
 

First Nations People 
participation in 
environmental watering 
2019–20  
December 2020 



 

 
Murray–Darling Basin Authority  First Nations People participation in environmental watering 2019–20            ii 

Published by the Murray–Darling Basin Authority 
MDBA publication no: 62/20 
ISBN (online): 978-1-922396-31-0 
 

© Murray–Darling Basin Authority 2020 

Ownership of intellectual property rights 
With the exception of the Commonwealth Coat of Arms, the MDBA logo, trademarks and any exempt 
photographs and graphics (these are identified), this publication is provided under a Creative Commons 

Attribution 4.0 licence. (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0) 

The Australian Government acting through the Murray–Darling Basin Authority has exercised due care and skill in preparing 
and compiling the information and data in this publication. Notwithstanding, the Murray–Darling Basin Authority, its 
employees and advisers disclaim all liability, including liability for negligence and for any loss, damage, injury, expense or 
cost incurred by any person as a result of accessing, using or relying upon any of the information or data in this publication 
to the maximum extent permitted by law. 

The Murray‒Darling Basin Authority’s preference is that you attribute this publication (and any Murray‒Darling Basin 
Authority material sourced from it) using the following wording within your work: 

Cataloguing data 
Title: First Nations People participation in environmental watering 2019–20, Murray‒Darling Basin Authority Canberra, 
2020. CC BY 4.0 

Accessibility 
The Murray‒Darling Basin Authority makes its documents and information available in accessible formats. On some 
occasions the highly technical nature of the document means that we cannot make some sections fully accessible. If you 
encounter accessibility problems or the document is in a format that you cannot access, please contact us. 

Acknowledgement of the Traditional Owners of the Murray–Darling Basin 
The Murray−Darling Basin Authority pays respect to the Traditional Owners and their Nations of the Murray−Darling Basin. 
We acknowledge their deep cultural, social, environmental, spiritual and economic connection to their lands and waters. 

The guidance and support received from the Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations, the Northern Basin 
Aboriginal Nations and our many Traditional Owner friends and colleagues is very much valued and appreciated. 

Aboriginal people should be aware that this publication may contain images, names or quotations of deceased persons. 

Terminology acknowledgement 

In this report, ‘Aboriginal’, ‘First Nations’ and ‘Traditional Owners’ are used in preference to ‘Indigenous’ when referring to 
the First Peoples of Australia’s mainland. Use of the term ‘Indigenous’ is reserved for when referring to specific legislation, 
program or organisation, which may use the term. The MDBA respectfully acknowledges the diversity of Aboriginal cultures 
and identities and recognises there are varying preferences for terminology. 

 

 

  

   GPO Box 1801, Canberra ACT 2601    1800 230 067 

   engagement@mdba.gov.au     mdba.gov.au 
 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
mailto:engagement@mdba.gov.au
mailto:engagement@mdba.gov.au
http://www.mdba.gov.au/
http://www.mdba.gov.au/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0


 

 
Murray–Darling Basin Authority  First Nations People participation in environmental watering 2019–20            iii 

Contents 
Executive summary ................................................................................................................................. 1 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 3 

The Direction ....................................................................................................................................... 3 

About this report ................................................................................................................................. 3 

Reporting requirements ...................................................................................................................... 4 

First Nations participation in environmental watering ........................................................................... 5 

Connection to Country ........................................................................................................................ 5 

Environmental watering framework ................................................................................................... 5 

Participation in 2019−20 ......................................................................................................................... 6 

Context for the reporting year ............................................................................................................ 6 

Involving First Nations at the Basin scale ............................................................................................ 6 

Strengthening connections with water for the environment ......................................................... 7 

Involving First Nations at the catchment scale ................................................................................. 11 

The Living Murray Indigenous Partnerships Program ................................................................... 11 

Water resource plans .................................................................................................................... 12 

Key benefits ....................................................................................................................................... 13 

Case studies ........................................................................................................................................... 16 

Working together for Dharriwaa/Narran Lakes, NSW ...................................................................... 16 

Native fish re-stocking at Wallpolla Horseshoe, Lindsay-Mulcra-Wallpolla Islands Icon site, Victoria
 ........................................................................................................................................................... 18 

Turtle Monitoring Program – Partnership with the Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre, NSW 20 

Managing Aboriginal Heritage in a highly regulated river system, Millewa Icon site, NSW ............. 21 

Aboriginal waterways assessment of Coombool Swamp, South Australia ....................................... 24 

Future work ........................................................................................................................................... 27 

 

 



 

 
Murray–Darling Basin Authority  First Nations People participation in environmental watering 2019–20            1 

Executive summary 
Each year, the Murray−Darling Basin Authority reports on how First Nations’ values and uses were 
considered in the planning and delivery of water for the environment in the Murray−Darling Basin. 
This report covers the water year of 2019–20.  

The report is part of the work of government agencies to improve engagement and reporting on First 
Nations’’ involvement in Murray–Darling Basin environmental water management. It reflects the 
reality that water is an important part of First Nations’ communities, culture and livelihoods.  

Information in this report has been sourced from the Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations (NBAN) and 
the Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations (MLDRIN), the Commonwealth Environmental 
Water Office (CEWO) and Basin state governments. 

Despite the challenges presented in 2019–20 of the drought, the bushfire emergency that affected 
northern and southern catchments, and the disruption caused by COVID-19, important progress was 
made in the integration of First Nations’ interests into environmental water planning. 

A landmark achievement of the year was the culmination of the First Nations Environmental Water 
Guidance project (FNEWG) which worked to include Aboriginal objectives and priorities into the 
Basin-scale environmental watering planning at the annual time scale.  

NBAN and MLDRIN, which include representatives from more than 40 Nation groups in the Basin, 
were funded to work with Nations and collate information about where and how environmental 
water could be delivered to support tangible outcomes and benefits for First Nations’ environmental 
interests. 

The project enabled the Basin annual environmental watering priorities, for the first time, to include 
guidance from First Nations on what cultural benefits could be achieved with water for the 
environment. The importance of this achievement was recognised by both NBAN and MLDRIN. 

“The 2020−21 watering year will, for the first time in history, see First Nations’ environmental 
watering objectives acknowledged and incorporated into environmental water management at a 
federal level. This is a significant step forward,” said Fred Hooper, Chair of NBAN. 

“The Nations' input highlights shared concern for all major rivers across the Basin and how 
environmental water can be used so that life returns to our culturally significant places," said Rene 
Woods, Chair of MLDRIN. 

The Basin-scale FNEWG project was underpinned by First Nation engagement activities at catchment-
scale. In Victoria, Traditional Owners worked directly with waterway managers to plan for and deliver 
environmental flows in numerous catchments. The South Australian Government also worked with 
several First Nations groups across a range of activities including reviewing the revised management 
plan for the Coorong and Lakes Alexandrina and Albert Ramsar wetland.  

The Southern Connected Basin Environmental Watering Committee (SCBEWC), the coordination 
forum that supports the delivery of water for the environment in the southern Basin, welcomed 
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representatives of MLDRIN to the annual water planning workshop in April 2020, to provide guidance 
on how environmental water planning could align with Cultural objectives and priorities. 

Doing these activities delivered benefits for all participants. For First Nations, benefits include 
improving connection to Country, protecting important waterways and culturally significant species 
and sites, and providing opportunities to carry out cultural practices, especially for Elders and 
younger generations to share knowledge. All of these contribute to keeping culture strong. Other key 
themes include opportunities for shared, or two-way, learning between Aboriginal science and 
Western science, and learning, training and employment opportunities.  

The activities summarised in this report illustrate examples of collaboration and strengthened 
relationships. But there is still some way to go to improve First Nations’ participation in water 
management. This report identifies some of these challenges.  

The Murray−Darling Basin Authority (MDBA), Basin governments and environmental water managers 
will look for opportunities to continue strengthening the partnerships with and participation of 
Traditional Owners in environmental water planning and management across the Basin in ways that 
can support their objectives, cultural values and connection to Country. 
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Introduction 

The Direction 
In June 2018, the Minister for Agriculture and Water Resources issued the Water (Indigenous Values 
and Uses) Direction (2018) (the Direction) to the MDBA pursuant to Section 175 of the Water Act 
2007 (Cwlth). The Direction requires: 

1. For each water accounting period, the Authority must report on how, when planning for 
environmental watering in the Murray−Darling Basin, holders of held environmental water: 

a. considered Indigenous values and Indigenous uses; and 
b. involved Indigenous people. 

2. The Authority must publish the report prepared for subsection (1) on its website within 6 
months after the end of the water accounting period. 

3. Subsection (1) applies to each water accounting period that commences after the water 
accounting period ending 30 June 2018. 

About this report  
This report sets out how environmental water holders considered First Nations’ values and uses 
when planning for environmental flows in the Murray−Darling Basin during 2019–20. It also 
addresses how First Nations were involved in the planning for delivery of water for the environment. 

The report is part of the work of government agencies to improve engagement and reporting on First 
Nations’ involvement in Murray–Darling Basin environmental water management. It reflects the 
reality that water is an important part of First Nations’ communities, culture and livelihoods.  

This report is the second to be prepared under the Direction. Holders of held environmental water 
currently include the:  

• Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder (CEWH)  
• NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment  
• Victorian Environmental Water Holder (VEWH)  
• South Australian Department for Environment and Water (SA DEW)  
• The Living Murray Program, managed by the MDBA on behalf of Victoria, New South Wales, 

South Australia and the Commonwealth.  

Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory do not currently have designated environmental 
water holders, however they are included in this report as they manage planned environmental 
water, collaborate with the environmental water holders from the Commonwealth, and consult with 
First Nations in planning for water management.  
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This report covers the water accounting period from 1 July 2019 to 30 June 2020 and is set out in the 
following format: 

• Overview of First Nations participation in environmental watering, covering participation 
at: 

o Basin scale  
o Southern and Northern Basin scale  
o catchment scale, and  
o the common benefits from these activities. 

• Case studies provided by environmental water holders and managers that have been 
developed in partnership with local First Nations groups. 

• Future work that identifies some areas for improvement and a summary of findings from the 
2020 Basin Plan Evaluation.  

Reporting requirements  

For the purposes of the Direction, the definitions applied are those under section 10.52 of the Basin 
Plan 2012. Under 1 (a) of the Direction, the Authority must report on how holders of held 
environmental water considered:  

• Indigenous values— meaning the social, spiritual and cultural values of First Nations that 
relate to the water resources of the water resource plan area  

• Indigenous uses —meaning the social, spiritual and cultural uses of the water resources of 
the water resource plan area by First Nations.  

Under 1(b) of the Direction, the Authority must report on how environmental water holders involved 
First Nations in the planning for the use of environmental water.  

The MDBA, CEWO and Basin governments are already required to consider and report on how 
Indigenous values and uses have been considered through various Basin Plan mechanisms. This 
report was primarily developed using existing reporting, which is available on the MDBA website. 
This report will be complemented by a companion publication containing more case studies prepared 
by and in partnership with First Nations. 

Box 1: How do First Nations environmental outcomes differ from cultural flows? 

First Nations environmental outcomes describe tangible physical benefits that can be derived 
from environmental watering for First Nations, such as improved populations of culturally 
significant fish species or improved health of important cultural landscapes. When responsive to 
Traditional Owner objectives, environmental watering can provide complementary cultural 
benefits, but it is not able to provide all the outcomes that cultural flows could provide. Cultural 
flows are water entitlements that are legally and beneficially owned by First Nations that are of a 
sufficient and adequate quantity and quality to improve the spiritual, cultural, natural, 
environmental, social and economic conditions of those Nations. 
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First Nations participation in 
environmental watering  
Connection to Country  
First Nations of the Murray–Darling Basin have an intricate and enduring cultural connection to 
water with cultural traditions, stories and knowledge being entwined in that relationship. First 
Nations have, through tradition, lore and custom and over thousands of generations, inherent rights 
and interests to manage land and water sustainably.  

Caring for Country is linked to the health and wellbeing of First Nations. Since European occupation 
of the lands and waters of the Murray−Darling Basin, First Nations and traditions of caring for 
Country have been generally excluded from water planning and management activities. This has 
created significant inequity in the ownership and decision-making authority that First Nations 
continue to experience in relation to land and water. The shared history and inequity must not be 
forgotten in guiding the directions of enhancing First Nations’ engagement in decisions underpinning 
environmental water planning and management. Through acknowledging our shared past, important 
foundational steps are being taken by the Basin governments to recognise First Nations in broader 
water planning and management, alongside increasing interest from First Nations to secure water 
entitlements for a range of purposes.  

While the focus of this report is on water for the environment, it is important to acknowledge the 
growing support and need for cultural flows guided by the rights and interests of First Nations.  

Environmental watering framework 
Environmental watering aims to protect and restore the Murray–Darling Basin’s rivers, wetlands and 
floodplains. The Basin Plan explicitly recognises that it is important there is opportunity for 
environmental flows to contribute to outcomes for First Nations, while acknowledging that 
environmental and cultural flows are fundamentally different and require different approaches for 
the identification and delivery of flow requirements (refer box 1). 

The Environmental watering plan (Chapter 8 of the Basin Plan) includes several requirements to 
consider First Nations’ values and uses when planning for environmental water. For example, the 
MDBA must have ‘regard to’ Indigenous values and uses when preparing the Basin-wide 
environmental watering strategy. Similarly, the Basin annual environmental watering priorities must 
have ‘regard to’ First Nations values and uses. An example of using existing provisions to further First 
Nations’ involvement in environmental watering is the FNEWG project, which has been used to 
inform the Basin priorities. More about this project is provided later in this report. 

 



 

 
Murray–Darling Basin Authority  First Nations People participation in environmental watering 2019–20            6 

Participation in 2019−20 
This report provides examples of how First Nations have been involved in environmental water 
management in 2019−20. Information has been sourced from the MDBA, the CEWO and Basin state 
governments. NBAN and MLDRIN were consulted about the report. Case studies provided have been 
prepared with individual First Nation groups. 

Context for the reporting year 
The three consecutive years from January 2017 to December 2019 were the driest on record for the 
Basin as a whole. The 2019–20 water year started with below average to well below average rainfall 
and low soil moisture levels across much of the Basin.  

While some areas received a short reprieve in November, rainfall deficiencies continued to persist 
until January 2020. Over this six-month period, catchments in south east Queensland and north east 
New South Wales, experienced their lowest rainfall months on record and similar for stream flows. 
For most of the Basin, rainfall from January through to May was above average. These conditions 
limited the availability of water for environmental uses. 

In addition to 2019 being the driest year on record for the Basin as a whole, it was also the warmest, 
with a mean temperature anomaly for the Basin ranging between 0.5 and 2.5oC above average. 

The combination of record low rainfall, strong winds, low humidity, high temperatures and a high 
tonnage of dry and dead plant material across the eastern and southern states of Australia pushed 
the national annual accumulated Forest Fire Danger index to its highest since records began in 1950. 
The resulting bushfires that burnt through more than 8 million hectares of the Basin states have been 
documented as being unprecedented in terms of intensity, duration and extent. The extent of areas 
ravaged by the bushfires and subsequent rain resulted in the potential for water quality issues to 
impact numerous storage dams and weirs.  

Backing onto the drought and fires, the COVID-19 pandemic and requirements for social distancing 
caused further stress for communities and added further challenges for the MDBA and all the Basin 
governments. Programs and initiatives, particularly those involving face-to-face consultation, were 
further affected by travel restrictions and social distancing.  

Involving First Nations at the Basin scale 
A significant achievement in the reporting year was the provision of guidance from First Nations on 
environmental watering objectives across the northern and southern Basin. This was accomplished 
through the First Nations Environmental Water Guidance (FNEWG) project, which focused on 
knowledge and information sharing as well as capacity building.  

In addition, First Nations, through NBAN and MLDRIN, were consulted on several areas of work 
involving Basin-scale environmental watering, including: 

• the review of the Environmental watering plan (Chapter 8) 

https://www.mdba.gov.au/water-management/regular-reports-murray-data-storages/weekly-reports
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• the review and 2019 update of the Basin-wide environmental watering strategy, which was 
completed in November 2019  

• development of the Native Fish Recovery Strategy, prepared by the MDBA and Basin state 
governments in partnership with the wider community, in response to the large-scale fish 
deaths between October 2019 and May 2020 caused by drought, bushfire runoff and poor 
water quality following rain. 

Strengthening connections with water for the environment 
First Nations have lots to offer how we understand and approach land and water management across 
the Basin. And there are synergies between what environmental water holders want to achieve and 
what First Nations would like to see happening across the landscape. 

The FNEWG project funded NBAN and MLDRIN to work with First Nations to collate information 
about where and how environmental water could be delivered to support tangible First Nations 
benefits. These tangible benefits include, for example: 

• improved fish populations to support fishing and healthy diets 
• improved health and abundance of reeds and other culturally significant plants used for 

purposes such as weaving, tool making and medicine 
• flows timed to coincide with important animal breeding or cultural activities 
• improved health, wellbeing and cultural resilience for First Nations.  

As part of this project, NBAN and MLDRIN partnered with the MDBA and the CEWO to share 
information, collaborate and integrate information about watering priorities directly into Basin 
annual environmental watering priorities.  

Thirty-two Nations from the northern and southern Basin identified from their cultural knowledge 
base, important animals and vegetation, as well as the timing and scale of flows needed across the 
Basin to support them. These included connecting rivers and their floodplains, along with ensuring 
enough good quality water flowed through each Nation’s Country, to those downstream. 

As a result of this work, First Nations’ values and water management objectives have been 
represented at a Basin-scale and included in federal government planning for water for the 
environment for the first time.  

“The 2020−21 watering year will, for the first time in history, see First Nations’ environmental 
watering objectives acknowledged and incorporated into environmental water management at a 
federal level. This is a significant step forward,” said Fred Hooper, Chair of NBAN. 
 
Following the inclusion of First Nation’s objectives in Basin annual environmental watering priorities 
for 2020−21, the CEWO included formal input from NBAN and MLDRIN into its 2020−21 water 
management plan, describing this as ‘a significant step in our ongoing efforts to better integrate 
cultural objectives into the management of water for the environment’, complementing the work 
done locally with First Nations. 

https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/governance/native-fish-recovery-strategy
https://www.environment.gov.au/water/cewo/publications/water-management-plan-2020-21
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Involving First Nations at the northern Basin scale  
NBAN worked with 16 First Nations to collect more than 10,000 First Nations environmental watering 
objectives at 111 sites across the northern Basin. The First Nations environmental outcomes 
gathered through this process highlight the wealth of knowledge First Nations hold in relation to the 
northern Basin and across common themes, indicator species and significant sites.  

NBAN worked with northern Basin First Nations to identify cultural indicator species. These are 
species that are endemic to river stretches and if they were seen to be flourishing would provide an 
indication to First Nations that the rivers were healthy. When these indicator species thrive, First 
Nations know that Country is healthy, and they experience improved spiritual, cultural, 
environmental and social conditions as a result. Critically, some of the flow indicator species listed by 
First Nations have not been seen in these river reaches for years.  

The Basin-wide environmental watering strategy focuses on achieving improvements for flows, 
native vegetation, waterbirds and native fish, as indicators of a healthy river system. Nations stressed 
the importance of considering outcomes beyond fish, waterbirds and vegetation, wanting to see 
outcomes for important terrestrial and totemic species.  

Improved flows to connect along rivers and the quality of flows were a clear theme from all Nations 
involved. Nations identified key sites of cultural importance, including Narran Lakes and the 
Macquarie Marshes which they would like to see supported using water for the environment. They 
highlighted the importance of ensuring rivers are connected to nearby wetlands and anabranches to 
provide opportunities for First Nations to connect with Country. They said special attention should be 
given to providing opportunities to Nations to fulfil their cultural obligation to ensure that 
neighbouring Nations downstream have enough water. 

“First Nations value and use these species today, in the same way we have for thousands of years. 
Water in the rivers means water for these species,” (NBAN, 2020).  
 
“This is the first time we have been invited to sit [as neighbouring Nations] and talk about 
connectivity. Up until now, our Nations have just been [individual] dots on a map,” said Guwamu 
woman, Cheryl Buchanan. 
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Figure 1 Members of the Northern Basin Aboriginal Nations, CEWO and MDBA staff at a meeting to discuss the First Nations 
Environmental Water Guidance project (MDBA, 2020) 

Involving First Nations at the southern Basin scale 
MLDRIN worked with 16 Nations from across the southern Murray−Darling Basin to collect 
information about their priorities for 2020−21. Nation delegates, Elders, community members and 
water advisory committees responded to a questionnaire produced by MLDRIN, with detailed views 
about where and how water should be provided to protect and enhance important places, significant 
species and other cultural values.  

Information gathered through this process was then analysed to identify shared priorities and areas 
of common concern. It is critical to note that, for First Nations in the southern Basin, all waterways, 
communities and plant and animal species exist as an interconnected whole. While it is impossible to 
assign greater importance to one waterway or species, it is possible to identify common concerns 
and shared objectives. 

Key culturally significant species identified by multiple Nations included: Murray cod, golden perch 
(yellowbelly), catfish, black swans, pelicans, duck species, old man weed and other medicinal plants, 
river red gums, black box, cumbungi and lignum. Critically, Nations stressed the importance of 
considering outcomes beyond fish, waterbirds and vegetation. Nations also wanted to see improved 
outcomes for aquatic fauna such as turtles, yabbies, mussels, frogs, platypus and rakali (water rat) as 
well as terrestrial fauna such as kangaroos and emus.  
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“The Nations' input highlights shared concern for all major rivers across the Basin and how 
environmental water can be used so that life returns to our culturally significant places," said Rene 
Woods, Chair of MLDRIN. 
 
Participating Nations also identified key waterways and areas of Country that were in need of 
watering. Multiple Nations submitted priorities relating to the Murrumbidgee, Baaka (Darling River), 
Lachlan, Campaspe, Murray and Edwards-Wakool systems, but notably, participants said they shared 
common concern for all major rivers across the region. This is because declining river health and low 
flows in one part of the Basin can affect communities and cultural outcomes across the system. 

Improving the timing, volume and quality of environmental flows in all major rivers, informed by First 
Nations’ science and traditional knowledge, was identified by multiple Nations as a key to sustaining 
stories, values and connection to Country. Nations wanted to see water for the environment used to 
connect wetlands, billabongs and floodplains, so that life returns to these culturally significant places.  

Feedback provided by First Nations also highlighted the shared opportunities for, and barriers to, 
greater involvement in environmental water management across the southern Basin. Critically, 
participants stressed the importance of empowering First Nations to reactivate their rights as 
stewards and guardians of waterways.  

“It is essential that water holders continue, and strengthen, direct engagement with First Nations to 
empower our participation in environmental water planning and delivery,” (MLDRIN, 2020). 

 

 

Figure 2 Tati Tati Traditional Owners at Margooya Lagoon (north west Vic) discussing objectives for water management 
(Kaleana Reyland, MLDRIN) 
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Involving First Nations at the catchment scale 
At the catchment scale, First Nations groups are involved in planning, delivery and monitoring of 
water for the environment in different ways and to different degrees depending on the 
circumstances (e.g. timing, capacity/resourcing to participate).  

Environmental water holders use regionally relevant networks to engage directly with local 
communities and ensure there is active and effective community input into shaping environmental 
flow planning and delivery. This occurs through groups such as the Environmental Watering Advisory 
Groups in NSW, direct engagement with Traditional Owner representatives by Catchment 
Management Authorities in Victoria, and Community Advisory Panel in South Australia. There is 
certainly still room for improvements in resourcing and assisting Traditional Owners to participate in 
environmental water planning, delivery and monitoring. 

Community information and views are an input into watering proposals developed by jurisdictions as 
part of their annual planning each year. This flows through to coordinated planning across all 
environmental water holders through the SCBEWC (for which the MDBA provides the secretariat 
function as well as being the program manager of the Living Murray Initiative on behalf of Basin 
governments). 

The CEWO works directly with some Nation groups who can propose, plan, deliver and monitor 
watering events. In other cases, collaboration relies on State and local delivery partners who have 
working relationships with local communities and established processes for First Nations 
participation in management of important environmental sites, including use of environmental 
water. 

As well as local Nation groups, NBAN and MLDRIN are involved as advisors with one of their main 
roles to be a pathway for the MDBA to engage with and seek input from First Nations on issues that 
cover multiple Nations and require coordination and general advice. MLDRIN and NBAN are careful 
to respect the cultural authority of individual Nations and leave it to specific First Nations to speak 
for their Country on specific issues.  

The MDBA also engages with individual Nations on issues that relate to specific Nations as well as 
with the Basin Community Committee and its Indigenous Subcommittee. 

A highlight for 2019−20 included welcoming representatives of MLDRIN to the SCBEWC’s annual 
water planning workshop in April 2020, to provide guidance on how environmental water planning 
could align with cultural objectives and priorities. MLDRIN has continued to participate in SCBEWC 
meetings as advisors. This is seen as the beginning of a good working relationship between SCBEWC 
and MLDRIN. 

The Living Murray Indigenous Partnerships Program 
The Living Murray Indigenous Partnerships Program (IPP) is an initiative established by Basin 
governments to support First Nations’ contribution to the planning and management of 
environmental watering activities at key sites of cultural, ecological and community significance 
along the River Murray. The IPP facilitates exchanges of knowledge, information, perspectives and 
histories at each of the sites across government and non-government groups.  
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In 2019–20, the IPP continued to support genuine and culturally appropriate engagement with First 
Nations in the use of water for the environment. Through a range of activities and projects, First 
Nation groups have worked together with agencies to plan water use, connect to Country, share 
knowledge between generations, participate in two-way exchanges between cultural science and 
Western science, undertake learning and training opportunities, and implement cultural practices at 
key sites along the River Murray. IPP activities have also complemented other funding programs such 
as the Barapa Barapa Water for Country project at Gunbower Forest, and the Working on Country 
Program in the Lower Lakes and Coorong in South Australia. 

In November 2019, Indigenous Facilitators and Traditional Owners participated in The Living Murray 
Indigenous Partnerships Forum held in Victor Harbour, South Australia. The Indigenous Facilitators 
presented alongside Icon Site Managers, giving a holistic site update which included cultural 
perspectives on locations and activities. Ngarrindjeri representatives presented on cultural science 
and shared with participants the significance of the Meeting of the Waters Registered Aboriginal 
Heritage Site at the Murray Mouth.  

The integrated participation of IPP Indigenous Facilitators in The Living Murray Icon Site Manager 
forums has been an overwhelming success, facilitating information exchange across sites and 
providing an enriching, supportive and respectful learning experience for all involved.  

In 2019–20, the IPP has facilitated meaningful engagement of First Nations in planning the use of 
water for the environment for 2020–21, applying the principles of free, prior and informed consent. 
Sharing of information about water planning, use and monitoring is a key focus for The Living Murray 
Icon Site Managers and Indigenous Facilitators, and many have held planning meetings to identify 
watering priorities of cultural significance.  

Water resource plans 
Water Resource Plans (WRP) are an important mechanism to manage and deliver water for the 
environment. Basin governments are responsible for working with First Nations when they prepare 
WRPs. The MDBA continues to support Basin governments by providing advice on engagement 
protocols, including Aboriginal Nations relevant to specific WRP areas, and to support NBAN and 
MLDRIN to ensure that consultation meets Basin Plan requirements.  

Some WRPs had been finalised by the start of the reporting year. For those that were still in 
development, engagement work included: 

• Victoria worked with each Traditional Owner group to create an engagement approach 
tailored to meet the needs of each group. Traditional Owner groups developed and signed-
off their own contributions, which were included in a comprehensive report of WRPs. The 
Traditional Owner contributions outlined their expectations for water resource management, 
including preferred means of engagement, objectives and outcomes for water management, 
values and uses of water and key areas of interest for Traditional Owner groups. 

• The ACT worked with the Ngunnawal Traditional Custodians in developing the Territory’s 
WRP. Engagement on the water plan occurred through a series of Aboriginal Water 
Assessments and meetings between 2015 and 2020 to ensure Part 14 included the 
aspirations, values and uses for water on Ngunnawal Country. In 2019, the Dhawura 
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Ngunnawal Caring for Country Committee was established to engage, connect and work with 
the Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate to integrate cultural 
understanding within natural resource management.  

Key benefits  
Some of the benefits of collaboration between First Nations and environmental water managers are 
reflected in the key themes to emerge from the reporting year. They include: 

• connection to Country  
• protecting important waterways and culturally significant species and sites  
• opportunities to carry out cultural practices and for Elders and younger generations to share 

knowledge  
• all of which contributes to keeping culture strong.  

Other key themes include opportunities for shared, or two-way, learning between Aboriginal science 
and Western science, and learning, training and employment opportunities.  

Further examples of these benefits are highlighted in the Case studies section. 

Connection to Country  
At many environmental watering sites, activities have supported the connection or reconnection to 
land and water for First Nations. It is these continued opportunities to connect with people and 
Country which supports respectful and meaningful engagement about site management including 
use of water for the environment. The watering of the lower Balonne Floodplain, Aboriginal 
Waterways Assessment on the Chowilla Floodplain, native fish restocking in the Mallee and The 
Living Murray IPP forum are examples of these. 

Another example is the Barapa Barapa and Wamba Wemba Water for Country project in Victoria. 
The Traditional Owners continued to work in partnership with North Central CMA to deliver the 
Water for Country project in Gunbower Forest during 2019−20. This project explores how Traditional 
Owners’ cultural and spiritual values can be better represented in water management. Planning for 
environmental watering in 2020–21 included discussion of vegetation monitoring results, current 
forest condition and potential watering requirements with a field ecologist and a field visit to review 
the previous year’s cultural objectives and outcomes and discuss potential new objectives. The 
Victorian Environmental Water Holder’s (VEWH) Seasonal Watering Plan 2020−21 incorporates the 
work of the Water for Country steering committee to describe some of the cultural values and uses 
of Gunbower Forest, as well as the Barapa Barapa cultural watering objectives informing 
environmental watering decisions at Gunbower Forest in 2020−21. 

Keeping culture strong 
Water for the environment can support cultural practices and has the potential to create cultural 
benefits from environmental outcomes. Protecting and restoring waterways and species that are 
important to Nation groups allows First Nations to continue cultural practices, to provide traditional 
food sources and raw materials for medicines.  
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An example of these benefits is the work to restore Robertson Creek, a significant Murray River 
floodplain site within the Mallee CMA region which has high cultural value to the First People of the 
Millewa Mallee. The area is in poor condition due to a lack of flooding, vegetation loss and wind 
erosion. The First People of the Millewa Mallee Aboriginal Corporation (FPMM) are working to 
restore and protect the site. Mallee CMA worked with the Nation group in 2019−20 to determine 
how environmental water could complement their protection and restoration objectives. 
Environmental watering was proposed by the CMA and then planned by the VEWH to be delivered 
under all scenarios except drought, to improve the canopy cover of black box trees and to regenerate 
understorey vegetation along Robertson Creek. In turn, the improved vegetation health will provide 
wind protection to the landscape alongside Robertson Creek. 

Involving Traditional Owners in restoring and protecting important sites can assist with meeting 
cultural obligations to care for Country. Features of the Basin environment are part of First Nations’ 
Dreaming and protecting these is foundational to wellbeing. For example, as IPP Water Coordinator 
Grant Rigney explained, the Lower Lakes are part of the Ngarrindjeri Creation:  

“The people of the Ngarrindjeri Nation deem it as absolutely essential for water to flow into, around 
and through Ngarrindjeri Ruwe (Country). Ngarrindjeri see that all living things are connected – this 
includes the water as a living entity. The lands and waters must be healthy for the Ngarrindjeri to be 
healthy. Water must flow out of the Murray Mouth to flush salt and nutrients out of the system, 
which will enable the Murray Mouth to remain open and in its natural state of connectivity.” 

Knowledge sharing between Elders and younger generations also helps to keep culture strong. 
Opportunities for this knowledge sharing are provided whenever there are activities to meet on 
Country. The identification and protection of important midden sites in Millewa Forest and activities 
at Chowilla and Lindsay island are examples of this. 

Shared or two-way learning  
Shared, or two-way, learning between Aboriginal science and Western science is particularly 
productive at sites where opportunities are available for First Nations to participate in monitoring 
activities. The monitoring of fish at Lindsay Island is an example of this.  

Other avenues for sharing knowledge and two-way learning is through the CEWO’s Monitoring, 
Evaluation and Research (MER) Program. The Program started in July 2019 and includes funding to 
support researchers to engage with First Nations communities. For example, in the Edward/Kolety-
Wakool river system, turtle research is being undertaken through a collaboration between Yarkuwa 
Indigenous Knowledge centre (Wamba Wamba Perrepa Perrepa people), La Trobe University, Charles 
Sturt University, and NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (Fisheries). 
Collaboration and sharing of local knowledge of a totemic species has been fundamental to the 
project’s success. It has also provided an opportunity to build skills, showing how local people can 
make a significant contribution to research and environmental management projects. 

In South Australia, the Ngarrindjeri Working on Country staff have helped the University of Adelaide 
with annual surveys to assess the condition of small-bodied native fish populations in the Lower 
Lakes. This work has enabled Traditional Owners to understand how native fish populations are 
faring and also allows Ngarrindjeri to experience Western approach to fish monitoring. 
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Employment, training and learning opportunities  
Opportunities for jobs, training and learning are created whenever participation in activities such as 
monitoring, site protection, or pest plant and animal control are required. Working relationships 
between agencies and First Nations also facilitate two-way learning and development. 

Further opportunities for employment, training and learning will flow from the Australian 
Government’s announcement in September 2020 of $3.1 million to create four Indigenous Ranger 
groups across the Basin. This Ranger program will assist in the use of First Nations knowledge in 
managing Basin rivers and will help strengthen connection to Country. 
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Case studies  
The following case studies provided by environmental water holders and managers have been 
developed in partnership with local First Nation groups. These and additional case studies will be 
included in a forthcoming community publication, similar to the 2019 report, Rivers, the veins of our 
country. 

Working together for Dharriwaa/Narran Lakes, NSW 
For over seven years, the Narran Lakes and surrounding river system remained dry. The Lakes, known 
as Dharriwaa by the Yuwaalaraay/Euahlayi people, is a significant meeting place for Aboriginal 
people and a source of food and medicine. The origin story of Dharriwaa highlights its immense 
cultural significance and demonstrates the importance of the area, especially for waterbirds.  

In fact, Dharriwaa is one of the most important waterbird nesting sites in Australia. During wet times, 
there have been more than 50,000 nests and some of the largest recorded gatherings of waterbirds, 
around 200,000, have been recorded there. The site is an important stop for many migratory 
waterbirds that visit Australia annually over spring to summer, with parts of Dharriwaa listed as 
internationally important wetlands.  

However, due to the recent prolonged drought, important plants which the birds use to nest and live 
in have been dying. 

In early 2020, after welcome rainfall in the region, the CEWO worked with Queensland and NSW 
governments and a local landholder to ensure more water flowed into the Narran Lakes.  

As a result of this collaboration, around 90 GL of water filled the Narran Lakes between February and 
April 2020, the most water to reach the special site since 2012. Water also flowed throughout the 
Lower Balonne, through multiple rivers, across floodplains and all the way down to the Menindee 
Lakes – in what has been the largest Commonwealth watering event in the northern Basin in the 10-
year history of the CEWO. 

Staff from the CEWO worked with NSW and Queensland government agencies, the University of New 
England and Traditional Owners from the Narran Lakes Joint Management Committee to monitor the 
wildlife and plant recovery since water reached Dharriwaa. The MDBA also keenly monitored the 
event using satellites.  

The fieldwork enabled knowledge exchange between researchers, water managers, and Traditional 
Owners. Traditional knowledge and cultural insights into the plants, animals and artefacts 
encountered during the surveys was generously shared among the monitoring team during days out 
on Country. Joint Management Committee member, Rhonda Ashby commented that: “Cultural and 
scientific knowledge can be embedded through respectful relationships and partnerships. It’s vitally 
important for Narran co-management and researchers positively working in collaboration and 
understanding each other roles for better outcomes for all.”  

Over 30 waterbird species have been recorded since the flows, including the freckled duck, blue-
billed duck and black-necked stork, which are all listed as threatened species. Critically, all key 

https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/first-nations-people-participation-environmental-watering
https://www.mdba.gov.au/publications/mdba-reports/first-nations-people-participation-environmental-watering
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waterbird nesting areas have had a drink, including 4,500 hectares of the Ramsar site, within the 
Narran Lake Nature Reserve. 

Traditional Owner, Brendan Odee Welsh summed the event up saying: “Our Yuwaalaraay country has 
been galingin (thirsty) for the longest time. It’s always special to be out at Dharriwaa (Narran Lakes) 
but even more so after these water events.”  

Jody Swirepik, Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder, visited Dharriwaa to see water fill the 
lakes. “It will take more flows like this before Narran Lakes is able to bounce back to pre-drought 
health, but these flows have been a great start to help to bring life back to Dharriwaa,” she said. 

 

  

Box 2: The origin of Dharriwaa 
 
Back in the creation time, Byamee went hunting with his two wives. His wives went one way, and he 
the other. 

Byamee was supposed to meet his wives back at Coorigel spring. However, whilst bathing in the 
sweet and clear water Byamee’s wives were seized and swallowed by two kurreahs (crocodile-like 
creatures). The kurreahs then dived into an underground watercourse, which led to the Narran 
River – drying all watercourses along the way. 

When Byamee reached the spring and realised what had happened he started in pursuit of the 
kurreahs. The track Byamee followed is still marked by the morilla ridges, which stretch down the 
Narran, pointing in towards the deep holes. 

Finally, Byamee came to the end of the Narran and the kurreahs who had eaten his wives. Byamee 
speared and killed the kurreahs to release his wives who promptly came back to life. 

Byamee then said: “where there was dry land and stones in the past, in the future there will be 
water and water-fowl, from henceforth; when the Narran runs it will run into this hole, and by the 
spreading of its waters will a big lake be made." (Parker, K 1897, sacred-texts.com). 
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Figure 3 Members of the joint monitoring team monitor vegetation at Narran Lakes (CEWO) 

Native fish re-stocking at Wallpolla Horseshoe, Lindsay-
Mulcra-Wallpolla Islands Icon site, Victoria 
The Lindsay-Mulcra-Wallpolla (LMW) area holds significant cultural value for Traditional Owners and 
provides an important opportunity to share knowledge within the Aboriginal community. The region 
has a rich cultural background and the rivers and floodplains in this region were once highly 
productive, providing abundant resources for people living here.  

The site is also an important habitat for several large bodied native fish, including golden perch, silver 
perch, Murray cod and freshwater catfish, which are significant and a key food resource species for 
Traditional Owners. The LMW wetlands provide an important nursery habitat in the life cycle of 
native fish species. They are highly productive, offering ample food and shelter to young fish which 
allows rapid growth. Unfortunately, several species have seen declines with river regulation and 
habitat change. 

Water for the environment is being used to restore habitat and reinstate more natural watering 
cycles to the floodplains and wetlands. While the focus on the delivery of water has been primarily 
on environmental outcomes, there has been strong involvement of Traditional Owners and learning 
from their knowledge to identify objectives relating directly to traditional knowledge and culture. A 
key component of this work has been increasing the populations of fish species supported by native 
fish stocking initiatives. 
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In 2018, Traditional Owners in conjunction with the Mallee CMA released native fish into Wallpolla 
Horseshoe on Wallpolla Island. The wetland was initially allowed to dry (to remove competitors and 
predatory fish) and during spring 2018, was filled by pumping environmental water from the Murray 
River. Following the filling of the wetland, Mallee CMA worked extensively in partnership with 
Traditional Owners to undertake fish surveys to ensure low numbers of pest or predatory species 
were maintained before the release of the 120,000 golden perch and silver perch fry.  

Nyeri Nyeri Traditional Owner Mark Grist, who helped release the fish, said: “It’s fantastic! You’ve got 
120,000 young fish, golden perch and silver perch being released into a living landscape – that is 
really refreshing!” 

The partnership with Traditional Owners continued into 2019 through the monitoring of water levels 
in Horseshoe lagoon to ensure the ongoing survival of the released fish. This monitoring by 
Traditional Owners also provided important opportunities to share knowledge and stories with the 
wider Aboriginal community, including for Elders to pass on information to youth. 

The partnership has identified the need to continue providing water when levels fall to a critical level 
to ensure the survival of the released fish. A key learning from the project for Mallee CMA is the 
importance of having Traditional Owner input in the delivery of environmental water, with the aim to 
allow greater flexibility in delivery timeframes. This flexibility allows for improved cultural and 
environmental outcomes while also delivering on Victoria’s commitments for the Basin Plan. 

Victoria Fisheries and Aboriginal community member Mike Gilby said: “I see a project like this setting 
the benchmark for how we could replicate natural ephemeral wetlands as they would have been 
used before river regulation. These wetlands provide a refuge, not only for fish but for us as well, 
they serve a great purpose in our whole landscape of north west Victoria.”  

Braeden Lampard from OzFish said: “These wetlands have created the perfect environment for 
native fish to be restocked. Research has shown projects like this work.”  

Traditional Owner, Ngintait man Uncle Norm ‘Tinawin’ Wilson was among the group to assess the 
area. Uncle Norm, who grew up along the Murray River in Berri, South Australia, said he found it 
interesting to learn more about the different waterbodies around the sites and at Ned’s Corner. 

“I grew up on the river. We’ve cared for the river. I know the whole river backwards.” he said. “If we 
don’t look after it now, what have we got to leave for future generations?” 

Phillip ‘Willow’ Johnson, from the Ngintait language group, offered his views on the importance of 
water for more than just fish. “Wind is the main enemy we’ve got at the moment. I’d like to see 
watering happen. It would rejuvenate all the black box around the resting places and it’ll help the 
other bushes grow – saltbushes and lignums – and that should help protect the area more from the 
wind. The plant life will come back and it will protect the resting place from the wind itself – that’s 
what we want – to protect our old ancestors.” 

Ongoing talks with Traditional Owners have identified other sites across Lindsay-Mulcra-Wallpolla to 
continue to build knowledge and implement similar cultural sharing opportunities which benefit the 
environment and people. 
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“The release was a true community project. These wetlands provide a refuge, not only for fish, but 
for us as well. Any project that enables the overall community to come together for me is magical … I 
can’t get enough of them,” said Mark Grist, Nyeri Nyeri Traditional Owner. 

 

 

Figure 4 Working together to care for Country; fish stocking at Wallpolla Horseshoe (Mallee CMA) 

Turtle Monitoring Program – Partnership with the 
Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre, NSW 
The Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre is a Traditional Owner organisation in Deniliquin NSW, 
which aims to preserve traditional knowledge for future generations. Through Flow-MER, members 
from the Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre were provided the opportunity to work alongside 
researchers to examine how flows of environmental water impact turtle movement and condition.  
 
Over the summer of 2019−20, the research team undertook to trap, handle and monitor turtle 
populations in six wetlands along the Edward/Kolety-Wakool river system.  
 
Liticia Ross, from the Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre said she got involved in the project as 
she wanted to be out on Country and was interested to see what goes into turtle monitoring.  
 
As a result of the project, local community members learnt new skills. Tracy Hamilton of the Yarkuwa 
Indigenous Knowledge Centre said: “I learnt how to measure and record turtles, that they can travel 
a fair distance and move fast.”  
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Due to the involvement of local people in the project, new skills and knowledge will be passed onto 
future generations. Liticia said: “One thing I will take away from this experience that I didn’t know 
before is to identify the different kinds of turtles, but what I have learnt will be passed onto the next 
generation.”  
 
In total, 143 broad-shelled turtles, 139 eastern long-necked turtles, and 209 Murray River turtles 
were caught, with trapping continuing in November 2020. Of the project, Liticia stated: “I feel that 
we all have different knowledge of Country that we were able to share and learn with each other 
which I feel was a great contribution to the project.”  
 

 
Tracy also noted she enjoyed going out on 
Country and learning.  
 
The local knowledge and experience of the 
Yarkuwa fieldworkers has driven the project’s 
success, while providing an opportunity to 
learn new skills and share knowledge now and 
into the future.  

 

Managing Aboriginal Heritage in a highly regulated river 
system, Millewa Icon site, NSW 
 
The rivers of the Murray−Darling Basin are highly regulated. The way water moves through the 
landscape has changed. The way land is managed has changed and these changes can impact 
different parts of the landscape including sites of cultural significance. The following case study 
shows how these impacts can occur and how working with Aboriginal people is critical to identifying, 
protecting and caring for the river system and sites of significance. It also highlights the role of 
science and technology, and the need for ongoing monitoring to help care for these important 
places. As we all work together in a highly modified system, it is important this story is shared to 
improve our awareness of the impacts of river regulation and how Traditional knowledge and 
customs can work hand-in-hand with water managers to help protect these areas. 

Readers should be aware that the following text discusses sites of cultural significance, including 
burial sites and ancestral remains, and that some readers may find the following content upsetting.  

Before European settlement, many First Nations called the Murray River and surrounding landscape 
home. It was where they lived, thrived, hunted, fished, cooked, played, cared for, held ceremony and 
laid those who had passed to rest. The evidence of this is all throughout the landscape. Thousands of 
years ago, a fault-line in the landscape redirected the Murray south towards Echuca, and the Edward 

Figure 5 Turtle Research team from left: Liticia Ross, James 
Van Dyke, Tracy Hamilton and Joseph Briggs (Liticia Ross) 
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River north to Deniliquin as the river made its way around the fault line. Today, these rivers are 
highly managed within a landscape with thousands of years of culture and heritage.  

In 2010, a number of state forests along the Murray including Millewa, Moira and Gulpa Island, 
which include large stretches of the Edward River, were transferred to the NSW National Parks and 
Wildlife Service to be managed for conservation, recreation – through the appreciation and 
enjoyment of nature – and the protection of cultural heritage. 

In 2011, recreational boaters observed what appeared to be human remains protruding from the 
bank of the Edward River in the Millewa Forest (Murray Valley National Park). The site was inspected 
in 2012 by an archaeologist and Aboriginal community members and was confirmed and recorded as 
Aboriginal ancestral remains, located within a mound site primarily used for cooking river and 
wetland resources. Mounds such as these are known to be used as burial grounds along the Murray 
and Edward river systems. Unfortunately, the site had been heavily impacted over many years and it 
was likely that part of the ancestral remains had fallen into the river. It was determined that ongoing 
erosion would continue to impact the site. Therefore, a decision was made to excavate and rebury 
the Aboriginal ancestral remains to the back of the mound site with assistance from Traditional 
Owners.  

The Edward, like most rivers in the Murray−Darling Basin, is now highly regulated. In this modified 
system, when the Murray reaches a particular height, the regulator at the junction of the Murray and 
Edward rivers must be opened to allow water to flow down the Edward. Although this helps avoid 
significant local flooding, it forces the river and its creeks to run faster, posing a risk to the river’s 
banks and any sites of cultural significance close by. 

In 2017, further Aboriginal ancestral remains were discovered to be eroding from the same mound 
site due to ongoing erosion and undercutting of the riverbank. Consultation was undertaken with 
relevant Aboriginal Traditional Owners and local Aboriginal community members and a decision was 
again made to excavate and rebury the Aboriginal ancestral remains back into the existing mound 
away from the river edge. When the primary ancestral remains were unearthed, evidence of three 
additional sets of remains were found underneath and beside the primary remains. Approval was not 
valid to remove the additional remains at that time, so the site was covered, and a more intensive 
excavation process was required. In an effort to better understand the mound and its potential 
cultural contents, ground penetrating radar (GPR) was used to provide an indication of further 
remains in a non-intrusive way. The GPR detected other potential burial sites and informed further 
planning and engagement activities with Aboriginal community members. 

Due to constant and ongoing erosion, in 2019, an Aboriginal Heritage Impact Permit (AHIP) under the 
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 was issued to allow for a major excavation and 
repatriation of previously repatriated and any other unknown Aboriginal ancestral remains from the 
mound site. The project was undertaken by several archaeologists and Traditional Owners and other 
Aboriginal community members. A total of nine sets of ancestral remains were excavated and 
removed from the mound site and repatriated to a known Aboriginal burial ground within the 
Murray Valley National Park in full consultation, respect and approval of Aboriginal Traditional 
Owners. With permission of all involved, dating of soil sediments at different levels in the site 
provided dates of 3,000 years before present at the base of the mound and 2,440 years at the level 
of the deepest ancestral remains.  
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The burial ground where the remains were repatriated is protected and away from any further 
impacts, reflecting the wishes of all involved that to the greatest extent possible, they are never 
disturbed again. Overall, the amount of mound eroded from river regulation is estimated to be in 
excess of 6 metres and most probably would have impacted other Aboriginal ancestral remains 
during that time. The remaining mound site has been rehabilitated with redgum retainer boards, 
pinned geofabric and sand. A key focus for land managers and Aboriginal community members 
remains the ongoing monitoring of sites to assess impacts.  

 

 

Figure 6 Edward River Burial Mound Excavation and Repatriation Project Team (NPWS, 2019) 

The NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service will be undertaking further research and investigation 
to identify similar locations that may be subject to impact from river regulation. This will involve 
elevational mapping of the Millewa Forest landscape through LiDAR and high-resolution 
photography, which allows the elevated parts of the landscape which are likely to be mounds to be 
identified. Potential areas will be followed up through ground truthing to determine if Aboriginal 
heritage is subject to direct threat from river regulation. The Millewa is one site in the system and we 
all need to ask ourselves, what else is happening in other sites along the river systems and what can 
we do to better protect these sites? 

This case study is an example of land managers and riparian managers working with Traditional 
Owners to help preserve culture. The work, funded by the IPP, shows how a landscape rich in 
thousands of years of culture and connection is interacting and being impacted by a relatively new 
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threat. It highlights the importance of the need for water and land managers to work with Traditional 
Owners and Aboriginal community groups to identify, protect and care for these important places. 
Through the use of Traditional knowledge and the latest technology (ground penetrating radar, 
LiDAR and carbon dating), lessons learned from this case study can help other parts of the system to 
learn and protect sites along the river. The ongoing monitoring of these sites remains a key focus as 
agencies and community groups work together to protect these sites from further impacts and help 
to educate everyone of the importance of trying to protect these significant sites from further harm.  

Aboriginal waterways assessment of Coombool Swamp, 
South Australia 
We acknowledge the First of the River Murray and Mallee Region as the custodians of the greater 
River Murray and Mallee region and that their cultural and heritage beliefs are still as important to 
Traditional Owners, the living Ngaiawang, Ngawait, Nganguruku, Erawirung, Ngintait, Ngaralte, and 
Ngarkat people today. 

Tjowila (Chowilla) is the Traditional homelands of the First Peoples of the River Murray and Mallee 
and is one of the six Living Murray Icon sites in the Murray−Darling Basin system. In 2019−20 water 
for the environment was delivered to several sites on the Chowilla Floodplain including Coombool 
Swamp. This large temporary lake sits high in the landscape and requires a natural flow of 70,000 
megalitres (ML) a day to South Australia to begin to fill with water. Prior to river regulation, 
Coombool Swamp received natural flooding every 2–3 years and so was a near permanent source of 
water. It now receives these natural flows much less frequently and during dry years, environmental 
water is pumped into the swamp to maintain the health of the long-lived vegetation and to provide 
important refuge for habitat and wildlife.  

Between September 2019 and January 2020, Coombool Swamp received 5 gigalitres (GL) of water for 
the environment from The Living Murray, program.  

Traditional Owner, Delilah Lindsay noted that: “Coombool Swamp needs more water, it’s a little bit 
unhealthy as the black box trees need more water in the area around the swamp.”  

Aboriginal Waterways Assessments (AWA) are used by Traditional Owners to assess the cultural 
values of wetlands and other important sites to support environmental water and wetland 
management planning. The tool has been modified to better suit the needs of the First Peoples of 
the River Murray and Mallee. AWA are being undertaken across a range of wetland and floodplain 
sites.  

On Monday, 16 March 2020, a small team from the First Peoples Working Group (FPWG) visited 
Coombool Swamp to assess the site, the AWA team spotted large numbers of waterbirds using the 
lake, including swans and swan nests. A Traditional Owner waded out to one of the nests and 
counted 7 fresh eggs, an exciting find. First Peoples have noticed that swan nests and eggs are harder 
to find these days, perhaps indicating declining numbers. First Peoples of the River Murray and 
Mallee have always observed where the swans are most active to locate their nesting areas.  

Fiona Giles, First Peoples Coordinator and a Traditional Owner explained that: “While swans are not a 
threatened species, they are culturally significant and are a totemic animal (Ngatji) to Traditional 
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Owner groups. Our Elders have taught us how we are spiritually connected to our Ngatji and that we 
have traditional lores and practices that have to be respected when hunting, killing and eating 
Ngatji.”  

When flooding naturally occurs, swan eggs (Kungardi Ngartharies) are collected from nests in the 
reeds of the back waters and swamps. Swans build their nests by twining reeds together so the nest 
can handle weight and to allow up and down movement on the changing water levels.  

One swan egg is roughly equivalent of four chicken eggs. When swan eggs are collected in the spring 
months, one egg is taken from the nest to the water to test for freshness, if the egg sinks, it’s fresh. If 
the egg floats, it has air inside and is placed back in the nest as it has a formed chick inside. If there 
are 5 eggs in a nest, 2–3 eggs can be taken. Eggs with young inside were rarely taken, but they were 
also a delicacy. After touching the eggs and going near the nest, water would then be splashed over 
the entire nest area to clear any human scent so the swans can return and incubate the remaining 
eggs. 

In times of hardship, the swan was also hunted and eaten as they are curious and easily lured to the 
water’s edge to humanely kill, a swan without a partner is always the target. Swan meat is rich and 
has to be eaten in moderation or you will get an upset stomach. The swan’s intestines (Kungardi 
Wulcheries) are thoroughly cleaned by running water through them, they are then dried, dusted in 
flour, fried and called “river sausages”. The gizzard (giblet) is cut open to remove all of the grit before 
cooking. All the leftover bones from the swan are then cooked into a soup.  

The wing of a swan would be kept and used as a broom for sweeping. The feathers are also used for 
covering tracks, making feather flowers and ceremonial practices. 

The AWA team worked with The Living Murray Chowilla staff to request additional environmental 
water for Coombool Swamp. A further 2 gigalitres of water was pumped into the swamp to maintain 
water levels within the lake, enabling the swans to complete their breeding cycle as well as providing 
amazing benefits for a range of other waterbirds including migratory species. 

Cygnets have been observed in the nests and with their parents on the swamp. It was common 
during the monitoring to see 15 pairs of swans with 3–5 cygnets each. A motion activated camera 
was set up on Coombool Swamp to record the progress of the swans and cygnets. When the footage 
was shown at the FPWG meeting, Traditional Owner Philip Johnson commented: “A paradise has 
been created for the swans.” 

Undertaking the AWA during the watering enabled the sharing of valuable cultural and ecological 
knowledge to improve the management of the site. The First Peoples and The Living Murray Chowilla 
staff are committed to continuing to work together to undertake more AWA at watering sites across 
the floodplain and to make improvements to the AWA program. Undertaking the AWA highlighted 
how important it is to have access to sites at Chowilla for cultural activities, how dry and isolated the 
site is, and what employment opportunities are available for First Peoples of the River Murray and 
Mallee. 
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Figure 7 The Aboriginal Waterways Assessment team at Coombool Swamp (A Stokes) 
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Future work 
The information in this report highlights examples of how First Nations and environmental water 
managers have worked together across planning, delivery and monitoring water for the environment 
in 2019−20. Goodwill, respect and genuine partnerships are evident and have led to meaningful 
participation as well as tangible benefits for First Nations at local and basin scales.  

Challenges and barriers to participation remain. Areas for improvement include the way government 
explains environmental water planning and management, more opportunities for training and 
employment on Country, and making available access to land for cultural practices where watering 
occurs as well as access to entitlements for cultural flows. Some of the matters are long-term issues 
that will remain challenges for some time to come. Others are a good place to make significant early 
gains. Steps toward increasing First Nations participation in water management at the site and local 
level will also help make progress. 

The 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation found that First Nations had derived benefits from implementation of 
the Basin Plan, and that there are opportunities to strengthen First Nations’ involvement in water 
planning as well as to further draw on the learnings from First Nations’ knowledge and 
understanding of the river systems and natural resource management.  

The MDBA will work with NBAN, MLDRIN, environmental water holders and managers, and Basin 
governments to address the challenges and barriers to First Nations’ participation and opportunities 
identified in this report and the 2020 Basin Plan Evaluation. The aim is to make meaningful progress 
during the next 12 months so that improvements can be reported in 2021. 



 

  
 

Office locations 
Adelaide  
Albury-Wodonga 
Canberra 
Goondiwindi 
Griffith 
Mildura 
Murray Bridge 
Toowoomba 

mdba.gov.au 1800 230 067 engagement@mdba.gov.au 
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