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Executive Summary

Executive Summary
This report presents the findings of a research project, which was conducted as
collaboration and liaison between a regional NRM group (the Burdekin Dry Tropics
Board), a research provider (CSIRO) and a Traditional Owner group (the Nywaigi
Traditional owners, represented by the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation and the
Nywaigi Land Corporation).
The research established a concept and framework for defining wellbeing of Traditional
Owners, and explored in detail the contribution, which culture and country make to the
wellbeing of Nywaigi Traditional Owners. It also provided comment on how natural
resource planning and management can contribute to the improvement of Traditional
Owner wellbeing.
Natural resource management planning processes in the Burdekin Dry Tropics region
provide the context for the research (Section 1). The conceptual-theoretical
underpinning of the research (Section 2) is drawn from a comprehensive literature
review. “Wellbeing” is an inclusive concept, integrating aspects of human life such as
economic opportunity (employment/income), health (mental/physical), country and
culture, among others. It offers an alternative perspective to the economic concepts of
utility and welfare, which are typically applied in a narrow sense dealing with monetary
measures and preferences.
The empirical aspects of the research adopt a subjective experience approach to the
concept of wellbeing. It reflects on how well one’s life is going on balance, and a sense
of the extent to which one feels life as enriching or rewarding. A person’s assessment
of wellbeing is based on his/her personal characteristics and circumstances. Wellbeing
is determined by a suite of factors, which vary in the literature but broadly encompass
material sufficiency, health, social relations, security and freedom of choice. The state
of the natural environment and its ability to provide ecosystem services greatly
influences the state of many of these factors.
The research process, methodology and implementation of ethical research guidelines
in indigenous studies are documented (Section 3). The principal method adopted is
focus group discussions. A total of twelve focus group meetings were held in Ingham,
Tully and Cairns, and on Palm Island. A total of 58 members of the Nywaigi community
attended these meetings. They represented a good cross-section of the community.
Participants also complemented a survey as a way of gaining further (quantitative)
insights into issues associated with Nywaigi wellbeing.
Section 4 shows a socio-economic profile of indigenous peoples from Townsville to
Cairns. This covers the traditional country of the Nywaigi language group and where
members of the Nywaigi community live today. The indigenous profile also includes
Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders living in the region. The ABS data identify
the indigenous population as young and disadvantaged – through lower workforce
participation, lower incomes, larger households and lower home ownership.
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The results of the focus group discussions are shown in Section 5. The various insights
developed by each focus group into what contributes to and detracts from wellbeing
are consolidated into a model of Nywaigi wellbeing (Figure below).

Figure: Consolidated model of Nywaigi wellbeing
Note: the thickness of lines indicates the relative importance/contribution of the domain to wellbeing
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’Family and community’ is the single most important domain of wellbeing, based on the
close ties that exist among members of (extended) family, which are also manifest in
sometimes large families living together as households. Health is identified as a key
contributor to wellbeing. Substance abuse and addiction, and the state of health
services are key issues on the mind of Nywaigi people.
‘Country and culture’ is identified as another critical determinant of wellbeing. Country
and culture are seen as intrinsically linked to the identity of members of the Nywaigi
community. There is a strong sense of loss and frustration at the extent to which
traditional knowledge, stories, lore and understanding of country have been lost. This is
regarded as the root of many social problems that Nywaigi people are facing today.
Through the survey (Section 6) participants in the workshops express their highest
satisfaction rating for ‘feeling part of the Nywaigi community’. They are also generally
satisfied with life as a whole, their health (adult Nywaigi tend to be less satisfied), being
part of Australian society and being part of their town/city/island community.
Respondents are least satisfied with their level of traditional knowledge (men are less
satisfied than women), the extent of Nywaigi connection to country and traditional
cultural activities. Women tend to recognise the interest of young Nywaigi in culture
and country.
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The discussion (Chapter 7) highlights the success of the research as collaboration
between the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board, CSIRO and the Nywaigi Traditional Owners,
which enabled the research team to complete the study within an 11-month period. It
specifically points to the value of adopting ethical research principles and defining a
mutually agreed code of conduct. The lack of some basic information and statistics at
the level of Traditional Owner groups is identified as a methodological issue for
planning the research and evaluating research participation.
A discourse in relation to ‘family and community’ clarifies the terminology in this most
significant domain of wellbeing. ‘Family’ comprises both the nucleus family (parent(s)
and children) as well as the wider family (including grandparents, sisters, brothers,
uncles, aunties, nieces and nephews). A differentiation is necessary for ‘community’ as
to whether it refers to members of the Nywaigi language group, indigenous people, or
all people living in a town/region. Depending on location, Nywaigi people relate to their
clan, language group and town/regional community differently. They also see
themselves as part of Australian society.
The discussion further highlights the interconnectedness between the two other key
domains of Nywaigi wellbeing – ‘health’ and ‘country and culture’. In the mind of
(specifically older) Nywaigi people, the properties of both domains are intertwined.
Substance abuse and addiction of many Nywaigi people (specifically boys and men),
which creates a suite of social problems for families and the community, is seen as a
major detractor from wellbeing. It is attributed to a spiritual vacuum and lack of identity,
caused by the extensive loss of connection to country and culture, including traditional
knowledge, language, stories, lore and other elements of traditional culture. Other
health problems (diabetes, renal failure, and others) are also seen as a result of
lifestyle and nutritional changes away from traditional bush foods and medicines.
Reconnection of Nywaigi people with country and culture is regarded as holding the
key to improved wellbeing, which is something that respondents desire to see happen.
The purchase of Mungulla Station, a grazing property near Ingham, through the
Indigenous Land Corporation, provides an important opportunity for Nywaigi people to
re-engage with traditional country. Participants of focus groups expressed a variety of
aspirations associated with the ownership and management of that land – including
cultural, educational, employment, nutritional and health benefits. Realising these
potential benefits poses a challenge.
The research concludes that regional natural resource management initiatives through
the Burdekin Dry Tropics and the Wet Tropics NRM Boards can foster the process of
re-connection of Nywaigi Traditional Owners with country and culture in various ways.
Participants in the research acknowledge the psychological value they derive from
being recognised as Traditional Owners by the Wet Tropics and Burdekin Dry Tropics
NRM Boards. They express satisfaction with the fact that they are now (via the elders)
contributing to improvements in environmental condition through the planning
processes as well as on-ground action.
Currently, Nywaigi people engage somewhat with the country in general. They fish
(and hunt) near where they live – not necessarily on Nywaigi traditional country. There
is a desire among the Nywaigi Traditional Owners to be getting more involved at the
grass-root level, through organisation of and participation in on-ground activities. Such
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activities could tap specifically into the desire of young Nywaigi to be going on country
and learning about country. This may help to ease tensions between the older and
younger Nywaigi generations – with many adult/older Nywaigi thinking the young ones
are not interested in country and the younger generation being frustrated by the lack of
eduction they receive from the older generations. If the model of interconnectedness of
country and health is right, re-connection with country could deliver substantial benefits
for Nywaigi wellbeing.
While the areas of education, employment and income feature less prominently as
domains of Nywaigi wellbeing, they are areas where significant deficiencies in Nywaigi
wellbeing exist. The value of regional-base natural resource management can well
extend into these domains and contribute to improvements in Traditional Owner
wellbeing. Research participants are keen to see education and training provided for
Nywaigi people in the field of natural resource management. Development of human
capacity in that field could facilitate the transition of some individuals among the
Nywaigi community into non-CDEP employment in the region. However, any initiatives
targeting Nywaigi participation require careful consideration when addressing the
specific needs of this community in terms of removing social and logistical impediments
to participation, for example by engaging groups rather than individuals and providing
transportation.
In summary, this research provides an important source of information and insights for
policy development. The messages are valid beyond the Nywaigi Traditional Owner
group who participated in the research. Also, while primarily targeted at informing
policy in the area of natural resource management, it is evident that the ramifications
reach into the broader public and social policy domains.
The research has demonstrated that the insights generated (in terms of depth of
information and interpretation) by adopting a subjective experience research approach
can be of great value to policy design. The research thus complements the censusbased indigenous people profiles and supports targeted and holistic development of
policy to improve wellbeing of Traditional Owners.
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1.

Introduction

1.1. Context
Recent regional planning processes across Australia, specifically in relation to water
and natural resource management (NRM), have seen active involvement by
Indigenous stakeholders, specifically Traditional Owners. This reflects an increasing
acceptance of the notions that;
1. Traditional Owners have a legitimate interest in matters of NRM;
2. Country is of essential importance to Traditional Owners through the link of culture
and country; and
3. Outcomes from (NRM) planning processes can and need to deliver tangible
benefits to Traditional Owners.
The Burdekin Dry Tropics region is currently undergoing such an NRM planning
process and seeks to represent Traditional Owner interests in planning processes
related to the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality, the Water Quality
Protection Plan and other policy initiatives. The responsible NRM body is the Burdekin
Dry Tropics Board. It was established in 2001 under the National Action Plan for
Salinity and Water Quality.
A socio-economic study of the Burdekin Dry Tropics Region (Greiner et al., 2003)
found insufficient statistical data in the public domain for providing decision support to
the Board in relation to Indigenous matters and engagement of Traditional Owners.
Thus, a Priority Action Proposal entitled “Engaging Traditional Owner participation in
the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality in the Burdekin Dry Tropics” was
developed to establish a framework for Traditional Owner engagement. This Proposal
had four principal components;
1. Regional and sub-regional engagement of Traditional Owners in Natural Resources
Management;
2. Development and implementation of monitoring and evaluation tools/methods;
3. Collating data describing the social and economic status quo of Traditional Owners;
and
4. Development of a cultural heritage information management system.
The research presented here is contributing to components 2 and 3 of the Priority
Action Proposal. The scope of the project and its methodology are the result of
discussions and collaboration between the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board, the chairman
of the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, the Board of the Nywaigi Land Corporation,
and staff of the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation
(CSIRO). The Girringun Aboriginal Corporation represents nine Traditional Owner
groups in the Eastern tropical region of Australia.
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Prior discussions within the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board regarding this Priority Action
Proposal, in consultation with their Traditional Owner Steering Committee, determined
that:
1. Research would be conducted that would focus on one Traditional Owner group
only;
2. Girringun Aboriginal Corporation would have carriage of the project; and
3. The Nyawaigi people would be the best group to focus the research.
The Nywaigi Traditional Owners are a language group whose traditional country
broadly contains lowland coastal areas between Townsville and Lucinda in North-East
Queensland, stretching inland as far as about Paluma (Figure 1).
Figure 1: Map outlining approximate Nywaigi language boundaries
(after SKM 2002)

Lucinda

Paluma

Matters of negotiation for the research team included the project in principle, its
detailed scope, methods for undertaking the research, Traditional Owner involvement
in the research, ongoing engagement and reporting protocols. In addition to the
contract with the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board, which specified deliverables, CSIRO and
the Nywaigi Land Corporation developed and signed a code of conduct which
governed the process and behaviour of the members of the research team.
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1.2. Scope and objectives of this research
The primary focus of the research was the investigation of indigenous wellbeing – with
specific focus on Nywaigi Traditional Owners – and how the relationship of Traditional
Owners with their traditional country influenced their wellbeing. It sought to develop a
holistic framework for researching the relationship between country and outcomes for
Traditional Owners.
The purpose of the research was the systematic collection of data about wellbeing of
the Nywaigi Traditional Owners. Specific emphasis is on the relationship between
wellbeing and country, through cultural connections, involvement of Nywaigi
representative in NRM, and other means. The level of investigation targets wellbeing of
individuals, families and the Nywaigi community as a whole. The project objectives
were:
1. Develop and implement tools/methods for fact-finding in indigenous communities;
2. Provide systematically compiled data on NRM contribution to indigenous wellbeing;
and
3. Generate learnings for the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board and CSIRO in relation to
conducting research with and for indigenous communities and Traditional Owners.
It was intended that the research would provide the following outcomes:
1. Information for NRM planning in relation to aspirations by Traditional Owners in the
Burdekin Dry Tropics Region;
2. Data and information that will support public policy delivery to Nywaigi people, other
Traditional Owner groups, and indigenous people;
3. Generalisable lessons for Traditional Owner involvement in NRM in (northern)
Australia;
4. Theory about indigenous well being, based on a case study;
5. Methods and tools that were tested and possibly applicable for implementation
more widely.
The anticipated outputs of the project were:
1. Negotiated methods and tools for social inquiry in indigenous communities;
2. Information on Nywaigi wellbeing in general and related to the Traditional OwnersNRM relationship, specifically;
3. Project report; and
4. Scientific publications.
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1.3. Report structure
The report develops a principal line of arguments. Additional detail is presented in a
series of Appendices.
Section 2 provides background on the concept of wellbeing and outlines various
models that have been designed to measure it.
Section 3 describes the methods developed and implemented within this project – with
specific focus on the consultation process and participatory research approach, which
was supported by a code-of-conduct agreement. This section is supported by
Appendices 1 to 3.
Section 4 shows a socio-economic profile of the indigenous population – based on ABS
census data – of the eastern tropical Local Government Areas, where Nywaigi
Traditional Owners live today. This section is supported by Appendix 4.
Section 5 describes the findings from twelve focus group discussions in four locations.
The outcomes of the focus group discussions are detailed in Appendices 5 to 8.
Section 6 describes the results of a short survey, which complemented the focus group
discussions. Detailed survey results are shown in Appendices 9 to 11.
Section 7 provides discussion of the material presented in the context of other
research.
Section 8 offers conclusions about the nexus between NRM and Nywaigi Traditional
Owner wellbeing.
Section 9 contains the references used in the preparation of this report.
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2.

Wellbeing: theory and concepts

2.1. Human Wellbeing
There have been various definitions and conceptualisations of wellbeing (as reviewed
by Alkire, 2002). A principal agreement is that it includes the satisfaction of (basic)
material needs, the experience of freedom, health, personal security and good social
relations. In combination, these elements provide physical, social, psychological and
spiritual fulfilment.
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) defines wellbeing as a set of factors, such as
natural environment, the human made environment, social arrangements, and human
consciousness, that interact within the given culture and can be seen as a state of
health or sufficiency in all aspects of life (ABS, 2001). At the individual level, this can
include the physical, emotional, psychological and spiritual aspects of life. At a broader
level, the social, material and natural environments surrounding each individual,
through interdependency, become part of the wellbeing equation.

2.2. Philosophical approaches to wellbeing
Diener and Suh (1997) differentiate three principal philosophical approaches to the
concept of wellbeing:
(1) The choice utility (economic) approach
(2) The normative ideal (social science) approach
(3) The subjective experience (behaviour science) approach
Choice utility approach
The key assumption of this economic perspective is that people will select things and
activities that most enhance their utility or wellbeing within the constraints of the
resources they possess. Utility relates primarily to the extent to which individuals can
obtain the things that they desire. Utility is additive and utility of all citizens combined
equals social welfare of a nation. Gross domestic product is the measure of choice of
social welfare. This approach is widely adopted in western societies where decision
makers place prominence on economic factors and monetary values and require
ordinal measures of welfare to support policy decisions (Diener and Suh; 1997).
The concept of utility forms the basis of welfare economics. It is an abstract concept,
mathematically founded, and enables the comparison and ranking of alternative
policies. A comprehensive critique of this approach is contained in Sen and Williams
(1982) who conclude that the problem with utilitarianism is that it may have been taken
too far in trying to provide answers to problems of personal or public choice. Hahn
(1982) critiques utility as used by welfare economists as purely commodity space and
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unable to deal with other important sources of utility such as rights. Hahn (1982, p.188)
asserts that "…utility may not only depend on the consequences of policy but on the
policy itself…" and illustrates this point by comparing the wellbeing of a hard working
slave with that of an equally hard working free man.
In reviewing the conceptual foundations of the utility as a behavioristic concept and its
empirical adequacy, Holländer (2001) emphasises the importance of cultural
determination of needs or aspirations. He asserts that “..individuals sacrifice positive
amounts of nonrelational goods for extra consumption..” (p.230) and highlights the
importance of context for individuals’ utility: anything one does or has relates to what
others do or have.
Normative ideal approach
This social sciences approach to wellbeing is governed by cultural, religious,
philosophical or other systems of norms, ideals and values. “Optimal” levels of health,
income, etc. are determined and wellbeing is measured relative to those reference
points. Wellbeing of communities and/or individuals is assumed to improve as they
come closer to – or exceed – the benchmark.
This approach has been implemented as a cross-national measure by the United
Nations in their ‘Demographic Yearbook’ and by the World Bank in their ‘Annual World
Development Report’ series. Social indicators attained from statistical data collected
through activities such as the Census. Their main strength is that they objectively
assess shared societal qualities and values. Diener and Suh (1997) point out that this
approach to wellbeing does not consider the subjective experience of people
evaluated, nor their wishes.
Subjective experience approach
This approach identifies wellbeing as experiential and adopts an individualistic
perception of wellbeing. The key assumption is that individual standards of comparison
determine personal satisfaction levels. Different people value things differently.
Personal characteristics determine what attributes are important to people and how
they rate their attribute-specific satisfaction. For example, individuals from lower
income families might have lower personal expectations in respect to their own income
and may be more satisfied with a certain level of income than a person from a highincome family.
Data on subjective wellbeing is best collected through questionnaires and interviews
(Diener and Suh; 1997). Dasgupta (2001) argues that a distinction is necessary
between the determinants of (or means to) wellbeing and its constituents or elements
.Mirrlees (1982) warns, however, that some people might have mistaken conceptions
of their wellbeing.
Quality of life is based on subjective wellbeing (Sumner, 1996). It combines life
satisfaction (cognitive judgemental component), which means an assessment of how
well one’s life is going on balance, and a sense of wellbeing (affective experiential
component), ie. the extent to which one feels life as enriching or rewarding. Different
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methods have been developed to measure subjective wellbeing, such as the
satisfaction with life measure of Diener et al. (1985).
Campbell et al. (1976, in Marans, 2003) developed a model of subjective wellbeing,
which links personal characteristics, objective attributes and satisfaction (Figure 2).
This model includes several domains of wellbeing. Traditionally, wellbeing domains
include health, marriage, housing, family, friendship, financial situation, leisure, and
community. The model says that personal characteristics determine (1) the choice of
attributes within each domain, (2) the perception and evaluation of state of the
attributes, (3) the integrating conclusion as to life satisfaction and (4) the personal
response to that assessment.
Figure 2: Model showing relationship between personal characteristics and life
satisfaction
Source: Campbell et al, 1976; in Marans 2003

2.3. Human wellbeing and the environment
In 1992, the United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development published
Agenda 21 (United Nations, 1992), which outlined an integrated way of assessing
wellbeing. It proposed to give equal weight to human societies and ecosystems. One of
the latest major developments in this field, the Millennium Ecosystems Assessment
Project, is discussed here.
The conceptual framework adopted by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA)
has at its core human wellbeing and poverty reduction (Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment, 2003 and Figure 3):
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The framework defines five core dimensions of wellbeing:
1. Material minimum for a good life – including secure and adequate livelihoods,
income and assets, enough food at all times, shelter, furniture, clothing and access
to goods
2. Health – including being strong, feeling well, and having a healthy physical
environment
3. Good social relations – including social cohesion, mutual respect, good gender and
family relations, and the ability to help others and provide for children
4. Security – including secure access to natural and other resources, safety of person
and possessions, and living in a predictable and controllable environment with
security from natural and human-made disasters
5. Freedom and choice – including having control over what happens and being able
to achieve what a person values doing or being
Figure 3: Conceptual framework of wellbeing and poverty reduction adopted by
the MA
Source: Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2003:37
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The MA specifically explores the connection between human wellbeing and ecosystem
services and identifies four major categories of ecosystem services that bear directly
on human wellbeing (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2003):
1. Provisioning services – ecosystems provide goods (food, fiber) and other services
that sustain wellbeing. Biodiversity is fundamental since it provides sustainability
and resilience vital for the livelihoods and coping strategies of many people,
especially the rural poor.
2. Regulating services – includes functions such as purification of air, fresh water,
reduced flooding or drought, stabilisation of local and regional climate, checks and
balances that control the range and transmission of diseases.
3. Cultural services – totemic species, sacred groves, trees, scenic landscapes,
geological formations, or rivers and lakes. These attributes and functions influence
aesthetic, recreational, educational, cultural and spiritual aspects of the human
experience.
4. Supporting services – indirect functions that are essential for sustaining each of the
other three ecosystem services.
Another relevant approach is Prescott-Allen’s Wellbeing of Nations (2001), which links
human wellbeing with ecosystem wellbeing, both of which are characterised and
evaluated through a series of domains. Human wellbeing includes the domains of
health, population, wealth, knowledge, culture, community and equity. Ecosystem
wellbeing is represented in the Stress Index. Domains include land, water, air, species
and resource use. The Stress Index shows to what extent human wellbeing for each
nation causes ecosystem stress. This approach enables evaluation and comparison of
the human and ecosystem condition.

2.4. An integrated model for exploring wellbeing of Traditional Owners
Comparing models of wellbeing
This research project seeks to investigate the relationship between natural environment
and wellbeing of Traditional Owners. To that effect, a comparison of existing models
that provide the principle connection between humans and the natural environment is
useful (Table 1).
The person-environment model (Mitchell, 2000) examines a combination of
measurable spatial, physical and social aspects of the environment and a person’s
perception of these. The perception is not only related to the objective characteristics of
the environment but also integrates personal and contextual aspects. The model is a
“thinking model” and presents layers of concepts that are related to each other.
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Table 1:

Comparison of domains contained in various human – ecosystem
wellbeing models

Human ecological Personmodel
environment
relationship
(Shafer et al
2000)
(Mitchell, 2000)
Social equity
Conviviality
Opportunity
Accessibility
Liveability
Sustainability

Community
Health
Personal
development
Goods and services
Physical environment
Security

Concept of
liveability
(van Kamp et al,
2003)

Millennium
Assessment
Framework
(MEA, 2004)

ABS concept
(based on
OECD, 1976)

Community
Health
Personal
development
Economy
Natural resources
Built environment
Services
accessibility
Lifestyle
Safety
Culture
Natural environment

Material minimum
Health
Good social
relations
Security
Freedom of choice

Family and
community
Health
Education and
training
Work
Economic
resources
Housing
Crime and justice
Culture and leisure

The concept of “liveability” (Pacione, 2003) refers to the conditions of the environment
in which people live (for example: air and water quality, state of housing) and the
attributes of people themselves (such as health or educational achievement).
Examples of various definitions of “liveability” are given in van Kamp et al (2003).
Veenhoven (1996, in van Kamp, 2003) describes the concept of liveability as quality of
life of a nation and the degree to which its provisions and requirements fit with the
needs and capacities of its citizens. Newman (1999, in van Kamp, 2003) notes that
liveability is about the human requirement for social amenity, health and wellbeing and
includes both individual and community wellbeing.
The main differences between the various models relate to object, perspective and
time-frame (van Kamp et al., 2003) Some concepts are primarily related to the
environment, (physical, built, social, economic and cultural), while others are primarily
related to the person. Some are normative while others are person-based/experiential.
The time frame of the concepts of wellbeing, liveability and quality of life tend to focus
on the ‘here and now’ and are less concerned about long-term considerations
associated with the notion of sustainability.
Hawaiian model of family wellbeing
Another model of interest is the Hawaiian model of wellbeing. McGregor et al. (2003)
implemented an experiential approach with a multi-layered model to illustrate the
wellbeing for people in Hawaii. The model differentiates wellbeing at five levels:
individual, family, community, nation and “Aina”. Aina is a holistic concept of the natural
system and resources and governs the life of the nation.
Figure 4 encapsulates what Hawaiians regard as key elements of family wellbeing.
Family wellbeing is based on “Triple Piko”, that is a relationship with past, current, and
future family.
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Figure 4: Model of the foundations of Hawaiian family wellbeing
(after McGregor et al. 2003)

Family wellbeing is enhanced when:
1. “Aina” reaffirms the sense of place and relationship to ancestral land and
genealogy;
2. Activities, processes and resources that support and enhance the present,
including extended family, are maintained; and
3. Transmission of culture, language and values are being sustained and carried
forward to future generations.
Integrated model of Traditional Owner wellbeing as research framework
For the purpose of the research task at hand, a research model of Traditional Owner
wellbeing was developed, which integrates elements of other models and makes
Traditional Owner wellbeing relevant to NRM policy and planning, and to social and
economic policy more broadly. The model specifically integrates key elements of the
person-environment and liveability models (Mitchell, 2000; van Kamp et al, 2003),
which are most closely aligned with the scope of the study.
The research model exploits the large degree of commonality across the models
reviewed above despite differences in terminology and disciplinary focus. The
commonality is that all models assess core matter to people as individuals, members of
communities, and parts of the natural system.
The research model specifically includes a domain entitled “country and culture” in
recognition of the connections by Traditional Owners with their country. Other domains
include health, family and community, housing and infrastructure, education and
training, employment and income, and crime and justice (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Preliminary framework for Traditional Owner wellbeing research
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Methodology and data collection

The project was organised into a suite of activities. The activities can be grouped into:
1. Negotiation of scope, principal method, process and protocols
2. Ongoing stakeholder and client liaison
3. Research activities, which included the following steps:
•

Desktop study: relevant statistics, theory, methods

•

Development of consultative method and implementation

•

Development of questionnaire and implementation

•

Digitisation and verification of data

•

Data analysis

•

Interpretation

4. Reporting and presentations
The key activities and steps are detailed in the following sections.

3.1. Negotiation of scope, principal method, process and protocols
Negotiations between the CSIRO researchers and representatives from the Burdekin
Dry Tropics Board, the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation and the Nywaigi Land
Corporations commenced in July 2004, after CSIRO had been approached by the
Burdekin Dry Tropics Board in relation to providing research services. A meeting was
held at the offices of the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation in Cardwell on 29 July 2004
to broadly scope the research, discuss issues of implementation and map further
process.
Representatives of CSIRO and the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board provided a
presentation to the Board of the Nywaigi Land Corporation at Mungulla Station (Forrest
Creek) on 28 August 2004.
In their subsequent deliberations the Board of the Nywaigi Land Corporation supported
the project to go ahead, in principle. It also decided that the principal research
approach would be based on group meetings and workshops, rather than one-on-one
consultations.
On that basis, a research contract was drafted between the Burdekin Dry Tropics
Board and CSIRO. It was signed at the end of September 2004.
In parallel, a code of conduct was negotiated between the research team and the
Nywaigi Land Corporation. As part of the negotiations the project leader provided
another presentation to the Board of the Nywaigi Land Corporation on 23rd October
2004 at Mungulla. That presentation proposed a focus-group based method, whereby
focus groups would be held at various locations where Nywaigi people live. If possible,
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different focus group meetings would be held for different segments of the population.
The Board subsequently endorsed the project.
The negotiations about code of conduct were finalised and ratified in a letter of 29th
October 2004, which is shown in Attachment 1. The code of conduct is consistent with
the guidelines issued by the Aboriginal Rainforest Council and those issued by the
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (2000) – and
founded on respect for indigenous peoples, including their inherent right for selfdetermination and right to control and maintain their culture and heritage.
The code of conduct stipulated that CSIRO would employ a Nywaigi liaison officer to
assist with organising and conducting Nywaigi focus group sessions. A further role of
that officer was to ensure that sessions were held in a culturally appropriate manner,
and contribute contextual and specific knowledge.
The Board of the Nywaigi Land Corporation nominated a member of the Board as the
liaison officer for the project. CSIRO subsequently employed the person in that role for
the duration of the project.
The Board also determined that focus groups would be held in Ingham, followed by
Cardwell or Tully, Cairns, Townsville and Palm Island.

3.2. Desktop study: relevant statistics
The Australian Bureau of Statistics provides indigenous community profiles based on
information collected in the 5-yearly census. The last census was held in August 2001.
Indigenous persons include Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders. Indigenous profiles
do not distinguish between Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders. Nor do they
differentiate between Traditional Owners and other indigenous people.
The spatial disaggregation of data is the local government area (LGA). A commonly
used synonym for LGA is ‘shire’.
ABS indigenous community profiles are based on enumerated population, meaning
those people who were present in the reference area at the time when the census was
conducted. Census day is in August – during the dry season and peak domestic tourist
period. Thus important differences between resident population and enumerated
population can occur in LGAs that have large numbers of tourists.
A subset of indigenous profile data is presented in this report. It includes data on
demography, employment, income, education, and housing for the LGAs of
Townsville/Thuringowa, Hinchinbrook (includes Palm Island), Cardwell and Cairns.
These LGAs broadly describe where Nywaigi people live today. The statistics thus
provide important contextual information for the study.
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3.3. Development of consultative method and implementation
Focus group discussion: methodological considerations
Focus group discussions are a type of group interview. Powell et al. (in Gibbs, 1997)
define a focus group as a group of individuals who are assembled to discuss and
comment on, from personal experience, the topic that is the subject of the research.
The key characteristic of focus group discussions is that insights and data on a topic
are produced through the interaction between participants. The method is particularly
useful when the objective of the exercise is to explore the degree of consensus on a
given topic (Morgan and Kreuger 1993).
The key elements of the focus group discussions are summarised in Table 2. Focus
group discussions are moderated. The role of the moderator is to:
1. Provide clear explanations of the purpose of the meeting, promote debate and
challenge participants;
2. Keep the session focused and steer the conversation back on course, while
ensuring everyone participates and gets a chance to speak; and
3. Avoid giving personal opinions so as not to influence participants towards any
particular position or opinion.

Table 2:

Key elements of the focus groups discussions
Source: Based on Larson et al., 2004

Element

Focus Group Discussion

Format

Group session

Recommended application

Identification of issues, problems, concepts

Purpose

Encourage divergent thinking; disclosure of perceptions and
behaviours

Size

4-15; optimum 8-12

Participant

Selected by invitation only; similar in characteristics

Moderator

Flexible yet focused; uses discussion points to guide
discussions; points guide modified as required based on
previous sessions

Length

1.5 to 2.5 hours

Number of session

Varies; more than one

Forms of data

Conversation; silence; body language

Data collection

Audiotape and/or transcription

Formats for reporting

Selected quotations; analysis of themes
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The moderator in the FGD has less control over the data produced than in either
quantitative studies or one-to-one interviewing. The moderator has to allow participants
to talk to each other, ask questions and express doubts and opinions, while having very
little control over the interaction other than generally keeping participants focused on
the topic. By its nature focus group research is open ended and cannot be entirely
predetermined.
Implementation of method for Nywaigi wellbeing research
The method requires that participants have experience in or an opinion on the topic
under investigation. Therefore only members of the Nywaigi community who were of
sufficient age to openly discuss wellbeing (at least 12 years old) were invited to
participate in the focus group discussions.
Suitable dates for focus group discussions were elicited and invitations to attend the
meeting were issued by the Nywaigi liaison officer, by telephone and in person.
Invitations were issued to all the Nywaigi people living within and around a nominated
locality. A one-page summary of the research project and the objective of the focus
group discussions was provided to prospective participants.
Participation in focus group discussions created potential benefits to the participants,
through the opportunity to be involved in a consultation process, to be valued as
experts, and to be given the chance to work collaboratively with researchers.
The group nature of focus group discussions served to develop trust between group
members and group issue-identifying skills. Feeling of empowerment is achieved
through participants actively participating in a process that can make a difference to the
Nywaigi community in the future.
Willingness of Nywaigi people to participate in focus group discussions and attendance
on the day determined the final number of meetings held and the composition of focus
groups (Table 3).

Table 3:

Focus group discussions convened; by location and segment of
population

Location

Younger people
(12 – 21 years)
Men/boys

Women/girls

Townsville

Adults
(22 – 49 years)
Men

Women

Older people
(over 50 years)
Men

Women

Insufficient numbers

Ingham

YES

Cardwell/ Tully

YES

YES

-

Palm Island

YES

YES

YES

Cairns

YES
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A total of 12 focus group discussions were convened, of which four were held in
Ingham, three each in Cairns and on Palm Island, and two in Tully. Insufficient
numbers in Townsville resulted in no focus group discussions being held there.
Ethical considerations for focus group discussions are the same as for most other
methods of social research.
1. When inviting participants, full information about the purpose and use of
participants’ contributions is given.
2. This information is repeated by the moderator at the outset of the meeting.
3. The moderator emphasises that no culturally sensitive information is sought from
participants and such data should not be disclosed during the meeting.
4. The moderator clarifies that each participant’s contributions will be shared with the
others in the group as well as with the researchers.
5. Ground-rules are established for the meeting (including equal say for all, mobile
phone off, etc).
6. Sessions are recorded only when participants provide group consent.
7. Photographs are taken only when participants provide group consent. Individual
participants may choose not to be photographed despite group consent.
8. Researchers ensure that data presented in reports cannot be linked to individual
participates before being presented to public, thus safeguarding anonymity of
contributions.
Agenda for focus group discussions
Focus group discussions need to be planned and structured through development of
the explicit discussion guide with predetermined research questions.
Nywaigi focus group discussions were structured into four main parts: (1) introduction,
(2) mental model of wellbeing – developing a systems diagram, (3) discussion of the
three most important domains of wellbeing, and (4) review and synthesis of key points
arising from the meeting. A further agenda item for the meeting was the completion of a
short quantitative survey.
Extensive detail on the methodology is provided in Appendix 2, with each step
summarised here.
(1) Introduction
At the beginning of each meeting, the moderator introduced the project and the project
objectives to the participants. An explanation was given as to the background of the
research as part of the Burdekin Dry Tropics NRM planning process. All members of
the research team introduced themselves. In return, participants introduced themselves
to others in the group and the researchers.
The moderator went on to explain the objective of the focus group discussions and
provided an overview of the agenda. She also sought permission to audiotape sessions
and to take photographs.
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(2) Mental model of wellbeing: a systems diagram
This part of the meeting started with an introduction of the concept of wellbeing. It was
illustrated by the integrated research model of wellbeing shown in Figure 5.
This figure was then removed and participants developed their own diagram,
representing what they saw as the key domains and factors affecting individual, family
and community wellbeing. Factors were brainstormed and the direction of the influence
(positive or negative) recorded.
The moderator facilitated the development of the systems diagram by recording the
factors on a large sheet of paper visible to all participants. With the assistance of
participants factors were loosely grouped into domains. This exercise took
approximately 45 minutes.
Once the system diagram was completed, participants were asked to develop a
consolidated view of what they – as the representatives of a specific segment of the
Nywaigi population – saw as the priority domains. The single most, second most and
third most important domains were identified with colour markers on the system
diagram. During these group deliberations the moderator and research team physically
removed themselves from the room/location.
This exercise was followed by a tea break and refreshments.
(3) Detailed discussion of wellbeing factors
The priority domains were subsequently discussed in order of ranking. The discussion
was based on prepared set of semi-structured questions, which are detailed in
Appendix 2. The discussion of each priority domain took about 15 minutes.
To advance the scope of the research project, the domain entitled “Country and
Culture” was discussed in every focus group meeting, irrespective of whether it was a
nominated priority domain. In cases where “Country and Culture” was not a priority
domain, its discussion replaced the discussion of the nominated third most important
domain.
(4) Review and synthesis of key points
On the basis of the system diagram and discussion notes taken, the moderator
summarised the key points of the discussion and sought endorsement of those
messages and clarification of possible areas of misunderstanding.
Finally, participants were asked to participate in a short survey (Section 3.4).

3.4. Questionnaire
The main reason for including a short questionnaire (Figure 6) as a research tool at the
end of the focus group discussions was to generate a quantitative data base that:
1. provides complementary quantitative information, which might enable triangulation
of the qualitative information;
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Figure 6: The questionnaire
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2. assists the integration of data across all locations and across all segments of the
Nywaigi population; and
3. makes it possible to compare aspects of Nywaigi life with other quality-of-life
statistics compiled. The questionnaire is therefore partially based on the Australian
Unity Wellbeing Index (Cummins et al, 2001, Cummins et al, 2003 and Cummins et
al, 2004).
Answering the questions required rating of statements on a cardinal scale from 1 to 5
depending on the respondents’ satisfaction with a number of conditions. The survey
data were verified and digitised. Ratings for each item were shown as overall
distributions, as well as compared by gender, by age group, and by location.
Qualitative comments provided were collated and integrated.
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4.

Statistical indigenous profile of the region relevant to
Nywaigi Traditional Owners

Socio-economic information detailing the situation of Nywaigi Traditional Owners is not
available from official sources. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) releases data
on the indigenous population for local government areas (LGAs). This data is based on
the information provided by all persons who identify themselves to be Aborigines or
Torres Strait Islanders.
A majority of Nywaigi Traditional Owners are believed to be living within the
Hinchinbrook LGA, which also contains a large proportion of the Nywaigi traditional
country. Hinchinbrook LGA also includes Palm Island with an indigenous population of
almost 2000 persons (ABS Census 2001). Other LGAs that include significant Nywaigi
populations include Townsville, Thuringowa, Cardwell and Cairns.
Extensive Nywaigi genealogy research was conducted during 2004 as part of the
recently lodged Nywaigi native title claim. The research leader’s negotiations to obtain
broad Nywaigi population statistics from this research were not successful.
Table 4 summarises key statistical parameters relating to employment and income,
family and household structures of the population in these five LGAs. More
comprehensive data are contained in Appendix 4. The data paint a picture of socioeconomic disadvantage of indigenous people. It is, however, difficult to directly relate
this data to the condition of the Nywaigi Traditional Owners because of the caveats
outlined above and additional issues with census data relating to enumerated
population (eg. Greiner et al, 2004) and the appropriateness of methodology for the
cultural and life circumstances of indigenous peoples (eg. Altman, 2002).
The indigenous population is much younger than the non-indigenous population – as
illustrated for Hinchinbrook LGA in Figure 7. Median age for the indigenous population
of the LGAs is 15-24 years as compared to 25-44 years for non-indigenous. Age
pyramids, comparing the age profiles of indigenous and non-indigenous populations
across the LGAs, are provided in Appendix 4.
Figure 7: Age distribution for Hinchinbrook LGA
65 years and over
45-64 years
25-44 years
15-24 years
5-14 years
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Table 4:
Category
Population
Age
Labourforce

Sector of
employment

Occupation

Income statistics

Household/
Family structure

Housing
Education

Summary statistics of socio-economic condition; by LGA, by indigenous status
Census 2001 information
Total persons
Aboriginal descent
Median age (yrs)
Not in labourforce male
Not in labourforce female
Unemployment
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing
Manufacturing
Retail Trade
Government Administration and Defence
Education
Total health and community workers
CDEP
Managers and Administrators
Professionals
Associate Professionals
Tradespersons and Related Workers
Advanced Clerical and Service Workers
Intermediate Clerical, Sales and Service Workers
Intermediate Production and Transport Workers
Elementary Clerical, Sales and Service Workers
Labourers and Related Workers
Median weekly family income
Median weekly household income
Median weekly individual income
Households with income <$300
Households with income $300-$499
Households with income $500 -$699
Households with income $700 and above
Mean household size
One family household
Multi-family household
Lone person households
One parent family out of total families
Average persons per one family household
Average persons per Multi-family household
Separate house owned
Separate house rented
Bachelor degree
Diploma or advanced diploma

Hinchinbrook
Indigenous Non-indigenous
2562
11616
90%
NA
20
41
13%
11%
29%
4%
22%
5%
3%
24%
4%
15%
6%
14%
48%
3%
11%
8%
14%
8%
23%
n.a.
3%
17%
11%
11%
6%
9%
7%
13%
1%
3%
18%
12%
8%
14%
6%
8%
35%
11%
$600 - $699
$600 - $699
$600 - $699
$500 - $599
$160 - $199
$200 - $299
10%
17%
31%
28%
23%
15%
39%
35%
5.0
2.5
83%
74%
7%
0%
10%
25%
9%
1%
5.6
3.0
8.6
4.5
5%
69%
81%
16%
0%
5%
1%
3%

Cardwell
Indigenous Non-indigenous
716
9,315
66%
n.a.
21
39
24%
10%
16%
1%
13%
4%
46%
30%
5%
9%
5%
12%
12%
3%
5%
5%
4%
5%
10%
n.a.
4%
15%
3%
10%
3%
9%
3%
11%
3%
2%
11%
12%
7%
11%
5%
7%
59%
19%
$700 - $799
$700 - $799
$600 - $699
$600 - $699
$300 - $399
$300 - $399
9%
13%
28%
28%
13%
14%
40%
39%
3.6
2.6
78%
74%
5%
0%
17%
25%
4%
1%
4.2
3.0
7.2
5.0
17%
59%
54%
17%
0%
6%
0%
5%

Cairns
Townsville
Indigenous Non-indigenous Indigenous Non-indigenous
11062
104001
4556
84355
60%
n.a.
69%
n.a.
20
35
n.a.
n.a.
19%
7%
17%
8%
18%
1%
20%
1%
20%
7%
26%
8%
2%
3%
1%
1%
3%
7%
3%
8%
7%
17%
9%
15%
36%
5%
17%
12%
9%
7%
10%
9%
12%
9%
15%
11%
17%
n.a.
1%
n.a.
3%
7%
3%
7%
13%
15%
14%
18%
7%
14%
10%
12%
8%
13%
11%
16%
2%
4%
2%
3%
18%
18%
27%
17%
6%
8%
8%
8%
10%
12%
8%
10%
29%
7%
12%
7%
$600 - $699
$800 - $999
n.a.
n.a.
$600 - $699
$700 - $799
n.a.
n.a.
$200 - $299
$400 - $499
n.a.
n.a.
11%
12%
17%
13%
27%
21%
25%
21%
17%
13%
13%
12%
39%
48%
36%
49%
3.6
2.5
n.a.
n.a.
81%
72%
75%
72%
5%
1%
3%
1%
14%
27%
22%
28%
4%
2%
4%
2%
4.1
3.1
3.8
3.0
7.2
5.2
5.6
5.2
18%
53%
19%
54%
47%
17%
43%
18%
2%
9%
3%
10%
3%
7%
3%
6%

Thuringowa
Indigenous Non-indigenous
2851
46706
70%
n.a.
15
30
17%
6%
21%
1%
26%
7%
1%
1%
7%
9%
9%
18%
11%
10%
18%
7%
15%
10%
1%
n.a.
3%
5%
13%
11%
9%
12%
15%
17%
1%
3%
28%
19%
11%
11%
6%
11%
13%
9%
$700 - $799
$800 - $999
$700 - $799
$800 - $999
$200 - $299
$400 - $499
7%
7%
26%
17%
12%
11%
42%
56%
3.9
3.0
90%
85%
3%
1%
7%
14%
3%
1%
4.1
3.3
6.9
5.2
30%
68%
59%
23%
2%
6%
3%
5%
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Indigenous persons of working age tend to have less participation in the labour force
(eg Cardwell LGA: 24% of indigenous males not in labour force compared to 10% for
non-indigenous). Unemployment within the indigenous labour force is three to four
times higher than for the non-indigenous population.
The major employer of indigenous persons in Cardwell LGA is agriculture (46%), and in
Hinchinbrook and Cairns LGAs it is government administration and defence (48% and
36%, respectively). This industry includes workers on the Commonwealth Employment
Scheme (CDEP). Indigenous employment under CDEP is, for example, 23% for
Hinchinbrook LGA and 17% for Cairns LGA.
Indigenous persons tend to work in labourer positions. Relatively few hold managerial
and administrative positions. However, the proportion of indigenous and nonindigenous professionals is about the same.
In the country LGAs, median weekly income of indigenous and non-indigenous families
and households is about the same, in city LGAs non-indigenous families/households
are clearly on higher median weekly incomes. Since there are significantly more
persons living in indigenous households (for Hinchinbrook LGA 5 persons per
indigenous household v’s 2.5 persons for non-indigenous households), available
income per person tends to be lower for indigenous households.
Family households are more prevalent among the indigenous population. One-parent
families are quite common among the indigenous population (36% of families) and 7%
of indigenous persons live in multi-family households. Single person households are
virtually non-existent among the indigenous population.
In the country LGAs very few indigenous persons have completed a university degree
or diploma – in the city LGAs the proportion is about two to three per cent.
House ownership is between 50-70% for the non-indigenous population. It is
significantly lower for the indigenous population, between 5% for Hinchinbrook LGA
and 30% for Thuringowa LGA. This is a substantial source of indigenous disadvantage
because it means that few indigenous households participate in the wealth generation
from asset appreciation.
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5.1. Participation outcomes
A total of twelve focus group discussions were held in Ingham, Tully, Cairns and on
Palm Island, with a total of 58 participants (Table 5).
Participation was relatively low despite the systematic and considered effort by the
Nywaigi Liaison Officer in securing attendance, specifically in light of the measures that
had been taken to maximise attendance. These measures included:
1. Employment of a Nywaigi Liaison Officer, who is a respected member of the
community and a Board member of the Nywaigi Land Corporation;
2. Meetings were held at locations with major Nywaigi populations;
3. Meeting dates and times were set to suit the needs of the potential participants (eg.
in evenings or on Saturdays);
4. Potential participants were invited in person and by telephone; a hand-out was
provided and people were reminded of the meeting prior to the date;
5. Transportation to meetings was offered and provided;
6. Refreshments were provided at the meetings;
7. The CEO of the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation provided additional effort for
Townsville meetings.
Table 5:

Participation in focus group discussions; by location, by age group,
by gender

Location

Total
participants

Younger people
(12 – 21 years)

Adults
(22 – 49 years)

Older people
(50 years and
older)

Boys/
Men

Girls/
Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

Ingham

15

4

1

3

3

2

2

Tully

12

4

3

3

2

-

-

Palm Island

20

2

4

3

3

3

5

Cairns

11

2

1

3

0

3

2

TOTAL

58

12

9

12

8

8

9
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Overall, there was a good mix of participants of both genders and various ages. While
group size was small (on average 5 participants per meeting; minimum of 3 participants
per meeting) the focus groups worked well and yielded viable information.

5.2. Mental models of wellbeing
Each focus group developed its own mental model of wellbeing, which depicted what
aspects of life were (most) important for their individual wellbeing and that of the
segment of the Nywaigi population the participants represented.
The models were of varying complexity in terms of the number of domains listed and
the detail or aspects provided. The models were recorded on paper as well as
photographically. Figure 8 provides an example of a mental model.
Figure 8: Example of a ‘raw’ mental model of wellbeing developed in a focus
group meeting
rd

For focus group Ingham, adult men, 3 December 2004

These models were subsequently digitised and the terminology standardised. This is
illustrated in Figure 9, which shows the same model in its digitised version.
All twelve models developed during the focus group meetings are represented in this
format in Appendices 5 to 8 along with summary descriptions of the discussions of the
domains that were rated as high priority by participants. The appendices also contain
photographs taken during the focus group meetings but participants are not identified
by name.

29

Wellbeing of Nywaigi Traditional Owners

Figure 9: Example of a digitised mental model
rd

For focus group Ingham, adult men, 3 December 2004
HOUSING

EDUCATION AND
TRAINING

Housing difficult to
find
Live in caravans,
share
accommodation

1

Education
important for
personal
development
Training (TAFE)

Transport

RECREATION
3
Sports -having opportunity
to socialize without alcohol
Community links at
carnivals etc.; getting to
know other Nywaigi

Drinking and drugs are
main problem
-Health
(AA meetings)
support from health
workers +
community/family
support

WELLBEING
2
FAMILY AND
COMMUNITY
CULTURE (non-ind)

EMPLOYMENT AND
INCOME
Jobs scarce (seasonal only)
Employment would make
people stop drinking/drugs

HEALTH

INFRASTRUCTURE

Painting

Relationship with
extended family;
Family support
with problems;

ADMINISTRATION
“Red tape”
Administration requirements

5.3. Composite model of wellbeing
Table 6 summarises what is important to members of the Nywaigi community in terms
of determining wellbeing.
‘Family and Community’ was consistently rated as of high importance – in half the
meetings participants rated is as the single most important determinant of wellbeing.
Among the age groups, it was specifically important to young Nywaigi, and amongst
the locations it was specifically important to Nywaigi in Ingham.
‘Health and Health Services’ emerged as the second most important domain with three
highest priority ratings and four 2nd and 3rd priority ratings. Specifically adults and older
people emphasised the contribution of health to their wellbeing (or conversely, the
detrimental impacts of ill-health).
‘Country and culture’ was the third most important domain overall, receiving an equal
three highest priority ratings from different age groups in different locations.
‘Education and Training’ and ‘Employment and Income’ were identified as important
elements of wellbeing across all groups and locations.
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Table 6:

Consolidated table of domains of wellbeing
Ingham

Tully

Domains
identified,
with ranking

Younger people
(12 – 21 yrs)

Adult women
(22 – 49 yrs)

Adult men
(22 – 49 yrs)

Older people
(over 50 yrs)

Younger people
(up to 21 yrs)

Adults
(over 22 years)

Most important

Family and
community

Family and
community

Health

Health

Country and culture

Health

2nd important

Recreation

Education and
training

Family and
community

Country and culture

Family and
community

Housing

3rd important

Education and
training

Housing

Recreation

Family and
community

Education and
training

Employment and
income

Other domains
identified

Cultural (in
general)
Crime and justice
Employment and
income
Entertainment
Health

Employment/
income
Country and
culture
Health
Recreation
Crime and justice

Education &
training
Transport
Culture (in
general)
Employment
Administration
Housing

Transport
Education and
training

Safety
Employment and
income
Entertainment
Recreation
Parks and wildlife

Crime and justice
Education and
training
Transportation
Respect
Recreation
Country and culture
Services
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Table 6 continued
Cairns

Palm Island

Domains
identified, with
ranking

Younger people
(12 – 21 yrs)

Adult men and
women
(22 – 49 yrs)

Older men and
women (over 50
yrs)

Younger people
(under 21 yrs)

Adult men and
women

Older men and
women (over 50
yrs)

Most important

Family and
community

Family and
community

Country and
culture

Family and
community

Country and
culture

Family and
community

2nd important

Education and
training

Health

Employment and
income

Health

Employment and
income

Education and
training

3rd important

Employment and
income

Employment and
income

Health

Education and
training

Health

Employment and
Income

Other domains
identified

Recreation
Entertainment
Health
Housing
Country and
culture

Education
Housing
Country and
culture
Recreation
Respect
Services
Transportation

Family and
community
Housing
Equality
Transparency

Employment and
income
Recreation
Housing

Education and
training
Housing
Children welfare
Crime and justice

Recreation
Infrastructure
Country and culture
Entertainment
Services
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‘Recreation’ rated higher with young people and men while ‘Housing’ was repeatedly
listed as a domain and entered the priority ranking twice.
Figure 10 brings these findings together into an integrated model of Nywaigi wellbeing.
The model bears resemblance with the model that was used as a research framework
(Figure 5), but it contains additional domains and different domain groupings, and it
provides additional descriptors of domains. The width of the lines in the diagram
reflects the relative contribution of domains to wellbeing.

Figure 10: Consolidated model of Nywaigi wellbeing
Note: the thickness of lines indicates the relative importance/contribution of the domain to wellbeing

FAMILY and
COMMUNITY
EDUCATION
and TRAINING
Schooling
TAFE
CDEP
Role models

Family structure
Family support
Nywaigi community
Local community

HEALTH and HEALTH SERVICES
Mental health
Physical health
Substance addiction
Distance from services
Availability of services
Affordability of services
Counselling

EMPLOYMENT and
INCOME
Availability of employment
Type of employment
Job satisfaction
Income

WELLBEING

HOUSING and
INFRASTRUCTURE
House ownership
Availability of rental
accommodation
Quality of houses and
facilities

TRANSPORTATION
Availability
Affordability

COUNTRY and CULTURE
Condition/state of traditional country
Access to country
Right to use country
Loss of Nywaigi language
RECREATION
Traditional knowledge, stories
Social events
Respect for elders
Being in nature
Sport
Entertainment

CIVIL SOCIETY

CRIME and
JUSTICE

Personal safety
Cultural diversity
Prevalence of crime
Arts and crafts
Punishment
Ethnic equity and equality
Transparency
Relationship between TOs
and other Indigenous people
“Red tape”
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5.4. Insights from focus group discussions on domains of wellbeing
A large proportion of each focus group meeting was dedicated to exploring the
domains that had been identified as high priority. This section provides a synopsis of
the insights provided during those discussions. ‘Country and Culture’ domain is
portrayed separately in the subsequent section.
Family and Community
Family and community are the single most important contributor to Nywaigi wellbeing.
The term “family” encompasses the immediate family as well as extended family, that is
at least three generations and relatives that are two-three degrees removed. The
typical nucleus family described by participants consists of a single mother and two to
three children. There exist generally good relationships with the extended family
(grandparents, uncles, aunties etc). Extended family and friends are identified as an
important support network for single parents. With few exceptions among participants’
families, fathers are absent from households and children have little or no contact with
fathers. There is a perception that many Nywaigi men suffer “inability to take
responsibility” and are frequently involved in substance abuse.
Typical household size is around five people – with the exception of Palm Island, where
up to 20 people live in one house (this is further discussed under “Housing and
Infrastructure”). Household size is principally determined by the availability and
affordability of rental accommodation. Households consists of a mother and her
children, sometimes the father, but more likely it includes older generation(s) and
members of the extended family. The structure of households tends to be stable.
Tensions tend to be associated with financial problems (paying bills for electricity, food
and other) and members of the household wanting to do different things.
The majority of participants have good relationships beyond their extended family, with
other Nywaigi families and the wider town/city community. In some places (Ingham and
Cairns/Mareeba), Nywaigi see themselves as part of close-knit communities, which are
multicultural, non-racist and safe. In contrast, racial issues are clearly an issue in Tully
with perceived racial discrimination in neighborhoods, schools and the housing and job
markets.
The identification of participants as Nywaigi people is strong. Strong bonds exist within
the Nywaigi community and these are renewed at funerals, weddings, re-unions and
social/sporting events. The preparation of a recent native title claim, facilitated by the
Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, is seen as a strengthening factor. However, Cairns
participants feel somewhat isolated from the Nywaigi community. They perceive
Nywaigi – as represented by the Nywaigi Land Corporation – as an exclusive
institution, which favors some families/clans and does not concern itself with issues of
the Cairns/Mareeba community members.
The identification along kinship lines is strong and community boundaries are
contested. At several meetings participants alerted to tensions between Nywaigi – as
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Traditional Owners of country – and other Aboriginal people and Torres Strait
Islanders. Specifically, participants in Ingham and Cairns mentioned that tensions
between Aboriginal people have been caused by the Native Title process. The process
has been divisive for Aboriginal people due to confusion over “traditional owners” and
“historic people” rights and positions. Also, some Aboriginal people are suspected of
claiming to be Nywaigi in order to gain benefits from the Native Title claim. Nywaigi in
Cairns and Tully take issue with Torres Straight Islanders, who they perceive to be
aggressive and arrogant.
Families are tight-knit and young members are often reluctant to leave their families in
pursuit of education, employment or health treatment. At the same time there is
resentment towards individuals who are professionally successful and leave the
community, coupled with an expectation that these individuals will continuously support
the family/community. Such tensions tend to result in (painful) separation of those
individuals from the community and their country.
Health and Health Services
The single outstanding health issue facing Nywaigi people is addiction to alcohol and
narcotic drugs, which is repeatedly described as rampant throughout the community,
specifically among Nywaigi boys and men who seem to be unable to shake the
addiction with age. Addicted people are unable to make a positive contribution to
families (and look after their children) and society, and many die young.
Eating habits are seen as a major source of health issues (including obesity, diabetes,
renal problems) and reduced life expectancy, because Nywaigi eat European-style
foods and very little traditional food, including fish and crab. Also, other bush foods and
bush medicines – and knowledge thereof – have been largely lost.
The quantity and quality of health services are perceived to be declining. The services
that are there are described as short staffed, doctors tend to be inexperienced (young
and/or of foreign background), turn-over of doctors and staff is high and consultation
times are short. Specialist services are either by fly/drive-in doctors or available in
major cities only.
Many participants expressed hope that improving connection to country might improve
the health condition of Nywaigi people, by giving them something useful to do, learning
about country, reducing access to drugs and also the temptation. The point was
illustrated by a recently ATSIC-organised camp for boys, where going on country led to
perceived positive changes of boys’ attitudes. However, other participants cautioned
against too much optimism on the basis of experience showing that people re-laps
once they are back in town.
The difference between physiological and spiritual healing was identified and the need
to start addressing the latter. It was suggested that young Nywaigi should be
encouraged to become medical professionals in an effort to better cater for the health
needs of the Nywaigi community.
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Education and Training / Employment and Income
Issues to do with eduction, training, employment and income were discussed in only a
few focus group discussions. The following summary is kept appropriately short.
There is a high drop-out rate of Nywaigi kids from school education. The value of a
good education is often not recognised by individuals “until it is too late”. Also, many
Nywaigi parents are seen as not sufficiently supportive of their children completing a
good education. There are differences in the perception of schooling between
locations. In Ingham, for example, the relationship between parents and teachers is
described as good.
Incomes are low because many people are on pensions and those who work are
largely in unskilled (banana picking), part-time and CDEP jobs. Even when people are
skilled through TAFE courses, there are no apprenticeships or jobs available in those
fields (eg. butcher, joiner) in places such as Palm Island and Tully. Low incomes result
in scarcity of money, which is a source of conflict in households and the reason for low
rates of car and house ownership.
There is a general appreciation that better education will lead to better jobs, provided
that people are willing to pursue professional careers. Due to the closeness of family,
many individuals are reluctant to leave their home towns in pursuit of training and
employment. Individuals who are successful are expected to support their families
financially.
Housing and Infrastructure
Participants almost exclusively live in rental properties. They experience problems with
availability of rental accommodation, condition of rental houses, affordability and rental
security. Availability is a critical issue on Palm Island, and issues with condition and
availability for Aboriginal people are of specific concerns Nywaigi in Tully. There
appears to be a separate rental market for housing for Aboriginal people in Tully, with
such houses poorly maintained and long waiting periods for repairs to be undertaken.
Availability of rental accommodation is short-term and frequent moves cause instability
and impact negatively on families.
A large proportion of household income is spent on rent. There is an expressed desire
to have incentives/schemes initiated that assist Aboriginal people in acquiring property
– similar to a scheme that used to exist in the past.

5.5. Insights from focus group discussions into the relationship of
‘Country and Culture’ and Nywaigi wellbeing
Each focus group discussed the relationship of Nywaigi people with country and culture
and any issues that participants felt were of relevance. This was specifically done with
an intention of generating insights that may inform NRM planning and policy with the
intention of improving benefits for Traditional Owners from connection to country. The
following summarises these discussions.
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Country is crucial for the identity and sense of belonging of Nywaigi people (“knowing
where you come from”). Country and culture are seen as intrinsically linked (“land is
essence is culture”). Culture includes land, language, stories, bush foods, dances. The
connection to country is deeply spiritual and engenders self-esteem.
There is a link between ‘ownership’ and custodianship. Ownership is seen as grounded
in the “knowledge that land is there” and confirmed by title over land (“on paper”).
Custodianship of land maintains the connection with ancestors.
There is a strong sense of the loss of traditional knowledge and language which has
occurred. Much of the knowledge about land has been lost as well as traditions and
lore, ie. the institutions governing traditional Nywaigi society. There is a perceived link
between the loss of knowledge and a decline of respect towards country and elders.
This loss of connectivity and responsibility which is seen as a primary cause for many
social problems and mental and physical health issues of Nywaigi people today.
The main outdoors activity which Nywaigi undertake on country today is fishing, and in
some places also hunting. Access to land/rivers for fishing does not appear to be a
problem. Fishing and camping are seen as a way of getting in touch with country. The
catch is shared among the family and community, which is an important reinforcement
of community relationships.
Current land use (sugar cane) is suspected of polluting rivers and causing detrimental
impacts on aquatic and marine life. Sugar cane has also replaced meeting places and
native vegetation which included important bush foods and medicines. There is regret
and sadness about that. On the other hand, there is also an appreciation of the tradeoff between income for the community/town and wellbeing of country. For Nywaigi
in/around Cairns bush fires, landslides (caused by clearing) and littering of the
landscape constitute environmental issues.
The Wet Tropics Board is well known among Nywaigi Traditional Owners and support
of planning through elders is seen as a key link to country. The Burdekin Dry Tropics
Board is less well known. A major benefit that Nywaigi people see from these
regionally-based NRM Boards is the recognition they receive as Traditional Owners,
and more specifically the involvement that Traditional Owners now have in planning
and decision making. The NRM Boards are also seen as an important source of
information – but scope for improvement is seen in engagement by NRM Boards with
the grass roots and information dissemination.
There is expressed interest by Nywaigi people to undertake and participate in
organised NRM related activities to improve the state of country, for example through
tree planting, revegetation of creeks, and dune protection. Nawaigi people are keenly
interested in learning about country and NRM broadly, and specifically bush foods.
Improving the state of country is seen as important for the future of Nywaigi children. “If
you look after country then country will look after you”. Adults/older people stress the
importance of teaching children about country – this is matched by a desire by the
younger participants to learn about country and to be taught about country by the older
people. The lack of teaching is a source of frustration for younger participants. There
appears to be some mis-understanding between generations: young people want to
learn more while older people tend to think the youth are not interested or are inhibited
by their perceived lack of knowledge.
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The recently lodged native title claim has served to strengthen interest in country and
has brought together still existing knowledge of and connection to country. There is a
shared realisation that much cultural knowledge has been lost and NRM is seen as a
critical opportunity to re-discover knowledge and re-establish the connection to country.
Some participants dream about returning to Nywaigi country and to be living on the
land in connection with their ancestors, and to be leading a self-sufficient and selfdetermined life.
Many participants identified a connection between lack of connection to country and
substance abuse. It was repeatedly suggested that getting young people out of towns
and cities and on to country – even temporarily – had positive effects in alleviating
(drug) problems and improving behaviour. Other participants cautioned the
expectations and provided examples which showed that young people continued
substance abuse after returning to town.
Mungulla, a grazing property near Forrest Creek which has purchased by the
Indigenous Land Corporation in recent times, is seen as a key opportunity in terms of
providing access to country. Nywaigi people have high hopes that the farm will
generate employment, that young people can develop skills, that that the operation will
provide some degree of self-sufficiency. It is also seen as a place on country where
Nywaigi with drug and/or behavioural problems can go and improve their condition.
Mungulla, due to its proximity to Ingham, is more frequented by Nywaigi from Ingham
and surrounds than Nywaigi who live further afield. For example, participants in Cairns
mentioned they had been to Mungulla just once for the purpose of a native title claim
meeting. There appeared to be resentful about not being involved/consulted at
Mungulla and not having the same level of access to the farm.
Lack of transportation constitutes a key impediment to Nywaigi accessing nature in
general and Nywaigi country specifically. Also, the distance from their traditional
country – and the core of the Nywaigi community – certainly emerges as an issue for
Nywaigi in Cairns. While they go fishing in the Cairns area, they would rather do it on
their own country. While they would like to know more about natural resources, they
would prefer to be taught and learn about Nywaigi country. Some respondents consider
knowledge about country as personal and consider it “disrespectful” to acquire other
tribes’ knowledge. Nywaigi on Palm Island, in contrast, do not appear to have those
issues and seem freely engaged in country-related activities on the island and offshore.
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Questionnaire results

This section describes the results obtained from the survey, which was administered in
combination with the focus group meetings. Ninety-five per cent of participants
completed the survey (55 responses - Table 7).
Table 7:

Surveys participation by locations

Responses

Cairns

Ingham

Palm Island

Cardwell/Tully

Total

11

14

19

11

55

Respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction with a series of attributes relating to
life in general and to Nywaigi issues on a five-point scale from “not satisfied at all” to
“highly satisfied”. For analytical reasons, the answers were coded as ranging from -2
(not satisfied at all) to +2 (highly satisfied). Figure 11 provides an initial overview of the
survey results. It shows the mean values of scores obtained for each attribute from the
55 responses.
Figure 11: Mean satisfaction with attributes; sorted by mean values
Mean satisfaction rating (-2 to +2)
-2.0

-1.5

-1.0

How satisfied are you with...

-0.5

-

0.5

1.0

1.5

feeling part of the Nywaigi community?
feeling part of Australian society?
your health?
your standard of living?
feeling part of the town/city/island community?
your life as a whole?
your achievements in life?
your access to Nywaigi country?
your outlook for the future?
the opportunities that Nywaigi children have?
your income?
your level of education?

young Nywaigi interest/involvement in culture and country?
the state of the environment on Nywaigi country?
your profession?
your participation in cultural activities on country?
the extent of Nywaigi connection to country and traditional cultural activities?
the state of the natural environment in Australia?
your level/command of traditional knowledge?
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There were no negative means for any of the attributes. The attribute that respondents
were, on average, most satisfied with was “feeling part of the Nywaigi community”.
Respondents were also generally satisfied with “feeling part of Australian society”,
“your health”, “your standard of living“, and “feeling part of the town/city/island
community”.
The attribute with the lowest satisfaction rating was “your level/command of traditional
knowledge”, closely followed by “the state of the natural environment in Australia”. Also
lowly rated were “the extent of Nywaigi connection to country and traditional cultural
activities”, and ”your participation in cultural activities on country”.
Respondents were overall reasonably satisfied with life as a whole, but less satisfied
with their level of education and their professions.
Figure 12 provides a more detailed picture of responses, in the same order of
sequence as the previous figure, by showing the distribution of attribute ratings.
Figure 12: Rating of attributes: distribution of responses; in order of mean value

Frequency
0%

How satisfied are you with….

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90% 100%

feeling part of the Nywaigi community?
feeling part of Australian society?
your health?
your standard of living?
feeling part of the town/city/is land community?
your life as a whole?
your achievements in life?
your access to Nywaigi country?
your outlook for the future?
the opportunities that Nywaigi children have?
your income?
your level of education?
young Nywaigi interest/involvement in culture and country?
the state of the environment on Nywaigi country?
your profession?
your participation in cultural activities on country?
the extent of Nywaigi connection to country and traditional cultural activities?
the state of the natural environment in Australia?
your level/command of traditional knowledge?

Not at all
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Despite an overwhelming high satisfaction rating for ”feeling part of the Nywaigi
community”, there is a notable proportion of respondents (9%) who are dissatisfied.
In relation to satisfaction with “the state of the natural environment in Australia”, a
relative majority of respondents feels undecided and marginally fewer respondents
provide positive satisfaction ratings than negative ones.
In relation to satisfaction with “your level/command of traditional knowledge”, the
distribution was relatively even but more respondents were highly dissatisfied than
highly satisfied.
The survey results were further analysed on the basis of gender, age group and
location. Appendices 9-11 show the results in detail. The following paragraphs outline
the most interesting aspects of these results.
On the basis of gender (Appendix 9):
Nywaigi women tend to be
• More satisfied – while at the same time more divided – about feeling part of the
town/city/island community
•

More satisfied about feeling part of the Nywaigi community

•

More satisfied with access to Nywaigi country

•

More satisfied with the interest/involvement of young Nywaigi in culture and country

Nywaigi men tend to be
• More undecided about the state of the natural environment in Australia
•

More undecided about the state of the environment on Nywaigi country

•

More undecided about their participation in cultural activities on country

•

Less satisfied with their level/command of traditional knowledge

On the basis of age (Appendix 10):
Young Nywaigi people tend to be
• More satisfied with feeling part of the local community
•

More satisfied with feeling part of Australian society

•

Undecided about the state of the natural environment in Australia

Adult Nywaigi tend to be
• Less satisfied with their health
Older Nywaigi tend to be
• More satisfied with their standard of living
•

More satisfied with their income

•

More divided about feeling part of the Nywaigi community (despite a majority being
highly satisfied)

•

More dissatisfied with the state of the natural environment in Australia

•

More dissatisfied with the extent to which Nywaigi people relate to their country and
perform traditional cultural activities
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On the basis of location (Appendix 11):
Nywaigi from Ingham and area tend to be
• more satisfied with their lives as a whole
•

more satisfied with feeling part of Australian society

•

more satisfied with feeling part of the local community

•

more satisfied with their income – but more undecided about their profession

•

highly satisfied with their level of education

•

highly satisfied with their achievements in life

•

overwhelmingly very satisfied with their health

•

overwhelmingly satisfied with their access to Nywaigi country

Nywaigi from Cairns tend to be
• less satisfied with feeling part of the Nywaigi community
•

less satisfied with their access to Nywaigi country

•

less satisfied with their participation in cultural activities on country

Nywaigi on Palm Island tend to be
• more satisfied with their standard of living
Nywaigi from Tully/Cardwell tend to be
• highly dissatisfied with their level of education

The survey asked participants whether they wanted to see an improvement in the
condition of Nywaigi people. The answer was a resounding ‘yes’ (Figure 13Error!
Reference source not found.). At the same time, respondents felt they had very little
control over important things and outcomes in their lives, and just over half of the
respondents indicated that they were actively trying to improve the situation of Nywaigi
people.
Figure 13: Expressed desire to change things
Frequency
0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Do you think it is worth while trying to change things
for Nywaigi people?
Are you actively trying to improve the situation of
Nywaigi people?
Do you have control over important things and
outcomes in your life?
Not at all
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7.

Discussion

7.1. Research process and methodology
The research project was conceived, negotiated, implemented, undertaken,
summarised and delivered within an 11-month period. This provides a clear indication
of the success of the process. This would not have been possible without the existing
good relationships and established trust between the proponents of the research,
namely the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board and CSIRO, and the Traditional Owners of the
region, as represented through Girringun Aboriginal Corporation.
The relevance of the research results has already been demonstrated in various
presentations to support the current Girringun Round Table discussions and to
influence policy developed by Queensland State Government departments. The
concept and methodology were presented at the annual conference of the Australian
Agricultural and Resource Economics Society (Greiner et al, 2005) and received great
interest and encouragement.
The study combines two principal methods of inquiry: focus group discussions and
survey to explore different aspects of wellbeing. The focus group discussions answered
the questions: What are the domains of wellbeing? In what priority order? How do they
influence wellbeing? The survey established satisfaction ratings on various aspects of
life in general – including determinants of wellbeing – and issues relating to the specific
scope of the project. It provided a means for quantitatively measuring Nywaigi
satisfaction.
The research and ethical principles followed during the study ensured that:
1. There is no apparent bias in the sample. In order to insure the representativeness
of the sample, participants were invited from a wide variety of locations, ages,
Nywaigi families and both genders.
2. The approach was systematic, transparent, rigorous and consistent. There were no
variations in methodology in any situation. All focus groups were moderated by the
same team member.
3. The qualitative and quantitative components of the project complemented each
other seamlessly.
4. The research was subjected to a client, stakeholder and peer review process.
The results send consistent messages about the principal issues that concern Nywaigi
wellbeing and the issues specific to certain localities and areas.
One key challenge that the research team faced was to maximise participation in the
focus group discussions. A series of steps were taken to that effect, which included the
employment of a respected Nywaigi liaison officer, personal invitations being issued,
date and time for meetings and venues chosen to suit participants, people being
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transported to venues if required, and refreshments provided. At the end, total of 12
focus group discussions with a total of 58 participants were convened.
Unfortunately, the research team was unable to obtain basic information from the
Nywaigi Native Title Claim on total numbers of Nywaigi or data on Nywaigi numbers is
specific locations. This information would have aided in establishing what proportion of
the Nywaigi population (in total and in the various locations) participated in the
research.

7.2. Wellbeing of Nywaigi Traditional Owners
The approach taken by this study pursues an integrated approach to the notion of
wellbeing of Nywaigi Traditional Owners. It is inclusive of any aspects of life and
existence, which may be important to members of the language group. The term
wellbeing is well accepted as encompassing happiness, health and prosperity.
Applying a qualitative, focus-group based methodology, the study establishes that
‘family and community’ hold the key to the wellbeing of Nywaigi Traditional Owners.
Family is defined by participants as comprising both the nucleus family, ie. mother and
father (who is absent in many cases) and children, as well as the wider family including
grandparents, sisters, brother, uncles, aunties and nieces and nephews. In some
cases, specifically on Palm Island, housing circumstances dictate that up to 20 family
members share one household. During the focus group discussions the term (wider)
family was used synonymous with clan.
Definitions and use of the term “community” were clearly communicated to the
participants. The communities investigated in this study included three levels:
1. Members of the Nywaigi language group;
2. Indigenous community, comprising both Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, in a
location/area where the focus group participants live; and
3. Town/city/island community in a location/area covered, where focus group
participants live.
The discussions indicated that participants clearly understood and distinguished these
concepts.
However, the term community is not entirely uncontroversial in the wider Australian
Aboriginal context.
Community is a nested concept, since communities can consist at various levels and
any one community may consist of several communities, or parts thereof. The Board of
Studies NSW (1999) describes community as “central to Aboriginality” and as being
about “interrelatedness and belonging”. Key elements defining community are country,
family ties and shared experience. “Aboriginal people may belong to more than one
community”.
Morphy and Sanders (2001) emphasise that the term ‘community’ is not a traditional
Aboriginal concept. Rather, they say, it became popular by the mid 1970s, after the
establishment of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. It provided a concept for
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distributing government funds for welfare and service delivery to Aboriginal people.
They refer to other literature which illustrates that this delivery system has led to power
imbalances within Aboriginal society, with organisations and powerful families doing the
‘gate keeping’ and pursing ‘community’ goals for the benefit of their own family and/or
language group at the expense of others.
Shannon and Hendriks (2004) call the term ‘community’ a problematic concept for the
same reasons, ie. that it is an artificial concept built on a “legacy of protectionist
policies that brought together widely dispersed groups of Aboriginal people onto
reserves and missions”. The term engenders a notion of shared interest along lines
that are alien to Aboriginal people, who traditionally affiliate themselves along kinship
and tribal associations.
While the term community thus requires careful consideration, it did not seem to bear
any negative connotations with the participants in the focus group discussions,
specifically not as it was referred to in the context of the Nywaigi ‘community’ or
language group, and discussed among a variety of issues concerning wellbeing. It was
also explicitly discussed in the context of indigenous town ‘community’ and ‘town
community at large’.
Health, and country and culture were identified in the focus group discussions as the
other two essential domains of wellbeing. It appears that these domains and factors
cannot be totally separated, as these domains are intrinsically linked in the mind of
(specifically older) Nywaigi people. This was illustrated by the model, which the group
of older focus group participants in Ingham developed (Figure 14).
Figure 14: Wellbeing as unity and interconnectedness
Note: This model was developed by the Ingham focus group with older people
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This model expresses an fundamental link between the connection of Nywaigi people
to country and culture, the spiritual health of individuals and the social health of the
Nywaigi community.
In relation to health, it is evident that drug and alcohol addiction are major detractors
from wellbeing of Nywaigi people. Substance abuse is rampant across the community,
but particularly among (young) men, with highly negative implications for their individual
health but also detrimental impacts on children and the functionality of families.
Nutrition related health problems (diabetes, renal failure) are another key detractor
from wellbeing – and also one that is shared across Aboriginal communities more
generally. In the light of such critical health issues, the absence / sparsity / decline of
health services in country towns such as Ingham and Tully is a concern for the regional
communities in general, but for Nywaigi people specifically because of their particular
requirements.
An interesting observation is that despite this bleak picture about health, the
participants in the workshops provided an overall positive satisfaction rating on their
personal health. This could indicate that people with serious health problems might
have been less represented in the focus groups, or, as research with other Aboriginal
communities indicates, that Aboriginal people tend to rate their health more highly than
an assessment based on objective data would suggest (Senior, 2003).
On the subject of country and culture, the focus groups provided repeated verification
of the considerable extent to which traditional knowledge, language, stories, lore and
other elements of traditional culture have been lost. This causes great frustration for
members of the Traditional Owner group. The survey data provided further evidence to
that effect with the lowest satisfaction ratings given to extent of personal cultural
knowledge, extent of participation in cultural activities and extent of participation in
cultural activities on country. The physical and spiritual disconnection from country and
traditions is seen by many (specifically older) Nywaigi people as the key root of many
psychological and social problems in the Nywaigi community.
Nywaigi people engage somewhat with country. They do some fishing (and hunting)
near where they live – not necessarily on Nywaigi traditional country. Nywaigi children
are keen to learn about their culture – despite some perceptions otherwise – while the
older generations do not have the capacity to teach them. They, themselves, are
seeking to improve their connection to and knowledge of country and culture. This is
causing misunderstanding between generations.
The purchase of Mungulla Station, a grazing property near Forrest Creek, through the
Indigenous Land Corporation, provides an important opportunity for Nywaigi people to
re-engage with their traditional country. Participants of focus groups expressed a
variety of aspirations associated with the ownership and management of that land and
including cultural, educational, employment, nutritional and health benefits. However,
realising these potential benefits poses a challenge.
Participants in the research acknowledged the psychological value they derived from
being recognised as Traditional Owners by the Wet Tropics and Burdekin Dry Tropics
NRM Boards. They expressed satisfaction with the fact that they were (via the elders)
contributing to improvements in environmental condition through the planning
processes as well as on-the-ground action – and to be re-connecting to and learning
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about their country by doing do. At the same time they expressed a desire to be getting
more involved at the grass-root level, through organisation of and participation in onground activities.
The survey provided participants with an avenue to be raising ideas as to what the
Burdekin Dry Tropics Board could do for them. Ideas – in addition to the ones that had
emerged from the focus group discussions – included:
• Organising and funding education and training through courses and workshops on
land/country management;
•

Providing information and support for restoring the environment;

•

Supporting on-land recreational activities (including transportation and facilities);

•

Promoting and fostering Traditional Owner involvement in NRM process;

•

Providing opportunities for young people to learn about their culture and history of
the land.

In parallel there was much hope expressed that Mungulla would provide the
opportunity for Nywaigi people to be turning ownership of land into tangible benefits
and improvement in wellbeing for members of the Nywaigi community and the
Aboriginal community more widely.
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8.

Conclusions

This report presents the findings of a research project, which was a collaboration and
liaison between a regional NRM group (the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board), a research
provider (CSIRO) and a Traditional Owner group (the Nywaigi Traditional owners,
represented by the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation and the Nywaigi Land
Corporation).
The research process adopted the guidelines for ethical research in indigenous studies
and was able to successfully complete a comprehensive and systematic study of
wellbeing of a Traditional Owner community in the space of less than one year.
The research established a concept and framework for defining wellbeing of Traditional
Owners and explored in detail the contribution, which culture and country provided to
the wellbeing of Nywaigi Traditional Owners. It identified preferred ways in which
natural resource planning and management could contribute to the improvement of
Traditional Owner wellbeing.
A subjective experience approach to wellbeing was adopted. The method of choice,
focus group discussions, presented a way of grouping participants along characteristics
of age and gender, which were shown to have some impact on perceptions of
wellbeing. By combining the qualitative method with a survey-based quantitative
technique, complementary insights were obtained.
Each of the twelve focus groups developed their own model of wellbeing and prioritised
the determining factors, taking the perspective of the segment of the Nywaigi
community which they represented. A consolidated picture of wellbeing of the Nywaigi
Traditonal Owners emerged by merging these models. The integrated model of
Nywaigi wellbeing is consistent with similar models published in the literature.
Focus groups also ranked domains in order of perceived importance. Four levels of
importance emerged. ‘Family and community’ was the single most important domain,
followed by ‘Health and health services’ and ‘Country and culture’. The third tier of
domains included ‘Education and training’ and ‘Employment and income’. The fourth
tier included Recreation, Housing and infrastructure, Transportation, Crime and justice
and Civil society.
The research found a great sense of loss and frustration caused by an extensive loss
of traditional Nywaigi knowledge, language, stories, lore and other elements of
traditional culture. Nywaigi people engaged somewhat with the countryside in general.
They did some fishing (and hunting) near where they live – not necessarily on Nywaigi
traditional country. Nywaigi children were keen to learn about their culture but the older
generations did not have much capacity to teach them. They themselves expressed a
desire to learn and re-connect. Older Nywaigi saw a fundamental link between the
connection of Nywaigi people to country and culture, the spiritual health of individuals
and the social health of the Nywaigi community. If this model is right, re-connection
with country could deliver substantial benefits for Nywaigi wellbeing.
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Natural resources management, as manifest in NRM policy and planning, and
community-based organisations such as the Burdekin Dry Tropics Board, can facilitate
that process in various ways. The fact that the NRM boards are recognising Traditional
Owners as such and are inviting the contribution of elders in the planning process is
perceived as generating psychological benefits and wellbeing in its own right. Providing
education and training on land/country management and engaging members of the
Traditional Owner communities in hands-on activities, providing information and
support for restoring the environment and support for on-land recreational activities,
have been identified as further avenues available to the NRM boards.
The purchase of Mungulla Station, a grazing property near Forrest Creek, through the
Indigenous Land Corporation, provides an important opportunity for Nywaigi people to
re-engage with their traditional country. Participants of focus groups expressed a
variety of aspirations associated with the ownership and management of that land and
including cultural, educational, employment, nutritional and health benefits.
The areas of education, employment and income did not feature predominantly in the
well-being discussions. However, the value of regional-base natural resource
management could well extend into these domains if it provided for education and
training of Nywaigi people and thereby facilitated the transition for some individuals into
non-CDEP employment in the region. This would have obvious benefits for the
individuals concerns but generate social benefits throughout the Nywaigi community.
On the basis of what participants in the focus group discussions conveyed, any
initiatives targeting Nywaigi participation require careful consideration of the specific
needs of this community and existing impediments, for example by providing
transportation and engaging groups rather than individuals.
In summary, this research provides an important source of information for policy
development. ABS census statistics are the principal source of information that
government employs in developing social policy. When comparing outcomes of this
research to the ABS census statistics – available only at LGA level and not a
Traditional Owner group specific – it is evident that the key concerns of Traditional
Owners are either not or only partially captured in the census. For example, Census
variables reveal a higher than non-indigenous incidence of one-parent families and
larger household sizes – but the reasons and the implications of this data can only be
revealed through complementary subjective experience research such as that provided
here. Also, the extent to which lower incomes and other measures of socio-economic
disadvantage matter to people is revealed in relation to other life matters.
The relevance of this research reaches beyond its direct scope, namely natural
resource management and wellbeing of Traditional Owners. The results are relevant
for consideration in general social planning, and policy development and prioritisation
for Traditional Owners as well as the indigenous community more broadly.
The success of this research provides a sound basis for further Traditional Owner case
studies of this kind as well as broader-conceived research on indigenous wellbeing in
order to support the development of social and economic policy, as well as natural
resource management policy.
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