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Positionality

I acknowledge the land, sea and sky of the Muwininina people of the southeast Nation of Lutruwita on which 

this research was undertaken. The land and sea were stolen and sovereignty was never ceded.  



How would you 
describe this?



Or these?



Or this?



They’re cultural geomorphology?

A practice and a classifying 
terminology that examines the 

interactions between landforms and 
cultural heritage and describes the 

cultural values of geodiversity

“The discipline that studies the 
geomorphological component of a 

territory, which embodies both a 
cultural feature of the landscape 
and its interactions with cultural 

heritage (archaeological, historical, 
architectonic etc.)”  (Panizza and 

Piacente, 2009)



Why is Cultural Geomorphology 
Important?

Reflects connection to 
country through tangible 
and intangible mediums

Sites are often vulnerable 
yet are often  unrecognised 

in conservation

Geodiversity offers cultural 
resilience by preserving 

sites that support 
knowledge sharing, 

connection to Country, and 
cultural continuity



The 
Basis

Geological values are 
generally intrinsically 
under-recognised and 

represented within 
protected areas

Cultural values are 
generally under-
recognised and 
represented in 

protected areas

Are geocultural values 
under-recognised and 

represented too?

Biota is generally well 
recognised and 

conserved within 
protected areas



How is Cultural Geomorphology currently 
recognised in Australian Protected Areas?

World Heritage Criteria (Generally 
Through Mixed Criteria)

IUCN Criteria (II,III, V) Indigenous Protected Areas



Authorised Heritage Discourse

Authorised Heritage Discourse is 
dominant, official, and 
institutionalised way of 

defining and valuing heritage

Privileges material, monumental, 
and aesthetically pleasing 
objects, sites, places, and 

landscapes that are deemed 
significant by governments, 
heritage professionals, and 

expert bodies



Methods

Applied descriptive statistics and spatial analysis to examine cultural 
geomorphology across jurisdictions, reserve categories and governance 

types

Analysed a series of management plans from New South Wales, Tasmania, 
and Indigenous Protected Areas using thematic and keyword coding to 
determine cultural geomorphology presence and management intent



Heuristic 
Framework



“The real sense of heritage, the real moment of heritage when our 

emotions and sense of self are truly engaged, is not so much in the 

possession of the necklace, but in the act of passing on and 

receiving memories and knowledge” (Smith, 2006)



Cultural 
geomorphology 

is present in 
most plans, but 

is primarily 
recognised in 

tangible forms

Recognition 
varies 

significantly 
across 

jurisdictions

Intangible values 
are often absent 

from state-
managed plans 
and are limited 

by planning 
language and 

templates

Reserve types 
and IUCN 

categories was 
not a predictor of 

geocultural 
inclusion, rather 

authorship

Findings



Implications

The cultural value of 
geological features is 

reduced when detached 
from the intangible 

cultural knowledge that 
gives them meaning 

The protected area 
system appears to have 

transitioned from a 
system of fast violence 

into slow violence 
manifested through:

Control of discourse and 
structure (authorised 
heritage discourse)

Terminological ambiguity Legacy biases 



Examples
 1 

Examples of power imbalances Implications of power imbalances 

“The Aboriginal community has expressed 
interest in conducting culture camps and 
associated cultural activities in the parks, 
with a focus on Karuah National Park. 
Following appropriate consultation with 
the Aboriginal community, NPWS consent 
may be issued for short-term cultural 
activites, including camping. The 
designation of an area for the exclusive 
use by the Aboriginal community to 
conduct cultural activities wouild be 
subject to an ammendment to this plan of 

management” – Karuah National Park 

“Aboriginal people of the far 
south coast are permitted to 
camp for short periods for 
cultural purposes in the park’s 
cultural camping areas. Use of 
the areas will continue to be 
by agreement between NPWS 
and the Aboriginal people. 
Facilities at each site may 
include a shelter shed, BBQs, 
watere tanks, toilets, 
fireplaces and deliniated camp 
sites” – Ben Boyd National 
Park 

“In 1978 the Australian Defence Force 
established the Yampi training area on 
our country. This area is over 566,000 
ha. Since its foundation we have had 
very limited opportunities to visit our 
ancestral lands and fulfil our custodial 
responsibilities to look after our country. 
The vast area covered by the Yampi 
Training includes many important 
cultural places and is the habitat for a lot 
of our culturally significant species. With 
limited access Dambimangari can’t look 
after our the rock-art sites and other 
important places, revisit them or pass on 
knowledge about these places to our 
younger generation.”  
-Dambimangari IPA 

“This threat is connected to not being on Country and 
not having resources to look after Country. Our 
ancestors had full decision-making power in decisions 
about Country. We are now locked out of decision-
making on parts of our Country, especially private 
freehold land, because under waybala law their new 
owners have sole rights to access, use, develop and 
manage the land. In some cases we are not allowed to 
go onto land to undertake cultural activities like 
looking after burial sites or visiting springs and wells to 
clean them or get water from them, and so we cannot 
protect them from being degraded and eroded by 
animals or damaged by development.”  
Eastern Kuku Yalanji IPA 
 

“Sites not deemed significant will be 
allowed to deteriorate naturally” – 
Bimberi Nature Reserve 

“Under the PAHSMA Act, the 
Director of the Parks and 
Wildlife Service Tasmania 
retains primary responsibility 
‘with respect to matter 
relating to Aboriginal sites 
and relics’” – Port Arthur 
Historic Site 

“Our Bama have shown scientists where 
to find what they are looking for, but we 
have not been given the results of their 
studies in return” -Eastern Kuku Yalanji 
IPA 
 
 

On the left-hand side and at the bottom of the mine 
site are figures. These represent Garawa women and 
kids. On the right-hand side are four figures holding 
spears and boomerangs. These men are worried about 
a sacred site, a burial place, near the mine. There are 
bones that have been stored there. We can’t go near 
the burial site unless we have permission from the 
mine. The sun is going down and the sky is black. The 
blackness represents the way we feel about what’s 
happening to our country. It’s gettin’ sick and we are 
really worried.” 
Ganalanga-Mindibirrina IPA 



What’s Next?

• Decolonising the reserve system requires 

systemic change

• Better integration of abiotic, biotic and cultural 

values

• Future actions must be community-led to 

avoid repeating past exclusions and mistakes



Ngā  Mihi
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