
Cape York Peninsula remains one 
of the last great wild places and cultural 

landscapes on Earth. 

It is critical that both protection of the 
environment and justice for Aboriginal 

people, the land's custodians, 
become our priority. 

Before us is the opportunity to plan an 
indigenous wilderness domain ........ 
to commit Cape York Peninsula to 

development which is sustainable, with an 
over-riding principle: the preservation, 

management and enhancement of a vital 
indigenous wilderness for the benefit and 

wonder of future generations". 

Noel Pearson, Executive Director 
(ni Ynrk lnr1 CotinriI 
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HELP SAVE CAPE YORK PENINSULA 

We need your help to safeguard 
Cape York Peninsula's unique 
cultural and environmental 
heritage. Funds are needed for 
land buy back, campaigning, 
management and environmental 
protection. 

Any donation large or small will bring us closer to 
these goals. 

For further information please contact: 
Cape York Indigenous Environment Foundation 
Telephone: 1800 623 548 freecall within Old 
070 51 9077 Australia 61 70 51 9077 International 

Yes I want to help save Cape York Peninsula 	
i 

I D I have enclosed a cheque or money order for 

I U $500 D $250 	J $100 	L $50 	I 
I 	 I 

1 	Other $ .......................................payable to the 	I 
Cape York Indigenous Environment Foundation 

I D I would like more information please 	 I 
Name : (Surname) ........................................................ I 

FirstName' .................................................................... I 
I 	Address . ......................................................................... I 

i State
' ................ P/code ............... 

I 	Ph (H) ................................ Ph(W) ................................. I 
I Or please debit my U Mastercard 	U Visa I 

U Rankcard U Amex Expiry Date I 

CAR.1NQ 1111111111111111111 	I 
I Signature: 	................................................................ I 
I 	 I 
u Please send your donation along with this coupon to 	I P0 Box 2496 Cairns QId 4870 Australia u 
-------------- — — . J 

C"E YORK 

INDICIENOUS 

ENvmoNmENT 
FouNDAnoN 

The land needs it's people. 



THE CAPE YORK INDIGENOUS 
ENVIRONMENT FOUNDATION 

The Cape York Indigenous 
Environment Foundation has 
been established as a direct 
result of increasing pressures 
of over-development, both on 
the environment and on 
Aboriginal people of Cape 
York Peninsula. 

The netting of a river mouth by poachers, 
unfenced cattle damaging ancient rock paintings 
or traditional stories not passed down because 
Aboriginal elders have been dispossessed from 
their homelands, are all examples of pressures 
which contribute to the destruction of a unique 
cultural and environmental system that needs 
support from all Australians to survive. 

The Foundation offers Australia a chance to get 
things right - to achieve Aboriginal land justice, 
environmental protection and reconciliation on 
Cape York Peninsula. 

The Foundation aims to raise money to buy 
culturally and ecologically important areas, and 
ensure their ongoing protection by returning them 
to the management of the traditional Aboriginal 
custodians. 

The first Australian Aboriginal led environment 
initiative of its kind, the Foundation is an alliance 
of Aboriginal traditional owners with the 
Cape York Land Council, The Wilderness Society 

and Australian Conservation Foundation. 

The Foundation depends on donations from the 
public to achieve its aims. 

CAPE YORK PENINSULA 
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Cape York Peninsula area. 

Its 140,000 square kilometres 
represent Australia's most 
extensive and intact mosaic of 
ecosystems, interwoven with a 
rich and vibrant Aboriginal 
culture. 

Recent government studies have rated more than 
60% of Cape York Peninsula as land of "high 
wilderness quality", with over 80% identified as 
having natural conservation significance. 

The biodiversity of Cape York Peninsula is 
extraordinarily high, with more than one-half of 
Australian bird species, one-third of Australian 
mammals species, and one-quarter of Australian 
reptile species found there. 

The land and the people depend on each other 
for care and survival. The land needs Its 
people and the people need their land. 

ENVIRONMENTAL HIGHLIGHTS 

Diverse landscapes include: 
The Wuthathi peoples' magnificent white 
sand dune country, dotted with freshwater 
lakes and swamps at Shelburne Bay 

The rich wetland and mangrove systems and 
extensive tall forests of the Wik lands of the 
West Coast 

The extensive mountain rainforests of 
Mcllwraith Range, famous for its exotic flora 
and fauna - predominantly Kaanju domain 

Rare tropical savannah woodlands and 
pristine water catchments of the central 
peninsula region 

CULTURAL HIGHLIGHTS 

Strong cultures survive and thrive on Cape 
York Peninsula. 

The Peninsula's indigenous population of 
about 13,000 speak over 50 languages, 
create internationally recognised traditional art 
and craft, practise traditional food and 
medicine knowledge, and keep their culture 
alive through stories and dance which teach 
the younger generations. 

Access to and management of traditional land 
is essential as Aboriginal people rely 
significantly on their natural environment for 
these activities. 
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CAPE YORK PENINSULA 
ThE LAND NEEDS ITS PEOPLE 

by Mark Horstman and Jim Downey 
Photography by Kerry Trapnell 

After two hundred years of white settlement, Cape York Peninsula remains one of the 

world's outstanding natural and cultural landscapes. Its 140,000 square kilometres 

represent Australia's most extensive and intact mosaic of ecosystems, with more than sixty 

per cent rated as land of high wilderness quality. In this special Habitat supplement, Mark 

Horstman and Jim Downey report on a new campaign to protect the land and its cultures. 

7-  t ..; - 

Australian Conservation 
Foundation 
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I 'I ;i 	i 	ieriil iflOi1lCnt for  
the traditional owners of ,  (ipe 
York Peninsula. Uadys Thy-

I )ingoolnpa and r\ rnia (;hevathtiti fri ,m 
Aurukun, Sunlight l3assani from Port 
Stewart, buy Flijiders from Cape 
Melville, and Gordon Pablo from Shel-
hurne Bay were there to launch the 
( ape \ork Indigenous Environment 
l'nundauon in June 1995. They stoo(i 
with Noel Pearson of the ( ;ape York 
Land Council. l)r Bob Br iwn, Tricia 
(:isvell of A(l", and Kevin Parker Irons 
The 's\ilderness Society to announce 
the format ion of the first structured 
urganisation of its type in Australia, one 
that wt tild pn vide a focus f r a C ii )per-
a nve alliance between conservation and 
Aboriginal groups. This alliance is based 
on the vjew that traditional ownership 
and traditional links with the land must 
first be re-established and recognised 
before environmental heritage values 
can he secured. 

vini commit yourself to your 
Community, explained Gladys 'Fhvliin-
goompa, 'when you live in two different 
societies - Aboriginal society with your 
languages and priictices every day, and to 
adopt European society - it's hard. Ets 
like you're in 1)0th worlds. Si imeone 
pulls you from the other end. it's like a 
rope with a tug-of-war - you want to 
win'. 

"I u survive in di is world, von need to 
know, within 1)0th cultures. how we can 
preserve and protect our land. '\Vhar it 
means to its - the real nature and mean-
ing of it - and what does it really mean 
to y in. can not struggle a lone.' 

It has taken a long time for the groups 
to conic together, nearly twenty years of 
informal and formal meetings and cot 
crative projects. This is not suq)rising 

insislering Aboriginal peoples suspi- 

" 

cion and distnist ii 0 niservil It mists as 
people who desire more national parks, 
which in turn alienate traditional owners 
from their homelands. Nor is it of any 
surprise considering the vehement 
opposition from sections of the Queens-
land conservation movement to Aborigi-
nal land rights during the early 1990s.   
Fear of change and enthusiasm for prej-
udice alout the role of Aboriginal peo-
ple in wilderness mlianagemen t, and even 
their rights to their land, continue as an 
ugly undercurrent to the public debate 
in north Queensland. 

At the centre of this debate lie differ-
ing views on the concept of wilderness. 
The popular notion of ilderness is 
rellected in the Iict that until recently 
this continent was deemed terra ,i,,/Iius, a 
land without owners. This notion devel-
o1ied at the expense of in(ligenous jieo- 

ptuous PAGE Three generations of the Pablo 
family return an ancestor's remains to 
Wulun gun (White Point) in traditional Wuthathi 
country at Shelburne Bay. From left to right: 
Alick, Gordon and James Pablo. (Ar TOP) Many of 
Australia's waterbirds gather in the extensive 
wetlands on the west coast of Cape York 
Peninsula. The wetlands are important for 
migratory birds, such as the sharp tailed 
sandpiper, which fly in from Asia. 
LEFT Annie Kalkyoorta (right) and Gladys 
Thybingoompa cook freshly collected mangrove 
cock/es - the start of a new she/I midden! 
BELOW LEFT The palm cockatoo, or black macaw, 
is a spectacular example of the fauna shared 
between Cape York Peninsula and Papua New 
Guinea. 
BELO vi Buttress roots of Fjcus albipla in gallery 
rain forest along the Nesbit River, whichs flows 
down from the Mctlwraith Range 

pie and, in uianv cases, the pruiectLuis of 
wilderness has conflicted itli the inter-
ests of Al )( srigi na I people. ] hi se living 
on Cape \rk Peninsula have deep miiis-
givings about any iniposed view of 
wilderness which airbrushes people from 
the landscape. The Aboriginal concept 
of country involves the interaction 
hetween people, land, envi r mmcii ta I 
health and ma nagement. each I ei ng 
integral to the needs of the other. 

(;uiisei- s t ii iii gri tups ci iii pa igu i ng f Jr 
tile protection of Cape \ork Peninsula 
have rethought their concept of wilder-
ness. And they are now supporting a 
cainpaigil being run and coor(liniI:ed by 
Aboriginal people. Not the other way 
around. '1 hey accept that tile traditiona] 
owners of this vast reiion not only have 
the proprietamy right to speak Ior their 
Own country but turthem', conservation 
groups must ackn wledge and act in a 
way that does not undermine that right. 
This is reflected in the management 
hoard of the Cape Yirk Indigenous 
Environment I'otln(lati( in, vhi ich has 
traditional owners fri 11 Cape \' rk 
Peninsula, ith representatives from 

hah,tat a,,t,,,ha august 1995 
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CFs involvement in a campaign 
for the protection of Cape York 

Peninsula began in 1976 when it released a 
conservation plan for the region. This 
release was followed by the legendary 
announcement of the Cape York Wilderness 
Park by the Queensland Premier, Joh 
Bjetke-Petersen. The Cape York wilderness 
reserve will preserve the largest remaining 
undeveloped tract of land on Earth apart 
from the Amazon basin, he said in the 
Courier-Mail in 1977. 'II will be contained in a 
declaration of the entire Peninsula north 
from a tine between Normanton and Cairns 
as a protected wilderness and wildlife area. 

The probable motives behind this startling 
announcement were twofold: it was a means 
to continue the denial of land justice for 
Aboriginal people. and a justification to pro-
vide compensation to white pastoratists who 
were finding it impossible to return an 
income from grazing in the area. The plan 
was never implemented. 

In the 1980s   ACE concentrated its efforts 
on Cape York Peninsula on specific and suc-
cessful campaigns against the proposed min-
ing of silica sand at Shelbume Bay and sever -
al proposals to build a 'spaceport', the world's 
first commercial rocket-launching facility. 

Both these campaigns featured coopera-
tion between Aboriginal people and conser-
vationists. In fact, the proposed spaceport 
played a crucial role in uniting the numerous 
Aboriginal communities and clans through-
out the Peninsula against the development, 
leading to the establishment of the Cape 
York Land Council in 1990. 

In response to the pressure from conser-
vation and Aboriginal groups. and the public 
outcry against the land speculation encour-
aged by the spaceport proposal, the then 
Prime Minister Bob Hawke and Premier 
Wayne Goss committed their respective 
governments to undertake a comprehensive 
land use planning strategy for the Peninsula. 
This became known as the Cape York 
Peninsula Land Use Strategy (CYPLUS), the 
first stage of which has assembled a vast 
array of environmental, social and economic 
data about the Peninsula. 

ACE and 1\\'S as non-voting nienihers, 

'\Vi'arc primarily Inviting you to sup- 
rt the decisions we make. And more 

than that we are saving that we are 
amenahk to advice, influence anti assis-
tance. Indeed, we want to \ ork co pera-

Uvelv with our ortatiisations, so that 
the leci.i' iii' \\ c mike  ire hetter (cci- 

.-.,o V
Al'1. 	. ..-.f 

ABOVE 'The vastness of Cape York Peninsula 
should not destroy our perspective. Beyond it 
there is nothing; it is a residue of the wave of 
development which has submerged the rest 
of the east coast of Australia. it is there now 
because it has been found remote and 
difficult to develop.' Peter Stanton, author of 
ACF's 1976 Cape York Peninsula Conservation 
Plan. 
CENTRE Apart from Papua New Guinea, the 
grey cuscus is found only in the monsoon 
rain forests of the Mci/wraith and Iron ran ge 
on the east coast of Cape York Peninsula. 
BELOW RIGHT Peace Wool/a and Susie 
Yunkaporta collect new growth from a nativ,' 
pandanus near Aurukun. The leaves are sliced 
and then dyed using extracts from p/ant 
tubers, before being expertly woven into 
baskets and bags. 

Siofls so tir as the protection of the cul-
tural and natural wilderness values is 

concerned', says r\oei Pearsc m, Execu-
tive I)irector of the Cape York Land 
Cinincil, the 1)0(1% which represents the 
tra linonal owners of the Peninsula. 

'But the decisions on the detail are lir 
Aboriginal people to ma ke. \\'ha 
groups like ACE do after Aboriginal 
ownership is secured, and the eoi1SCP,i-

tion regime is in place. is a (iiffcr'cnt 
mattet- and for von alone to decide. 

The campaign: stage one 
The Cape York Foundation titus to 
acquire po uPertics  of cultural and nat-
ural significance on Cape York I'enin-
sula, to return ownership of the land to 

Ahorig-mnal traditional owners, reseat-eli 

and assess the natural and cultural at-
ues, and secure funding for the manage-
ment (if land to protect those values. As  
part of its campaign, the Cape York 
h)un(fatiun intends to negotiate with 

Queensla nil a nil ( )til 11)1 nwea I th gos - 
ernnlents about the creation of :1 

reer e liii ( ape \ irk Pcnoi'.uit,i. 
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LEFT The protection of Guugu Yimidhirr 
countty held under the Starcke pastoral lease 
has been achieved by a joint campaign 
between traditional owners and 
conservationists. The Starcke pastoral lease 
was bought back by the Queensland and 
Commonwealth governments and the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
Commission (ATSIC). 
BELOW LEFT Limestone karst country on the 
Mitchell River is one of a range of significant 
land forms that contain unique fauna. 
Aboriginal art and burial sites. 
BELOW RIGHT Ted George, a senior ranger who, 
with the Ang-Gnarra Corporation at Laura, 
actively manages, protects and presents the 
most extensive gallery of ancient rock art in 
the world 

Ihe .aiiiaii4ii is lT;i',ed oii hair tiltcF- 

in ke I principles: 
the recognition of the natural and 
cultural envi r inment of Cape Thrk 
Peninsula as a unique indigenous 
domain traditionally owned by the 
indigenous peoples of the region. The 
traditional obligations and customary 
responsil)iiities for country, expressed 
as native title in white law, cannot be 
extinguished by pastoral leases or ail 
other tenure history 

• the recognition of the unique 
importance of the regi( ut as Ausualia's 
greatest remaining indigenous 
wilderness area 

• the recognition and protection of the 
internationally significant values of the 
natural and cultural environment of 

rk Peninsula 
• the recognition that proper manage-

ment of the natural and cultural 
environment and its World 1-Icritage 
values by its traditional owners is 
crucial to maintaining those values. 

1 ic ciiipaiii received 3 siinilicant 
boost several weeks after the launch of 
the Cape York h)undation. I'remier 
\Viyne Goss, his election campaign for a 
third term of office in fill swing, was 
keen to find a landmark environmental 
and social reform to secure critical pref-
erences from the Conservation ii)oVe-
ment and the Green Party. The Queens-
land government promised to spend 
$25.7 million over five years to acquire 
and manage the 1,200 kilometres of 
eastern Peninsula coastline and 3.6 inil-
lion hcctares of hinterlan(l, stretching 
from the [)aintree River to Cape \ork, 
as a 'wilderness zone ' . 

Aiming to protect about one-third of 
the natural and cultural values identified 
by GYP LUS, the state government 
plans to purchase 775,000 hectares of 
pastoral leases, special leases and free-
hokl land, and extend 'existiilg national 
parks to create more than a million 
hecta res of conti ilUOUS national park 
fo mi Starcke to I .akefleld. \\tland  fish  

habitats and iiii 	Iti r bird refuges will 
he protected, state marine parks 
extended along the coastline north of 
Starcke River, and legislation changed so 
marine areas can be jointly managed 
with indigenous people'. 

Also ill the Premier's statement, sonic-
what overshadowed by tile hubbub of an 
eleeti in ca iii pa ign, was a long-awa i te I 
coillmitment: 'flie visually spectacular 
and environmentally significant dune 
fields of Shelhurne Bay, together with 
unique freshwater lakes perched at the 
top of the dune systems, will he pro-
tected from mining activity'. 

l'hcsc promises offer to consolidate 
the territory and cultures of the eastern 
seaboard of Cape York Peninsula. They 
would enable Aboriginal land justice to 
he achieved within years rather than 
decades and Aboriginal elders should he 
able to see a resolution in their lifetime. 

The Goss plan will be effective if it is 
based on Aboriginal land ownership, and 
if the j)OCCSS ullderlViilg tile Aboriginal 

habitat aust,aha august 1995 
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by Noel Pearson 

<ipe Yoik l'eriileiLil,t is 
an indigenous domain, 

a remote region where indigenous 
peoples represent the majority of 
the population and have an ongoing 
cultural relationship with the land. 

In talking about conservation 
regimes, Peninsula Aboriginal peo-
ple will be most resistant to out-
siders, particularly governments, 
unilaterally telling them how they 
should manage their land. The 
central statutory agency approach 
is anathema to people of the 
Peninsula. Aboriginal communities 
will be willing to support interna-
tionally recognised conservation 
regimes only if management deci-
sion-making and implementation 
occurs at the community level. 

While the Commonwealth gov-
ernment has the power to intet 
vene and prohibit or require certair 
things, and the Queensland gov 
ernment has some powers under 
national parks legislation, a system 
of Aboriginal-dominated planning, 
decision-making. and implementa-
lion at the community level can still 
operate in this context. It cannot 
operate where a central govern-
ment agency plans, decides, and 
implements in isolation from the 
traditional owners. 

There is presently no regional 
plan for the management of land. 
sea and natural resources on Cape 
York Peninsula, In reality, however, 
management cannot be organised 
solely on a regional basis on Cape 
York Peninsula; it involves decision-
making and day-to-day implementa-
tion. This can only be done on the 
ground, not from Canberra, Cairns 
or Cooktown. 

But limited resources and the 
need to rationalise organisational 
arrangements mean that manage-
ment solely by local groups is also 
impossible. The wider impacts of 
land management problems and 
issues need to involve more than 
one local group. 

The narrow approach of manag-
ing bounded protected areas needs  

'I- 

to be discarded when considering 
the Peninsula as a conservation 
zone. It is artificial to only manage 
land for conservation when it hap-
pens to fall within the boundaries of 
a gazetted national park. 

Land management capacity 
needs to be organised and devel-
oped on a subregional basis. The 
Gulf community of Kowanyama, 
with its Aboriginal Land and 
Natural Resource Management 
Office (KALNRMO), is an excellent 
example of sub-regional manage-
ment. KALNRMO covers a variety 
of tenures - trust lands, national 
park and pastoral lease - over 
lands owned by Kowanyama or 
with which the people of that com-
munity have traditional affiliations. 

Subregions need to be geo-
graphically, culturally, and politically 
coherent, based on both catch-
ments and traditional estates. They 
need to emerge from a viable col-
lective of landownirig groups which 
reflect community, historical and Ira- 

ditional alliances and imperatives. 
They need to be ecologically. 
administratively and organisational-
ly rational. We have identified up to 
15 subregions that could form the 
basis for Aboriginal management of 
Cape York Peninsula. Collectively, 
this subregional approach will pro-
vide direction and vision for the 
management of the Peninsula 
estate. 

It is at the subregional level that 
the delicate relationship between 
recognising and respecting the 
right of traditional owners to have 
ownership, control and 'the say' 
over their own country, and the 
imperative for subregional cooper-
ation and coordination to manage 
heritage values, can be achieved 
successfully. Kowanyama is a 
working example where the opti-
mum relationship has been stwck 
between traditional ownership and 
communal management. 

The need for rational 'multi-tribal' 
cooperation on management, and 

I ti0 vv.j let rII in lie (10! tile!!! 
Peninsula does not appear on 
any maps. Like the Peninsula 
itself, remoteness and mystery 
has provided its greatest 
protection. 
LEFT Walter Parry is a ranger 
with the Kowanyama Land and 
Natural Resource Management 
Office. Combining traditional 
and contemporary knowledge 
creates innovative solutions for 
old and new management 
issues. 

the restrictions created by Euro-
pean-imposed tenures over tradi-
tiorial lands, mean that the subre-
gions will not always neatly corre-
spond with traditional interests. 

Obviously, management cannot 
be separated from ownership. The 
plans we are making on Cape York 
at regional, subregional and local 
levels about land management 
cannot be separated from the plan-
ning for outstations. The occupa-
tion of land through outstatioris is 
integral to land management. 

The development of land man-
agement capacity at the communi-
ty level will take time. Careful plan-
ning and support is imperative. 
There are tremendous opportuni-
ties for the development of 
Aboriginal-owned ecotourism and 
cultural tourism ventures, and for 
the integrated management of land 
and sea jointly overseen by tradi-
tional owners and other bodies 
such as the Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park Authority. 

• Noel Pearson is Executive Director 
of the Cape York Land CounciL 

-r4 
t 4 ' 

habitat australia august 1995 



land and nature conservation at'ree-

ments reached For the Silver I'lains-

\ lcllwrait Ii Range region can hec ifliC 

the template for negotiating similar 

arrangements with language groups all 

along the eastern Peninsula. 

Ihe agreements reached For Silver 

Plains and the Aicllwraith Ranges mean 

that tra(litional ownership is recognised 

over the entire 300,000-hectare region. 

This is reflected in appropriate tenure 

arrangements which enable the four lan-

guage groups of traditional owners 

( lamalania, Kaanju, .Ayapathu, aiid 

L inpila) to negi tiate as landowners br 
an agreement with the Queensland gov-

ernment. 'I 'he agreement has land of 

high c )nservatic in value and intact native 

Icpe 	p .  

title, such as the 100.000 heetares of 

pristine .'lrallo,r,a riunforest in the ,\lcIl-

wraith Range, leased as national park 

from .Ah iriginal freehold. The balance 

of the land is in freehold title vested with 

the traditional owners and covered by 

conservation agreements. 

The campaign: stage two 
The next Federal cicetion is a crucial 

opportunity for i he ( .ape \ irk Founda-

turn to promote its aims of restoring the 

ownership of C :ape \ork Peninsula to 

the tra Ii ti ma I owners, a n I for the pro-

tecti(m of the natural and cultural values 
of the entire regum. \long with protec-

tion of the Tirkine and an end to wood-

chipping in Australian native forests, 

CREYORK  
rENINSULA 

Cape Thrk Peninsula is a key priority for 

which the conserva toni inovenien t is 

seeking proactive comini tinents from 

the Commonwealth government. '1 'he 

Coss plan for the eastern Peniiisula is a 
solid springboard for further coopera-

tion with the Coiiimonwealth govern-

nient to protect and manage the natural 

and cultural values of the central and 

western Peninsula currently under leases 

for grazing cattle. 

The (:al)e  \rk Foundation is seeking 

a Commonwealth funding slck1ge for 

acquisition of pastoral leases over ecu-

logically or culturally signifluant land, 

when the properties becc inle available 

for sale. As landowners, Aboriginal iseo-

pIe could seek suppi rt from the conser-

vation movement and goveniments for a 

\\i)rld I leritage n( imination on natural 

am I cultural criteria. 

'\\ 'e have hielore us the opportumty to 

plan an indigenous wilderness domain 

which is committed to the conservation 

and protection of its cultural and natural 

values', says Noel Pearson, 'to hinit 

industrial development to the existing 

bauxite mining area, and to commit the 

entire region to development s hich is 
sustainable, with an over-riding princi-

plc: the preservatu in, manageitient and 

enhancement of a vital indigenous 

In the Archer River wetlands south of Aurukun. Wik people gather and collect the traditional 
foods that sustain them. 

he Australian Heritage 
Commissions wilder-

ness inventory of the continent paints 
a sorry picture. The inventory's maps 
of wilderness quality show Cape York 
Peninsula in stark contrast to a band 
of industrial impact stretching from 
Adelaide through Victoria. New South 
Wales and Queensland. Cape York 
Peninsula is now eastern Australia's 
last large and intact mosaic of 
ecosystems, with an extensive list of 
environmental highlights. 

It is one of Australia's few large 
biogeographic regions where the 
majority is of high or very high 
wilderness quality. 
It is the single largest area of high 
quality wilderness in eastern 
Australia. 

• More than 80 percent is identified 
as having natural conservation 
significance for at least one 
natural heritage attribute. 

• 'The Peninsula is unique. at least 

in Australia, in containing 
continuous areas of high and very 
high wilderness quality that 
encapsulates large areas of open 
woodland, tall open forest, closed 
forest (rainforest), heaths, riparian 
vegetation, coastal wetlands and 
freshwater wetlands.' (From AHC 
conservation assessment for 
CYPLUS) 

• The wetlands are the largest, 
richest, and most diverse in 
Australia. 

• The mangrove and seagrass 
communities are floristically 
among the richest in the world. 

• Only the Wet Tropics and the 
south-west Western Australian 
region contain comparable 
numbers of rare and threatened 
plant species. There are 379 
species of plants classitied as 
rare or threatened. 

• It has about one-fifth of Australia's 
rainforests, including the country's 

largest tract of lowland tropical 
forest. 

• Eighty-five vertebrate species are 
listed as rare or threatened, 

• If is one of Australia's richest 
biogeographical areas in 
restricted endemic plant species 
(264 species). It is species-rich for 
invertebrates, freshwater fish, 
mangroves, seagrasses, and 
orchids. 

• It is home to more that one-half of 
Australian bird species, one-third 
of Australian mammal species 
and one-quarter of Australian 
reptile species. 

• It was a Gondwanan land bridge 
with Papua New Guinea, enabling 
contact between Australian and 
Indo-Malaysian biota, 

• At least eighteen sites of 
nationally or internationally 
significant landtorms, including 
the largest parabolic sand dune 
systems in Australia. 

• It contains whole river systems of 
high wilderness quality, 
something unusual these days. 
There are 21 major river systems. 

• About 60 per cent of the 130 
freshwater fish species in 
Australia live in its watercourses. 

• More species of freshwater fish 
live in the Wenlock River than any 
other river system in Australia. 

• It has the largest area of intact 
savanna woodlands in Australia. 

• It has a major proportion of 
Australia's heathland 
communities, which are regarded 
as nationally uncommon. 

• It has sixty per cent of all 
Australian butterfly species. 

• One pastoral lease, Shelburne 
Bay, contains one-quarter of 
Australia's frog species. 

Source: The Australian Heritage Commission 
conservation assessment of the natural values 
of the region for the Cape York Peninsula 

Land Use Strategy (CYPLUS) 7995 
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Top pjawr Giant shell middens on the river systems around Weipa are up to 15 metres in length. 
Some are known to be 2,000 years old. 
ABOvE The 400 square kilometres of perched freshwater lakes and towering silica sand dunes of 
She/burns' Bay provide an outstanding visual setting for one of Australia's most diverse and intact 
heaths. The dunes have been eyed by mining companies for more than 20 years as a mineral resource. 

by Ray Wood 

ape York Peninsula 
constitutes an indige-

nous cultural landscape of not only 
Australian but international signifi-
cance. One of the most dislinctive 
features is the continuing active 
social and cultural role of the land-
scape in the life of living Aboriginal 
people and their communities. 

Aboriginal society on Cape York 
Peninsula is a collection of related 
but diverse cultural groups. Among 
these are the semi-maritime or 
sandbeach peoples of the north-
east coast (Kuku-Ya'u. Umpila, 
Uutaalnganu and others), the river-
me and floodplain culture of the big 
western rivers (the Wik' peoples), 
the Wuthathi white sand people of 
the Shelburne Bay dunelield. the 
Larna Lama and related groups of 
the wetlands, grasslands and rocky  

offshore islands of the Princess 
Charlotte Bay area, and the Kuku-
Yalanji raintorest people of the 
Peninsula's south-east. These rep-
resent local cultural responses to 
the specific Cape York landscape in 
which each has arisen. 

Cape York's lands and seas are 
a mythologised landscape. criss-
crossed with the tracks and sites of 
ancestral powers held to have 
founded the current natural and 
social order, and to have estab-
lished current territorial arrange-
ments. The East Cape initiation 
ceremonies represent the last 
active ceremonial tradition on the 
east coast of Australia. 

Australia and Melanesia meet in 
north-east Cape York, making it 
highly significant as a convergence 
zone between two major cultural  

worlds of the Pacific. This coiiver-
gence was especially intensified by 
trade between Cape York people 
and those of Torres Strait and 
southern Papua. Today it is reflect-
ed in music, dress and technology, 
such as the skin drums and carved 
masks of East Cape ceremonial 
performance. 

Although Cape Yorkers do not 
make as mystical a construction of 
nature as is sometimes imagined. 
their indigenous economy is reliant 
on the productivity of natural sys-
tems like forests, reefs, and wetlands 
rather than of modified ones like 
farms. This generates a strong inter-
est in keeping these natural systems 
intact. Related to this is a dense and 
intimate knowledge of local ecotogi' 
cal dynamics, and land use practices 
aimed at sustainable yield and main- 

enance oi vegetation and resource 
diversity. Thus Cape York is at once 
high in wilderness values, yet partly 
modified by human use. 

In addition, Cape York is a store-
house of indigenous Australian 
languages. It is one of the few parts 
of the continent where: 
• indigenous languages are still 

spoken on a daily basis 
• a lively indigenous dance tradition 

continues to thrive 
• hunting and other Aboriginal forms 

of primary production remain major 
sources of economic support for 
large numbers of people 

• the pre.colonial vegetation pattern 
is maintained. 

• Ray Wood is an anthropologist 

currently working with the Cape York 

Land Council 

wilderness for the benefit and wonder of 
future generations. 

(;o,iiiiiereial interests on the C ape 
York Peninsula are limited in their 
extent and financial returns. Reports by 
the Queensland E)epartnient of Miner-
als and Energy to CYPLLS demon-
strate that there are only two mineral 
areas of major economic signiticance Oil 

Cape York l'en nsu Ia. 1 hese are the 
bauxite and kaolin reserves currently 
ruined by Cc mialco and :\lcan cenu-ec I 
around \Veipa, and the silica sand of' the 
Cape Bedford-( :lJe Fkttterv clunehelds 
currently mined bN Mitsubishi. The 
cci >nc nh ic assessment repi ill c01111)leted 
for (YPI .I..S concludes: '\lining, while 
the nlhaj or industry in this region, clues 
not appear to have a great potential for 
expansion'. 

- 1 'he l)istortl  industry on Cape \ork 
Pen in su Ia occupies appo xiinatclv 
75.1)0(1 square kilonietres but produces a 
gross return of only S6.5 million. This 
extensive lan(l use covering 54 per ('cut 
of the Peninsula's area generates an ecu-
nuluic return of less than lur per cent 

Major land uses on Cape York 

Peninsula, 1995 

Aboriginal 

Other i4°. 

National 
parks lO% 

' 	Mining 3% 
forests i o/ 

qrazing 54°f 
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by Noel Pearson  
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hen I see Aus- 
tralian environ-

mentalists battling for the 
rights of the Penan in Malaysia 
or the Yananamo in Brazil, but 
talking about wilderness in 
Australia, where the Wuthathi 
or the Waanyi still struggle for 
the recognition of their rela-
tionship to their homelands. I 
wonder how much terra null/us 

lingers in contemporary ideas 
about people and land. Has 
the terra nu/lius of the old 
country colonist become the 
homo null/us of the new age 
conservationist? 

The invisibility of Aboriginal 
people to defenders of wilder-
ness is more understandable 
when you consider the extent 
of dispossession in areas 
where the conservation move-
ment has been galvanised into 
action. In many cases, indige-
nous peoples had been simply 
eradicated. 

Terra null/us has been 
achieved by dispossession, by 
the warfare, murder, mas-
sacres, disease and kidnap-
pings during the early frontier 
periods; the forced removal of 
people to missions in more 
recent times, mixing up dis-
parate clan and language 
groups. The myth of an unpop-
ulated land was deliberately 
fostered by the prohibition of  

languages, the banning of cer-
emonies. the denial of access 
to sacred sites and hunting 
grounds. 

It is very important that the 
concept of wilderness, which 
was born in an Australia still 
ruled by terra null/us, is seen 
for what it is. It must not be a 
new licence for old disposses-
sion. In our enthusiasm for 
wilderness, we must be sure 
we do not lose sight of the 
people who come from it. It is 
no coincidence that areas of 
'high wilderness quality', such 
as Cape York Peninsula and 
the Kimberley, remain 
Aboriginal domains, with living 
people connected with all of 
the land in the region. It is the 
legacy of a long and tenacious 
resistance by generations of 
traditional owners against 
denial. 

The ancient history of the 
Aboriginal landscape is still 
carried down from generation 
to generation through stories 
and song and art. The land 
has been shaped by ancestors 
and their actions, is managed 
and modified by people living 
now, and looked after for the 
succeeding generations. The 
landscape is imbued with cul-
ture; the land and the people 
depend on each other for care 
and survival. The land needs  

its people, and the people 
need their land. 

Over tens of thousands of 
years, the maintenance of the 
Australian environment has 
been dependent upon the 
understanding and actions of 
its custodians. The arrival of a 
new people, with no under-
standing of the ecology of their 
new homeland, proved the 
undoing of forty thousand or 
more years of Aboriginal stew-
ardship of the land. Aboriginal 
people on Cape York Penin-
sula now have to deal with a 
new array of contemporary 
hazards, such as changed fire 
regimes. soil erosion, feral ani-
mals and weeds. pollution of 
waterways and a decline in 
marine resources. 

The future of wildemess pro-
tection on Cape York Peninsula 
is one where Aboriginal people 
are the frontline of conservation 
management. It is inspiring that 
ACE is a non-Aboriginal group 
at the forefront of this change in 
Australia's perception of the 
environment and the people 
who come from it. The aban-
donment of terra null/us In 
Australia now makes this 
imperative. 

• Noel Pearson is Executive 
Director of the Cape York Land 
Council. 

for a sul)sislcnc'e ecoiU mi UI iii a con-
servative market value of h Iltillion - 
about the sanie as the pastoral industry. 

Clearly the potential outcomes of the 
Cape York hnindation's campaign are of 
greater value in the long term - socially, 

economically, and environmentally - 
than a ci nri nued ret ianee on mining 
and grazing. It would achieve the first 
regi( mal agreement for bioregiona I 
reserve plan lung and reconciliation in 
.'\ustrulia, and may result in one of the 
first Australian \Vorld I leritage listing 

110111inatn)I1S l)ascd on 1)0th natural and 
cultural criteria. It isa regional vision 

for a shift from broad-scale extractive 
uses by marginal industries, to sustain-
-able and protlucti'c Conservation mart-
agcment by Aboriginal families and their 
communities. A 

• Mark Horstman is Assistant to the Director of the 
Cape York Land CounciL Jim Downey is the Cape 
York Peninsula Campaign Coordinator for the Cairns 
and Far North Environme,st Centre. Both Mark and 
Jim are also ACF Councillors for Queensland. 

CAPEYORK  
PENINSULA 
For more information about the Cape York 
Indigenous Environment Foundation, or to make 
donations to it, write to P.O. Box 2496, Cairns 
Queensland 4870 or call (070) 519077. 
This Habitat supplement has been prepared byACF 
in conjunction with the Cairns and Far North 
Environment Centre. Copies are available for $1.00 
each from the Habitat office at ACF in Melbourne. 
Special prices apply to bulk purchases. 

AUSTRALiAN CONSERVATION FOUNDATION. 
340 GORE STREET, FITZROY VICTORIA 3066. 
PH. (03) 9416 1166 FAX. (03) 9416 0767 
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Ock sales. 
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eninsula's indigenous 
it 13,000 COntinues to 
1 the natural environ-
)tI, medicine, imple-
U least one area, SnI)-
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