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Executive Summary 
This report describes the findings of a research project, which assesses the well-being 
of nine traditional owner groups in north-east Queensland who are represented by 
Girringun Aboriginal Corporation (‘Girringun’) — and the well-being benefits that 
Girringun provides to its traditional owners constituency. The Girringun tribal groups are 
part of the indigenous population of north-east Queensland, which faces many forms of 
socio-economic disadvantage.  

Girringun Aboriginal Corporation is a legally incorporated organisation under the 
Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act 1976. It represents the land and sea interests 
of nine traditional owner groups in north-east Queensland, namely the Bandjin, Djiru, 
Girramay, Gugu Badhun, Gulnay, Jirrbal, Nywaigi, Warrgamay and Warungnu tribes.   

‘Well-being’ is an inclusive concept, integrating aspects of human life such as economic 
opportunity (employment/income), health (mental/physical), country and culture, among 
others. It offers an alternative perspective to mainstream measures of well-being, e.g. 
gross domestic product, income and home ownership, which bear little relevance for 
many indigenous Australians — and indigenous peoples and First Nations in general. 

Adopting a subjective experiential approach to wellbeing, the research conducted a 
series of focus group discussions with Girringun traditional owners. It further conducted 
a life satisfaction survey of workshop participants. For further triangulation, a survey was 
also conducted of government agencies and other organisations that Girringun has 
regular dealings with. 

The well-being concept that emerged from the focus group discussions demonstrates 
that traditional owners have a holistic concept of well-being. The Girringun traditional 
owners well-being model is shown in Figure 8 of the report. 

 

Figure 8: Well-being diagram for Girringun traditional owners 
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Education and Training, Aboriginal (tribal) Community and Family; and Country and 
Culture are as the three core well-being domains. They are seen as underpinning the 
social and economic opportunities that traditional owners have. Problems in each of 
these domains, such as truancy, family break-downs and dislocation from country and 
culture severely detract from well-being directly and indirectly, through negative flow-on 
effects to employment, income, health and others. Health and Health Services, and 
Employment and Income are considered important domains for well-being but are seen 
as secondary in the sense that they are the result of the conditions encountered in the 
three first-order domains.  

Traditional owner research participants generally display positive satisfaction with life 
matters. As Figure 17 of the report shows, they are specifically satisfied with their family 
and tribal situation, but less so with standard of living, health and income. They are least 
satisfied with the state of the environment of their traditional country (and in Australia 
generally) and their level of knowledge of and engagement in matters of country and 
culture.  

 

Figure 17: Mean satisfaction levels with life matters  
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Traditional owners regard Girringun as supporting their well-being in many domains, but 
most specifically in the domain of Country and Culture (Figure 19 of the report). 
Girringun achieves these well-being benefits through effective representation and 
negotiation with government agencies and other organisations. Girringun is seen to 
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have helped extensively with improved rights of traditional owners to country, 
involvement with and access to country; improved connection to culture; heritage 
conservation and passing on of traditions, lore and language. Girringun is seen as 
having generated somewhat lesser well-being benefits in the social domains that it has 
diversified its business portfolio into in recent years. 

 

Figure19: Mean satisfaction with services provided by Girringun  
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The traditional owner view of Girringun was corroborated the third-party respondents. 
They see Girringun operating effectively in the Country and Culture space, and 
generating well-being benefits for their constituency. They are critical of the way 
Girringun has been operating in the social spheres in various ways and question the role 
that Girringun has to play in these domains, and the fit between Girringun as a 
traditional owner organisation and a whole-of-Indigenous government service delivery 
model.  

For those government and non-government organisations that need to engage 
traditional owners in matter of land, sea and environmental management, Girringun is 
seen as a ‘one-stop-shop’, which allows them to do their job more effectively and 
efficiently. Girringun’s operation draws a lot of praise from these organisations.  

From the life satisfaction ratings it is evident that despite all the work that Girringun has 
done in this area in the past, much remains to be done because traditional owner 
satisfaction with many matters of Country and Culture is low compared to satisfaction in 
other domains, and with life as a whole. For traditional owners Country and Culture is a 
core well-being domain, suggesting an excellent fit of Girringun’s core business with its 
constituency’s concerns. Girringun therefore stands to deliver ongoing important well-
being benefits for its constituency.  

A summary assessment reflecting on Girringun’s activities and achievements in the 
context of the well-being framework is shown in Table 14 of the report. 
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Domain Importance for 
TO wellbeing

Girringun's contribution Community perception of G's  contribution Third party perception

Education & Training very high Caring for people: Programs for young people; 
Interventions at school; Training centre

Interventions at schools seen as highly 
successful; Training facilities used by some

Role questioned

Family & Community very high Caring for people; Caring for country Girringun has brought people together Role questioned

Country & Culture very high Caring for country: Support for native title claims; 
Access to and co-management of traditional county 
(including sea country); Cultural recording and 
mapping; On-country activities; Programs for elders to 
pass on language; Weaving and other arts&crafts 
courses

Seen as extremely successful in providing TOs 
with access to traditional land & sea country; 
Cultural recording; On-country activities; 
Language programs are cherished - everybody 
wants them; those who have them want to see 
them continued

Recognition of success; 
Seen as highly effective 
and competent

Health & Health Services high Caring for people: Improve availability of, access to 
and cultural appropriateness of health services - 
Activities under negotiation

n/a n/a

Employment & Income high Caring for people: Training centre: upskilling; 
Employment of TOs in the office; indirectly through 
facilitating purchase of properties for TOs, which 
operate through CDEPs 

Recognised as there but minor Role questioned

Recreation medium Caring for people: on-country camps On-country camps and activities are cherished; 
cessation of activities is lamented

Recognised

Housing & Infrastructure medium Caring for people Faciliated solution to housing crisis in Mount 
Garnet

n/a

Transportation lower Caring for people Provided transport to go on-country; Enabled 
children to attend sports competitions

n/a

Safety & Justice lower Caring for people Indirect - through giving children and 
adolescents more self-esteem

n/a

Society lower Caring for country: Effective in communicating 
Native Title to non-Indigenous population

n/a
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1 Introduction 

This research expands on previous research, which Greiner et al. (2005) undertook in 
collaboration with Nywaigi traditional owners during 2004/05. Nywaigi are one of nine 
traditional owner groups, which are represented by Girringun Aboriginal Corporation 
(“Girringun”).  

The research by Greiner et al. (2005) provided novel insights into the factors that 
contributed to the well-being of Nywaigi traditional owners. They regarded well-being as 
an inclusive concept. Well-being included diverse aspects of human life such as 
economic opportunity (employment/income), health (mental/physical), country and 
culture, among others. Country and culture, specifically, were intrinsically linked to 
personal and tribal identity. 

The new project was to build on and refine the subjective experience approach to the 
concept of well-being in an effort to (1) glean a more comprehensive understanding of 
what well-being meant to this group of traditional owners and (2) elicit the contribution to 
traditional owner well-being that Girringun had been able to facilitate. The project was 
also an exercise in best research practice of indigenous research. The project objectives 
are summarised in Table 1.  

Table 1: Anticipated outcomes and outputs of the pr oject 

Project outcomes: 

� Negotiated methodology suitable for assessing matters of social capacity and 
well-being impacts of indigenous land and sea management organisations. 

� Improved understanding of the link between traditional owners and country and 
culture. 

� Improved comprehension by traditional owners of the benefits provided to them 
by Girringun.  

� Recognition by NRM boards and government of Girringun as key delivery 
pathway for services to traditional owners.  

� Definition of pathways for improved engagement of Girringun for delivery of 
services and well-being outcomes to traditional owners – with specific respect 
to interaction between regional NRM boards and Girringun. 

� Employment benefits and up-skilling for Aboriginal person(s).  

Project outputs: 

� Presentations to and briefings of Girringun, the BDTNRM and FNQNRM, as 
well as government agencies. 

� Research report. 

� Scientific document(s). 
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2 Girringun Aboriginal Corporation 

Girringun Aboriginal Corporation is a legally incorporated organisation under the 
Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act 1976. Girringun Aboriginal Corporation 
represents the land and sea interests of nine traditional owner groups in north 
Queensland, namely the Bandjin, Djiru, Girramay, Gugu Badhun, Gulnay, Jirrbal, 
Nywaigi, Warrgamay and Warungnu tribes.   

Girringun was incorporated in 1996 under its then title as Girringun Elders and 
Reference Group (Box 1).  

Box 1: Incorporation certificate of Girringun Elder s and Reference Group 

Source: Australian Government (2006) 
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Broadly, the traditional country of the nine tribal groups is shown in Figure 1. Its 
approximate boundaries run from the coast along a line of North Maria Creek to 
Silkwood and the Tully River, north to Ravenshoe and Herberton, south to include 
country to the east of Einasleigh, south west of Greenvale and then east to 
approximately Rollingstone on the coast.  The offshore islands and waters surrounding 
Hinchinbrook, Goold, Brooke, Family and the Dunk Islands are also included. 

Figure 1: Tribes and tribal areas represented by Gi rringun 

Source: Girringun Aboriginal Corporation (2006) 
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Girringun’s membership consists of over 650 adult traditional owners from the nine tribal 
groups (Pentecost 2004). In an effort to ensure the democratic participation of traditional 
owners in all facets of Girringun’s operations, a Governing Committee was formed which 
is made up of 18 elected representatives �  consisting of two members from each group 
(Figure 2). The operation of Girringun is managed by the Executive Officer. 

Figure 2: Structure of Girringun 

Source: Pentecost (2004) 

 

 

 

After its inauguration, Girringun exclusively focused on land and sea interests of its 
constituency, including: 

� Protection, management, on-going transmission and development of culture. 

� Protection of native title rights and cultural heritage sites and resources. 

� Providing the means for traditional owners to participate in land use planning and 
management. 

� Acquisition, management and development of traditional land. 

More recently, Girringun’s vision has shifted. It is now focused on generating well-being 
for the traditional owners in a holistic sense �  across social, cultural, spiritual, 
environmental and economic domains (Box 2).  

Based on its vision, Girringun’s strategies and core business now include (Girringun 
Aboriginal Corporation, 2004): 

� Working with Girringun members, traditional owners, other Aboriginal groups, 
government agencies and the community toward the promotion and preservation of 
Aboriginal culture guaranteeing its continued survival. 

� Providing support for traditional owners in asserting their rights as custodians, 
owners and protectors of the environment through native title claims, land 
purchases and environmental best practice initiatives. 
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� Developing a range of social programs and initiatives for the general health and 
well-being of indigenous communities in the region. 

� Assisting the economic development and management of traditional owner lands 
through continued employment and training programs. 

� Establishing and maintaining long term good relationships with agencies and 
communities throughout the region.  

 

Box 2:  Vision of Girringun 

Source: Girringun Aboriginal Corporation (2006)  

To provide leadership, direction and assistance  
in the provision of sustainable outcomes  

for the improvement and positive development  
of the social, cultural, spiritual, environmental and economic  

well-being of Aboriginal traditional owners  
and community members of Girringun  

for the benefit of the region. 

 

We seek to achieve our vision by: 

o Continuing to provide a financially and internally stable and viable 
representative non-for-profit grass-roots organization. 

o Building healthy, strong, culturally and socially rejuvenated families 
and individuals who are educated, skilled and empowered to take 
control of their lives and destinies and function well within the 
community. 

o Strengthening ownership, presence, and extending our people’s 
roles and responsibilities in the management, use and caring of 
our traditional land and sea country. 

o Developing sustainable and realistic economic opportunities 
through traditional owners’ engagement and participation in the 
regional and local economies and their development of economic 
activities on country. 

o Building confident, high-esteemed and inspired youth participating 
in the broader society and fulfilling their responsibilities and 
aspirations. 

o Assisting traditional owners to develop individual and community 
capacity skills, and facilitate and encourage them to take their 
place in the various local and regional planning, and on the ground 
activities within the region. 

Looking after our people, caring for our traditional country, building 
and sustaining our people’s cultural, social and spiritual well-being, 
and keeping our culture alive, are the cornerstones of Girringun’s 
vision, operations and future directions. 

Traditional country, our people and our culture are inextricably linked 
in all of Girringun’s efforts to enhance, extend and sustain the general 
well-being of our traditional owners.  The well-being of our people has 
a spiritual, social, physical and economic dimension, all of which 
require fulfilment for well-being to be achieved. While all of our 
activities are in one way or another aimed at building our people’s 
health and well-being, that goal is achieved by supporting our families, 
our young and old people to connect with country. Caring for country, 
access to, and presence on country is a key factor in the continuation 
of our culture. 
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3 The notion of well-being  

‘Well-being’ is an inclusive concept, integrating aspects of human life such as economic 
opportunity (employment/income), health (mental/physical), country and culture, among 
others. It offers an alternative perspective to the mainstream and western economic 
concepts of utility and welfare, which are typically applied in a narrow sense dealing with 
monetary measures and preferences (Dyack and Greiner 2006). Other mainstream 
measures of well-being, such as home ownership and low household population 
densities are either not options for indigenous Australians or are low cultural priorities 
(Hunter 1999). 

In the context of this research, well-being represents a welfare-economics concept in 
that it seeks to capture what really matters to people, and how they value different 
things and aspects of life.  

Indigenous peoples around the world, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, hold a holistic notion of health and well-being �  one which sees physical, 
social, emotional, cultural, and spiritual well-being as a whole, and considers not only 
the individual but the whole community (AIATSIS 2006).  

The National Aboriginal Health Strategy Working Party (NAHSWP 1989:x) conveyes 
that the concept of health used by Aboriginal people means “not just the physical well-
being of the individual but the social, emotional, and cultural well-being of the whole 
community. This is a whole-of-life view and it also includes the cyclical concept of life-
death-life.” 

This holistic notion is composed of different beliefs or belief systems and the social 
values associated with them (Naugle 2002). Worldviews are learnt as people grow up 
and absorb the culture around them. They encapsulate how people interpret reality 
including their understanding of the origins of life, interpersonal relationships, family life, 
economic activity, politics, human rights and the meaning of life itself.  

According to Mussell et al. (2004:17), “Aboriginal peoples’ understanding of the world, 
market by its holistic perspective, is distinctively different from the dominant worldview 
held by most people of European descent.”  Mussell et al. (2004) state that in Canada 
even the most assimilated First Nations communities maintain connections with their 
tribal roots and continue to be influenced by traditional beliefs. 

This view is supported by Greiner et al. (2005) in their research with the Nywaigi people, 
which demonstrated that well-being fundamentally relates to the embedding of human 
beings in the natural world and looks at the way in which people relate to each other, at 
any given time as well as through time, and how they see themselves (Figure 3).  

Atkinson et al. (2002) illustrate this holistic concept of well-being for the Ngaringman 
people of the Northern Territory. Their language includes the word ‘punyu’. Punyu 
encompasses person and country, and is associated with being strong, happy, 
knowledgeable, socially responsible, beautiful, clean and safe �  both in the sense of 
being within the law/lore and in the sense of being cared for. 

Among First Nations in Canada, interdependence between the environment, people and 
the spirits is often symbolised by the sacred circle or medicine or health wheel (Figure 
4). This concept includes the teachings about the interconnection ‘among all of Creation’ 
(Connors and Maidman, 2001). Well-being is equated with wholeness, harmony and 
balance. This worldview sees the individual embedded within the family and community 
�  physically, mentally, spiritually, and emotionally (The Institute of the Environment 
University of Ottawa et al., 2001).  
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Figure 3:  Well-being as unity and interconnectedne ss  

Source: Greiner et al. 2005: 45 
Note: This diagram was developed in focus group discussions 
with Nywaigi traditional owners  
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Figure 4: Concept of the Health Wheel 

Source: The Institute of the Environment, University of Ottawa et al. (2001:2.14) 
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There is increasing recognition and empirical evidence to suggest that health and well-
being are complex matters with strong social determinants, which are multi-layered (e.g. 
Tsey et al. 2003; Eckersley 2001; Najman 2001; Mobbs 1991). Figure 5 conceptualises 
how various social and economic factors influence well-being and health. Eckersley 
(2001) specifically emphasises the role of culture �  and related worldviews �  in 
explaining health and well-being differences between populations and communities. 
This model is important because it demonstrates a causal link between country and 
culture, the psychological state of individual and communities, and broad health and 
well-being indicators. 

Figure 5: Model of social determinants of well-bein g 

Source: Adapted from Eckersley (2001:54) 

 

 

Greiner et al. (2005), for their research into well-being with the Nywaigi people, 
developed a conceptual approach which contextualises indigenous well-being within a 
variety of social and economic facets of life. The framework also emphasises the 
connectivity between human well-being and the natural environment. It is based on a 
number of models from the literature, which are summarised in Table 2. The new 
framework specifically enables the exploration of the well-being implications of the state 
of the environment and people’s relationship with nature. 

The outcome of this application for the Nywaigi people is shown in Figure 6. The 
diagram illustrates the various domains which were identified by research participants 
as being important to their well-being.  

The diagram also enables visual representation of the aggregate measure of importance 
of those domains that are of particular importance. For Nywaigi people ‘family and 
community’ was what mattered most, followed by ‘health’ and ‘country and culture’. 
Differences existed between individuals in assessing the importance of domains on the 
basis of location, gender and age.  
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Table 2: Factorial components of well-being models 

Source: Greiner et al. (2005) 
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model  
(Shafer et al. 
2000) 
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2003) 
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1976) 
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Health  
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Security 
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Culture 
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Health 
Good social 
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Security  
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Family and 
community  
Health 
Education and 
training 
Work 
Economic 
resources 
Housing 
Crime and justice 
Culture and leisure 

 
 

 

Figure 6:  Framework for indigenous well-being 

Source: Greiner et al. (2005) 
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4 Method  

A directive of this project was to build and expand on earlier work by Greiner et al. 
(2005), which had adopted focus group discussions, supported by a short well-being 
questionnaire, as the principal methodological approach for consulting traditional 
owners. This research pursued a similar process. Important steps were:  

� A research discussion group was established, including the clients of the research, 
representatives from Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, and other relevant parties. 

� A code-of-conduct agreement was negotiated and signed between Girringun 
Aboriginal Corporation and River Consulting. 

� Only then the details of a qualitative� quantitative research approach were 
designed and implemented.  

4.1 Code of conduct 

A code of conduct was negotiated between the research team and Girringun and ratified 
in a letter of 29th October 2004, which is shown in APPENDIX 1. The code of conduct is 
consistent with the guidelines issued by the Aboriginal Rainforest Council and those 
issued by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (2000). 
It is founded on respect for indigenous peoples, including their inherent right for self-
determination and right to control and maintain their culture and heritage.  

The code of conduct stipulated that River Consulting would employ a research liaison 
officer to assist with organising and conducting of workshops, which would be run as 
focus group sessions. The research liaison officer would be preferably drawn from within 
the Girringun traditional owner community. A further role of the research liaison officer 
was to ensure that communications and workshops with traditional owners were held in 
a culturally appropriate manner. The officer would also contribute contextual and 
specific knowledge to the research team. The role was to be filled through an open 
selection process whereby interested individuals would have to respond to a suite of 
selection criteria and would be rated against those criteria, and then short listed. Short 
listed candidates would be interviewed and a decision based on demonstrated suitability 
(APPENDIX 2). 

Focus group discussions would be held throughout the region, in locations within and 
outside the Girringun tribal area, wherever significant numbers of the Girringun 
constituency lived. 

4.2 Focus group discussions 

Participation in focus group discussions can create important benefits for participants, 
through the opportunity to be involved in a consultation process, to be valued as 
experts, and to be given the chance to work collaboratively with researchers.  

The group nature of focus group discussions serves to develop trust between group 
members and group issue-identifying skills. Feeling of empowerment is achieved 
through participants actively participating in a process that can make a difference to the 
Nywaigi community in the future.  
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The role of the moderator in the focus group discussion is to enable participants to have 
a meaningful discussion and discourse on the chosen topic, to elicit shared opinion as 
well as differences of opinion, and to convey that all contributions to the discussion are 
valued. The moderator facilitates dialogue between participants and encourages them to 
ask questions and express doubts and opinions. The moderator has very little control 
over the interaction other than generally keeping participants focused on the topic �  
and even less control over the data produced. By its nature, focus group research is 
open ended.  

Ethical considerations for focus group discussions are the same as for most other 
methods of social research.  

� When inviting participants, full information about the purpose and use of 
participants’ contributions is given.  

� This information is repeated by the moderator at the outset of the meeting. 

� The moderator emphasises that no culturally sensitive information is sought from 
participants and such data should not be disclosed during the meeting. 

� The moderator clarifies that each participant’s contributions will be shared with the 
others in the group as well as with the researchers.  

� Ground-rules are established for the meeting (including equal say for all, mobile 
phone off, etc). 

� Sessions are recorded only when all participants consent. 

� Photographs are taken only when participants provide group consent. Individual 
participants may choose not to be photographed despite majority consent.  

� Researchers ensure that data presented in reports cannot be linked to individual 
participants before being presented to public, thus safeguarding anonymity of 
contributions.  

 

Greiner et al. (2005) identified lack of transportation as a key impediment for traditional 
owners. To enable broad participation, workshops were held right across the Girringun 
Tribal Areas (Figure 1) – and beyond: Mount Garnet, Ravenshoe, Cairns, Innisfail, Tully, 
Jumbun, Kennedy, Cardwell, Ingham, Palm Island, Townsville, Charters Towers and 
Greenvale. 

A series of measures were introduced to maximise research participation by Girringun 
traditional owners (Box 3).  

Box 3: Measures used to maximise workshop attendanc e 

 

1. Employment of an Aboriginal project liaison officer. The position was filled following a 
selection process. 

2. Meetings were held at locations with multiple Girringun membership – inside and outside 
the Girringun tribal area. 

3. Meeting dates and times were set to suit the needs of the potential participants (eg. in 
evenings or on Saturdays). 

4. Potential participants – based on the Girringun membership list – were invited in person 
and by telephone; an information sheet and invitation were provided and people were 
reminded of the meeting prior to the date, directly and through family/tribal networks.  

5. Transportation to meetings was offered and provided if requested. 

6. Refreshments were provided at the meetings.  
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In the lead-up to a workshop in a location, the Research Liaison Officer would visit the a 
town at least once to make contact with members of Girringun and communicate the 
purpose of the research, generate support and interest, and canvas suitable meeting 
dates and venues. 

Once a meeting date and venue were confirmed, a formal invitation was sent out to 
confirm the event (APPENDIX 2). In some places, the Research Liaison Officer would 
visit again prior to the workshop to shore up participation. He would further contact 
people by telephone and work through family connections to reach additional people. 

In some locations, multiple workshop sessions were offered at different times of the day. 
Transportation was arranged for people to participate if necessary. At the workshop, 
refreshments were provided. 

Traditional owners from different language groups were invited to come to the same 
meeting – it was offered that people from different tribal groups could work together in 
group-based table discussions if this was a preferred strategy by participants and if 
numbers supported a break-up into sub-groups. However, this was not an approach 
favoured by participants. 

Focus group discussions were planned and structured through development of the 
explicit discussion guide with predetermined research questions.  

Focus group discussions were structured into the following sections, which are 
described in more detail in APPENDIX 4: 

� The Introduction comprised the following elements: 
Prayer (if participants wanted) 
Acknowledgement of traditional owners 
Welcome on country 
Introduction of members of the research team 
Project objectives, meeting objectives 
Permission to tape and take photographs 
Outline of agenda 

� Development of model of well-being in the form of a systems diagram: what 
contributes to/distracts from well-being.  
Each focus group developed its own well-being model. To facilitate the process, 
participants were initially shown the Nywaigi model (Figure 6). 
The development of the model was followed by a prioritisation of domains through 
a group discussion process from which the research team removed itself. 

� Description of the services to traditional owners provided by Girringun 
based on the Girringun business plan 2006. 

� Review of Girringun in the context of other service providers, and  

� Synthesis of the focus group discussion.  

Participants were asked to share their personal experiences, observations and opinions. 
Participants were not asked to represent their tribal groups or anybody but themselves.  

Participants were asked to provide some rankings and ratings �  and to derive at those 
rankings and ratings through focus group consensus. Thus, a measure could be 
obtained of what participants considered were the well-being domains that mattered to 
them most, and, in relation to Girringun, how they rated the level of benefit that 
Girringun delivered to them in the various well-being domains. 

A final agenda item for the meeting was the completion of a short quantitative survey. 
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4.3 Questionnaire 

The main reason for including a questionnaire as a research tool at the end of the focus 
group discussions was to generate a quantitative data base that: 

� provides complementary quantitative information, which might enable triangulation 
of the qualitative information;  

� assists the integration of data across all locations and across all segments of the 
traditional owner population; and  

� makes it possible to compare aspects of traditional owner life with other quality-of-
life statistics compiled, including that undertaken by Greiner et al. (2005) for the 
Nywaigi traditional owners.  

Answering the questions required rating of statements on a cardinal scale from 1 to 5 
depending on the respondents’ satisfaction with a number of conditions. The survey 
data were verified and digitised. Ratings for each item were shown as overall 
distributions, as well as compared by gender, by age group, and by location. 

The questionnaire is shown in APPENDIX 5. It was structured into five sections: 

� Socio-demographic variables 

� Satisfaction with general aspects of well-being. This was closely aligned with the 
questions that Greiner et al. (2005) had asked. 

� Extent of use of services and service dependency 

� Satisfaction with various aspects of service delivery by Girringun 

� Open-ended question: giving respondents the opportunity to provide anecdotal 
information and voice their opinion. 

The questionnaire was answered by the workshop participants after the conclusion of 
the focus group discussions. It was considered an advantage if people had participated 
in these discussions before completing the survey – but the survey was also distributed 
to some members of the Girringun traditional owner community who could not attend the 
workshop(s). Those questionnaires were accompanied by a detailed description of the 
research project and came with a self-addressed reply-paid envelope to make it as easy 
and cheap as possible for people to participate in the survey. The majority of survey 
respondents are from participants in the focus group discussions. 

Assistance was provided to respondents if they had issues reading, writing or 
understanding. This was purely to facilitate participation, not to influence the answers 
and therefore results. 

4.4 Third party interviews 

During the course of the research, in one meeting of the research discussion group, it 
was suggested that valuable insights could possibly be gleaned for the research topic 
from getting a third-party perspective of Girringun.  

A listing of 19 organisations and contact names were obtained from the Executive 
Officer of Girringun, that he had regular/recent contact with. These organisations 
included federal and state government departments, local government, NRM groups 
and indigenous organisations.  

A short questionnaire was developed, which was conceived as a 15-minute interview 
over the phone. The questionnaire is shown in Box 4. 
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Box 4: Interview questions for third party assessme nt 

1 How  often does your organisation deal with G? 

2 How  long has your organisation been dealing with G?

3 What are those interactions in relation to?

4 From your perspective, how would you describe Girringun's role?

5 Please rate the following statements on a scale from 1 to 5 #$%�	���������������&�'%�	������������(�

5a G has a constructive relationship with your organisation.

5b G clearly communicates its role and mandate.

5c G effectively represents the interests of its 9 constituent traditional owner groups.

5d G provides tangible wellbeing benefits for its constituency.

6 What are the benefits that your organisation derives from dealing with G?

7 What would you rate as the major benefits/strengths of G?

8 What do you see as current/potential constraints for G?

9 In your opinion, how should G develop in the future?

10 Are there any other comments you would like to make?  

 

The interviews were conducted during February – March 2007. The nominated persons 
were contacted by telephone and their participation in the research sought.  Several 
nominated other people within their organisation who they deemed to be in a better 
position to answer the questions. Respondents were asked to provide answers based 
on their organisational interactions and experience with Girringun.  

Most respondents asked to be sent the questions prior to interview. Some (five) chose 
to answer the questions in writing. The acceptance of written responses was deemed 
appropriate to maximise the number and diversity of responses. Some respondents 
involved other colleagues. All participants who provided written responses agreed to be 
available for a follow-up telephone contact if clarification or further exploration of 
responses was required.   
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5 Results of focus group discussions 

5.1 Attendance 

Focus group discussions were conducted in twelve locations �  within and outside the 
Girringun tribal area. A total of 102 participants contributed to the focus group 
discussions (Table 3). Of those, 93 provided their names in the participants list.  

Table 3: Attendance of focus group discussions 

Location 
(venue) 

Date Partici-
pants 

Comments 

Mount Garnet 
(community 
hall) 

Tue  
15/08/06 

19 Large interest in issue. Good participation by 
everybody in the discussions – two focus groups 
were conducted as part of the workshop. Four 
participants did not formally record their participation.  

Ravenshoe 
(community 
hall) 

Wed  
16/08/06 

11 “Conflict” with pension day; workshop commenced 
about 1.5 hours late; some participants arrived during 
focus group proceedings, others left early; 
questionnaires were distributed widely. 

Cairns 
(Scouts Den 
Edmonton) 

Fri  
18/08/06 

0 Venue had to be changed at short notice – but was 
confirmed as okay with potential participants; offer to 
re-schedule received no support; questionnaires were 
handed out to potential research participants face-to-
face alternative avenue to provide input into research  

Innisfail 
(health service 
meeting room) 

Sat 
19/08/06 

4 Venue had to be shifted at short notice from FNQ-
NRM offices. 

Tully 
(centre) 

Mon 
11/09/06 

6 Weather was beautiful, calm and sunny and many 
men decided to go fishing.  

Murray Upper 
(Jumbun 
community hall) 

Tue 
19/09/06 

12 Well attended. Good participation in discussions. A 
male and female focus group were conducted. 

Kennedy 
(community 
hall) 

Tue 
26/09/06 

8 Good participation by everybody in the discussions. 

Ingham  
(Conroy Hall) 

Tue 
03/10/06 

14 Well attended. Two focus groups were convened 
during one workshop: men and women. 

Charters 
Towers 
(Night shelter) 

Wed 
25/10/06 

3 Low attendance but useful discussion. 

Greenvale Wed 
25/10/06 

3 Despite low attendance the discussion was very 
stimulating. 

Palm Island 
(PCYC) 

Mon 
06/11/06 

5 Two workshop times were offered but only one 
workshop was conducted. 

Cardwell 
(Girringun) 

Thu 
09/11/06 

2 Repeat workshop after initial workshop scheduled for 
26/09 attracted a no-show, attributed to “conflict” with 
school holidays; Low attendance but informative 
meeting 

Townsville 
(St Theresa’s) 

Wed 
08/11/06 

15 Two workshops were conducted, one in the morning 
and one in the evening. 
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Attendance of the workshops was varied �  ranging from a maximum of 19 participants 
in Mount Garnet to as few as two participants in Cardwell. The Cairns workshop was a 
‘no-show’. 

Attendance by members of the nine tribal groups was varied. At most workshops 
traditional owners from multiple tribal groups were present (Table 4).  

Among those workshop participants who entered their name in the participant lists, 20 
were Girramay and 21 were Jirrbal. There was no participation by Bandjin and only few 
Djiru, Gulnay and Warrgamay people participated. There were also 15 participants who 
were not Girringun traditional owners, some of who represented their spouses �  who 
were members of Girringun �  at the meetings and others who were traditional owners 
of country elsewhere.  

Table 4:  Attendance by tribal groups 

Note: Includes only those participants who ‘registered’. The affiliation of participants 
who did not register their participation in workshops is unknown. They are therefore 
not included in the count. 

B
an

dj
in

D
jir

u

G
irr

am
ay

G
ug

u 
B

ad
hu

n

G
ul

na
y

Ji
dd

ab
ul

N
yw

ai
gi

W
ar

rg
am

ay

W
ar

un
gn

u

ot
he

r

P
ar

tic
ip

an
ts

Mount Garnet 2 3  6 4 15
Ravenshoe 7 2 9

Innisfail 2 1 1 4
Tully 2 2 2 6

Murray Upper 9 5 12
Kennedy 5 1 2 8
Ingham 1 1 8 3 1 14

C.T. 1 1 1 3
Greenvale 3 3

Palm Island 1 1 1 1 1 5
Townsville 3 2 3 1 3 12

Cardwell 1 1 2
Participants 0 4 20 7 3 21 14 3 8 15 93

Tribal Groups

W
or

ks
ho

p 
Lo

ca
tio

ns

 

 



� ��

��	�����

�	������

�

���
�� �

______________________________________________________________________  

��	� ��# �

5.2 Well-being domains 

Each focus group discussed at length the issues that concerned participants in relation 
to their individual and collective well-being. These discussions were recorded as 
diagrams. Examples of focus group diagrams are shown in Figure 7.  

Figure 7: Examples of well-being diagrams and focus  group  
discussion summaries 
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Each focus group established, through group consensus, a ranking of the domains that 
participants thought influenced their well-being. In Figure 7 these rankings are evident in 
the coloured markings of domains. Table 5 summarises the scores that participants 
attributed to each domain.  

Table 5: Importance of domains to well-being 

Note: a score of “3” means this is the domain that influences traditional owner well-
being most, “2” is 2nd most important, “1” is 3rd most important. 
In some locations where two focus groups were convened – the scores of each 
focus groups are shown. “Count” means in how many focus groups the domain was 
rated among the top three domains. “Sum” is the aggregate of focus group scores 
for each domain. 
Some focus groups treated Family and Aboriginal Community as separate domains, 
others combined the two. Arguably the counts and sums should be added together. 
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Well-being priorities can be gleaned from Table 5 through the counts (i.e. how often a 
domain was included in the top three domains) and the sum of scores a domain 
received. While this does not provide a strictly statistical measure of importance, the 
scores do provide a guide as to the things that most matter to workshop participants. 

“Education and Training” received most nominations in the top three domains as well as 
the highest priority score (10/21), closely followed by “Country and Culture” (9/20). 



� ��

��	�����

�	������

�

���
�� �

______________________________________________________________________  

��	� ��%�

“Health and Health Services” (9/14) received a high number of nominations as an 
important domain, but was generally not rated as highly. “Employment and Income” 
(7/13) was also seen as clearly important. 

“Aboriginal Community” was rated as an important domain �  with most focus groups 
integrating “Family” into this domain �  but some keeping it separate. If these two 
domains were aggregated, the total score would put “Family and Community” in third 
place of the priority list (7/18).  

Other domains received only few nominations and generally lower importance ratings �  
being of possibly localised importance �  with the exception of “Community at large / 
Society”, which did not receive any nominations as domain of importance. 
“Transportation” received one nomination. 

Figure 8 sums up the weighting and some of the key points of discussion in relation to 
domains.  

Figure 8: Well-being diagram for Girringun traditio nal owners 
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boredom
Life-long implications of
convictions
Local justice groups
Justice?

EMPLOYMENT and
INCOME
Availability of employment
Type of employment
Job satisfaction
Income 

TRANSPORTATION
Availability: own and public
Affordability

RECREATION
Being on country
Sport

Social events
Entertainment

FAMILY and
COMMUNITY
Family structure
Family support
Tribal group and 
relatives 
Local community

 

 

The following quotations describe some of the reasons that workshop participants 
provided to underscore the importance of domains to well-being. 

Education (and Training) 

� "In today's employment you need education and training to get out of CDEP and 
get a good income." 

� "Important for our children and ourselves to live in this world.” 

� “You need them all [education, training, employment and income] to achieve 
growth and goals.” 

� “Education is the key to life today. It generates opportunities for employment.” 

� “Education is part of every day. It is necessary for the mind.” 
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Country and Culture 

� "Keeping traditions going….Identity, knowing who we are" 

� "Understanding cultural way of life….Knowing ones part of the country…” 

� ”It's who you are, it's our identity.” 

� "Respect that comes with culture - for oneself and everyone else.” 

� "Culture is who we are…if we were back to our cultural ways and lived on the land 
we would have a better well-being.” 

� “Country and culture bring families together.” 

� “We can relate back to country.” 

� “Country is where you belong… The dreamtime, going back in time in your mind.”.. 

Health (and Health Services) 

� "If addictions were removed, people would be a lot better off.” 

� "If you have a sound mind you are able to make the right decision.”  

� “Health determines how long you live.” 

� "If you haven't got health you haven't got anything.” 

� “When you get old and sick you realise how important it is.” 

Employment and Income 

� "We are sick of being poor. We want to be able to afford things.” 

� “Employment is key for young people so they can do something with their lives – so 
they can get away from the parks, off the streets and off the alcohol.” 

� “Would make older people feel better to see young people employed.” 

� “More employment – less crime – less trouble” 

� “Key to building up society” 

Family and (Aboriginal) community 

� "This is our backbone.” 

� “Family is everything. Without family you would not have anything.” 

� “You get support from your family – they are the people who support you when you 
get into trouble.” 

� “Family belongs to country.” 

� “It needs a strong family before we can tackle the health issues.” 

� “It does not matter who you are or where you were born, we are Aboriginal…We 
have something in common.” 

� “Family is the foundation. It’s like the trunk of a tree.” 

Recreation 

� "Getting people interested to get out [of the house].” 

Transportation 

� "Lack of transport prevents people from going out on country.” 

Safety and Justice 

� "Australian law doesn't respect Aboriginal Law or take it into account. This erodes 
cultural discipline and respect.” 
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5.3 Well-being benefits generated by Girringun 

Girringun is one element of a wide web of service providers that the workshop 
participants draw on — to varying extent and frequency. A general discussion of service 
providers (who? what?) was couched in the context of well-being domains before the 
focus came on Girringun. Service providers include a diversity of government 
departments and institutions, non-government organisations and private enterprises. A 
generic list would include, among others: 

� Education and training: primary and secondary schools, TAFE. 

� Employment and income: Centerlink, CDEP, employment agencies, employers, 
charities. 

� Family and Aboriginal community: Family Support Services, Girringun, Aboriginal 
Rainforest Council. 

� Health and health services: local doctors (GP, dental, mental health), counsellors, 
hospitals, indigenous health services and clinics, ‘rehab’ and ‘detox’ services. 

� Housing and infrastructure: QLD Regional Housing; real estate agents, QLD 
Housing Commission, ‘ Land Council, QBuild. 

� Safety and justice: Local justice groups, police, courts, legal aid, prisons 

� Country and Culture: North Queensland Land Council, Central Queensland Land 
Council, Girringun, legal firms. 

� Community at large, society: Churches, youth centres, libraries. 

� Transportation: school bus service, private bus companies, public buses, taxis. 

� Recreation: sports clubs, local government: libraries, swimming pools; PCYC. 

Participants saw Girringun making positive contributions across many domains. The 
contributions included specifically: 

� Representing traditional owner interests  
“Girringun is the first Aboriginal organisation that makes me identifiable.”  
Girringun is “our voice when it comes to land.” 

� Supported native title claims – actively in the past and through cultural mapping. 

� Educating the wider community about native title 

� Cultural mapping and establishing cultural values of sites and areas 

� Arts and crafts skills development, e.g. basket weaving courses 

� Language program in primary school (but: one off?) 

� Taking kids on country (e.g. Budja Bulla) 

� Organisation of sports days 

� Liaison with school and teachers to assist children with cultural matters 

� Providing employment for some traditional owners 

� Assistance with transport 

� Supporting economic opportunities 

� Being there. “We know Girringun is there when we need them.” 

 

Further, some participants noted it as an achievement in itself that Girringun managed 
to unite and represent nine traditional owner groups. They saw Girringun as being a 
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recognised body and having established connections to government. They also saw 
Girringun as being at the forefront of change: “Girringun is doing lots of innovative stuff” 
(FG2, Townsville) 

Two domains emerged as areas where Girringun was seen as providing significant well-
being benefits for its constituency: “Aboriginal Community” and “Country and Culture” 
(Table 6). In both domains participants were aware of positive contributions that 
Girringun had made and rated those contributions as having had a reasonably high well-
being benefit. However, the breadth of services was evident from the ratings �  and also 
the fact that some broader ‘social services’ provided by Girringun were in response to 
localised issues rather than broader strategic concerns. 

Table 6: Influence of Girringun on traditional owne r well-being 

Note: a score of “3” means that the well-being benefit that Girringun provides is 
high, “2” is medium, “1” is low. No score is assigned where Girringun is not seen as 
providing any benefit/input. 
“Count” means in how many focus groups the domain was rated among the top 
three domains. “Sum” is the aggregate of focus group scores for each domain. 
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5.4 Workshop summaries by location 

The following descriptions capture the essence of the focus group discussions that were 
held in the various locations. The locations are in chronological order.  

It is important to note that the statements listed in this section reflect the experiences 
and opinions of the workshop participants — and are NOT those of the research team. 

Detailed workshop notes are provided in APPENDICES 6 and 7, which record the 
discussion outcomes in relation to well-being matters and Girringun as a service 
provider, respectively. 

Mount Garnet 

Employment — coupled with Education and Training — was identified by both focus 
groups as the key domain affecting the well-being of traditional owners living in or 
around Mount Garnet. Participants identified a lack of schooling and training 
opportunities — and a lack of local job opportunities other than mining, jobs on stations 
and with the shire council. Education and training other than primary school were based 
in Ravenshoe and/or further afield. Attending these facilities basically required people to 
leave town due to distances and lack of public transportation. CDEP was regarded as a 
key employment strategy, and was largely associated with the Budja Bulla station, 
where approximately 15 traditional owners from various tribes worked. 

Health and Health Services was another key domain. There were problems with 
malnutrition of children (linked to low incomes and poor financial management) and 
obesity in adults, leading to diabetes and other nutrition-related diseases. Apart from 
basic services provided by the Mount Garnet clinic and a weekly doctor visit, access to 
health services required people to travel to Ravenshoe, Atherton or Cairns. 

Housing and Infrastructure was highlighted as an area of concern in the sense that all 
people were renting and rental accommodation was getting increasingly scarce, 
expensive, and derelict. Many houses were overcrowded, with reportedly nine persons 
living in an average house. 

Recreational opportunities and chances to learn about country and culture were rated as 
scarce. The local school was the only one organising sport activities and competitions in 
some sports (tennis, cricket and soccer). For other sports, people needed to travel to 
Ravenshoe. Camping and fishing were identified as favourite past times — albeit left to 
school holidays and the occasional weekend. Knowledge of traditional culture, 
language, lore, medicines and stories was rated as ‘virtually nil’. While a few elders were 
said to have ‘some lingo’, there was no formal or informal way of passing this on despite 
keen interest by participants of all ages. 

Religion was identified as another key domain by the focus group with older participants. 
They saw being active in the church community as a key element of life for them and 
regretted what they perceived to be a dis-engagement of the young generation from 
religion and churches.  

Girringun was seen as a key service provider in the domains of traditional owners, and 
Country and Culture — alongside the North Queensland Land Council. The key positive 
influence was seen through the establishment and management of Budja Bulla. Working 
there and being on country were seen as giving people more than just (temporary) 
employment, it was seen as generating identity and self respect — at least while people 
were there.  

Girringun was seen as helpful in facilitating some issues — such as housing and family 
support. However, support was perceived to be sporadic and tied to the occasions when 
a Girringun staff member would happen to come to Mount Garnet. Participants 
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specifically referred to past visits by one Girringun officer on assignment for a housing 
project. In most cases traditional owners would seek the assistance of their local church 
(most prominently the Assembly of God) in resolving these and other issues. 

The concentration of Girringun staff into Cardwell was seen as detrimental to the 
relevance of Girringun to traditional owners living in and around Mount Garnet as it 
required them to ‘always go to’ Girringun. They wanted a Girringun member of staff who 
lived in town or at least visited on a weekly basis. They also wanted Girringun to be 
more involved in the domains of Education and Training in several ways by:  

� Systematically taking young people from Mount Garnet into Cardwell-based 
courses.  

� Organising and running some courses (such as basket weaving) locally. 

� Facilitating the teaching of traditional knowledge and language through the few 
remaining elders who still had that knowledge 

� Providing transportation and facilitating young and old people going out onto 
country. 

Ravenshoe 

Country and Culture was identified by workshop participants as the key domain affecting 
the well-being of workshop participants living in or around Ravenshoe. Fishing and 
camping were the main current uses of country — but these were infrequent because 
transportation to go onto country was an issue. People used traditional language 
infrequently and related to items only. Some also gave their children traditional names. 
A program (now discontinued) to formally teach language at primary school was seen as 
very positive. Culture and lore were being passed on to younger generations during 
visits to country. Some Jidabul people were employed by the CDEP on Budja Bulla 
station, so these people were actually working on country.  

Education and Training was another key domain. Participants identified issues within the 
schooling system and training opportunities. Education past Year 10 was not provided in 
Ravenshoe and this required adolescents to have to travel long distances for further 
education and training. The discontinuation of an indigenous support and cultural 
awareness by the schooling mainframe, and the lack of continued training were viewed 
as problematic. 

Health and Health Services was highlighted as an area of concern — with substance 
and alcohol abuse being key problems. Other health issues identified by the participants 
included diabetes, asthma, blood pressure, liver and kidney disease. Apart from 
services provided by the MAMU clinic, there are two other clinics and one doctor. If 
people wanted to access specialist assessment and treatment, they had travel to 
Atherton or Cairns. 

Girringun was seen as a helpful service provider in the domain of Country and Culture. 
The establishment of existing cultural values on the old golf course was seen as a very 
positive contribution, as were the video of Kumba Lumba and the basket weaving 
course. The language program initiated in the primary school was regarded as very 
positive and successful. Participants regretted that all these things were ‘one off’ 
occurrences. 

Girringun was seen as assisting in helping to facilitate in the domain of Aboriginal 
Community, but wanted support from Girringun to help facilitate local role models for the 
younger ones. The participants wanted Giringun AC to be more involved in the domains 
of Transportation and Country and Culture in several ways by:  

� Organising and providing trips for young kids [e.g. to Jabukai or Cardwell] to 
expose children to the wider world. 
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� Organising for rangers [role models] to talk to the kids about their jobs. 

� Facilitating teaching of traditional knowledge and language by the few remaining 
elders who still had that knowledge. 

� Enabling school language programs to be run on a regular basis.  

Innisfail 

Education and Training was identified by the focus group as the key domain affecting 
the well-being of traditional owners living in or around Innisfail. Education facilities 
included pre-school, primary school, high school, TAFE, and adult education. Negative 
issues identified by the participants were that the young were dropping out of education 
after year 10 and truancy was high. The participants viewed the CDEP and the ‘Cyclone 
Larry Relief’ programs as positive.  

Health and Health Services was another key domain with health issues including 
diabetes, cancer, cataracts, stress, mental health and alcohol and drug abuse. The 
health services offered in Innisfail included private doctors, the MAMU health clinic and 
the Innisfail hospital — which also included dental care facilities and a psychiatry unit. 
The latter was not available on weekends. 

Employment was important in the sense that it provided for families. Cyclone Larry had 
initially caused extensive unemployment locally among the indigenous population as the 
sugar and banana industries were the main areas of employment. However, the 
‘Cyclone Larry Relief’ program provided many people with employment, specifically 
through local government and subcontractors. 

Girringun was seen as a helpful service provider in the domain of Country and Culture 
— alongside the North Queensland Land Council. The key positive influence was seen 
through the establishment of Clump Mountain. Being able to access this traditional 
country was seen as a key for the generational transfer of cultural knowledge, language 
and lore. However, participants also stated that not many people were realising the 
opportunity to access Clump Mountain, which they attributed to apathy and “football 
being the culture of young people today.” Girringun was recognised for its support in 
establishing the Project Society Limited.  

Workshop participants wanted Girringun to become more involved in the domains of 
Transportation and Country and Culture in several ways by:  

� Assisting Djiru with funding for cultural mapping. 

� Girringun staff members visiting Innisfail for more contact. 

� Girringun assisting with transportation for the Innisfail members to attend the 
meetings in Cardwell. 

Tully 

Country and Culture was identified as the key domain affecting well-being of traditional 
owners living in and around Tully. Participants believed that if the traditions continued 
then people’s identity and ability to know who they were would be inherent. Lack of 
transportation and limited access to country were said to inhibit an ongoing connection 
to country and culture. Some ‘lore’ was strong and being taught by the grandparents 
and parents, and the traditional language was spoken by the older people, but not 
fluently. 

Employment was another key domain. Participants wanted to see/have employment 
outside the banana industry — what they referred to as ‘real jobs’ with better incomes 
and higher work satisfaction. Employment gained through the “Choice” program after 
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Cyclone Larry was viewed positively. The program was seen to provide additional skills 
and generate a different set of employment opportunities. 

Health and Health Services was highlighted as an area of concern, with alcohol and 
drug abuse identified as detrimental to all aspects of the traditional owners’ well-being.  
The lack of organised recreational activities was seen to generate boredom among 
juveniles, who would then ‘hang around town’ and ‘get into trouble’.  

Girringun was seen as a helpful service provider in the domains of Transportation, and 
Housing and Infrastructure. The key positive influence was Girringun’s assistance when 
mediation was needed. Girringun was also seen as helpful in facilitating recreational 
opportunities on country. Participants wanted Girringun to be more involved in various 
domains by:  

� Organising and running computer training courses in Tully. 

� Facilitating and assisting with teaching of traditional language(s).  

� Organizing sporting activities such as cricket and touch football locally and 
regularly. 

� Facilitating access to rental housing to address the accommodation crisis. 

� Providing transportation for people to attend sporting competition and TAFE 
courses. 

Jumbun 

Education and Training was identified by both the male and female focus groups, and 
Country and Culture by the female focus group also, as the key domain affecting the 
well-being of traditional owners living in or around Jumbun/Murray Upper. While many 
residents had various TAFE certificates, such qualifications were of little consequence 
— people were still unable to gain employment outside of the CDEP programs due to a 
lack of employment opportunities in and around town.  

Regular access to country was seen as a key factor in forging strong family and 
community cohesion, supporting health and diminishing crime. Understanding the 
cultural way of life, knowing ‘one’s part in the country’ and ‘who one is’, were regarded 
as key to the identity of individuals and the community. Traditional language, naming, 
food collecting and medicine were practiced across all age groups to varying degree. 

Recreation was an important domain for male participants. The perceived lack of 
organised and structured recreational activities was said to cause boredom among the 
young. While children would play by the river, with television was the main form of 
entertainment. 

Most Jumbun people visited country about two to three times a week despite lack of 
mobility/transportation — but it meant that people could not access country to the 
desired extent. Few people owned cars and there were no local taxi or bus services. 

Girringun was seen as a key service provider in the domains of Education and Training 
by the female focus group, and Country and Culture by the male focus group. The 
‘governance’ training initiated by Girringun through TAFE was said to have generated 
identity and ownership.  

Major well-being benefits were derived from Girringun’s activities in cultural recording, 
surveying, maintenance and monitoring of sites, and weaving and arts and crafts 
classes. The cessation of the language program was seen as a detrimental to well-
being. 
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Girringun’s efforts — through the Wishbone project — of mediating between traditional 
owner children and school teachers/principals in cases where ‘cultural issues’ affected 
children were seen as positive and effective. 

Participants regretted that Girringun had stopped to provide weekly organised recreation 
days and a bus to take kids onto country. 

Participants wanted Girringun to be more involved in the domains of Transportation, 
Recreation, and Country and Culture in several ways by:  

� Recommencing the recreation days and assisting with transport. 

� Assisting with the recording of sites, arts and crafts. 

Kennedy 

Most people living in Kennedy were members of the Girramay tribe and thus lived on 
their traditional country. Participants said they were collecting bush food, hunting and 
fishing on a daily basis. This was seen as a providing an important contribution to well-
being. On the other hand, there was limited remaining knowledge of language and lore, 
as elders continues to pass away. 

Participants recounted in the past there had been a number of serious social problems 
before the Community Board was established in the 1990s. They said that most of these 
problems are well managed now, however drug and alcohol addictions remained a 
concern.  

There was a strong community focus, with Aboriginal Community and Family being 
rated as most important well-being domain. 

The housing situation was said to be good, with small households sharing well-
maintained rental houses. 

The lack of employment opportunities was seen as a key issue. While there were some 
jobs in the bananas industry, people were ‘sick’ of these jobs. There was a CDEP-
funded arts and crafts centre which provided part-time activities for some people. But 
overall lack of ‘real jobs’ was seen as a cause for alcohol and drug problems and people 
‘going walkabout’. The lack of employment opportunities also provided little incentive for 
students to go to school past year 10.  

Incomes were low due to welfare dependency. Still, some people would chose to pay 
$30 for a taxi fare into Cardwell rather than using the much cheaper but less convenient 
community bus. 

Workshop participants spoke very highly of Girringun’s influence on Education and 
Country and Culture by facilitating the transmission of culture from elders to interested 
children. Girringun had also dealt with government and had supported the Girramay 
native title claim.  

Participants also acknowledged the benefits the community had derived from other 
Girringun-run projects, including taking kids on-country, providing transportation for 
workers and children to attend sporting events, and having a representative on the 
Justice Committee in the past. 

Participants felt that Girringun had overlooked them in some instances for work on 
Girramay country.  

They specifically wanted increased Girringun involvement in organising language 
teaching and visiting Budja Bulla for on-country recreation. 
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Ingham 

For focus group discussions the workshop was split into a male and a female working 
group. Country and Culture was identified by participating men — and Education and 
Training by participating women — as their most important well-being domains.  

In the discussion a strong sense emerged that Ingham was a racist place, with 
indigenous children being disadvantaged at school. Participants felt that the public 
schooling system was ‘letting Aboriginal children down’. They claimed that “it’s the 
colour of your skin in this town that gets you a job.” Aboriginal people who wanted a 
good job needed to move away from town. They also felt that ‘tickets’ (i.e. TAFE and 
CDEP certificates) were not targeted at achieving real employment outcomes. 

The Nywaigi people, who are the traditional owners of the Lower Herbert River 
catchment, had a former cattle station, Mungulla. The station was located between 
Ingham and Forrest Creek and had been purchased by the ILC. It provided Nywaigi with 
access to country. There were many expectations expressed as to the employment, 
cultural and social benefits Mungulla could deliver for Nywaigi traditional owners. There 
was debate as to the merit of CDEP programs on Mungulla involving non-Nywaigi 
participants. It also emerged that there was conflict between different Nywaigi families 
over decision making processes at Mungulla. 

Workshop participants described a lack of respect by (canegrower) landholders towards 
their cultural heritage. They stated some landholders in the district had deliberately 
destroyed Nywaigi cultural sites. 

Some participants argued that the Aboriginal community of Ingham and surrounds was 
welfare dependent and that people were unable to grasp opportunities to ‘get ahead in 
life’, e.g. take advantage of subsidised housing loans. 

Participants thought that traditional owners living in and around Ingham were receiving 
comparatively little benefit from Girringun. They saw minor benefit in the Girringun 
ranger course and the fact that Girringun existed. They were disappointed that Girringun 
had provided facilitated language teaching to some traditional owner groups — but not 
Nywaigi. Participants wanted to see better engagement by Girringun, including well 
prepared input into meetings. 

Charters Towers 

The main issue for well-being for workshop participants was Employment and Income. 
Participants expressed grave concern about children not going to school but instead 
spending their days ‘hanging around’, drinking, ‘doing drugs’, and ‘getting into trouble’. 
They were concerned about the peer group pressure these street kids were exerting on 
other Aboriginal kids. They pointed out the long-term implications of having a criminal 
record. They saw the apathy of many parents towards their children as a key factor in 
this dilemma. 

Participants spoke of racial discrimination in the job market. They noted that labour force 
participation among Aboriginal people in Charters Towers was low, that many were not 
even looking for work. 

Aboriginal people typically were on very low incomes. Consequently rent payments of 
$135 per week for a house constituted a large expense. Homelessness was an issue 
and some people lived (semi-)permanently in the night shelter. Most Aboriginal people 
did not have cars and tended to get around town on foot. 

Participants described the health situation as poor, with alcohol and marijuana abuse 
being extensive throughout the Aboriginal community.  

As traditional owners, they felt far removed from their traditional country. They said they 
had few opportunities to visit. When they did, the elders would deal with traditional 
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matters on country in traditional language. Unfortunately, the knowledge was not being 
passed on. Participants were not sure why but suspected that younger generations were 
not interested. They also expressed doubt to what extent recording would be able to 
preserve language, lore and knowledge. 

Participants perceived there being no benefit from their membership of Girringun. They 
acknowledged that traditional owners in other places derived benefits but felt that 
Charters Towers was distant. One participant advocated that Girringun should provide 
monetary support so that parents could send their children to boarding school, so they 
would get away from social issues and distractions, and receive a better education. 

Greenvale 

The situation in Greenvale differed from the situations encountered in other workshop 
locations. Participants were Gugu Badhun people who had moved to Greenvale 
specifically to be ‘back on country’. Participants were all of working age, but with grown 
up children, and there were no young Aboriginal children or old people living in 
Greenvale.  

As newcomers to town, they were seeking to integrate into the local community of 
Greenvale. Participants said they had achieved integration into and acceptance of the 
Greenvale community by restoring the old community hall. They were members of 
various clubs and participated in social events. However, they did not ‘become involved 
in politics’.  

They were owning or buying the houses that they were living in. Everybody was 
working, predominantly in the mines and related businesses. Salaries were good and 
employment opportunities abounded. There were also other opportunities and one 
participant was in the process of setting up a new company. They all owned their own 
cars. 

Aboriginal Community and Family was the most important well-being domain. 
Participants said they felt as Gugu Badhun first, and Australian second. Country and 
Culture was also very important — as manifest in them moving to Greenvale. They were 
learning about country and seeking to enhance their connection — through a native title 
claim, the negotiation of Indigenous Land Use Agreements (ILUAs) with the mines, 
annual cultural camps, and the recording of language and distribution by interactive 
DVD. There was also collaboration with universities and conservation volunteers on 
country-related matters. 

Health services were sparse in Greenvale, basically limited to a fortnightly Royal Flying 
Doctors clinic. However, participants saw this as adequate for where they were living 
and said that it meant “you need to look after your health.”  

Participants rated the benefit of Girringun on their well-being as high in the area of 
Country and Culture — specifically in relation to Girringun organising and convening on-
country camps. They also rated the existence of Girringun as valuable, saying “we know 
Girringun is there when we need them”. They had commenced negotiations — through 
Girringun —with a specific landholder in the Upper Burdekin to allow Gugu Badhun 
access to areas that were of great cultural significance. 

Palm Island 

Participants rated Aboriginal Community and Family as their most important well-being 
domain. They told how the people from all different backgrounds and tribal groups ‘got 
along well’ on the Island. Contact with family on the main land was sparse. Funerals 
often provided the only avenue for renewing family connections. 
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The actual tribal background did not matter much on Palm Island as everyone on the 
Island considered himself was a ‘traditional owner’ of the Island. Participants said they 
knew of nobody on the Island who spoke their traditional language or knew their 
traditional culture. 

Participants were concerned about being discriminated against because they lived in a 
location with a reputation for violence, but they asserted that it was ‘not a bad place’ and 
‘that life is good here and relaxed’.  

Participants pointed out that alcohol continued to be a problem even after the 
introduction of alcohol restrictions by the state government (introduced in July 2006, 
restrictions limit possession of alcoholic drinks and alcohol content). They thought some 
people drank more of the low-alcohol ‘stuff’ while others went to Townsville more 
frequently to get drunk. 

Houses were typically overcrowded, with up to 14 persons living in a 3-bedroom house. 

Incomes were low, mostly reliant on welfare, and it was difficult to make ends meet. The 
local shop had a monopoly and charged high prices. Getting to and from the island was 
expensive. People typically got around the Island on foot or for $2 per ride on the PCYC 
bus.  

There were two primary schools on Palm Island and children sent to Townsville or 
Charters Towers, among other places, for high school. There was a TAFE campus on 
the Island which provided relevant courses. However, there were few ‘real’ jobs and 
most people were on CDEP. There was, however, evidence of economic self-initiative 
by participants — one person was running his own contracting business. There was also 
hope that the long awaited sponge farm would start commercial operations in the near 
future. Multiple traineeships had commenced at the site. 

Participants recalled the time when Girringun used to sponsor transport and 
accommodation for people from Palm Island to attend meetings at Girringun. They said 
they would like this support re-instated. Participants felt distant from Girringun as they 
did not have a representative from Palm Island on the board. They noted that they 
would like to have an observer at the meetings who could report proceedings back.  

Participants saw opportunities for Girringun-initiated activities, including: 

� Tours of agricultural land to show people sugar and banana growing. 

� Artifact courses: e.g. how to make boomerangs and didgeridoos. 

� Teaching children from Palm Island their traditional culture and language to keep 
the traditions going. 

� Taking TOs on to their ‘true’ traditional country. 

Townsville 

Two meetings were convened in Townsville. Participants in both meetings rated Family 
and Aboriginal Community as their most important well-being domain. Participants said 
they identified strongly along tribal lines — but one group specifically disliked the notion 
of ‘Aboriginal community’. They thought it was a government concept. They said they 
identified along clan and language lines.  

There was a strong sense that Aboriginal people were being neglected and 
disadvantaged.  

Participants across both focus groups identified a high level of dys-functionality in 
Aboriginal families. They listed drugs, incest, alcohol and domestic violence as being 
common. Family break-ups were frequent. There were many one-parent families. And 
there were many children who were reared by their grandparents because the mothers 
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were in jail. They bemoaned that many men and women failed to be good role models 
for their children and did not encourage children to learn. Consequently, many children 
were into petrol sniffing, ‘gundja’ (marijuana) and other drugs. They would offend and 
thus get ‘on the cycle’. Participants thought that change for the better had to come from 
within families. 

Participants saw mental health was a huge issue among Aboriginal people in Townsville 
— mostly as a consequence of drug addiction. However, there was no culturally 
appropriate mental health support network. Also, many Aboriginal people did not know 
or accept that they were sick and were unwilling to accept help. 

Truancy was an issue and many factors were to blame, including lack of role models in 
the family, lack of support, ‘nowhere to go’ after school, and low self esteem of 
Aboriginal kids. Participants were critical of government programs that offered money to 
adolescents, which they said acted as an incentive to leave school or seek work. They 
looked towards ‘culture’ for bringing some structure into young people’s life. 

Incomes were generally low and many people who were on pensions supported whole 
families. Many people of working age were on CDEP. There were a few Aboriginal 
people who ran their own businesses. 

With the exception of one participating elder, none of the workshop participants spoke 
traditional language or knew the culture. However, they felt that country meant 
belonging and feeling safe and content. 

Participants saw Girringun providing very few well-being benefits to traditional owners 
based in Townsville, which they attributed to the geographical distance. They saw 
benefit from Girringun representing nine traditional owner groups. They liked being 
informed on Girringun matters through the newsletter. They also appreciated Girringun 
undertaking mapping of country.  

Their key issue was communication. They did not only want to receive a (printed) 
newsletter, they wanted Girringun to:  

� get more interactively involved with its constituency; 

� tap into its membership to access more government grants; 

� do cultural mapping for all tribal areas; 

� attend to the well-being of people on Palm Island; 

� deal with traditional owner literature, not just with arts and crafts; 

� organise and convene an economic opportunity summit; and 

� organise bush tucker tours and tours on country. 

Cardwell 

No report was compiled for Cardwell as there were only two participants, one of whom 
was a member of the Girringun board of directors. The meeting provided valuable 
reflections on why Girringun was pursuing various activities. Details of the meetings are 
shown in the APPENDIX 6.  
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6 Results of well-being questionnaire 

This section describes the results obtained from the survey, which was administered in 
combination with the focus group meetings. About 80% or workshop participants filled 
out the questionnaire. Responses show a good spread across the workshop locations 
even though one quarter of respondents did not identify the workshop location (Table 7). 
Of the 80 responses, two were returned by mail, of which one indicated that the 
respondent had not attended a workshop.  

Table 7: Survey respondents by workshop locations 
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6.1 Demographics 

Several items in the survey were designed to provide demographic information 
regarding the respondents’ population.  Of the 80 respondents, 70% indicated they were 
members of Girringun Aboriginal Corporation. 

There were a higher percentage of female respondents (67.5%) to male respondents 
(32.5%). There was participating across all ages, with good participating of the younger 
age groups (Figure 9).   

Figure 9: Distribution of respondents by age group 
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Among the age categories of 30 years and over, the vast majority of respondents were 
members of Girringun — specifically in the cohorts between 30-39 years and 40-49 
years, while among the younger cohort fewer than 40% of respondents indicated that 
they were members of Girringun (Figure 10).  
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Figure 10: Girringun membership of survey responden ts, by age category 
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Among the nine traditional owner groups represented by Girringun, members from 
seven groups participated in the survey — to varying degrees (Figure 11). More 
responses were received from the Girramay people (22.5%) followed by the Jirrbal 
(18.75%), Warungnu (13.75%), Nywaigi (12.5%) and the Gugu-Badhun people (10%) 
The remaining traditional owner groups represented less than 5% of the respondent 
pool respectively. No responses were received from representatives of the Bandjin or 
Warragamay people. 

Figure 11: Distribution of respondents, by tribal g roup 
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Respondents were asked to indicate the level of education they had achieved. A relative 
majority (33.75%) had left school prior to the completion of year 10 with a further 
28.75% completing Year 10 (Figure 12).  

Respondents with a Year 10 education level were most highly represented by age 
groups 40 years and over. A majority (80%) of those who had completed Year 12 were 
in the 20-29 and 30-39 year age groups. None of the respondents aged over 55 years 
had completed Year 12.   Five respondents had TAFE certificates and three had ‘other’ 
qualifications. 
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Figure 12: Respondent education  
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Respondents were asked to identify their current occupation. The largest occupational 
groups were people on CDEP (23.75%) or performing home duties (23.75%). A further 
12.5% were retired and 6.25% were unemployed (Figure 13). None of the respondents 
rated themselves as ‘professionals’, one was a business person and nine were 
employed in administrative, manager and worker positions. 

Figure 13: Respondent occupations 
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In terms of income, the majority of respondents reported personal weekly income levels 
below $500 (71.25%), with 45% earning below $300 per week (Figure 14).  Of the 
respondents who recorded their household income, 75% had household incomes <$500 
per week (Figure 15). Of those, one quarter reported having a household income of less 
than $200 per week. 

Household size ranged among respondents ranged from 2 to 12 people, with a median 
of three. The most frequent household size was two persons (31.25%). Households who 
had a weekly income of $1000-1499 tended to be larger than lower income households 
(Figure 16). About one third of households with weekly incomes of $200-$499 contained 
five or more persons. 
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Figure 14: Personal income distribution of responde nts 
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Figure 15: Household income distribution of respond ents 
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Figure 16: Household income and household size 
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6.2 Satisfaction Ratings 

Respondents were presented with a series of items relating to life in general and asked 
to rate their level of satisfaction in relation to each item. The rating scale was a five-point 
Likert scale, ranging from 1=“highly dissatisfied” to 5=“highly satisfied.” 

For the purpose of result illustration, responses were recoded to -2=highly dis-satisfied 
to +2=highly satisfied and means were calculated. Figure 17 provides an overview of the 
mean responses to each of the 28 life satisfaction items in the survey. The items were 
orderd from the highest mean satisfaction to the lowest mean satisfaction levels 
reported.   

Figure 17 : Mean satisfaction levels with life matters   

Note: Items sorted by mean value 
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All means satisfaction values were positive. Most highly rated (top five) were items 
about family (immediate and extended family) and tribal group relations. General life 
satisfaction and standard of living were rated quite highly. 

The item with the lowest satisfaction rating was “the state of the Australian 
environment”. The bottom nine items were about the state of the environment (in 
Australia and of traditional country), prospects for young people, access to country, and 
remaining knowledge of and interest in culture. 
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Figure 18 shows the distribution of satisfaction ratings for each item. This provides a 
clearer indication of individual responses. Comparatively stronger polarisation of opinion 
was evident for ‘feeling part of your Traditional Owner Group’, ‘the extent to which 
Elders act as role models’, ‘your participation in cultural activities’ and ‘the extent to 
which TO Group relates to country’. 

Figure 18: Distribution of satisfaction ratings 

Note: Items in same order as Figure 17; missing responses excluded. 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

The state of the Australian environment

Opportunities for young people in your TO group

The state of the environment on country

Your access to country

Young people showing interest in culture and country

The outlook for young people in your TO group

Extent to which you access country

The extent to which TO group performs cultural activities

The level to which Elders pass on knowledge

Your income

Your level/command of traditional knowledge

Your profession

The extent to which TO group relates to country

Your level of education

Your outlook for your future

Your health

Your participation in cultural activities

The extent to which Elders act as role models

Feeling part of Australian Society

Feeling part of your Community

Your standard of living

Your achievements in life

Your life as a whole

The support you receive from your extended family

Your relationship with your immediate family

Feeling part of your Traditional Owner Group

The support you receive from immediate family

Your relationship with your extended family

Percentage of respondents

Highly Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Indifferent Satisfied Highly Satisfied
 

 

Respondents were asked to indicate their level of satisfaction with the extent to which 
Girringun delivered services across a range of items. These items were taken from the 
current and past Girringun business plans, including activities related to the land and 
sea interests of traditional owners, as well as broader social services that Girringun has 
diversified into more recently. 

The mean values of satisfaction for the services that Girringun provides are shown in 
Figure 19 and the distribution of responses is shown in (Figure 20). 
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Figure 19 : Mean satisfaction with services provided by Girring un  

Note: Items sorted by mean value; “Extremely dis-satisfied = -2; Satisfied = -1; 
Indifferent = 0; Satisfied = +1, Highly satisfied = +2 
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Figure 20: Distribution of satisfaction ratings for  services provided by Girringun 

Note: Items in same order as Figure 19; missing data are excluded 
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Mean satisfaction values were all positive. The means-based ranking showed generally 
higher satisfaction with Girringun’s country-related services such — including assistance 
with Native Title, recording and protection of heritage, facilitating presence on and 
access to country, and negotiating co-management agreements. Respondents were 
also satisfied with Girringun’s support for traditional owner youth. They were generally 
less satisfied with the social services that Girringun provided, specifically employment-
related activities, but also in the areas of education and health.  

6.3 Use of Services 

The survey asked respondents to identify how often they personally accessed a variety 
of community services, which were grouped into broad categories, which aligned with 
well-being domains. Figure 21 shows that respondents used health services most 
extensively, followed by family and community services. Services related to culture and 
country rated third. While individual income and employment services are ranked 
comparatively lowly, each of those services was accessed — to varying degrees — by 
more than half of respondents. 

Figure 21: Frequency of use of services, by service  category  

Note: Sorted by frequency of use, based on ‘never’ rating 
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6.4 Group Differences 

Survey results were analysed to detect statistically significant differences between 
groups of respondents based on: membership of Girringun, age, gender, and traditional 
owner group. Analyses were conducted using non-parametric techniques appropriate to 
the ordinal scaling of the data, the small sample populations and several non-normal 
distributions. Significances were tested for an alpha level of .05 in each case.  

Membership of Girringun Aboriginal Corporation 

Of respondents, 25% were non-members of the corporation. Non-membership was 
highest among respondents under the age of 30 years (Figure 22). Girringun 
membership was highest (100%) for Djiru and lowest (<50%) for Nywaigi (Figure 23). 

Figure 22: Girringun membership, by age group 
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Figure 23: Girringun membership, by traditional own er group 
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Analysis was conducted of differences between members and members. No significant 
differences were found. There was no noteworthy visual difference in general life 
satisfaction rating and in ratings regarding satisfaction with the services provided by 
Girringun. 

Some visual differences were found in the extent of use of services (Figure 24). Non-
member respondents tended to use housing services to a greater extent than members 
and recreational services, family services, and justice-related services to a lesser extent 
than members. In the area of country and culture-related services usage was similar.  

Figure 24: Frequency of service use, by membership group 

Note: FACS = family and community services, UB = unemployment benefits;  
CDEP = community development and employment programme 
Frequency coding: never = 1; rarely = 2; sometimes = 3; frequently = 4; always = 5 
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Age differences 

The age groupings were reduced from six to four groups because of the very small 
number of respondents in the 15-19 years and 60-64 years age categories. The new 
groupings were: under 30 years, 30-49 years, 50-59 years and over 60 years of age.  
Possible differences between age groups across the satisfaction and service usage 
items were assessed using Kruskal-Wallis tests. This accommodated the measurement 
scales employed, sample size and violations of normality.  

Age differences in the extent of use of services — by Girringun and other service 
providers — are explored in Figure 25. Respondents aged 60 years and older show 
higher usage of housing services, justice related services and culture and country 
related services, but their use of CDEP, unemployment benefits, recreation and 
education services is lower than for other age groups. Of these difference, the only 
significant difference found was for services associated with justice and crime. Younger 
respondents utilised services associated with crime and justice to a significantly lesser 
extent than older respondents (H  (3, N=70)=9.68, p=.02).  
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Figure 25: Frequency of service usage, by age group  
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Differences of gender and for traditional owner groups 

There were no statistically relevant differences in life satisfaction, satisfaction with 
Girringun, or service usage between male and female respondents. 

In terms of differences between traditional owner groups, Mann Whitney U tests were 
conducted to assess for significant differences between the two most highly represented 
tribal groups in the respondent population — Girramay and Jirrbal. The number of 
respondents from other traditional owner groups was too small for significance testing. 

Significant differences were found between the two groups for several general 
satisfaction items — with Jirrbal respondents rating their satisfaction lower than 
Girramay in all instances:  

� standard of living (U=60, z=-2.16, p=.03),  
� access to traditional country (U=63, z=-2.25, p=.02),  
� participation in cultural activities (U=71, z=-2.13, p=.03), and  
� elders acting as role models (U=69, z=-2.21, p=.03).   

Significant differences were also found between the two groups for several of the 
satisfaction with Girringun Aboriginal Corporation service delivery — with Jirrbal 
respondents again rating their satisfaction lower than Girramay in all instances: 

. presence on country (U=35.5, z=-2.69, p=.007);  

. native title (U=44.5, z=-2.690, p=.008), heritage (U=49, z=-2.41, p=.016); 
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. youth potential (U=51.50, z=-2.14, p=.033);  

. education (U=49, z=-2.00, p=.045);  

. communication (U=49.5, z=-2.21, p=.03); and  

. other issues (U=39, z=-2.52, p=.01).   

 

 

7 Third party assessment of Girringun 

7.1 Participating organisations 

As part of the investigation, nineteen organisations were contacted, of which 13 
provided responses. In total, two state government agencies, two federal government 
agencies and two protected area authorities, one shire council, three indigenous 
organisations and two regional NRM groups participated in the survey (Table 8). 

Table 8: Organisations participating in third party  review of Girringun 

Type of organisation Name of organisation Respondents 

State government Environment Protection Agency; Includes 

QPWS  

1 

1 

 Department of Communities 1 

Federal government Department of Employment and Workplace Relations 1 

 Indigenous Co-ordination Centre 2 

 Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority  1 

 Wet Tropics Management Authority 1 

Local government Hinchinbrook Shire Council 1 

Indigenous organisations North Queensland Land Council 1 

 Central Queensland Land Council 1 

 Indigenous Land Council 1 

Regional NRM groups Burdekin Dry Tropics NRM 1 

 Far North Queensland NRM 1 

 

Organisations interacted with Girringun for a variety of reasons and the content of those 
interactions was governed by the varied roles and responsibilities of the third party 
organisations. Several of the organisations were involved in the “Negotiation Table” 
discussions with Girringun.  

� The Indigenous Coordination Centre participated in the Girringun Negotiation 
Table1 and was concurrently involved with Girringun in a project called Local 

                                                      

1 Negotiation Tables are the interface between community and ‘whole-of-government’. They identify 
community priorities and develop agreed community action plans to improve the quality of life of Aboriginals 
and Torres Strait Islanders specifically around issues of a social nature, including family, health and education. 
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Answers as well as an education summit — with the objective of minimising school 
truancy and maximising school qualifications in Aboriginal children.  

� The Department of Communities participated in the Negotiation Table and focused 
additional contacts with Girringun around social services, including youth justice, 
homelessness and disadvantage, domestic violence and abuse, family breakdown, 
child care and aged persons etc.   

� Hinchinbrook Shire Council worked with Girringun to assist in “land purchases 
(Mungulla), training people and maintaining culture in the local community”. 

� Indigenous land councils dealt with Girringun through ILC projects, proposed and 
actual land management, land acquisition projects, Native Title, and cultural 
heritage. CQLC provided, on a regular basis, legal advice in relation to relevant 
legislation and changes. 

� DEWR participated in the Negotiation Table meetings. It also worked with Girringun 
to develop shared responsibility agreements and facilitated Girringun developing 
funding applications to DEWR for employment initiatives. 

� The EPA, including QPWS, dealt with Girringun in relation to protected area 
management, Native Title mediation, indigenous employment, Traditional Use of 
Marine Resource Agreements (TUMRA) and other agreement negotiations, 
management of TO land and sea country; management involvement in National 
and Marine Parks and employment opportunities for TO's. 

� WTMA had contracted a community liaison officer in the southern region. 

� GBRMPA signed a TUMRA with Girringun on the sustainable traditional use of sea 
country within the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. 

� BDTNRM and FNQNRM dealt with Girringun on a regular basis and had long 
standing relationships (since commencement of regional NRM). They invested in 
NRM projects and supported indigenous natural resource management.  

7.2 Assessments of Girringun 

The officers who participated in the research generally described Girringun as a ‘land 
and sea organisation’ whose charter was defined around the representation of, 
advocacy for and co-ordination of the nine TO groups. Several respondents considered 
that matters of representation were limited to land and sea, while others saw Girringun 
expanding its role to include matters that were more social in nature. It was referred to 
as a ‘champion’ of TO groups (GMRMPA)  

Participants were asked to respond to four broad statements about Girringun’s 
effectiveness on a scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree. The range of 
responses varied between 1 and 5 on all four aspects (Figure 26). 

Girrigun’s relationship with other organisations was seen as constructive by 
organisations where land, sea and cultural issues formed the content of discussions 
and/or where state government agencies were concerned. Respondents who disagreed 
with the relationship being constructive represented federal government agencies and 
content of communication related to the social domains of well-being (health, education, 
employment etc). These respondents conveyed a sense that Girringun’s pursuit of 
untied government funding was unrealistic from a funding model and accountability 
perspective but also in terms of the size of Girringun’s funding expectations. 

� “Girringun has been a pioneer of the traditional use of marine resources agreement 
and getting it accredited. It demonstrates willingness to communicate and 
participate and high degree of trust in relationship.” (GBRMPA) 
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� “Girringun have a reasonable relationship where discussion is about land, sea and 
culture but in the social area where the ICC is mostly involved, the communications 
are often frustrated and difficult.” (ICC2)   

� “It has completely unrealistic view of the way that governments interact with 
organisations often stating that governments should simply invest untied funds in 
the organisation so that it can operate.  They have been told repeatedly that this 
will not occur but still push it.” (DEWR) 

Figure 26: Third party rating of Girringun’s effect iveness 

0 4 8 12

G provides tangible
wellbeing benefits for its

constituency

G effectively represents
the interests of its 9

constituent TO groups

G clearly communicates
its role and mandate

G has a constructive
relationship with your

organisation

Number of respondents

strongly disagree disagree neutral agree strongly agree

 

 

Respondents generally agreed that Girringun communicated its role clearly — 
specifically where Girringun interacted with the organisations on matters of land and sea 
interests. However, some respondents did not think that Girringun was clear on what its 
role in the social domain was — let alone communicate it clearly.  

� “We have attended meetings where Girringun have participated and they have 
always given information on what they do and what they're about, their  role and 
who they represent, to the people at the meeting.  They also do education in the 
wider community.” (CQLC) 

� “Girringun is clear on what they see their role and mandate to be but it doesn't 
necessarily match the ICC's view … representing the TO groups re land, sea and 
culture is strong but their capacity to represent regarding social issues — they have 
no clear role.” (ICC2) 

�  “Not sure they are sure themselves what their role and mandate is either.” (Dept 
Communities) 

In terms of effective representation of its traditional owner groups, the majority of 
respondents felt that Girringun was most effective where land, sea and cultural heritage 
interests of the traditional owners were concerned. However, some respondents 
questions whether Girringun adequately understood — and therefore communicated 
and represented — the social issues facing different TO groups.  

� I don't have a lot to do with this stuff but the manner in which they represented the 
purchase of the Mungulla property — the outstation at Fishers Creek — the 
education program camp — they worked together.”  (Hinchinbrook Shire Council) 

� “Girringun decision-making and the management structure have a strong TO 
orientation and the corporation needs to be aware of becoming a gatekeeper for 
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TO groups.  It is important not to stifle self-determination of individual TO groups - 
it's a fine line - as they become more well-known and increasing demands are 
placed on them this challenge may increase — they will need to plan for this.” 
(GBRMPA)   

� “… they do it well where land, sea and culture are concerned — this is their 
strength. However, there is a weakness in relation to social issues — they struggle 
with the separate needs of the various groups and representing those groups - 
some individuals from Girringun that we deal with represent their own group [rather 
than the collective]”  and  “…We have the Local Answers Program which is 
providing funding to Girringun for 2-3 years to identify gaps in social and family 
support services to the various TO groups they represent — I have serious 
concerns about their capacity to deliver.  …They need to think beyond the 
traditional models of community control or they remain at odds with government 
direction.”  (ICC2) 

There was generally strong agreement with the notion that Girringun generated well-
being benefits for its constituency, and acknowledgement that improvement of well-
being went well beyond the bounds of land, sea and cultural heritage issues. Some 
respondents alluded to the significant challenges that lay ahead for Girringun in terms of 
assisting TO groups to tackle other domains of well-being.  

� “The stuff for the Nywaigi people went a long way to addressing their concerns, 
although I’m not sure how widely distributed this research was.” (Dept. of 
Communities) 

� Depends on the benefits — there is potential to be better. Girringun believes all 
Aboriginal issues should be located with Girringun but the response model days 
have gone and they need to move on.  There is a big divide between Girringun and 
Government with many other issues not being explored.” (ICC1) 

7.3 Perceived benefits, strength, challenges and 
opportunities of Girringun 

The majority of respondents identified that it was of significant benefit for them in having 
one organisation and therefore a single point of contact for discussions and negotiations 
with multiple traditional owner groups, at a strategic and operational level. This 
opportunity was perceived to reduce complexity, conflict and uncertainty in the 
communication process. Continuity and consistency in Girringun governance and 
management were seen as important.  

� “We use them as our single point of contact for all the TO groups up there — they 
are very effective.  We also recommend Girringun as the first point of contact for 
other government departments and agencies who may need to work with the 
communities.” (CQLC) 

� “Girringun provides a one-stop-shop service for gaining advice and direction in 
terms of negotiation and consultation with the 9 traditional owner groups it 
represents.  Extensive corporate knowledge and consistency in leadership and 
management — being able to deal with the same individuals over a number of 
years — good for trust and understanding.” (EPA2, QPWS) 

� “Strong vehicle for partnering traditional owners.” (FNQNRM) 

� “Girringun assist with the progress of day-to-day business, they are a professional 
face to deal with, they have structure in place and GBRMPA is confident that the 
responses received are those of the TO groups.  There's also the element of cross-
cultural awareness — we develop a greater understanding of their culture, values 
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and heritage and how these link to their aspirations for sea country.  GBRMPA in 
turn learns how culture and traditional practices might be aligned with [our] internal 
processes.” (GBRMPA) 

� “Benefits accrue from a TO organisation that has a strong vision of what the TO 
role could be. We benefit from an organisation that is progressive and well 
structured.” (BDTNRM) 

�  “Personal touch — negotiation with other legal parties — when we as an 
organisation can deal with Girringun it's a simple process - once others are 
involved the "them and us" mentality takes over — it’s no longer co-operative.  
Girringun on their own work well and want to work issues through.” (Hinchinbrook 
Shire Council) 

Respondents perceived the Girringun’s particular strength was their existing knowledge 
of and relationship with the nine traditional owner groups, particularly in relation to 
matters of land, sea and culture. Most thought that Girringun was cooperative in its 
dealings with various organisations and that there was a desire to represent the 
interests of the TO groups honestly and effectively, without ‘unnecessary political 
games’.  

� “They provide a major entry point.  They’ve got their act together.  Nine TO groups 
sitting and working together can't be ignored — in other areas you can't get some 
groups to come together or work together.  They have a decent infrastructure in 
Cardwell — it’s a great set up.  They have a good track record particularly in the 
NRM stuff — they are well known and respected in the community.” (Dept. 
Communities) 

� “Girringun as an organisation 'talks straight' so you know where you stand and they 
don't play unnecessary political games.  As an organisation it knows what it is 
about and is very focused in its pursuit of goals and objectives — it is very 
professional and business like in its dealings.  This gives certainty to the people 
they deal with such as QPWS.  Highly dedicated and committed staff.” (EPA2, 
QPWS) 

However, some respondents referred to instances where they had found that Girringun 
was frustrating efforts to meet social outcomes within individual communities. They 
voiced concern that Girringun’s role in representing the nine constituent TO groups 
might hamper its capacity to separate the issues at the individual community level. 

� “They are really strong with land, sea and culture but the ICC deals with the social 
dimensions and this is where there is a lack of capacity within Girringun to address 
the issues effectively.  The ICC aims to step outside the conflict and tension and 
work with the individual communities - for example, we have worked extensively 
with Jumbun community in recent times — without going through Girringun.” (ICC1) 

� “Aware of Phil’s views — not sure that these are always representative.” (BDTRM) 

In terms of constraints for Girringun, the most frequently mentioned issue was 
Girringun’s reliance on government funding for financial survival. Other constraints 
included the make up and capacity of the Board; a constant focus on matters of land, 
sea and culture at the expense of some of the pressing social issues; a perceived lack 
of organisational and administrative capabilities; and a lack of strong alliances with 
indigenous and traditional owner representative bodies. 

� “The most significant constraint is the lack of certainty associated with government 
and other funding. My perception, from visiting some time back, is that they were 
worried that they would have had to cut services fairly substantially due to 
anticipated funding cuts.” (ILC) 

� “Girringun appears to struggle with the operational dollars to keep their doors open.   
Their ability to maintain a steady income stream is probably the most notable 
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constraint — it is constantly raised with the ICC.  They struggle with the fact that 
the Australian government no longer give grants for business proposals.  We might 
fund feasibility studies but Girringun need to explore their own income generating 
opportunities.  State government doesn't see funding as a priority or necessary.  
They need to seek economic development opportunities.” (ICC2) 

�  “It has failed to deliver in many areas where it has been funded and government 
agencies appear to be losing patience with the organisation.  It has completely 
unrealistic view of the way that governments interact with organisations often 
stating that governments should simply invest untied funds in the organisation so 
that it can operate.  They have been told repeatedly that this will not occur but still 
push it.” (DEWR) 

� “The foundation is very strong but needs the capacity to assist TO clients to build to 
self-reliance (social/economic/looking after country).  Its alliance with other tribal 
groups of the WTMA through its membership with the Aboriginal Rainforest Council 
will also be important from a regional perspective on cultural, social and 
environmental well- being.” (WTMA) 

Respondents offered ideas on what opportunities Girringun might pursue in the future.  
Central to the proposed opportunities were capacity building, training and development 
at the board, organisational, community and individual levels. Planning towards a self-
reliant financial future was seen as critical for Girringun to be sustainable, to arresting 
uncertainty and for allowing a broader focus to develop in addition to sustaining current 
areas of strength. Some respondents saw strength in a focus on the land, sea and 
culture domain, others saw opportunities in pursuing the broader social well-being 
agenda that Girringun had embarked on.   

� “Ensuring they're ready for the many opportunities that will come their way as their 
profile increases.  Increasing population along the seaboard may also pose a 
challenge in terms of the management of land and sea country and how Girringun 
will ensure that their aspirations for country are heard and align with development 
etc.” (GBRMPA) 

�  “Slowly — try and build on current strengths — expertise — things they've done 
with TUMRA’s — build an income base around some of that,  e.g. fee for service.  
They need to be prepared for others to do some things rather than them doing 
everything — this comes down to the board.  Active board representation might 
mean that individual board members might focus on separate areas of well-being 
e.g. Health.  They’ve chased the dollars a bit in the past and I understand that but 
there is a risk of doing too much and moving away from the stuff they are really 
good at.” (Dept. Communities) 

� “They should become an organisation that can evaluate and negotiate with 
relevant authorities — capability development/education is needed — you want 
good level-headed people willing to talk - Phil is pretty level-headed.” (Hinchinbrook 
Shire Council)   

�  “Girringun needs to get more involved with environmental management - 
negotiating shared management arrangements (with various government 
departments and authorities).  They have lots of people with very good local 
knowledge but that knowledge and skills need to be developed - development is 
critical.” (CQLC) 

� “I really see them as having a significant strength in the land, sea and culture 
issues and this is where they should concentrate their business.  They need to look 
at how to derive income from the stuff do they well — what are the things they can 
do with respect to land, sea and culture to achieve a sustained income stream and 
remain viable.” (ICC2)    

� “It should concentrate on the things that it does well — culture, art and language 
and explore opportunities in these areas and forget about extraneous matters.  It 
should also drop the idea of being independent of government.  That would be 
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desirable but they have little chance of achieving this given their current capacity.” 
(DEWR) 

� “I would like to see Girringun maintain a strong natural and cultural resource 
management focus as well as continue its current expansion into social well-being 
and employment programs.” (EPA1, QPWS) 

� “It should continue with its current direction and operating style but strengthen its 
resources and capacity to operate as a corporation.” (EPA2) 

� “Girringun need to be clear on what they want to achieve re land, sea, business, 
development of youth and culture — there needs to be clarity for TO's and external 
people.  This is difficult if the resources aren't there (funding).  Maybe there’s an 
opportunity with ICC's SRA's, RPA's to develop relationships and promote other 
opportunities to achieve more social and economic aspirations — they need to 
become economically viable and not reliant on short-term funding.” (GBRMPA) 

� “I think they need to develop a secure economic base, rather than just funding. 
There’s more out there than selling artifacts and tourism. E.g. fee for service 
options might be explored, particularly around matters of cultural heritage — 
opportunities in terms of country-based management. […]  Girringun and other 
groups could also provide more strategic and operational advice to government in 
general, particularly local but also state government.” (BDTNRM) 
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8 Discussion and Interpretation 

The findings of this research are subsequently discussed and interpreted in the context 
of previous research (Greiner et al. 2005), the Girringun Social Planning Study (GAC 
2006), available statistics and other research. After a short review of the methodology, 
the content discussion is handled on a thematic basis, which is aligned with well-being 
domains.  

A number of themes emerge from the results, which show vast areas of commonality 
between workshops and locations, but also some areas of difference that are relevant 
for traditional owner well-being – and the role of Girringun. These themes also illustrate 
the various areas of ‘disadvantage’ of Aboriginal people, which is evident from 
population-based statistics. 

8.1 Methodology 

Girringun has approximately 650 members – and there would be substantially more 
people in the Girringun tribal groups. The research managed to engage 102 people in 
the workshops — of whom we know that 78 were Girringun traditional owners — and 80 
respondents to the survey. The participation rate was therefore low, despite the 
measures that had been implemented to maximize attendance (Box 3). However, it is 
higher than the Girringun Social Planning consultations in 2005, which involved 54 
participants across seven locations. 

The research results thus need to be interpreted with caution. The results offer general 
guidance but cannot be strictly generalised to the entire traditional owner population. 

The focus group discussions were an appropriate and successful methodology. With 
careful facilitation and break-up of larger workshops into multiple focus groups it was 
possible to engage every single participant in the discussions. This format of data 
gathering — in combination with careful location, venue, and time selection — appears 
particularly suited to research with Aboriginal people and discussions flowed quite 
freely. Participants felt inclined to share personal experiences and opinion, and express 
diverging views. The wealth of information and insights produced by this research stems 
from the focus group discussions. 

The survey was a useful tool in terms of having data to triangulate the information 
obtained from focus group discussions. Statistical procedures ensured that every 
respondent had the same level of influence over results. It was useful to administer the 
survey as part of the well-being workshops. This provided respondents with relevant 
context and ensured they had an opinion on the matters raised in the questionnaire. 
These data also provide a benchmark for possible future similar questionnaires. 

It is evident from the description of the survey results that the responses are skewed 
towards the ‘satisfied’ end of the rating spectrum. This had not been the case in the 
Nywaigi survey (Greiner et al. 2005) which had also applied a 5-point Liekert scale to 
capture respondent answers. The skew appears to be generic, as a similar skew is 
evident in the survey conducted as part of the Girringun Social Planning consultations in 
2005, even though that survey had adopted a 10-point Liekert scale.  
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8.2 Education and Training 

Education and Training was rated as the single most important well-being domain. 
Participants were clear about the need for young Aboriginal people to gain an education 
in order to maximise their opportunities in Australian society. They were conscious of 
the education deficit in their communities and the challenges of achieving better 
education. There were primary schools in all localities — even the small towns — where 
workshops were held. Some places had secondary schools, in others children had to 
catch the bus to the nearest town to attend high school. In all locations, with the 
exception of Jumbun, truancy was said to be an issue. Students tended to leave school 
at the end of year 10 or dropped out even earlier. More than 60% of survey respondents 
had either left school prior to year 10 or completed year 10 as their highest qualification.  

There were virtually no examples of students advancing to tertiary education. However, 
there were examples of traditional owner youth gaining apprenticeships and being 
admitted to technical college or the armed forces. There was plentiful evidence of 
people who had completed a series of TAFE certificates. 

This was confirmed by the survey results. In terms of their satisfaction, survey 
respondents rated their level of education below par on the items ranking (Figure 17). 

Statistics corroborate this picture. As Table 9 shows, school drop-out rates prior to year 
10 are higher among the indigenous population in the Girringun area than the non-
indigenous population and the Queensland state average. Rates of completion of school 
year 12 are half that of the Queensland population. Table 10 further shows that few 
indigenous persons have obtained post school and tertiary qualifications. Not only is 
there an apparent disadvantage in comparison to the non-indigenous population but 
also in comparison to the indigenous population across Queensland. 

Table 9: Highest level of schooling  

Source: GAC (2006); based on data by indigenous Profiles ABS Census of 
Population 2001. Data is for persons aged 15 years and over. 
Girringun region includes LGAs of Cardwell, Eacham, Dalrymple, Herberton, 
Hinchinbrook, Johnstone and Thuringowa.  

Highest Level of Schooling Indigenous Non-indigenous Indigenous All persons

(%) (%) (%) (%)

Year 8 or below 15.9 12.1 15.3 10.0

Year 9 or equivalent 12.2 7.1 10.8 6.5

Year 10 or equivalent 28.7 33.6 28.0 28.4

Year 11 or equivalent 9.4 8.5 9.1 7.5

Year 12 or equivalent 18.1 30.8 22.7 37.0

Did not go to school 1.6 0.6 1.7 0.5

Girringun region Queensland

 

 

Some of the reasons given to explain the low education levels included: lack of parental 
supervision; lack of parental role models; low self esteem; drug and alcohol addictions in 
juveniles; lack of employment opportunities in the home towns and therefore lack of 
incentive (e.g. Jumbun: majority of students completed year 12 and then went on to 
work for CDEP or on banana farms). There were also perceptions of racial 
discrimination at school or inadvertent cultural insensitivity by teachers — which 
Girringun’s Wishbone project was seeking to address. In those towns where Girringun 
had been active to that effect, the interventions were perceived as effective and positive.  
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Table 10: Highest level of schooling  

Source: GAC (2006); based on data by Indigenous Profiles ABS Census of 
Population 2001. Data is for persons aged 15 years and over. 
Girringun region includes LGAs of Cardwell, Eacham, Dalrymple, Herberton, 
Hinchinbrook, Johnstone and Thuringowa.  
*) includes persons who do not have a qualification and persons who have a 
qualification out of scope of the Australian Standard Classification of Education 

Non School Qualifications Indigenous Non-indigenous Indigenous All persons

(%) (%) (%) (%)

Postgraduate degree 0.1 0.7 0.2 1.4

Graduate diploma/certificate 0.2 0.8 0.4 1.1

Bachelor degree 1.0 5.8 2.2 8.3

Advanced diploma/certificate 2.1 4.4 2.6 5.5

Certificate 6.3 18.3 9.3 16.0

Not applicable *) 79.4 62.7 72.6 56.8

Girringun region Queensland

 

 

Education and Training was the well-being domain rated as top priority across the focus 
group discussions (Figure 8). Research participants stressed that education held the 
key for younger indigenous generations to succeed in society. They saw it as necessary 
for building human capacity and as the foundation for meaningful employment — 
thereby helping to reduce poverty and increase self-esteem.  

Girringun has grown increasingly active in the domain of education and training through 
activities under its Employment and Training Project. It built the Davey (Buckeroo) 
Lawrence Employment, Training and Cultural Centre and continues to manage it. The 
aim of the Centre is to provide training in various skills areas to increase the 
employment outcomes for early school leavers, traditional owners wishing to re-enter 
the workforce, Girringun’s CDEP workers and other members of the community. 

It would appear that cultural insensitiveness which (some) Aboriginal children 
experience at school — from teachers or fellow students — can act to de-motivate the 
children from learning, performing to their capabilities, and completing school. If alerted 
to issues of this nature, Girringun officers will act as negotiators and facilitate a better 
understanding of the ethnic sensitivities of Aboriginal children. Where such interventions 
have occurred (Jumbun, Kennedy), research participants have rated the well-being 
benefits for the individuals, their families and the Aboriginal community as very high.  

Girringun further proposes to help young people who are at risk of dropping out of 
school and/or have other issues to ‘sort out their lives’ through the Back-on-Track 
Project.  

8.3 Employment 

Employment (and Income) is an important well-being domain. 

The research participants referred to a low participation in the workforce, a high level of 
unemployment in their communities and an extensive reliance on the Community 
Development and Employment Program (CDEP). This is consistent with ABS census 
data (Table 11).  

Indigenous persons of working age tend to have less participation in the labour force 
(e.g. Cardwell LGA: 24% of indigenous males not in labour force compared to 10% for 
non-indigenous; Table 12).  
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Table 12: Labour Force Status  

Source: GAC (2006); based on data by Indigenous Profiles ABS Census of 
Population 2001. Data is for persons aged 15 years and over. 
Girringun region includes LGAs of Cardwell, Eacham, Dalrymple, Herberton, 
Hinchinbrook, Johnstone and Thuringowa. 

Labour Force Status Indigenous Non-indigenous Indigenous All persons

(%) (%) (%) (%)

Employed - CDEP 2.9 0.0 7.3 0.2

Employed - not including CDEP 30.5 59.8 36.1 55.4

TOTAL Employed 33.4 59.8 43.4 55.6

Labour Force Participation Rate 45.5 65.0 55.9 63.1

Unemployment rate 25.0 6.9 20.0 8.2

Girringun region Queensland

 

 

Unemployment within the indigenous labour force is three to four times higher than for 
the non-indigenous population. Unemployment among indigenous people in the region 
(25%) is about three times as high as the Queensland state average (8.2%) and labour 
force participation (45.5%) is much lower than that of non-indigenous people in the 
region (65%) and indigenous persons across Queensland (55.9%). 

The major employer of indigenous persons in Cardwell LGA is agriculture (46%), and in 
Hinchinbrook and Cairns LGAs it is government administration and defense (48% and 
36%, respectively). This industry includes workers on the Commonwealth Employment 
Scheme (CDEP). Indigenous employment under CDEP is, for example, 23% for 
Hinchinbrook LGA and 17% for Cairns LGA.  

The situation is even graver for young indigenous people (Table 13). Their labour force 
participation in the Girringun region is less than 40% and about one in three is 
unemployed – twice as many as among indigenous youth in Queensland.  

Table 13: Youth Labour Force Status  

Source: GAC (2006); based on data by Indigenous Profiles ABS Census of 
Population 2001. Data is for persons aged 15-24 years. 
Girringun region includes LGAs of Cardwell, Eacham, Dalrymple, Herberton, 
Hinchinbrook, Johnstone and Thuringowa. 

Youth Labour Force Status Indigenous Non-indigenous Indigenous All persons

(%) (%) (%) (%)

Employed - CDEP 3.5 0.0 7.1 0.3

Employed - not including CDEP 23.0 60.1 29.7 55.5

TOTAL Employed 26.5 60.1 36.8 55.8

Labour Force Participation Rate 39.9 69.4 53.0 68.1

Unemployment rate 32.4 13.0 14.9 15.3

Girringun region Queensland

 

 

Indigenous persons tend to work in labourer positions (Table 11). Relatively few hold 
managerial and administrative positions. However, the proportion of indigenous and 
non-indigenous professionals is about the same. 

It became evident from the workshops that low workforce participation, unemployment 
and high CDEP participation were specifically prevalent in small country towns and 
indigenous settlements, where the majority of Girringun traditional owners lived. For 
those who had employment, the jobs were mainly unskilled and low-income labourer 
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jobs, such as in the banana industry or other agricultural industries. Few traditional 
owners had employment in local councils or state or federal government departments.  

The rural character of the area that Girringun covers means that these issues are not 
limited to the traditional owner population. Such areas hold limited employment 
opportunities in a narrow spectrum of industries, and employment is a challenge for the 
non-indigenous population also. Typically, people move away to find employment 
elsewhere.  

Employment was not rated among the most important well-being domains. The level of 
satisfaction of survey respondents with their profession was comparatively low (Figure 
17) even though about 15% of respondents were ‘highly satisfied’ with their jobs. 

In many workshops (specifically: Jumbun, Kennedy, Palm Island) frustration was voiced 
about people continuously participating in skills programs and obtaining ‘tickets’ 
reflecting skill certification — only to find that these additional qualifications did not 
translate into employment opportunities in those locations.  

� “I have all the certificates under the sun and I still work for CDEP.” (Jumbun) 

In most cases it was evident that people would need to move away from their home 
towns — and their traditional country — in order to realise their improved job potential. 
However, only few people were said to be taking this step. And a majority of research 
participants expected government to be generating jobs in their communities.  

There was an obvious tension between the need for (young and skilled) people to 
pursue economic opportunities elsewhere for their personal benefit and that of their 
families and communities – and a social expectation that children would stay on country 
and remain close to family. There might also have been an element of envy of people 
who pursued their own goals and succeeded. Greiner et al. (2005) found for Nywaigi 
that there was resentment amongst some participants towards individuals who were 
professionally successful and had left the community, coupled with an expectation that 
these individuals would support the family/community. Such tensions tended to result in 
(painful) separation of those individuals from the community and their country. 

Girringun is an employer of indigenous people in its own right. It sources its employees 
preferably from within its traditional owner groups. Girringun currently [end March 2007] 
has 18 employees on payroll, among them 13 traditional owners. Ten employees are on 
(annual) contracts and eight on casual employment.  

Through its aforementioned Employment and Training Program Girringun aims to 
increase employment outcomes for indigenous people through: 

� Providing appropriate training. 

� Partnerships with employment and CDEP agencies and current as well as potential 
employers. 

� Providing pathways to employment for CDEP workers and volunteers at Girringun. 

The employment benefits to traditional owners from Girringun activities were not 
generally recognised by participants in the workshops — apart from three locations 
(Mount Garnet, Jumbun and Kennedy), but they rated the well-being benefit to their 
communities as varied. 

In the survey, respondents rated the extent to which Girringun ‘helps with employment’ 
lowest across all items. However, there was recognition by some respondents that 
Girringun was not an employment agency. There appeared to be some confusion as to 
the extent of Girringun’s role in the employment domain, with expectations that 
Girringun would be able to generate ranger-type jobs on traditional country, specifically 
in relation to Budja Bulla. It was also acknowledged that Girringun was employing some 
traditional owners in its office in Cardwell. 
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8.4 Other economic opportunities 

From the results it emerged that few Girringun traditional owners pursue avenues other 
than employment to generate income and wealth.  

Few traditional owners owned – or were buying – the houses that they lived in. There 
had been incentives in the form of subsidised loans available for indigenous people to 
buy their homes, but few had taken up the opportunity. Only participants in Greenvale 
were mostly owning/buying their homes.  

According to the regional statistics (Table 11) house ownership is between 50-70% for 
the non-indigenous population. It is significantly lower for the indigenous population, 
between 5% for Hinchinbrook LGA and 30% for Thuringowa LGA. This is a substantial 
source of indigenous disadvantage because it means that few indigenous households 
participate in the wealth generated from asset appreciation. 

Among all workshop participants, there was one who owned and ran his own business 
and one another participants intended to start up a business. In most workshops 
participants did not know a fellow traditional owner who owned a business. 

8.5 Incomes 

Most research participants indicated that they were on low incomes and that it was 
‘difficult to make ends meet’. With many people on pensions or unemployment benefits 
and those on CDEP earning little more, and those with jobs generally on low-paid jobs – 
personal incomes and family incomes were low. The issue of contribution of other 
welfare payments, including family assistance, was not discussed. 

According to ABS statistics (Table 11) median weekly income of indigenous and non-
indigenous families and households in the country LGAs is about the same whereas in 
city LGAs non-indigenous families/households are clearly on higher median weekly 
incomes. Since there are significantly more persons living in indigenous households (for 
Hinchinbrook LGA 5 persons per indigenous household vs. 2.5 persons for non-
indigenous households), available income per person tends to be lower for indigenous 
households. 

Satisfaction with ‘your income’ scored a mean of 0.6 on the satisfaction scale (-2=highly 
dissatisfied, +2=highly satisfied; Figure 17), meaning respondents were generally 
somewhat satisfied. This overall positive rating is inconsistent with the income situation 
of respondents, with the majority of households having a weekly income below $500 — 
and about one third of these low-income households supporting 5 or more people. 
These survey statistics are consistent with the indigenous situation across the region 
(Table 11). It would appear that the overall positive income satisfaction is influenced by 
low expectations and an indigenous reference point. Income satisfaction ratings could 
be expected to be much lower if respondents compared themselves to the non-
indigenous population. However, some participants were clearly unhappy with the 
income situation. 

� “We are sick of being poor. We want to be able to afford things.” (Kennedy) 

Among workshop participants concern was expressed over the capacity of many 
families to effectively manage their household budget. In several locations (Mount 
Garnet, Palm Island) workshop participants questioned the ability of individuals within 
their community to live within the means of their resources and noted that some people 
were spending substantial parts of their income on ‘grog’ while their children were 
malnourished.  
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There were examples of extravagances, for example people from Kennedy were said to 
commonly use the taxi to/from Cardwell at $30 one-way fare rather than utilising the 
community bus service at $5 one-way fare.  

It was also suggested that some government income support measures were not aiding 
‘the lot’ of Aboriginal people as they posed a disincentive to complete an education and 
to work. In the case of the baby bonus young Aboriginal girls were perceived to be 
enticed to become pregnant and have babies, which they had little intention or capacity 
for looking after.  

The reason why Education and Training rated as the prime well-being domain was 
because research participants recognised improved education as the single most 
effective mechanism of Aboriginal people becoming part of the mainstream economy, 
earning decent incomes and sharing in the wealth of Australian society. 

8.6 Transportation 

Many, possibly most, traditional owners affiliated with Girringun live in small rural towns 
and communities, where transport is essential to accessing basic services, including 
high school, health, justice, and recreational options.  

Car ownership in most places was low, with the exception of Greenvale and Innisfail. 
Consequently many traditional owners living in small and remote towns were ‘stuck’ and 
relied on buses, taxis and car pooling to gain access to even basic services. In some 
places (Charters Towers, Palm Island) people did most of their business on foot. 

Lack of transportation was seen as a constraint for going on country and visiting family. 
The lack — real and perceived — and/or high cost of public transport were frequently 
bemoaned. However, there was also some evidence to suggest that public transport, if 
available, was shunned by some for the convenience of door-to-door taxi service which 
came at a much higher cost.  

In the eyes of participants Girringun had generated well-being benefits for them by 
providing transportation, e.g. for traditional owners to go on-country, for children to 
participate in sports competitions or to go camping on country, and for Girringun 
members to attend meetings. Participants lamented that some of these services no 
longer existed and wanted to see them re-instated and/or expanded. 

Overall, the lack or transportation was not seen as a well-being issue of the same scale 
as some of the other domains. It was seen as a secondary matter, resulting from low 
incomes, and it was an inconvenience that confronted people on a daily basis in many 
aspects of going about their lives. 

8.7 Housing 

Home ownership was low and the vast majority of participants lived in rental 
accommodation. Overcrowding of houses was an issue in most locations — most 
notably Mount Garnet, Ravenshoe, Tully, Innisfail, Ingham and Palm Island. In some 
places it was reported that up to 16 persons would commonly share a 3-bedroom 
house. In other places (e.g. Kennedy) household sizes were around 4-5 people. These 
experiences were backed up by the census-based statistics for the region (Table 11).  

In towns where renewed — or new — mining activity was generating an influx of 
workers, rental housing was increasingly scarce and expensive. Participants said that 
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Aboriginal people seeking rental accommodation were seemingly at the bottom of the 
priority list, specifically on the private rental accommodation market.  

In some places, rental housing was said to be in a state of disrepair (Mount Garnet, 
Palm Island) while in other places housing was said to be looked after well, specifically if 
properties were in Aboriginal ownership (Jumbun, Kennedy).  

Girringun was seen as having made a valuable contribution recently to well-being for the 
traditional owners living in Mount Garnet, where the housing situation was reportedly 
quite desperate, by negotiating with QLD Housing in relation to building new housing on 
two blocks of land held by an Aboriginal family trust. 

8.8 Community at large, Society 

Community at large and Australian society did not rate highly as a well-being domain. 
Workshop participants indicated that they identified more along tribal lines than with 
Australian society.  

� “Firstly, I see myself as a Gugu Badhun person, secondly I see myself as an 
Australian.” (Greenvale) 

In mixed communities, there were varying reports about the extent to which traditional 
owners were interacting with other parts of the population. In some places they 
appeared fully integrated (e.g. Greenvale) while in other locations they did not feel part 
of the wider community despite some interaction (e.g. Mount Garnet) or felt that being 
Aboriginal had a stigma attached to it (e.g. Ravenshoe). It appeared in many places that 
younger generations were interacting more freely across ethnic groups (e.g. Innisfail) 
and that youth centres (e.g. Ravenshoe) were working well. 

Participants in many workshops spoke about racial discrimination against Aboriginal 
people. There was perceived sustained covert discrimination in Innisfail, discrimination 
in the job market (e.g. Townsville, Charters Towers) and in schools (e.g. Jumbun, 
Ingham). In schools, it was reported; Aboriginal children may be either deliberately 
disadvantaged or inadvertently offended by behaviours or remarks by teachers who 
were lacking cultural sensitivity in dealing with indigenous students. 

Racism was most strongly perceived in the job market, where many participants were 
adamant that non-indigenous applicants were preferred by employers to Aboriginal 
applicants with the same —or better — qualifications. It was also mentioned as an issue 
in access to rental accommodation (Ravenshoe), in policing (Ravenshoe) and in social 
activities (Mount Garnet).  

However, workshop participants in Greenvale did not feel that they were discriminated 
against on the basis of ethnic background in any way. 

In the satisfaction survey, respondents tended to be quite satisfied with ‘feeling part of 
Australian Society’ and ‘feeling part of your community’.  
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8.9 Aboriginal community  

Aboriginal Community (and Family) is a core domain of traditional owner well-being. 

While most workshops identified easily with the notion of ‘Aboriginal community’ and 
used the term freely, one Townsville workshop suggested that the notion of ‘Aboriginal 
community’ was a government concept and that Aboriginal people really identified along 
clan and language groups. 

Participants aligned very strongly along their tribal lines and Aboriginal Community was 
rated as being very important to well-being, rating among the top domains. Participants 
had a tendency to include the Family domain with Aboriginal Community, suggesting 
that the boundaries were fluent. 

An interesting point was further made in the workshop in Innisfail. Participants discussed 
the breakdown of a cohesive ‘Aboriginal fabric’ which they said had existed after the 
mission days in Innisfail, and which disintegrated into a tribal-based alignment in 
response to government policy in the 1970s.  

� “In the 1970’s, government legislation required ‘tribal’ identification for each person. 
This caused dissention, division and a lot of hurt.” (Innisfail) 

In their research on Nywaigi traditional owners, Greiner et al. (2005) examined the term 
‘Aboriginal community’ in some detail and explained some of the controversies 
associated with its use.2  

Survey respondents were generally very satisfied with ‘feeling part of your traditional 
owner group’. There were, however, a small proportion of highly dissatisfied 
respondents mainly from Nywaigi, Djiru and Jirrbal tribal groups. 

The well-being benefits provided by Girringun in this domain were acknowledged 
throughout all workshops. The perceived well-being contribution made by Girringun was 
rated from low to high.  

Participants saw it as an achievement in itself that one organisation represented nine 
traditional owner groups. They attributed a large existence value to Girringun and 
thought it provided an important reference point for them as traditional owners.  

� ”We know Girringun is there when we need them.” (Greenvale) 

� “Girringun is the first Aboriginal organisation that makes me identifiable.” 
(Townsville) 

                                                      
2 Community is a nested concept, since communities can consist at various levels and any one community 
may consist of several communities, or parts thereof. The Board of Studies NSW (1999) describes community 
as “central to Aboriginality” and as being about “interrelatedness and belonging.” Key elements defining 
community are country, family ties and shared experience. “Aboriginal people may belong to more than one 
community.”  

Morphy and Sanders (2001) emphasise that the term ‘community’ is not a traditional Aboriginal concept. 
Rather, they say, it became popular by the mid 1970s, after the establishment of the Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs. It provided a concept for distributing government funds for welfare and service delivery to Aboriginal 
people. They refer to other literature which illustrates that this delivery system has led to power imbalances 
within Aboriginal society, with organisations and powerful families doing the ‘gate keeping’ and pursing 
‘community’ goals for the benefit of their own family and/or language group at the expense of others. 

Shannon and Hendriks (2004) call the term ‘community’ a problematic concept for the same reasons, i.e. that 
it is an artificial concept built on a “legacy of protectionist policies that brought together widely dispersed 
groups of Aboriginal people onto reserves and missions.” The term engenders a notion of shared interest 
along lines that are alien to Aboriginal people, who traditionally affiliate themselves along kinship and tribal 
associations. 
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8.10 Family 

The term ‘family’ encompasses the immediate family as well as extended family, that is, 
at least three generations and relatives that are two-three degrees removed. As stated 
above, Family was frequently seen as a construct within Aboriginal Community. “Family 
is synonymous with tribe” (Innisfail). In some locations, specifically Jumbun and Tully, 
families were integrated across (multiple) Aboriginal and Islander groups. Participants in 
Townsville drew a strong distinction between Family and Aboriginal Community. 

A variety of family situations were encountered across the region, from dysfunctional 
families, which appeared to prevail in some workshop locations, to very strong families, 
notably in Ravenshoe, Jumbun, Kennedy, Palm Island and Greenvale.  

There were varying reports on the extent of family break-downs, with some focus groups 
(e.g. Townsville, Kennedy, Tully) reporting a high prevalence of family break-downs, 
which matches the research finding by Greiner et al (2005) for Nywaigi. Family break-
ups would typically result in one-parent families, or children being reared by grand 
parents or being put into foster care. 

Family structure was seen as important for community cohesion. 

� “Keeping families together keeps the community together.” (Kennedy) 

8.11 Health and Health Services 

Health (and Health Services) is a very important well-being domain. 

There were a variety of serious health issues for most traditional owner communities, 
across all age groups. Specifically, substance abuse was raised in a majority of 
workshops as being rampant across the community, but particularly among adolescents 
and adults. This had highly negative implications for their individual health but also 
detrimental impacts on children and the functionality of families. Addictions raised were 
alcohol-related, marijuana, glues and petrol. Workshop participants were particularly 
concerned about the mental health implications.  

� “All those kids on drugs and petrol, etc…. when the party is over they end up 
mentally ill.” (Townsville) 

Drug problems, specifically, were often causally linked to the absence of structured 
recreational opportunities for children and adolescents, and of employment for working-
age people. 

Nutrition related health problems (diabetes, renal failure) and asthma were other key 
detractors from well-being — and are shared across Aboriginal communities more 
generally. 

The availability of health services was varied. 

In the light of such critical health issues, the absence/scarcity/decline of health services 
in country towns such as Ingham and Tully was of concern. Some smaller communities 
faced a lack of specific health services, e.g. dental, mental health (Mount Garnet). In 
Kennedy, there was a perceived need for support for people with alcohol and drug 
addictions as they currently had to travel to Tully or Ingham for assistance. To some 
participants (Townsville) it was the lack of culturally appropriate (mental health) services 
that mattered most. 

A notable exception to prevalent ill-health and reliance on health services was 
encountered in Greenvale, the place with least health services among all the workshop 
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locations. Research participants there demonstrated a strong sense of responsibility and 
self-reliance.  

� “You look after yourself. There is no clinic down the road.” (Greenvale) 

An interesting observation was that despite this bleak picture about health, survey 
respondents provided an overall positive satisfaction rating on their personal health 
Figure 17. This matches the results obtained which Greiner et al (2005) obtained in their 
Nywaigi well-being case study. This could indicate that people with serious health 
problems might have been less represented in the research, or, as research with other 
Aboriginal communities indicates, that Aboriginal people tend to rate their health more 
highly than an assessment based on objective data would suggest (Senior 2003). A 
comment from the Townsville workshop also indicated that  

� “Many Aboriginal people did not know that they were sick. They needed to accept 
the fact that they were sick before they would seek and accept help.” (Townsville) 

Research participants did not draw a link between Girringun and health. However, 
initiatives are emerging whereby Girringun is seeking to secure a new Aboriginal health 
worker position, funded by QLD Health, to better address the cultural needs of 
Aboriginal people with respect to health care. 

8.12 Safety and Justice 

Safety and Justice emerged as a minor well-being domain from the workshops.  

The recurring story was that ‘young ones’ were ‘getting into trouble with the police’ 
because they supported their committed petty crimes to either support their drug and 
alcohol addictions or out of boredom — which commonly associated with a lack of 
structured recreational activities. Re-offences were common. Once they were convicted 
and ‘had a record’, this would impact on them for the rest of their lives.  

Addiction issues were not restricted to the young. It was also prevalent in adults and 
result in domestic violence, abuse and malnutrition of children, and break-down of 
families.  

Not all communities (in terms of workshop localities) seemed to have the same issues. 
Places where people were closely connected to country and undertook extensive 
outdoor activities (e.g. Jumbun), places with strong community leadership (e.g. 
Kennedy, Jumbun) and places where people had strong self-motivation (e.g. Greenvale) 
were socially better off.  

The interconnectedness of the social system was extensively discussed in the sense of 
a vicious circle: unemployment, lack of money, boredom and peer group pressure 
fuelled addictions and/or illegal activities and crime — and because offenders had few 
prospects they would go on to re-offend. Once people ‘had a record’ they found it 
increasingly difficult to break the cycle. 

Workshop participants in Ravenshoe complained about what they saw as discrimination 
and harassment by the police of Aboriginal youth. Another complaint about the police 
was that while they would physically take alleged offenders to their court appearances 
only to leave them to find their own way home (e.g. Jumbun, Kennedy, Ravenshoe). 

There was an issue of perception, too. For example workshop participants on Palm 
Island insisted that ‘Palm Island is a safe place’ and ‘life here is good and relaxed’, 
which — as they acknowledged — is contrary to public perceptions, and in part 
inconsistent with stories of alcohol abuse and other social issues. 
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Different places dealt with social problems and crime differently. Communities in some 
places (e.g. Mount Garnet, Innisfail) had established justice groups, which were seen as 
having a positive influence. These groups would liaise with the police, support offenders 
during court appearances, and conduct education sessions. Other places (e.g. Jumbun) 
saw no need for a justice group 

8.13 Recreation 

Recreation appeared to be linked to sports for most focus groups. Participants 
expressed that there was a definite lack of organised sporting and other recreational 
activities for children, adolescents and adults in the small country towns across the 
region. In some places there were sporting activities on offer, mostly football and/or 
cricket/ and/or basketball, but not in others. This perceived lack of opportunities – 
compounded by a lack of transportation to attend training and go to competitions – 
meant that talented children did not have the opportunity to fulfill their potential. The 
issue was not restricted to small places. In Charters Towers, a lack of structured 
recreational opportunities was thought to contribute to the street kids problem. In 
Townsville, despite an abundance of recreational sporting opportunities, the 
aforementioned social problems existed, of truancy, addictions and crime. 

The Jumbun focus group noted that there had been a ‘recreation day’ every Wednesday 
but funding for the initiative had ceased. A lack of structured recreational activities in the 
community was regarded as a major issue for the children and adolescents, with 
television being a major form of entertainment.  

There were some examples of plentiful recreational opportunities: the Youth Shed in 
Ravenshoe, rugby league in Innisfail and the PCYC on Palm Island. On Palm Island, 
children also had the jetty and beach, and the school had a boat and would take kids 
fishing and camping. In Ingham, the church offered a Friday night youth church 
program.  

For research participants in Greenvale the local clubs and swimming pool provided 
recreational opportunities. However, they saw recreation principally connected to 
Country and Culture. Many other focus groups also associated recreation with on 
country activities, including camping, fishing and hunting (e.g. Kennedy). 

A lack of role models (in sports and life in general) was identified as a contributing factor 
to the widespread use of drugs and other narcotics, which led to crime and convictions, 
with life-long repercussions for the individuals involved. 

Some focus groups attributed Girringun with a minor well-being benefit as far as 
recreation was concerned, through supporting kids to go on country (Kennedy) and 
organising sports days and rainforest days (Tully). 
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8.14 Country and Culture 

Country and Culture are seen as a pivotal well-being domain. For many, Country and 
Culture was about defining their identity. “Culture is who we are.” “Country is where we 
belong.” Key issues surrounding Country and Culture involve: relationship to country, 
language, culture and lore; arts and crafts. 

On country 

Some focus groups were conducted on country, including Mount Garnet (Jirrbal), 
Jumbun (Gulgnay), Tully and Kennedy and Cardwell (Girramay), Ingham (Nywaigi) and 
Greenvale (Gugu Badhun). Workshop participants who lived on country saw this as 
being of major benefit for their well-being. For those who had moved back on-country 
the feeling was beyond description.  

� “It is a special feeling living on country. It is hard to describe.” (Greenvale) 

All participants were keen to be out on country, camping, fishing, hunting, and collecting 
bush tucker. They saw land ownership as a pre-requisite for unrestricted access and 
bemoaned the fact that in most cases access was restricted by land holders, which were 
said to be increasingly less inclined to grant access (Ravenshoe) and showed little 
respect for sites of cultural significance (Ingham).  

Much of the discussion focused on the ILC-purchased properties Budja Bulla (Jirrbal) 
and Mungalla (Nywaigi). Tensions were apparent in relation to these properties as to 
who should derive benefits, specifically from Mungulla, with some Nywaigi participants 
arguing against its current use by the CDEP (which involved indigenous participants 
from different tribal backgrounds) and for exclusive use by Nywaigi. It also appeared 
that some traditional owners may have inflated expectations and see land ownership as 
a panacea. “Having Mungulla Station – we are finally home” (Townsville). Equally, there 
may be inflated expectations as to how many jobs Mungulla can create (Ingham). 

Another legal avenue pursued by several traditional owner groups is native title claims. 
For example, Gugu Badhun has a ‘blanket claim’ under consideration.  

Workshop participants across locations attributed sometimes well-being benefits to the 
existence and actions of Girringun. Kennedy participants noted the Girringun support for 
the Girramay native title claim. 

Language 

Across all workshop locations — with the exception of Jumbun — it was evident that 
traditional language had largely been lost. In some places elders recollected and spoke 
traditional language (e.g. Mount Garnet, Ravenshoe, Innisfail, Charters Towers). As 
elders were dying, language was being lost. In Jumbun, traditional language was 
spoken regularly and fluently. It was also spoken in Kennedy but only at a rudimentary 
level (nursery rhymes, names of objects).  

Girringun had initiated a program to support teaching of language. For example in 
Ravenshoe a program was trailed whereby Aunty Maisy taught Jirrbal children at 
primary school. Children were not fluent in language but would know the traditional 
language names of many animals — and started to show great interest in other aspects 
of culture. The program had only been a one-off and Ravenshoe workshop participants 
lobbied for a resumption of the program. Similarly, in Tully a language program had 
existed for a short period of time in primary school but ceased. The concept struck a 
cord with other tribal groups who wanted similarly organised language programs 
initiated in other places (e.g. Tully, Kennedy, Palm Island).  
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In some tribes no language speakers were alive today (e.g. Nywaigi, Gugu Badhun). 
Gugu Badhun had taken a different approach to adult learning of traditional language, 
through the production of an interactive DVD. 

Culture, law and lore 

Across the focus groups a consensus seemed to emerge that ‘hardly any knowledge of 
culture, plants or stories existed anymore’ (Mount Garnet). Passing on of culture to the 
younger generation was ‘just not happening’ despite interest from elders and children.  

A Jirrbal elder, residing in Charters Towers, noted that he would do business on country 
in traditional language whenever he went back on country. However, he shared the 
desperation of other elders of not being able to pass his knowledge on and mistrusted 
new methods of visual and audio recording. There was a perception by some elders that 
young people were not interested in learning about culture (e.g. Innisfail, Charters 
Towers). In Mount Garnet teaching was not happening despite interest by elders and 
the young.  

In some locations (e.g. Tully) culture and lore were being passed on by individual elders 
to their grandchildren.  

Girringun was acknowledged as contributing to the passing on of culture, law and lore 
by supporting elders to teach kids language and stories (e.g. Kennedy, Ravenshoe), 
collecting natural history data, and documenting stories. It appeared that without 
Girringun as a broker/facilitator, the social and cultural divide between elders and 
younger children could not be bridged. Cultural recording, surveying and monitoring of 
sites provided large well-being benefits (e.g. Jumbun, Greenvale).  

Girringun was providing basket weaving courses (e.g. Ravenshoe, Jumbun) and had 
done a video of Kumba Lumba.  

Life satisfaction 

The lowest mean life satisfaction ratings from the survey (six items from the bottom 
nine) involved matters relating to country and culture, including 

� state of the Australian environment (28/28). 

� state of the environment on country (26) 

� your access to country (25) 

� extent to which you access country (22) 

� extent to which tribal group performs cultural activities (21) 

� level to which elders pass on knowledge (20) 

Other Country and Culture related items also only achieved only moderate ratings 

� your level/command of traditional knowledge (18) 

� the extent to which your tribal group relates to country (16) 

� your participation in cultural activities (12) 

� the extent to which elders act as role models (11) 

 

 



� ��

��	�����

�	������

�

���
�� �

______________________________________________________________________  

��	� �"! �

Strength of connection to Country and Culture 

From the workshop contributions, it is possible to rank the connection that the Girringun 
traditional owners have, by workshop location, along a gradient of strong to weak 
connection to country. On the strong side, there is Murray Upper. The people in Jumbun 
live on country. They go out on country on a daily basis, collect and hunt for food, and 
speak their traditional language fluently. In Kennedy, people are also on country but 
connection to culture is not as strong — however there is a CDEP-supported 
resurgence of traditional arts and crafts. 

Figure 27: Strength of connection to country  

Note: by workshop location 
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People from Mount Garnet have close connections to Budja Bulla — at least those 
individuals who work there. In Ravenshoe, people are starting to teach language to 
children. In Greenvale, people live on country but are not as involved with country on a 
day-to-day basis. Language and knowledge of country are in the process of being re-
discovered. In Kennedy, persons on CDEP are practicing their traditional art.  

In Tully, the ladies do traditional (and other) crafts and the men like to go fishing. In 
Ingham, Nywaigi are connected to Mungulla Station — albeit the connection and use of 
that country is (still) somewhat tenuous. There are tensions between Nywaigi families 
surrounding the vision for, control of and access to Mungulla. However, for Nywaigi 
living away from their country, that fact that Nywaigi ‘have’ a piece of traditional land is 
like “we are finally home.” Some Warungnu traditional owners practice their language 
and go on country at times. 

At the other end of the scale, Girringun traditional owners who live in Charters Towers or 
Townsville are not only geographically remote from their traditional land but also appear 
to have little involvement with country or on country.  

In recent years two grazing properties have been purchased by the ILC for tribal groups 
affiliated with Girringun: Mungulla and Budja Bulla. These acquisitions feature 
prominently in the minds of traditional owners They provide an important opportunity for 
traditional owners to re-engage with traditional country. Participants of focus groups 
expressed a variety of aspirations associated with the ownership and management of 
that land — including cultural, educational, employment, nutritional and health benefits. 
However, converting these land assets into tangible benefits poses a challenge. At 
present the economic benefits appear to be limited to participation in the CDEP through 
on-country activities, and additional social benefits accrue from on-country camps. In the 
case of Mungulla, particularly, questions of control over strategic and operational 
aspects associated with the property appear to be causing divisions between families of 
the Nywaigi tribal group, while social and economic opportunities associated with the 
property remain untapped. 
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8.15 Girringun 

Country and Culture is the core business of Girringun, which comes from a basis of 
representing the land and sea interests of the nine traditional owner groups jointly in 
negotiations with government and other agents. This research confirms that Country 
and Culture — as a domain — is one of two core determinants of well-being to the 
traditional owners of the Girringun tribal area. Thus, the land/sea/culture business of 
Girringun is very well aligned with things that matter to its constituency.  

Traditional owner survey respondents were generally satisfied with the well-being 
contribution that Girringun had made to their individual lives and their communities. 
They were overwhelmingly satisfied with the assistance that Girringun had provided in 
the domain of Country and Culture, specifically through support of Native Title 
aspirations, recording of and protection of cultural heritage, and assess to and 
management of traditional country (Figure 19). There were plenty of stories of how 
Girringun had enabled language classes in some locations, which provided a framework 
for elders to pass on language and knowledge, and had facilitated accessed to country 
for children and adults. Participants saw the short-term nature of many of these 
programs as unsatisfactory.  

Girringun’s contribution to the traditional owner well-being was acknowledged by the 
‘third party’ survey respondents who represented organisations that Girringun has dealt 
with in the pursuit of representing traditional owner interests. Third party respondents 
overwhelmingly agreed that Girringun provided well-being benefits to its constituents 
through effectively representing traditional owners’ land, sea and heritage interests 
(Figure 26).  

Agencies and organisations that intersect with traditional owner interests on matters 
related to land, sea and culture see Girringun as representative and effective, with 
stable governance and management, transparent and good to deal with. They see it as 
a ‘one-stop-shop’ when dealing with environmental and heritage matters in the Girringun 
tribal area. These dealings have resulted in important outcomes, such as the recent 
TUMRA agreement with the GBRMPA and EPA (Qld), which recognises the sustainable 
use by traditional owners of marine resources in the marine protected area. It has also 
resulted in increasing influence by traditional owners on matters of natural resource 
management and protected area management, through government as well as natural 
resource management groups. In the past, Girringun has enhanced the native title 
claims of several of its traditional owner groups — although those were managed 
through the respective land councils. 

After initially establishing itself as a sea-country-culture organisation, Girringun has 
recently expanded its realm to include social domains, through its ‘Caring for People’ 
activities (Box 2). It is specifically seeking to increase human and social capacity within 
its traditional owner groups through a variety of projects.   

This expansion of activity appears well aligned with the expressed needs of its 
constituency and a natural fit in the context of a holistic approach to well-being. 
Particularly the focus on assisting children and adolescents — at an individual level — 
to overcome many issues, which result in truancy, seems fundamental on the basis of 
the anecdotal evidence provided by this research. The stories that workshop 
participants shares also helps to explain the high level of indigenous disadvantage 
across many socio-economic indicators (Table 11). As traditional owner research 
participants stressed, improved education school education is at the core of improving 
employment and income — individually and collectively — with positive flow-on effects 
for well-being across virtually all other domains. 

Satisfaction ratings by traditional owner research participants showed that they were 
satisfied — but to a somewhat lesser extent — with the social benefits that Girringun 
was providing. Among the social activities, Girringun ‘assisting young Aboriginal people 
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to realise their potential’ rated highest, specifically in localities where Girringun had 
provided interventions. Respondents were less clear about — resulting in a neutral 
satisfaction rating — of the help that Girringun had provided to improve employment, 
other than being an employer in its own right.  

Research participants representing agencies and organisations that Girringun intersects 
with on social matters, were divided about (1) whether Girringun had a role to play in 
this area and (2) whether Girringun was an effective player in the social domains. Some 
respondents specifically queried whether Girringun was clear within itself about its new 
role and responsibilities, and how it fitted into the existing fabric of social service 
providers. It is notable that these respondents, which the exception of ICC officers, 
operate within a government service delivery model that is built on strong delineation 
between social policy spheres (e.g. family, community, employment, health) and does 
not hold a holistic view of well-being. 

Organisations that interact with Girringun as a traditional owner representative (e.g. 
GBRMPA, WTMA, EPA, NRM groups) rate Girringun highly in relation to its governance 
and management. However, few of those (NRM groups only) translate the value of 
Girringun contributions to their business into an ‘equivalent’ contribution to Girringun’s 
funding base. Representatives of government agencies, which (potentially) fund 
Girringun programs, were critical about Girringun’s perceived lack of understanding of 
the funder—provider model of government service delivery, which required providers to 
be effective and transparent. There was irritation about Girringun’s continued quest for 
untied government funds. There were questions about Girringun’s capacity — at the 
board and management level — to operate in that sphere. 

Chappell’s (2006) review of core functions, services and benefits of Girringun estimates 
that the voluntary functions and services provided by Girringun (i.e. those provided in 
addition to contracted activities) are ‘worth’ in excess of $600,000 per year. Girringun, in 
2005/06 had a turn-over of $1.28 million (L. Lee, Girringun, email from 04/04/07). 
Chappell 2006:1 concludes that “many of the services provided by Girringun are (1) 
largely unrecognised and essentially unfunded [and] (2) highly subjective to the vagaries 
of project funding.” 

A second important area of tension about Girringun providing social services is the 
question about its constituency. In the Country and Culture domain, Girringun’s role is 
fundamentally aligned with its membership. In the social domains, this alignment causes 
tensions in the sense that government wants indigenous organisations to roll out 
services to all indigenous people in a region, irrespective of their traditional owner 
status. Chappell (2006:13) believes that Girringun’s benefits spread beyond its 
immediate constituency, with beneficiaries including governments, other indigenous 
groups and individuals, and the broader regional community. 

Girringun’s approach in social service delivery is targeted at improving the present and 
future of individuals, adopting ‘the power of one’ philosophy, and trying to target the 
roots of many social problems. It is framed within an indigenous context, grown from 
indigenous concerns, recognising cultural community aims and resources — and thus 
aligned with revised models of thinking in indigenous health delivery (Boustany, 1999).  

The dilemma with Girringun’s social activity domain appears to be that it is responding 
to clear signals and perceived needs of its traditional owner communities. In doing so it 
encroaches on the patch of organisations that already operate in the various spheres. 
This may be partly a result of Girringun, as a recent entrant to the highly contested 
social service delivery space, being unclear about who-is-doing-what in an ever 
changing landscape of social service delivery. It is also a signal to existing service 
providers that they are obviously failing traditional owners — and indigenous peoples in 
the Girringun region more generally — in many social domains.  

At a philosophical level, Girringun may be doing its constituency a dis-service to some 
degree by trying to address their every perceived need. The research provides empirical 
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evidence that people are unable to convert improved skills and training into economic 
opportunity — they remain in small communities that have a very narrow economic base 
and expect jobs to come their way. Some see CDEP as employment and a career. 
People who take self-responsibility, leave communities and are successful are often 
ostracised.  

Girringun is a small organisation and may be trying to tackle too many issues at once in 
response to overwhelming needs. Stepping up from being an effective sea, country and 
heritage organisation to also being an effective social service provider requires a clear 
understanding of the organisational and institutional landscape, a strategic and business 
approach and savvy in the terms of engagement in the market place of social service 
delivery.  
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9 Conclusions 

This research employs the well-being framework developed by Greiner et al (2005) to 
explore issues related to indigenous welfare. It implements the framework through a 
subjective experiential approach and explores the question to what extent Girringun 
Aboriginal Corporation has been generating well-being benefits for its constituency of 
nine traditional owner groups in northeast Queensland. 

Approximately 100 people, predominantly Girringun traditional owners, participated in 
the focus group discussions and survey, which served to gather both qualitative and 
quantitative data about traditional owner well-being and the role of Girringun. Some 13 
government and non-government organisations participated in a third-party review of 
Girringun.  

The resulting well-being model demonstrates the holistic worldview of the traditional 
owners in this region, which correlates well with other indigenous and First Nations 
perspectives of life. It draws attention to a series of well-being domains, including social, 
economic, cultural and environmental determinants of health and well-being, and their 
interconnectedness. 

Education and Training, Aboriginal (tribal) Community and Family; and Country and 
Culture are as the three core well-being domains. They are seen as underpinning the 
social and economic opportunities that traditional owners have. Problems in each of 
these domains, such as truancy, family break-downs and dislocation from country and 
culture severely detract from well-being directly and indirectly, through negative flow-on 
effects to employment, income, health and others. Health and Health Services, and 
Employment and Income are considered important domains for well-being but are seen 
as secondary in the sense that they are the result of the conditions encountered in the 
three first-order domains.  

Girringun is seen as having made many positive contributions to traditional owner well-
being to date. Key activities are well aligned with key domains of well-being, specifically 
in relation to Country and Culture. Girringun has a high existence value to the members 
of its tribal groups. It is seen as an expression of self-determination and self-control. 
Traditional owners are proud of Girringun, of the fact that it was founded by the 
Aboriginal people themselves for the benefit of the people, that it is not a Land Council. 
They draw self-esteem from the fact that Girringun has been able to combine the 
interests of nine TO groups, whose common voice cannot be ignored. People draw 
value from the newsletters, which keep them informed — though sometimes not quite to 
the desired extent. 

For those government and non-government organisations that need to engage 
traditional owners in matter of land, sea and environmental management, Girringun is 
seen as a ‘one-stop-shop’, which allows them to do their job more effectively and 
efficiently. Girringun’s operation draws a lot of praise from these organisations — but 
funding from few. 

There are reasons for Girringun to ensure ongoing focus on Country and Culture related 
services. From the life satisfaction ratings it is evident that despite all the work that 
Girringun has done in this area, much remains to be done because traditional owner 
satisfaction with many matters of Country and Culture remains comparatively low. This 
is a core well-being domain, suggesting excellent fit of Girringun with its constituency’s 
concerns. Girringun therefore stands to deliver ongoing important well-being benefits for 
its constituency. These well-being benefits are generally well recognised by the 
traditional owners — as well as by the government agencies and organisations that 
Girringun interacts with in achieving better outcomes for traditional owners (Table 14). 
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Domain Importance for 
TO wellbeing

Girringun's contribution Community perception of G's  contribution Third party perception

Education & Training very high Caring for people: Programs for young people; 
Interventions at school; Training centre

Interventions at schools seen as highly 
successful; Training facilities used by some

Role questioned

Family & Community very high Caring for people; Caring for country Girringun has brought people together Role questioned

Country & Culture very high Caring for country: Support for native title claims; 
Access to and co-management of traditional county 
(including sea country); Cultural recording and 
mapping; On-country activities; Programs for elders to 
pass on language; Weaving and other arts&crafts 
courses

Seen as extremely successful in providing TOs 
with access to traditional land & sea country; 
Cultural recording; On-country activities; 
Language programs are cherished - everybody 
wants them; those who have them want to see 
them continued

Recognition of success; 
Seen as highly effective 
and competent

Health & Health Services high Caring for people: Improve availability of, access to 
and cultural appropriateness of health services - 
Activities under negotiation

n/a n/a

Employment & Income high Caring for people: Training centre: upskilling; 
Employment of TOs in the office; indirectly through 
facilitating purchase of properties for TOs, which 
operate through CDEPs 

Recognised as there but minor Role questioned

Recreation medium Caring for people: on-country camps On-country camps and activities are cherished; 
cessation of activities is lamented

Recognised

Housing & Infrastructure medium Caring for people Faciliated solution to housing crisis in Mount 
Garnet

n/a

Transportation lower Caring for people Provided transport to go on-country; Enabled 
children to attend sports competitions

n/a

Safety & Justice lower Caring for people Indirect - through giving children and 
adolescents more self-esteem

n/a

Society lower Caring for country: Effective in communicating 
Native Title to non-Indigenous population

n/a
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With its expansion into ‘caring for people’ activities, Girringun has ventured into the 
realm of other agencies and organisations who provide social services. Girringun has 
done so in response to the perceived needs of its constituency. The constituency is 
asking for Girringun interventions in many localised adversarial circumstances, from 
housing shortage to school truancy, lack of transportation and lack of structured 
recreational opportunities. Where Girringun has provided interventions, the well-being 
benefits are evident, but they are localised and individualised. Overall, traditional owner 
respondents do not show high satisfaction levels with Girringun’s social program. This 
may be a question of time (the programs are still new) but it is also a reflection of the 
individualistic level at which the benefits accrue. 

Representatives of the federal government agencies, which (potentially) fund Girringun 
social programs, are unconvinced of Girringun’s effectiveness in this domain. They are 
critical about Girringun’s perceived lack of understanding of and engagement with the 
funder—provider model of government service delivery. They ask questions as to the 
reconciliation of a traditional owner membership model and generic indigenous service 
delivery. They query perceived inconsistencies in what Girringun says and does. 

Girringun is an indigenous organisation that has grown from the grass roots of its nine 
constituent traditional owner groups. It is dear to the hearts of its members and affiliated 
traditional owners. Its achievements in terms of achieving well-being benefits for 
traditional owners in the domain of Country and Culture are unquestioned and 
applauded by many. 

The dilemma that Girringun faces is to secure it future, financially and strategically. It 
has chosen to pursue to diversify its business into the sphere of social service delivery. 
On balance, this strategy appears to be faltering. The strategy appears too broad in 
scope and re-active to the many social ills that people within its constituency want to see 
rectified. Its benefits are not being sufficiently recognised even by the people on the 
ground. The implementation of the model appears to be at odds with the requirements 
of core government funding agencies and government policy.  
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