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Abstract
Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs) are a form of protected area in Australia which are dedicated by Indigenous people over their
traditional land and seas. Initially, IPAs were dedicated only over landowned exclusively by Indigenous Australian groups.
However, recent years have seen a growing tendency for other tenures, including Sea Country (marine and coastal areas), to be
incorporated into IPAs. This paper explores Sea Country IPAs as a grassroots participatory conservation phenomenon being led
by Indigenous Australians and as a policy construct. Distinctions between how terrestrial and marine protected areas are handled
within Australian policy spaces are explained, as are the innovative collaborative management approaches being developed to
draw stakeholders together within the governance architecture of Sea Country IPAs. Three examples are presented to illustrate
how Sea Country IPAs operate as Indigenous-led management regimes which draw on varied legal and other effective means, to
conserve ecological and cultural resources. In exploring these characteristics of Sea Country IPAs, the paper encourages the
marine science, management, and policy communities to engage with Sea Country IPAs and recognize their contributions to
marine protected area management in Australia.
Keywords Indigenous governance . Marine management . Indigenous Protected Areas . Marine protected areas . Sea Country .
Australia

Introduction
“Marine protected area” (MPA) is a generic term for marine
parks, marine reserves, marine national parks, and other marine conservation areas, many of which, globally, are
established through government legislation. Legislated
MPAs are typically planned, dedicated, governed, and managed by government agencies, with various levels of engagement with Indigenous peoples, local communities, and other
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interested parties. Contrasting this approach, this paper describes a policy innovation in Australia whereby Indigenous
people are driving the planning, dedication, governance, and
management of coastal land/sea Indigenous Protected Areas
(IPAs), the marine components of which are non-legislated
MPAs. IPAs are protected areas dedicated by Indigenous people over the land and sea to which they have longstanding
cultural connections. IPAs are simultaneously a policy construct and a grassroots movement that address Indigenous
peoples’ and governments’ overlapping interests in protecting
Australia’s natural and cultural values. Originally focused on
terrestrial areas, in recent years, coastal and island Indigenous
groups have successfully integrated marine areas into existing
and new IPAs. This has created a policy challenge for the
Australian Government because of a longstanding discrepancy between how marine and terrestrial protected areas are
formally recognized. This paper seeks to explain what Sea
Country IPAs are and outline how the marine components
of IPAs are (or are not) recognized by legal and policy frameworks, to assist marine managers and others better understand
the contribution of IPAs to Australia’s network of marine
protected areas.

6

The paper first outlines the Australian Government’s
framework for recognizing marine and terrestrial protected
areas. It then looks at what IPAs are, as both a policy and
grassroots land and sea management phenomenon. This includes a discussion on the growing tendency for IPAs to be
dedicated across tenure boundaries, including into marine
areas. Examples of IPAs with significant marine components
are presented from three Australian jurisdictions (Western
Australia, Northern Territory and Queensland). Following this
is a discussion of what IPAs contribute to Australia’s network
of MPAs and a discussion of the ways in which governments
and others are recognizing (or not) this contribution. While the
contribution of IPAs to Australia’s network of terrestrial
protected areas is widely understood and supported by land
management agencies (DoE&E 2019b; NRMMC 2010:88),
we suggest that marine protected area practitioners are largely
unaware of the IPA movement and its contribution to
Australia’s MPA estate. We hope this paper assists in addressing this knowledge gap.
Throughout this paper, we refer to the concepts of Country
and Sea Country. In Australia, “Country” broadly refers to the
areas to which Indigenous groups have cultural, spiritual, sociopolitical, and economic ties and obligations, based on systems of law and governance which stretch back thousands of
years and continue to apply, whether or not that connection to
and authority over Country has been legally recognized
(Smyth 2015). Sea Country (or “Saltwater Country”) is commonly used by Indigenous groups to refer to Country influenced by the sea, including marine areas, estuaries, islands,
mangroves, salt flats, and rivers to the extent of their tidal
reach (Rist et al. 2019). The term Sea Country is not typically
used to distinguish between land and sea but rather in contrast
to Freshwater Country—inland freshwater ecosystems. The
cultural distinction between land and sea is a Western rather
than Indigenous concept (Yunupingu and Muller 2009) and is
a distinction made in Australian legislative processes. Thus,
there is an emerging tendency to use the term “Sea Country
IPAs” to specifically refer to coastal and island IPAs that
include adjacent marine areas, recognizing that different legal
and administrative conditions apply on the terrestrial and marine components of these IPAs. To date, all Sea Country IPAs
include both terrestrial and marine components, but our focus
here is on the marine components given this legal and administrative distinction.
In Australia and in this paper, the term traditional owner
(TO) is used to refer to Indigenous people who have decisionmaking authority as land and sea owners or managers for
particular areas under Indigenous systems of law and governance, whether or not these systems are recognized in
Australian law.
This paper has been prepared by Indigenous and nonIndigenous authors who work as environmental planning
practitioners and/or managers. The Indigenous authors also
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contribute their perspectives as TOs whose Sea Country has
been dedicated within an IPA. We write from our collective
experience and do not seek to represent any Indigenous group.
Together, the authors have been involved in the planning and/
or dedication of 10 of the 14 Sea Country IPAs in existence at
the time of writing (Fig. 3 and Table 1). This includes involvement in the development and/or current management of all
three case study IPAs. Although some IPA management plans
are in the public domain (i.e., ALC 2016; DAC 2015a; GAC
et al. 2013; WGAC 2010, 2018; see also Table 1)1 and there
has been some documentation of the processes used to develop these plans (Bauman and Smyth 2007; Davies et al. 2013;
Carr et al. 2017; Moorcroft 2012; Moorcroft et al. 2012;
Smyth 2006, 2011; WGAC 2009; Zurba 2010), there are
few papers which explore how marine conservation policy
in Australia responds to these Indigenous-led initiatives. As
practitioners who have each worked in this space for between
5 and 40 years, we wish to bring some of this collective experience into the public domain.

Australia’s classifications of protected areas
Guidelines prepared by the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) define both marine and terrestrial protected areas as “… clearly defined geographical
space[s], recognized, dedicated and managed, through legal
or other effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services and cultural
values [emphasis added]” (Dudley 2008). Although the
IUCN’s protected area definition has been adopted by
Australia’s Federal Government and all State and Territory
Governments (NRMMC 2010:9), a distinction is nonetheless
made between how marine and terrestrial protected areas are
treated within Australia’s legal and policy frameworks. The
National Reserve System (NRS) includes any terrestrial area
that meets the IUCN definition, with legal or other effective
means to ensure its long-term or perpetual management (see
NRMMC 2010:40-44 on how this is interpreted and applied).
The National Representative System of Marine Protected
Areas (NRSMPA), however, includes only MPAs which meet
the IUCN definition and “have [a] secure status which can
only be revoked by a Parliamentary process” (ANZECC
TFMPA 1998:5). 2 Marine areas (including the marine
1
Links to many of these can be found at https://eatlas.org.au/nwa/indigenous/
guide.
2
“The goal of the [NRS] is to develop and effectively manage a comprehensive, adequate and representative national system of protected areas, as the
primary means for securing long-term protection for Australia’s terrestrial
biodiversity” (NRMMC 2010:10); “The primary goal of the NRSMPA is to
establish and manage a comprehensive, adequate and representative system of
MPAs to contribute to the long-term ecological viability of marine and estuarine systems, to maintain ecological processes and systems, and to protect
Australia’s biological diversity at all levels” (ANZECC TFMPA 1998:5).
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Mandingalbay Yidinji

Eastern Kuku Yalanji
Girringun

Thuwathu/Bujimulla
Bardi Jawi*
Nyangumarta Warrarn

Anindilyakwa
Yawuru
Uunguu
Laynhapuy
Djelk

Crocodile Islands Maringa
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NT
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WA
NT
NT
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QLD
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V

V
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VI
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V
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VI
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V
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IUCN category

7,354

7,292
727
17,056
5,626
2,353

16,567
319
154

4,805
7,190

4.71

4,326

0.38

Size (km2) of marine
component

ALC (2016)
http://www.yawuru.org.au/country/
WGAC (2009, 2018)
LHAC (2017)
Gambold (2009)
Djelk Rangers (2015)
CIR (2019)

CLCAC (n.d.)
Oades and Meister (2013)
NWAC and YMAP (2015)

https://www.niaa.gov.
au/indigenous-affairs/environment/risdon-cove-andputalina-ipa-and-tasmanian-aboriginal-centre-rangers
DAC (2015a)
http://www.dhimurru.com.au/publications%2D%2Dmedia.html
MYAC (2009)
http://www.djunbunji.com.au/indigenous-protected-area/
Jalunji-Warra People and Shee (2012)
GAC et al. (2013)

Management plan or further information

Table sources: BAC 2018; CIR 2019; DoE&E 2018, 2020; Gould 2018; LHAC 2017; Sandford and Gould 2018; WGAC 2018

( ) These IPAs were at the time of writing were awaiting recognition by the Minister for Environment. They are not yet listed on any version of CAPAD.

* These IPAs have areas that are marine, but for unknown reasons, both land and sea portions are listed on CAPAD as terrestrial.

^ Size of entire IPA, marine area unknown

Date(s) of dedication

Sea Country IPAs which include marine areas (as of May 2019)

Name

Table 1
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components of Sea Country IPAs) which meet the IUCN definition and guidelines, but which are not underpinned by specific legislation, are not included in the NRSMPA.
To add further confusion, the official database of protected
areas in Australia—the Collaborative Australian Protected Area
Database (CAPAD)—is inconsistent in the ways it treats MPAs,
based on their NRSMPA status. CAPAD is a Federal
Government database “used to provide a national perspective of
the conservation of biodiversity in protected areas” across
Australia (DoE&E 2019a). CAPAD is used to report on
Australia’s protected area network to the IUCN and United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), and against
Australia’s international obligations such as those under the
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). There are two versions of each biennial edition of CAPAD: a textual and a spatial
version. Marine and terrestrial data are also separated. The textual
versions are sent to the IUCN/UNEP for reporting purposes. The
textual version of the marine CAPAD includes only NRSMPAlisted MPAs, while the spatial version includes all MPAs
(DoE&E pers. com. 7/2/18).3 Terrestrial IPAs have been recorded
in both the textual and spatial versions of CAPAD consistently
since 2002. Because only NRSMPA-listed areas are included in
the textual marine version of CAPAD, other MPAs which meet
the required IUCN criteria, such as the marine components of
IPAs, are not included. This contradicts the reporting instructions
of the IUCN, which requests governments report on any protected
area managed under one of the six IUCN protected area categories
(Day et al. 2012:30; Dudley 2008:40).

What are Indigenous Protected Areas?
IPAs are areas of land and/or sea Country that have been voluntarily dedicated by their TOs for the conservation of natural
and cultural values. Like all Australian protected areas, they are
managed by a combination of “legal and other effective
means” (Szabo and Smyth 2003), consistent with IUCN’s
protected area definition and guidelines (Dudley 2008) (Fig. 1).
IPAs are not created under specific conservation-focused
legislation. In the dedication and management of IPAs, “legal
means” may include legal ownership of lands; Indigenous
3

The marine components of IPAs were first noted in the 2014 marine CAPAD
(DoE&E 2014). One (Dhimurru) of the then seven relevant IPAs (see Table 1)
was noted in the spatial version and two (Dhimurru, putalina) in the textual
version (seemingly as an oversight, DoE&E pers. com. 2/7/18). These oversights were corrected in the latest (2016) textual marine edition of CAPAD
(DoE&E 2016b), which did not include any non-NRSMPA MPAs and therefore the marine components of any IPAs. The spatial version of the 2016
edition of CAPAD included six of the nine IPAs which at that time had marine
components (Dhimurru, Mandingalbay Yidinji, Eastern Kuku Yalanji,
Girringun, Thuwathu/Bujimulla, and Nyangumarta Warrarn) (DoE&E
2016a). It is unclear why the remaining three (putalina, Uunguu, and Bardi
Jawi) were not included in the marine versions. These three were listed in the
terrestrial version of CAPAD 2016, with the spatial version of the terrestrial
CAPAD showing their extensions into marine areas.
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customary resource use rights enshrined in legislation; protection of sacred sites and other cultural sites and areas through
cultural heritage legislation; and the protection of significant
species and habitats through biodiversity conservation and
natural resource management legislation (Bauman and
Smyth 2007; DAC 2015a:105; Rist et al. 2019; WGAC
2018:25). Such rights may be legislated at the Federal and/or
State/Territory levels. Under most legislation, land is defined
as extending to either the high or low water marks and in some
cases includes the waters contained within estuaries, rivers, or
bays. Australian jurisdictions largely treat marine areas as
“commons,” which are not privately owned—although are
subject to legislative regimes which govern extractive activities and other uses and activities.
“Other effective means” for managing IPAs may include
the establishment of natural and cultural resource management
groups (such as Indigenous ranger groups); expression of
Indigenous cultural values and authority over Country; the
development and implementation of management plans; and
undertaking management work not based on legal instruments. It can also include partnerships with government agencies, community natural resource management groups, conservation nongovernment organizations [NGOs], neighboring
landholders, and other stakeholders such as commercial and
recreational fishers, to manage resource use and implement
conservation work and obtain funding and other resources
for biocultural conservation work through agreements with
governments or other partners or through commercial activities on the IPA (e.g., visitor permit fees or eco-cultural tourism
operations) (CIR 2019; DAC 2015a:105; Rist et al. 2019;
Smyth 2008; WGAC 2018:25).
IPAs were an Australian Federal Government policy innovation of the late 1990s, developed in collaboration with TOs
and their representative organizations through on-ground consultations and national workshops (Bauman and Smyth 2007;
Smyth and Sutherland 1996; Smyth 2015). Acknowledging
that Australia could not meet its terrestrial conservation targets4 without including Indigenous-owned lands (at that stage,
around 6.5% of Australia was included in the NRS, Thackway
et al. 1997), the IPA framework was established to encourage
Indigenous landowners to voluntarily commit to managing
their land for long-term biodiversity and cultural conservation
purposes (Langton et al. 2005; Smyth 2006; Szabo and Smyth
2003; Thackway et al. 1997). In exchange for making this
commitment, Indigenous groups were funded to develop and
implement management plans. By including IPAs in the NRS,
4
In the mid-1990s, Australia introduced a regionalized approach to conservation, to ensure all major bioregions received adequate levels of protection.
During this process, it emerged that Indigenous parties were the major landowners in some bioregions, and so inclusion of Aboriginal lands would be
critical to the achievement of a comprehensive, adequate, and representative
system of conservation areas (Bauman and Smyth 2007; Szabo and Smyth
2003).
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Fig. 1 Example of the “legal and
other effective means” used to
manage Sea Country IPAs—
Crocodile Islands Maringa IPA
(Northern Territory). Source: CIR
2019

Australia’s terrestrial conservation estate quickly expanded.
Today, the NRS covers 19.63% of Australia (DoE&E
2019c) and IPAs “are an essential component of Australia’s
National Reserve System” (DoE&E 2019b), making up
44.6% of the NRS area (DPM&C 2019).
IPAs have been readily pursued by Indigenous groups
around Australia. As of January 2019, there were 75 IPAs,
covering 673,077km2 (DPM&C 2019) (Fig. 2). At least 25
include coastal and island areas (Bock et al. 2018), with 14 of
these encompassing marine areas (Fig. 3 and Table 1).5 This
success stems from the fact that Indigenous groups, rather than
government departments, plan, dedicate, govern, and manage
each IPA over the areas to which they have ties and authority.
Indigenous groups can self-define their social and spatial
boundaries (Yunupingu and Muller 2009) and the governance
structure through which management decisions are made and
implemented (Hill et al. 2011). Management plans are developed through participatory processes which can respond to
local decision-making structures and the layers of authority
vested across members of the group. The plans not only articulate the ecological values of an area but also focus on its
cultural values and the utilization of Indigenous Ecological
Knowledge (IEK) in management. Cultural and ecological
values and knowledge are often intertwined in an Indigenous
context, and cultural dimensions of management such as
looking after sacred sites, supporting TO access to Country,
5
A visual inspection of the IPA spatial dataset released by the Australian
Government (DoE&E 2018) indicates that there may be as many as 20 IPAs
which extend to the coast but which do not extend into marine areas. No
further analysis of this data has been undertaken (e.g., for omissions, or against
the maps provided in IPA management plans to confirm accuracy).

and facilitating the intergenerational transmission of knowledge are common features of IPA management plans (i.e.,
ALC 2016; CIR2019; DAC 2015a; Djelk Rangers 2015;
GAC et al. 2013; LHAC 2017; WGAC 2018). The ability
for people to plan and implement their own management strategies is critical. It means the interwoven nature of TOs’
natural-cultural values can be duly respected, as are kinship
and ceremonial relationships which underpin proper decisionmaking and the relationships between people and Country.
Most IPA management plans are implemented by an
Indigenous ranger group, who are authorized to do so
by the TO group(s) and organizational entity that dedicated the IPA. Ranger groups are land and sea management teams who undertake biocultural conservation
work programs under the instruction of TOs. In the
context of marine work, this often includes tasks such
as coastal patrols, fisheries and biosecurity surveillance,
research and monitoring, community education,
supporting TO access to Country, intergenerational
transfer of IEK, ghost net and marine debris removal,
beach cleanups, visitor management, coastal management (such as weed, feral animal, fire, and erosion control), documentation of TO biocultural knowledge, mapping places of cultural and ecological significance, and
implementing monitoring and evaluation programs (Fig.
4) (i.e., ALC 2016; CIR 2019; DAC 2015a; LHAC
2017; WGAC 2018)
To be included in and funded by the IPA program (and
listed on the NRS in the case of terrestrial IPAs), an IPA must
be managed according to a plan of management which sets out
the IUCN category assigned; governance structure; cultural-

10
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Fig. 2 Current network of Federally recognized Indigenous Protected Areas. Source: DoE&E 2019b

ecological values being managed; threatening processes; management strategies; and a monitoring and evaluation framework (Hill et al. 2011). Within competitive Federal
Government funding rounds, priority is given to IPAs which
contribute to the ecological comprehensiveness, adequacy,
and representativeness (CAR) of the NRS (DoE&E 2019d;
Gilligan 2006a, b).
In the case of IPAs which include marine areas, additional
requirements apply before they will be formally recognized
and funded within the Government’s IPA program. These
include providing letters of support evidencing engagement
with and the participation of external parties with rights or
interests in the marine area, and establishing a framework to
bring these stakeholders into a collaborative governance structure (pers. comms. with PM&C 18/12/15 and DoE&E 6/3/18).
If these criteria are met, the marine component of the IPA is
recognized by the Federal Government within the IPA program, and in the spatial version of the marine CAPAD, but is
not listed as part of the NRSMPA. Inclusion within the
Government’s IPA program brings potentially significant
levels of funding, although the funding formula reflects the
program’s original terrestrial focus: some funds are provided

to support the management of marine areas, although these are
not scaled up as the area increases, as terrestrial funding is.

The emergence of multi-tenure and Sea
Country IPAs
When the IPA program was established in the late 1990s,
IPAs were established only on land that was legally owned
by Indigenous people under various forms of exclusive tenure.
Such tenure-based IPAs, however, are not feasible for many
Indigenous groups who have legal ownership of only small
portions or none of their Country. This includes marine areas,
which are not subject to the same forms of private ownership
as terrestrial areas (Butterly 2013; Sharp 2002; Yunupingu
and Muller 2009).
Over the years, Indigenous groups who did not have exclusive ownership of some or all of their Country have increasingly sought to manage their estates using the IPA model.
Indigenous groups started to adopt a tenure-blind and
Country-based approach to management:
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Fig. 3 Location of the existing Sea Country IPAs with marine components as dedicated by traditional owners

The country based approach takes the Indigenous concept of 'country'... as the cultural and geographic scale
for planning. This approach views country through a
tenure-blind lens in order to consider the spectrum of
cultural and natural values of country and to consider
how best to protect and manage those values. (Smyth
2011:2)
The first IPA to include a marine area was the putalina IPA,
dedicated in Tasmania in 1999. This 38-ha IPA includes land,
plus an intertidal area which is Aboriginal Land under the
Aboriginal Lands Act 1995 (Tas) (Tasmanian Aboriginal
Centre, pers. comm. 14/2/19). The first IPA to incorporate
subtidal areas over which tenure was not held by TOs was
the Dhimurru IPA in the Northern Territory (NT) (Fig. 3).
Dedicated in 2000, the Dhimurru IPA included 90 km2 of
Sea Country that had been registered as part of a complex of
terrestrial and marine sacred sites under the Northern
Territory Aboriginal Sacred Sites Act 1989 (NT). While this
legislation protects the cultural features of an area without

inferring any proprietary rights, legal protection of the marine
sacred sites was sufficient for the Australian Government at
that time to recognize the inclusion of this area of Sea Country
into the Dhimurru IPA.
For the TOs of the Dhimurru IPA, this area of registered
marine sacred sites represented only a small fraction of their
marine estates. Further planning and negotiation with government agencies and other interest groups eventually led to the
dedication of an additional 4000 km2 of Sea Country into the
Dhimurru IPA in 2013. The extensive consultation with other
marine stakeholders and the establishment of an IPA Advisory
Committee to engage government departments, industry
sectors, and neighboring ranger groups (DAC 2015a) resulted
in the Australian and NT governments, both recognizing the
expanded IPA. This was achieved without any legal recognition of ownership rights of the additional Sea Country included in the IPA.
Following the seaward expansion of Dhimurru IPA in
2013, even larger marine areas have been successfully incorporated into several coastal IPAs. At the time of writing, the
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Fig. 4 This community poster from the Crocodile Islands Rangers’ office
provides an example of the diverse work und ertaken by
Indigenous ranger groups

14 IPAs with marine components (Fig. 3 and Table 1) covered
over 73,000 km2 of marine areas, the entirety of which are
managed according to the IUCN protected area definition and
guidelines. The marine components of these IPAs overlap
with both State/Territory coastal waters and Federally controlled waters. Some intersect State and Federal marine parks,
world heritage areas, and other State marine conservation
areas such as fish habitat areas in Queensland. The Uunguu
Sea Country IPA in Western Australia (detailed further below)
includes pearling and aquaculture license areas, and (as with

6
Over the same period as these Sea Country IPAs emerged, so too have a
range of terrestrial-only multi-tenure IPAs. These IPAs include Indigenousowned land, various State/Territory or Federal protected areas, pastoral properties, other privately owned lands, crown lands, mining leases, and township
areas. Commercial and recreational activities undertaken within IPAs include
tourism, pastoral activities, mining, carbon abatement, and feral buffalo
harvesting.
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most Australian legislated MPAs) commercial and recreational fishing interests exist in all marine IPAs.6
As with any protected area, various values and uses must be
managed in accordance with the IUCN guidelines and the management objectives of the assigned IUCN category. As IPAs do
not have their own legislative framework, they cannot in and of
themselves dictate land use regimes, fisheries regulations, access
requirements, etc. What they do is provide a framework for
governance and management collaboration between parties,
who through their existing legal or other authorities ensure that
agreed management goals are achieved. While the relationships
negotiated between parties may differ depending on the underlying tenure, a feature of all IPAs is that they result in Indigenous
land and sea managers working with a range of others (Fig. 5)
and under a range of legislative regimes (Fig. 1 and see case
studies), to achieve cultural and environmental conservation outcomes (Rist et al. 2019; Smyth et al. 2016).
In our experience, Sea Country IPAs engage in a form of
governance, whereby an Indigenous group creates an institutional space7 within which they can determine appropriate
internal decision-making structures and their own cultural
and environmental management priorities and strategies.8
They then create pathways to link this institutional space to
external agencies, in order to work collaboratively with other
parties where mutual interests and complementary capabilities
can be identified. This notion of collaborative governance
recognizes the effort and process which go into establishing
common goals and functional sets of working relationships
(Ansell and Gash 2007; Bauman and Smyth 2007; Zurba
et al. 2012) and is discussed in more detail below.
The collaborative approach adopted by many IPAs has
meant that they have become more than a policy construct.
As the case studies below illustrate, IPAs have an existence
independent of government recognition. TOs plan and dedicate their Country as an IPA. The ranger groups they establish
undertake a suite of management work which TOs have prioritized, are often funded through various sources beyond the
IPA program, and are supported by partnerships with a range
of organizations. IPAs can act to stitch Country “back
together” (Jalunji-Warra People and Shee 2012; Rose 2012),
managing cultural and ecological processes which cross the
contemporary patchwork of tenure boundaries and bringing
together otherwise siloed government departments, landowners, and community and industry sectors.
7
Noting that the creation of an institutional space is an inherently intercultural
process which sees the innovative remoulding of western institutional designs
(as often required for compliance with taxation, corporate and other laws) to
accommodate Indigenous decision-making protocols (Hunt et al. 2008).
8
Noting these priorities and strategies often also interact with other aspirations
such as social and economic well-being—for example, through employment,
enterprise development, the intergenerational transmission of knowledge, being able to access Country, improvements in mental and physical health, etc.
(Austin et al. 2017c; Barber 2015; Bauman and Smyth 2007; Farr et al. 2016;
Hill et al. 2013; Sithole et al. 2008; SVA 2016; URBIS 2012).
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Fig. 5 An example of the many kinds of organizations with whom IPAs partner. Source: LNAC 2017:46

Comparisons with other
Indigenous-managed conservation areas
IPAs have some similarities with, but are not equivalent to,
other Indigenous and community-driven, area-based conservation regimes internationally, such as Indigenous Peoples’
and Community Conserved Territories and Areas (ICCAs),
Locally Managed Marine Areas (LMMAs) in the IndoPacific, and Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas
(IPCAs) in Canada.
ICCAs are areas of land and/or sea where Indigenous peoples or local communities closely connected with the areas
have decision-making responsibility and where conservation
of natural and associated cultural values is achieved either
intentionally or incidentally as the result of cultural or livelihood activities (IUCN 2014). Although both IPAs and ICCAs
are declared by local Indigenous groups, IPAs are recognized
as protected areas at the Federal Government level, whereas
most ICCAs are not. ICCAs are recognized at an international
level by organisations such as the IUCN and UNEP, but not
necessarily by individual national governments. And IPAs can
include traditional Indigenous land and sea areas not under
Indigenous ownership or control, whereas ICCAs do not. A
more comprehensive comparison between IPAs and ICCAs is
provided in Smyth (2015).
LMMAs are areas of nearshore waters and their associated
coastal and marine resources that are largely or wholly managed at a local level by coastal communities, landowning
groups, partner organizations, and/or government representatives (Govan et al. 2008). LMMAs are a concept adopted by
island countries of the Indo-Pacific and typically focus on
enhancing long-term sustainable use of fisheries and other
marine resources while also increasing short-term harvesting

efficiency, restoring biodiversity and ecosystems, enhancing
local livelihoods, reinforcing traditional customs, and
asserting marine tenure and other rights (Jupiter et al. 2014).
LMMAs are under local ownership and/or control and in some
areas follow the traditional tenure and management practices
of the region, which may be recognized in legislation.
Communities typically set aside at least part of an LMMA
as a no-take reserve or impose certain gear, species, or seasonal restrictions to allow habitat and resources to recover
from fishing pressure, or to sustain or increase fish catch.
LLMAs achieve similar aims as the marine components of
Sea Country IPAs, though LMMAs differ in being based on
legally recognized marine tenure systems, focus more heavily
on sustainable use of marine resources, and are not part of
integrated land and sea protected areas.
IPCAs (also known as Tribal Parks) in Canada are areas
conserved by First Nations, Inuit, and Metis Peoples
through the application of their laws, governance, and
knowledge systems, often in collaboration with other governments and nongovernment partners (Indigenous Circle
of Experts 2018). They have many similarities with ICCAs
and may in time more closely resemble IPAs, though they
are not currently formally recognized as part of Canada’s
protected area system. A recent Canadian Government initiative (Pathway to Canada Target 1 2020; Zurba et al.
2019) has voiced strong support for the concept of IPCAs
and discussions between Indigenous and government representatives are ongoing. One of the expressed Indigenous
aspirations for IPCAs in Canada is legislative protection, in
contrast to IPAs in Australia where TOs rely on their legal
rights as landowners (where those rights apply), collaborative partnerships (where Indigenous landownership is currently not an option), and the exercise of cultural authority.
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Establishing a Sea Country IPA
To establish a Sea Country IPA, an Indigenous group typically undertakes its own planning exercise (Carr et al.
2017; Hill et al. 2011; Moorcroft 2012; Moorcroft et al.
2012; Smyth 2006, 2008, 2011; WGAC 2009) to decide
the extent of the area which they wish to manage; consult
with Indigenous knowledge and authority holders; assess
the values and threats which require management; develop
a management plan which includes strategic priorities and
a monitoring and evaluation framework; consider if an IPA
is the best way to pursue these management aspirations
(Bock et al. 2018); establish a governance framework
(Hunt et al. 2008); and (if none already exists) set up a
team to undertake management activities (such as a ranger
group). Over most of the history of the IPA program,
Federal Government funding has been available for some
Indigenous groups to undertake these planning steps, with
or without support from other sources.
Sea Country IPAs have multiple layers to their governance structures in order to achieve internal accountability
to their Indigenous membership while building external
partnerships. Internal mechanisms include both formal
(such as boards, committees, community meetings, and
staff roles such as community engagement officers) and
informal strategies (such as discussions within family
groups, participation in community events, and ensuring
people feel welcome to come to the office for a chat) to
disseminate information and involve the members of the
group in decision-making. IPAs are usually governed
through an incorporated Indigenous organization, which
enable TOs to establish culturally appropriate internal
decision-making structures, receive funding, develop
partnerships, and direct and guide their rangers. Some
groups are incorporated as native title prescribed body
corporates,9 through land councils10 or resource centers,11
or as independent land and sea management entities.
Whatever the arrangement, TOs have exclusive decisionmaking authority over Indigenous-owned land areas.
Decisions relating to Sea Country (or other areas over
which TOs do not have exclusive tenure) which impact on
other parties are negotiated collaboratively (Zurba 2009;
Zurba et al. 2012) and implemented through the shared
capacities of the IPAs’ partnerships (DAC 2015a:1099

Native title is a legal regime created under the Native Title Act 1993 (Cth)
which recognizes certain rights or interests which arise from Indigenous precolonial systems of law. Native title rights, where recognized, are then held by
a prescribed body corporate.
10
Indigenous organizations established under various land rights legislation
operating in particular State/Territory jurisdictions.
11
Resource centers are Indigenous-owned corporations which provide services to small, remote, family-based communities living on Country, away
from major service centers (usually referred to as “outstations” or
“homelands”).
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115). A range of governance devices may be deployed to
link Indigenous decision-making structures to external
agencies and partners. For example, advisory or technical
committees or groups are often used to engage others who
have legal rights or interests in the IPA; seek specialist
expertise and input into management decisions; and ensure
all parties’ support for the management of the area in accordance with the designated IUCN category. Specific relationships may also be managed through legal or nonlegal
agreements such as ILUAs,12 TUMRAs,13 memorandums
of understanding, contractual funding arrangements, research agreements, or project plans. These formal mechanisms are often complemented by the day-to-day working
relationships that have been built between individuals from
the collaborating Indigenous and external organizations
during the implementation of work programs.
In most instances, the process of IPA dedication by TOs
under their cultural authority and recognition by governments in accordance with their policies occurs contemporaneously, though on occasions, recognition comes sometime after dedication (Smyth et al. 2016). State or Territory
Government recognition is usually expressed through formal letters of support from departments with specific responsibilities in areas such as wildlife protection/management, protected area management, or fisheries management. It is usually also indirectly implied through working
relationships or funding agreements. However, to receive
IPA funding and officially appear on government-managed
protected area datasets (such as CAPAD and the NRS),
recognition must come officially from the Federal
Minister for Environment. This recognition is provided
once the management plan, governance framework, monitoring and evaluation framework, and IUCN status have
been assessed by the Federal Government14 and deemed
to meet the establishment criteria mentioned earlier.
When Federal recognition is provided, both the land and
sea components are accepted as protected areas under the
IUCN and Australian Government definitions, and
Government funding is provided to manage both the land
and sea components. The terrestrial components of the IPA
are added to the NRS, although the marine components are not
included in the NRSMPA.
12
Indigenous Land Use Agreements (ILUAs) are voluntary but binding agreements between native title holders and other parties.
13
Traditional Use of Marine Areas (TUMRAs) “describe how Great Barrier
Reef Traditional Owner groups work in partnership with the Australian and
Queensland governments to manage traditional use activities on their sea
country… [and] may describe… their role in compliance, [and] their role in
monitoring the condition of plants and animals, and human activities in the
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park” (GBRMPA 2019).
14
Over time, the government department responsible for this assessment has
oscillated between departments such as the Department of the Environment
and Energy, the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, and the
National Indigenous Australians Agency.
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IPAs in practice
The following examples illustrate how coastal and marine
IPAs operate in practice (Fig. 6). These examples include
IPAs that overlap with, and are complementary to, government MPAs, as well as IPAs established over areas without
preexisting MPAs. In all cases, Indigenous-driven Countrybased planning has resulted in a package of legal and other
effective means appropriate and unique to the cultural, legal,
and political context of each IPA area. Each IPA also elicits
the involvement of other parties who use their combined authorities to contribute to the management of marine areas.

Uunguu IPA
The Uunguu IPA, dedicated by Wunambal Gaambera people,
is located in the Kimberley region of Western Australia (WA)
and includes the iconic Punamii Uunpuu (Mitchell Falls) and
the pristine coastline and the many islands (Bock et al. 2018)
of the Bonaparte Archipelago. The IPA has been designated as
IUCN category VI (Managed Resource Area) and is managed
by the Wunambal Gaambera Aboriginal Corporation
(WGAC) and its Uunguu Rangers on behalf of Wunambal

Fig. 6 Location and extent of the case study Sea Country IPAs
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Gaambera people, according to the Wunambal Gaambera
Healthy Country Plan 2010–2020 (WGAC 2010) which has
a strategy to dedicate all of Wunambal Gaambera Country as
an IPA. The board of directors of the WGAC is responsible for
the management of the IPA and implementation of the plan,
and a healthy country team composed of WGAC staff, some
directors, Uunguu Rangers, and partners undertakes day-today operations. The Uunguu Monitoring and Evaluation
Committee has been established to provide expert advice
and to review progress on the plan (Austin et al. 2017a).
While all IPA management plans include monitoring and
evaluation frameworks, the Uunguu Monitoring and
Evaluation Committee has developed a particularly robust
suite of culturally relevant indicators that may assist other
Sea Country IPAs to strengthen their evaluation approaches (Austin et al. 2017a, c, 2018a). Key partnerships
with external agencies include Bush Heritage Australia (an
environmental NGO that has provided funding support to
develop and implement the Healthy Country Plan); the
Australian Federal Government (who provides core
funding for the IPA and ranger work programs); as well
as Parks Australia and WA government agencies
(discussed below) (WGAC pers. com. 16/9/20).
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Stage I of the IPA (3438 km2) was dedicated in 2011 over
six Aboriginal reserves, one of which extends to the low water
mark. This intertidal area includes important seagrass and
reefs used as feeding grounds by dugong and marine turtles
and nesting beaches for flatback and hawksbill turtles and is
subject to a long-term monitoring program by Uunguu
Rangers (Jackson et al. 2015). Most of the remaining terrestrial area was added to the IPA as stage II in 2016, bringing the
total land area to 8326 km2. The recognition of the remaining
17,000 km2 of Sea Country as an IPA has proven more challenging. A separate Uunguu Wundaagu (Saltwater) Plan was
released for public comment in 2017 and finalized in 2018
(WGAC 2018). This coincided with the release of management plans for the overlapping Federal Government
Kimberley Marine Park and the WA Government North
Kimberley Marine Park.
Parks Australia, the agency which implements the management plans for the Federal network of Australian Marine
Parks, provided an unequivocal letter of support for the recognition of the 3400 km2 of Uunguu IPA that occurs in
Federally controlled waters and overlaps with the Kimberley
Marine Park. WGAC has negotiated a collaborative management agreement with Parks Australia to cover activities in the
Kimberley Marine Park (WGAC pers. com. 15/4/19, 16/9/
20), and the first program to be rolled out under this agreement
will be a population assessment of hawksbill turtles.
Similar recognition, however, has not been secured from
the WA Government regarding the IPA’s overlap with 13,700
km2 of State waters including the North Kimberley Marine
Park. There have been some research and monitoring collaborations with WA Government marine research agencies, and
the IPA is acknowledged in the WA Government’s North
Kimberley Marine Park management plan (DPAW 2016:6).
However, the terms of joint management for Wunambal
Gaambera sections of the North Kimberley Marine Park,
and the legal agreement which will underpin this, are still
being finalized (DPAW 2016:29). Until the Wundaagu components of the Uunguu IPA are recognized by the WA
Government and subsequently by the Federal Minister for
Environment, the Uunguu Wundaagu IPA is not anticipated
to appear in any versions of CAPAD. Wunambal Gaambera
people have now completed the dedication of the Uunguu IPA
over their Sea Country and are seeking further dialogue with
government to progress formal recognition with State and
Federal Governments (WGAC pers. com. 15/4/19).
The Kimberley coast has experienced tourism growth in
recent decades, with the numbers of land- and sea-based visitors increasing each year (Scherrer et al. 2011). In 2017,
WGAC commenced implementation of the Uunguu Visitor
Management Plan (WGAC 2014) with the launch of the
Uunguu Visitor Pass (WGAC 2019) which provides a permit
system for visitors to access some 50 sites in Wunambal
Gaambera Country. The multimillion-dollar expedition cruise
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industry had previously been visiting sites without formal
consent. Funds generated from the Visitor Pass support management of Country by the Uunguu Rangers as well as participation of Wunambal Gaambera people in the tourism industry. Although the creation of the IPA did not involve any
legislative change, it has created an institutional space through
which Wunambal Gaambera people can better enact their
existing legal rights over these sites via the establishment of
a visitor access management system and better manage the
environmental and cultural impacts of tourism within
Wunambal Gaambera Country (WGAC pers. com. 15/4/19).

Anindilyakwa IPA
The Anindilyakwa IPA includes Groote Eylandt and the surrounding islands and waters in the western Gulf of Carpentaria
(NT). The IPA includes the estates of 14 Anindilyakwaspeaking clan groups and is managed on their behalf by the
Anindilyakwa Land and Sea Rangers, a department of the
Anindilyakwa Land Council (ALC 2016). The IPA originally
covered 3000 km2 of terrestrial areas and was dedicated in
2006. In 2016, the marine component (covering an additional
7000 km2) of the IPA was dedicated by TOs and formally
recognized by the Territory and Federal Governments. The
IUCN category V has been assigned to the IPA.
Under the Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act 1976 (Cth),
TOs have exclusive rights to the mean low water mark.
Within the IPA are the Aboriginal communities of
Angurugu and Umbakumba, several smaller residential communities and outstations on individual clan estates, the mining
township of Alyangula, and a number of manganese mining
leases. These areas are subject to various lease arrangements
although the underlying tenure remains Aboriginal Land.
Seaward of the mean low water mark, proprietary interests
rest with the Territory and Federal Governments. Indigenous
residents frequently access both their land and sea Country
and harvest marine resources for subsistence purposes.
Recreational fishing is popular among the non-Indigenous
population at Alyangula, and commercial prawn and finfish
operations currently occur within the IPA.
Sea Country management activities in the IPA include the
removal of ghost nets and other marine debris, fisheries compliance activities, and significant research and monitoring projects. For example, initial results from a collaborative project
with the Australian Institute of Marine Science (AIMS) which
drew heavily on both IEK and scientific knowledge (Davies
et al. 2020) are indicating that fish biodiversity and abundance
are significant, with over 240 species identified (similar to the
inshore Great Barrier Reef) (AIMS, pers. com. 9/4/19).
An IPA Management Committee, comprised of TOs plus
the Ranger Manager and the Anindilyakwa Land Council’s
Mining and Environment Manager, make decisions in relation
to the management of the IPA, with advice and where
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appropriate assistance provided by an IPA Advisory
Committee. The Advisory Committee includes the members
of the Management Committee, as well as representatives
from Territory and Federal Government departments, representatives from the commercial and recreational fishing sectors, and research institutions (ALC 2016) (Fig. 7).
As IPAs do not impact on any party’s rights and interests,
local and external parties continue to make their own decisions about how they use and impact on the marine resources
within the IPA: management activities are undertaken by the
Rangers, under the guidance of TOs; fishers continue to use
the area according to the prescriptions of fisheries legislation;
impacts from the mine are managed by the mining company in
line with environmental regulations; and so forth. While TOs
and the Rangers are unable to create new rules about use of the
area, the IPA has been fully recognized by governments and
other stakeholders. This allows the IPA to achieve a variety of
outcomes, in addition to the day-to-day management work
undertaken by the Rangers.
For example, the IPA facilitates collaboration and communication about issues which impact on all parties such as ghost
nets, marine debris, climate change, biosecurity, bycatch management, and illegal fishing. Local non-Indigenous residents
Fig. 7 Governance of the
Anindilyakwa IPA
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abide by the management protocols established by the
Rangers, for example, in relation to the use of designated
coastal recreation areas. The mining company (South32) and
other employers have policies of terminating employees who
do not abide by these provisions, an example of a non-legal
mechanism for delivering environmental management outcomes. A wide range of research partnerships have been
forged between the Rangers, universities, and government
departments; the Rangers are increasingly playing a fisheries
compliance role with funding from with the NT Government;
and the Rangers are involved in a black-lip oyster farming trial
in partnership with the NT Government. The NT
Government’s recognition of rangers’ role in fisheries compliance (DPIF 2013); their delegation of some compliance powers under fisheries and conservation legislation to rangers
(Moss 2019; Vowles 2018); their commitment to ban fracking
activities within IPAs (Gunner 2018); and their support for
Sea Country IPAs as part of the NT’s marine and coastal
management strategy (DENR 2019) are examples of how policy frameworks are beginning to recognize Sea Country IPAs
separately from the Federal IPA program, regardless of their
NRSMPA status, and without the need for underpinning
conservation-specific legislation.

18

Maritime Studies (2021) 20:5–26

Girringun IPA
The Girringun IPA was established (and recognized by State
and Federal Governments) over 10,875 km2 of land and seas
along the north Queensland coast in 2013 (DoE&E 2018).
The IPA draws in the traditional estates of nine TO groups,
which today are intersected by a maze of tenure arrangements.
Within the IPA are several categories of State terrestrial and
marine protected areas, the Federal Government’s Great
Barrier Reef Marine Park (GBRMP), two World Heritage
Areas, and areas of privately Indigenous-owned and nonIndigenous-owned lands (Bock et al. 2018; Rist and Smyth
2013). Reflecting these complex tenure arrangements, a variety of IUCN categories apply to the IPA (Table 2). Compared
with Anindilyakwa and Uunguu IPAs, the Girringun IPA is in
a relatively heavily populated part of Australia. Non-exclusive
native title held by several different TO groups has been determined over some parcels within the IPA.
The formation of partnerships is particularly important for
IPAs such as Girringun, where very little of the IPA is exclusively owned by the participating TO groups. The Girringun
Rangers evolved from the Cardwell Indigenous Ranger Unit
(Zurba 2010). Initially working under the Queensland Parks
and Wildlife Service (QPWS), over time Girringun was able
to grow their funding and staff base and develop greater capacity through agreements with government conservation
agencies. This has also allowed Girringun and QPWS to better
understand and support each other’s management priorities
and their respective roles as land and sea management agencies. Today, Girringun is a leading independent Indigenous
land and sea management organization (Zurba et al. 2012).
Of note is Girringun’s Traditional Use of Marine Resources
Agreement (TUMRA), which is an agreement between TOs
regarding the sustainable use of dugong, turtles, and other
marine resources. The TUMRA covers the marine component
of the IPA and is legally endorsed by the GBRMP Authority,
which provides funding in exchange for TOs designing and
implementing a management regime for turtle and dugong
hunting. Other works undertaken by the Girringun Rangers
include ecosystem health assessments, biosecurity surveys

Table 2

IUCN categories of the Girringun IPA

Aboriginal held areas
Private areas
National parks
Conservation parks
Fish habitat areas
Marine protected areas
Source: GAC et al. 2013

IUCN category

Approximate area (km2)

VI
IV
III
III
IV
VI

8.67
0.31
4620
11.2
260
7293

for invasive species, marine debris removal, marine park zoning patrols, a junior ranger program, seagrass monitoring, and
dolphin, dugong, and turtle surveys (Wallis and Rassip 2018).
Girringun has multiple layers of governance architecture to
ensure communication, collaboration, and accountability between all parties (GAC et al. 2013) (Fig. 8). The organization’s board is made of representatives from its member TO
groups. Girringun involved external agencies in the development of its management plan through a steering committee
from very early in its planning stage. This has evolved into a
permanent part of the IPA’s governance framework, and the
IPA Steering Committee guides the implementation of collaborative management arrangements, provides coordination between parties, and supports planning, decision-making, monitoring, and evaluation across tenures and partners. The
Committee includes TOs and Girringun representatives, as
well as representatives from agencies with responsibilities
for the other conservation areas which overlap the IPA. A
TUMRA Steering Committee guides the implementation of
the TUMRA and includes Girringun, TOs, and the GBRMP
Authority. A Collaborative Management Arrangement
Framework provides a structure to guide and evaluate all
parties’ collective contributions in achieving shared collaborative management goals,15 and MOUs are developed with
individual agencies as required (GAC et al. 2013).
By working collaboratively with partner organizations and
drawing on a range of legal and nonlegal agreements and
governance structures, the IPA provides a mechanism to cross
agency divides and coordinate conservation management activities inclusive of TO values and aspirations (Maclean et al.
2015), across the estates of the participating TO groups. This
approach has allowed TOs to play a leadership role in the
coordination of conservation work while ensuring the management of cultural values and generating employment and
other benefits for TOs. Girringun is an example of the kinds
of interagency coordination which can be achieved through an
IPA, as well as the mix of practical and formal forms of recognition that can support effective management.

The contribution of IPAs and their
governance innovations to Australia’s Marine
Protected Area estate
The key features of Sea Country IPAs include voluntary,
Indigenous-led planning and governance; the application of
locally appropriate combinations of legal and other effective
means to meet the IUCN criteria for recognition as an MPA
despite the absence of underpinning legislation; and the establishment of partnerships which support management across
agencies and stakeholder groups (Smyth et al. 2016).
15

A detailed account of this framework is provided in GAC et al. 2013:42-46.
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Fig. 8 Governance Arrangements
for the Girringun IPA. Source:
provided by Ellie Bock, based on
GAC et al. 2013:41

For Indigenous people, the dedication of a Sea Country
IPA enables the re-emergence of Country as the appropriate cultural, environmental, and geographic scale for
governing and managing traditional estates and resources
(Davies et al. 2013; Smyth 2011). It allows TOs to determine for themselves the values of Country and how these
should be managed, and to implement management work
from within culturally appropriate decision-making structures. Such values and decision-making authorities are often under-represented in government-driven management
approaches, including legislated joint management
(Bauman and Smyth 2007; Fraser et al. 2008; Moyses
and Panton 2008; Rist et al. 2019; Ross et al. 2009;
Smyth and Isherwood 2016). The ability of IPAs to foreground cultural conservation work is critical. Cultural
values are equally vulnerable to an array of emergent
threats as are ecological values, and both require active
management in a contemporary context.

For government agencies and nongovernment partners,
these arrangements provide opportunities to enhance management outcomes through the sharing of information and resources, without impacting their individual authorities or legal
rights. Parties also enhance the impact of their management
work by having a framework through which they can work
collaboratively with TOs, as well as with each other. Industry
interests and various government departments have expressed,
through letters of support and at IPA management meetings
which the authors have been privy to, their appreciation for the
opportunities that IPAs provide to communicate, resolve differences, and coordinate work with each other in ways previously not possible due to bureaucratic processes and adversarial stakeholder relationships.
There are also tradeoffs for TOs pursuing IPAs.
Government and other funding come with heavy administration overheads (Hill et al. 2013; Sithole et al. 2008) and can
mean that management objectives must align with the
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priorities of funding bodies. Although cultural values are
foregrounded within TO-driven management plans, many
funding programs focus on outcomes derived from nonIndigenous ontologies such as biodiversity and habitat protection (Austin et al. 2019; Howitt et al. 2013). This can mean
other management priorities are left relatively underresourced. And although IPAs provide a framework for collaboration where parties are willing to do so, they do not in
and of themselves resolve conflicts over resource allocation
and use, for example, between mining, pastoral, and conservation uses. Even where parties are willing to work together,
collaboration does not happen on its own. Time and effort are
required to build effective and equitable partnerships (Austin
et al. 2017b; Bauman and Smyth 2007; Hoffmann et al. 2012;
Zurba 2010).
It is only 5 years since the first fully functional collaborative governance of the marine areas within Dhimurru IPA was
established, and there has been little research to date
documenting the conservation outcomes of Sea Country
IPAs. However, the substantial increase in marine management, monitoring, and research that is occurring within Sea
Country IPAs (i.e., DAC 2015b; Davies et al. 2020;
Depczynski et al. 2019; Hoffmann et al. 2012; Jackson et al.
2015) can be expected to match the conservation contributions
already demonstrated on terrestrial IPAs (i.e., Austin et al.
2017a; Altman and Whitehead 2003; Gilligan 2006b;
Hoffmann et al. 2012; Krishnapillai 2000; Moritz et al.
2013; Russell-Smith et al. 2015; Weir et al. 2011).
Sea Country IPAs are also providing a framework for MPA
management in some regions of Australia where other frameworks have failed to gain traction. This is particularly the case
in the NT, where lobbying from commercial and recreational
fishing interests has resulted in an absence of political will to
establish legislated MPAs (Edyvane and Blanch 2016). In the
NT, legislated MPAs make up around 4% of coastal waters
(Edyvane and Blanch 2016), while IPAs cover an additional
25% of those waters (Gould 2018; Sandford and Gould 2018).
In this setting, the marine and coastal environmental conservation work Indigenous rangers do (in areas such as
biosecurity, research and monitoring, fisheries compliance,
marine debris removal, community education and erosion,
feral animal, weed, fire, and visitor management) is critical
(i.e., DPIF 2013; Edyvane and Blanch 2016).
Being inclusive of other stakeholders, however, inevitably
involves compromise and is very different to the autonomy
that TOs exercised for millennia prior to British colonization
of Australia. Consequently, this approach may not appeal to
some saltwater peoples who prefer to focus on pursuing their
legal rights (i.e., deKoninck et al. 2013) and/or who aim to
achieve autonomous Sea Country governance (i.e., Bauman
and Smyth 2007). But even if stronger legal rights over Sea
Country are achieved, some level of collaboration with government agencies and other partners is likely (Bauman and
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Smyth 2007). Meanwhile, those that choose to include their
customary marine estates into IPAs are engaging in contemporary, internationally recognized protected area governance
partnerships (Day et al. 2012) while leaving open the possibility of greater legal recognition and autonomy over time. In
the NT, for example, rangers are building on TOs’ long history of advocacy for Sea Country rights (i.e., Buku-Larrnggay
Mulka Centre 1999; Ginitjirrang Mala 1994) by seeking greater legal authority in areas such as fisheries compliance, fisheries management, and visitor management (i.e., DAC 2006).

Enhancing the recognition of Sea Country
IPAs
Despite government recognition through letters of support,
through funding and implementation partnerships, by
Australia’s Minister for the Environment and Energy and
within the Australian Government’s IPA program, the marine
components of IPAs are not included on Australia’s
NRSMPA, CAPAD has handled them inconsistently, and
they are not being reported by the Australian Government to
the IUCN and UNEP.
Why does this matter? The NRSMPA is the visible expression of Australia’s MPA estate nationally and internationally,
and the absence of IPAs from the NRSMPA makes invisible a
significant and increasing contribution to the MPA estate by
Australia’s Indigenous peoples. The NRSMPA in its current
form also promotes an outdated and false government monopoly model of MPAs that is inconsistent with IUCN guidelines
and incompatible with the terrestrial NRS. This in turn marginalizes IPA managers from national forums at which MPA
policies are developed and disrespects the generosity of TOs
in dedicating their Sea Country as protected areas as part of a
global effort to care for the planet. Exclusion from the
NRSMPA also questions the legitimacy of the marine components of Sea Country IPAs as genuine protected areas and
can act to limit access to funding opportunities and other supports. Finally, it matters because it denies Australia the opportunity of sharing with Indigenous peoples and MPA managers
elsewhere what can be achieved through supporting
Indigenous-led, collaborative MPA planning, dedication,
and management.
The NRSMPA’s criteria requiring MPAs to be established
under legislation were developed over two decades ago, prior
to the development of the IPA concept, prior to the recognition
of native title in Sea Country, and prior to the current IUCN
protected area definition. Recommendations to review the
NRSMPA’s criteria (Fitzsimons and Wescott 2016; Smyth
2008) have so far not been implemented. Furthermore, the
goals of the NRSMPA focus exclusively on ecological and
biodiversity values, with no mention of associated cultural
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values that are integral to the IUCN protected area definition
and guidelines.
The published literature suggests that there is limited
awareness of Sea Country IPAs among Australia’s academic
and marine management practitioners (beyond those government and other agencies directly involved in the collaborative
management of Sea Country IPAs). For example, IPAs were
not mentioned in a recent review of the evolution of MPAs in
Australia (Kenchington 2016), a recent review of key events
in the history of the GBRMP (Day 2016), or several recent
global reviews of Indigenous engagement in MPAs (Ban and
Frid 2018; Day et al. 2015). The literature to date that does
address Sea Country IPAs (like this piece) is written primarily
by authors who work in the Indigenous land and sea management space (rather than the wider marine science and management communities) and primarily focuses on governance innovations rather than conservation outcomes (Bauman and
Smyth 2007; Bock et al. 2018; Butterly 2013; Davies et al.
2013; Maclean et al. 2015; Rist et al. 2019; Rist and Smyth
2013; Smyth 2006, 2008, 2011, 2015; Smyth and Isherwood
2016; Smyth et al. 2016; Zurba 2010; Zurba et al. 2012).
Our anecdotal experience is that there is a bias exhibited by
many Australian marine management professionals which
mirrors the policy bias between legislated and non-legislated
MPAs. In conversations with our colleagues who work in
non-Indigenous marine management contexts, we often find
ourselves explaining and defending the significance of Sea
Country IPAs. In some cases, our colleagues are simply unaware of the practical work undertaken by Indigenous TOs
and rangers as part of IPA management. In other cases, there
remains a view that only legislated MPAs which fall into
IUCN categories I and II are “real” MPAs. While category I
and II areas undoubtedly have an important role to play in
marine protection (Edgar et al. 2014), a mix of governance
approaches supports MPAs to operate across ecological, legislative, institutional, and social settings (Jones et al. 2013),
and the benefits of Indigenous-led (Borrini-Feyerabend et al.
2013), co-management (Bennett and Dearden 2014), shared
management (Jones et al. 2016), and collaborative management (Kossmann et al. 2016) models are recognized
internationally
Beyond the academic and applied marine management
communities, the marine components of IPAs are gaining
traction with NGOs, conservation, and community groups.
For example, large NGOs including Bush Heritage
Australia, PEW Charitable Trusts, and the World Wildlife
Fund have funded Sea Country IPA planning and/or management (i.e., Moorcroft et al. 2012). Private sector partnerships
are also starting to emerge. For example: commercial fishing
interests are being represented in IPA committee structures
(i.e., DAC 2015a); pastoralists and mining companies are engaging Indigenous rangers to undertake (and at times
plan/oversee) environmental management tasks (i.e., DAC
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2015a; NIAA 2018); and partnerships with tourism sectors
are resulting in infrastructure and access developments in remote areas (as in the Uunguu IPA).

Conclusion
The concept and practice of Indigenous-led, collaboratively
governed Sea Country IPAs raises complex issues and opportunities relating to marine conservation, integration of land
and sea management, Indigenous rights and well-being, and
protected area policy among others. While we have provided
an overview of these complexities and opportunities, our focus in this paper is on progressing awareness and reform
aimed at recognizing the contribution of Sea Country IPAs
to Australia’s MPAs estate at a policy level.
We acknowledge the need for ongoing Indigenous-led
monitoring and evaluation of the biocultural conservation
achievements and constraints of this approach (Austin et al.
2017c). More thorough evaluation of both cultural and ecological outcomes on Sea Country is starting to occur as some
of the IPAs with marine components approach trigger points
for review in their management plans. This will likely provide
more data on the achievements of Sea Country IPAs as well as
identify areas for improvement, in the coming years.
A detailed comparative study of the governance frameworks adopted across Sea Country IPAs is also needed: to
explore how these articulate with different notions of collaborative governance, co-governance, and co-management in
the international literature and the degrees to which different
approaches support effective management of biocultural resources and the achievement of the management goals of collaborating parties.
In the current absence of such a systematic review, we have
presented our understanding of Sea Country IPA governance,
which has been developed after significant internal discussion
and sharing of experiences. We hope that this stimulates greater discussion and debate among Indigenous and nonIndigenous marine managers about the role that Sea Country
IPAs play in the conservation Australia’s precious marine
resources.
The hope is that this paper assists the marine science, management, and policy communities to better understand the
legal, policy, and governance characteristics of Sea Country
IPAs as a growing component of Australia’s MPA estate. We
suggest that the contributions of Sea Country IPAs to marine
protected area management in Australia include supporting
TOs to have a more equitable role in the management of their
traditional estates; supporting ecosystem-based approaches to
marine management; allowing a greater range of stakeholders
to contribute to coordinated management outcomes; allowing
for the inclusion of cultural values within management frameworks; allowing conservation work to occur in areas where
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other frameworks have failed to gain a foothold; and allowing
IEK to contribute to management.
We also reiterate the urgent need to review the NRSMPA
criteria to ensure that Australia’s national network of MPAs
formally embraces the contributions made by Sea Country
IPAs, consistent with the current IUCN protected area definition, guidelines, and reporting requirements.
Sea Country IPAs are an emerging phenomenon and will
no doubt continue to evolve as TOs, policy makers, and mainstream marine managers and researchers build their mutual
capacities. For example, greater engagement by marine scientists with Sea Country IPAs offers opportunities for innovative
collaborations (Davies et al. 2020; Depczynski et al. 2019)
and high impact research, which (amongst other things) can
unpackage the conservation outcomes of Sea Country IPAs
and draw on rich repositories of IEK (Austin et al. 2018b;
Davies et al. 2020). TOs are committed in maintaining their
saltwater cultures and the kinship, ceremonial, and other practices which underpin the richness of these cultures. As they
use IPAs as a tool for enacting aspects of their obligations to
care for Country, they also support global efforts to protect
and conserve the world’s precious marine resources. It is an
exciting time for marine management in Australia, as we continue to collectively address the challenges of marine conservation in the twenty-first century.
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Appendum
Since the preparation of this paper in 2019, the 2018 CAPAD
data has been released (DoE&E 2020). Although the
Department of Environment had indicated to the authors that
there may be a policy shift in how CAPAD is compiled
(DoE&E, pers. com. 9/3/18), the marine components of
IPAs have again been omitted from the textual version. The
marine components of the Anindilyakwa and Yawuru IPAs
(dedicated in 2016 and 2017) have been added to the spatial
marine version of CAPAD.
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