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Engaging with Indigenous peoples is clearly on the agenda of natural hazard leaders in southern
Australia, but there is very little research, policy or practical experience to support this work.
Indeed, with a few important exceptions, natural hazard organisations and research institutions
have had little engagement with Indigenous peoples, their organisations or research priorities or
protocols. While there are substantial gaps in the research evidence, it is important to start
identifying the issues at hand and consider what might be done in response. This paper provides
a brief overview of the fraught relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in
Australia and some common misunderstandings. The paper includes specific suggestions for
current research, policy and practice, noting that natural hazard agencies and research
institutions are influential and closely related. It is clear there are challenges. However, changing
practice is essential to foster more respectful terms between Indigenous peoples and
Australia’s natural hazard and emergency management sector.

Introduction

The broad scope of natural hazard research, policy and practice includes concerns relative to
Indigenous peoples. However, with a few important exceptions, natural hazard agencies and
research institutions have had little engagement with Indigenous peoples, especially in southern
Australia (Thomassin et al. 2018, Smith et al. 2021). To understand this, statistics and maps were
published showing the Indigenous groups affected by summer bushfires in 2019-20 in Victoria,
New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory to show their numerical presence and
unique rights, geographies and population profiles (Williamson et al. 2020). In addition, 2 important
bushfire inquiries were reviewed (McLeod 2003, Teale et al. 2009) and revealed that Indigenous
peoples were included only as an historical footnote, as well as in a brief cultural heritage
reference (Williamson et al. 2020, p:14-15). A research review into the recommendations of 55
post-disaster inquiries did not mention Indigenous peoples at all, not even whether they were
absent or not in the recommendations (Cole et al. 2017).
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New South Wales and Australian Government inquiries (Binskin et al. 2020, Lay 2020, Owens &
O'Kane 2020). The Victorian Government established an Aboriginal reference group to advise the
newly created agency, Bushfire Recovery Victoria, thereby signalling a grasp of issues greater
than just fire management (State of Victoria 2021, p.10). Clearly, Indigenous engagement is now on
the agenda of public sector decision-makers involved in natural hazards and disaster resilience in
southern Australia. However, there is very little existing research, policy or practical experience to
inform this work. For example, aside from work by Williamson, Markham and Weir (2020), there has
been no research on Indigenous peoples and disaster relief and recovery policy in southern
temperate Australia. Yet, Indigenous peoples are working within and navigating natural hazard
policy, practice and research. Recognised as first nations people, traditional owners and traditior
custodians, Indigenous peoples bring to this work their own land, societies, laws and customs.

The terms Indigenous people is used to signify individuals and Indigenous peoples is used to
signify political-legal groups.

This paper shows how engaging with Indigenous peoples can be more than an agenda item for
natural hazard institutions; it challenges and changes the agenda itself. By natural hazard
institutions, we include disaster resilience, relief and recovery, as undertaken across the public
sector and by research bodies. Building the competencies of these institutions is an integral step
towards supporting Indigenous-led and collaborative approaches in natural hazard research, policy
and practice (e.g. Sangha et al. 2019). There is a clear need to transition from the commitments of
a few individuals to investing in structural and procedural support (Smith et al. 2021; Weir, Neale &
Smith 2021; Sangha et al. 2019; Ali et al. 2021); otherwise, Indigenous people remain explaining
their relevance and always with the pressure to conform to dominant, non-Indigenous approaches
(Ellemor 2005, Smith et al. 2021). This wastes time, risks employee burnout and perpetuates
platitudes (Freeman et al. 2021). However, this situation is not unique to the natural hazard sector
but is indicative of fraught relations held between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people and
government organisations, research institutions and in society broadly.

There are many opportunities to research and work differently in southern temperate Australia.
This is where the majority of Indigenous people live and also where most natural hazard risks are,
as acknowledged by the sector because of non-Indigenous settlement and development patterns
(Weir, Sutton & Catt 2020). It is also where most of our research experience has been gained.

This paper does not replace the priorities of Indigenous peoples, instead it emphasises the
appropriate centring of Indigenous voices on Indigenous issues. It is acknowledged how
Indigenous identity and authority is understood in relation to context and is often negotiated in
intra-Indigenous forums that non-Indigenous people are not privy to (Sullivan 2020). These are
complex matters beyond the scope of this paper. However, they require investing in Indigenous
governance (Freeman et al. 2021). Indigenous people are first nations, traditional owners,
traditional custodians, communities, community leaders, public servants, elders, politicians,

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/ajem-october-2021-indigenous-peoples-and-natural-hazard-research-policy-and-practice-in-southern-tem...  2/9


https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/
javascript:void(0)

2/2/22,12:20 PM Indigenous peoples and natural hazard research | AJEM Research

A Australian Disaster Resilience
\|/ Knowledge Hub

A OO O T T O tO T O O SO T O T O T T GO T O e (OO PO T g T 1)

Distorted relations

The absence of Indigenous peoples and their priorities in natural hazard research, policy and
practice is not unique, but part of Australia’s psyche of distorted relations (after McGregor 2017).
Late 19th and early 20th Century Euro-American logics of racial superiority positioned Indigenous
people as backward, uncivilised and presumed their way of life would inevitably give way to white
superiority (Moreteen-Robinson 2015). Fundamentally, Indigenous people were not expected to =~
part of modern Australia. Instead, Indigenous peoples’ political-legal entities were incorrectly
presumed and relied upon to be absent (Strelein et al. 20071).

A suite of consequences has resulted, as critiqued by generations of Indigenous people whose
advocacy and action has led to more just terms. This includes the High Court of Australia Mabo
decision” and the subsequent recognition of native title rights. The 20th Century saw a
resurgence in Indigenous peoples’ cultural and political standing and Australia's adoption of
principles of non-discrimination in law and policy. All government jurisdictions in Australia have
legislative mechanisms recognising the rights and authority of Indigenous peoples with respect to
their land, water, cultural heritage, governance and more. For example, in Victoria the Aboriginal
Cultural Heritage Act 2006 and the Traditional Owner Settlement Act 20710. Further, Victorian,
Queensland and Northern Territory jurisdictions are currently undertaking discussions with
Indigenous groups about treaties.

Indigenous people now have ownership and management rights and interests to almost half the
continent, including important lands in southern temperate Australia (Altman & Markham 2015). In
NSW, for example, Local Aboriginal Land Councils are becoming the largest landowners in some
local government areas. It is anticipated that all conservation lands will have formal arrangements
with Indigenous people within the next 20 years (Norman 2018). In Victoria, it is government policy
that all lands will have formally recognised Traditional Owners. As a body, these land tenure
changes have profound implications for how Australia is understood and governed. For example,
land title is often assumed to be either private or public, but almost half the continent is under
communal title, requiring a rethink of models that regulate and fund land-management
responsibilities (Weir & Duff 2017). Land tenure changes have been a catalyst for environmental
research institutions and funding bodies, with some now prioritising Indigenous people and
Indigenous research methodologies across their programs (Moggridge 2019).

Nonetheless, there remains consequential matters that must be overcome to secure more just
terms between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. One is the viewpoint that distorted
relations only require work by, for, and with Indigenous people instead of understanding that
addressing distorted relations is everyone's responsibility. This means that non-Indigenous people
must also examine their assumptions, institutions and processes (McGregor 2017). Thus, public
sector and research institutions must examine how they may benefit from discriminatory
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people are regarded as community stakeholders to governments and in research projects. This
leaves Indigenous people with the choice of participating in public sector and research activities
on these terms, or not participating at all (Hemming et al. 2010). Instead, specific engagement
protocols can be established with Indigenous peoples, also known as self-determination
mechanisms. These recognise and support the self-determining authority of Indigenous peoples,
including first nations, traditional owners and traditional custodians.

Another consequential matter is the assumption that Indigenous knowledge is local knowledge.
Indigenous people have land-centred knowledge-governance systems, known as Country
(Kwaymullina 2016, Cavanagh & Stanley 2021). Key elements include inter-generational ethics
within and between Indigenous groups and reciprocal relations with species and natural processes
that acknowledge co-dependency (Reo et al. 2017, Latulippe & Klenk 2020). The most important
relationships are held between people and the land and then relationships between people
(Graham 2007). This is knowledge that is recognised and shared regionally, nationally and globally.
It has useful points of intersection with sustainable development approaches to disaster
resilience, which is the general trend of natural hazard research, policy and practice in Australia
and internationally (COAG 2011, Lambert & Scott 2018). However, to categorise Indigenous
knowledge as local knowledge, is to exclude it from influencing these and many other influential
forums.

The paucity of research about natural hazards and Indigenous peoples reflects the pan-
continental Indigenous experience of being co-located with a nation established on non-
Indigenous terms and priorities (Weir, Sutton & Catt 2020). In southern temperate Australia, aside
from Williamson, Markhan and Weir (2020) and the small literature on Indigenous fire
management, only 2 other papers were found. These were on general cultural heritage matters,
mainly European-settler, and identify the lack of expertise in Indigenous heritage in natural hazard
research and practice (Graham & Spennemann 2007, Laidlaw et al. 2007). In northern and central
Australia where Indigenous peoples are the majority landholders and often the majority residents,
and, aside from the Indigenous fire management literature, the research is limited to a handful of
papers (e.g. Haynes et al. 20714, Veland et al. 2010, Ali et al. 2021, Sangha et al. 2019).

Today, Indigenous people face a skewed political economy when meeting with governments,
universities and private companies. While some parties work to change the terms of these
meetings (Muller et al. 2019), Strelein and co-authors (2019) note:

The interests of traditional owners inevitably end up secondary to those of proponents who, via
access to greater resources or superior socio-political positioning, are able to more effectively
navigate bureaucracies and secure support from key actors. (p17).

Fundamentally, when addressing systemic problems, it is critical for policy makers, legislatures,
research leaders and others to acknowledge the context; what has come before and continues to
inform the present (Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson 2016, Doyle et al. 2018). Without acknowledging
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people’s existence as peoples, families and individuals, affecting their collective wellbeing (Krieg
2009). By not acknowledging the influence of discriminatory structures and processes, the
provision of external expertise is legitimised (Ellemor 2011). When typecast as vulnerable,
Indigenous peoples’ strengths in kinship, governance and culture are not recognised and
supported with self-determination mechanisms. These are not productive grounds for establishing
and sustaining collaborative and Indigenous-led approaches.

An agenda for change

The extensive literature on forming better relationships between Indigenous peoples,
governments, universities and others (Kwaymullina 2016, McGregor 2017, Muller et al. 2013, Reo
et al. 2017) identified 2 inter-related priorities:

- To centre Indigenous peoples on matters of importance to them. This involves equitable
sharing of resources and decision-making authority, including greater access to and
ownership of land.

- To decentre non-Indigenous dominance of matters important to Indigenous people, by
reducing the discriminatory assumptions, structures and processes that are the legacy of
distorted relations.

In this centring/decentring work, there are immediate steps that can be taken by natural hazard
agencies and research institutions. For example, appointing Indigenous people as staff, board
members and establishing reference and advisory groups and creating enabling and
accountability structures and processes, such as reporting and training (Weir, Neale & Smith
2021). Institutional leadership is critical because these are systemic matters that involve inter-
personal understandings and communication among staff (Ellemor 2011, p.6). Institutions are
formed by people and misunderstandings are common between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
people. There will be uncomfortable and enlightening encounters in shifting the status quo
(Freeman et al. 2021). This is about beginning with who is at the table, who is supported to be
there and what meanings and interpretations are heard and considered appropriate. From here,
questions can then be discussed about what matters, what might be done about it and by whom.

For example, when recovery funds are being designed with farmers and businesses in mind, it is
essential that Indigenous peoples’ specific priorities are considered as well. These may be for the
restoration of culturally important species and places as well as supporting early access to
Country to gauge what has happened. The model for funding needs to be fit-for-purpose, co-
designed with Indigenous people and funds prioritised for Indigenous organisations. This work
involves considering Indigenous peoples’ priorities, worldviews, organisational forms, skill sets,
resources and legal responsibilities (Weir & Duff 2017). The majority of existing models supporting
Indigenous people on Country are designed for northern and central Australia and may not be fit-
for-purpose in southern temperate Australia (Smith et al. 2027).
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methods, design and governance and data sovereignty (AIATSIS 2020, Maiam nayri Wingara &

Australian Indigenous Governance Institute 2018, NMRHC 2018). Research institutions must
support these while examining the structures and processes of their own disciplines, professional
associations, institutions and curricula (Cavanagh & Stanley 2021, Hemming et al. 2010, Weir et al.
2018).

To increase awareness, understanding and experience, important events such as NAIDOC, Mabo
Day and Sorry Day provide context and vision as do texts by Indigenous authors and institutions
such as AIATSIS (2018). There are also many resources online, including:

- Forums, organisations and peak bodies - traditional owner groups, land councils, corporate
native title bodies, Elders councils; tv and radio broadcasting bodies; land and water
representative organisations and networks; research bodies; and specific appointments such
as the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner.

- Policies - Caring for Country?, Cultural Burning (Steffensen 2020) and land-based
approaches to healing collective and individual trauma (Lowitja Institute 2020).

These suggestions and are not a result of comprehensive research but reflect particular expertise.
Indeed, there is a need for comprehensive research about the Australian context (Thomassin et al.
2018). This paper cites the narrower matter of fire management and not the broad suite of natural
hazards work that includes planning, preparation, response and recovery as well as resilience.

Research, policy, practice and cultural change

Public sector and research institutions are influential and closely related bodies. The content of
university research and curricula largely determines the evidence available to it and the public
sector, the qualifications of university and public sector staff and the kinds of researchers
employed by government agencies (Weir et al. 2021b). Together with research-industry
collaborations, the public sector and universities have built what is considered ‘'normal’ in research,
policy and practice. The absence of Indigenous people and their priorities in this area is indicative
of the absence of Indigenous people as staff, especially in executive roles. This is a suggestion
because there is no research evidence to draw on, nor are sufficient records kept (Neale et al.
2019).

The surge in interest in Indigenous peoples’ fire management since 2020 is the most recent
opportunity for natural hazard agencies and research institutions to undertake and demonstrate
authentic change with Indigenous peoples. In this, Indigenous people risk their fire management
practices being co-opted and appropriated without support for the governance, knowledge,
Country and kin that give meaning to these practices. This is another experience of dispossession.
While it is generally better to make mistakes than not try, Indigenous people have good reason not
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... government, and research institutions should not ask Indigenous people, who live with two
centuries of colonisation and discrimination, ‘How can your knowledge improve our resilience?’
Instead, they should ask ‘How can we support Indigenous peoples and their engagements with
natural hazard management as part of their and our resilience?’

Unfortunately, many findings from inquiries into the summer bushfires in 2019-20 are still
qualified and constrained by assumptions that do not understand Country. Country is the doma
of all living things, including all people (Graham 2007, Cavanagh & Stanley 2021). Country is the
agendas, not an agenda item. It is the paper that the list is written on, not an item on the list.
Understanding Country requires non-Indigenous people to be part of an open dialogue; one that
does not presume where that dialogue might go.

With Country as the frame for knowing and governing, it is clear why Indigenous leaders argue
that the land must come first in hazard mitigation. The current arrangement places human lives
first, then property and the environment last. When Indigenous people foreground the land, this is
not to dismiss human lives and property, but to appreciate that taking care of lives and property
requires first taking care of Country (Steffensen, in Weir 2020). This is not unrealistic or naive
work. It is of profound importance and it is already influencing the natural hazard sector. It is
leading to natural hazard practices and research that are not just uniquely Australian, as they
already are, but also embedded in respectful relations with Indigenous people and Country.

There are challenges both in play and ahead. For example, the 2020 Royal Commission into
National Natural Disaster Arrangements® was constrained by terms of reference focused solely
on Indigenaus fire practices (Binskin et al. 2020). It also recommended learning from Indigenous
peoples’ ‘local knowledge, not understanding that Indigenous knowledge is not just local. These
were opportunities lost. Nevertheless, the Royal Commission is a clear break from the absences

that came before (Binskin et al. 2020). The concept paper for discussion published by the Bushfire

and Natural Hazards Cooperative Research Centre, Framing a Disaster Resilience Research
Portfolio, did not mention Indigenous peoples in its research themes, however, in response to
feedback from Indigenous scholars, it has contracted work to alter the focus (BNHCRC 2021).
Scholars writing about cultural burning practices in southern temperate Australia are tracking the
movement from deficit approaches to building relationships with Indigenous peoples. All this work
shows that it is possible to reduce the ongoing effects of distorted relations with Indigenous
peoples across research, policy and practice structures and processes.

Conclusion

There will be irresolvable tensions in the relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
co-located political-legal groups. This tension should not be avoided or ignored but grasped as
central to the pursuit of just terms, including in the context of natural hazards. While it is not
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Footnotes

1. Mabo v Queensland (No 2) [1992] HCA 175 CLR 1.
2. See, for example, the Northern Land Council website for their Caring for Country policies.

3. Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, at:
https://naturaldisaster.royalcommission.gov.au.
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