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regular feature:On the remote Crocodile 
Islands off the north 

Arnhem coast 450km east 
of Darwin, a 95-year-old 

woman is the driving force 
behind an initiative that 
aims to skill and employ 

people on country, at the 
same time protecting a 

way of life that is in danger 
of slipping away.

Senior traditional owner Laurie Baymarrwangga 
is leading the Crocodile Islands Initiative, 
which brings together a family of projects 
that are having a real effect on preserving 
culture and the environment. The emerging 
Crocodile Islands Ranger (CIR) program is one 
of these projects. “We have initiated these 
projects using our own resources, and without 
government support, to show our commitment 
and foster leadership in the community,” says 
Dr Bentley James, a cultural anthropologist 
working with the group.

The dedicated group of rangers patrol just 
under 10,000 km2 of the Arafura Sea, 
defending the breeding and nesting sites of 
many endangered species. They also protect 
some 250 sites sacred to the Yan-nhangu 
people of the Crocodile Islands.

The CIR program aims to provide the kind of 
work, training and everyday practices that 

are culturally rich, situated locally on their 
country and positively value local knowledge.

By monitoring and managing the ecosystem, 
looking after the turtles, birds and fish, the 
rangers are reinforcing their kinship with 
land and sea, and breathing new life into 
their cultural identity.“Only now is science 
beginning to recognise the nature and 
sophistication of Indigenous systems of 
kinship and relatedness as agencies for social 
and ecological sustainability,” says Dr James. 

Dr James and Baymarrwangga have 
been working together for two decades 
documenting the language and culture of 
the Yan-nhangu people. Baymarrwangga is 
using state-of-the art technology to record 
one of Australia’s least-known languages 
and the complex local knowledge that goes 
with it. Her aim is to preserve the cultural 
and biological diversity of the region. 

This information resulted in 
the Yan-nhangu dictionary 
and the Yan-nhangu 
Ecological Knowledge 
database that the Crocodile 
Islands Rangers are using 
to help manage marine 
and terrestrial resources. 
The rangers are developing 
online, satellite, itracker™ 
and mobile apps that will 
assist them in the field. 

Baymarrwangga, one 
of the last remaining 
Yan-nhangu speakers, 
has spent a lifetime 
passing her language 
and knowledge 
through generations. 
It is important to her, 
and earlier this year 
she donated more 
than half her life 
savings to the ranger 
program to help 
preserve her culture. “We will pass on the 
stories of our sea country for the benefit of a 
new generation to make it strong,” she says 
through an interpreter.

“Baymarrwangga’s vision includes modern 
technologies used to build livelihood activities 
and a cultural-based economy for her kin on 
her islands,” explains Dr James. “She sees the 
urgent need to enhance the transfer of local 
knowledge and language as a complement 
to formal education, bringing Indigenous 
language and knowledge to the centre of 
community and reaffirming its status.”

The Crocodile Islands Rangers are developing 
a database for schools, and their junior 
ranger program is opening young eyes 
to career paths in conservation, cultural 
and natural resource management. “The 
Crocodile Islands Ranger program will 
provide sustainable livelihoods on country 
and opportunities for ongoing collaborative 
research,” Dr James observes.  “It aims 
to provide much-needed community and 
environmental services, such as removal 
of threatening crocodiles, weed and feral 
animal management and ocean rescue.” 

The CIR program will eventually be able to 
take on collaborative fisheries management 
and fee-for-service contracts with groups 
including the Ghost Nets program that sees 
ranger groups patrolling remote beaches 
for jettisoned fishing nets, and Australian 
Quarantine Inspection Service. The program 
has joined North Australian Indigenous Land 
and Sea Management Alliance (NAILSMA) 
and is fostering relationships with groups 
across Northern Australia.

At 95, Baymarrwangga is still looking 
towards the future. Her next goal is to 
establish a 1000 km2 turtle sanctuary in the 
outer Crocodile Islands. 

crocodileislandsrangers.com

“Baymarrwangga’s vision includes 

modern technologies used to 

build livelihood activities and a 

cultural-based economy for her 

kin on her islands.”
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Main image> Baymarrwanga and Dr Bentley James 
document the Yan-nhangu culture

Far left> The Yan-nhangu dictionary project has resulted 
in a suite of interpretive materials.

Centre> A newly hatched sea turtle.

Bottom left> Rangers man a traditional fish trap.

Below centre> Dr James and junior rangers discover a 
discarded ghost net.

Below right> Baymaanga (on right) c1937.


