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ABSTRACT 

These papers discuss the involvement of Aboriginal people in the 
tourist industry and its effects on their communities. Both authors argue 
that Aboriginal people and their culture have been considered as tourist 
attracti ans by governments and tourist operators, a practice which they 
consider is against the best interests of Aborigines. Kesteven uses her 
research in Kakadu National Park as a basis for discussing how Aborigines 
perceive tourists and the opportunities for Aboriginal participation in 
tourist enterprises. She concludes that Aboriginal people should direct 
their involvement in tourism to controlling access to facilities that 
tourists need. Dillon's paper highlights areas where research into the 
impact of tourism is needed. He argues for a distinction between the 
effects of tourism if Aborigines market their Aboriginality (cultural 
tourism impacts) and the general effects of the presence of tourists in an 
area (general tourism impacts). The existence of a property right would 
enable general tourism impacts to be controlled. Like Kesteven he 
concludes that without such rights commercial involvement in tourism may 
be a way of managing tourism impacts. 
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ABORIGINES IN THE TOURIST INDUSTRY 

Sue Kesteven 

In the more remote areas of Australia, 1 even if exploitable mineral 
deposits are present, the natural beauty of these areas is often seen as a 
resource to be exploited. 2 In these areas, Aboriginal culture is also 
seen as a resource to be exploited. Aborigines may be active participants 
in the tourism industry, for example as safari guides, or can be passive 
participants in that industry; that is, as objects which are of interest 
to tourists. It is often said that Aborigines will benefit from tourism -
that there wi 11 be increased employment opportunities, that there wi 11 be 
improved facilities in areas where Aborigines live, that they will have 
increased incomes from tourist activities. It is necessary that tourist 
development should not be seen in isolation, but set in a wider context of 
development, including government policies regarding Aborigines, for 
example economic self-management. 

The nature of tourism is that tourists generally want new experiences 
from a base of familiarity. They seek pleasure, and do not wish to 
confront problems or disagreeable situations while on holiday. If 
tourists wanted 'deep' experiences they would, for example, become 
students of anthropology. Rather, what they want are compacted 
experiences which are presented directly to them, and do not have to be 
sought or negotiated for. They also wish for comprehensible information 
not only in clear Enlgish, but also in the presentation of concepts which 
are not too complicated. 

Because the areas we are considering are remote from the general 
Australian public, the feelings that people have about them are of 
frontier 1 ands and wildernesses. Aborigines and non-Aborigines may have 
different views of what constitutes natural beauty; what is a wilderness 
and 'natural' to a tourist is in fact a social landscape to local 
Aborigines. It is fami 1 i ar to them; they know the resources to be 
exp 1 oi ted; the 1 and has been shaped by man, both living and in the past, 
and also by Dreamtime beings. They also know how to behave appropriately 
with respect to the land and its resources. 

Studies I have undertaken in Kakadu Nati ona 1 Park have led me to  
believe that there is a distinction made by Aborigines in this area 
between a category of person 1 abe 11 ed 'tourist' and a category of person 
labelled 'visitor 3 This distinction became evident after a series of 
quest, ons were asked of Aborigines in unstructured interviews concerning 
the conduct of non-residents. The purpose of the interviews was to 
discover people's attitudes to tourism. I felt that prior to this, one 
had to understand what an Abori gi na l person in this area understood by 
'tourism' and 'tourist'. Without this understanding there seemed to be no 
point in asking questions of the sort, 'Are there too many tourists in 
Kakadu?', or 'Should there be more or less tourists in Kakadu?' 

There were some variations in the answers, but basically people 
agreed that: 
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Aboriginal people resident elsewhere who came to Kakadu were not 
tourists. 

Non-Abori gi na 1 peop 1 e who came to work for or with Aborigines 
were not tourists. 

Non-Aboriginal people who came to visit relatives were mostly 
not tourists. 

Scientists who came to Kakadu to study rocks, plants, etc. were 
not tourists. 

Aboriginal people from Kakadu who went to visit Darwin were not 
tourists. 

Aboriginal people from Kakadu who went to Sydney, Melbourne etc. 
were not tourists. 

These categories of people were labelled 'visitors' instead of 
'tourists'. The reasons for excluding these people from the category of 
'tourist' revealed more of what the Aborigines perceived a tourist to be. 

Aboriginal people who came to Kakadu would most probably be visiting 
kin, but even if they had no local kin they would 'know how to behave'. 
In other words, Aboriginal people would_ know how to behave in a socially 
acceptable manner, and they would seek out a traditional owner who would 
take responsibility for their behaviour, or 'look after them'. People who 
came to work for Aboriginal people would be assumed to be interested 
enough to fit in with a network of people who would educate them in 
behaviour appropriate in an Aboriginal context. Scientists studying the 
environment were demonstrating responsibility towards the land. 
Aboriginal people from Kakadu who went to Sydney would be going for a 
purpose, 'for a meeting', 'for an exhibition', or 'to visit friends'. The 
implication here is that there is an assumption that the hosts would 
accept responsibility for the visitors' behaviour. Aboriginal people from 
Kakadu who went to Darwin went 'for shopping', 'for meeting'. 'Visitors' 
therefore have directed purposes (which is understood and plausible) - to 
visit kin, to study, or to work. 

'Tourists', on the other hand, were bad news. 'Tourists' wandered 
aimlessly, got lost and had to be rescued; they got themselves into 
trouble by tempting crocodiles; they transgressed on sacred sites or 
burial areas; even worse, they sometimes stole relics or vandalised 
sites. They over-fished, they couldn't be trusted with rifles. In short, 
'tourists' act irresponsibly and 'visitors' do not; 'tourists' wander 
aimlessly, 'visitors' have a directed and socially approved purpose. 
Tourists have no commitment to the people of Kakadu or to the land. 

So what does this dichotomy between 'visitor' and 'tourist' entail? 

Firstly, it is meaningless to ask if there should be more tourists or 
less, when any tourist is a disagreeable phenomenon. But secondly, why do 
Aborigines tolerate tourists at all? At no time did Aboriginal people 
grimace, or rant against tourists, or condemn them outright, during my 



3 

interviews. In general Aborigines seemed acquiescent about tourist 
activities. Why is this so when it became so evident that tourists behave 
unacceptably? Possible answers are: 

•

• 

Aborigines are forgiving of human foibles, including 'mad'
behaviour. 

Tourists are inevitable, so there is no point in complaining • 

Tourists are unacceptable, but there is nothing Aborigines can 
do about reforming them. 

There is such disintegration of traditional life that no-one can 
exercise authority over land any more, and Aborigines no longer 
care about anything. 

Tourists bring benefits, so in spite of their behaviour they are 
to be tolerated. 

The first of these points is probably true, but how far is it felt that 
intruders who are 'mad' are to be tolerated? Probably not very far, when 
one considers that they have no kin in the area, and therefore no-one to 
take res pons i bil ity for them, and thus there is no-one to support them. 
So this proposition might bear on the question of why Aborigines tolerate 
tourists' behaviour, but it cannot be the complete answer. 

The second and third propositions are also probably true in part, but 
it is not saying much to believe that Aborigines acquiesce to 
inevitability all the time and tolerate all inconveniences. 

The fourth proposition one can reject. 
changes in Aboriginal life styles over the 
say that Abori gi na 1 ways of life have no 
cannot cope is to say that an Abori gi na 1 
mechanisms. 

Although there have been many 
1 ast few decades, one cannot 
cohesion. To say that they 
way of 1 if e has no adaptive 

So that leaves the last proposition - what benefits do Aborigines see 
that tourism might bring to them? 

For example, what employment opportunities are there for Aborigines 
in the tourist industry? Again, an examination of the Aboriginal point 
of view is required. It is necessary first to discuss Aboriginal 
attitudes to employment in general: for the most part, satisfactory jobs 
are ones which offer power, either by access to money and its 
distribution, or access to desired goods such as vehicles, or to exclusive 
information. Therefore it is unlikely that Aborigines will enter as�ects 
of the tourist industry that do not offer these incentives. Further, they 
will not enter positions in which they feel uncomfortable, by having to 
dress impeccably and stiffly, for example. Aborigines are especially 
unlikely to enter service industries in such positins as waiters, for yet 
another reason. Aborigines stress personal relations which are meant to 
be of an enduring nature. They are founded on such notions as 'looking 
after', or being responsible for another's long-term well-being. 
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Tourist activity is nebulous by its nature; tourists come and go, and 
so there is no possibility of Aboriginal people (or other residents) 
forming personal relationships with tourists. Because of the value that 
Aborigines place on personal relationships they are not likely to 
entertain tourists or to offer them hospitality, except in return for 
immediate gratification, such as in exchange for a bottle of beer. 

It follows therefore that Aboriginal people cannot use tourists as

individuals for establishing power bases. The only stable positions 
created by tourism are those of 'cultural brokers' who undertake liaison 
positions with agencies or as owners of the facilities used by tourists -
that is, one establishes oneself with the personnel of the tourist 
organisations and not with the individual tourists. 

Cultural tourism promotes the growth of cultural mediators, both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. What sort of people become cultural 
mediators and what training do they receive? Because tourists want 
compact, comprehensible information and ask an unlimited range of 
questions, many Aborigines are ineligible to act as guides because they do 
not speak English clearly. There is another reason why Aborigines may be 
reluctant to act as guides and impart information about the Aboriginal 
domain: that is, that only certain people may be allowed to talk about 
certain items even if others are allowed to know it. Further, in an oral 
society in particular, control over information is crucial for 
establishing power bases. It may therefore be the case that some people 
will not wish to divulge certain information, or that others may feel 
embarrassed when aske·d to answer a question about matters they are not 
entitled to talk about. 

Non-Aboriginal guides may feel no embarrassment about the kinds of 
information they impart to tourists. Some awful nonsense is spoken. What 
controls do Aborigines have over this sort of thing? Virtually none. 

The problem to be confronted is that if Aborigines are to be 
exploited in this cultural tourism, then it may result that there is form 
without content, or presentation without indigenous purpose, for 
ceremonies, art, dreamings, hunting and gathering practices. If tourism 
were to become the base of an Aboriginal economy, then Aboriginal culture 
is debased for the whims and entertainment of average people from another 
culture. 

Nevertheless, it should not be assumed that Aborigines wi 11 want to 
view their lifestyles and social and cultural institutions as _immutable. 
They may even wish to alter these to accommodate new factors deriving from 
tourism. They may alter the ways in which they percei·:e art sites, or 
even burial sites (as they no doubt have through the ages to adjust to new 
factors) and consider what use they might be able to put them to in order 
to get something out of tourists. 

It is said that tourists bring money into the area they visit. But 
how true is this? And who gets the money? 
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Aborigines in Kakadu are dependent upon non-local entrepreneurs for 
most tourist activities in their area. The local infrastructure cannot 
support booking facilities or general administration. This means that 
most income leaves the local area. 

In Kakadu the people who receive tourist dollars directly are: 

tour operators; 

• 

• 

• 

• 

shops at Jabiru (supermarket, petrol station, newsagency, take
away, post office, hairdresser; the Club however is not open to 
the general public); 

the Border Store (selling food, petrol, some other minor goods); 

Cooinda Hotel-Motel (including its restaurant and bar); 

South Alligator Motor Inn (including restaurant, bar and the 
sale of petrol); 

the airline flying into Jabiru, and scenic flight operators; 

possibly the bus service to Jabiru. 

Because of a re 1 uctance to enter service i ndust ri es, Aborigines benefit 
directly from tourism only if they own the facilities which tourists use, 
or if they are employees of tour operators and such. In Kakadu, the 
Gagudju Association4 owns the Cooinda Hotel-Motel and the Border Store. 
The Kunwinjku Associations invested in an airline. There were no 
Aborigines employed by tourist enterprises. 

The infrastructure that is provided for the tourist industry 
sometimes benefits Aborigines in the area. Improved roads are 
appreciated, though the greater numbers of tourists that travel on them 
may not be. Improved banking facilities and the provision of take-away 
food and liquor outlets may also be desired. 

The other side of the coin is that Aborigines may become disgruntled 
when they perceive that facilities provided for tourists and other non
Aboriginal people far exceed the facilities provided for their own 
communities. The cost of living in the area may also rise, although 
economies of scale could also operate so that prices are brought down. 

It is said that tourists provide outlets for Aboriginal artists and 
craftspeople. In fact, in Kakadu arts and crafts are not a priority of 
the people. There are some artists and craftspeople in the Park, but the 
majority are to the east, in Arnhem Land settlements. Art works and 
artefacts are purchased by Darwin outlets mainly, though some were al so 
for sale at the Border Store, the Jabiru Supermarket and the Cooinda 
Hotel-Motel. Few works were sold directly to tourists. This entails that 
the art industry is run by mediators, which once again means that income 
leaves the area. It also infers that the mediators can influence the type 
of work that is produced - for example they wi 11 know the style and 
subjects that are most popular. They may also suggest the manufacture of 
non-indigenous articles. 
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ABORIGINES AND TOURISM IN NORTH AUSTRALIA: 

SOME SUGGESTED RESEARCH APPROACHES 

M.C. Dillon

The standard conception of the tourism 'resource' is that of a 
number of characteristics comprising the natural and man-made 
environment. Demand for the tourism resource may be segmented, with the 
possibility that increased supply of one segment may be at the expense of 
other segments. An obvious example is the possibility that an increase in 
the number of 'round Australia' tourists might undermine the 'wilderness' 
or 'remoteness' characteristics which other tourists value. Similarly, it 
is commonly assumed that tourism is a renewable resource. While this is 
undoubtedly true in the short term, in the long term there may be a shift 
in demand away from certain characteristics, or the characteristics 
themselves might change. Furthermore, these long-term changes might well 
be related to current resource utilisation. However, it may be possible 
to increase the supply of new 'characteristics' in the long term, and thus 
prevent or defer the depletion of the tourism resource. 

When research into these areas. is placed in the context of 
Aborigines and tourism, it becomes necessary to decide whether Aborigines 
are, or should be, included within the definition of the tourism 
resource. There is a long-standing tendency on the part of governments, 
tourist bureaux and tourist operators to do just that. Witness the 
Northern Territory Development Corporation advertisements for 'Aboriginal 
Adventure Tours': 'the Aboriginal community ••• has customs and culture 
which they are enthusiastic to share with tourists from Australia and 
overseas'. This approach is part of a historical inclination on the part 
of non-Aboriginal people in Australia to view Aborigines themselves as 
being an integral part of the natural environment. To date, when 
governments have raised the possibility of Aboriginal involvement in 
tourism, it has invariably been on the basis that Aboriginality is a major 
component of the tourism resource to be exploited (Burchett, 1985). 

A number of implications flow from this for Aboriginal 
communities. The existence of tourism, and the inclusion of Aboriginality 
as a component of the tourism resource means that Aboriginality becomes a 
product or good to be controlled by Aboriginal people. Seen this way it 
would seem that Aborigines have an effective voice over their own 
exploitation by tourists. There are clearly going to be a host of 
potentially negative impacts on communities who choose to sell this 
product. In the extreme situation, the decision to allow exploitation of 
the resource may transform the nature of the resource itself, perhaps 
irreversibly. There is a further range of problems related to the fact 
that 1 Aboriginality 1 is by its very nature associated with social and 
cultural externalities - an individual's decision to provide tourist 
access to his/her own Aboriginality will automatically involve other 
Aborigines. By the same token, Aboriginal communities will generally have 
a monopoly within particular regions on the marketing of the Aboriginal 
tourism resource. 
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of rapid social change in Aboriginal society lead to massive social 
dislocation incorporating a wide range of characteristics generally 
assigned negative values (eg, petrol sniffing, alcoholism�· health 
problems, social violence etc.). 

We are now in a position to examine the possibility of 
Aboriginal enterprise in relation to tourism. Entrepreneurs in the 
tourism industry have the freedom to define the tourism resource they wish 
to exp 1 oi t ( subject to Abori gi na 1 consent where re 1 evant). Where the 
'entrepreneur I is an Aboriginal Community Corporation, it wi 11 cl early 
have to take into account the potential general and cultural tourism 
impacts in deciding on the composition of the resource characteristics 
which are to be marketed. Also, these will inevitably be situation 
specific. If the hypothesis referred to above is correct (and its 
correctness has yet to be established to my knowledge) it would follow 
that Aboriginal-owned enterprises should structure their involvement in 
the tourism industry in a way so as to avoid negative cultural tourism 
impacts. In other words, they should generally seek to exploit the non
Aboriginal tourism resource (the natural environment, etc.). 

Of course, the di st i net ions described here between genera 1 and 
cultural tourism are extreme ends of a spectrum which serves as a whole to 
establish a framework for analysis. Aboriginal enterprise corporations 
may well opt to undertake enterprises somewhere between these two 
extremes. For example, the operation of an Aboriginal cultural centre 
such as has been proposed for Kakadu (Cooke, 1983) by itself is not likely 
to be as disruptive as a stream of tourists visiting a community 
established in a park (cf. Kesteven's paper). This leads one to expect 
that where Aboriginal communities have control over access to their land 
and to natural phenomena likely to be appreciated by tourists, they are 
less likely to adopt a position involving cultural tourism impacts since 
they al ready have a property right which a 11 ows the est ab 1 i shment of an 
enterprise. Similarly, Aboriginal communities without an access veto are 
much more likely to wish to use their monopoly power in relation to 
Aboriginality to enable them to exert sufficient commercial and political 
leverage to establish an enterprise and/or to control access. The 
existence of a property right, as a result of land rights legislation, or 
through some other form of ownership would have a major positive effect 
since it allows general tourism impacts to be controlled. The absence of 
such property rights implies that the existence of general tourism impacts 
must be accepted, and attention focussed on controlling these impacts. 
Consequently, initiatives to take up a commercial involvement in tourism 
may be much more attractive in that context; indeed, it may be one of the 
few strategies available to alter the balance of negative and positive 
general tourism impacts. 

Recognition that control may require initiative by Aboriginal 
interests focusses attention on a range of research problems with real 
world implications. A major question relates to organisational and 
corporate structures: what are the characteristics required by Aboriginal 
organisations operating in the tourist industry? How might they retain 
their own Aboriginality whilst maintaining their effectiveness as 
commercial entities? What are the appropriate revenue-retention policies 
for these organisations, and for the Aboriginal individuals, groups and 
community councils which own them? 



Policy Implications 

The analysis presented above emphasises the need for funding 
agencies and Aboriginal communities and groups to distinguish clearly 
between cultural and non-cultural tourism. Involvement in tourism is 
potentially costly and destructive, yet may be the only feasible means of 
exerting some control over the negative features of tau ri sm and perhaps 
offsetting them through increased revenue/profits (and hence widened 
choices). 

Aboriginal organisations and funding agencies such as the 
Aboriginal Development Commission and the recently established W.A. 
Aboriginal Enterprises Corporation, should seek to fund Aboriginal tourism 
enterprises in which cultural impacts are minimised. The availability of 
finance for non-cultural Aboriginal tourism enterprises will of itself 
reduce the need (though not necessarily the incentive) for Abori gi na l 
enterprises to market their own cultural resources. Moreover, it is clear 
that the bulk of the expenditure by tourists who visit northern Australia 
is directed to general services such as accommodation, fuel, food, etc. 
Over-reliance on the monopoly that Aborigines have over Aboriginality may 
blind Aboriginal organisations to the natural locational monopolies which 
they often have, the potential for reasonable profits from effectively run 
enterprises notwithstanding the existence of competitors; and the reality 
that commercial activity is the sine qua non of effective political 
influence at local, State and Federal levels in the Australian polity. 
Perhaps more importantly, Aboriginal involvement in the tourism industry 
may provide a measure of control and independence for communities who to 
date have not achieved either. 

Conclusion 

Research on tourism and Aborigines will not be easy since it 
involves serious methodological problems. It is however not an issue that 
can be avoided as Aboriginal involvement in tourism has clearly arrived on 
the policy/option agenda. 

Particular areas which warrant research include: the 
relationship between various types of tourism and changes to Aboriginal 
social structure; the assignment of values such as good/bad, 
positive/negative, to such changes; the design of appropriate 
organisational and commercial structures for Aboriginal owned enterprises; 
and appropriate financial strategies for Aboriginal enterprises and 
communities. Much of this research will either be, or lead into applied 
research as these quest i ans wi 11 in one way or another confront most 
Aboriginal communities in north Australia at some stage in the future. 
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