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Talking Culture
on Country

A major project to help conserve and maintain 
the knowledge of the Yan-nhangu people of 
the outer Crocodile Islands in coastal Arnhem 
Land has recently been completed with the 
assistance of Bentley James. Bentley related 
how Yan-nhangu people were delighted with 
the opportunity to visit country with a younger 
generation of people ‘walking in the footsteps of 
the ancestors’ and said that they would like to 
do this kind of project more often. 

One of the most important outcomes of the 
program for Yan-nhangu people was spending 
fifteen days on country with younger generations, 
supporting the inter-generational transmission of 
Yan-nhangu Ecological Knowledge through visits 
to their ancestral lands and Islands. Senior Yan-
nhangu people were able to interact with younger 
Yan-nhangu, handing on their knowledge about 
how to care for their sea country. Yan-nhangu 
people involved in this project have said how it has 
been a success and they would like to do more. 
Senior Yan-nhangu knowledge holders involved in 
the intergenerational transmission of ecological 
knowledge were: Laurie Baymarrwangga, Laurie 
Milinditj, Rayba Nyambal, Lilly Roy, Sabrina Roy, 
Dikarr Roy, Jonathon Roy and Jack Roy. 

Nine learning areas were also addressed in the Yan-
nhangu Crocodile Islands project, these were:

Murru    Types of sea food

Lolo    Types of fish traps

Ganatjirri  Tides and bodies of salt   
   water 

Gurrutu   Kinship 

Rom   Requisite behaviours, law

Yakarra   Naming

Minytji   Colours and patterns

Dhangany  Stories, songs, dances

Wanggalanga   Sites, places and   
   locatedness.

Project outcomes included documenting and mapping 
a wide range of Yan-nhangu knowledge. This has 
resulted in the production of an educational resource 
booklet on local shellfish - ‘Wungili mana Dhangany 
Maypalway Djorra Limalama Wanggalangabu’, a short 
DVD publicising the project and two posters – one 
of Fish and another of Shellfish. These materials will 
support the ongoing Yan-nhangu aim to keep this 
knowledge alive in their younger people and share 
their unique understandings about their knowledge of 
marine ecology.

‘Latju limalama 
binkamunu wangalangga!’
‘The best thing is visiting our country!’ 
Jack Roy, Yan-nhangu elder.

By Dave Wise (this page) and Bentley James (page 16)
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Additional outcomes achieved by this project 
included

The recording of a complete ‘Malarra and • 
Gunbirrtji’ cycle of songs from the islands for the 
first time since 1974. This invaluable recording 
will be made into a CD for Yan-nhangu people 
and others as a record of their unique connection 
to country.

Opportunities were created for planning and • 
future project development of similar objectives 
on the Crocodile islands in the future, including 
language texts and a pictorial encyclopaedia.

On site camping and meetings identified • 
practical pathways for Yan-nhangu to be involved 
in sea management. This included increased 
understandings about the value of Yan-nhangu 
managed marine turtle sanctuaries on the Yan-
nhangu marine estates

Documentation of linguistic and cultural • 
information related to Yan-nhangu marine sites 
with protocols for access by Yan-nhangu and non 
Yan-nhangu people were streamlined.

Assisting Yan-nhangu to engage with a • 
growing Indigenous sea management sector and 
fostered a desire to initiate a local sea ranger 
program.
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‘With the help of NAILSMA a Yan-nhangu 
ecological knowledge project brought senior 
traditional owners and children together to learn 
about their unique sea country in their own 
(Yan-nhangu) language. NAILSMA supports this 
intergenerational transmission of Indigenous 
Ecological Knowledge (IEK) in a language that has 
very few proficient speakers left. 

This project is part of a broader Yan-nhangu Crocodile 
Islands Initiative (CII)  which seeks to enhance 
links between biological and linguistic diversity in 
the Crocodile Islands to promote livelihoods and 
sustainable management of natural resources. 

Senior Yan-nhangu want to capture and promote 
the use of their language of place. They say that 
it has to be done through experience of country, 
through practical projects like this IEK project and 
the planned Crocodile Islands ranger program. They 
are also planning to develop an IEK Data base and 
encyclopaedia, Language Nests and an interactive 

Bentley James

Web Site, all helping younger people access 
traditional knowledge of the Crocodile Islands 
through modern media.

Together NAILSMA and the CII are supporting the 
documentation of Yan-nhangu IEK by organising 
trips to the outer islands for young people to learn 
from respected knowledge holders. Children from 
five of the six Yan-nhangu clans spent up to fifteen 
days on country during this IEK project. It has 
brought families together at Murrungga the largest 
of the outer islands to learn about sea country. 
Young and old visited ancient fish traps and water 
holes around the island learning about the seasons, 
the tides and timings of fish and turtle return. 

The country visits provided good opportunity for 
discussing the Crocodile Islands Ranger program, 
looking at the kinds of roles it can offer  men and 
women in the future.

Today new technologies are changing work, 

Getting ready to launch the Crocodile Islands Ranger boat 
at Gurruwa Namuyani Milingimbi Island.

Top Left to Right
Curtis Walangu, Dion Barrtja, Lazzarus Nyinamul,  
& Damien (lumbo) Lumbsden.
Bottom Row Left to Right
Kelvin Marrawilitj, Desmond Brown,  
& Danniel Bapalindi 

Photo by Bentley James
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school and everyday social practices and what it 
means to be literate. Changing modes of literacy, 
from old style alphabetic literacy to the digital 
literacy practiced by young people provide ways 
to enhance language, technology and IEK learning 
through work on sea country. Ranger programs 
with the use of satellite technologies are adding 
new capacities for appropriate and sustainable 
land and sea management.

The CII is working to provide the kinds of work, 
training and everyday practices through projects 
that are rich, situated, and positively value local 
knowledge. The IEK Data Base project linked to 
Language Nests and a talking on-line Web based 
pictorial encyclopaedia is part of this project. 
More than creating career paths that improve 
health and education, these projects will help 
protect waters, sacred sites and natural resources 
on nearly 10,000 square kilometres of sea country.  

This area includes 250km2 of registered sacred 
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sites and the breeding and nesting sites of 
many rare and endangered species.

Projects of this kind sustain cultural, linguistic 
and biodiversity values but need support 
because of their remoteness. Much remains at 
stake in a policy environment where support 
can be patchy and evaporate rapidly. There is 
a need to secure long term core income for 
the Crocodile Islands Initiative. The imperative 
to sustain the initiative is expressed by senior 
owner L. Baymarrwangga:

‘Nhangu dhangany yuwalkthana bayngu 
bulanggitj Yolngu mitji marnggimana dhana 
gayangamana mayili mana dhangany 
wanggalangabu mana limalama ganatjirri 
wulumba (maramba)’.

‘We continue to pass on the stories of our 
land and sea country for the good of the 
new generations.’ 

Three children on Murrungga Island 
Left to right: Ben Escobar, Nellie 
Gupunbu, Ashley Banumarra (Singing)
Image by Declan O’Gallagher 

talks about his experience on the project. 


