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Foreword
Mungurrapin Maymuru, Yirralka Rangers Cultural Manager

that keeps our culture alive. This benefits
not just us, but all Australians. The land and
sea country that the Yirralka Rangers patrol
is part of Australia’s national reserve system,
and our ranger djama ensures the land within
the Laynhapuy Indigenous Protected Area
(IPA) continues to remain rich in biodiversity
and culture.

Our work is for both
people and country
Caring for country is not just about plants and
animals, it is also about songlines and sacred
sites within the country. Under Yolngu law we
must protect these places.
Ranger djama (work) is good because it gives
us more ways to fulfil our obligation to look
after country while continuing to live on our
ancestral lands. Living on the homelands is the
vision of our old people.
Staying on country is crucial as much Yolngu
ecological knowledge is local. We have
intimate knowledge of where the sacred
sites and songlines are and how to care and
protect these places. Given this, the Yirralka
Rangers model for keeping country involves
remaining in place and working from bases
within our own homelands.
By staying close and keeping on our country
we are there managing weeds, feral animals
and over-exploitation of resources – that
maintains biodiversity. And, more than that,
we are there in place, watching over and
renewing our songlines and sacred places –

While our knowledge of country is very
intimate, by adding western science,
technology and skills to our toolbox we can
increase our ability to maintain biodiversity and
to protect culture. This is further enhanced by
working together with other land and sea
management agencies. Adopting such an
approach is what we call ‘both ways’
management, and it’s the subject of this first
booklet on how we go about keeping country.
A decentralised model, the Yirralka Rangers
steers a middle path, acknowledging and
respecting both Yolngu and western culture.
This year, even more Yolngu landowners are
turning to the Yirralka Rangers, requesting
that their country is included within the IPA.
With the expected declaration of Stage 2
of the Laynhapuy IPA in 2014, our land and
sea management area is more than doubling
in size.
In the eight years since we formed, Yolngu
landowners have come to see that the Yirralka
Rangers bicultural approach represents a way
forward not only environmentally, but also as a
means of training, employment and economic
advance. The alternative of centralising
services and employment in townships
represents the polar opposite of Yolngu hopes
and aspirations. It may offer economies of
scale, but it will lead to abandoning country,
physically and spiritually. The challenge that
lies ahead is to gain more widespread
recognition and acceptance of a middle path
that respects both Yolngu and western culture.
Yirralka Rangers III
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Who we are
To the Yolngu, land and
sea and people, plants
and animals are one.
Caring for country, whether by
ceremony or cleansing fire,
provides purpose to life. We see
it as essential not just to the
landscape’s health, but vital to a
Yolngu person’s sustenance and
spiritual wellbeing.

“The land and
everything in it
speaks to us.
We know all
their names
and stories.”
Yumutjin Wunungmurra, Senior Cultural Advisor,
Yirralka Rangers

In Yolngu country, we still act as
custodians, living in homeland
communities spread out across
the vastness and isolation of
north-east Arnhem Land. To the
1,200 of us resident on more
than 20 homelands, keeping
country physically and spiritually
lies at the heart of our existence.
We don’t want to fly away to
work in a mine or someone else’s
country. The future we see for
our children and ourselves is
rooted in our homelands.
We make no distinction between
land and sea when referring to
ownership rights and ceremonial
obligations that we hold towards
country. The Blue Mud Bay High
Court decision of 2012
recognised for the first time
under common law the Yolngu’s
enduring relationship with the
sea. We were able to show that
we still had the stories and the
songlines. In its decision, the
High Court extended Aboriginal
land ownership to include the
intertidal zone.
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Who we are
Standout features within our country include important waterbird habitat and
migratory bird routes (principally the East Asian-Australasian flyway), dugong and
turtle breeding sites, seabird rookeries, wetlands of international significance, and
rare animals like the snubfin dolphin and Bryde’s whale. Blue Mud Bay is one of four
recognised ‘high ecological value aquatic ecosystems’ in the NT.
Immediate threats that our land confronts include invasive animal species such as
water buffalo, pigs, crazy ants and cane toads; and on the feral plant front, weeds
such as hyptis, annual mission grass and sicklepod. Bushfires are amplified by weed
growth and climate change. Incursions by foreign fishing vessels lead to biosecurity
hazards. Marine debris washes up on the beaches constantly, with ghost nets taking a
particular toll of turtles. Illegal access by recreation seekers and commercial fishermen
damages our sacred sites, reduces fish numbers and affects our land rights and law.
Despite these threats, our language and culture remain dynamic and alive. The major
challenge for the future is how to adopt a ‘both ways’ approach that integrates
Yolngu knowledge and customary governance with western science and policy
concerns. Successfully managing the health of the Laynhapuy homeland’s people and
places requires new ways of thinking that avoid the trap of western ways
overwhelming our traditional culture.
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What we do
While the Yirralka Rangers – like
any other park ranger – plan and
implement conservation actions,
our activities deliver significant
added benefits to the Yolngu
people as a whole.

After six years of negotiations, Yolngu traditional owners agreed in 2006 to the first
stage of incorporating a parcel of their high conservation and culturally significant
land into Australia’s national reserve system as an Indigenous Protected Area (IPA).
The elders formed Yirralka Rangers and gave us the responsibility to care for land
and sea country within the Laynhapuy IPA. Just as importantly, the Yirralka Rangers
and the IPA have opened pathways creating meaningful employment and business
opportunities for our people, as well as the ability to enter partnerships with
government departments and private organisations.
With the implementation of Stage 2 in 2014, the Laynhapuy Indigenous Protected
Area (IPA) increases to over 17,320km2 of land and sea country, embracing 803km
of coastline.
Activities undertaken by the Yirralka Rangers within the IPA include maintaining and
enhancing biodiversity on land and at sea, protecting cultural sites, developing
alternative sources of income and building Yolngu people’s skills and capacity. While
delivering clear environmental benefits, the role of the Yirralka Rangers goes beyond
the physical to the nurturing of spiritual components, so essential to a Yolngu person’s
relationship with their land.
To achieve effective management over a large, complex landscape requires
knowledgeable and innovative rangers. Since inception, the Yirralka Rangers have
focused on the ‘two toolbox’ bicultural approach providing our rangers with the
western skills and science needed to augment traditional knowledge in the face of
new invasive threats from buffaloes to climate change. Education and training is seen
as integral to Yolngu people remaining on country, achieving self-sufficiency and
self-determination, as well as building healthy and safe communities.
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The Yirralka Rangers deploy a decentralised service delivery model, with our 50-plus
male and female rangers spread across 12 homelands. Most of the training is
delivered on country, a mode generally preferred by homeland residents. Rangers
receive accredited training in natural resource management and industry-specific
qualifications in handling, for example, firearms, boats and weed spraying equipment.
Emphasis is placed on leveraging the rangers’ knowledge and capacity by entering
into research partnerships investigating, for instance, flora and fauna, the effects of
fire or the impact of commercial activities such as fishing or safari hunting.
The Yirralka Rangers are in the front line of seeking strategies that offer sustainable
livelihoods for homeland communities. Possibilities we are considering include trade
in wildlife, tourism visits to homelands, horticulture, and the newly emerging carbon
farming market.
Yolngu people can see the sense in ranger work both in keeping country and in
keeping them on country. With its emphasis on lifting the education and training
capacity of homeland residents, ranger work provides both a role model and a career
path in a region where economic independence remains elusive.
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How we go about it
The Laynhapuy Homelands Aboriginal Corporation logo depicts the
ganybu triangular fishing net, symbolising the unity of our clans,
communities and homelands. We are committed to working together,
preserving natural and cultural values on country, faithful to the vision
of our ancestors and mindful of our obligations to our children.

While acting as a business arm of the
Laynhapuy Homelands Aboriginal
Corporation, the Yirralka Rangers holds
a dual accountability. On one hand, we
look to the corporation’s Board in terms
of administrative, management and
operational matters. Applying a western
corporate model, our activities are guided
by annual strategic planning and regular
work plans supported by team meetings.
On the other hand, we recognise a higher
responsibility to Laynhapuy’s traditional
owners, the Wanga Watangu and
Djungaya. The word yirralka refers to a
clan’s defined estate covering both land
and water. As custodians for the yirralka
clan estates as a whole, a Steering
Committee of the Wanga Watangu and
Djungaya sets the overarching vision,
policies and priorities over the land and
sea that our rangers serve to protect.
Nine cultural advisors employed by
Yirralka Rangers ensure that day-to-day
operations are undertaken in ways
consistent with this cultural stewardship.
An advisory group of state and federal
departments and Indigenous organisations
provides specialist input and coordinates
interagency support. We anticipate that
this group will expand to include
Indigenous Business Australia with the aim
of furthering development of commercial
relationships. In terms of income, Yolngu
6 Keeping Country

residents living in homeland communities
are among the poorest in the nation.
Commercialising Yirralka Rangers’ activities
at land and sea offers opportunities for
economic advancement.
The Yirralka Rangers has successfully
cultivated numerous partnerships with
government agencies, private sector
interests, research bodies, regulators,
non-government and community
organisations, other ranger groups,
statutory bodies, as well as local industry
and volunteer groups. Besides offering
knowledge and expertise, such alliances
provide us with access to additional
funding and resources, enable meaningful
research and data collection, ensure
economies of scale, generate publicity
and broaden the potential to develop
new business activities. We also propose
to increase the level of engagement with
the philanthropic sector.
The Yirralka Rangers model is almost
unique in its decentralised delivery of
services. Instead of rangers being
headquartered in one location, we are
spread across 12 homelands, permanently
resident on our own country. This allows
invaluable access to traditional ecological
knowledge and on-the-spot insights into
the health of our clan estates (yirralka) and
the changes affecting them.

“I have never
left my clan
estate. This is
mine. I’m here.
Yirralka Rangers
helps protect
my clan’s
rights, my law.”
Yumutjin is an artist and ceremonial leader. His level of knowledge places
him in the top rank of Yolngu lawmen in north-east Arnhem Land.

Yumutjin Wunungmurra
Senior Cultural Advisor, Gurrumuru Homeland
Dhalwangu clan
“My father was a warrior, a leader who passed his knowledge on to me all the time as
we were moving through our country.
“He came to Yirrkala to sell baru (crocodile) and buffalo skins. He was a tricky one and
had a magic style for catching animals by spear. For baru, he’d check to see that he
was upwind, then staying close to the riverbank, swim down underwater until he was
next to baru and throw his spear sideways. The women would make string, which the
men would weave into a thick rope. This rope would be tied to a spear and the baru
pulled ashore.
“I learnt by listening and watching. My father never stopped singing to the country,
calling up places and animals. I’m still singing his songs. The land and everything in it
speaks to us. We know all their names and stories. When the wind blows a certain
way, we know where the fish will be.
“I’m a leader now in ceremony and in passing on knowledge of the land and our law
to young people. I have never left my clan estate. This is mine. I’m here. Yirralka
Rangers helps protect my clan’s rights, my law. I want to keep our culture together
and keep it strong.”
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Learning On Country

Country as the textbook
Learning on Country, as its name implies, takes education out
of the classroom, out onto the land and sea, out to the places
where Yolngu children will one day become custodians.
Initiated in April 2013 by Yirralka Rangers and three other NT Aboriginal community
ranger groups, along with the schools in each of their communities, the children
literally learn on country from a combination of knowledgeable senior traditional
owners, community rangers, vocational education trainers and school teachers. The
program builds on the shoulders of ‘both ways’ education, an approach championed
by the late Dr Yunupingu, a former Yirrkala School principal. It extends and formalises
existing community capacity building activities that incorporate Indigenous Australian
and Western knowledge systems.
Linking ranger expertise on country with schools, Learning on Country seeks to make
education relevant by acknowledging the children’s destiny as the custodians of a
deep and abiding tradition of songs, art and knowledge about their clan estates. In
doing so, the program serves another purpose – all the while preparing the students
for a satisfying and rewarding career in their community or elsewhere in Australia.
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In its partnership between Yirralka Rangers and Yirrkala Homelands School, the
Learning on Country program aims to retain students in school for longer, thereby
opening up a wide range of employment and further education opportunities. Jobs
the students are gaining skills for cover a wide field – as Indigenous rangers, in
customs, quarantine, horticulture, weed management, feral animal control, mine site
rehabilitation, environmental monitoring, erosion control, wildlife research, botany,
zoology, fencing, campground management, as a tourist guide or operator.
To date, 16 students have enrolled in Certificate 1 Conservation and Land
Management. A whole of school approach is in place so that all middle and senior
students in future complete vocational educational training (VET) units. Learning on
Country also involves ‘disengaged youth’ who have stopped going to school, and
allows them to further their education qualifications by doing the VET units.

Field trips
All levels of school kids have already participated in on-country workshops.
In 2013, the four field trips held demonstrate how the program integrates Yolngu
knowledge and western science into the curriculum. In the first, a study grant of
Dr Isabel Beasley of James Cook University was deployed to train students in how to
run a dolphin survey, fill in data sheets and record sightings into Cybertracker
software that is contained on handheld computer devices. The students then went
out on boats with Yirralka Rangers into Blue Mud Bay to search for the rare, endemic
snubfin dolphin.
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A second field trip involved crunching the basic maths and science behind monitoring
the vegetation growth in a fenced plot on the Gangan flood plains that excluded
damage by buffaloes. As a follow up, a senior ranger Yinimala – on his own initiative –
took students out hunting and making spears at Gangan. He taught them all the
names and stories connected with each fishing spot.
In the third field trip, the students and ranger cleared marine debris from the beach at
Garrthalala, linking the activity back to the school recycling program. They found the
remains of a turtle and shark tangled in a net, learning the damage discarded fishing
nets (ghost nests) can cause. They picked up ghost nets, taking them back to school
where the teacher had arranged for a basket weaver to show students how they could
recycle ghost nets. The students were also taught how to estimate the cubic metre
size of nets and how, using weave size and style, they could ID from which nation the
nets derived via the Ghosts Nets Australia website key.
Another activity was a song writing workshop. Students went to Wandawuy where
legendary leader Wonggu once camped. Here, elders told them a dreaming story of
how mana the shark journeyed up and down the coast and into rivers naming places.
The students then had to write lyrics and put what they had learned into song.
Learning On Country is a knowledge program aimed at improving the discipline,
life skills, education, and self-esteem and employment prospects of young people.
Culturally appropriate and educationally robust, Learning On Country holds the
potential to upskill the next generation. For their part, rangers build on their skills
to present and facilitate in class and on country.
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“As a Dalkarra, I not
only know the
songlines and song
cycles, but which clan
owns them and who
has the right to use
them.”
At 31 years old, Yinimala has risen to the challenges placed on his shoulders by his community’s elders. He plays a
leadership role, conducting ceremonies. Twice he has been chosen by the elders to represent his generation in the
‘Young Guns’ painting exhibitions. He is the chairperson of the Buku-Larrngay Mulka art centre at Yirrkala.

Yinimala Gumana
Senior Ranger, Gangan Homeland
Dhalwangu Clan
“When I come back from school, my uncle Gawirrin always asked: ‘Why are you doing
only the napaki way of learning? What about learning the Yolngu way?’”
“He’d give me a fine brush to do the cross hatchings on his paintings. That was the first
step, then he gave me clapsticks and showed how to use them in singing and dancing.
In Yolngu culture, we learn by doing, seeing, hearing.
“Singing, dancing and painting are ways of maintaining and managing the songlines
down through the generations. The elders have asked me to lead singing and dancing
at ceremonies, such as initiation and circumcision or men’s business. As a Dalkarra, I am
recognised as having a high level of knowledge, skills and expertise. I not only know the
songlines and song cycles, but which clan owns them and who has the right to use
them. I call to their bones (bundurr), to the deep inside knowledge where a person
belongs and his spirit resides.
“Painting is the same. The power is in the knowledge behind the design. The painting
represents place and who owns that place. It tells the world about the country, how it’s
connected and how we are connected to country.
“The elders also chose me to become a ranger. I see my role as protecting my
homeland, where I have lived from birth, from invasion by foreigners – whether it be
weeds, buffaloes, pigs or uninvited visitors. The Yirralka Rangers teach us the proper
way to mix chemicals for spraying, how to drive boats and how to cull feral animals.”
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Feral Management

The ongoing battle against alien invaders

Tracking feral pigs and buffaloes across the rugged countryside
and vast distances within the Laynhapuy IPA involves taking to
the air.
Encompassing 13% of the entire Arnhem Coast bioregion, the territory that the
Yirralka Rangers patrol is mostly undisturbed and home to threatened species and
internationally significant wetlands and coastal landforms. Homeland residents and
the Yirralka Rangers want to keep it that way. The cultural values that Yolngu people
hold in the landscapes, plants and animals act as the driving force of their relationship
with their country.
The Yirralka Rangers have conducted five aerial culls since 2008. Together with
on-ground management, these culls have resulted in removal of 6,438 buffalo and
573 pigs. Based on the most recent aerial population survey in 2012, the buffalo
population has been reduced by approximately 50% since 2006.
Monitoring ferals is a major focus of the Yirralka Rangers. Ongoing monitoring
provides tangible evidence of whether or not control efforts are reducing the impact
or improving the condition of the country.
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Buffalo and pigs cause widespread damage to flood plains and billabongs. Buffaloes
wallow in freshwater, trampling vegetation and food sources like water chestnuts
(rakay). Pigs also lay waste, rooting up reeds and tubers and eating frogs and other
aquatic fauna. Feral cats and cane toads also affect country’s natural and cultural values.
Aerial culling is regarded as the most effective and humane method of feral removal.
Rangers are trained in marksmanship skills, and four rangers have gained aerial
platform licences. In 2012, 3,150 buffalo and 250 pigs were removed by aerial culling.
Each homeland has pig traps, which are baited and checked daily by homeland
rangers. The traps are baited with boiled sorghum and molasses. Thirty-six pigs were
trapped last year.
Opportunistic ground shooting of pigs and buffalo takes place while rangers are
patrolling within the IPA. Overall, Yirralka Rangers have carried out control activities
from the air and on ground over an estimated 650,000ha during 2013, with a 44%
reduction in the feral population.
Future plans include holding pig-baiting trials using 1080 in areas that are inaccessible
by vehicles and where the vegetation is too dense for aerial control. Another proposal
is to introduce a judas collar program tracking where the pig families and herds of
buffalo are in the landscape. Satellite transmitters on the collars of selected animals
would send data twice daily giving their locations and movements, allowing more
pinpoint targeting.
To prevent feral animals moving back into culled areas from neighbouring land, a
regional management strategy is required. With the spread of IPAs throughout Arnhem
Land, this is becoming increasingly likely to occur.
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Sea Patrols

Land and sea country are seamlessly
interlinked
Traditional owners do not draw distinctions between land and
sea country. For the Yolngu people, the two are dependent on
each other.

Arnhem and Blue Mud bays are regularly visited by commercial crab and barramundi
fishermen, as well as recreational fishers. The crabbers and barra fishers come in and
out most of the year, selling their catches into the Darwin market.
Sea patrols monitor catch sizes and season limits, and ensure fishing activities are not
taking place in areas such as sacred sites or beyond closure lines (applying only to
commercial barramundi fishing). Many patrols are carried out jointly with NT Fisheries
and Water Police. Recreational fishers are scrutinised, in particular, for the safety
equipment they carry. All fishermen are supposed to find out what areas are off limits
as sacred sites.
Increasingly, the Yirralka Rangers are recognised as a valuable partner when
conducting joint patrols with Fisheries and Water Police. Well-qualified, the rangers
have an intimate knowledge of their sea country and access to six vessels.
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These range in size from a 7.5 metre
Ocean Cylinder 2C survey boat capable
of covering long distances to smaller,
more versatile dinghies for closer,
inshore work. Ten rangers have now
completed coxswains training so they
can safely and competently handle the
YR ‘fleet.’
Sea rangering has value well beyond
compliance. Yirralka Rangers last year
worked with scientists monitoring
populations of golden snapper. They are
always on the lookout when on water,
ready to record sightings of dugong,
turtle or other significant marine fauna.
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“People have to
stay in their own
culture. If people
don’t listen and get
educated, they’ll
end up smoking
ganja and living in
long grass.”
A ceremonial leader in dancing and singing, Napunda is much in demand. Well trained in boating,
hunting and weed spraying skills, he is an exponent of both ways culture and a role model for young
people in Learning on Country.

Napunda Marawili
Senior Ranger, Yilpara Homeland
Madarrpa Clan
“I lead in dancing and singing in ceremony. All the songs and stories come from the
land and I follow what my father taught me. You can’t make one up or steal a story.
People have to stay in their own culture. If they don’t listen and get educated, they’ll
end up smoking ganja and living in long grass.
“When I was little, my family returned to our homeland. My father wanted to go back
to the ‘promised land’ so we could better understand Yolngu culture and language,
and learn our songlines from the elders.
“The favourite thing I learned from my father was how to make spears for catching
stingrays, turtles, dugong, fish and mud crabs. I know all the big and little names of
places, plants and animals at Yilpara.
“One time my father and other traditional owners went hunting in a sacred area. They
came across a big, severed baru head. They felt sorry and really angry, because it’s
bad for people to enter a sacred area and doubly bad to kill crocs, which are a sacred
totem for our clan.
“They called the traditional owners together from Yilpara and neighbouring
homelands to make a stand and protect our land. That’s one of the beginnings for the
Laynhapuy IPA and Yirralka Rangers.”
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Recreation Management

Improving the visitor
experience while
protecting country
One experience many visitors to
north-east Arnhem Land put on their
bucket list is to talk to Indigenous
people on country.
Yirralka Rangers acknowledges this, and aims to
fulfil this demand on their regular weekly patrols
of the two main recreational areas in the
Laynhapuy IPA – at Cato River (Dhalinybuy) and
Dholuwuy (Yilpara). Other major drivers behind
establishing the recreational areas are to
manage visitors on country, protect sacred sites
and generate income.
Setting up and maintaining the recreational
areas is the responsibility of the Yirralka Rangers.
Each of the defined campsite areas has tables,
firepits and composting toilets. Both areas are
very popular with recreational crabbers and
barra fisherman. At Cato River, Yirralka Rangers
updated the boat ramp in 2010, but it is now in
poor condition as a result of erosion – a major
problem that has to be combatted continually.
Rangers check visitor permits on their regular
patrols. At present, the Northern Land Council
issues permits. Ideally, the Yirralka Rangers
would like to see this role delegated. Allowing
rangers to issue permits would, they believe,
provide for more effective management.
An annual income of $30,000 is generated from
each of the recreational areas. This revenue is
returned to the traditional owners. To capture
more income as well as improve management
on country and the visitor experience, two other
recreational areas are under investigation.
Keeping Country 17

Dolphin Survey

Proving the scientific existence of two new
dolphin species

PHOTO: Isabel Beasley

Both Yolngu and mainstream culture agree that dolphins carry
a special aura. So the prospect of a research partnership
discovering not one – but two – new dolphin species holds
extraordinary significance.
Skulls found on a beach by Yolngu people led to the description in 2005 of Australia’s
only recognised endemic cetacean species, the Australian snubfin dolphin. Another
resident of Yolngu sea country is what is now regarded as the Indo-Pacific humpback
dolphin. This may too prove a separate endemic species – but only if the research
partnership can help put an end to the ‘data deficiency’ that has rendered both
species invisible on the scientific world’s radar screen.
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In collaboration with Yirralka and
Dhimurru sea ranger units and the
NT Parks and Wildlife Service,
James Cook University scientists
Isabel Beasley and Mathew Golding
have undertaken research surveys over
the past two years to study the
occurrence and distribution of dolphins
from the Gove Peninsula south to Blue
Mud Bay. While decades of anecdotal
statements have pointed to the locally
resident dolphin species being separate
creations, a more comprehensive
evaluation was required to advance
evidence for their listing for protection
under both federal and state legislation.
Identifying marine fauna from the air
is notoriously difficult. Boat-based
surveys allow photo identification and
habitat mapping. Over eight days in
2012, boat reconnaissance turned up
bottlenose and humpback dolphins,
but no snubfins.
In May last year, Yirralka Rangers led a
boat survey to Blue Mud Bay, specifically
seeking snubfin dolphins. The rangers
trained 30 Yolngu students on how to fill
in data sheets and record sightings on
hand-held computer devices using
Cybertracker software.

Students also sat down with two senior
traditional owners Djambawa and
Marrirra to hear about the Yolngu’s
relationship with dolphins. One of
the dolphin surveys’ objectives is to
examine the cultural significance of
dolphins to the Yolngu people.
Over 20 dolphin-related artworks
are held in the Buku-Larrngay Mulka
Art Centre at Yirrkala.
The two elders recounted stories of
songs, paintings and hunting for
dolphins, describing them as “revered
animals.” Marrirra dramatically depicted
how a pod of dolphins had led a group
of Yolngu, shipwrecked on an island,
as they paddled back at night through
treacherous waters to the safety of
the shore.
While the May survey at Blue Mud Bay
recorded two sightings of humpback
dolphins, snubfins once again proved
elusive. That they exist is not in doubt:
many were seen by individuals in the
following weeks. With time, patience
and persistence, the partners in the
dolphin survey research fully expect
their widening ripples of perception to
clarify and ultimately synchronise with
scientific reality.
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Fire Regimes

Following the old ways of burning country

Integrating traditional burning practices with western science
offers another instance of both ways culture in action.
Cultural advisors walk together with
rangers along traditional routes and
undertake burning in remote areas not
often visited. During these walks elders
pass on cultural knowledge about the
old paths and burning practices to
younger generations.
Under traditional fire regimes, fires were
lit mainly in the early dry season, which
ensures the maintenance of vegetation
structure and composition by reducing
intensive sheet burning in the late dry
season. Of the IPA’s total Stage 1 area of
6,900km2, the average area burnt annually
in the early dry season (1,860km2) is
double that of the average area burnt
annually in the late dry season (875km2).
Two- thirds is left unburnt.
A consultant is being engaged to
determine the potential and requirements
for earning carbon credits by altering
burning regimes. The decade-old Western
Arnhem Land Fire Abatement (WALFA)
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project has successfully reduced
greenhouse gas emissions by 40%
by moving the bulk of burning to take
place under the milder conditions
experienced early in the dry season.
For the Yirralka Rangers, the Federal
Government’s Carbon Farming Initiative
could act as source of income, covering
operating costs.
A variety of sites are being set up across
the IPA to assess the effects that different
fire regimes have on vegetation and
animal communities.
As well as protecting fire sensitive
habitats, fuel reduction burning around
communities provides firebreaks. In 2012,
rangers carried out fire protection works
around communities at Yangunbi and
Yudu Yudu.
Yirralka Rangers receive training in the
suppression of bushfires to ensure they
can assist fire and emergency services
when required.

“When my father was
fading, he gathered the
clan together and said to
look after country, teach
the young ones the right
way, and stand strong for
our land and culture,
working together.”
Gurrundul and her husband Wanyubi divide their time between Yilpara and Yirrkala.
She assists with her husband’s painting, and has become a talented painter in her
own right. She has brought up five children including three of her sister’s sons.

Gurrundul Marika
Senior Ranger, Yilpara Homeland
Madarrpa clan
“When my father was young, he acted like he was the ‘ranger’ at Yilpara, because he
had the knowledge and controlled the land and sea. When I was young, he chose me to
go out with him, told me the stories, and showed me everything.
“When my father was fading, he gathered the clan together and said to look after
country, teach the young ones the right way, and stand strong for our land and culture,
working together. My sister took the message down and I wrote in big letters what he
said on a blue and white curtain that hangs in my home so we all remember to stay
strong for the country and each other.
“I started schooling under a big shade tree on the beach at Yilpara. My uncle and oldest
sister were the teachers, learning us reading, writing and numbers in Yolngu matha
(language) and English. Everything else about the songlines and the gathering and
cooking of food, I learnt from my father and mother. My favourite totems are stingrays
and lightning snakes. Stingray paintings have become my specialty.
“We went visiting our neighbouring homelands constantly and became known as ‘the
walking (djalkiri) people.’ The women (miyalk) rangers started with plant nurseries in this
region for shade, native foods and bush medicine.
“Health clinics in the homelands now foster both ways medicine. For instance, from my
mother’s totem tree, the nambarra (paperbark), we crush the leaves and boil in water
making steam and juice for chest infections and flu.
“Our latest step in bringing napaki and Yolngu knowledge together is packaging bush
products to sell at local markets. Working both ways is close to my heart (dudurrk).”
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Bush Products

Wedding traditional plant knowledge
with western business skills

Taking advantage of their indigenous ecological knowledge,
the miyalk (women) rangers have developed a successful
body products business using natural ingredients found in
Yolngu country.
In 2013, the miyalk rangers produced and sold soap and other body products at
13 markets. Production of the bush body products, such as bush rub, lip balms,
and bush body scrub, as well as bar soap, was scaled up for the annual Garma
festival in August.

22 Keeping Country

Serving a number of purposes, the bush
product program provides on-the-job
training for the miyalk rangers in gaining
business skills, as well as bringing
traditional knowledge into the market
economy. It offers work back in the
homelands for the rangers. And it breaks
down barriers when rangers interact with
the public as part of the sales process.
A new strategy is now being prepared for
making bush soap out on seven
homelands. In the past, the soap has been
produced at head office in Yirrkala, but to
get more miyalk rangers involved with
bush products, three additional homelands
(Garrthalala, Yilpara and Gangan) are
gaining the resources and equipment to
produce their own soap. This allows more
rangers, regardless of distance and
location, to become familiar with bush
product making.
Diversifying production out onto the
homelands is also expected to boost
experimentation. Locally specific
indigenous knowledge could lead to the
introduction of, say, new plant species for
massage oil, for recharging body energy or
for soothing skin ailments.

Another area of innovation attracting
attention is using napaki technology to
speed up production processes.
Facilitators have started replacing older
methods, such as hand grinding by mortar
and pestle, with faster-acting food
processors and blenders.
As a result of the bush body products’
success with community members and
tourists, the miyalk rangers have become
more confident in market stalls. Running
the stalls has markedly improved rangers’
numeracy and financial skills. Through
repeated experience, rangers can now
independently produce a number of
‘traditional’ recipes without the guidance
of facilitators.
Featuring as it has in many articles and
documentaries, the body products
business has given the miyalk rangers
plenty of exposure to the public. A
successful program, the miyalk rangers
take pride in their achievements.
Over the next few years, the aim is to
escalate this business, possibly as a
component of the new Remote Jobs and
Communities Program.
Keeping Country 23

Weed Work

Keeping weeds off country
Weeds grow very quickly in the tropics and their management
begins as soon as the rains come.

There’s a short window after the early rain when fire is used to burn off weed
seedlings before resorting to chemicals.
All 50 rangers learn how to handle and apply chemicals, with many rangers holding
advanced industry-recognised ChemCert accreditation. This allows them to mix
chemicals and work independently, as well as supervise others.
Each of the 12 homeland communities has a dedicated ranger team with the job of
overseeing and controlling weeds. Weed work is the main activity over the wet
season. It’s everyone’s job.
Weed populations mainly exist in the immediate vicinity of homeland communities
and along some roadsides. While the countryside is largely weed-free, the main
pathways for weed introductions are the roads between communities.
To date, outbreaks of serious weeds, such as gamba grass or mimosa, have been
spotted early and controlled. Annual weeds like mission grass are targeted for
spraying using either backpacks, quad bikes with spray tanks, or via 400 litre spray
packs on Toyota land cruiser utes. It depends on the range of the problem.
While invasive plant species are recognised as a major threat to the biodiversity of the
Laynhapuy IPA, the training and strategies employed by the Yirralka Rangers have
fortunately kept their spread in check.
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“I’m doing what
the old people
have always
done – staying
and looking
after country
and culture.”
Napuwarri worked closely with his father Bakulangay, completing a number of artworks with him. On his father’s
death, the elders endorsed Napuwarri as an artist, confirming his inheritance rights to paint the clan’s sacred designs.
A versatile artist, he dances and sings in ceremony, as well as sculpting and making prints.

Napuwarri Marawili
Senior Ranger, Yilpara Homeland
Madarrpa Clan
“The best part about being a ranger is being on country; looking, checking, keeping
it clean and sharing the stories and songlines with kids. Respecting others, talking and
dividing things up together, protecting our sacred sites. That’s what is important – I’m
not doing it just for myself.
“I’m doing what the old people have always done – staying and looking after country
and culture.
“My father told me I was going to be an artist. I paint many of the creation stories he
passed on, such as how crocodiles were born from underwater fire, the little boy who
became an eagle, the two old spirit men paddling a canoe in search of dugong, and
how the stingray shaped the land before returning to the sea. You can see the
stingray’s tail at Yilpara’s airstrip.
“We paddle out to sea and sing to dugong, turtle, stingray and fish before we stab
them with a long spear and cook them on a fire. I dance, sing and paint, telling their
stories, passing on the knowledge.”
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The Team – by homeland
Yirrkala

Wandawuy

Wanyubi Marika

Yalpi Yunupingu

Senior Cultural Advisor

Senior Cultural Advisor

Banduk Marika

Napurawuy Wunungmurra

Senior Cultural Advisor

Senior Ranger

Napunda Marawili

Gamanarra Wunungmurra

Senior Ranger

Ranger

Yilpara

Gambulamburr Wunungmurra
Ranger

Yalmakany Marika

Dinderrk Mununggurr

Senior Cultural Advisor

Ranger

Makungun Marika

Yanipuy Mununggurr

Senior Ranger

Ranger

Gurrundul Marika

Larritjpira Mununggurr

Senior Ranger

Ranger

Napuwarri Marawili

Nirrkunga Mununggurr

Ranger

Ranger

Batja Marawili
Ranger

Gurrumuru

Malngay Yunupingu

Yumutjin Wunungmurra

Ranger

Senior Cultural Advisor

Gawaratj Mununggurr

Mayila Wunungmurra

Ranger

Senior Ranger

Mudinymudiny Dhamarrandji

Gunhirr Ganambarr

Ranger

Ranger

Gamaliny Marawili

Buykuwangu Wunungmurra

Ranger

Ranger

Bulbunuwuy Dhamarrandji

Mangurr Wunungmurra

Ranger

Ranger

Gurrundul Marawili

Yukuwa Wunungmurra

Ranger

Ranger

Djulararri Marika
Ranger

Garrthalala

Gurritjpal Marawili

Djurambil Mununggurritj

Ranger

Senior Cultural Advisor

Wulkuwulku Marawili

Lanydjana Mununggurr

Ranger

Senior Ranger

Rrutjurutju Mununggurritj
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Ranger

Bukudal

Gunumuwuy Munyarryun

Lulpangi Mununggurr

Ranger

Senior Cultural Advisor

Milmil Mununggurr

Wurrpaday Mununggurr

Ranger

Ranger

Gangan

Birany Birany

Yinimala Gumana

Mangalay Yunupingu

Senior Ranger

Senior Cultural Advisor

Yalapuru Gumana

Bundula Mununggurr

Ranger

Ranger

Ganawa Burarrwanga
Ranger

Barrkira

Goninyal Gumana

Wakuratjpi Gondarra

Ranger

Ranger

Yilpirr Wanambi
Ranger

Balma

Djurrayun Murrunyina

Gamanarra 2 Wunungmurra

Ranger

Ranger

Bungamana Ganambarr
Ranger

Dhuruputjpi

The Management Team

Manman Wirrpanda
Senior Cultural Advisor

Bandarr Wirrpanda
Ranger

Dave Preece

Dhalinybuy

Mungurrapin Maymuru

Buwathay Munyarryun

IPA Cultural Manager

Senior Cultural Advisor

Livie Powell

Banul Munyarryun

Ranger Facilitator

Senior Ranger

Peter Teasdale

Bandumul Munyarryun
Ranger

IPA Manager

Ranger Facilitator

Ian Hutton

Buymarr

Learning On Country Coordinator

Nyemburr Mununggurr

Katherine Howison

Ranger

Admin Officer

Guwaykuway Wanambi
Ranger
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Standing strong for country
Every Yolngu inherits a clan estate. Covering land and
water, ownership of yirralka lies at the heart of their
identity and existence. The Yirralka Rangers provides a
way to protect what is theirs, a way of keeping country
physically and spiritually healthy.
Yolngu still act as custodians, living in more than 20 homeland
communities spread out across the vastness and isolation of
north-east Arnhem Land.
In 2006, a group of Yolngu traditional owners agreed to incorporate a
parcel of their high conservation and culturally significant land into
Australia’s national reserve system as an Indigenous Protected Area (IPA).
Subsequently, the elders formed Yirralka Rangers to care for land and sea
country within the Laynhapuy IPA.
One of the nation’s first IPA land management groups, Yirralka Rangers’
activities embrace maintaining the largely pristine natural environment
and protecting cultural sites, as well as developing alternative sources
of income and building Yolngu people’s skills and capacity. With the
implementation of Stage 2 in 2014, the Laynhapuy IPA increases to
cover over 17,320km2 of land and sea country, incorporating some
800km of coastline.

This booklet, the first in a series on Keeping Country, highlights the work
of the 50 or so highly trained and capable Yolngu rangers in achieving
what most Yolngu people aspire to do – stand strong for their country.
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To achieve effective management over such a large, complex area
of land and sea requires knowledgeable and innovative rangers.
Since inception, the Yirralka Rangers have focused on the ‘both ways’
bicultural approach integrating western skills and science with traditional
Indigenous knowledge.
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