting biodiversity 

Human Health, education, 
skills 

Wellbeing The condition of the waterways 
affects Aboriginal mental health 
and wellbeing 

Social Institutional 
arrangements 

Participation Meaningful participation in 
waterways governance benefits 
Aboriginal ecology and society 

Physical Infrastructure Everyday life Aboriginal access to healthy 
waterways 

Financial Money and funds Livelihoods Customary and other water 
dependent livelihood and 
income sources 

Cultural Unstated Contributions to 
culture 

Active contributions to culture, 
including participation in 
ceremony, cultural teaching and 
using local language 

 

A central aspect of the Plan’s purpose, consistent and thus reliable over time as a focus for 
measuring impacts, is that of returning (or keeping) water in the environment (environmental 
flows).  

A way of tracking the impacts of the Plan on Aboriginal life in the basin is for the indicators to be 
aspects of the adapted Assets that respond to water being available for non-consumptive use in 
Aboriginal communities. The uses need to be in reference to identified waterways to keep the 
information culturally and ecologically specific. The logic for measuring impact is as follows: 
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Figure 15: A logic for measuring the impact of environmental watering on Aboriginal determinants of culturally 
strong socioeconomic development 

The rationale for Part C of the survey: the indicator questions 
Part C is made up of nine sets of questions, six of which test the indicators for the Plan’s impacts 
on the person’s chosen waterway before using them to assess the value of environmental water 
to the six Aboriginal assets.  

Each question set is comprised of four sub-questions: 

• A first question makes a statement in terms of the respondent’s firsthand experience of 
one of the potential indicators at the identified waterway and seeks their judgement 
regarding its truthfulness to them. This question tests the indicator’s validity and focuses 
the respondent’s mind to their life experience of the indicator. 

• A second question contextualises the potential indicator using a Likert Scale to state the 
respondent’s degree of agreement or disagreement with the indicator in reference to the 
six Assets. This question explores the impact of environmental water on the Assets as a 
reading of the state of balance between cultural, environmental and socioeconomic 
viability. The weaker the agreement the weaker the connection to culture, and thus the 
weaker possibility of strengthening Aboriginal socioeconomic conditions through the 
Plan’s implementation without rehabilitative interventions. A Likert Scale response is 
consistent with respecting the respondent’s participation, and makes the output of the 
final survey potentially consistent with other MDBA and socioeconomic surveys using 
Sayer et al.’s framework or Likert Scales. 

• A third question seeks the respondent’s view regarding collective or shared valuing of the 
potential indicator by their family or mob. This question has several functions: it tests 
cultural strength by measuring collective (Aboriginal) knowledge within the respondent’s 
immediate social networks; it measures a broader impact range from the Plan across 
generations; it acts as an internal validity check for any aggregation of data that is done 
by external researchers; and identifies potential support or otherwise for the Plan’s 
impacts within the different demographic categories identified in Part B. 
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• A fourth question asks the respondent to test their perspective against the wider local 
community, including non-Aboriginal populations. This question tests respect of the 
respondent’s judgements in the context of cultural differences and is a measure of cultural 
safety. It broadens the Plan’s impact range into larger population groups, points to racial 
discrimination or the lack of it in specific locations, as well as the extent to which a 
broader community supports the Plan’s impacts as seen through Aboriginal eyes. 

The first two sets of questions in Part C are separate to the six Assets questions that follow. They 
establish the survey’s pattern of questioning to build the respondents’ confidence in answering 
the questions in this section of the survey. They also ask important but relatively simple 
questions: 

• the importance of the waterway they are thinking about, which brings the waterway into 
view when answering the other questions 

• their agreement with the Plan’s basic concept of retaining or returning water to the 
environment, which checks their value position across the survey as well as ethically 
informing the respondent of the overall intention of the survey. 

The last question in this section is a concluding assessment about how important all the basin’s 
waterways are to the future of the respondent. This question indicates the extent to which 
populations in the basin consider waterways beyond their community or Nation’s boundaries as 
central to their resilience; that a chronologically and spatially integrated view of the waterways is 
still central to Aboriginal perspectives about waterways. In other words, this question is an 
indicator of the ongoing strength of Aboriginal epistemology which is a key matter for the 
restoration and recognition of Aboriginal science and cultural obligations. 

Feedback about the nature of the survey 

The survey is a wonderful tool to give our people voices in how water is managed 
(Survey respondent’s response to open-ended Q 50) 

Three forms of feedback or critical review were built into the development of the survey tool: 

a. independent academic reviews of the literature review, the draft survey and the draft final 
report 

b. respondents’ feedback at the time of completing the survey about the survey tool, and 
contained within the survey results 

c. NBAN Board review prior to delivery and at the conclusion of the interpretive workshop 
held in Moree, 2016. 

Independent academic review 
Dr Brenda Dyack has ten years of experience in environmental watering within the Murray–
Darling Basin, including extensive work with both Australian and Canadian Indigenous 
populations’ interests in natural resource management, environment and cultural values. She has 
been an academic advisor to the MDBA and has substantial publications and conference 
presentations.  

Dr Dyack’s assessment of the research underpinning the survey design was that it is ‘well 
motivated and provides a cohesive basis for developing the survey.’ She agreed that the survey 
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could be run as designed with some minor changes which the project team addressed. Her key 
points included: 

• the importance of the survey to yield results that measure the three core sociocultural 
values associated with Aboriginal socioeconomic development related to water in the 
basin (balance between environmental and human health, cultural strength and respect 
for Aboriginal peoples) 

• that the survey was sensitive to the audience being surveyed  
• that the Sayer et al. Capital Assets Framework was an appropriate choice, and that its 

adaptation was useful though further analysis and discussion of metrics regarding the 
adaptation would be also be useful 

• a future survey may also consider the question of resilience, and the impacts on 
Aboriginal sociocultural life of changes to watering over time 

• that the survey could be an aspect of the MDBA’s monitoring and evaluation framework  
• the importance of survey collectors and their role in supporting respondents correctly to 

answer the survey. 

The second reviewer, Dr Janet Hunt has an educational background and currently works with the 
Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research at the Australian National University. Both Dr 
Hunt and Dr Dyack raised the question regarding adequate variation in the responses to create 
statistical variation in the results. This is an important question pointing to the validity of the whole 
tool. In conventional (positivist) socioeconomic surveying across demographically diverse 
communities, statistical variation proves that the survey engendered thoughtful responses, 
proves lack of bias and reflects diversity in the population. It is most relevant to surveys that use 
random sampling.  

This survey however was specifically for people identifying as ‘Aboriginal’ in small rural towns. It 
also offers the option to identify with a Nation. Every respondent identified as such, however this 
is not required by the survey. To this extent the population sample was biased in that it was not 
only specific to Aboriginal interests, but also Traditional Owners. In the context of the Northern 
Basin Review the judgement about environmental watering and its impacts on Country (including 
a Country’s people) as an insight into socioeconomic development, is arguably that of Traditional 
Owners. The results show that while further discussion is warranted, particularly about the 
relationships the respondents see between the water-dependent indicators and the Assets, these 
relationships are broadly acceptable to Traditional Owners. Their use in making judgements 
about the value of environmental watering is both culturally and technically valid. There is little to 
no internal division in the communities about the value of environmental watering, but as 
demonstrated in the section on findings, each community produced distinctive results also 
demonstrating the validity of the measures. Dr Dyack’s second review endorsed this perspective.  

At a theoretical level however − that of trusting the numbers − the question of validity persists. 
This question arises with the epistemological questions relating to research in cross-cultural 
settings. That is: how knowledge is produced, including its philosophical underpinnings; when it is 
required to respect non-western approaches to knowledge (such as inherited collective knowing); 
while also informing western administration in its support of Aboriginal communities who are 
addressing the ongoing impacts of colonisation.  

This matter is under-discussed in the literature regarding cross-cultural research. Gray (2011) 
touches on a different but related problem with regard to statistical research within Aboriginal 
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populations. He notes that Aboriginal self-assessment of health status is often reported as being 
higher than it actually is if clinical data is to be considered the reliable measure. One of his 
explanations is that the social norms against which people make such assessments in 
marginalised communities, provide a different reference point for what constitutes ‘good health’ in 
socioeconomically sound communities. That is, the context of the respondent shifts the reliability 
and viability of the measurement system. Western science has recognised this issue with the 
development of contextually specific forms of knowledge generation such as constructivism and 
critical sciences. In this survey the contextual information within a statistical sense, is preserved 
in the independent variables, and the critical perspective is preserved in the participants’ 
feedback about the survey tool including the indicators.  

Respondent feedback 
Within the body of the survey, respondents were invited to evaluate the actual survey format 
itself. This was an aspect of developing the survey tool, enabling participant critique of the tool as 
they used it in consideration of participatory principles as an aspect of validity. Four opportunities 
were invited:  

a. a review of Part B, seeking demographic and waterways information 
b. an appraisal of each of the six indicators being assessed for each of the six Capital 

Assets 
c. a review of Part C with regard to three pre-determined criteria for the success of the 

survey format 
d. an open-ended question for any other comments that respondents wanted to make about 

the survey.  

Respondents’ review of Part B 
Respondents were asked to comment specifically on Part B of the survey, because being 
focussed on waterways and demographic information, the nature of the questions risked being 
intrusive and limited to descriptions of Aboriginal lives, which as the literature review clearly 
identified, were part of the liabilities of conventional surveying. The independent variables are 
essential to the utility of the survey, but needed to be limited in their scope.  

Of the 197 respondents who gave feedback about Part B, 191 affirmed its nature.37 Comments 
included:  

• easy to answer 
• interesting 
• the explanation boxes were good 
• was culturally appropriate I believe 
• good 

  

                                                
37 Data source: Q. 13. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results.  
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The six critical comments were: 

• more information needed 
• the explanations in the boxes were pointless because the questions were easy to 

understand 
• the questions were closed 
• there should have been more questions (x3) 

Figure 16 shows the results: 

 

Figure 16: Analysis of respondents’ open-ended feedback about the survey (Part B) 

Respondents’ views of the indicators 
A key purpose of the project was to develop culturally informed indicators to measure the impacts 
of implementation of the Basin Plan on Aboriginal sociocultural life into the future.  

The questions about the indicators were specifically organised so that a ‘mostly untrue’ response 
met the respondent’s consideration before the ‘mostly true’ option. This was to jog the 
respondent’s thinking to avoid ‘survey logic collusion.’ To assist with the thinking behind the 
assessments the table shows the results of the participants’ feedback about the indicators and 
what an ‘untrue’ finding would mean with regard to the validity of the indicator.38   

                                                
38 Data source: Q’s 22,26,30,34,38 and 42. Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results.  
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Table 23: Respondents’ endorsement of the water dependent indicators (2=100%) 

Sociocultural 
Capital 

Indicator N=202 % of 
“mostly true” 
responses 

Meaning of a “mostly 
untrue” response 

Natural Capital Lots of healthy native fish, 
birds and medicine plants at 
my waterway and in the 
right season tells me 
Country is healthy 

1.98/2 = 99%  Environmental water will not 
make Country healthy as an 
aspect of Natural Capital 

Human Capital When my waterway’s flows 
are seasonally wrong I’m 
sad, when they are right I’m 
happy 

1.96/2 = 98%  Environmental water will not 
benefit mental health as an 
aspect of Human Capital 

Social Capital The basin’s waterways 
would benefit from my voice 
being heard in planning and 
management of the 
waterway I am thinking of 

1.86/2 = 93%  Environmental water will not 
benefit Aboriginal 
participation and 
organisational life as an 
aspect of Social Capital 

Physical 
Capital 

Returning water to the 
waterway I am thinking of 
has/could improve my 
access to my Country 

1.93/2=96.5%  Environmental water will not 
increase physical access to 
Country as an aspect of 
Physical Capital 

Financial 
Capital 

I fish/want to fish on the 
waterway I am thinking of 

1.92/2=96%  Environmental water will not 
have an effect on water 
dependent livelihoods as an 
aspect of Financial Capital 

Cultural 
Capital 

Returning water to the 
waterway I am thinking of 
has /would improve my 
ability to contribute to 
culture) (totemic obligation, 
ceremony, teaching culture 
including language, for 
example place names or 
animal names) 

1.94/2=97%  Environmental water will not 
benefit contributions to 
culture as an aspect of 
Cultural Capital 

 

Participants’ responses clearly show that the indicators regarding the value and potential impacts 
of environmental water on Aboriginal Capital Assets in the basin are considered to be ‘mostly 
true’ to participants’ responses. The validity of this result is given additional rigour with the 
constant reminder that the judgement has to be made in relationship to the waterway that 
respondents named and value.  

With regard to the nuances between the results, of interest is that the indicator regarding the 
impact of environmental watering on mental health and wellbeing received the lowest response 
and the impact of watering on Country the highest. The differences in ratings between them is 
minor, however, lead the project team to hold the view that the indicators are ‘mostly true’ to 
northern basin Aboriginal peoples’ experiences of environmental watering on their Assets. This 
finding is given further strength by the endorsements being given by 79% Traditional Owner 
representation as discussed in this report.  
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Brewarrina survey respondents working with the survey collectors. (Photo by Susan Goff). 

Respondents’ feedback on the overall survey  
Respondents were asked to rank their agreement with statements about three predetermined 
criteria for good practice surveying within Aboriginal communities in the basin. These were: 

• Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
• cultural fit and fit for purpose (i.e. advising water decision-makers and planners) 
• respectful design and delivery. 

The following figure shows the weighted averages in each case.39 

  

                                                
39 Data source: Q. 51. Survey Monkey data report, amalgamated results.  
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Table 24: Respondents’ evaluation of the survey with regard to best practice socioeconomic surveying of 
Aboriginal populations (5=100%) 

Questions SD D U A SA Total  WA 

1: I was informed about the 
reasons for the survey, for 
each question, understood 
the questions and exercised 
Free, Prior and Informed 
Consent in answering the 
survey. 

0 0 0 71 122 193 4.63/5 
(92.6%) 

2: This survey asks the right 
questions to inform 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
decision-makers (including 
water planners) about 
culturally distinctive 
Aboriginal views regarding 
the impacts of returning 
water to Country. 

0 4 1 70 118 193 4.56/5 
(91.2%) 

3: The way this survey asks 
the questions was respectful, 
safe and useful to me. 

0 0 2 68 120 190 4.6/5 
 (92.1%) 

4: Totals across all three 
criteria. 

 0 4 3 209 360 576 4.6/5  
(92%) 

 

Across all three criteria, four responses (0.67%) did not think the survey asked the right 
questions or were culturally appropriate, three (0.5%) were undecided, 35% agreed that the 
survey met the standards, and 60.4% strongly agreed that it met the standards. Overall and as a 
percentage expression of the weighted average of total responses, respondents rated the survey 
at 92.1% with regard to its meeting criteria for good practice.  

121 open-ended comments were made about the survey. Sixty-seven were affirming, 21 were 
critical and a further 33 made comments about other matters.40  

                                                
40 Data source: Q. 51 Survey Monkey data report: amalgamated results. SD = “Strongly Disagree”, D = 
“Disagree”, U = “Undecided”, A= “Agree”, SA = “Strongly Agree”, “WA” = weighted average. 
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Figure 17: Respondents’ other comments about the survey tool 

The affirming comments included in the open ended responses were of the following character: 

• it’s brilliant 
• keep doing what you are doing 
• exciting, new, simple 
• I think you have done a pretty good job. Could have elaborated a bit more on detailed 

cultural ways. 

The critical comments were as follows: 

• [the question] ‘My life in Aboriginal organisations’ should be replaced by ‘my life in 
Aboriginal communities’ as not every community has a 'lead' Aboriginal organisation that 
is a driver or maintains an interest in the environmental impacts of issues like this. Most 
Aboriginal organisations do not have the governance structure or skillset to shape and 
lead this practice 

• the questions needed to be worded in a culturally appropriate way and they got boring 
asking the same thing every time 

• the questions are sometimes confusing and needed further clarification 
• some of the questions are not relevant. More impacted relevance to the area/community 

no depth in the questions (x3) 
• I would like to be able to make comments (x 4) 
• The survey took too long (x 3). 

The suggestion about the Social Capital question is useful, but the question is not limited to 
Aboriginal organisations dealing with environmental matters. Social Capital relates to any 
institutional system embedded in a community and its efficacy with regard to social functions. 
While community life is important, Social Capital in Sayer et al.’s construct is focused to the 
availability of governance institutions (such as committees and organisations) to serve a 
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community. The feedback suggests that this question needs better explanation in the survey form 
which was also suggested by the academic reviews.  

The repeated format of the questions was intended to enable confidence and focus on the 
specific differences that each question asked. At first glance the sense of repetition is obvious, 
but with the assistance of trained survey collectors the attention to the differences between the 
Capital Assets and the indicators is significant. This feedback suggests that the training program 
needed to include greater discussion about the indicators, the differences that they represent and 
the skilled practices of survey collectors. 

The comments that the Capital Assets Framework does not reflect local conditions is important. It 
tests the choice of this framework as a research and monitoring device that can accurately 
capture sociocultural life in Aboriginal communities in the basin, and its viability as a metric for 
decision-making about watering for environmental impacts that have sociocultural and eventually, 
socioeconomic benefits for Aboriginal communities. As discussed in the methodology section of 
this report, the tool was developed with a keen eye on the available research regarding the 
meaning of socioeconomic development related to water within Traditional Owners’ terms in the 
basin.  

In the absence of published literature, the ASD shows that there are three core values identified 
in the narratives: balance, cultural strengths and respect for Aboriginal peoples. At face value of 
the design, the six Assets questions in Part C ask for judgements about the importance of 
watering in relationship to the indicators and the Assets. The greater the fit − that is, the higher 
the levels of agreement in the Likert Scale choices − the stronger the alignment between cultural 
values associated with water and Traditional Owner life in rural communities.  

The questions regarding a person’s family’s or mob’s sharing their views test cultural strength 
associated with the Assets, and the questions about cultural safety relate to cultural respect. It is 
understandable that respondents may have desired more probing questions about their lives, but 
this survey purposefully avoided such intrusions and the data yield is arguable accurate, 
insightful and relevant at both postcode and basin scales of analysis. 

The interest in enabling open-ended comments is understandable, however there were two 
reasons that this methodological voice was not taken. First, the initial time available between 
initiating the project and delivering the result within the Northern Basin Review deadline was not 
sufficient to develop the tools and transcribe and analyse of 200 plus qualitative narratives. 
Second, the ASD already holds substantial qualitative narratives about the issues that this survey 
was looking into. What was lacking was strong statistical data related to Aboriginal values with 
regard to environmental water, which this survey intended to address.  
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Section 4: Conclusions 
The NBAN Board stated that when communicating to the Northern Basin Review the value of 
environmental water to their peoples the primary message is ‘we are water.’ In their view, and as 
their opening statement in this report claims, water enables physical, social, and mental health; it 
is the fundamental resource for Aboriginal knowledge, science and belief systems; it underpins 
economy, culture and society, all of which are inalienable from Aboriginal identity, moral 
obligations and ceremony.  

These claims are repeatedly stated in various research documents, Traditional Owner gatherings 
and government policies and documents. But what do they mean to the practicalities of water 
resource planning and management? What do they mean to decisions about SDLs? How do 
these claims change water management and the outcomes they produce so that Aboriginal and 
Traditional Owners’ sociocultural needs are not only respected but also addressed? 

The survey project was managed in a partnership between a cross-disciplinary team within the 
MDBA and a cross cultural partnership between the MDBA and NBAN. This project was the first 
opportunity for NBAN to manage a research project, and it did so with cultural authority, a 
dedication to training its workforce and participating in the overall production of the tool, the 
survey results and this report. They were successful in locating and engaging Aboriginal survey 
collectors, in maintaining survey collection quality practices, and in securing the required number 
of responses in each community to produce accepted standards of representativeness of 
between 16-29% of Aboriginal populations in each location. There was evident value in training 
and facilitated support of two teams of Aboriginal people in understanding the nature of 
surveying, the tool and in reaching the required numbers for each township. Additionally, and as 
anecdotally reported by the collectors, there was great value in the survey engendering a quality 
of conversation in the communities that was respectful and hopeful that the Plan was going to 
make a positive difference to the waterways and Aboriginal lives. 

However, survey respondents were located through survey collectors’ personal and professional 
networks rather than through a methodologically designed sampling strategy. In western terms 
this has created a risk of perceived bias in the results as every respondent has identified with a 
Nation. This means that the different standpoints between being Aboriginal as compared to being 
a Traditional Owner have not been captured and possibly skew the results to the ‘agree/strongly 
agree’ Likert Scale options provided at the amalgamated level of analysis. However, at the local 
community level of analysis the survey has produced a strong result that correlates with previous 
socioeconomic surveying in the basin and the narratives held in the ASD. The 30 point range of 
variation at community levels of analysis reflects the different degrees of importance to each of 
the Assets, depending on a local community’s situation. This variation adds weight to Aboriginal 
peoples’ message that each community is distinctive. 

Given the challenges of administering surveys in Aboriginal communities in the basin, where 
previous participation in government or university research has a chequered history (as validated 
in the literature review), it is questionable as to whether a conventional sampling strategy would 
be viable. Greater statistical variation may have produced community fracturing, and risked the 
value of environmental watering to communities where Traditional Owners and Aboriginal 
knowledge continues to be strong.  Had a sampling strategy sought representation from other 
groups besides Traditional Owners, a reduced level of engagement by Traditional Owners may 
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have compromised their cultural obligations to make determinations about the importance of 
environmental watering.  

What has emerged from this research project is the crucial issue of the differences between 
western and Traditional Owner criteria for research validity, a question that deserves significant 
discussion and remains largely unaddressed in the literature with the exception of decolonising 
research methodologies (e.g.: Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999). A predominantly Traditional Owner 
audience has shown 92% agreement that the survey tool is culturally sound and respectful, was 
delivered with Free, Prior and Informed Consent, and produces results useful to water planning.   

The considerable differences in responses at postcode levels of analysis are valuable 
contributions to the determination of Aboriginal objectives and outcomes in water resource 
planning. Dirranbandi’s averaged response range across the Assets was lowest, followed by St 
George with Brewarrina showing the highest valuing of environmental water. The survey shows 
up interesting detail about these differences between the communities with the potential of 
informing outcome focussed watering, monitoring and evaluation practices into the future.  

The relatively low scoring of the value of watering to Social Capital in all three communities, 
suggests that the direct relationship between environmental watering and participation in water 
management decision-making as an aspect of Social Capital is weak. This is more than likely to 
be a reflection of the participants’ experience of the low inclusion of Aboriginal uses and values of 
watering in water resource planning in their communities prior to the Basin Plan being in 
operation.  

At an amalgamated level of analysis and in alignment with the Aboriginal Partnerships Action 
Plan, the results issue a strong unified voice about the direct relationship between environmental 
water and Aboriginal wellbeing. As the following radar diagram shows, across all Capital Assets 
for the three communities the aggregated value of environmental watering to Aboriginal 
socioeconomic life is 92%.  



Our water, our life: An Aboriginal study in the northern basin  

Page 85 
 

 

Figure 18: Respondents’ valuing of environmental water to all Assets — average of all results 

The diagram clearly shows that for all three communities, watering for healthy Country (Natural 
Capital) has the highest importance ratings of all the Capital Assets. NBAN’s interpretation of 
these results is that given the relatively low rating of the importance of watering to Physical 
Capital (access to waterways) remains crucially important for the two-way relationship between 
Country and Aboriginal people to be in effect. With regard to the low rating of the importance of 
environmental watering to Cultural Capital, NBAN suggests that environmental water that does 
not reach waterways that are important to Traditional Owners (and that people can access) does 
not fulfil cultural and spiritual obligations. 

For these reasons participation in the governance of waterways is vital and as NBAN states, 
Traditional Owners are confident that they have the knowledge to govern for cultural purposes. If 
their participation is respected and included in water planning, environmental water reaching 
accessible and culturally significant sites will enable people to continue with cultural life and 
consume bush tucker, which is good for physical and mental health at individual and social 
scales.  

Cultural economy also enables cultural practices and beliefs to continue, and for Country to be 
cared for. If environmental water does reach culturally valued waterways it will maintain cultural 
practices because water brings life to the waterways, which in turn makes Aboriginal science 
evident to people, which in turn invigorates cultural education, obligations to Country and 
ceremony. When Country dies due to the loss of natural flows, culture is threatened, and the 
death of a culture is the death of a people. 

The results also indicate that Aboriginal knowledge is distinctively and collectively held in these 
communities. The research tested for the viability of collectively held knowledge for each of the 
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Capital Assets, as well as the endurance of holistic and intergenerational knowledge. 
Respondents found this form of knowledge to be ‘mostly true’ to them at a rating of 99% with 
regard to collectively held knowledge, and 93% with regard to holistic and intergenerational 
knowledge.  

As guided by NBAN, the test of viability from Traditional Owners’ perspectives is the Nation 
relationship between the waterway and the respondent. Correlation between these factors 
supports claims of Traditional Owner obligations for the waterways. The survey conservatively 
shows that 79% of respondents’ Nation identities correlated to the Nation identity of the waterway 
they were referring to in their judgement about the importance of environmental water.  

As the following radar diagram illustrates, the cultural safety of this cultural knowledge is less 
secure in demographically mixed populations in each community. It shows that using 
environmental water for Natural Capital is the most culturally safe approach, whereas using it to 
progress Aboriginal peoples’ voices in planning and managing their waterways is considered the 
least culturally safe. As this use of environmental watering coincides with the respondents’ own 
valuing of environmental watering, then improving the health of Country would seem to be the 
most important initial aim for the use of environmental watering as a determinant of culturally 
strong socioeconomic development. Brewarrina produced the highest cultural safety reading and 
St George the lowest, which NBAN has interpreted as a reflection of the very different ratios of 
Aboriginal populations in the northern basin communities included in the Review. This 
information is important to consider in water planning with regard to the social impacts of 
managing water that respects Aboriginal values and uses of water.  

 

Figure 19: Cultural safety of Aboriginal peoples’ valuing of environmental water — all results 
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The unambiguous and sober message from this research is that ineffective Aboriginal 
participation in water resource planning and management that fails to use Aboriginal knowledge 
in culturally safe environments, will result in the death of Aboriginal culture, its distinctive people 
and the environment.  

More positively and by obvious implication, the respondents are saying that the governance of 
environmental water by Traditional Owners using Aboriginal knowledge in culturally safe 
communities to achieve Aboriginal objectives and outcomes, will strengthen Sociocultural Capital 
Assets at landscape scales, produce environmental benefits and provide a strong platform for 
Aboriginal socioeconomic development. 

When seasonal water is available to the environment our culture strengthens and the 
health and wellbeing of our people improves. When our rivers and waterways are 
dying we are dying with our Country. Our science dies, our culture dies, and our 
ceremony dies.  
Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations Board, January 14 2016, Moree. 

 

Fish traps near Brewarrina, New South Wales (photo by Josh Smith)  
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Appendix item 1: An exploratory survey to find out how environmental watering affects  
Aboriginal peoples living in the Murray–Darling Basin 
Introducing the survey 

The Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations (MLDRIN) and Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations (NBAN) and the Murray-Darling Basin 
Authority (MDBA) would like to learn about the effect that returning water to the rivers, lakes and wetlands (‘the waterways’) has for Aboriginal 
peoples living in the basin. 

The survey was created by the Aboriginal Partnerships team at the MDBA in collaboration with NBAN and MLDRIN. It will only be answered by 
people who identify with Aboriginal cultures and who live in the basin. This initial survey will lead to a second adapted version to measure the 
benefits and impacts of the Basin Plan on socioeconomic opportunities for Aboriginal peoples living in the basin. 

The survey collectors for this exploratory survey are all Aboriginal people recommended by NBAN and MLDRIN to the MDBA. They have been 
trained by the MDBA and are working with a local Aboriginal coordinator to ensure the survey reaches as many local people as possible in the time 
available. The results of the survey will be used by NBAN, MLDRIN and the MDBA, and available to you through the MDBA’s website. 

The survey takes about 40 minutes to do. It does not ask you to give your name, unless you are a mentor for a respondent aged less than 14 years. 
You do not have to answer any question you do not wish to. We also invite your comments about the questions. 

We thank you in advance for your time, and your commitment to the wellbeing of the basin's waterways and their Aboriginal peoples. 

Your individual responses will not be identified in any way to the public. Only aggregated results will be publicly reported. . 
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