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Ngarrindjeri Concern for Country 

 

The land and waters is a living body. 

We the Ngarrindjeri people are a part of its existence. 

The land and waters must be healthy for the Ngarrindjeri people to be healthy. 

We are hurting for our Country. 

The Land is dying, the River is dying, the Kurangk (Coorong) is dying 

and the Murray Mouth is closing. 

What does the future hold for us? 

 

 (Tom Trevorrow, Ngarrindjeri Elder, Camp Coorong 2002) 
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Abbreviations, Acronyms and Translations 
 

 

 

 

AMLNRMB   Adelaide Mount Lofty Natural Resource Management Board 

CSLFRP   Coorong South Lagoon Flows Restoration Project 

KNY    Kungun Ngarrindjeri Yunnan – Listen to Ngarrindjeri People 

Kurangk   Ngarrindjeri term for Coorong 

MHC    Murrapeena Heritage Committee 

NEPL    Ngarrindjeri Enterprises Pty Ltd. 

Ngarrindjeri Yarluwar-Ruwe Sea Country - Lands and Waters 

NHC    Ngarrindjeri Heritage Committee 

NNTMC    Ngarrindjeri Native Title Management Committee 

NRA    Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority Inc. 

NRM    Natural resource management 

NT    Ngarrindjeri Tendi (Traditional Ngarrindjeri Governance Body) 

SAMDNRMB South Australian Murray Darling Basin Natural Resource 

Management Board 
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Executive summary 
 

This report provides an initial response by the Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority Inc (NRA) and the 

Murrapeena Heritage Committee (MHC) to the Coorong South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project 

Feasibility Investigations. The Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority Inc. represents the interests of the 

Ngarrindjeri Nation in the Lower & Mid-Murray Murray, Lakes and Coorong (Kurangk) region (see 

Ngarrindjeri Nation 2006) and the newly formed Murrapeena Heritage Committee represents the  

Aboriginal families of the South-East of South Australia.1 Both representative organizations strongly 

support the proposed Coorong South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project (CSLFRP). They argue that 

existing drains in the south east have re-directed fresh water from the traditional flow paths that fed 

the Coorong, the associated ‘Ephemeral Lakes’, wetlands and important fresh water wells and 

soaks. Projects that restore these traditional flow paths without causing adverse impacts on the 

wetlands and lakes of South Australia’s South-East, are strongly supported and encouraged by the 

NRA and MHC.  

 

The NRA and MHC have traditional ties to the Coorong South Lagoon and the associated 

Ephemeral Lakes and wetlands.2 These areas have cultural, spiritual, social and economic 

significance and their revitalization will be a potential outcome of the CSLFRP. This revitalization 

will lead to broad benefits for the NRA and the MHC. Cultural education, Aboriginal tourism 

ventures, Aboriginal social, spiritual and cultural heritage programs can all emerge from a Flow 

Restoration Project. A Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal engagement strategy that includes significant 

Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal involvement in research, planning, implementation and long-term 

management will also have direct educational, training, cultural and economic benefits to the NRA 

and MHC.  

 

The flow path proposed in Option 3 (commencing from Wilmot Drain) is favoured by the NRA and 

the MHC due to the benefits of fresh water flows moving through the ‘ephemeral lakes’. The 

revitalization of this area as part of the planned increase of flows into the Coorong South Lagoon 

will be of great cultural, social, economic and ecological benefit to NRA and the MHC. Options 1 & 

2 are also considered beneficial due to the urgent need to address the hyper-saline conditions of 
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the Coroong South Lagoon. This part of the Coorong was once a primary reproductive system for 

Ngarrindjeri ngartjis (totems). Its rehabilitation is a long-term objective of the NRA (see Ngarrindjeri 

Nation 2006). Modifications to the flow paths of Options 1 & 2 were also suggested to include fresh 

water moving into the ‘ephemeral lakes’ system at strategic points.  

 

The following excerpt from the Ngarrindjeri Nation Yarluwar-Ruwe Plan provides an important, 

public explanation of the Ngarrindjeri philosophy of ruwe/ruwar – land and body: 

Ngarrindjeri respect the gifts of Creation that Ngurunderi passed down to our 
Spiritual Ancestors, our Elders and to us.  Ngarrindjeri must follow the Traditional 
Laws; we must respect and honour the lands, waters and all living things.  
Ngurunderi taught us our Miwi, which is our inner spiritual connection to our lands, 
waters, each other and all living things, and which is passed down through our 
mothers since Creation.  

 (Ngarrindjeri Nation 2006: 7) 
 

The NRA and the MHC follow the Traditional Laws of their Old People and these laws 

inform their proposed engagement strategies and protocols for the CSLFRP. As a mark of 

respect the NRA and MHC suggest changing the name of the project to include the 

Ngarrindjeri pronunciation/spelling of Coorong – Kurangk. 
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Background 

 

The River Murray Environmental Manager initiated the Coorong South Lagoon Flows Restoration 

Project in early 2007. A pre-feasibility study was funded by the Murray-Darling Basin Commission’s 

Environmental Works and Measures Program. This study focussed on the hydrology and ecology 

of the region and provided preliminary costs and an assessment of engineering requirements to 

restore flow paths to the Coorong South Lagoon.  

 

In September 2008 the Coorong South Lagoon Flows Restoration Project Pre-feasibility Study - 

Summary Report was produced by the Department of Water, Land and Biodiversity Conservation 

(DWLBC). This report contained a section on cultural considerations – based on a meeting with the 

SE Natural Resource Management Aboriginal Focus Group (12 June 2008) and other discussions 

at Camp Coorong. The report clarified the limitations of these consultations: 

Formal consultation with the traditional owners of the South East and the Coorong 
regions did not take place during the Coorong South Lagoon Flows Restoration Pre-
feasibility study. A formal consultation process and the establishment of a recorded 
position of the traditional owners has been deferred until more details are known 
about potential flow paths, available volumes of water and the benefits and/or risks 
of the project.  

(DWLBC 2008: 29)  
 

The following Aboriginal issues/concerns were identified in the ‘Cultural Considerations’ section of 

the 2008 report: 

 

 Aboriginal employment should be provided where possible, not just for 
surveys and monitoring but also as operators and labourers.  

 This project needs to understand and define the different family groups 
affected by the project to ensure that consultation is comprehensive and 
inclusive of all the groups involved.  

 The ecological, engineering and hydrological investigations need to 
include cultural consultation in their next stages.  

 An equal / real / equitable / face to face consultation and involvement 
structure needs to be put in place to ensure that there is early project 
support and guidance in the right direction.  

 The quality of diverted water was of concern to the group and the potential 
for future water quality changes due to development in the South East. An 
example of a coal mine near Kingston was given.  
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 Cultural benefits, and therefore the resulting flow paths, should be 
considered. If there is an opportunity to restore flow paths to areas of 
cultural significance, they should be considered.  

(DWLBC 2008: 29) 
 

The following recommendations were also made: 

 

 Continued involvement within the Project Steering Committee  

 Continued consultation to ensure that the project progresses in the 
appropriate direction  

 Regular reporting at the South East Aboriginal Focus Group and Camp 
Coorong  

 Opportunity to read and comment on draft reports  

 The commissioning of a report to determine the view, concerns and 
position of the traditional owners and to identify any possible additional 
benefits within the project. This report should also identify the family 
groups that need to be consulted with.  

 Employment opportunities for workers where possible.  

 Proactive support and input form the SA MDB NRM Board Icon Site  
Facilitator  

 Involvement of the Murray Lower Darling Rivers Aboriginal Nations 
(MLDRIN)  

(DWLBC 2008: 29-30) 
  

 

We have taken as a starting point the issues, concerns and recommendations of the DWLBC 

Report (2008). The majority of the SE Aboriginal Focus Group (informally consulted in June 2008) 

were represented at the two meetings (21st May & 5th June 2009) of the SE Aboriginal Heritage 

Committee/Murrapeena Heritage Committee that we attended (along with representatives from the 

DWLBC and the SAMDBNRM Board). At the first meeting we provided the SE Aboriginal Heritage 

Committee with some background on our engagement to develop a position paper re: Ngarrindjeri 

engagement for the NRA. We made it clear that we had a very short timeline to prepare something, 

but we argued that the development of an SE Aboriginal position on the CSLFRP would be very 

valuable in support for project funding and would ensure that SE Aboriginal interests were built into 

the project.  

 

Out of the 21st May meeting a newly incorporated committee was formed – the Murrapeena 

Heritage Committee (MHC) – and the Chair, Des Hartman informed us that they would like us to 
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include their interests and perspectives in the position paper. It was decided that a further meeting, 

staged separately from the NRA, would be held on the 5th June at Naracoorte. At this meeting we 

discussed the project in more detail. This included further discussion relating to: an Aboriginal 

engagement strategy; the potential benefits of the CSLFRP; and preferred flow path options. 

Similar discussions were held with the leadership of the NRA in late May and early June, and we 

conducted a presentation and discussion at a formal NRA and Ngarrindjeri Enterprises Proprietary 

Limited (NEPL) Board meeting at Hack’s Point on 11th June 2009. Senior members of the NRA 

Caring for Country Program were also present at this meeting and made suggestions in response 

to our presentation. 
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Project Brief 
 

Project Title  

Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority and Murrapeena Heritage Committee Position Paper for the 
Coorong South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project Feasibility Investigations 
 

Project Tasks 

Milestone 1 - Project Inception – due May 18th 2009 

 Inception Meeting 

 Data exchange 

 Contractual agreement signed 

Milestone 2 – Consultation & Draft Position Paper Delivered – due June 1st 20093 

The position paper will present the initial views, concerns and comments raised during consultation 

with the Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority and Murrapeena Heritage Committee, surrounding the 

proposed Coorong South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project. Highlighting, where appropriate, 

cultural values associated within the study area that are likely to benefit or suffer from the proposed 

water management infrastructure and associated flows. 

 

The paper will also describe in detail the preferred Aboriginal engagement framework and process 

and an indication of costs for future Aboriginal engagement and consultation if the Coorong South 

Lagoon Project is to proceed past feasibility investigations. 

 

The paper will be incorporated in the Coorong South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project Feasibility 

Investigation Report that will be submitted to the current and potential future funding bodies.  

 

Milestone 3 – Final Position Paper Delivered – due June 12th 2009 

Consideration of comments for inclusion into final Ngarrindjeri regional Authority and Murrapeena 

Heritage Committee position paper.  

Project Products 

1. Draft Position Paper 
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2. Final Position Paper 

 

The Project contract included a clause and definition relating to ‘cultural knowledge’.4 This was 

included to protect the cultural knowledge of the NRA and MHC in the production of this position 

paper. The relevant definitions and associated clause are included below: 

 

1.1.10 “Cultural Knowledge” means all and any cultural knowledge, whether such 

knowledge has been disclosed or remains undisclosed of the Ngarrindjeri, including 

all but not limited to: 

(a) traditions, observances, customs and beliefs; 

(b) songs, music, dances, stories, ceremonies, symbols, narratives and designs; 

(c) languages; 

(d) Spiritual knowledge; 

(e) Traditional economies and resources management; 

(f) Scientific, spatial, agricultural, technical biological and ecological knowledge; 

and includes documentation or other forms of media arising there from including but 

not limited to archives, films, photographs, videotapes or audiotapes 

 

7.10 Cultural Knowledge 

7.10.1 Notwithstanding any other clause in the Agreement it is acknowledged that: 

a) The Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority (NRA) for and on behalf of the Ngarrindjeri 

people and nation (hereafter “Ngarrindjeri”) own all and any cultural knowledge; and 

b) Flinders and the Client undertake not to collect, use, disclose or handle Cultural 

Knowledge without prior written consent of the Ngarrindjeri; and 

c) Flinders and the Client, and each of their Personnel who records Cultural 

Knowledge in material form does so as a mere amanuensis which does not give 

right in copyright over the record. 
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Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority Position – Coorong 
South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project 
 

 

The Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority (which includes the Ngarrindjeri Tendi, Ngarrindjeri Heritage 

Committee and Ngarrindjeri Native Title Management Committee), strongly support the restoration 

of fresh water flows from South Australia’s South-East into the South Lagoon of the Kurangk 

(Coorong). The NRA sees merit in the three flow paths options presented in the Coorong South 

Lagoon Flows Restoration Feasibility Investigations. The re-direction of fresh water flows through 

the Ephemeral Lakes, and then into the South Lagoon of the Kurangk, provides particular 

advantages through the revitalization of these lakes and wetlands. These areas are of great 

importance to the NRA. 

 

The NRA would like to see the maximum amount of fresh water returned to the South Lagoon of 

the Kurangk and the associated Ephemeral Lakes without adversely impacting on the wetlands 

and lakes of the South-East. The existing drains in the South-East have re-directed fresh water 

from the traditional flow paths that fed the Kurangk, the associated ‘Ephemeral Lakes’, wetlands 

and important fresh water wells and soaks. This fresh water brought life to Ngarrindjeri Yarluwar-

Ruwe (Sea Country/Lands and Waters) and therefore ensured the wellbeing of Ngarrindjeri people. 

 

The NRA has traditional ties to the Kurangk South lagoon and the associated Ephemeral Lakes 

and wetlands.5 These areas have cultural, spiritual, social and economic significance and their 

revitalization will be a potential outcome of the CSLFRP. This revitalization will lead to broad 

benefits for the NRA and Aboriginal families of the South-East. It is important to understand that 

cultural education, Ngarrindjeri tourism ventures, social, spiritual and cultural heritage programs 

can all emerge from a flow restoration project. Ngarrindjeri recommend the development of an 

engagement strategy that includes significant Ngarrindjeri involvement in research, planning, 

implementation and long-term management. This will produce direct educational, training, cultural 

and economic benefits to the NRA. It is hoped that the State government can work in partnership 

with the NRA to achieve these outcomes. 
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The flow path proposed in Option 3 (commencing from Wilmot Drain) is favoured by the NRA due 

to the benefits of fresh water flows moving through the ‘Ephemeral Lakes’. The revitalization of this 

area as part of the planned increase of flows into the Kurangk South Lagoon will be of great 

cultural, social, economic and ecological benefit to NRA and the MHC. Options 1 & 2 are also 

considered beneficial due to the urgent need to address the hyper-saline conditions of the Kurangk 

South Lagoon. This part of the Kurangk was once a primary reproductive system for Ngarrindjeri 

ngartjis (totems). Its rehabilitation is a long-term objective of the NRA (see Ngarrindjeri Nation 

2006). Modifications to the flow paths of Options 1 & 2 were also suggested to include fresh water 

moving into the ‘Ephemeral lakes’ system at strategic points.  

 

As stated in the Executive Summary of this report the following excerpt from the Ngarrindjeri Nation 

Yarluwar-Ruwe Plan provides an important, public explanation of the Ngarrindjeri philosophy of 

ruwe/ruwar – land and body: 

Ngarrindjeri respect the gifts of Creation that Ngurunderi passed down to our 
Spiritual Ancestors, our Elders and to us.  Ngarrindjeri must follow the Traditional 
Laws; we must respect and honour the lands, waters and all living things.  
Ngurunderi taught us our Miwi, which is our inner spiritual connection to our lands, 
waters, each other and all living things, and which is passed down through our 
mothers since Creation.  

 (Ngarrindjeri Nation 2006: 7) 
 

The NRA follows the Traditional Laws of their Old People and these laws inform their 

proposed engagement strategy and protocol for the CSLFRP. As a mark of respect the 

NRA suggest changing the name of the project to include the Ngarrindjeri 

pronunciation/spelling of Coorong – Kurangk. 

 



 14 

 

Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority Engagement Strategy 
and Protocol 
 

Protocol 

 

Ngarrindjeri leaders have developed a Kungun Ngarrindjeri Yunnan (KNY) Agreement process in 

all major projects and engagements with outside parties (see Hemming & Trevorrow 2005; 

Ngarrindjeri Nation 2006; Hemming, Rigney & Hattam 2007; Hemming & Rigney 2008). These 

agreements set the terms of partnerships and provide protection for Ngarrindjeri interests such as 

cultural knowledge, cultural heritage, native title and intellectual property. KNY agreements have 

been signed with the State government at a range of levels. A KNY agreement specific to the 

Coorong South Lagoon Flows Restoration Project would be sought by the NRA to enable a 

culturally appropriate, equitable and professional approach to research, planning, implementation 

and management. Such an agreement enables the NRA and its core programs - Ngarrindjeri 

Caring for Country and Ngarrindjeri Economic Development - to conduct the relevant research and 

planning required to engage with major projects. The newly emerging Ngarrindjeri Yarluwar-Ruwe 

Research Institute will also provide input into project planning and research partnerships. KNY 

agreements have been submitted to the South Australian Murray Darling Basin Natural Resource 

Management Board (SAMDBNRMB) and the Adelaide Mount Lofty Natural Resource Management 

Board (AMLNRMB). These broader agreements will provide the context for project-specific 

agreements and support the development of long-term NRM planning. 

 

Engagement Strategy 

 

In March 2007 the Ngarrindjeri Nation and the Hon. Jay Wetherill, the South Australian 

Minister for Aboriginal Affairs and Reconciliation launched the Ngarrindjeri Nation Yarluwar-Ruwe 

Plan: Caring for Ngarrindjeri Sea Country and Culture (2006) at Goolwa, near the mouth of the 

River Murray.6 The Plan was part of the implementation of the Australian government’s South-east 

Regional Marine Plan, supported by the National Oceans Office (see Smyth 2007; Hemming et al 
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2007; Muller 2008). The Yarluwar-Ruwe Plan is now a foundational Ngarrindjeri document, 

providing a co-ordinated response to a vast array of government planning interests. Its complex 

and challenging agenda is translated into practical implications for new partnerships and changes 

to management regimes. This approach is summarized in the following: 

Part 3 outlines the issues, objectives, strategies and priority actions that we intend to 
address to realise our vision for the future of our Sea Country. While some of these 
strategies and actions may challenge existing management arrangements, they are 
all consistent with our human rights, cultural rights and cultural obligations, and they 
are laid out here in keeping with our values of caring and sharing that always has 
been the Ngarrindjeri way. 

(Ngarrindjeri Nation 2006: 7) 
 

Although the Yarluwar-Ruwe Plan provides a strong statement of Ngarrindjeri rights, identity, 

authority and responsibility, it is a conciliatory document charting a vision for future, just 

collaborations between Ngarrindjeri and non-Aboriginal institutions, governments, business and 

individuals. In recognition of this strong but practical approach, it has been officially 

recognised at State and federal levels, and importantly the Coorong and Lakes Alexandrina and 

Albert Significant Ecological Asset Management Plan (DWLBC 2007) locates it alongside the 

Ramsar management plan (see South Australia Department of Environment, Heritage and 

 Affairs 2000) as the foundational documents in the hierarchy of management plans 

for the region.  

 

In the language of NRM the Yarluwar-Ruwe Plan is referred to as a ‘Tool of Knowledge’. It provides 

a detailed management plan and engagement strategy for Ngarrindjeri Yarluwar-Ruwe (Sea 

Country/Lands and Waters). The NRA advises all government agencies that this plan is the starting 

point for all projects and programs on Ngarrindjeri lands and waters. This plan includes the 

following objectives that make clear the Ngarrindjeri recognition that significant research, planning 

and management is required to rehabilitate Ngarrindjeri lands and waters: 

The Ngarrindjeri Sea Country Plan has been prepared by Ngarrindjeri people to help 
government agencies, natural resource managers, researchers, industry and the 
wider Australian community to better understand and recognise our rights to our Sea 
Country, including the lower Murray River, Lakes, Coorong and adjacent marine and 
land areas. 
 
Our vision for our Sea Country is based on the relationship between our people and 
our Sea Country which goes back to Creation. The river, lakes, wetlands/nurseries, 



 16 

Coorong estuary and sea have sustained us culturally and economically for tens of 
thousands of years. 
 
Owing to the abuse and misuse of Ngarrindjeri lands and waters by non- 
Aboriginal people, and the denial of Ngarrindjeri rights and interests, we now find 
that as the Traditional Owners of our lands and waters and all living things, we must 
stand up and speak out to save our Yarluwar-Ruwe (Country) before we reach the 
point of no return. 

(Ngarrindjeri Nation 2006: 7) 
 

 

With the establishment of the NRA, and the 2008 signing of an Indigenous Regional Partnership 

Agreement between the NRA, the State and Federal Governments focusing on Caring for Country 

and Economic Development, a new way of doing business has been established (Hemming & 

Rigney 2008). The Yarluwar-Ruwe plan stands as the foundational document in this new 

relationship between the Ngarrindjeri Nation and the Government - the NRA and its programs have 

become the new Ngarrindjeri Nation ‘engagement strategy’. This has specific implications for the 

Coorong South Lagoon Project and highlights the new formal Ngarrindjeri process to be followed 

by Government.  

 

It is recommended that at the next stage of the CSLFRP planning the appropriate Government 

agencies make a formal approach (in writing) to the Chairperson of the NRA. This approach will be 

directed to the CEO of the NRA for distribution to the appropriate NRA programs for consideration, 

comment and recommendation. It is expected that the a detailed NRA assessment of the Project 

proposal will require research, coordinated planning and then recommendations relating to cultural 

heritage, native title implications, NRM, economic development, training and education. These 

recommendations will be provided to the CEO and brought together into an appropriate briefing 

document for consideration of the Board of the NRA. The Board will make decisions relating to a 

project-specific engagement process for the Coorong South Lagoon Project and seek the 

negotiation of a KNY agreement to formalise this partnership. It is important to note that the NRA is 

already in a position to conduct on-ground revegetation/bioremediation programs and some 

engineering works. 
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The following provides a summary of the fundamental principles informing the proposed NRA 

engagement strategy for the Coorong South Lagoon Flows Restoration Project:  

 

 NRA should be a formal part of project at all levels – conception, research, planning, 

inception and management; 

 Ngarrindjeri engagement requires informed decision-making – this requires 

appropriate resourcing; 

 A Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal management plan should be developed in association with 

the CSLFRP as part of the Government’s NRM process; 

 Recognition and facilitation of the fundamental connection between NRM/Water 

management projects, cultural heritage, education, economic development and 

training; 

 Engagement in government programs must benefit Aboriginal organisations – not be a 

drain on resources – this needs to be properly monitored; 

 Formal protection of intellectual property and cultural knowledge is required; 

 All research projects should include appropriate ethics clearances;  

 A Kungun Ngarrindjeri Yunnan Agreement (Protocol) is required to ensure all the core 

principles of engagement and partnership are understood and secured. 

 

During a NRA/NEPL meeting (12 June 2009) the following issues were discussed as part of a 

consideration of the NRA position on the CSLFRP - economic development; cultural issues; 

education and training; research; and management planning. All of these issues emerge from a 

culturally appropriate and just Ngarrindjeri engagement strategy, and opportunities for Ngarrindjeri 

community development should built into projects such as the CSLFRP. It was emphasized that 

new flow path planning will require Ngarrindjeri cultural heritage, native title and NRM research to 

ensure that sensitive areas are protected and the full potential of the project maximized. 

Subsequent monitoring programs will need to be developed to facilitate the NRA plans.
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Ngarrindjeri Vision for Country (Lands and Waters) 

 

 

The following excerpts from the Ngarrindjeri Nation Yarlwuar-Ruwe Plan (2006) are included here 

to provide a clear reminder of the NRA’s Vision Statement and associated Goals. We believe that 

they are largely consistent with, and supportive of, the stated aims of the Coorong South Lagoon 

Flows Restoration Project. 

 

 

Kungun Ngarrindjeri Yunnan  

(Listen to what Ngarrindjeri people have to say) 

 

Our Lands, Our Waters, Our People, All Living Things are connected.  We implore people to 

respect our Yarluwar-Ruwe (Country) as it was created in the Kaldowinyeri (the Creation).  We 

long for sparkling, clean waters, healthy land and people and all living things.  We long for the 

Yarluwar-Ruwe (Sea Country) of our ancestors.  Our vision is all people Caring, Sharing, Knowing 

and Respecting the lands, the waters and all living things. 

 

Our Goals are: 

 For our people, children and descendants to be healthy and to enjoy our healthy lands and 

waters. 

 To see our lands and waters healthy and spiritually alive. 

 For all our people to benefit from our equity in our lands and waters. 

 To see our closest friends – our Ngartjis – healthy and spiritually alive. 

 For our people to continue to occupy and benefit from our lands and waters. 

 To see all people respecting our laws and living in harmony with our lands and waters. 
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Murrapeena Heritage Committee Position - Coorong 

South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project 

 

This report provides an initial response by Murrapeena Heritage Committee (MHC) to the Coorong 

South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project Feasibility Investigations. The Murrapeena Heritage 

Committee represents the Aboriginal families of the South-East of South Australia. The MHC is 

strongly supportive of the proposed Coorong South Lagoon Flow Restoration Project (CSLFRP).7 

Along with the NRA the MHC argue that existing drains in the south east have re-directed fresh 

water from the traditional flow paths that fed the Coorong, the associated ‘Ephemeral Lakes’, 

wetlands and important fresh water wells and soaks. MHC supports and encourages projects that 

restore these traditional flow paths without causing adverse impacts on the wetlands and lakes of 

South Australia’s South-East.  

 

The MHC have traditional ties to the Coorong South Lagoon and the associated Ephemeral Lakes 

and wetlands.8 These areas have cultural, spiritual, social and economic significance and their 

revitalization will be a potential outcome of the CSLFRP. This revitalization will lead to broad 

benefits for the MHC. Cultural education, Aboriginal tourism ventures, Aboriginal social, spiritual 

and cultural heritage programs can all emerge from a Flow Restoration Project. An Aboriginal 

engagement strategy that includes significant Aboriginal involvement in research, planning, 

implementation and long-term management will also have direct educational, training, cultural and 

economic benefits to the MHC.  

 

The flow path proposed in Option 3 (commencing from Wilmot Drain) is favoured by the MHC due 

to the benefits of fresh water flows moving through the ‘ephemeral lakes’. The revitalization of this 

area as part of the planned increase of flows into the Coorong South lagoon will be of great 

cultural, social, economic and ecological benefit to the MHC. Options 1 & 2 are also considered 

beneficial due to the urgent need to address the hyper-saline conditions of the Coroong South 

Lagoon. Modifications to the flow paths of Options 1 & 2 were also suggested to include fresh 

water moving into the ‘ephemeral lakes’ system at strategic points.  
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The MHC follow the Traditional Laws of their Old People and these laws inform their 

proposed engagement strategy and protocol for the CSLFRP. As a mark of respect the 

NRA and MHC suggest changing the name of the project to include the Ngarrindjeri 

pronunciation/spelling of Coorong – Kurangk. 
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Murrapeena Heritage Committee Engagement Strategy 
and Protocol 

 
MHC have only very recently formed and are in the process of developing policies, goals and plans 

based on their new constitution. They have a close working relationship with the SE Aboriginal 

NRM Focus Group – and share committee members. The MHC are also in the process of 

considering the nature of their relationship with the NRA. This may be as a member organization 

which would give them access to the growing NRA capacity and infrastructure in cultural heritage, 

NRM and economic development areas. If the CSLFRP progresses to the next stage of 

development further discussions will need to be undertaken by the SAMDNRMB to determine the 

direction the MHC has taken in relation to relationships and partnerships with other Aboriginal 

organisations with interests in the region. 

 

In September 2008 the following Aboriginal issues/concerns were identified in the ‘Cultural 

Considerations’ section of the Coorong South Lagoon Flows Restoration Project Pre-feasibility 

Study - Summary Report (DWLBC 2008) produced by the Department of Water, Land and 

Biodiversity Conservation (DWLBC): 

 

 Aboriginal employment should be provided where possible, not just for 
surveys and monitoring but also as operators and labourers.  

 This project needs to understand and define the different family groups 
affected by the project to ensure that consultation is comprehensive and 
inclusive of all the groups involved.  

 The ecological, engineering and hydrological investigations need to 
include cultural consultation in their next stages.  

 An equal / real / equitable / face to face consultation and involvement 
structure needs to be put in place to ensure that there is early project 
support and guidance in the right direction.  

 The quality of diverted water was of concern to the group and the potential 
for future water quality changes due to development in the South East. An 
example of a coal mine near Kingston was given.  

 Cultural benefits, and therefore the resulting flow paths, should be 
considered. If there is an opportunity to restore flow paths to areas of 
cultural significance, they should be considered.  

(DWLBC 2008: 29) 
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These issues and concerns were reiterated in recent meetings as part of this project. This 

discussion was supplemented with a structured discussion of issues associated with: economic 

development; cultural concerns; education and training; research; and management planning. All of 

these issues emerge from a culturally appropriate Aboriginal engagement strategy and 

opportunities for Aboriginal community development should be built into projects such as the 

CSLFRP.   

 

The MHC were in agreement with the following fundamental principles (included in the NRA 

section of this report) informing a proposed Aboriginal engagement strategy for the Coorong South 

Lagoon Flows Restoration Project:  

 

 MHC should be a formal part of project at all levels – conception, research, planning, 

inception and management; 

 MHC engagement requires informed decision-making – this requires appropriate 

resourcing; 

 A Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal management plan should be developed in association with 

the CSLFRP as part of the Government’s NRM process; 

 Recognition and facilitation of the fundamental connection between NRM/Water 

management projects, cultural heritage, education, economic development and 

training; 

 Engagement in government programs must benefit Aboriginal organisations – not be a 

drain on resources – this needs to be properly monitored; 

 Formal protection of intellectual property and cultural knowledge is required; 

 All research projects should include appropriate ethics clearances;  

 An agreement (Protocol) is required to ensure all the core principles of engagement 

and partnership are understood and secured. 

 

During discussions the MHC emphasised that new flow path planning will require MHC to conduct 

cultural heritage, native title and NRM research and planning to ensure that sensitive areas are 

protected and the full potential of the project maximized. Subsequent monitoring programs will 

need to be developed to facilitate the MHC plans.
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Broad Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal value of the project: a 
discussion 
 

 

During meetings with the NRA and MHC regarding the CSLFRP the following opportunities and 

issues were discussed and highlighted9: 

 

1. Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal Economic development: 

 Heritage research, surveys and monitoring 

 Contracts to conduct works associated with project – engineering, NRM etc 

 Employment with other contractors 

 Long-term monitoring and management of drainage systems 

 Environmental monitoring and research 

 Wetland rehabilitation programs 

 Tourism developments associated with rehabilitated wetlands 

 

2. Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal Training and Education: 

 Heritage research and monitoring incorporates training and cultural education 

 Opportunities for Elders teaching and transmission of knowledge 

 NRM, engineering and other works – training and further education opportunities 

 NRM scholarships – tertiary sector 

 Project provides opportunities for management, administration and business training 

 

3. Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal Cultural Issues: 

 Identify broad cultural issues that need to be considered in current plans 

 Identify a process for research and planning re these issues 

 Some issues will be covered through heritage research and monitoring. 

 Avoid narrow definition of cultural – cultural includes economic, social, political, 

historical and most importantly it includes the lands, waters and all living things 
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4. Research: 

 Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal organisations need to carry out research to develop positions, 

plans and recommendation in all areas 

 NRA is establishing a Ngarrindjeri Research Institute which facilitate, coordinate, and 

conduct research 

 Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal organisations should be part of ecological/environmental 

research programs 

 Projects such as this provide opportunities to conduct Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal historical 

and cultural research 

 Ngarrindjeri/Aboriginal plant foods, medicines, hunting etc – opportunities for teaching 

and research 

 

Management Planning: 

 A strategy for SE Aboriginal management planning needs to be developed. 

 Aboriginal Management plan for the project – NRM, heritage, economic development 

and training/education 

 Long-term management of the water diversions, monitoring of system – ecological etc  
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Native Title Issues 

 
There is an active native title claim over a significant part of the CSLFRP area. This is the 

Ngarrindjeri and Others Native Title Claim 98/4 which is managed by the Ngarrindjeri Native Title 

Management Committee (NNTMC). This committee has a formal agreement with the Ngarrindjeri 

Heritage Committee (NHC) and both are founding members of the NRA. Members of the 

Murrapeena Heritage Committee and the SE Aboriginal NRM Focus Group are part of the claimant 

group for the Ngarrindjeri and Others claim. Areas of the CSLFRP not covered by this claim are still 

covered by native title legislation.  

 

The SAMDBNRMB is developing formal partnerships with the NRA (and the NNTMC as a founder 

member) but at this stage the South East NRM Board does not have a formal relationship with the 

Ngarrindjeri and Others native title claim management committee. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Ngarrindjeri and Others Native Title Claim 98/4 
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Final Discussion 

 
This final discussion briefly raises further issues of significance to the Coorong South Lagoon Flow 

Restoration Project (CSLFRP). The NRA and MHC argued in discussions that a more coordinated 

Government approach to re-flows projects in South Australia’s South-East would make it easier for 

Indigenous organisations to plan their responses and engagement programs. The NRA made it 

clear that they were attempting to take into account other relevant government plans when making 

recommendations relating to the CSLFRP.  

 

The NRA and the MHC hoped that the SAMDNRMB and other relevant organizations would 

consider formal partnerships when pursuing the development of projects such as the CSLFRP. The 

authors of this report argue that this would lead to greater success in securing investments, and 

that increased investment opportunities would emerge with a more sophisticated understanding of 

the significance of NRM programs to Indigenous community development and wellbeing (see 

Hemming, Trevorrow & Rigney 2002; Hemming, Rigney & Hattam 2007; Birckhead et al 2008; 

Hemming & Rigney 2008).
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1 We use the term ‘’ in relation to the South East following advice given at a Murrapeena Heritage Committee 
workshop. The SE  Heritage Committee became incorporated under the new name Murrapeena Heritage Committee 
during the course of this project.  
2 NRA and MHC representatives indicated that they considered the ‘ephemeral lakes’ to be part of the Kurangk. 
3 Project dates have been extended by approximately one week to reflect delays in contract finalisation.  
4 This clause was developed for the Ngarrindjeri CSIRO Water-For-A-Health-Country Flagship Project (see Birckhead 
et al 2008) 
5 This area is part of the Ngarrindjeri & Ors Native Title Claim SC98/4 (see Figure 1). 
6 It is important to not that the Ngarrindjeri concept of Sea Country is holistic and treats land, people, all living things, 
fresh water and salt water as a connected body. 
7 We use the term ‘’ in relation to the South East following advice given at a Murrapeena Heritage Committee 
workshop. The SE Aboriginal Heritage Committee became incorporated under the new name Murrapeena Heritage 
Committee during the course of this project.  
8 It should be noted that MHC members are part of the Ngarrindjeri & Ors Native Title Claim. 
9 These opportunities and issues are a starting point and should limit further planning. 


