
 
 

CONSERVATION, PROTECTION OF THE ENVIRONMENT AND 

YOUNG INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS 

NAYUKA GORRIE 

THE UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE’S FACULTY OF ARTS 
MAY 2013 

www.globalvoices.org.au 

GLOBAL VOICES UNPFII AUSTRALIAN YOUTH DELEGATION 

 



Conservation, protection of the environment and young Indigenous Australians 
Global Voices UNPFII Australian Youth Delegation 

Nayuka Gorrie (The University of Melbourne’s Faculty of Arts) 
 

 
Page 1 

 

  

GLOBAL VOICES 
 
Global Voices was established in February 2011 as a non-profit private company limited by 
guarantee through a grant from the British Council. We are now funded through 
partnerships with Australia’s leading universities, the corporate & philanthropic 
communities and Government. 

We are based in Melbourne, with seven part-time team members all aged under-25. Our 
board of directors is chaired by The Honourable Peter Lindsay, a former Parliamentary 
Secretary for Defence. 

Global Voices selects, funds, prepares and then coordinates delegations of Australia’s future 
leaders to a variety of major international events. We also run a domestic events program 
designed to bring Australia’s future leaders face-to-face with key international decision 
makers over a small, intimate working meal. 

Our vision is where young Australians have an influence on the world stage. 

Our mission is to create opportunities for young Australians to engage with international 
policy both at home and abroad. 

 
UN PERMANENT FORUM ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES (UNPFII) 

 
The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues is an advisory body to the UN 
Economic and Social Council. The Forum’s mandate is to discuss indigenous issues related to 
economic and social development, culture, the environment, education, health and human 
rights. 

The Permanent Forum consists of 16 independent experts chosen from all regions of the 
world. This year will be the twelfth annual session of the forum and government officials, 
journalists, and interested civil society members will be in attendance. 

Notable speakers of past sessions have included the Secretary General of the United Nations 
Ban Ki-Moon, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner Mick 
Gooda. 

NAYUKA GORRIE 

Nayuka Gorrie, 22, is a Bachelor of Arts student at The University of Melbourne’s Faculty of 
Arts. She is currently working on Powershift with the Australian Youth Climate Coalition and 
attended the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in Qatar last year. 
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Abstract 
 
Indigenous young people comprise the majority of the Indigenous population1. The 
Australian government in 2009 supported the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. Article 29 of the UNDRIP states, “Indigenous peoples have the right to 
the conservation and protection of the environment and the productive capacity of their 
lands or territories and resources. States shall establish and implement assistance 
programmes for indigenous peoples for such conservation and protection, without 
discrimination.” Despite being the majority of the Indigenous population, young people’s 
involvement in environmental protection has been limited. This paper explores the barriers 
and strategies for engaging young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the 
conservation and protection of the environment. Recommendations are made based upon 
the success of Indigenous programs in North America.  

Recommendations 

 
1. Capacity building in grassroots mobilisation and indigenous community controlled 

programs 
 

Grassroots 
 
The success of many campaigns in Aboriginal history, most recently “Idle No More”, 
have been grassroots in nature. However Idle No More has been largely led by the 
educated. Not all Aboriginal people have the resources, financial or otherwise to 
dedicate to movements. Investment in capacity building is thus crucial to ensuring 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people leading grassroots campaigns.  

   
  Indigenous community controlled programs 
 

At the moment, most programs are government funded or government directed. 
However international case studies as well as domestic health community controlled 
organisation suggest that greater outcomes can be achieved through Indigenous 
community control. Greater investment and capacity building in Indigenous 
community programs encouraging young peoples’ participation in protection of the 
environment and conservation is likely to have a positive impact.   

 
2. Investment in Indigenous scientific participation  

 
A major barrier identified in Indigenous participation in conservation and protection 
in the environment has been a lack of Indigenous scientists. A major deterrence for 
those entering universities is a lack of mentors in the field.  Investment needs to be 
made targeting young primary and high school students in order to increase the 
interest and participation of Indigenous people in science.  

                                                        
1
 Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘Feature Article 1: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Population Estimates, 

2011 – Preliminary’, viewed on 26
th

 March 
2013,<http://abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/3101.0Feature%20Article1Mar%202012?opend
ocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=3101.0&issue=Mar%202012&num=&view=>  
 
 

http://abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/3101.0Feature%20Article1Mar%202012?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=3101.0&issue=Mar%202012&num=&view
http://abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/3101.0Feature%20Article1Mar%202012?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=3101.0&issue=Mar%202012&num=&view
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3. Increased involvement in environment policy  

 
Historically, Indigenous people have been excluded from policy that affects them. 
Consultation in Indigenous has been contentious and in some cases non-existent. To 
overcome this barrier, Indigenous people need to be included and control the 
direction of government policy related to protection of the environment. Special 
mechanisms need to be in place to support young people in this. One such 
mechanism could be including young people in existing Indigenous policy 
mechanisms such as the Environmental Protection and Conservation of Biodiversity 
Indigenous Advisory Committee. The ability to affect the direction of policy could 
have the benefit of countering the understandable cynicism some young Indigenous 
people have.  

Introduction 

 
Article 29, paragraph one of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples states that, “Indigenous peoples have the right to the conservation and protection 
of the environment and the productive capacity of their lands or territories and resources. 
States shall establish and implement assistance programmes for indigenous peoples for such 
conservation and protection, without discrimination.” This research examines barriers and 
strategies in engaging young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in conservation and 
protection of the environment. Activities in conservation and protection of the environment 
are divided into three broad categories of activities; policy, practice and activism. Policy 
barriers relate to engagement in science and ineffective consultation measures. Practice 
barriers relate to geographic isolation from employment, work conditions and lack of career 
progression. Activism barriers relate to mobilisation capacity, division in approaches to 
environmental protection and the framing of mainstream conservation as adversarial to self-
determination. The success of North American case studies is examined and applied to an 
Australian context. North American case studies are applied due to historical and cultural 
similarities between Indigenous people in North American and Australia. The US, Canada 
and Australia were all invaded by the British, have similar demographic composition and 
face similar socio-economic issues today2. However, no country is the same as another 
therefore there are varying degrees to which certain initiatives can be appropriated in an 
Australian context. 

Background 

 
Indigenous owned land comprises approximately 20% of the Australian continent and 13% 
of the National Reserve System (NRS)3, making Indigenous contributions of land to the NRS 
around 65%. The majority of the Indigenous population is under the age of 30 and the 
median age is 21. It is therefore sensible to examine how the majority of the Aboriginal and 

                                                        
2
 Jane Freemantle, Officer, K., McAullay, D., Anderson, I. Australian Indigenous Health – Within an International 

Context, Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal Health, Darwin, 2007  
3
 J.C Altman, S. Kerins, E. Ens, G.J. Buchanan, and K. May, Submission to the Review of the National Biodiversity 

Strategy: Indigenous people’s involvement in conserving Australia’s biodiversity, Centre for Aboriginal Economic 
Policy Research, Vol 8, 2009 
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Torres Strait Islander population engage with protecting such a large portion of Australia’s 
biodiversity. As well as being sensible, there are some specific benefits of reported by the 
Australian Government of Indigenous young people protecting the environment. The 
benefits associated with what the Australian Government referred to as “Caring for Country” 
were substantial cultural, employment and personal benefits4. By passing on cultural 
knowledge held by older community members the longevity of the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people can be ensured. Many existing programs that engage young people in 
the protection of the environment and conservation are with paid employment programs 
such as ranger programs and traineeships. Furthermore there are benefits gained by 
engaging youth in general such as personal benefits including self-confidence as well as 
public benefits such as efficiency of programs and community building and development5. 
 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people currently engage in the protection of the 
environment and conservation through local, state and federal channels, including natural 
resource management, employment, policy contribution, land practises on Indigenous 
owned land, activism and various other means.   
 
On a state and local level Indigenous landowners negotiate joint management of terrestrial 
protected areas and can volunteer to have land allocated as Indigenous Protected Areas. 
Examples of joint management of national parks can be found in the Nitmiluk National Park 
in the Northern Territory, the management of which falls with the Jawoyn Association 
Aboriginal Corporation representing the interests of Jawoyn tradition owners and the 
Northern Territory Parks and Wildlife Service. Indigenous Protected Areas are areas 
voluntarily designated as protected by traditional owners and examples can be found in 
Dhimurru Indigenous Protected area located on Aboriginal land surrounding Nhulunbuy in 
Arnhem Land6.  In addition states have developed and implemented land and sea ranger 
programs for example Queensland has a Land and Sea Ranger program and Junior Ranger 
program. In addition states may include traditional owners on advisory groups on national 
parks and be responsible for cultural aspects such as Gariwerd National Park in Victoria. 
 
The main mechanism for Indigenous contribution to policy on a federal level is the 
Indigenous Advisory Committee, which advises the federal government on the 
implementation of the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act and it’s 
engagement with Indigenous people in Australia. In addition the federal government has 
programs to employ or educate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’s in conservation and 
land management. The Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations is 
piloting an Indigenous Ranger Cadetship program with twelve regional and remote schools 
in the Northern Territory, Western Australia, South Australia and New South Wales7.  

 

                                                        
4
 Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies,’ The Benefits Associated with Caring for 

Country’ (Canberra: AIATSIS, 2011) 
5
 Linda Camino, Youth-Adult Partnerships: Entering New Territory in Community Work and Research, Applied 

Developmental Science, 2000, vol 4, issue 1  
6
 Toni Bauman & Dermot Smyth, Indigenous Partnerships in Protected Area Management in Australia: Three Case 

Studies, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2007 
7
 Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, Indigenous Ranger Cadetship Pilot, 

<www.deewr.gov.au/schools-taking-part-indigenous-ranger-cadetship-pilot 
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Barriers 
 
Policy  
 
Policy as defined by the Australian Concise Oxford Dictionary is, “a course or principle of 
action, adopted or proposed by a government, party, business or individual.”8 There are two 
different sets of barriers encountered by young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
in engaging with and affecting policy related to conservation and protection of the 
environment: engaging as individuals and engaging specifically as young people or 
Indigenous stakeholders. Affecting policy concerning conservation and protection of the 
environment requires a certain level of western scientific knowledge that is currently limited 
in the Indigenous community. This is evidenced by the low figures of Indigenous enrolments 
in science courses at a tertiary level, which in 2010 was just 11% of total Indigenous 
enrolments into universities across Australia9. A study conducted by the University of Sydney 
identified a lack of mentors or role models in the field and inability to envisage positive 
community outcomes by studying science as barriers for Indigenous students when 
considering it an option10. An additional study using Griffith University as a case study 
identified a fear and suspicion of science as barriers to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people studying science11. Low tertiary enrolments in science are predictably met with low 
rates of working in scientific fields. Indigenous people are far less likely to be employed in 
professional, scientific and technical services than non-indigenous people and where 
engaging with science on country are not likely to advance past positions of fields assistants 
or informants12.  
 
There are also structural barriers that prevent meaningful engagement when engaging 
specifically as young people. Where young people are engaged in form of working groups, 
reference groups or committees with government, it is often adult-led and formal. Ariadne 
Vromen and Phillipa Collin observed that formalised structures can be useful however they 
can be inflexible and focus on process rather than outcome13. This is problematic because 
many young people involved in such groups join because they want to “make a difference,” 
however arguably treating such processes as the development of citizens rather than a set 
of already politically active people hinders their ability to do so14.  In addition, age itself may 
be a barrier. Literature has not yet examined the role of age in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities however it is widely acknowledge that Elders play a strong role. Elders 
provide guidance, cultural and spiritual authority and in many cases there deference to 
those who are older. Governance was traditionally left to Elders, in a system described as 

                                                        
8
 Australian Concise Oxford Dictionary 

9
 Expert Working Group on Indigenous Engagement with Science, Indigenous Engagement with Science: Towards 

Deeper Understandings, Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research, 2012, Canberra 
10

 McLisky, C., & Day, D. (2004). Black and white science: Encouraging Indigenous Australian students into 
university science and technology. Sydney, NSW: University of Sydney 
11

 Catherine, Howlett, Retaining Indigenous Students in Tertiary Education: Lessons from the Griffith School of 
Environment. The Australian Journal of Indigenous Education, yr:2008 vol:37 pg:18 
12

 Expert Working Group on Indigenous Engagement with Science, 2012 
13

 Ariadne Vromen., & Phillipa Collin, Everyday youth participation? Contrasting views from Australian 
Policymakers and young people. Nordic Journal of Youth Research, 2012, vol 18: 97-112 
14

 Ariadne Vromen., & Phillipa Collin, Everyday youth participation? Contrasting views from Australian 
Policymakers and young people. Nordic Journal of Youth Research, 2012, vol 18: 97-112  
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‘gerontocracy.’15 As Elders have traditionally handled policy, to an extent young Indigenous 
people may be hesitant to enter realms traditionally handled by older people.   
 
In terms of specific Indigenous engagement in conservation and protection of the 
environment it is important to understand the ways in which Indigenous people currently 
engage with such protection. Much of this engagement is either government controlled or 
government funded. This is problematic where government controlled because it doesn’t 
allow for Indigenous community-controlled approaches. Studies have shown that where 
community controlled better outcomes can be achieved and people are more engaged. 
Where government funded it can potentially be relying upon the goodwill of the 
government of the day and be subject to changes where the political climate changes. It has 
also been observed that policy direction is becoming increasingly centralised and 
bureaucratic16. This approach can be a barrier as much Indigenous knowledge is localised 
and being geographically isolated makes it difficult for the holders of such knowledge to 
contribute to policy17.  
 
There are also additional concerns with regards to Indigenous ecological knowledge. It has 
been widely acknowledged that traditionally dominant western scientific paradigms have 
placed little importance on traditional ecological knowledge18 or see it as something that has 
become irrelevant since colonisation19. While this attitude is changing there is still a tension 
between the two discourses; where Indigenous knowledge is holistic, western science is 
compartmentalised20. Where western ecologists do embrace Indigenous knowledge, some 
aspects can be easily understood and documented, while other intangible aspects are 
difficult to grasp and are thus ignored or marginalised21. Furthermore, scientific research is 
not led by Indigenous people but by outcomes “defined or driven by government policies, 
programs and funding guidelines.”22 The level of ownership people have over outcomes can 
dictate the level of engagement people have therefore not being able to contribute has a 
negative impact on the level engagement.  
 
Practice 
 
Practicing conservation and protection of the environment in this context means 
restoration, ranger work and various other forms of practical conservation work with the 
land. As mentioned Indigenous owned land comprises around 20% of Australia and 13% of 

                                                        
15

 C. P. Burgess, F.H Johnston, D. Bowman, P. J Whitehead, Healthy Country: Healthy People? Exploring the health 
benefits of Indigenous natural resource management. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 2005, 
vol 29, issue 2, pp 117 - 122 
16

 Veronica Strang Cosmopolitan Nature: Paradigms and Political in Australian Environmental Management, 
Nature and Culture 3(1), Spring 2008: 41–62 
17

 Ibid. 
18

 Wayne Barbour & Christine Schlesinger, Who’s the boss? Post-colonialism, Ecological Research and 
Conservation Management on Australian Indigenous lands, Ecological Management and Restoration, 2012, Vol 
13, no. 1 
19

 Anne Ross & Kathleen Pickering, The Politics of Reintegrating Australian Aboriginal and American Indigenous 
Knowledge into Resource Management: The Dynamics of Resource Appropriation and Cultural Revival, Human 
Ecology,  2002, Vol 30, no. 2, pp 187 - 214 
20

 Kristen Weiss , Mark Hamann & Helene Marsh. Bridging Knowledges: Understanding and Applying Indigenous 
and Western Scientific Knowledge for Marine Wildlife Management, Society & Natural Resources: An 
International Journal, 2013, 26:3, 285-302 
21

 Samantha Muller, ‘Two Ways’: Brining Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Knowledges Together in: Jessica Weir, 
ed. Country, Native Title and Ecology. Canberra: Australian National University E-Press, pp. 59-80  
22

 Indigenous Engagement with Science: Towards Deeper Understanding,  
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the NRS. Much of this land and the places that the programs operates in can be described as 
remote and very remote,23 however the majority of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
populations live in either urban or regional settings24, thus are not able to access the 
employment and cultural opportunities that exist in schemes such as Working for Country. 
Geographic isolation for many people may therefore be a barrier to engaging in this work. 
Where living on country, timing and seasonality place limitations on the amount of paid 
employment that exist. Much ranger work in northern Australia is carried out during the dry 
season and while there may be some work that it is conducted during the course of the 
whole year it is not enough to address unemployment issues in communities and therefore 
also present a barrier to paid conservation work.25  
 
An additional barrier may be conflicting views on different introduced species. A significant 
amount of work rangers do is controlling feral species. An example of this can be found in 
buffalo management in northern Australia. Buffalo was introduced to Australia in the 19th 
century. In some places buffalo has been weaved into the cultural and spiritual narrative of 
certain groups and has traditionally played a positive economic role26. However from an 
ecological perspective, buffalo has inflicted significant damage on soil composition, 
hydrology, vegetation and habitat of native fauna27. These two conflicting values make the 
management of buffalo difficult for Indigenous rangers particularly those who are paid, 
sometimes having to choose between their cultural values and their employment. In a 
report made by Indigenous women rangers, working with non-Indigenous people was a 
highlight however cultural differences between the two were also a challenge identified by 
the women. Other cultural challenges identified were not being able to tell men what to do, 
and working with poison cousins.  
 
The women also identified poor work conditions such as poor roads, remoteness, lack of 
equipment and access to childcare. Another major issue was not being able to access 
training due to it being expensive and inaccessible28. Other studies have pointed to a lack of 
career progression as a challenge people face.  A study conducted in Victoria with Parks 
Victoria and Department of Sustainability and Environment identified Indigenous staff 
members unable to access senior management positions due to not holding enough 
qualifications. Not being able to access training opportunities is thus a great barrier to career 
progression and limits those who would seek progression and would therefore be a barrier 
for Indigenous people wanting to engage in paid employment in that field.   
 
Activism  

                                                        
23

 J.C Altman, S. Kerins, E. Ens, G.J. Buchanan, and K. May, Submission to the Review of the National Biodiversity 
Strategy: Indigenous people’s involvement in conserving Australia’s biodiversity, Centre for Aboriginal Economic 
Policy Research, Vol 8, 2009 
24

 Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘Feature Article 1: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Population Estimates, 
2011 – Preliminary’, viewed on 26

th
 March 2013, 

<http://abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/3101.0Feature%20Article1Mar%202012?opendocum
ent&tabname=Summary&prodno=3101.0&issue=Mar%202012&num=&view=>  
25

 Zander, K.K., Dunnett, D.R., Brown, C., Campion, O. & Garnett, S.T. Rewards for providing environmental 
services — Where indigenous Australians' and western perspectives collide. Ecological Economics 87, 145 - 154 
2013 
26

 David Bowman and Cathy Robninson, The Getting of the Nganabbam: Observations and Reflections in 
Aboriginal Buffalo Hunting in northern Australia, Australian Geographer, July 2002, Vol 33, issue 2, pp 191 – 206 
27

 Ibid.  
28

 Indigenous Women Rangers Talking, Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, Dhimirru Rangers, Djelk 
Rangers, Manwurrk Rangers, Yirralka Rangers, Yugul Mangi Rangres, Ngaantjarra Land and Culture, 2011, at 
www.caepr.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/cck_misc_docments/2012/09/Women Rangers Talking LOW REZ.pdf  
 

http://abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/3101.0Feature%20Article1Mar%202012?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=3101.0&issue=Mar%202012&num=&view
http://abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/3101.0Feature%20Article1Mar%202012?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=3101.0&issue=Mar%202012&num=&view
http://riel.cdu.edu.au/people/profile/kerstin-zander
http://riel.cdu.edu.au/publications/register?f%5Bauthor%5D=2189
http://riel.cdu.edu.au/publications/register?f%5Bauthor%5D=2190
http://riel.cdu.edu.au/publications/register?f%5Bauthor%5D=2191
http://riel.cdu.edu.au/people/profile/stephen-garnett
http://www.caepr.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/cck_misc_docments/2012/09/Women%20Rangers%20Talking%20LOW%20REZ.pdf
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In his book on the decline of social capital Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam stated, “Political 
knowledge and interest in public affairs are critical preconditions for more active forms of 
involvement,” and that cynicism, “undermine[s] the political confidence necessary to 
motivate and sustain political involvement.”29  With a history of oppression and 
marginalisation including denial of citizenship rights, it is not surprising that some 
Indigenous Australians may be cynical of the ability to make a difference. In an evaluation 
report by the Indigenous Electoral Participation Program led by the Australian Electoral 
Commission, it was reported that, “possible explanations for lack of engagement have 
included cynicism amongst Indigenous people that voting will make a difference. With a 
younger age profile in the Indigenous community, this level of cynicism could be higher than 
it is for more seasoned voters.”30 There has not been enough research into Indigenous 
political engagement,31 however if Putnam’s views on cynicism are to be believed, this 
cynicism may prevent young Indigenous people from political engagement.   
 
While it may be easy to conform to racist stereotypes such as that of the “ecological noble 
savage,”32 in some cases Indigenous people will be prepared and willing to see the 
destruction of the environment for economic gain. This aside, where there is interest 
however there also needs to be the capacity to mobilise. Mobilising costs money, for 
example the Australian government has dedicated $10 million33 for the constitutional 
recognition awareness and education, and with the some of the highest rates of 
disadvantage in the country34, the capacity for Indigenous young people to mobilise is likely 
to be severely hindered. There are other social and health issues that limit the time young 
people to dedicate to activism, for example young Indigenous people are 23 times more 
likely to be imprisoned than their non-Indigenous counterparts, are more likely to become 
wards of the state and have a higher rate of medical issues from birth35. With systemic socio-
economic and health issues, the capacity for young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people to become politically engaged is diminished.  
 
Many episodes in Indigenous history have in some way or another been related to land. 
Australia was initially declared terra nullius or land belonging to no one after British invasion 
and the issue of land has been contested since. Some episodes like many other forms of 
activism have taken on radical philosophies and approaches while others have been more 
moderate. One of the challenges that arise out of this is the divisiveness between different 
approaches towards difference Indigenous political issues. These have been highlighted 
recently in the Wild Rivers legislation and James Price Point debates. Legislation in 

                                                        
29

 Robert D. Putnam (2000). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New York: Simon 
& Schuster 
30

 Anne Markiewicz and Ian Patrick, Australian Electoral Commission Indigenous Electoral Participation Program 
(IEPP), Final Evaluation Report, September 2012, Vol 1  
31

 Ibid. 
32

 Stearman, Allyn MacLean, “Only Slaves Climb Trees”: Revisiting the Myth of the Ecologically Noble Savage in 
Amazonia. Human Nature, 1994, volume 5, issue 41, pp 339– 357. 
33

 Constitutional recognition of Indigenous Australians, Department of Families, Housing, Community Services 
and Indigenous Affairs, www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/indigenous-australians/programs-
services/recongition-respect/constitutional-recognition-of-indigenous-australians  
34

 Productivity Commission, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2011, Steering Committee for 
the Review of Government Service Provision, 2011 At 
http://www.pc.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/111609/key-indicators-2011-report.pdf 
35

 Australian Human Rights Commission, Face the Facts, Some questions and answers about 
Indigenous peoples, migrants and refugees and asylum seekers, 2012 
 

http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/indigenous-australians/programs-services/recongition-respect/constitutional-recognition-of-indigenous-australians
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/indigenous-australians/programs-services/recongition-respect/constitutional-recognition-of-indigenous-australians
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Queensland was introduced that where declared ‘wild’, rivers would be protected from 
different types of activity. Strong opposition to this bill came from groups such as the Cape 
York Institute, Indigenous Environment Foundation and people such as Noel Pearson. On the 
other hand, Wild Rivers also had support from people such as David Claudie and Murrandoo 
Yanner who stated “The majority of the people ... would rather have the sustainable rivers 
so we can continue as we have for thousands of years to draw our food and nourishment 
from those rivers.”36 Neither side of the debate could be accused of not wanting to protect 
the environment, yet for many the issue was polarising.  
 
Compounding this division is the perception that environmental groups are at times at odds 
with Indigenous self-determination. The main points of contention by those opposed such as 
Noel Pearson can be summarised by the Australian Human Rights Social Justice 
Commissioner’s submission to Wild River proposals in 2008, “In particular, the Commission 
is concerned that proposed declarations have the potential to limit opportunities available 
to Indigenous people to develop sustainable local and regional economies based on the 
resources (including the cultural resources) of the lands and waterways. Consequently 
Indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination may be undermined.” This tension between 
self-determination, economic rights and environment was also highlighted in the James 
Price Point debates. Initially the Jabirr Jabirr and Goolarbooloo people had approved of the 
Liquid Natural Gas project north of Broome. When questioned about the contradiction 
between the traditional owners approval and that of environmentalists Bob Brown 
acknowledged he was putting the environment before Aboriginal needs37. For Indigenous 
people these issues were not only divisive but to an extent engaging with the issue has 
picking between what was framed as a choice between the environment, and economic 
development and self determination. 

Lessons Learnt 

 
Recently the world has witnessed perhaps one of the biggest global Indigenous campaigns 
ever, Idle No More. Idle No More represents the nexus between mainstream conservation 
issues and Indigenous issues of self-determination and land rights. Idle No More began in 
opposition of the Canadian government’s Bill C-45.  Bill C-45 had many different facets but 
the one that concerned Aboriginal people in Canada were the changes to environmental 
protections and potential breaches of the duty to consult Aboriginal people. With historical 
grievances stretching back to colonisation, Idle No More rose to prominence when Chief 
Theresa Spence of the remote Attawapiskat First Nation began a hunger strike to protest bill 
C-45 and its implications for Aboriginal people in Canada38. The movement in Canada has 
been led by four Aboriginal women; Nina Wilson, Sylvia McAdam, Jessica Gordon and 
Sheelah Mclean39. These four women would not necessarily be considered ‘youth’ however 
young Aboriginal Canadians have heavily engaged with the movement. This is evident in the 

                                                        
36

 Nic Macbean, Divisions Run Deep in QLD Wild Rivers, ABC News, 15 December 2010 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2009-04-20/divisions-run-deep-in-qld-wild-rivers-debate/1656948#name2  
37

 Ben Collins, Changing landscape of Aboriginal and green politics, ABC The Drum, 10 August 2012, 
www.abc.net.au/news/2012-08-10/collins-green-and-indigenous-politics/4190242  
38
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leading of the Idle No More Facebook page, attracting over 100,000 followers40 being 
managed by 22-year-old Erica Lee41. According to Lee many of the people behind the 
movement in Canada are young, university students. The movement can thus far be 
described as successful, having had its leaders meet with the Prime Minister of Canada, 
getting commitments from two major oppositions parties to change Canada’s treaty 
system42 and some arguing that it has created recognition of Aboriginal people in Canada as 
legitimate actors in environmental issues43. There are lessons to be learnt from Idle No 
More. While it has not garnered enough academic attention, being only several months old, 
the success of this campaign can be attributed to its grassroots nature, use of social media 
and its relationship with an already established environmental movement.  
 
First Nations people in Canada and Native Americans have established programs that 
address the lack of participation of secondary and post-secondary students in science, math 
and technology. The Environmental Resources Technology program administered by the 
Nicola Valley Institute of Technology in Canada has had success in promotional tradition 
knowledging and encouraging young people to engage in conservation and natural resource 
management. Similarly, an internship program initiated by the Makah nation in the United 
States of America, Environmental Science Internship at the Makah Fisheries Management. 
The programs aims to “excite Makah youth on opportunities in fisheries and environmental 
science and to encourage them to pursue a college degree in a related field so that they are 
qualified to be employed as future biologists and managers of the Makah Tribe.”44 There are 
elements of these programs that should be taken as examples in the promotion Indigenous 
youth engagement in protection of the environment and conservation; being Indigenous-led 
and building the capacity of young people to participate in the protection of the 
environment. The advantages of both programs being Indigenous led are that it reverses 
historical relations that have seen Indigenous people as participants rather than those in 
charge of programs. Community-controlled programs in Aboriginal communities have had 
much success in Australia, according to Professor Kathleen Clapham, Director of the 
University of Wollongong’s Woolyungah Indigenous Centre, “research works best when it is 
invited, informed and led by members of the Indigenous community or group which is the 
target group for the research,” and that “Indigenous leadership at both the community and 
academic level is crucial to the success of such research.”45 
 

Conclusion 

 

                                                        
40
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41
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International Journal of Critical Indigenous Studies, 2011, Vol 4, Issue 2 
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The benefits of Indigenous youth engagement in the protection of the environment and 
conservation have been identified as community building, employment, cultural, self-
esteem, health and efficiency of programs. However there are barriers that hinder gaining 
the full benefits of this engagement. Barriers identified that prevent engagement in policy 
are lack of representation in science higher education and advancement in that field, 
centralised government structures and consultation being formalised or non-existent, 
cultural expectations of Elders or older people managing Indigenous affairs, the relationship 
between Indigenous ecological knowledge and western science. Barriers in practise were 
geographic inaccessibility, seasonality and the amount of paid work available, cultural 
differences with non-Indigenous colleagues, poor work conditions and lack of access to 
career progression. Barriers identified in activism were capacity to mobilise caused by socio-
economic disadvantage, division in approaches to environmental issues and the framing of 
mainstream conservation organisations at odds with Indigenous self-determination.  
 
However, there are international successes from North America that could be applied to an 
Australian context. The themes identified through Idle No More and the internship programs 
are the need for grassroots Indigenous community control. Recommendations are made 
based on these and include the need to build the capacity of young Indigenous people in 
conservation, grassroots political action, investment into science programs targeting young 
Indigenous people, and more autonomy on the direction of government conservation and 
environmental policy.   
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