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Valuing Indigenous people in climate change – Nolan Hunter 

 
I’d like to begin by acknowledging the Yawuru people, the Traditional Owners 
of this country. 
 
Can I also acknowledge Associate Professor Sandra Wooltorton and thank her 
for the honour of being asked to give the Nulungu Reconciliation Lecture. 
 
Tonight I want to talk to you about the value of Indigenous people in climate 
change.   We know that climate change stands to be one of the biggest threats 
to the survival of Indigenous people in modern times. 
 
Science tells us that climate trends indicate that, without action, temperatures 
will continue to rise, resulting in more extreme weather conditions, increased 
floods and droughts, changes to seasonal indicators, extinction of plants and 
animals and higher levels of disease and health issues.   
 
In the Torres Straites we know that people are already having to put up walls 
because of rising seas levels. 
 
Many Indigenous groups in the Kimberley - for example Yawuru, Mirrawong 
Gujerong people in the East Kimberly and others - have undertaken activities 
around the identification of seasonal conditions, and comparisons with 
traditional indicators on the basis of their cultural knowledge. In the desert 
region, the intimate knowledge the Ngurrara people have of their country has 
been telling them that the seasonal indicators of their native title lands are 
changing. 

 
The vital water sources of the desert region have been drying up while the 
times when plants bloom, animals breed and seasonal fruits bloom have 
shifted from traditional patterns.  
 
Across the Kimberley, Aboriginal people are well placed to understand the 
effects of climate change on the land. They are responsible for looking after 



nine Indigenous Protected Areas, four of which link together to create the 
largest Indigenous-owned conservation corridor in northern Australia. 
 
There are 72 dedicated IPAs in Australia protecting over 64 million hectares, 
including some of Australia’s rarest and most fragile environments.  
 
These IPAs make up over 40 per cent of Australia’s National Reserve System. 
Australia’s National Reserve System aims to protect 17 per cent of bioregions 
in Australia by 2020.  
 
In addition to IPAs there is a movement in Australia – a force of Indigenous 
rangers who are using their native title rights to look after their land, their 
culture and their future. 
 
When the Indigenous ranger program was first introduced, the primary 
objective was to develop environmental and biodiversity outcomes for 
Australia, but the rangers and what they do have developed into much more 
than that.  
 
The rangers are enhancing Indigenous people’s relationship to the land by 
reconnecting people to country as a result of the default of the projects.  
 
Indigenous rangers take senior elders back out onto the land. The elders tell 
their stories, pass on knowledge, talk about different aspects of understanding 
the landscape, the animals, and the plants. They are passing on knowledge and 
capturing stories. 
 
Indigenous people have an obligation to look after their land, we are a part of 
it, we live in it, we get sustenance from it, and carry out traditional practices.  
 
The spiritual connection we have to the land is a belief system. It makes us 
who we are. Our connection to country is related to customs and stories. Some 
people refer to this as dreaming or song lines. It is the legacy of the history of 
our people that has been passed on from our ancestors. 
 
If you talk to our people they will say – our country is important, our culture is 
important and our people are important, and in that regard we talk about our 
young people. 
 



It is a sad reality that suicide rates among Indigenous people in the Kimberley 
are among the highest in the world. 
 
According to a report in the Medical Journal of Australia, between 2005 and 
2014, there were 125 suicides in the Kimberley - 102 were Indigenous people.  
 
Despite the best efforts of advertising and campaigning and political strategies, 
this does not change the rate of suicide in the Kimberley. 
 
Where we are seeing change is in people who have become involved in the 
Indigenous ranger program. This program enhances a person’s cultural 
connection and their ties with country.   
 
The ranger program provides accredited training, new skills and future 
opportunities, developing young people and their belief in themselves. This 
strengthens the internal wellbeing of the young person, their identity and their 
desire to work, contribute and be a part of their community. 
 
In the Kimberley we now have 13 ranger groups that make up the Kimberley 
Ranger Network. We have 70 full-time rangers and over 100 casuals at any 
given time, plus administration staff and cultural advisers.  
 
The KLC is promoting the fact that rangers are leading the way in their 
communities and it is their knowledge and potential for a global impact that is 
now making people sit up and listen.  
 
To promote Indigenous knowledge sharing, in 2013, the KLC under the 
guidance of CEO Wayne Bergmann played a critical role setting up the World 
Indigenous Network, through engagement with the then Federal Minister for 
Environment The Hon Minister Tony Burke.  The inaugural meeting held in 
Darwin saw over 1,200 Indigenous delegates come together from around the 
globe to share traditional knowledge and experience in land and marine 
conservation and biodiversity. 
  
In 2016 the Australian Government ratified the Paris Agreement, 11 months 
after the historic deal was struck at COP 21.  The Paris Agreement commits rich 
and poor countries to take action to curb the rise in global temperatures.  
 



It includes a global goal to hold average temperature increase to well below 
2°C and pursue efforts to keep warming below 1.5°C above pre-industrial 
levels. 
 
While the 1997 Kyoto Protocol didn’t include a single reference to Indigenous 
peoples, the Paris Agreement has made some important strides. 
 
The agreement includes five explicit references to Indigenous peoples, their 
rights, and their traditional knowledge.  
In the preamble it states: 
 
Acknowledging that climate change is a common concern of humankind, 
Parties should, when taking action to address climate change, respect, promote 
and consider their respective obligations on human rights, the right to health, 
the rights of Indigenous peoples, local communities, migrants, children, persons 
with disabilities and people in vulnerable situations… 
 
In Australia, Indigenous peoples’ rights are to a small extent captured in their 
legislated rights to country. 
 
Native title as we know came about as a result of the High Court judgement in 
Mabo that legally recognises Aboriginal people’s connection to country. 
 
So how do you look at the value that is created when Indigenous people 
practically engage with their lands, and carry out the responsibilities that arise 
from the connection they have in relation to that land? 
 
And how do people use their native title to assert their rights to manage their 
land? 
 
The KLC has been advocating for change for Kimberley Aboriginal people’s 
social and socio-economic circumstances for 39 years. In the wake of the 
historic Mabo decision in 1992 and the development of the Native Title Act in 
1993, the KLC has operated as the native title representative body working 
with Traditional Owners to secure native title.  
 
The Kimberley is now approximately 80 per cent native title determined. A 
huge achievement.  
 

http://www.edf.org/sites/default/files/textreferences_ips_adopted_paris_agreement.pdf?_ga=2.153033456.877694984.1503275594-594862528.1503275594
http://www.edf.org/sites/default/files/textreferences_ips_adopted_paris_agreement.pdf?_ga=2.153033456.877694984.1503275594-594862528.1503275594


Getting recognition for native title takes anywhere from 14 to 18 years, but 
how do we ensure our people now benefit from the native title they have 
fought so hard to win. And most importantly, how do they use that recognition 
to look after country for generations to come?  Once people get their native 
title there is huge pressure to hand over control of the management of their 
lands for conservation or development. 
 
The previous WA Premier Colin Barnett made the following public comments 
last year: 
 
“What I don’t want to see, and what you don’t want to see, is increasing areas 
of the state, particularly say the Kimberley, being tied up in conservation…or by 
Aboriginal corporations where you get unproductive stations and a lack of 
control of feral species or whatever it might be. The conservation issue 
particularly in the Kimberley is important but the State has taken on that 
responsibility…conservation of the Kimberley has been done by the government 
and it is government that should do that.” 
 
It is these challenging views of both proponents and governments alike, that at 
times disrespects the importance of Aboriginal peoples’ roles – and rights – to 
be engaged in decisions that have an effect on their connection to country. 
 
This week the ABC reported about a request by a pastoralist on the Dampier 
Peninsula to extend his grazing rights on to unallocated Crown Land.  
 
The pastoralist’s main justification was that that land was not being ‘looked 
after’, and running cattle would help to protect it from bushfires.   There 
appeared to be little consultation with Indigenous Traditional Owners – the 
very people who have looked after country for thousands of years through 
traditional practices, and more recently through the managed burning 
undertaken by our Rangers. 
 
The conversation and negotiations seemed to be between the pastoralist and 
the Government. Aboriginal people were not properly consulted. While 
Aboriginal people’s high standards and best practice in the management of fire 
was not considered. 
 
It was not long ago that the Western Australian Government said it was going 
close down our Aboriginal communities, forcing people from their homes and 
their land. 



 
They wanted to push people into big towns – making people fringe dwellers 
once again as they were when they were kicked off the pastoral stations in the 
70s. 
 
Our people, the most vulnerable Australians, have fought long and hard, 
sometimes for decades, to be formally recognised under law as traditional 
landowners, only to come up against government policies that seek to 
undermine this hard fought right. 
 
This ongoing struggle was highlighted in a global report by Oxfam called Land 
Rights Now. The report raised the alarm about a global land rush at the 
expense of those who need the land the most and who are best placed to 
protect it.  
 
Last year, I was invited to speak at COP22 in Morocco about cultural and 
ecological knowledge. I talked about how other countries can use the 
traditional knowledge of Australia’s Indigenous people to reduce the impacts 
of climate change in their own backyards.  
 
But it isn’t just Aboriginal people in the Kimberley and northern Australia 
leading this work – Indigenous peoples from across the world are undertaking 
projects to address and manage climate change. 
 
We heard from pastoralists in north eastern Ethiopia who are using traditional 
weather forecasting to make livelihood decisions, adapt to climate change and 
complement formal weather forecasting systems. 
 
In Canada the Inuit people talked about increasing polar bear populations and 
the relationship between the Earth, sun, moon and stars. While in West Africa, 
Burkina Faso research has focused on local knowledge of water resources, just 
to name a few. 
 
In the Kimberley and northern Australia, Aboriginal people are fighting fire 
with fire, undertaking savanna carbon projects that combine traditional 
burning methods with modern science to reduce the amount of greenhouse 
gas emissions released into the atmosphere from unmanaged wildfires. 
 
Why burn at all? 
 



Well, every year you will always get bad fires in the late summer season when 
you have fires that are caused by lightning strikes, accidental fires that get out 
of control, and deliberate fires.  Hot summer fires burn at a higher rate 
because of the high fuel load density.     
 
When fire is managed early in the year using traditional methods, also known 
as mosaic burning, you reduce the fuel load and introduce strategic fire breaks 
which reduce the intensity and incident of late season fires. 
 
This produces better biodiversity outcomes by preventing destructive wild fires 
that are more damaging. 
 
Kimberley Aboriginal people have been leading the way in relation to this 
work, particularly the progression of the carbon market economy.  The carbon 
projects are undertaken by Indigenous rangers and the projects are owned by 
native title holders.  
 
With the right methodology these groups are able to claim carbon credits 
through the carbon farming initiative. 
 
It is expensive work, but there is enormous value created by the jobs 
generated, the cultural connection people get by being out on country, the 
transfer of knowledge, the biodiversity outcome, the environmental outcome 
and other benefits. 
 
When the carbon farming initiative was first being developed by the Australian 
Government, the KLC went to Parliament to talk to the then Minister Greg 
Combet. We wanted to ensure that native title was embedded in carbon 
farming legislation so that our people could capitalise on this emerging market. 
 
Early in 2005 we saw the start of a 28,000 square kilometre savanna carbon 
fire project in West Arnhem Land.  
 
The project was funded by one of the world’s largest energy companies, 
ConocoPhillips who provided annual funds in return for an abatement of 
greenhouse gases equivalent to 100,000 tonnes of CO₂. 
 
This project pioneered the start of the Indigenous carbon industry which was 
formalised through the Labor Government’s carbon farming initiative in 2011. 
 



Unfortunately, in 2014 we saw the introduction of new policy where the 
cheapest price for carbon wins using tax payer money, rather than 
incentivising corporate partnerships. 
 
This change in thinking locks out small businesses and does not factor in the 
environmental, social and cultural co-benefits that Indigenous carbon projects 
provide. 
 
The KLC is now working with partner organisations, such as the Business 
Council of Australia, to develop a market that truly values these benefits. 
 
We have also travelled internationally, advocating for the rights of Indigenous 
people and telling people about the Kimberley groups that we work closely 
with on the climate change journey through carbon abatement.  
 
There has been this notion espoused in different conversations when we go 
and talk overseas and by others, of a principle about country needs people and 
people need country.    
 
The opportunity for consideration on this point happened a few years ago 
when KLC went to Spain to attend the Wild 10 forum with global conservation 
groups and a large gathering of Indigenous people from around the world.   
 
There was discussion from the global conservation groups around the 
declaration of wilderness areas around the globe.  It was important to raise the 
issue about Aboriginal people’s obligations to the care, maintenance and 
cultural connection to land.  It was also important to reference the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People in relation to our rights 
and in addition, in Australia, to the rights we have under native title.  
 
About four years ago we took this to New York and ran a side event at the UN, 
talking further about our people leading the way. 
 
The Kimberley model of Indigenous led conservation combines strategies that 
enhance country, generate carbon credits and are developed via a wholly 
owned Indigenous business model.    
 
Australia, through the Rudd Government in April 2009 endorsed support for 
the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (shortened 
to UNDRIP).   Amongst other things, the UNDRIP talks about Indigenous 



peoples’ cultural rights, rights to lands and territories and natural resources, 
self-determination, protection and recognition of our rights to our traditional 
lands, and the ability to participate in the modern economy.  
 
In more recent times we have worked with people like Sam Johnston from 
United Nations University. The UNU previously did extensive research on 
savannah countries across the globe in relation to wild fire emissions. 
 
According to their research, the use of traditional burning in northern Australia 
has already proven to deliver a 50 per cent reduction in wildfires, reduced 
emissions by 8 million tonnes and enriched biodiversity. 
 
And Indigenous carbon projects have the potential to reduce over 3.2 million 
tonnes carbon dioxide equivalent by 2020, making a significant contribution to 
Australia’s emission reduction target while delivering Indigenous employment 
and biodiversity outcomes.  
 
On a global scale they say wildfires release 2 Giga-tonnes of carbon, cause 
many deaths and destroy significant areas of land and biodiversity. 
 
By reintroducing traditional fire management to the world’s savannas and dry 
forests, in places such as Africa and South America, they say many destructive 
uncontrolled wildfires may be prevented, with the potential to reduce carbon 
emissions by around 750 million tonnes per annum.  At the same time creating 
income and employment for thousands of the world’s poorest people. 
 
Now, more than ever, it is time to forge stronger bonds and networks amongst 
first nation peoples to bring together Indigenous-led initiatives. By doing this 
we will be able to appreciate the cumulative effect that projects are having on 
mitigating climate change and protecting the environment on a global scale. 
 
Last year, the KLC engaged with Department of Foreign Affairs and Australian 
Climate Ambassador Patrick Suckling.    
The Environment Ambassador promotes Australia’s interests on international 
environmental issues and led Australia’s engagement in the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) negotiations.   The KLC 
seeks to raise attention to strategic projects and the relationship to Indigenous 
people and their lands and their role.   
 



Unfortunately, as we know with changing legislative frameworks, policies, 
budgets and governments, despite our best efforts many of our attempts can 
be severely hampered. 
 
As we have seen with the Northern Territory Intervention,  
Indigenous Australians are as vulnerable today as we were in the 1950s where 
the Government of Australia can simply suspend the Racial Discrimination Act.    
 
What we saw was that it was really about the Australian Government’s ability 
to resume control of Aboriginal lands.  Statistically, the wider Australia 
community has far greater levels of abuse.  However you will never see the 
Australian Government jack boot into inner suburban Sydney or Melbourne, 
and take over people’s homes. 
 
The Declaration is the most comprehensive international instrument on the 
rights of Indigenous peoples. It establishes a universal framework of minimum 
standards for the survival, dignity and well-being of the Indigenous peoples of 
the world. 
 
I’d like to read you just a few of the articles set out in this Declaration. 
 
*Indigenous peoples have the right to self-determination. By virtue of that 
right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their 
economic, social and cultural development.  
 
*Indigenous peoples shall not be forcibly removed from their lands or 
territories.  
 
*Indigenous peoples have the right to the lands, territories and resources 
which they have traditionally owned, occupied or otherwise used or acquired. 
Indigenous peoples have the right to own, use, develop and control the lands, 
territories and resources that they possess by reason of traditional ownership 
or other traditional occupation or use, as well as those which they have 
otherwise acquired.  
 
While UNDRIP is just a declaration and not a more powerful covenant, it is still 
a relevant commitment that has recognition. 
 



How is Australia faring in meeting these obligations?  Well, I think the record 
speaks for itself and if you haven’t, you should have a look at the Prime 
Minister’s Closing the Gap report.     
 
Today we find ourselves at a tipping point. 
 
There was a major convention at Uluru where Aboriginal delegates from 
around Australia met to talk about the future and Constitutional reform. 
 
The Referendum Council led consultation dialogues across the country with 
Indigenous people on Constitutional reform prior to Uluru. 
 
The Referendum Council’s recommendations following Uluru talks about a 
voice in the Constitution. There are divergent views from different quarters on 
Constitutional reform, but the real principle is, that when there is not a proper 
observation of Indigenous people’s rights, then how can we assert control over 
our lands and carry out our obligations regarding connection to our country.  
 
Next year is the 40th anniversary of the KLC – an occasion to reflect on how far 
we have come and how far we still have to go. 
 
I think we have reached a moment in time where we can truly achieve reform 
– from how we tackle climate change to the way Australia treats Aboriginal 
people on home soil. 
 
We can have wins for the environment. Wins for Indigenous people. And wins 
for Australia and the world.  
 
Before I finish speaking, I leave you with two thoughts: 
 
Indigenous people make up 5% of the world’s population, but are responsible 
for 25% or more of the world’s land mass and 80% of the globe’s biodiversity.  
 
Indigenous people are the first conservationists. We have a relationship with 
land – a spiritual connection, a cultural connection and a native title right. 
 
Thank you for listening. 
 


