
i

ABORIGINAL FISHING  
VALUES OF THE FAR WEST 

COAST OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA 
COMMUNITY REPORT FOR THE 

LIVELIHOOD VALUES OF INDIGENOUS  
CUSTOMARY FISHING PROJECT

AIATSIS, February 2018



First published in 2018  

by the Native Title Research Unit of AIATSIS

© Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 

(AIATSIS), Fisheries Research and Development Corporation (FRDC), and  

Far West Coast Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC (FWCAC), 2018.

All rights reserved. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private 

study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act 

1968 (the Act), no part of this paper may be reproduced or transmitted 

in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including 

photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, 

without prior permission in writing from the publisher. The Act also allows 

a maximum of one chapter or 10 per cent of this paper, whichever is the 

greater, to be photocopied or distributed digitally by any educational 

institution for its educational purposes, provided that the educational 

institution (or body that administers it) has given a remuneration notice to 

Copyright Agency Limited (CAL) under the Act.

Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS)

GPO Box 553, Canberra ACT 2601

Phone: (02) 6246 1111

Fax: (02) 6261 4285

Email: ntru@aiatsis.gov.au

Web: www.aiatsis.gov.au

Fisheries Research and Development Corporation (FRDC)

Locked Bag 222, Deakin West ACT 2600

Phone: (02) 6285 0400

Web: www.frdc.com.au

FRDC Project Number: 2015/205

Front cover image: Billy Haseldine and Joe Ligadua looking out over Point Vivon. 

Photo credit: Tanyta Haseldine.



CONTENTS
About this community report iv
Summary 1
Who is AIATSIS? 2
Who is the FRDC? 2
What was the project about? 3
What are fishing values 3
What happened during the project? 3

Making a research agreement 4

Interviews 4

Meetings 5

Living Off Our Waters online exhibition 6

What did we learn? 8
Short questionnaire 8

Long questionnaire interviews 9

Cultural values 10

Social values 11

Economic values 12

Health values 16

Barriers and effects 17

Aspirations and recommendations 20

Acknowledgements 21
Contact us 21
Appendix 1: Short questionnaire results 22
Appendix 2: Long questionnaire questions 23



iv

This community report is about a series of 
meetings and interviews that the Far West 
Coast Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC (FWCAC) 
and the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) held 
from September 2015 to June 2017.

All these activities were related to a research 
project on livelihood values in Indigenous 
customary fishing. ‘Livelihood values of 
Indigenous customary fishing’ just means why 
Far West Coast Aboriginal people go fishing, 
what is important to them when they do, 
and what they get from it. We use ‘fishing’ to 
mean fishing, hunting or collecting any kind of 
wanna ma (coastal foods).

The project was funded for two years by 
the Fisheries Research and Development 
Corporation (FRDC) and includes three case 
studies, one of them being the Far West Coast 
of South Australia. The others were with the 
Crocodile Islands Rangers in the Crocodile 
Islands in northeast Arnhem Land, and with 
the NSW Aboriginal Fishing Rights Group on 
the South Coast of NSW.

ABOUT THIS COMMUNITY REPORT
The meetings were held at a time of change 
on the Far West Coast, in the wake of the 
successful native title determination in 2013, 
the ongoing Far West Coast Sea Claim lodged 
in 2016, the South Australian Government’s 
recognition of FWCAC as an Aboriginal 
Regional Authority, and the announcement 
that it would begin negotiation of treaties 
with South Australian Aboriginal Nations. How 
the High Court ruling in Karpany v Dietman 
[2013] HCA 47 would affect Aboriginal fishing 
rights in South Australia was also still not 
completely decided.

This meant it was an important time to ask 
Far West Coast Aboriginal people why and 
in what ways fishing and wanna ma are 
important to them, what makes it harder for 
them to fish the way they want, and what they 
want to see change in the future.

The final report for the project, which explains 
everything that we learned, will be finished 
early in 2018. AIATSIS will give copies of the 
report to FWCAC, and anyone who has given 
us their email address when they were 
interviewed or at meetings. You will also be 
able to get it on the AIATSIS and FRDC websites.

"Fishing is actually sacred to us. It's really part of our 
culture. If people want to go fishing, and if they want to 

do it our way, they'll learn the sacredness of it."
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SUMMARY
AIATSIS did research with Far West Coast 
Aboriginal Corporation to find out:

• Different ways that fishing is important to 
Far West Coast Aboriginal people (values).

• Barriers to fishing and the effects that 
they have.

• What Far West Coast Aboriginal people 
wanted for the future (aspirations).

Cultural Values:

• Fishing is a way for people to practice 
culture and connect with Country.

• Fishing knowledge, practices and laws 
are passed down from generation to 
generation.

• Cultural laws include only taking as much 
as you need, taking species when they’re 
in season, and not taking ones that are 
too small.

• Taking kids fishing is necessary for their 
cultural education.

Social Values:

• Fishing is an important bonding activity for 
many families.

• Sharing catch provides a social safety net 
for Elders and those doing it tough.

• Fishing is a leisure activity and good for 
keeping kids and young people occupied.

Economic Values:

• Subsistence fishing helps families with low 
incomes.

• Trading and bartering catch also reduces the 
amount of money people spend on food

• People want jobs and opportunities that 
let them use cultural knowledge and work 
on Country

Health Values:

• Fishing provides cheap, healthy food and 
keeps people physically active.

• Some seafoods are used medicinally.

• Self-esteem and mental health is often 
tied to providing for family and practicing 
culture.

Barriers and Effects:

• Difficult to catch enough fish, maybe due 
to overfishing, climate change or pollution.

• Trouble accessing fishing spots because 
of fences or the land owners not giving 
permission, including spots that are used 
to teach culture to kids.

• Bag limits don’t take into account that 
fishers provide for lots of other people.

• Feeling like Fisheries Officers are picking 
on them or disrespecting them makes 
people not want to go fishing.

• Hard for young people to get jobs in 
fishing; people leave the region for work.

• Costs to enter the commercial fishing 
industry are too high.

Aspirations:

• An Aboriginal sea ranger program with 
fisheries enforcement powers, answerable 
to traditional owners

• Greater traditional owner input into 
fisheries management regulations and 
policies

• More Aboriginal Fisheries Officers

• Aboriginal-owned commercial fishing, 
aquaculture and cultural tourism 
enterprises

• More pathways for young Aboriginal people 
to enter these industries

• An Aboriginal fishing co-operative



WHO IS AIATSIS?
AIATSIS is the Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies. We are 
a research, collections and publishing 
organisation. Our job is to promote knowledge 
and understanding of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander cultures, traditions, languages 
and stories, both past and present. We are 
part of the Commonwealth Government, and 
our offices are in Canberra.

WHO IS THE FRDC?
The Fisheries Research and Development 
Corporation (FRDC) is a corporation owned by 
the Commonwealth Government and funded 
by them and Australian seafood industries. 
The FRDC’s job is to organise research on how 
to improve and support Australia’s fisheries.

Dr Rod Kennett was the Director of the Native 
Title Research Unit at AIATSIS and was the 
project lead. Dr Tran Tran, Luke Smyth, Liz 
Koschel, Nilanthi Abeysekera, Tim Heffernan 
and Lara Strelnikow worked on the project 
with Rod. Hayley Egan, an independent 
researcher who has done a lot of research 
with Aboriginal fishers in NSW, was contracted 
by AIATSIS to work on the project, too. Kelly 
Miller and Wayne Haseldine were hired by 
FWCAC to help with organising and conducting 
the interviews.

2

The FRDC has an Indigenous Reference Group 
(IRG), which is a group of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander men and women with lots of 
experience and knowledge about fishing and 
managing fisheries.
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When we talk about fishing values, we are 
really talking about two different but closely 
related things. The first kind of values is 
the benefits that people get from fishing 
and wanna ma: things like getting a feed, 
spending time with family and passing 
down cultural knowledge. The second kind 
of values is people’s beliefs about fishing 
and how they think it should be done. This 
includes cultural laws and other things they 
think are important.

We need to know about the second kind of 
value, because not everyone gets the same 
benefits from fishing, and this is partially 
because they have different beliefs. For 
instance, a non-Indigenous recreational fisher 
won’t get the same cultural benefits from 
going fishing as an Aboriginal cultural fisher 
might, because he doesn’t think about fishing 
in terms of a connection to his ancestors 
and the Country, nor as being central to his 
culture and identity in the same way.

WHAT ARE FISHING VALUES?

First, AIATSIS staff met with staff and directors 
from FWCAC about the project. They talked 
about what fishing means to Far West Coast 
Aboriginal people, what was happening on the 
Far West Coast, how the project should work, 
what kind of questions they should ask and 
what FWCAC wanted to get out of the project.

AIATSIS and FWCAC then negotiated and 
signed a research agreement. This listed all 
the rights and responsibilities that AIATSIS 
and FWCAC had while they were working 
together on the project.

Once that was agreed, Kelly, Wayne, Luke and 
Hayley interviewed Far West Coast Aboriginal 
people about why they go fishing, why it is 

important to them, what stops them from 
fishing, and what they want to see change. 

FWCAC directors came to meetings in Darwin 
and Townsville to meet with people from the 
other project case studies and talk about the 
challenges faced by Aboriginal people on the 
Far West Coast and in other places.

AIATSIS also made a document on the Internet 
(called an ‘online exhibition’) that explained 
why fishing is important to Aboriginal people 
on the Far West Coast and other places, to 
help governments and non-Indigenous people 
understand the difficulties they face getting 
access to their traditional fisheries.

WHAT HAPPENED DURING THE PROJECT?

The IRG paid for AIATSIS to do the project.  
They wanted to:

• Find out about the cultural, social and 
economic values of Aboriginal fishing

• Look at the differences between what 
Aboriginal people want and what the 
fisheries policy and laws say

• Grow fisheries research and management 
capacity in Aboriginal communities

• Make a set of tools that can be used to 
explain the value of Aboriginal fishing to the 
people who make fisheries policies and laws

WHAT WAS THE PROJECT ABOUT?



4

MAKING A RESEARCH AGREEMENT
Before they started interviewing people for 
the project, AIATSIS and FWCAC negotiated 
and signed a research agreement. This was a 
legal document which recorded the promises 
FWCAC and AIATSIS made about what they 
would do during the project.

To do this, AIATSIS researchers talked with 
FWCAC staff and directors over the phone 
about the project and what FWCAC wanted to 
get out of it. They discussed ways of recording 
values, intellectual property and access to the 
case study materials after the project finishes.

In August 2016 Rod and Luke visited Ceduna 
and met with some of the FWCAC directors. 
They went over the questionnaires together 
to make sure all the questions would make 
sense to people, were culturally appropriate 
and were asking about the right things.

FWCAC especially wanted to make sure 
that the research agreement would create 
incomes for local Aboriginal people. FWCAC 
hired Kelly Miller and Wayne Haseldine to 

work on the project, and AIATSIS paid for the 
time they spent on it. They organised and 
conducted interviews, both by themselves 
and with researchers from AIATSIS when they 
visited the Far West Coast.

INTERVIEWS
All up, we interviewed 43 Far West Coast 
Aboriginal people for the project. Kelly Miller 
did the first interviews; she interviewed 17 
people in Ceduna and on the homelands in 
the second half of 2016.

In February 2017, Luke and Hayley visited 
Ceduna, and with Wayne they interviewed 
26 people. Some people were interviewed in 
small groups (2-5 people), and others were 
interviewed by themselves.

They asked people two different sets of 
questions. The ‘short questionnaire’ asked 
people to rate how important different 
reasons for going fishing were to them. The 
‘long questionnaire’ had questions on a lot of 
different topics to do with cultural fishing.

Some of the AIATSIS project team and representatives from all three case study areas  
at the National Native Title Conference in Townsville, June 2017. Credit: Liz Koschel.
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MEETINGS
In June 2016, some of the FWCAC directors came 
to the National Native Title Conference hosted 
in Darwin by AIATSIS and the Northern Land 
Council. Meetings were held at the Conference 
between the FWCAC representatives, the AIATSIS 
project team, and representatives from the 
other two partner organisations for the project. 
There they discussed:

• Their experience with the project so far

• The different ways that fishing was 
important to each of their communities

• The kinds of barriers to fishing that were 
present in each of their communities

• Different strategies to remove those barriers.

In February 2017, Wayne Haseldine visited 
the AIATSIS offices in Canberra. There he did 
training with Luke on doing interviews for the 
project, and he also did some research on his 
family in the AIATSIS Collection.

In June 2017, most of the FWCAC directors also 
came to the National Native Title Conference 
in Townsville, hosted by AIATSIS and the North 
Queensland Land Council. On the first day of 
the conference a meeting was held between 
the AIATSIS project team and representatives 
from all three case study partner 
organisations. At the meeting they discussed:

• Their immediate and longer term aims

• Different strategies for securing fishing rights

• Working more closely with each other to 
share information and resources.

Director Peter Miller spoke at the launch of 
the Living Off Our Waters online exhibition 
for the project, alongside Rod and Luke 
from AIATSIS and representatives from the 
Crocodile Islands Rangers and the NSW 
Aboriginal Fishing Rights Group.

Wayne visited AIATSIS in Canberra to learn about doing research. Credit: Bryce Gray.
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LIVING OFF OUR WATERS  
ONLINE EXHIBITION
Rod, Luke, Nilanthi Abeysekara, Liz Koschel, 
Dan Norton and Stephen Gill from AIATSIS 
worked for months to make the Living Off Our 
Waters online exhibition. The online exhibition 
is a document on the Internet which tells the 
story of the project, and also talks about some 
of the results of the interviews we did with 
Aboriginal people from the Far West Coast and 
the other two case study areas.

The exhibition has parts about each of the 
case study areas, where we talk about fishing 
values, barriers, effects, and aspirations. Wayne 
Haseldine and many others provided some 
photos of modern Far West Coast Aboriginal 
fishing, and Nilanthi and Liz found older photos 
from the AIATSIS Collection to use.

You can see the exhibition at:
http://aiatsis.gov.au/exhibitions/living-off-our-waters

Kids from Koonibba Children's Home netting fish at Davenport Creek, 1920s.  
Courtesy of the National Library of Australia.
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Charles showing Greg and Nana Sue his catch. Credit: Jacinta Haseldine.
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WHAT DID WE LEARN?
SHORT QUESTIONNAIRE
26 people did the short questionnaire about 
reasons for going fishing. In this table you can 
see how important they said each reason was 
to them. You can find the full results for each 
question at the end of the report.

This is what the symbols in the table mean::

PP Very important

P	 Important

? Don’t know / unsure

O	 Not very important

OO	 Not at all important

The median response is the response that is 
halfway when you take all the answers to the 
question and put them in order from most 
negative to most positive. We use the median 
response as well as the most common one, 
because it gives us a better idea of what 
everyone thought overall.

For instance, the most common response to 
‘fishing for sport’ was ‘not at all important’. 
But, more than half of the people who 
answered the question said something other 
than ‘not at all important’. When we put all the 
responses in order, the middle one is a ‘don’t 
know / unsure’, so that is the median.

Because only 26 people did the short 
questionnaire, we can’t use these answers 
to say what all Aboriginal people on the Far 
West Coast think, but these answers do give 
us an idea of the different opinions that 
people have.

There were only three reasons where the 
median responses were different to the most 
common responses: ‘fishing to sell for money’, 
‘fishing competitions’ and ‘fishing for sport’.

How important are  
the following reasons  

for fishing?

Most 
common 
response

Median 
response

To follow cultural rules 
about fishing PP PP

To teach others and  
pass on knowledge PP PP

To be on your country PP PP

To assert your rights PP PP

For medicinal reasons PP PP

Fishing for food PP PP

For medicinal reasons PP PP

Fishing to barter/trade PP PP

Fishing to sell for money OO O

To be healthy PP PP

To be with your family PP PP

To be with your friends PP PP

To be alone PP PP

Fishing competitions OO ?

Fishing for sport OO ?

To relax and unwind PP PP

To be outdoors PP PP

Median and most common responses to 
short questionnaire (n=26)
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LONG QUESTIONNAIRE INTERVIEWS
The researchers went through all of the notes 
and audio recordings from the interviews and 
analysed them by putting all the things people 
said into different categories. This makes 
it easier to see all the different things that 
people talked about at once, and what people 
think about different topics and issues. These 
categories were:

• Values (why is fishing important to people)

• Barriers (what stops people from fishing)

• Effects (what happens when people can’t fish)

• Aspirations (what do people want for their 
communities)

Each category also has smaller categories 
inside it, so different types of barriers to 
fishing, like fisheries enforcement and 
access issues, are easier to look up. The next 
sections are summaries of what people said 
in the interviews that were made using these 
categories.

We understand that all these values are 
interlinked and it is nearly impossible to 
separate one from another. A number of 
values could easily have gone into a few 
different categories; you could argue that 
sharing your catch, for instance, has cultural, 
social and economic value (we put it in social). 
We split them up into categories to make 
it easier for people to read. The different 
categories also highlight that the benefits of 
cultural fishing aren’t just to do with culture. 

Dennis Jnr looking for fish to spear.  
Credit: Michelle Naylon.
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CULTURAL VALUES
For nearly everyone we interviewed, fishing 
was something that is of deep cultural 
importance. To them fishing was a chance 
for people to practice their culture and feel 
connected to their Country and ancestors. 
Many people felt that fishing was central to 
their identity; this could be because they 
saw themselves as members of a coastal or 
saltwater group, because they had grown up 
fishing, because it was their livelihood, or any 
combination of these.

There are many people with cultural and 
historical connections to the Far West Coast 
who don’t live there most of the time. This is 
particularly true for many young people, who 
have moved to other towns in regional South 
Australia (like Port Lincoln and Port Augusta) 
or to Adelaide for work or study. For them 
being able to go fishing when they return is an 
important way to reconnect with their culture 
and Country.

A lot of people talked about the cultural 
laws and rules that they follow when they go 
fishing. Most learnt these from their older 
relatives. Some of these cultural rules were 
shared by most people who were interviewed, 
and included:

• Only taking what you need

• Not taking anything that’s too small

• Taking species when they are in season

• Making sure you don’t overfish or clean out 
the spots you visit

There were a number of rules that weren’t 
talked about as often in the interviews but many 
people still said they followed. These were:

• Not taking the really big ones of some 
species (like abalone) because they are 
‘breeders’

• Not taking crabs that are ‘berried’ (have 
external eggs), or any female crabs

• Not taking finfish that look pregnant

People know when different species are 
coming into season from changes in the 
environment and the time of the year. Some 
people mentioned that cues for what species 
would soon come into season came from what 
they could hunt on land.

Many participants said that most Aboriginal 
people in their communities follow these laws. 
Ignoring them can mean getting in trouble 
with your family and Elders.

Because of all of this, taking kids fishing is 
necessary for their cultural education. Through 
fishing they learn cultural knowledge of local 
fauna and flora, different fishing techniques 
and practices, knowledge of their Country and 
the right places to get different species (and 
the stories of those places). They also learn 
the cultural laws that govern fishing.
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SOCIAL VALUES
Fishing for Far West Coast Aboriginal people is 
always a social activity, in one way or another. 
People will take their kids fishing, or go out 
with other family or with friends. It is valued 
as a positive and healthy way of spending time 
with loved ones.

Almost everyone we interviewed talked about 
how much they appreciated being able to go 
out fishing with their family. Going out fishing 
was an activity that adults and kids could 
enjoy together, which made it an important 
bonding activity for many families. Especially 
for the many families that were separated by 
distance, going fishing together when everyone 
comes back to the Far West Coast was 
something that helped keep them connected.

Even if someone goes fishing by themselves, 
they are never fishing just for themselves. 
Sharing is one of the core values of fishing; 
if you catch more than you need, you’re 
expected to share.

People told us their extra catch usually goes 
to their Elders first. Older people often ask 
their younger relatives to get them certain 
wanna ma (coastal foods) next time they go. 
People also said they shared a lot with their 

extended family, even when some of them 
lived hundreds of kilometres away.

For many people this sharing was about 
looking after everyone, and making sure 
people who can’t go fishing for themselves 
still get a feed. This is why extra catch goes to 
Elders first. Many people also said they make 
a special effort to get wanna ma for their 
other relatives or friends who can’t or don’t 
have time to do it themselves, or who are 
struggling financially.

All of this sharing creates a social safety net 
that supports people who are vulnerable or 
having a tough time. It also brings and keeps 
families and communities together, because 
sharing back and forth helps build new 
connections and strengthen old ones.

A lot of people talked about the value of fishing 
as a pastime or recreational activity, too. The 
Far West Coast is very remote, and a few people 
noted that even in Ceduna there wasn’t much 
to do, especially for young people. Fishing is 
something that nearly everyone can enjoy and 
it gets people outdoors and active. For these 
reasons a lot of people also said it was a 
positive thing for kids to do, and that their kids 
would be bored if they couldn’t fish.

Shucking razor fish as the sun sets.  Credit: 
Tanyta Haseldine.
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ECONOMIC VALUES
While there are plenty of other benefits that 
come from it, in the end people go fishing to 
provide for their family. For the Far West Coast 
Aboriginal people we interviewed, most of the 
time this meant getting wanna ma to eat.

Subsistence fishing was something that most 
people said they either did, or someone else 
did for them (see the previous section about 
social values). Even if wanna ma isn’t sold or 
traded, it can still have economic value. This 
is because individuals and families that get 
their own wanna ma to eat can spend less 
money on food.

This means subsistence fishing is particularly 
useful to people who are unemployed or 
have low incomes. For many people, catching 
their own wanna ma was one of their main 
food sources. Many kinds of commonly eaten 
wanna ma, like whiting and galda maru (blue 
swimmer crabs), were too expensive for most 
to afford to buy regularly. Others, like moona 
ma (limpets) and razor fish, aren’t sold 
commercially.

Lots of people talked about how they trade 
their wanna ma sometimes. Usually this was 
swapping for another kind of food, often for 
a different species of wanna ma or for bush 
meats like kangaroo, wombat and rabbit. One 
family said that they send wanna ma to their 
relatives in Adelaide, who send fresh veggies 
back because they’re cheaper there. Some 
people didn’t think this kind of swapping for 
different foods should be called ‘trading’ and 
said it was just sharing. A handful of people 
said they sometimes traded wanna ma they 
caught for things other than food, like help 
with yard work.

Only one person told us that they had ever 
sold wanna ma they had caught without a 
commercial licence. A few people told us 
that there were some Aboriginal people who 
had started collecting lots of razor fish and 

selling them around Ceduna, but most of 
them were visiting from other places like 
Coober Pedy. They thought this was because 
of income management and the Basics 
Cards; selling razor fish was a way for people 
to get some cash.

Most people we interviewed didn’t seem 
to like the idea of selling catch without a 
licence, either because they thought it should 
just be about subsistence and sharing, or 
because they thought if it were legal some 
people would abuse it. There was, however, a 
smaller group who thought it could be a good 
thing. Whether people should be allowed to 
sell catch that’s left over after all the family 
has got some, maybe through an Aboriginal 
fishing cooperative, was discussed in a couple 
of interviews.

Regardless of what they thought of selling 
catch without needing a commercial licence, 
lots of the people we talked to wanted more 
job opportunities for local Aboriginal people 
in commercial fishing and aquaculture. 
This was also true of other water-related 
industries like cultural tourism and land and 
sea management. This was because these 
industries could provide jobs that:

• are local, meaning people don’t have to 
leave to find decent work

• could involve using cultural knowledge 
and skills

• are about making a living by managing and 
using their marine resources
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Oysters caught by Ashley Binell cooking on the fire. Credit: Joe Ligadua.
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Why is getting your own wanna ma important to you?

Cultural Economic Social Mental spiritual Health

Connecting with 
Country, culture 
and ancestors

Important for 
families with low 

incomes

Bonding activity 
and quality time 

for families

Pride and self-
esteem from 
providing for 

family

Wanna ma 
is good food, 

important part 
of healthy 

traditional diet

Passing on 
traditional 

knowledge by 
showing

Trading wanna 
ma for veggies 
and other food

Positive thing for 
kids to put their 
time and energy 

into

Relaxing and 
leaving stresses 

behind

Fishing and 
gathering can be 

good exercise

Only taking what 
you need and 

using resources 
sustainably

Jobs and 
livelihoods 

(commercial 
fishing and 

aquaculture)

Sharing catch 
creates a ‘social 
safety net’ that 

helps vulnerable 
people

Going fishing and 
getting out on 

Country

Gathering 
traditional 
medicines
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What stops or makes it hard 
for you to get wanna ma?

Access Government Resources

Private 
landowners 
not allowing 

travel through 
their land to 

get to culturally 
important spots

Feeling like you’re 
unfairly targeted 

by Fisheries

Commercial 
licences are 

expensive and 
there’s a limited 
number of them

Sometimes there 
isn’t enough to 
feed everyone; 

overfishing, 
climate change, 

pollution

Bag limits are too 
low if you need 
to feed a lot of 

people

Boats and 4WDs 
are expensive to 
buy and maintain

Only taking what 
you need and 

using resources 
sustainably

Jobs and 
livelihoods 

(commercial 
fishing and 

aquaculture)

Sharing catch 
creates a ‘social 
safety net’ that 

helps vulnerable 
people

What do you want to see
happen in the future?

Looking after  
Sea Country

Livelihoods  
and incomes 

An Aboriginal sea ranger 
program that can provide 

culturally appropriate 
fisheries enforcement

Aboriginal-owned 
aquaculture and 

tourism enterprises

More co-operation 
between traditional 

owners and Fisheries on 
policies and enforcement, 

including making sure 
confiscated wanna ma 
doesn’t got to waste

Pathways for 
more young 

Aboriginal people 
to get jobs in 

commercial fishing, 
like training and 
apprenticeships

More Aboriginal Fisheries 
officers

An Aboriginal 
fishing co-operative
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HEALTH VALUES
The physical and mental health benefits of 
wanna ma and going fishing were something 
that people talked about in nearly all the 
interviews.

Getting your own wanna ma was more 
affordable for people than buying it, and 
many said that if they couldn’t fish anymore 
their families’ diets would become less 
healthy. This would affect the health of their 
Elders the most. Some said that they needed 
local, fresh wanna ma in their diet because 
they were saltwater people, and they had 
grown up eating it.

Many people also mentioned that going to 
get wanna ma was important for good health 
because of all the exercise that comes with it. 
Some worried that not being able to go fishing 
affected people’s fitness.

Some people also told us that different types 
of wanna ma are used as medicines or help 
prevent different chronic diseases. This was 
another reasons why it was important for people 
to be able to get wanna ma for their Elders.

The importance of fishing to Far West Coast 
Aboriginal people’s mental health was talked 
about a lot. Going fishing can be good fun, and 
it helps them to relax and deal with stress, 
and gives them time to think. 

A major way that it can affect mental health 
is through the importance of wanna ma and 
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fishing to culture and social norms. Some 
people said that fishing was ‘sacred’ to them, 
and through practising their culture and 
getting out on Country they felt more fulfilled. 
When people are having mental health issues, 
sometimes family or community leaders take 
them out of town for a bit so they can get back 
to Country and reconnect with culture; fishing 
is used for mental healing in this way.

Many people mentioned that being able to 
practice their culture and provide wanna 
ma for their families like their ancestors did 
made them feel proud. Some said that not 
being able to do this would make them feel 
ashamed and sad, because they wouldn’t be 
living up to cultural and social expectations.

Kids need to be taught how to fish so that 
culture will be passed down, but they also 
need to learn the proper way to do things 
so that they can stay safe and healthy. Many 
people said that these things were some of 
the most important for kids to learn about 
fishing. This includes learning all the cultural 
knowledge of the different species that can 
be found on the Far West Coast. Kids need to 
know which ones are dangerous or poisonous, 
and which ones are good to eat. For the ones 
you can eat, kids need to learn where to find 
them, how to get them safely, and how to 
prepare them properly.

Fresh salmon caught by Shanea Haseldine.  
Credit: Charles Charles.
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BARRIERS AND EFFECTS
Overfishing and environmental issues

A common complaint during the interviews 
was that it seemed much harder to get enough 
wanna ma to feed the family than in the past. 
This was said to be true of a wide range of 
species, with people saying they thought the 
local populations had been steadily declining 
for a while, and that it had accelerated in 
the last two years. A number of different 
explanations were suggested.

The Far West Coast is one of South Australia’s 
top recreational fishing destinations. Some 
participants suggested that the large 
numbers of tourists and other visitors to the 
region were helping to deplete the stocks, 
especially those close to shore and in well-
known and easily accessible spots. It was 
pointed out that even if all the tourists are 
staying within the recreational limits, the 
sheer number of people and the amount 
of time some of them stay could have a 
significant effect. One participant claimed he 
knew of caravanners who had stayed around 
Ceduna for weeks, fishing up to their limit of 
whiting each day and freezing them, to sell 
and finance their holiday.

Fears were also raised about razor fish 
populations. Although there isn’t a legal 
commercial fishery for the species, some 
people on the Far West Coast do informally 
collect and sell razor fish, and some people 
were worried they were ‘wiping them out’. 
Some of those selling razor fish were 
Aboriginal people coming from other places. 
Rather than following the cultural fishing 
rules that most Far West Coast Aboriginal 
people fish by, they apparently took 
enormous numbers and ‘absolutely stripped’ 
the patches they visited. Similar concerns 
were mentioned about abalone.

The Far West Coast is also home to a large 
commercial fishing industry. The Aboriginal 
commercial fisher we interviewed said that in 
recent years the fishing had gotten worse. He 
thought that it could be due partly to some 
commercial fishers ‘hitting it hard’. Another 
participant suspected that it was harder 
now to get enough galda maru because the 
commercial crabbers were catching them 
before they could make it into Murat Bay.

A number of people suspected environmental 
changes were also to blame. Some people 
mentioned the seasons had been ‘all out of 
whack’ in the last two years, leading species 

Wayne with his native title holder ID card, which 
FWCAC issues to its members. Credit: Liz Koschel.
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to come into season at different times than 
usual. There had also been large number 
of crab die-offs, which are often due to 
hot weather. Climate change was seen as a 
possible cause of these.

Pollution was also suggested as a reason 
why local wanna ma populations might 
have declined, particularly from the port at 
Thevenard. One participant said they didn’t eat 
anything caught near the port anymore, and 
that oysters from nearby Pinky’s Point ‘taste 
like diesel’. Others wondered whether the 
zircon mineral sands shipped through the port 
were having an effect on local wanna ma.

Access barriers

Difficulty accessing fishing spots was one 
of the most mentioned barriers. Many 
participants noted that they were either 
partially or fully restricted from using fishing 
spots that were of general cultural significance, 
or were important to their families.

One common reason was that while the spots 
themselves were on public land, they were 
only accessible through privately-owned land. 
Some landowners apparently refused to allow 
people access through their land, or would 
only allow certain members of a family to do 
so. Fences and locked gates prevented people 
from actually getting to spots even if they did 
have permission. In other places landowners 
had installed cameras or often came down 
and questioned people about what they were 
doing, which dissuaded people from using 
those spots even if they knew they were 
allowed to be there.

Some of these spots were particularly 
important for teaching young children about 
getting wanna ma, making it harder to pass on 
cultural knowledge. A number of participants 
said they felt sad and angry that despite 
having native title rights they were still 
routinely prevented from getting wanna ma 
from spots that were important to them and 
their families.

Other issues included spots being within or 
adjacent to national parks, and many people 
not owning 4WDs or boats, which are needed 
to access some spots now because of these 
kinds of barriers.

Fisheries management and enforcement

Many participants expressed frustrations with 
the current bag limits and the way they were 
enforced. Although most people said they 
were aware of the bag and size limits and 
tried to stay within them, some felt there was 
‘a conflict between the laws’; between cultural 
laws and PIRSA regulations.

A common complaint was that the importance 
of sharing to Far West Coast Aboriginal 
people’s fishing practices wasn’t recognised. 
A few people can’t legally collect enough of 
many kinds of wanna ma to feed everyone 
they are supposed to. To sidestep this, the 
whole family has to come along in order for 
the total take to be below their combined bag 
limits. This restricts how often people can 
actually go.

Despite the great effort that most people put 
in to stay within the bag limits, a number of 
participants felt they were unfairly targeted by 
some Fisheries Officers, who were described 
as ‘bullies’. This included feeling like Fisheries 
Officers were constantly keeping an eye 
on them and asking what they were doing, 
and regularly pulling them up and checking 
their catch. One said he felt this had gotten 
worse in the last couple of years. While 
people understood the need for fisheries 
enforcement, these things made them feel 
like criminals when they hadn’t done anything 
wrong. They also felt that their status as 
traditional owners and native title holders was 
being ignored and disrespected.

A number of participants said they were 
dissuaded from going fishing for long periods 
after these kinds of encounters with Fisheries 
Officers. This affected people’s ability to provide 
for their family and practice and pass on culture.
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Barriers to entering commercial fishing 
and aquaculture

Many participants wanted to see more 
commercial fishing and aquaculture 
opportunities for young Far West Coast 
Aboriginal people, even if they weren’t 
interested in them for themselves.

Entry into the commercial fishing and 
aquaculture sectors is, however, out of most 
people’s reach. Leaving aside costs around 
gear and boats, licences in most commercial 
fisheries by themselves are prohibitively 
expensive. Low incomes also mean starting 
their own businesses in other on-water 
industries is difficult for many people on the 
Far West Coast to imagine without assistance.

Another issue is that the pool of licences 
is limited; bringing more Far West Coast 
Aboriginal people into the industry usually 
requires an existing fisher who is willing to 
sell. One participant told us about when he 
tried to start out as a commercial abalone 

diver: he planned the business and arranged 
financing to pay the $90,000 for a licence, but 
in the end no one would sell one to him, so he 
had to give up.

Just finding work within these sectors, rather 
than starting a business, is difficult for local 
Aboriginal people. Some participants identified 
the lack of training or apprenticeship 
opportunities as a major reason for this. The 
local Aboriginal community development 
organisation Tjutjunaku Worka Tjuta once 
part-owned an oyster farm which took on 
young Aboriginal people and offered on-the-
job training, but since it sold its share in the 
farm nothing has replaced this program. The 
commercial fisher we talked to said he would 
be interested in taking a young Aboriginal 
person on as a trainee if there was a program 
he could do it through.

Kids catching salmon. Credit: Charles Charles.
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ASPIRATIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
In the interviews participants identified 
a number of fishing-related aspirations. 
Often these were meant to directly address 
the barriers that were talked about in 
the interviews. They fell into two broad 
categories: looking after Sea Country, and 
livelihoods and incomes.

Looking after Sea Country

An Aboriginal sea ranger program with 
fisheries enforcement powers, answerable 
to traditional owners: The Yalata Indigenous 
Protected Area Rangers in the west were seen 
as a success that should be replicated in the 
east. Participants wanted greater traditional 
owner involvement in looking after Sea 
Country as well as more culturally appropriate 
fisheries enforcement. This was also meant to 
help address any issues of Aboriginal people 
from the Far West Coast or other areas not 
fishing sustainably, and would provide a small 
number of culturally appropriate livelihood 
opportunities.

Greater traditional owner input into fisheries 
management regulations and policies: 
Participants wanted the ‘conflict between the 
laws’ fixed by ensuring that fishing regulations 
took local practices and culture, and the value 
of wanna ma to Aboriginal communities, into 
account. This included traditional owners 
having a larger say in major decisions that 
would affect them and greater recognition of 
them as the native title holders and original 
owners and managers of the region’s marine 
resources.

More Aboriginal Fisheries Officers: Some 
participants wanted to see more Aboriginal 
people becoming Fisheries Officers. It was 
hoped this would help make fisheries 
enforcement more culturally appropriate. 
Another idea was for the potential sea rangers 
and Fisheries Officers to consider ways to 

make sure wanna ma that was confiscated did 
not go to waste, such as by giving it to Elders 
or other vulnerable community members.

Livelihoods and incomes

Aboriginal-owned commercial fishing, 
aquaculture and cultural tourism enterprises: 
Commercial aquaculture was of particular 
interest because it was thought this would put 
less pressure on wild wanna ma stocks. On-
water or combined land and sea cultural and 
eco-tourism enterprises would allow people 
to earn a living while using cultural knowledge 
and remaining on Country. Participants saw a 
need for financial and administrative support to 
help set up these kinds of businesses, including 
some way to transfer fishing and aquaculture 
licences to local Aboriginal people.

More pathways for young Aboriginal people 
to enter these industries: Training and 
apprenticeship options for young Far West 
Coast Aboriginal people, and support to 
access and stay in them, were identified as a 
priority by many participants. Local training 
was preferred so that young people could 
stay on Country. The lack of these currently 
prevents many people from taking advantage 
of any opportunities that do arise in on-water 
industries. 

An Aboriginal fishing co-operative: Some 
participants suggested establishing an 
Aboriginal fishing co-operative which would 
allow fishers to sell small quantities of wanna 
ma, for instance if there was some left over 
after sharing. It was hoped this would provide 
a little extra income for local families, and 
could be self-regulated by members according 
to local cultural laws.
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APPENDIX 1: SHORT QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS
Responses to:

“How important are the following reasons for fishing?”
n=(26)

Very 
important

Important
Don’t know 
/ unsure

Not very 
important

Not at all 
important

No or 
unclear 

response

To follow cultural rules 
about fishing 24 2 0 0 0 0

To teach others and pass 
on knowledge 26 0 0 0 0 0

To be on your country 25 1 0 0 0 0

To assert your rights 23 3 0 0 0 0

Fishing for food 25 1 0 0 0 0

For medicinal reasons 20 4 1 0 0 1

Fishing to barter/trade 17 5 2 1 1 0

Fishing to sell for money 5 1 3 5 12 0

To be healthy 24 2 0 0 0 0

To be with your family 26 0 0 0 0 0

To be with your friends 21 5 0 0 0 0

To be alone 17 4 2 3 0 0

Fishing competitions 3 4 5 5 6 3

Fishing for sport 4 5 5 4 8 0

To relax and unwind 22 4 0 0 0 0

To be outdoors 24 2 0 0 0 0

Be outdoors 17 1 3 0 0 0
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APPENDIX 2: LONG QUESTIONNAIRE QUESTIONS
Why is fishing important?

Why is it important you are able to fish on your country?
How do you feel when you are out fishing?
How would you feel if you couldn’t fish anymore? What would happen?
What would change if you could fish wherever you wanted?
What is stopping/would stop you from fishing?
Where do you usually fish?

Sharing, trading, bartering and selling catch
Do you share your catch with other people? 
Where does your catch go first?
How many people do you usually share your catch with?
Do other people share their catch with you?
Why is sharing your catch important to you? What’s the most important reason?
Do you trade or barter part of your catch for other goods, or in return for work or help?
Do you ever do or trade things in return for part of someone else catch?
Why is bartering or trading your catch important to you? What’s the most important reason?
Do you have a commercial fishing licence, or have you ever had one?
Do you ever sell some or all of your catch for money? Where does it go?
Why is selling your catch important to you? What is the most important reason?

Rules about fishing
How do you know when to fish?
How do you know where to fish?
How do you know you have rights to fish?
What are the rules you have to follow when you fish?
What happens in your community when you do not follow these rules?
Does everyone in your community follow these rules?
What’s the most important thing to learn/teach about fishing?
Do you teach others how to fish?
What are the rules about different species?

e.g. Abalone, oysters, cockles, mullet, whiting, salmon, lobster, razor fish, limpets, crabs, 
gummies, rays.
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