
North Australian Indigenous           
Land and Sea Management Alliance

Knowledge Series

North Australian Indigenous  
Land and Sea Management Alliance
www.nailsma.org.au

Performance Story Report 
Evaluation of Investment in the Dugong 

and Marine Turtle Project

Bessen Consulting Services 

003/2009
Project Evaluation



About NAILSMA
The North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management 
Alliance (NAILSMA) is an alliance between the Kimberley Land 
Council, Northern Land Council, Carpentaria Land Council 
Aboriginal Corporation and Balkanu Cape York Development 
Corporation. NAILSMA supports Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander land and sea management using strategic approaches 
to care for country with an emphasis on practical management 
by Traditional Owners across north Australia. Indigenous land 
and sea management is underpinned by vast Indigenous 
Knowledge systems that guide Indigenous thinking and 
practice about people’s relationships and responsibilities to 
land and sea. Increasingly, Indigenous land and sea managers 
combine contemporary learnings, tools and technologies from 
western science with Indigenous Knowledge and practice to 
develop new ways of managing land and sea.

About the NAILSMA Knowledge Series
The NAILSMA Knowledge Series recognises and provides a 
forum for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people responsible 
for land and sea management across Northern Australia. It is 
an information point for the dissemination of knowledge 
from both Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives on a 
broad range of issues relevant to land and sea management.  
The series encompasses a broad range of publication types 
including, for example, discussion and policy papers, research 
reports, workshop and conference reports, opinion pieces, 
and Indigenous Knowledge publications.

Publications in the NAILSMA Knowledge Series are available 
electronically and, in limited cases, in hard copy. Knowledge 
Series publications and other publications by NAILSMA and 
its partners or collaborators are available from NAILSMA’s 
website www.nailsma.org.au.

Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in the NAILSMA Knowledge Series are not 
necessarily those of NAILSMA.  NAILSMA shall not be responsible in any way 
whatsoever to any person relying in whole or part on the contents of this 
publication.  To the extent permitted by law, NAILSMA excludes all liability 
to any person for any consequences, including, but not limited to all losses, 
damages, costs, expenses, and any other compensation, arising directly or 
indirectly from using this publication (in part or in whole) and any information 
or material contained in it.

Keep up-to-date with the latest news from NAILSMA. Visit our subscriptions page and 
select from a range of printed publications, electronic newsletters and email alerts 
you can subscribe to. Visit www.nailsma.org.au and follow the subscription links.
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Glossary of Terms 
 

ANU − Australian National University 
Balkanu − Balkanu Cape York Development Corporation 
CDEP − Community Development Employment Projects 
CLCAC − Carpentaria Land Council Aboriginal Corporation 
CRC − Cooperative Research Centre (CRC for Tropical Savannas Management) 
DEWHA − Department of Environment, Water, Heritage and The Arts (Australian Government) 
DMT / DMTP − Dugong and marine turtle / Dugong and Marine Turtle Project 
DPIF − Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries (Queensland Government) 
DVD − Digital video disc 
GBR − Great Barrier Reef 
GIS/GPS − Geographic information systems / Global positioning systems 
IPA − Indigenous Protected Areas 
I-Tracker − The North Australian Indigenous Cybertracker Network 
JCU − James Cook University 
KLC − Kimberley Land Council 
MERI − Monitoring, Evaluation, Reporting and Improvement process 
MPA − Marine Protected Areas 
MSC − Most Significant Change process 
MTSRF − Marine Tropical Science Research Facility – James Cook University 
NAILSMA − Northern Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance 
NLC − Northern Land Council 
NRETAS − Natural Resources, Environment, The Arts and Sport 
NRM − Natural resource management 
NT − Northern Territory 
PNG − Papua New Guinea 
PSR − Performance Story Report process 
PZJA − Protected Zone Joint Agreement (Torres Strait) 
RAPs − Regional Activity Plans 
TO − Traditional Owner 
TRG − Technical Reference Group 
TSRA − Torres Strait Regional Authority 
WWF − World Wide Fund for Nature 
 

 Indigenous readers are warned that the names or photographs of deceased people may appear in this report. 
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 Indigenous cultural and intellectual property is protected and permission should be sought for any materials 
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Executive Summary 
 
The Dugong and Marine Turtle Project is a stand-out success. 
 
As a major project attracting significant Australian Government funding, the 
outcomes achieved in the project have outstripped the original expectations.  In 
terms of the key evaluation questions, a network of skilled Indigenous and non-
Indigenous land and sea managers has been established across northern Australia.  
Where the project is operating, community based management planning is leading to 
more effective management of threats to species and habitats.  Multiple lines of 
evidence from science and on-country interviews confirm changes in attitude, 
capacity and practice, including greater protection of habitat and self imposed spatial 
closures and limits on harvest. 
 
Arising in an adversarial context between the drive to conserve dugong and marine 
turtle (with a particular focus on limiting perceived impacts of Indigenous harvest) and 
Indigenous interest in managing the diversity of threats and maintaining rights to the 
traditional use of these iconic species, the project has had to address challenges of 
remoteness and limited capacity over a vast area stretching from Torres Strait to the 
Kimberley.  Against this background, the project demonstrates the success of a two 
tool box approach to integrate Indigenous knowledge and Western science and the 
power of increasing the capacity of Indigenous land and sea managers to carry out 
management activities. 
 
Breakthroughs have been achieved through the creation of innovative and interactive 
communication to build awareness and foster an effective network; and the 
development and implementation of state-of-the-art technology such as I-Tracker to 
collect and manage information about dugongs and marine turtles. 
 
From this project, the Australian Government has learnt that Traditional Owners can 
manage a very large project and achieve the outcomes specified as well as achieving 
a large number of additional social, cultural, environmental and economic outcomes.  
Traditional Owners have learnt the value of broad networks where Indigenous people 
are linked by their interests and use their diverse cultural knowledge as a common 
foundation for the sustainable management of culturally and economically important 
species. 
 
The project is poised to step up a level in sophistication.  The initial capacity building 
has provided a foundation that can be used to take advantage of opportunities such 
as Working on Country for wages and operating costs for Ranger groups; the 
Indigenous Protected Areas program to strengthen cultural authority and 
enforcement; and the I–Tracker Network to deliver robust data on populations and 
changes to sea country managers and Australian Government funders. 
 
These opportunities will not be without challenges, including the need for an agreed 
and accepted framework for data collection; State and Territory support for greater 
enforcement powers for land and sea managers; and the necessity to work 
collaboratively and synergistically with the many agencies and institutions working 
with dugongs and marine turtles. 
 
The progress made on dugong and marine turtle management through the project 
has been a catalyst for raising Indigenous aspirations for broader sea country 
management.  It is a clear confirmation that conservation in northern Australia cannot 
be achieved without Indigenous involvement at the core. 
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SECTION ONE  -  CONTEXT 
 
The Project 
 
The Dugong and Marine Turtle Project is about Indigenous communities across 
northern Australia working together to protect threatened sea turtles and dugongs 
and their coastal habitats. As migratory species whose home ranges cross borders 
and seas, effective management requires partnerships, networks and collaborations 
that span northern Australia and neighbouring nations. 
 
The partners of the Dugong and Marine Turtle Project are: 
 

− Kimberley Land Council; 
− Northern Land Council; 
− Carpentaria Land Council Aboriginal Corporation; 
− Balkanu Cape York Development Corporation; and  
− Torres Strait Regional Authority. 
 
Coordinated by the North Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance 
(NAILSMA) and the CRC for Tropical Savannas, the project takes a fresh approach 
by ensuring that Traditional Owners and Indigenous communities are driving 
research and management activities. 
 

 
 
The project commenced in January 2005. Year One was focussed on the start-up 
phase and extensive community consultations by the partner organisations to 
develop Regional Activity Plans in selected pilot communities.  The Regional Activity 
Plans identify Traditional Owners' needs and aspirations, the issues and threats 
facing dugong and marine turtle management, and the management and research 
activities that communities wish to undertake.  Two intensive planning meetings 
involving project partners, participants from trial communities and a Technical 
Reference Group (TRG) comprising representatives from research organisations, 
















