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forest and woodland. Pandanus clumps are common
in low areas which are not saline, A few permanent
fresh water soaks occur withtl this area,

Feral animals

Goats and deer were introduced from Umbakumba
some 50 years ago. Except for spasmodic shooting,
their numbers have been sufficiently maintained to
destroy most of the palatable grasses ard forbs.

Monitoring from 1970 onwards reveals marked
changes in degradation and erosion. A black and
white print taken on the headland of the weather
station site in August, 1970 shows a good grouad
cover of Spinifex longifolius. Similarly prints taken ir
November, 1.972 show a serious decline in the amount
of spidfex cover ald an increase in dead scrub la-nd.
At the same tine, the higher dune system is showing
signs of degradation on its leeward face. Photographs
taken in 1983 show greater degradation of vegetation
ald wind erosioo and a mtrked increase in the
degradation of the high dune system.

Commission Involvement

In April, 1985 the Senior Wildlife Rarger reported
that traditional owners were expressing a desire to
relocate feral animals to neighbouring islands where
they would also exist in feral state. Because of the
monitorirg which has occurred on North East Island,
following a rehabilitation project at the Bureau of
Meteorology's automatic weather station, it is quite
apparent that the populating of other islands with
feral animals would be ecologically disastrous.

Recently a Soil Conservation Officer and Senior
Wildlife Ranser visited tle island to discuss the
oroblem with ih6 traditional owners ard to dctsrmiae
aheir attitudes to destocking and rehabilitation. So far
these discussions have been inconclusive, but it is
apparent that to the traditional owners the feral
animals are seen as a valued resource. Althoug\
under the Soil Conservation Act, the Conse.vation
Commission could demand the destocking of the
area, this would not assist ary future negotiations for
the managemont of the Northern Territory's island
ecosystems. Consequently, the Conservation
Comrnission is faced with the need to accommodate
Aborighal aspirations wbile at the same time
providing for proper management for conservation.
In this case, the possibility might be the retention of a
small herd of deer on the low lands sepaiated from
the high dunes by a deer proof fence. However,
considering its degradcd condition, the carrying
capacity of the low lamds should not exceed about 20
head ir order to prevent further ecological decline. It

would be necessary to maintain this level for many
years to come.

It is quite clear that some form of well established
cooperative management mechanism is required to
protect island ecosystems similar to that of North
East Island. It is from this point of view that the
iaitiatives being taken at Coboug Peninsula (Gurig
National Park) and in other inland parks where
Aboriginal people are involved, should be regarded as
of critical significaace for the management of the
Northern Territorf s island ecosystems.

JOINT MANAGEMENT FOR
CONSERVATION IN THE NORTHERN
TERRITORY: THE EVOLUTIONARY

PROCESS

The ultimately successful management of the island
ecosystems in the Northern Territory will depend
upon the continuation of a process which has been
developing over recent years. This process is an
evolutionary one beeinning with strong European
etblocentrism in conservation matters and gradually
leading through the establishment of a park estate
which mzrkes provision for Aborigiml involvement
amd for joint management, to cooperative
cndeavour/joint management for conservation of
threatened ald/or significant ecosystems on
Aboriginal land (Figure 1).

Ethlocentrism is a common human trait.
Dominart cultures tend to do things and see things
their way. So, despite the fact that approximately one
third of the Northern Territory's population is
Aborigl"al, management for conservation in the
Northern Territory does not reflect this; it is largely a
system of management which has derived from 19th
century European tbinking about the preservation of
nature. By and large, it does not recognise traditional
Aboriginal ties and responsibilities; nor does it
recognise the fact that the so called beauty which has
ofteu formed the basis for an area to be conserved, is
a result of many centuries of traditional habitation
and management. Our parks and reserves, derived in
concept largely from 19th century American
experience, are rcgarded for the most part as areas
with no room for people other than as visitors.

It is possible to recognise an evolutionary process
which has occurred in receut years ar:d which is
leading away fron European ethnocentrism in
management for conservation in the Northern
Tcrritory, toward close involvement of Aborigin3l
people in that management. Although this process
was initially concentrated on the development of
parks and was sparked off by conflict/compromise
over land ownership ald has been spurred on by
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rivalry bctween park services, reasoned commitment
to the idea is growing in both conservation agencies in

the Northern Territory. Increasingly, deliberate

attempts are being made to iqvolve Aboriginal people

in the management of parks and to recognise that

their traditional ecological knowledge and resource

management practices can bc used to good effect.

There is every hope that with some of the initiatives

currently being taken in the Northem Terdtory, the

necessary imagination and elfort will be deliberatcly

applied to ensure that the etbnocentrism inherent in

existhg management for conservation is overcome.

The full involvement of Aborighals in the policy

planning and management of the park estate, the

recognition of their skills and their involvement in

other conservation management should be seen as a

logical development and as making a positive

contribution to the dcvelopment of a system of

conservation management which better rcflects the

popuJation charactcrirl ics o[ the Nortbero Territory.

It may also be ussd as a yardstick against which to

measure the success or otherwise ol initiatives taken.

Thc evolutionary process may be traced tbrough
the development of several major parks.

Kakadu National Park

The establisbment oI Katadu National Park lies
somewhere at the beginning of the evolutionary
process. Established in 1979, it was thc lust major
Northern Territory park with an officially recognised
Aboriginal involvemcnt. llowever, despitc the fact
that Kakadu Park is omed freehold by the traditional
owners through the Kakadu Aboriginal Land Trust,
Aborisinal involveme nt in the lfust Plan o[
Maragement, (1980-1985),
required consultation with

minimal. The
Northern Land

Council was perfunctory, ald many important issues

relating to thc lifestyle of the Aborighals resideot on

Kakadu Park were not addressed in the Plan of

Managemcnt. It is clear that the Aboriginals were

secn at the time as somethilg to be :rllowed for ald

tolerated, but there is certainly no indication of a

movoment to integrate Aborighal culture and lifestyle

with the Park in a positive sense or to encourage

Aborigiral contdbutions to park maragement'

Despite the limitations of the first Plan of

Management, on-ground dealings with the Aboriginal

people havc extended well beyond mere tolerance but

not as far as genuiae involvement in park

management. Therc is no formal mechaaism

providirg for joint ruanagement of tho Park with the

traditional owners. The Advisory Committee

cstablishcd under the plar of management has proved

to be entircly ineflcctual and largely non-operative.

But there has been somc involvcment through

smployment both as rargets and as cultural advisors
ard through the judicious selection of staff who have

established friendly informal relations on a day-to-day
basis with the traditional owners.

Cobourg Peninsula (Gurig National Park):
A step further

As mcntioned above, Cobourg Penhsula, linked
tenuously to the mainland by a very narrow neck,
shares many of the characteristics of island
scosystems. As it is also the area where the greatest
cfforts have been made in the attempt to development
au appropriate mcchanism for joint management for
conseryation, it may point the way for the
management of the Northern Teritory's isla[d
9COSyStem,

The Park occupies an area of some z 207 sqtrarc
kjlometres and hclude the Cobourg Peninsula and
most of thc surrounding islards. A deeply iodented
coastline with seemiryly cndless curved sandy
beaches provides a key attraction for visitors to the
area. The interior of the peniasula is largely a
wilderness of mixed eucalypt forest ircludhg ir some
areas dominant stands of the Kentia palm
(Gronophyllum ramsali), tidal swamps and lagoons
fringed by paperbark forest, numerous small patches
of monsoon forest/vins thicket in areas where there is
a local abundarce of moisture, coastal plaias of grass
aod sedge, ard duoes coloniscd by casuarinas.

Scattered through Cobourg Pcninsula are
remhders of the past history and occupation of the
area. Tamarhd trees around the coastlhe often
indicate sites used for the processing of trepang (sea
slug) by the Macassan traders who regularly visited
Cobourg Penilsula shores during the monsoon
season. The historic ruins, espccially those of
Victoda Settlement on the shores of Port Essington,
serve as a remiuder of previous futile attempts by
Europcans to take over aud 'develop' Cobourg
Penilsula. The ruins, now surrounded by forest
convey very well the sense of isolation ald
desperation that must have prevailed in those early
days.

For the traditional owners, Cobourg Peniasula is
more than a beautiful area; it is productive lald which
provides them with valued resoulces. Their
traditional management practices, hcludirg burning,
have over the centuries, ensured the mailtenance of
this productivity. For them, the Park has a variety of
values. they pcrceive an essential iatimacy tretween
themselves and their land involving a complexify of
rights, benefits, responsibilities and obligations. The
land (natural environment) and may specific sites
within the Gurig Park are invested with spiritual and

was
the
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to leam from the Gurig alrd Kakadu experiences, ald
expand their commitment in this area. Although the
political backdrop remahs, its influence is now less,
and the Aboriginal presence is being increasingly scen
as adding an importart dimension to the concept of a
park.

Accordhg to Professor Sally Weaver, from the
Department of Arthropology, University of Waterloo,
Ctrnada, there is a clearly discernable trend from
Kakadu to Gurig. "This trend appears to have moved
from ioformal (Kakadu) to formal (Cobourg)
mechanisms for Aboriginal participation, from
advisory to authorative roles for Aboriginal owners,
from a managemeut focus to a policy and planing
focus for Aboriginal input, and from the absence of
formal boards to boards conposed of Aboriginals and
non Aboriginals with policy as well as planning
functions." She gocs on to poiut out however that,
although Cobourg set the legal precedent for joint
management in its Act, in practice it has not yet
achieved a joint operationa.l status. In fact, the
general conclusion is that neither Katadu nor
Cobourg measurc up to the yardstick of real
Aboriginal participation in policy, planning or
managoment. Although the mechanisms have been
put in place, the irnplication that the Aborighals have
the resources to bring to the decision-maldug process
(knowledge, skills, authority etc) and the capacity to
use these resources, is not well founded.

The respectivc experiences of Gurig and Kakadu
have heightened the sensitivity of both park services
towards Aboriginal involvement ir general. With not
a little sense of rivalry, both services are now looking
toward further endeavours iie this area and both are
actively pursuiug new modols based upon those
earlier ones.

Kings Canyon: Aboriginal involvement

from the ground up

Although located in the desert region of Central
Australia, the model for Aborighal involvement being
developed for the proposed Kings Canyon National
Park is furthest along the evolutionary scale, and
holds the most relevance for the conservation
management of the Northern Territory's islard
ecosystems. the area set aside by the Northern
Territory Goyernment to be declared as Kings
Caayon National Park encompasses 725 square
kilometres o[ outstaadiag scenery, varied ecosystems
with impo{ant vcgetation and fauna, and fascinatiag
cultural history. Located some 325 kilometres
south-west of Alice Springs by road, the proposed
park iacludes the western end of the George Gill
Range and features the dramatic laudscapes of Kings
Canyon and Carmichael Crag, as well as a number of

interesting gorges with lush vegetation ar:d shady rock
pools. It also eKends into the surroundiag sandy
plaias and desert dune country. The area has a very
special significance for the Luritja people whose long
and btimate association with the land continues irto
the present with the establishment of three freehold
living areas within the bouadaries of Kings Canyon
National Park. In addition, it is zm important centre
for recreation and tourism, attracting local, hterstate
and international visitors in increasiag numbers each
year. These features combine to mz <e the park a very
significart addition to the Northern Territory park
system.

Plauning, with and for
For the lrst time in the Territorf s history, Aboriginal
people are being fully involved in the planning of a
park from the ground up.

A Plar of Management was recently prepared
jointly by the Aboriginal people with ties to the area,
the Conservation Commission and the Central Land
Courcil. These groups have beeu sitthg down at
Kilgs Canyon, a week at a time, discussing issues and
workirg on the draft for the Plan of Maragement.
The resulting document sets malagement objectives,
address current issues, and propose appropriate
measures to guide management and development.
Because of the significance of the area to the Luritja
people, and the establishment of living areas irr
conjunction with Kings Canyon National Park, it also
takes hto account the Aboriginal people's wishes zLnd
make provision for their involvement in park
management and for the maintenance of Aborigiml
values.

The presence of the Aboriginal people and their
iavolvement ir park management will give a distiact
emphasis to the management of Kirgs Canyon
National Park. It is intended that the park should
provide Aborigiral people with opportunities for the
protection and strengthening of cultural values and
for the current expression of their culture on land
with which they have been traditionally associated and
for which they are regarded amongst Aborigtnal
communities as having certain rights ald
responsibilities. Withi-n this context, and agaiast the
backdrop of management ftlr the conservation and
protection of natura| cultural and scientific values
traditionally associated with national parks, the
Aboriginal people have expressed their willingness to
euable park visitors to have mearingfrrl and positive
contact with Aborigin2l culture both in its historical
dimension ald its current expression, to understand
more about this culture and chosen lifestyle, and to
appreciate Aboriginal conservation perspectives.
Within this framework, and in association with a
proposed 'wilderness lodge' development, the
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INTERACTIVE CONSERVATION
PERSPECTTVES

If it is true that the conservation of the Northern
Territorfs islaud ecosystems car only be effectively
achieved through some form of co-operative
management, it is equally true that much is to be
gained in this respect by a sharing of conservation
perspectives between the Aboriginnl people ard the
Conservation Commission. Without over
romanticising the Aboriginals conservation ideal, it is
true to say that the Aboriginal conservation
perspective contains lessons for the management of
sensitive ecosystems such as those found on islands.
Equally, proper conservation will be enlanced by an
Aborighal understanding of modern conservation
techniques. A joht management arrangement
provides an ideal framework within which the
Conservation Commission nay learn to incorporate
Aboriginal perspectives ir its management of island
ecosystems and Aboriginal people may learn some of
the benefits of modern conservation management'

Because Aboriginals have cared for this country
for many centuries, it is often assumed that they are
natural conservationists. This is not always a valid
assumption. Aborigiaals with modern technology at
their disposal car be equally as destructive of their
environment as other social groups. Nevertheless, it
is true to say that Aboriginal culture embodies a deep
comrnitment to caring for their country and it would
be diffrcult to find an irdividual Aboriginal person
without some underlaying empathy for the philosophy
of conservation. Withit the framework of a
co-operative management arrangement these deep
commitments may contribute positively towards the
common endeavout.

One must, however, be prepared to accept that
Aboriginal culture is not always guided by
Aristotelian logic preoccupied as it is with cause and
effect, ard often exhibits apparent inconsistencies.
So, for exanple, the people of Cobourg Peninsula will
argue that the marine resources (turtle, dugong, crabs
etc) are iaexhaustible. They have an unfailing belief of
never-ending abundance, and when questioned about
the possibility of over-exploitation, invariably reply
with "Can't finish him up". Yet, they are conscious at
lhe samc lime thal some of tbe mari.ne resources are
dwindliag. They are aware, for example, that dugong
are now very scarce, and blane the prawn trawlers for
frightening the dugong away, but are not prepared to
listen to suggestions that their hunting of the dugong
may be responsible for dwindling numbels on the
northern shores. They are also very responsive to
arguments for conservation for their children and
grandcbildren. It is a clear tenet of Aborigircal
culture that abundance available to one generation

should be passed on to the succeeding generation. It
is this argument which holds most sway in drawing
Aboriginal people into co-operative malagement for
conservation. They see that, from many poirts of
view, the objectives of the Conservation Commissiou
and their own objectives coincide. However, they
don't always understand our concept of a national
park. Often, they regard the developments that are
part of a national park, for example, toilets, picnic
areas, walkirg trails, as an ufirecessary clutter and
often see pastoral properties without this clutter as
being closer to theh concept of a conserved area than
our national parks.

NORTHISLAND: WHERETHE
FUTURE LIES?

As mentioned above, the resolution of the Borroloola
Lard Claim resulted in complex provisiors for the Sir
Edward Pellew Group of islands with the Land
Commissioner recomnending that the future of North
Island should be the subject of negotiations between
the Northern Territory Government and the
Aborigrnai people. These negotiations are continuing
and have been protracted. They are taking place on
the basis of a possible offer of freehold title to thc
traditional owners, but with provision for a lease-back
to the Conservation Commission for conservation
purposes.

Following fauna suweys conducted by the CSIRO
Divisiou of Wildlife Research 

'n 
t96-67, the CSIRO

recommended that Nortl Island and other islands in
the Sir Edward Pellew Group should be reserved as
high segurity faula sanctuaries. It was noted that
North Island had never beeu grazed and had suffered
very little burning. The adjacent mainland had been
extensively burnt annually and was bei-ng grazed by
cattle with resultant catastrophic effects on the native
species of wildlife.

North Islaad has some special features. It
contains small areas of stuntgd monsoon forest that is
found in this region only on islands ir the Sh Edward
Pellew Group. This vegetation is the habitat of
certain bird species such as the Red-qowned Pigeon
(Ptilinopus regina) ard the Emerald Dove
(Chalcophaps indica). 'fhts vegetation and the birds
that inhabit it are found nowhere else in the
McArthur River region. One species of small
mammal, the red-eared marsupial mouse (Antechinus
macdonnellensis) was fouad on North Island and not
elsewhere in the region. This is an outlying population
of a Central Australian species. A substantial colony
of rock-wallaby (Pe trogale brachyotis) occurs on North
Island. This species has suffered a great decline in
the region during the last sixfy years and it was found
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