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eep in the heart of the Australian

continent, the Central Ranges rise
from the landscape. They sprawl across
97,000 square kilometres, running
through the desert’s rugged hills,
mulga grasslands, spinifex dunes, and
tracts of desert oak and mallee. Rolling
fields of dunes and vast sand plains are
punctuated by rugged gravelly rises and
short-lived creeks, occasional salt lakes,
soaks and rock holes. This is desert
country at its scenic best.

The Central Ranges, which span the
Western Australia—Northern Territory
border, are valued for more than the
dramatic scenery. Although the ranges
have not been extensively surveyed,
they are known to be an area of
extremely high biodiversity, containing
many unique species of endemic plants
and animals, They are home to at least
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650 species and subspecies of plants, of
which 13 are censidered to be rare.
Fauna lists include 11 species of frogs,
103 of reptiles, 150 of birds and around
40 mammals, several of them rare.
A further 12 species of mammals are
presumed to have been lost from the
region in recent times, mainly from
falling prey to introduced carnivores.
But perhaps most significant is this
area’s cultural value. The Central

Ranges lie within Aboriginal reserve
land—250,000 square kilometres in
total—that is home to 11 remote
communities, made up of about 2,000
people, who have had a continuous
association with their country for
thousands of years. Indeed, it is because
of this relationship with the land here
that the natural conservation values are
high. There has been no prior European
iand wuse, and the continuing
management of the area by its traditional
owners has allowed it to retain its
natural history. Ironically, the Central
Ranges is one of only two of Australia’s
80 biogeographic regions with no
formal nature conservation areas.

That is about to change, as the
traditional owners, represented by the
Ngaanyatjarra Council, have indicated
that they wish to establish the Central
Ranges as an Indigenous Protected
Area (IPA), a system that conserves
both cultural and biclogical values
through collaberation with other land
management agencies. IPAs are funded
by the Natural Heritage Trust to be
developed in a three-stage process. The
first stage involves collection of data
and consultation to arrive at a firm
resolution from traditional owners that
they wish to proceed as Jeaders and
decision-makers with the project. The
second stage is the development of
management plans in consultation
with land management agencies. The

Desert oak at sunset.
Photo — Dennis Sarson/Lochman
Transparencies

| Previous page

a CALM-sponsored trip for six
Ngaanyatjarra traditional owners to
better understand and consider tourism

as an options on their lands.

I Top: Sowing the seed of an idea—

Central Desert area, Western Australia.

| Centre left and left: Typical scenes in the
Photos — Rob Thomas/CALM



third stage is the implementation of
the management plan. The Central
Ranges Indigenous Protected Area is
now successfully through the first
stage.

A HISTORY OF HERITAGE

Just under half of the Central
Ranges area falls within Western
Australia, extending west from the
Western Australia—Northern Territory
border to Warburton, and from south of
Wingellina to north of Lake Hopkins
and the Sir Frederick Range. Existing
records of the natural history of the
Ranges date from the early European
explorers, including such early visitors
as William Gosse and Ernest Giles.
Other data have been gathered by
opportunistic surveys and interviews
with traditional owners. In modern
times, over the years, the Federal and
Western Australian governments had
been expressing the need to incorporate
nature  conservation into  the
management of the area, particularly in
the face of increasing pressure from
tourism, mining, intreduced animals,
weeds and wildfires.

Meanwhile, the Department of
Conservation and Land Management
(CALM) had had a long association with
the traditional owners, their lands, and
the Ngaanyatjarra Council, through
the development of ranger training
programs, ethno-biological research, and
feral animal control work. One scientist
in particular maintained a constant
liaison with Aboriginal communities in
the area, mainly in association with work
surveying populations of the threatened
black-footed rock wallaby (Pefrogale
lateralis) and conducting fox control
trials. The success of this work had been
in large part due to the knowledge of
the elders and the assistance of the
Ngaanyatjarra people, some of whom
were also in regular consultation with
CALM as traditional owners of the
CALM-managed Gibson Desert Nature
Reserve—an 18,000-square-kilometre
area 100 kilometres north-west of the
Central Ranges.

In 1997, the Ngaanyatjarra Council
appointed a land use planner, who
approached CALM for support in the
Council’s submission to the Natural
Heritage Trust to investigate the
potential to establish an IPA, The idea

was further expanded to include the
CALM-managed Gibson Desert Nature
Reserve. In 1998, the application was
successful and the Ngaanyatjarra
Council received funding from
Environment Australia to develop the
IPA. Phase one, the initial surveying
and consultation, could now begin.

CONSULTATION:
ABORIGINAL HOSTS

The consultation phase of the IPA
process took both CALM representatives
to traditional desert country, and
traditional owners to other CALM-
managed areas in Western Australia.
Some consultation meetings were held
within Aboriginal communities, but
others were bush meetings, conducted
en route to areas of particular interest

baiting program at the Townsend Ridges
in collaboration with the Ngaanyatjarra
people has seen the population recover
from the brink of extinction.
Photo — Jiri Lochman

I Top: Black-footed rock wallaby. A trial

a fox-baiting site.
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lAbove: Townsend Ridges (Piyul),

and cultural significance to the elders.
One such meeting took place during a
cross-country expedition through the
Gibson Desert. Elders took CALM
representatives to highly significant
sites and explained their concerns
about them. A firm mutual trust
developed on this odyssey, as elders
shared their stories and knowledge, and
CALM staff were able to explain how
they, too, looked after the land.
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During this period, Ngaanvatjarra
elders were able to decide that they
were comfortable with the IPA concept,
and were keen to tell the Government
and the people of Western Australia how
their people had always looked after the
land. An elder from the Wingellina
community expressed his feelings on
the matter with a clever analogy:
‘Yakirris (head bands) used to be made
of possum fur and human hair,” he said.
‘Now they are made of wool, and the
wool is made by whitefellas. But it is
still a gakiryi, and it siill represents the
Law. Ngaanyatjarra people have always
looked after the land, so maybe these
TPAs are like the yakirri—a whitefella
name for looking after the land.’

CONSULTATION: CALM
HOSTS

At CALM's invitation, a group of
elders were also taken to visit some of
CALM’s developments and to see some of
the Western Shield endangered species
captive breeding and operational
programs. The purpose of the trip was to
show the elders a range of nature-based
and cultural tourism experiences, and to
show them how a whole suite of animals
can be reintroduced to their former
country if introduced predators are
successfully brought under control. Many
connections were apparent between
tourism, looking after the land, and
employment, and there was a great deal of
discussion of how this could be integrated
with traditional cultural practices.

The group on the tour visited Mulka’s
Cave, Wave Rock, Dryandra Woodland,
Yanchep and Francois Peron National
Parks, Monkey Mia and a number of
tourism development sites within the
Shark Bay World Heritage Area. They
also visited captive breeding enclasures,
which form an integral part of CALM’s

Ngaanyatjarra people at Jameson in the

I Top left: Consultation about IPA with
Central Ranges.

Reserve—trust and cooperation

hetween CALM (Ian Kealley in rock
hole) and Ngaanyatjarra people (drawing
water from rock hole).

I Centre leff: The Gibson Desert Nature

collecting biological data in the Central
Ranges.
Photos — Rob Thomas/CALM

ILeﬁ‘: Ngaanyatjarra men working on



Western Shield project. The elders knew
all of the animals, and many were
remembered as having occurred
throughout the Ngaanvatjarra lands,
although they have disappeared in recent
times because of predation by foxes and
cats, The men also described how these
animals were caught for food in early
times. The results of introduced predator
control at Dryandra and Peron Peninsula
were of particular interest because of the
potential to extend the predator control
into the Ngaanyatjarra lands.

The tour enabled the elders to
experience, first hand, the successful
integration of conservation, land
management, tourism and employment
in many CALM-managed areas. These
experiences led to discussions about the
importance of product development and
site design for tourism, the potential for
cultural tourism, and the management
of culturally significant sites. It was
evident that nature-based tourism
could offset the costs of management
while increasing public awareness and
understanding, and  that the

Above: Traditional fire management in
the Gibson Desert Nature Reserve.

how the animals lived and were caught
for food in his lifetime {captive
breeding animals, Peron) in the Central

Ranges and Gibson Desert areas.
Photos — Reb Thomas/CALM

lRight: Arthur Robertson explaining

development of the Great Central
Highway through Ngaanvatjarra lands
and the proposed building of a cultural
centre at Warburton could tap into this
potential. There were also lengthy
discussions in Ngaanyatjarra language
about the possibilities for collaborative
management throughout the lands.

MUTUAL BENEFITS

Many other issues emerged during
the consultation phase. The traditional
owners were pleased at the recognition
that their land’s conservation value was
the result of their management practices.
Howevey, they were concerned that they

did not have the resources to manage
their country properly now that they
were no longer walking it. They also
knew that if traditional management
ceased, the country would change. But
perhaps their greatest worry was that
vounger generations were not learning
the Law and how to look after the
country. They perceived a need to create
land management jobs that recognised
traditional knowledge and made it
relevant for young people. They also
perceived an advantage in working with
scientists to look after the country. And
while they could see the benefit of tourists
visiting some areas within the
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Noaanyatjarra lands, they wanted to
safeguard culturally significant areas
from harm.

They could also see othey tandible
benefits that would emerge from an
IPA and collaborative management
agreements, such as new bores, water
tanks, roads and other infrastructure,

and the provision of a better standard of

Lransport, all providing training and
emplovment  opportunities.  These
features could enhance and prolect
Ngaanyatiarra country and culture,
without surrendering control of the
land. Collahoration would also assist
with managing change and the
resulting impacts that are oculside
traditional Law, including feral animals,
weeds and tourism.

The consultation process was also
illuminating  to  CALM  officers,
indicating the bhenefits collaboration
would bring to their organisation.
There was recognition of the unique
knowledge and skills of the traditional
owners in managing their land. Clearly
a greal deal could be learnt about plants
and animals in the Ngaanyatjarra lands
thalt is not revealed by science. There
was unanimous agreement in CALM
that a land management partnership
wauld result in enormous henefits to
e nature conservation effort,

e consudtation stage also affirmed
io bl parties that developing the
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1PA would not be completely straight-
forward. All those involved recognised
and acknowledged that there was
potential for conilict, as traditional
practices such as hunting and harvesting
plants and animals might need to be
madified to maintain certain protected
areas, and scientific methods would have
to lake into account cultural sensitivities.
However. this awareness is an essential
part of a firm basis for proceeding, and
the Ngaanyatjarra people have the
assurance that under the TPA systemn,
final decisions reside with them.

THE NEXT STAGE

The consultation stage has cleared the
way for management planning to take
place for the Central Ranges and the
Gibson Desert Nature Reserve, CALM staff
will be visiting the areas frequently to
help people develop their ideas on nature-
based and cultural touvism, and te
facilitate collaborative agreements about

Gibson Desert, Weslern Australia. The
mdnagemtnt of the 1.8 million hectare
Ea reserve in remole WA will benefit from
the invelvement of Ngaanvatjarra peopie
and their traditional skills and knowledge.
Photo — Jirt Lochman

feral animal control, reintroduction of
locally  extinet  animals, and the
management of weeds, hunting, fire,
timber-harvesting and project funding.
The IPA process has brought about a
growing mutual realisation between
traditional owners and a Stale
conservailion agency that their long-
term interests are virtually the same.
The ultimate result will he Aboriginal-
owned natural and cultural conservation
on Aboriginal land, but the 1PA is about
more than this. IU s about initiative,
recognition, self-determination, mutual
understanding and reconcilialion; and
as such, it benefits all stakeholders in
the Western Auslralian environment.

‘Rob Thomas ls'the"ReglomllLeader of Nature Conservation in/the Goldfields Region. and
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