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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an anthropological study of local understandings of economic development in
a small regional town in far North Queensland, Australia. How do preferences regarding
lifestyle and social wellbeing impact on those living in the community? The study takes a
particular interest in the aspirations, values and choices of the residents and their desires for
the future and the future of their town. Throughout this thesis I argue that social wellbeing
and lifestyle are important factors in Cardwell residents‟ choices and feature predominantly
in their approaches to economic development.

I contextualise this study through a comparative analysis of the effects of economic
development on the wellbeing and lifestyle of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in the
Cardwell region of north Australia. This comparison arises firstly from an anthropological
interest in the circumstances of Australian Aboriginal people as a significant minority in
regional towns. Explicit attention is directed toward the Aboriginal people of the Cardwell
region as they constitute a socially and culturally distinct sector of the local population.
Secondly, my study explores ways in which comparative work of this kind may be
instructive on cultural issues relevant to economic development. This is a study of
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, who live in similar circumstances, and who, I
propose, regard factors other than economic development as important. It is argued that
while the Cardwell region does not provide ample nor a variety of economic opportunities,
outward migration remains undesirable to many residents.
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CONVENTIONS
In accordance with the ethical guidelines of the University of Western Australia,
throughout this thesis I have not used the names of my participants in order to protect their
identity and maintain confidentiality. Where I have used a direct quote or referred to a
participant, I have used descriptive prose, for example, „a young Aboriginal woman‟, to
give the reader an understanding of the age group, ethnicity, and gender category of the
participant. In this way, the reader will have a means of situating the participant relative to
the rest of the community. Each participant has been given a code, for example, I1
(Interviewee/Informant 1), I2 and so on. The field research for this thesis was undertaken
in a small community and the results of this work will be made publicly available in that
community, hence it is important to protect the privacy of each individual participant.
Where participants have suggested I identify them by name I have chosen not to do so in
order to maintain consistency in the privacy of all individuals, and because I do not see that
revealing the participant‟s identity alters the results in any way.

Where I have referred to my field notes I have used my initials and the date of the field note
entry, for example (AR 25/11/04). In Chapter 6 where I have included excerpts of my field
interviews, I have used the initials „LP‟ to identify the second interviewer from the
Girringun Aboriginal Corporation who assisted with the first two interviews in Jumbun.
All photographs throughout this thesis have been taken by the author except where
otherwise indicated.

With regard to the spelling of Aboriginal language words there is considerable
inconsistency in the orthographies. Where I have referred to an Aboriginal organisation I
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have used the spelling used by the organisation itself. Where I have referred to language
groups and language names, I have used the spelling of Dixon (1972 & 1984), a linguist
who conducted lengthy fieldwork in the area to record the Dyirbal language, and
McConvell, a linguistic anthropologist who conducted research for the Girramay Native
Title claim. Where I have recorded words from Aboriginal languages first-hand and have
not been able to find a reference to these words in any of the published texts, I have
developed a standard orthography to maintain consistency and accuracy. Where Aboriginal
language words have been quoted from other literary sources, I have not altered their
spelling, and have left it as it appears in the original document.
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1 – Introduction: Finding meaning in an Australian community

Economic development, and the potential benefits that flow from a market economy, are
persistently portrayed in Australian government policies as being of great benefit to our
country and its people. Government policy and rhetoric is centred on a primary assumption
that increased wealth, asset accumulation, and product consumption is deemed the marker
of a happier society. „The equation of more with better – of standard of living with quality
of life – is coming under critical scrutiny in the research literature, but remains largely
unquestioned in mainstream public and political debate‟ (Eckersley, 1998a: 3). An
emergence of literature and discourse surrounding the question „Is life getting better?‟
demonstrates the need to address „the fundamental assumptions about the relationships
between economic growth, quality of life and ecological sustainability [that] are rarely
highlighted and explored‟ (Eckersley, 1998a: 3).

There is now a steadily growing body of literature indicating that despite the fact that in
contemporary Australian society people are earning more money, houses are getting bigger
and there are usually two cars in the garage, it is has become increasingly apparent that we
are not necessarily happier (see Hamilton, 2003). „How we answer the question of whether
or not life is getting better depends crucially on how we define and measure “a better life”‟
(Eckersley, 1998b: vii). In today‟s climate of continual economic growth, the emergent
discourse is now challenging the commonly-held assumptions that economic growth
increases happiness and wellbeing. My interest in this thesis is, in part, the question of
whether there is too much focus on economic development in our government policy and

1

not enough focus on social wellbeing. As Salvaris (1998: 37) points out, „good public
policy should be linked to public values‟.

The debate about economic development and wellbeing has the potential to immensely
influence public policy-making in Australia and possibly pre-empt a policy shift away from
the former in favour of the latter. However, this may not be possible as long as there is a
divergent view amongst the general public over the question of whether or not life is
getting better. As Eckersley (1998b: 5) points out of academics, policy-makers and the
general public:
One reason we remain divided on the question is that the data are
incomplete, or open to differing interpretations. We lack a good
understanding of what constitutes “a better life”; we do not have good
measures, or indicators, of many aspects of life.
Halstead (1998: 55) points out the causal effect of poor indicators on public policy:
Indicators of progress are, after all, the primary feedback to policy; they
define the problems that policy makers seek to address. If the indicators
themselves are flawed, is it any surprise that the policies that are based on
them will be flawed as well?
Unfortunately, government rhetoric and public policy have predominantly been premised
upon statistical analyses (or indicators) which I argue, along with a number of leading
scholars, only gives us part of the picture.

Our principal economic indicator is the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), but as Halstead
(1998: 55-56) points out, „the problem with the GDP is not so much with the statistic itself,
but rather with the way in which it is used …as the primary measure of national wellbeing‟. Hamilton (2003: 54) says „this way of measuring national wellbeing omits two
large realms: the contributions to wellbeing of family and community and the contribution
2

of the natural environment‟. This oversight of social and natural values in favour of
economic factors has it roots in history:
When national accounting was first introduced in the 18th and 19th
centuries, the portion of life called „the market‟ occupied a very small
part of the physical and social space. The social structure seemed so
firmly anchored in history that there was little thought that a growing
market could undermine it. Although these assumptions are obviously no
longer tenable – and the market is now penetrating deeper and deeper into
the realms of family, community, and natural habitat… these are precisely
the realms that are ignored by our current measures of national well-being
(Halstead, 1998: 56).
There are, however, international and national precedents for integrating economic and
environmental concerns. For example, the Clinton Administration‟s attempt to develop a
Green GDP in the United States (Halstead, 1998: 58) and, in Australia, the Hawke Federal
Labor Government‟s Ecologically Sustainable Development (ESD) process (see Throsby,
2001).

Whilst it has clearly been the preference of policy-makers to use quantitative data in
formulating and determining public policy, some improvement has been made in this
regard. The new quantitative alternative to the GDP is the Genuine Progress Indicator
(GPI), also measured in economic terms, but it broadens „the accounting lens to take social
and environmental costs into account‟ (Halstead, 1998: 63). The GPI attempts to take
account of those factors that lie outside the market that nevertheless affect wellbeing. „The
GPI incorporates a range of factors that influence wellbeing and aggregates them into a
single index that can be compared directly over time with the GDP‟ (Hamilton, 2003: 55).

In pursuit of alternative measures of development and wellbeing, a number of leading
economists in Australia (and internationally) are now going beyond mere statistical
3

analyses and are pointing to the advantages of using anthropological methods such as
ethnography to dismantle the dominant economic ideology that is pervasive in government
and public discussion. My contention is that policy that pursues greater engagement in the
mainstream economy as its only goal ignores the ethnographic and statistical evidence that
demonstrates that economic development and participation are not the primary or exclusive
aspirations of all Australians. Gregory‟s (2005: 146) claim that „macro-economic policies
directed towards faster economic growth and higher rates of employment creation matter
most‟ may not necessarily reflect the values, choices and aspirations of the general
Australian public. This study, in part, addresses how research in anthropology (and
sociology) can contribute to or supplement what is needed in economics.

It is these issues which I take to task in this thesis, using ethnographic evidence from a
particular case study to challenge the conventional view of economic development. Whilst
this issue has become a focus of scholarly literature and discourse, its application in
ethnographic research has been somewhat limited, particularly in relation to cross-cultural
analysis. Ethnographic data has played little part in the formulation of public policy that
affects Australian society. I wish to address this gap in the literature with ethnographic data
drawn from the context of a small town, and a small Aboriginal community,1 in regional
Australia. This thesis investigates economic development in a regional town and its effect
on the local lifestyle and social wellbeing of those living in the community. The study
takes a particular interest in the aspirations, values and choices of the residents and their
desires for the future and the future of their town.

1

See section entitled „Project Aims‟ in this chapter regarding the Aboriginal community of Jumbun, which
forms a part of this ethnographic study.
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In doing so, I make a comparative analysis of the factors that impact upon economic
development and social wellbeing between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. This
comparison arises firstly from an anthropological interest in the circumstances of
Australian Aboriginal people as a significant minority in regional towns. Explicit attention
is directed toward the Aboriginal people of the Cardwell region as they constitute a socially
and culturally distinct sector of the local population. Secondly, my study explores ways in
which comparative work of this kind may be instructive on cultural issues relevant to
economic development. The comparison between White and Black is instructive because it
is a study of people who place factors other than economic development as more important.

As Rowse (2002: 236) states in the context of his discussion of Indigenous development,
„social analysis must attend to differences within the Indigenous population, and/or it must
ask about how Indigenous and non-Indigenous people differ in particular circumstances of
their co-existence‟. It is important to consider here how and why those factors that impact
upon economic development and social wellbeing differ, if at all, between Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal people. The concept of economic development incites different ideas and
understandings of what constitutes development and the comparative analysis gives a
deeper understanding of the underlying factors that influence economic development. As
Martin (2005: 192) points out, „it is important not to underestimate the difficulties in
reaching agreement from Indigenous people on what “economic development” might mean,
and whether it is even a desirable goal‟. Based on my ethnographic evidence, and from
much of the literature, it is apparent that this statement is potentially applicable also to the
wider Australian public, or at least to certain sectors of the society.

5

Ideas about economic development, what constitutes that development, and what it means
to people, is a highly contentious and diverse issue. Salvaris (1998: 39) asks „what are
Australia‟s agreed national goals?‟, and says „these are obviously highly contestable
questions. History, geography and culture show us many different versions of national
goals‟. What we aspire to and value is complex and diverse, hence, the often-raging debate
about development and wellbeing. Charles Perkins (cited in Cousins & Nieuwenhuysen,
1984: xii) articulated the dilemma in relation to Aboriginal people:
Economic development, as it has been experienced by Aboriginal people,
can be likened to a fire. It is seen to have good qualities – in the heat and
light it provides. But, if uncontrolled, fire is also seen to have the
potential to ravage and destroy the people and the land over which it
sweeps.
That sentiment still rings true in the minds of many Aboriginal people for whom economic
development can symbolise something quite negative, such as the loss of cultural values,
the breakdown of family networks of support, and a distancing from traditional culture.
And not just for Aboriginal people. For some Australians, economic development signifies
progress, for others it signifies regress.

In making a comparative analysis though, I not only illuminate the differences, but my
research aims to find consistencies and commonalities within and between Aboriginal and
other Australians that can give a clearer insight into the direction people are choosing or
aspiring to go in relation to these issues. The emergence of a social awareness amongst
Australians that prioritises social wellbeing and lifestyle choices above economic
development can be seen to reflect a common thread that has prevailed in Aboriginal
society throughout history. Much of the ethnographic literature on Aboriginal Australia
points to the predominance of prioritising family, social and cultural factors above
6

development in the modern market economy. To the extent that there is a shift in
Australian peoples‟ priorities and perceptions, government policy needs to reflect and
incorporate these changes in order for social policies to be effective. Economic
development in Australia has not only „been achieved at increasing environmental cost‟,
but at social and cultural costs as well (Throsby, 2001: 112). There is now an increasing
move away from economic opportunity toward social wellbeing. Over the last several
decades there has been a paradigm shift regarding the environmental implications of
economic development (see Lawrence, 2004; Throsby, 2001), however the same
transformation in thinking with regard to social wellbeing has only recently occurred (see
Eckersley, 1998c; Hamilton, 2003).

Cardwell – A brief overview of the field site

Plate 1: Welcome sign at southern entrance to Cardwell, with Historic Cardwell Post Office
and Telegraph Station in background (2005)
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Cardwell is a small beachside town on the far North Queensland coast, roughly mid-way
between the regional centres of Cairns and Townsville. Like other towns on the east coast
of Australia, it has a diverse population, including Aboriginal people with traditional and
historical connections to the region; local settler-descendants;2 people who have moved
there for the quiet, relaxed lifestyle; others who stay (or come) for work on the sugar and
banana plantations or the prawn farm; and those who want to try their hand at one of the
best fishing spots in Australia. An article in the Australian Fisherman & Boatowner
magazine says, „this is quite possibly the safest, most beautiful fishing and cruising area in
Australia‟ (Webster, 1997). More recently, the region has attracted quite a lot of attention
from developers and investors interested in recognising the potential for tourism and
development.

First impressions of the town evoke images of a quiet, sleepy community with a casual and
easy-going attitude to life. But it did not take long to see that there was a lot more going on
than initially presented itself. During the winter months (the peak tourist season in North
Queensland), especially, Cardwell is a town full of activity, and a typical weekend sees the
main street lined with vehicles towing boats or caravans. My field notes indicate the
considerable influx of tourists and visitors to the town during the holiday season and long
weekends: „it‟s a public holiday/long weekend …and I couldn‟t believe how many people
were here, I don‟t think you would have seen more boats, 4WDs and caravans except at a
boat, caravan and 4WD convention‟ (AR 13/06/05). During long weekends Cardwell is
often host to renowned fishing competitions, which are held throughout the year, with
people coming from all over Australia to try their luck or test their skill.
2

I use the term settler-descendant to refer to the local descendants of those settlers who were among the first
non-Aboriginal people to arrive in the area.
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While the population swells momentarily at certain times of the year, particularly during
the fishing competitions and winter, the residential population of Cardwell has not
undergone any dramatic increase since the time of White settlement nearly 150 years ago.
There were approximately 150 people at the time of settlement in 1864, while in 2001 the
population had increased to only 1200 (ABS, 2001a). Considering this small township is
the oldest north of Bowen, and predates the much larger settlements of Cairns and
Townsville, in relative terms the population of Cardwell has changed very little. Similarly,
the township itself has not undergone dramatic changes. Unlike other settlements on the
east coast of Australia, aerial photographs of Cardwell show minimal increases in
infrastructure and development over time relative to other towns in North Queensland (see
Appendix 6 showing aerial photographs of Cardwell taken in 1943, 1977 and 2004). The
extent of settlement in Cardwell is somewhat limited due to the surrounding land tenures –
it is physically surrounded by National Park, State Forest/Timber Reserves and World
Heritage Areas (see Appendix 7). The natural heritage value of the area has been officially
recognised: Cardwell lies between two World Heritage Areas – the Wet Tropics Rainforests
and the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park – and Hinchinbrook Island is Australia‟s largest
island national park.

The natural and physical environment surrounding Cardwell is one of exceptional beauty.
It is one of the very few spots on the east coast of Australia where the national highway
(which is also the main street of Cardwell) runs alongside the oceanfront through the town,
enticing the passing traveller to stop and admire some of the most spectacular scenery
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Australia has to offer. As you stand in the main street of Cardwell and look to the east, you
are instantly struck by the magnificent and looming mountains of Hinchinbrook Island, a
rugged wilderness which has been preserved beautifully despite the ever-increasing race to
settle and suburbanise the stunning Queensland coast. Lumholtz (1889: 73) commented on
this natural wonder in the late 1800s, saying „Hinchinbrook Island, a rocky isle rising to an
elevation of about 2500 feet above the level of the sea and nearly always enveloped in fog,
attracts the attention of the traveller‟.

Turning to the west one is taken in by the Cardwell Range, beautifully forested mountains
which encircle the township, acting almost as a barrier to the west. The Cardwell region
offers numerous swimming holes and waterfalls perfect for swimming and taking the edge
off the tropical heat. While the reefs off the coast are a great place to fish, it is not safe to
swim at the beach in Cardwell because of the presence of crocodiles and marine stingers.

Project Aims
The main period of fieldwork for this study was undertaken over a thirteen month period
from October 2004 to November 2005 during which time I lived in Cardwell, making
regular visits to the Aboriginal community of Jumbun, 30km to the north-west. While the
town of Cardwell was the primary location of field research, this study necessarily includes
the community of Jumbun nearby because of the movement of Aboriginal people between
these two locations. Since my departure in November 2005, I have made several
subsequent visits to the field site, with an average of three visits in both 2006 and 2007, to
conduct fieldwork totalling more than fifteen months. The participants for the study
(discussed in detail in Chapter three) were engaged in both formal and informal interviews
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and conversations to investigate perceptions of economic development and notions of
social wellbeing.

The primary aim of the research was to explore the relationship between economic
participation and social wellbeing, and the aspirations, values and choices that underlie that
relationship. As part of this process I was interested in looking at how people‟s aspirations,
values and choices are inhibited or enabled by economic participation, and resultantly its
effects on their social wellbeing. What I hope to demonstrate through my research is the
complex and diverse views of economic development and engagement with the market
economy both within and between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations. I aim to
compare Aboriginal and other Australians, firstly, because it arises from the field setting
itself: Aboriginal people make up a proportion of the town‟s population. Cardwell is a
township in North Australia with a ratio of approximately 70 Aboriginal to 1130 White
people (ABS, 2001a), and nearby Jumbun has a total population approximately 160
Aboriginal residents (pers comm. Jumbun HACC Director). Therefore, nearly twenty per
cent of the combined population of Cardwell and Jumbun is Aboriginal.

Furthermore, I have found a number of studies that look at economics and wellbeing among
the general Australian population, and others that examine economic development for
Aboriginal people. There is considerable Australian literature in anthropology and other
disciplines that look specifically at Aboriginal people. However, Aboriginal wellbeing has
been under-explored. There are no studies that compare wellbeing between Aboriginal and
White Australians and that look at what affects wellbeing. Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
studies tend to be done in isolation to each other. My research focuses on the broader
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population of a mixed town and a small Aboriginal community located nearby. Exploring
the issues of economic development and social wellbeing among both Aboriginal and
White Australians‟ „in particular circumstances of their co-existence‟ broadens our current
understandings and complements available research (Rowse, 2002: 236). As such, I feel
such a comparison is instructive.

The location of the field research was also chosen partly on the basis of a relatively recent
marina development that had resulted in heated conflict amongst community residents over
economic, environmental and social concerns. Ten years prior to my fieldwork a major
controversy over the development of a marina at the seaside area of Port Hinchinbrook
emerged, and in my view, this debate crystallizes the struggle about development and the
wellbeing of people living in the community. The marina gained international media
attention because it polarised different sections of the community around contradictory
principles of economic opportunity, community cohesion, local control and
foreign/outside/large corporate interests. The marina development illustrates an ongoing
struggle to resist and/or accommodate a proposal that promises both economic benefits and
environmental impacts.

Whilst the issue of economic development in Cardwell is not limited to this marina, this
issue provides a forum for contesting and reinforcing ideas, values and aspirations. The
marina provided the impetus for people to discuss their ideas and understandings of
economic development. As such, the issue of the marina development is discussed in the
context of its impact upon the wellbeing and local lifestyle of the residents.
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This thesis will explore the influences of wellbeing in relation to economic development,
including mobility and migration (chapter seven), local economic opportunities (chapter
eight), and lifestyle (chapter nine). For overlapping reasons, including lifestyle, wellbeing,
family and community, a number of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Cardwell and
Jumbun do not desire to migrate away from the local area. Throughout this thesis I will
examine three different sectors of the population – local Aboriginal people, local White
people, and „sea-changers‟. For Aboriginal people I demonstrate that family, community
and country are important aspects of wellbeing; for local White residents it is generally
family, community and lifestyle; and for sea-changers it is also family, community and
lifestyle. But unlike Aboriginal people where family includes an extended network of kin
relations, for sea-changers it generally means the immediate, nuclear family unit, as most
often they have moved away from their extended family to live in a sea change destination.
I do not want to make generalisations about the broader Australian context, but lifestyle and
wellbeing are certainly more important for most Cardwell residents than economic
development. If my case study of a North Australian town is representative of Australia
more broadly, then this study has wider implications.

Thesis Overview
This thesis begins with a review of the research literature relating to wellbeing, happiness,
and quality of life in relation to economic development, growth and progress. In Chapter
two I discuss some of the key literature about economic development and wellbeing,
beginning with a review of the international literature and then examining the research
material specific to the Australian context. I draw on key themes to discuss the issue of
economic development and social wellbeing for Aboriginal and other Australians. I then
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focus particularly on Aboriginal economic development and wellbeing in Australia and
conclude with a discussion of the limitations of the existing literature and the contribution
of this research project. Specifically, I wish to bridge the gap between the Australian and
specialist Aboriginal literatures that examine economic development and social wellbeing.

In Chapter three I discuss the methodological approach taken in the course of this study. In
particular, the use of the anthropological techniques of participant observation,
interviewing, collecting oral and life histories, and archival and documentary research. I
discuss my pre-doctoral history and the considerations involved in my choice of field site.
This chapter also explores the advantages, disadvantages, problems and concerns
encountered during the fieldwork stage of this research project.

Chapter four details the history of the Cardwell region, including the early race relations
between Aboriginal people and Europeans of the area. Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
Australians are historically and culturally different, but they share a colonial history.
Hence a study of economic development and social wellbeing needs to be historicallygrounded. In this chapter I address significant historical events in order to provide context
to the contemporary circumstances of life in Cardwell. Specifically I explore how
historical processes have shaped current social, cultural and economic life in the region.
This chapter discusses historical and contemporary changes in the economic industries of
the area up to the present time. As Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 24) point out,
[c]ontemporary markets thrive on change, variety and diversity, on the
undermining of tradition and uniformity, on products, services and places
going out of fashion almost as quickly as they come into fashion.
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In the context of the market economy I analyse the predominance of agriculture and the
recent shift toward tourism. This foregrounds the polarization of arguments about the
stability of tourism as an economic base for the Cardwell region discussed in Chapter five.

Chapters five and six are primarily about the social and cultural values of non-Aboriginal
and Aboriginal Australians respectively. In Chapter five I explore the controversy
surrounding the Port Hinchinbrook marina development at the southern end of Cardwell.
This development provided the means for Cardwell residents to articulate their concerns
regarding economic development and progress. I address the Port Hinchinbrook marina as
an issue which reveals people‟s values, aspirations and choices about lifestyle and social
wellbeing. I discuss the struggle to resist and/or accommodate development as well as the
arguments about environmental and social impacts and economic benefits.

Chapter six is an analysis of the social and cultural attachments to country of the Girramay
Aboriginal people of the Cardwell region. I argue that conventional economic ideology
that advocates migration to areas characterised by a strong mainstream market economy
ignores the robust socio-cultural connections to family, community and country. It is these
dimensions of Girramay life that are imperative to their continued Aboriginal identity and
social wellbeing, and which work against the theory that migration will resolve Aboriginal
economic disadvantage.

Having established the significance of social and cultural factors that influence the
economic prospects of Aboriginal people, I challenge the economic paradigm that suggests
Australians will not reside beyond the labour market. The issues of mobility and migration
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provide the thematic structure of chapter seven. Theories of mobility and migration support
the idea that movement away from regional and remote areas to urban centres is an
appropriate means of limiting economic disadvantage, especially for Aboriginal
Australians. Not only does the ethnographic and statistical evidence indicate that
Aboriginal Australians do not exhibit a propensity to migrate to increase their labour
market opportunities, but further, there exists a sector of the White population that also do
not desire movement for economic reasons. Like the Aboriginal population, there are nonAboriginal residents in Cardwell for whom social wellbeing and lifestyle factors are of
greater importance than economic opportunities. In this chapter I explore the underlying
motivations of people who remain in, move to and move out of the Cardwell area. The
motivating factors regarding mobility and migration lack examination in the current
literature, and I address this gap in chapter seven.

Given the lack of migration away from regional and remote areas, I discuss the availability
of economic opportunities in Cardwell and the creation of new prospects in chapter eight.
In particular, I address three elements of economic participation – education, training and
employment. I explore the discourse surrounding the economic disparity of Aboriginal and
other Australians and argue that standard socio-economic indicators that measure the
disparity fail to take account of the social and cultural dimensions of wellbeing. A number
of other studies have discussed the socio-economic gap between Aboriginal and other
Australians, but these studies have primarily focused on those regions where the nonAboriginal population are resident for employment. Cardwell, by contrast, is an area
characterised by a population, both Aboriginal and White, who are mostly resident for noneconomic reasons.
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In Chapter nine I compare sea change hotspots, such as Cardwell, to economic boom
towns, for example, mining towns that are founded on economic incentives. My data
demonstrates that the social principles of sea changers defy economic ideology. In this
context, I discuss the residential retention rates and tenure patterns of sea change locations
compared with mining communities to understand the differing choices and aspirations of
people living in these locales. I also explore the performance of social, cultural and
symbolic roles through the annual „Seafest‟. Overall, this chapter looks at the reasons why
people come to Cardwell and why they stay.

Chapter ten concludes with a discussion of the key themes of this thesis. Economic
development is often considered to alleviate disadvantage and improve happiness and
wellbeing. However, my study proposes that the pursuit of economic development does
not necessarily reflect the aspirations, values and choices of all Australians. Social
wellbeing and lifestyle factors are important dimensions of quality of life and healthy
development in contemporary society.
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2 – Economic development and wellbeing: bridging significant
themes in Aboriginal studies with broader societal trends
The subject of wellbeing, quality of life and happiness has occupied philosophers,
psychologists, sociologists and political scientists for a very long time. However, it has
only recently begun to capture the interest of economists, a discipline that has historically
and repeatedly ignored these social and subjective aspects as unscientific, immeasurable
and irrelevant. Until recent decades, conventional economic theory was dominated by the
view that development, progress and success were purely determined by economic and
material growth. Over the last 30 years, a small number of key economists, primarily
empirical economists,3 are challenging this theoretical position, pointing to the relevance of
researching, measuring, and reporting on the state of happiness and wellbeing. It has
become increasingly apparent that research in this area is imperative not only at an
individual and community level, but at a national level to inform social and economic
policy.

There have been a number of important and valuable contributions from the social sciences
and, more recently the economics discipline, to the study of wellbeing, happiness and
quality of life. It is my intention here to draw on some of the key themes throughout that
body of knowledge. In this chapter I will discuss some of the key literature about economic
development and wellbeing, beginning with a review of the international research and then
examining the research literature specific to the Australian context. I will then focus more
specifically on the discourse regarding Aboriginal economic development and wellbeing in
3

I use the term „empirical economist‟ here as it is used extensively in the economic literature I discuss in this
chapter.
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Australia. I conclude this chapter with a discussion of the limitations of the existing
literature and the contribution of this research project.

Specifically, I wish to bridge the gap between the Australian research literature and the
specialist Aboriginal literature that examines economic development and social wellbeing.
Some papers (see for example Biddle & Hunter, 2005) have raised the issue of comparative
analyses, but to date, no in-depth ethnographic research has been conducted in particular
settings on how economic development affects social wellbeing amongst Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal people in Australia. All of the academic literature canvassed in this
chapter, with the exception of the specialist Aboriginal literature, has relied on quantitative
survey methods for their empirical results. Such a method necessarily relies on the
accuracy and reliability of „self-report‟. That is, what people say regarding how happy they
are? It is important then to consider the distinction between what people say and what they
actually do. Also, it is essential to contemplate whether the respondent‟s words are
reliable, for example, are they saying what they think is expected of them – what they think
they should be saying? Can we believe what people say, and do their actions sit
consistently with their reported sentiments? While this research is highly valuable and
informative, there has been no intensive ethnographic study of the comparative wellbeing
of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in relation to a particular economic development
context. Rather than relying on self-report for this study, I have focussed on people‟s
considered views over time. In this way, ethnographic research has much to offer the
studies of happiness, wellbeing and economics.
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Furthermore, much of the literature to date on economic participation and social wellbeing
has been focused on either Aboriginal economic and social policy per se, or on the
mainstream market economy of Australia in general. The former research and literature has
focused on Aboriginal people primarily in the context of the wider Australian society, and
the latter has looked at Australians more generally. Some of the key projects aimed at
analysing the wellbeing of Australian people have looked at particular focus groups,
primarily based on age and sex differences or income levels, while there is very little
discussion and data based on cultural differences.

The international research on economics and wellbeing
A small number of international economists have made major advances away from
conventional economics toward pursuing an understanding of the broader influences of
human happiness and wellbeing. The economics of happiness and wellbeing in the
international literature has been developed in recent decades by a few key economists,
including Scitovsky, Easterlin, Oswald, and Frey and Stutzer, among others. Here I
summarise the major findings of this academic literature to foreground current thinking in
the area of economic development and wellbeing. This literature examines both developed
and developing countries around the world, making cross-country comparisons, as well as
temporal comparisons.

In his famed book The Joyless Economy (1976), Scitovsky argued „that most of the
pleasures in life cannot be bought in markets, and are not for sale‟ (cited in Frey & Stutzer,
2002: 21). Using the theories and findings of physiological psychology as a basis, he
attempted to explain consumer behaviour in America in the mid-twentieth century. Like
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Easterlin (2002b), Scitovsky admits that while economists have considered consumer
behaviour and motivation inconsequential, psychologists have devoted research efforts to
this area of study for over 60 years. The social sciences generally have produced a
significant body of literature regarding wellbeing and happiness that is now being used by
economists like Scitovsky, Easterlin and others to further their studies of welfare
economics.

In a similar vein to Hamilton and Denniss‟s (2005) writings on Australian consumer
behaviour,4 Scitovsky (1976: 5) says „…the economist‟s approach to his subject tacitly
assumes that consumers know what they are doing and are doing the best they can, so that
the economist‟s only task is to see to it that the economy delivers what consumers want‟.
However, Scitovsky questions this basic economic orthodoxy, and in this piece of academic
literature, seeks to find an answer to his question: „Could it not be that we seek our
satisfaction in the wrong things, or in the wrong way, and are then dissatisfied with the
outcome?‟ (Scitovsky, 1976: 4). He says:
Probing into consumer behaviour and its motivation should give
economists a better understanding of what harmony between consumption
and production patterns really signifies, a better judgement of how well
the economy performs, and a better basis for developing and
recommending policies to improve its performance (Scitovsky, 1976: 6).
Understanding the social dimensions of economic performance has emerged as a critical
element that challenges the conventional economic view that economic growth
automatically improves wellbeing. While a number of studies have shown that wellbeing
does rise with income, it has also been shown that over time happiness and wellbeing do

4

I will discuss Hamilton and Denniss‟s literature further in the next section, entitled „Australian society:
economics and wellbeing‟.
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not consistently continue to rise as incomes rise (see Frey & Stutzer, 2002; Scitovsky,
1976).

Several surveys were conducted in the United States over the period 1946-1970 to measure
happiness and income. Scitovsky (1976: 134) found that:
Over this period, almost twenty-five years, per capita real income rose by
62 per cent, yet the proportion of people who consider themselves very
happy, fairly happy, and not too happy has hardly changed at all. Our
economic welfare is forever rising, but we are no happier as a result.
He therefore challenges the basic premise „that income is good and more income better‟
(Scitovsky, 1976: 140). Unfortunately, however, „America‟s work ethic puts the earning of
money ahead of the enjoyment of life‟ (Scitovsky, 1976: 210).

Scitovsky contrasts America‟s incessant drive for economic growth to western Europeans
who, he says, tend to value life enjoyment over economic performance. He compares the
„seduction‟ of comforts versus pleasures, saying Americans tend to overindulge in the
former at the cost of the latter. Instead, he argues that novelty, the desire for something
new and different, is the key to human satisfaction and happiness.
…the public‟s need for varied experiences, different life-styles, and the
chance to try out new things and new sources of satisfaction is a serious
matter – indeed, it is essential if society is to make good use of its
economic opportunities and growing affluence in its search for the good
life (Scitovsky, 1976: 11).
These arguments are based on a primary assertion that the economy alone cannot be used to
measure human wellbeing and happiness. And yet economic growth, in the form of
measurements such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and Gross National Product (GNP),
remains the primary measure of human welfare by governments and policy-makers.
„Politicians and decision-makers in both developed and developing countries have sought
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to maximize economic growth on the basis of the belief that this leads to advances in the
quality of life‟ (Shin, 1980: 199). This assumption is now being scrutinised in policy
debates and much of the research questions whether economic growth improves wellbeing
and happiness.

Like Shin (1980: 199) who argues „that the Gross National Product by itself may not be
used as a reliable measure of human welfare‟, so to does Scitovsky (1976: 145), who says
„the economist‟s valuation of national income and national product has many uses, but it is
inappropriate as an index of human welfare‟. Rather, he argues that a much broader picture
that includes subjective wellbeing and other social aspects of human satisfaction is
necessary for improving welfare.
The economy‟s contribution to human welfare – its magnitude, nature,
and components – is well known, well measured, and much discussed.
What we lack, however, is an understanding of the economy‟s place in
the total scheme of human satisfactions (Scitovsky, 1976: 80).
Shin‟s data from South Korea further illustrates the need to canvass a broader array of
influences on wellbeing as his findings showed „economic growth not only contributed to
but also detracted from welfare‟ (Shin, 1980: 215).

Choosing South Korea for his analysis due to the country‟s staggering rate of economic
growth between the years 1963 to 1974, where the Gross National Product tripled during
this time, Shin was able to provide relevant data on how rapid economic growth affected
human wellbeing. He found that while economic growth had a positive effect on basic
needs such as food, housing, income, and work; it had a negative effect on social needs
such as love, safety, equality and freedom. Thus his findings „raise serious questions about
the assumption underlying development policy that rapid economic growth is the most
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effective means of promoting the quality of life‟ (Shin, 1980: 216). Yet government
policies throughout the world continue to predominantly represent economic wellbeing as
total human wellbeing.
Prior studies have tended to focus exclusively upon one welfare
dimension, such as economic welfare, and this has led to erroneous
conclusions when welfare has been historically evaluated. Most often an
advance in economic welfare has been mistakenly interpreted as an
advance in total welfare (Shin, 1980: 215).
Similarly, Easterlin (2002a: 6) says „happiness is not confined, of course, to economic wellbeing‟.

Easterlin (2002a) argues that economic growth does not raise happiness and wellbeing. He
says „to suggest that economic growth does not increase individual welfare is nothing short
of economic heresy. Yet this finding has now turned up in time series for quite a few
countries‟ (Easterlin, 2002b). In his well-known 1974 paper,5 Easterlin canvasses survey
results from nineteen developed and developing countries to establish a relationship
between human happiness and income. A number of international comparisons were made
for countries in the United Kingdom, Europe, Asia, Africa and the United States.

From this extensive survey data Easterlin (2002a: 34) found that within countries „there is a
noticeable positive association between income and happiness‟. However, he goes on to
say that this positive correlation is weak. Based on his findings, he theorised that wellbeing
is relative – wellbeing is based on what people have relative to others – hence his theory is
based on relative income rather than absolute income. He says, „in judging their happiness,
people tend to compare their actual situation with a reference standard or norm, derived
5

This paper „Does economic growth improve the human lot?‟ was published again in 2002 in an edited
volume by Easterlin that draws together some of the key literature on happiness and wellbeing in economics.
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from their prior and ongoing social experience‟ (Easterlin, 2002a: 34). The „relative
income‟ argument tended to dominate in the 1970s and 1980s with contributions from
Easterlin, Hirsch (1976), and Frank (1985). For example, making comparisons between
material aspirations in India and America, those living in the former country listed things
such as tap water, electricity and an education for their children as important; while
Americans said a new car, a boat and private education were desirable for a comfortable
life (Easterlin, 2002a: 31). Discussing the contemporary situation in America, Easterlin
(2002a: 32) says:
As a result of secular income growth, the socialization experience of each
generation embodies a higher level of living and correspondingly
generates a higher level of consumption standards. This upward shift in
standards (tastes) tends to offset the positive effect of income growth on
well-being that one would expect on the basis of economic theory.
Hence, he argues, there is empirical evidence to support the theory that „everything is
relative‟ when it comes to income, happiness and wellbeing (Easterlin, 2002a: 32).

Oswald, a British economist who has made important contributions to the study of the
economics of happiness, whilst making some critique of Easterlin‟s assertion that
„economic growth is worthless‟, says „nevertheless, Easterlin was on the right track‟
(Oswald, 1997: 1827, 1818). Using Easterlin‟s data, Oswald (1997: 1818) found
„happiness with life appears to be increasing in the United States. The rise is so small,
however, that it seems extra income is not contributing dramatically to the quality of
people‟s lives‟. Likewise, using Inglehart‟s data on European countries, Oswald concluded
that „since the early 1970s, reported levels of satisfaction with life… have on average risen
very slightly‟ and in some cases, such as Belgium and Ireland, life satisfaction had
significantly dropped (Oswald, 1997: 1820).
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The most significant finding from Oswald‟s research is the effect unemployment has on
wellbeing and happiness. Based on survey data obtained in Britain, Oswald shows that in
relation to mental distress „income has no strong role to play, but that joblessness does‟.
He concludes with the assertion that „unemployment appears to be the primary economic
source of unhappiness. If so, economic growth should not be a government‟s primary
concern‟ (Oswald, 1997: 1828) (emphasis added). These findings are consistent with my
own ethnographic data on Cardwell. The research for this project was conducted in a
regional area of Australia dominated by primary industries such as agriculture, where there
exists limited local economic opportunity. However, while Cardwell does not offer a lot of
opportunity for executive and high-paid employment positions, unemployment in the town
is minimal. In chapter eight I discuss the issue of economic participation and the ability of
Cardwell residents to create local opportunities, including small business. This is also
reflected in the high number of people in the town who are self-employed (see chapter three
for statistical profile). As I will show in the following chapters, there appears to be a high
level of wellbeing and happiness in Cardwell, together with a low rate of unemployment,
consistent with Oswald‟s findings for Europe and Britain. Data from Europe „shows that
the unemployed feel much less satisfied with life‟ (Oswald, 1997: 1822). Frey and Stutzer
also found that factors such as unemployment can affect happiness. They say „all studies
using happiness data find that unemployment causes major unhappiness for the persons
affected‟ (Frey & Stutzer, 2002: 107).

Frey and Stutzer also question the common claim by economists that increases in income
and assets have increased happiness. In a study of life satisfaction and real GDP in Japan
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from 1958-1991, „the Japanese people report a satisfaction with life that remains largely
unchanged over this period‟ (Frey & Stutzer, 2002: 8). Similarly, „per capita income in the
United States has risen sharply in recent decades, but the proportion of persons considering
themselves to be “very happy” has fallen over the same period‟ (Frey & Stutzer, 2002: 76).
Frey and Stutzer, economists whose primary research focuses on Switzerland, draw on
research insights and findings from other disciplines, including psychology, sociology and
political science to establish a link between economics and happiness. Like other
academics in this field,6 Frey and Stutzer look at a subjective notion of happiness. Their
key argument is that better developed democratic institutions, not higher incomes, may
produce happiness in richer countries (Frey & Stutzer, 2002: 75). This is similar to
Hamilton‟s (2003: 27) assertion, upon his review of the research evidence, that „in general,
more equal societies are more happy societies‟.

Like Shin (1980), Frey and Stutzer (2002: 36-37) say there are serious problems if Gross
National Product (GNP) is „used as an indicator for well-being‟ as it „excludes a large part
if not the major part of social activities‟. Yet, despite the fact that the „shortcomings of
national product are generally known, the concept is still the center of political, economic,
and media attention‟ (Frey & Stutzer, 2002: 37). Oswald (1997) also discredits the
conventional economic theory that informs and influences these political and media
institutions, saying:
Every day, in every industrialised country in the world, journalists and
politicians give out a conscious and unconscious message. It is that better
economic performance means more happiness for a nation. This idea is
rarely questioned. The results in this paper suggest that, in a developed
nation, economic progress buys only a small amount of extra happiness.

6

Including Andrews and Withey (1976), Easterlin (2002a), Oswald (1997), and Scitovsky (1976).
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Several other authors, including Frank (2002) and Layard (2002) also question the
implications of policy premised upon the idea that economic growth increases happiness.

All of the studies I have discussed above point to the need to consider the social and
subjective factors that influence happiness and wellbeing. They also strongly advocate the
view that much more research in this area is needed. Easterlin (2002a: 35) calls for further
research on the „nature and causes of human welfare‟, while Frey and Stutzer (2002: 37)
say „there is plenty of room for further measures of human well-being‟. Easterlin, Oswald
and Scitovsky all point out that psychologists have for a long time looked at human
wellbeing and happiness, and they challenge economists to take up the study as an
important and valuable means of understanding the effects of economic growth. Ng (2002:
67) suggests that „a basic limitation of traditional economics is the neglect of subjective
factors‟. While the social sciences have for some time examined subjective factors,
economists have ignored them in favour of objective elements which they claim are
measurable and more scientific. Like the other researchers discussed in this section, Ng
(2002: 75) says „to achieve a more complete analysis, it seems that an interdisciplinary
study is required‟. The fact that the literature I have reviewed here has come from
economists shows that the study of wellbeing and happiness in relation to economic
development is starting to gain attention in this discipline. It has long been studied in
psychology and it is now apparent that there is a need to draw on economics together with
other social sciences to get a deeper understanding of the influences of economic
development on wellbeing.
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In much the same way, a few notable economists in Australia are questioning the
conventional economic ideology that economic growth increases happiness and wellbeing.
In reviewing the Australian literature one is impressed by the plethora of data on the social
aspects of economic life – across the Australian populations and also a specialist literature
on the small Aboriginal minority. The research groups producing this literature at a rapid
rate are the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research (CAEPR)7 and The Australia
Institute (TAI) respectively. These institutes focus their research interests on issues
relevant to current public and social policy in Australia, and in turn inform policy-making
and initiatives. In the next section I draw on the key academic literature regarding the
broader Australian society, before turning to a discussion of the narrower issue of
Aboriginal social and economic development.

Australian society: economics and wellbeing
One of the leading think-tanks on public policy in Australia is The Australia Institute
(TAI).8 The primary concern of those involved in TAI is „the impact on Australian society
of the priority given to a narrow definition of economic efficiency over community,
environmental and ethical considerations in public and private decision making‟ (TAI,
2006). The Institute‟s philosophy is that „a better balance is urgently needed‟ (TAI, 2006).
Clive Hamilton, the Executive Director of TAI,9 and other staff members of the Institute,

7

CAEPR is a research unit within the Australian National University.
See also the Committee for Economic Development of Australia (CEDA) who focus research efforts
towards Australian economic development, particularly in the context of global economies, politics, and
natural resource management (CEDA, 2008).
9
Hamilton has produced a number of papers for TAI and several books including Growth Fetish (2003). See
Cully for a review of Growth Fetish, as well as some critique of TAI. Cully (2003: 30) suggests one of
Hamilton‟s flaws (among the many he cites) is his „obsess[ion] with consumption, and that distracts him from
examining the process of production. Most of us have dual roles as producers and as consumers‟. He says
the book, the content of which „has previously appeared in various Australian Institute [TAI] guises‟ has
„savvy marketing, designed to appeal to anti-globalisers and bobos alike‟ (Cully, 2003: 30). Discussing
„[t]hinktanks, whose business it is to peddle ideas‟, Cully (2003: 30) says: „[w]hatever views one might have
8
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have written extensively on the problems associated with the constant push for economic
growth to increase happiness and wellbeing.

In their book Affluenza, which focuses on Australia, Hamilton and Denniss (2005: 113) say
that „despite the huge improvements in our material wellbeing in the last 50 years, we have
become no happier‟. They argue that „neoliberal economic policies have set out to promote
higher consumption as the road to a better society‟ (Hamilton & Denniss, 2005: 7).
All the market-based reforms in the last two decades have been
predicated on the belief that the best way to advance Australia‟s interests
is to maximise the growth of income and consumption. But the rapid
expansion of consumption has imposed high costs, on the overconsumers
themselves, on society and on the natural environment.
Comparing survey results from the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia,
Hamilton and Denniss (2005: 63) show „how we have become deluded by economic
growth‟. They use the term „deferred happiness syndrome‟ to refer to the Australian
situation where „a large number of people persist with life situations that are difficult,
stressful and exhausting in the belief that the sacrifice will pay off in the longer term‟
(Hamilton & Denniss, 2005: 90). Their data shows that these sacrifices are usually centred
on sacrifices to relationships with family and friends.

Hamilton and Denniss illustrate that economic growth, higher incomes, and consumption
practices all take a huge toll on Australians‟ health, relationships and sense of community.
In a 2002 survey conducted by Newspoll, it was found that 83 per cent of Australians think

about the Institute‟s stance, it has succeeded in being a consistent irritant in the side of that other mob in
Canberra‟. Norton (2003: 46) has also reviewed Hamilton‟s Growth Fetish, saying: „[u]nfortunately for his
argument … the evidence cannot sustain a critique as radical as the one he presents‟. Several debates have
also been held between Clive Hamilton, as head of the TAI, and John Roskam, Executive Director of the
Institute of Public Affairs (IPA), an Australian think tank that has been described as right-wing and
„revel[ling] in its conservative stance on politics and economics‟ (Summers, 2004: 11-12). Debates aired on
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that today our society is too materialistic (Hamilton & Denniss, 2005: 148). Similarly, in a
survey commissioned for their book Affluenza, Hamilton and Denniss (2005: 149) found
that 75 per cent of respondents agreed that „too many Australians are focused on working
and making money and not enough on family and community‟. They say „since the early
1990s Australia has been infected by affluenza, a growing and unhealthy preoccupation
with money and material things‟ (Hamilton & Denniss, 2005: 178).

This sentiment is wrought throughout government policy and rhetoric, which promotes
economic growth and consumption as the means to live a more fulfilled life. „Australia‟s
political system invigorates affluenza by promoting the values of the market and by
validating the sense of deprivation felt by people who are wealthy by any objective
measures‟ (Hamilton & Denniss, 2005: 180). This sense of deprivation is widespread
despite the material wealth of the country and many Australians. Hamilton and Denniss
suggest that this sickness of affluence can be explained in relative terms. Like Easterlin
(2002b) who supported the „relative income‟ argument, Hamilton and Denniss (2005: 58)
also argue that relative income, rather than absolute income, affects our wellbeing. In fact,
the first definition they give for the term Affluenza is „the bloated, sluggish and unfulfilled
feeling that results from efforts to keep up with the Joneses‟ (Hamilton & Denniss, 2005:
3).

Yet, more growth is consistently equated with an improved level of happiness and
wellbeing. Manning (2001: 87) argues, however, „from …equitable points of view, growth
in GDP is not necessarily desirable… if it rewards the undeserving rich rather than the poor
ABC‟s Radio National between Hamilton and Roskam include „The National Interest‟ on 18 December 2005
and „Silencing Dissent‟ on 26 February 2007.
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…[and] imposes undeserved environmental costs‟. Like the authors discussed in the
previous section, including Shin (1980), and Frey and Stutzer (2002), a number of
Australian scholars10 criticise the use of economic measures such as the GDP to measure
human wellbeing. Dowrick and Quiggan (1998: 95) point out that „although national
income and GDP measures were not designed as measures of national welfare, they are
often treated as such by policy-makers and the media‟. Similarly, Eckersley (1998a: 11)
says:
In modern societies like Australia, economic indicators are the most
powerful determinants of public and political perceptions of national
performance. Inaccurate or misleading indicators can create a distorted
picture of what is happening and so lead to poor policy. Good indicators
are a prerequisite for good policy.
This critique has led a number of these scholars to call for better measures of national
human wellbeing.

As discussed in the previous chapter, the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) has been
praised by several researchers and academics as being a much better measure of national
progress. Halstead (1998: 65) says:
The greatest value of the GPI lies in the fact that it pushes the envelope of
full-cost accounting, and that it serves as a tool and symbol to challenge
the dominance of the GDP. No other indicator has attempted to combine
social and environmental factors into a single economic measure.
Hamilton (1998: 70) illustrates an apt point, that is „construction of the GPI is based on the
recognition that we do not live in an economy but in a society, and that the society itself is
embedded in a natural environment‟.

10

See for example Dowrick & Quiggan (1998), Eckersley (1998a), Gregory (1998), Halstead (1998),
Hamilton (1998), Hamilton & Denniss (2005).
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However, the GPI as an indicator has also been criticised. Gregory (1998: 368) says „the
difficulties increase as attempts are made to aggregate the data into macro indicators such
as a GPI‟. Trewin (1998) argues that national progress and wellbeing are far too complex
and multi-dimensional to be measured by a single indicator. Like Dowrick and Quiggan
(1998), Trewin (1998: 111) calls for a multi-dimensional approach to measures of national
progress, saying that while composite indicators, such as the GPI, have their advantages,
„the ABS believes we must be wary of placing too much importance on a single
indicator‟.11 Halstead (1998: 65), who points out the advantages of the GPI, also says „my
basic perspective is that while the GPI is a better measure of progress than the GDP, it is
ultimately not good enough‟. He points out that ultimately the GPI is just an approximation
of national wellbeing and progress. However, he does say, „despite these shortcomings,
[the GPI] remains the best measure currently available‟ (Halstead, 1998: 66).

Crucially, in the view of such writers, there needs to be a radical change in the key
assumptions and philosophies underlying government policy-making. Eckersley (1998a:
14) says:
The case for continuing economic growth in already rich nations rests on
the belief that this growth is continuing to enhance well-being or quality
of life. This assumption underpins government policy throughout the
developed world.
He adds that „in most countries, the correlation between income and happiness is
negligible; only in the poorest countries is income a good measure of well-being‟
(Eckersley, 1998a: 8). The key question guiding Eckersley‟s research in this area of
economics and human wellbeing is simply „is life getting better?‟ In answer to this
question, he makes the central proposition that economic growth does not create happiness.
11

At the time of this paper, Trewin was employed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS).
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Hamilton and Denniss (2005: 193) also call for a change in Australian political philosophy
as a way forward out of this dilemma:
We know that above a certain threshold more income does not mean more
happiness, yet our entire political and social structure is oriented towards
a single goal: maximising the rate of GDP growth. GDP growth has
virtually no relationship with improvements in national wellbeing, and
one of the first demands of an alternative political philosopher would be
to identify the things that matter and insist that government policies
promote them.
This shift in political philosophy is represented in an already enacted social philosophy
among people who could be called sea-changers or „downshifters‟ (Hamilton, 2003;
Hamilton & Denniss, 2005). „Downshifters are people who have made a conscious
decision to accept a lower income and a lower level of consumption in order to pursue other
life goals‟ (Hamilton & Denniss, 2005: 153).

We see such a philosophy being enacted in Cardwell with people who have chosen not to
leave the town in pursuit of economic opportunities, and others who have migrated to
Cardwell from the cities and larger towns, some leaving high-powered careers, indicating
they wish to pursue personal contentment rather than wealth. Hamilton (2003: 23) says,
„…there is now a large body of evidence that casts serious doubt on the dual assumptions
that more economic growth improves social wellbeing and that more income improves
individual wellbeing‟. As I will show in this study, most people in Cardwell have a
different value system that measures success in terms of wellbeing rather than money. As
Hamilton (2003: xvi) has pointed out, „…we need a politics that encourages people to
pursue a rich life instead of a life of riches‟.12 Dowrick and Quiggan (1998: 102) point out
12

I will further elaborate on these concepts of sea-changers and „downshifters‟ and the discussion in relation
to Cardwell in Chapter 9.
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that „short-term economic growth achieved at the cost of the breakdown of social
obligations is no more likely to be sustainable than growth achieved by clear-felling
forests‟. Similarly, Nieuwenhuysen et al. (2001: 1) illustrate that „Australia‟s impressive
recent economic growth has not overcome socioeconomic disparities, and environmental
sustainability remains threatened‟.

The qualifier here, however, is that: „obviously, income matters a great deal for people
living in poverty. There are powerful arguments for more economic growth in countries
where a large proportion of the populace lives in poverty‟ (Hamilton, 2003: 27). But within
Australia, where basic human needs, such as housing, health and clean water, are satisfied
and many have comfortable living standards, and where increasing growth and income is
not a matter of survival, pursuing happiness and wellbeing are associated less with money,
and are realistic and achievable aspirations. In an economically-advanced and affluent
society such as Australia, people are freer to pursue lifestyle choices.

The study of lifestyle and lifestyle choices has occupied a range of disciplines from
sociology and anthropology to medicine, psychology and economics for many years.
Lifestyle has been considered in a variety of contexts, particularly in relation to health and
wellbeing. In conceptualising healthy lifestyles, the World Health Organization (WHO)
(1998) defined lifestyle as „a way of living based on identifiable patterns of behaviour
which are determined by the interplay between an individual's personal characteristics,
social interactions, and socioeconomic and environmental living conditions‟.
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Weber considered that certain conditions affected or influenced a person‟s lifestyle. In his
discussion of Weber‟s classic concept of lifestyles, or „Lebensstil‟, Abel (1993: 553) says:
„…it is clear that Weber did not regard lifestyles simply as a matter of choice, nor ignore
the conditions necessary to support a particular lifestyle‟. Rather, Weber conceived of
lifestyles with reference to „three distinct terms‟ – lifestyles; life conduct – „the choices
people have in their selection of lifestyle‟; and life chances – „the probability of realizing
these choices‟ (Abel, 1993: 553). Abel (1993: 553) has suggested that „[i]n AngloAmerican sociology, the link between choice and lifestyles appears to have been overemphasized, while the connection between lifestyles and life chances has received little
attention‟.

The interplay between life choices and life chances necessarily influences lifestyles. „The
WHO definition stated that there is no one "optimal" lifestyle, and that many factors
determine which way of living is appropriate for each individual‟ (World Health
Organization, 1998). In my study of Cardwell, I was interested to explore the lifestyle
choices of residents and their ability to achieve their idea of an „optimal‟ or desirable
lifestyle regardless of the economic conditions of the area. The proposition that the overall
wellbeing and happiness of people seems to be quite high, despite the lack of economic
opportunities and high incomes, is at the heart of my enquiries in Cardwell.

These results also reflect Eckersley‟s (1998c) findings that relationships with family and
friends are what really matter to Australians. He says, „…many surveys over the past
decade show that Australians are concerned about the state of Australian society and its
future‟ (Eckersley, 1998a: 7). For example, „a 1996 study of young Australians‟ found
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„their dreams for Australia are of a society that places less emphasis on the individual,
competition and material wealth, and more on community and family, cooperation and the
environment‟ (Eckersley, 1998a: 10). Again, we have here the question of how reliable
such self-report is. As I will show throughout this ethnographic study, the values of family
and community reflect those held amongst both the Aboriginal and White people of
Cardwell and Jumbun. As with Australian public and social policy in general, if these are
significant views held across the population, it is important for Aboriginal policy to be
guided and informed by these values and aspirations. In the next section I will discuss the
literature that relates specifically to Aboriginal social and economic development.

The Aboriginal economy in regional Australia
As discussed earlier, Aboriginal people form a significant minority of the population of
regional towns in Australia. This Aboriginal minority is instructively outside the growth
imperative; hence it is instructive for Australians more generally. The issue of Aboriginal
social and economic conditions has been researched thoroughly by a broad range of
scholars. Their work resonates with those researchers discussed in the previous section
who have criticised economic measures of wellbeing for ignoring „everything that happens
outside the realm of monetised exchange‟ (Halstead, 1998: 56) and „non-market household
production‟ (Dowrick & Quiggan, 1998: 95). Tesfaghiorghis and Altman (1991: 2) discuss
„the inherent bias of formal measures of employment and income that concentrate on labour
markets and on cash incomes and consequently disregard potentially significant informal
economic activities like subsistence‟. In these circumstances, it is glaringly obvious that,
like the limitations of the GDP discussed above, standard socio-economic indicators are
seriously flawed in the case of Aboriginal Australians.
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Furthermore, „in many remote Aboriginal communities there are few, or even no, formal
employment opportunities‟ and therefore „labour force participation is a fairly meaningless
concept in the absence of a labour market‟ (Tesfaghiorghis & Altman, 1991: 9). In these
circumstances, some writers and policy-makers have advocated migration in search of
labour market opportunities. However, as I will show in later chapters, migration is not a
desirable option for many Aboriginal people. Strong social and cultural attachments to
family, community and country negate an orthodox economic rationale that ignores the
social costs of migration. A number of key anthropologists who research and write in the
area of Aboriginal culture and economy gathered at a workshop which „aimed to provide
some economists with a better understanding of how attachments to country and kin can
create daunting costs that inhibit the desire to migrate‟ (Austin-Broos, 2005: 2).13

The relationship between culture and economy has occupied a number of scholars in recent
years. As Trigger (2005: 56) points out:
…in the light of the multitude of severe social and economic problems
facing Australian Aboriginal communities, it behoves us as social
scientists to face squarely the need to consider the complex relationship
between culture and economic development.
Trigger (2005) approaches the issue of culture and economic development from an
ethnographically-informed understanding of the ways in which mining impacts upon and
influences the social, cultural, political and economic dimensions of life in Aboriginal
communities. His concern is to increase awareness of a problematic: whether Aboriginal
cultural values are primarily at odds with the market-based imperative of the mining
economy. He points out that while his paper does not provide resolution to the issue of
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culture and economic development, it does generate the awareness and discussion that are
needed to propose working solutions to the problems relating to social and economic
development for Aboriginal people.

Trigger (2005: 43, 42) examines the literature that has addressed „[t]he potential tensions
between economic development and the continuity of certain Indigenous cultural practices
and beliefs‟, which, he says, „remains remote from most practitioners and policy developers
in industry and government‟. He comments that Lea (2000: 4) maintains that the market
economy and traditional forms of life are mutually exclusive, while Langton (2002: 19)
claims „sacrificing culture is not required for economic development‟ (Trigger, 2005:
43)(original emphasis). In the academic literature, there are those that claim a market
economy and customary economy are mutually exclusive, maybe even fundamentally
contradictory, including Sutton (2001) and Lea (2000); and others, including Langton
(2002) and Davis (2005), maintain traditional cultural forms are not inconsistent with
economic development, and rather, that economic development may indeed help traditional
forms to flourish.

Like Lea and Sutton, Austin-Broos (2003: 118) discusses „the problems of articulation that
occur between kin-based and market-based societies‟. She borrows Peterson‟s concept of
„demand-sharing‟ and how it has been transformed within kin relations. In particular, she
discusses the issue of welfare and economics with kinship, such as „the transitions involved
as Arrernte people [of Central Australia] come to objectify kin relations more in terms of
commodities and cash and less in detailed knowledge and experience of country‟ (Austin13

I will address the issue of migration in chapter 7, expanding on the work of Taylor in relation to Aboriginal
mobility and migration
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Broos, 2003: 118). In this paper, Austin-Broos highlights the tension between two cultural
systems and two forms of economy. That is, the Euro-Australian cultural system and
market economy is based on individualism and personal material accumulation, whereas
the Aboriginal cultural system and kin-based economy is based on sharing and obligation.

Austin-Broos discusses the centrality of kin relations. She says, in considering whether or
not to engage or participate in the market economy, an Aboriginal person must consider the
effects that will have on their daily lives. This aspect of kin relations may be more
influential in choosing a certain lifestyle and economic position than personal aspirations.
For Austin-Broos, it is not just about valuing one cultural system over another, or marketoriented economic development over a kin-based economy, but considering how the
choices about these affect one‟s daily lived experience and sociality.

Also discussing the issue of welfare and economics, two themes that emerge quite clearly
from Pearson‟s (2000) work are: a) that Aboriginal people must realise that the fight for
rights goes hand-in-hand with the need to take responsibility; and b) that passive welfare is
the key destructive force in the breakdown and loss of traditional Aboriginal culture. He
states that „the right to self-determination is ultimately the right to take responsibility‟. In a
similar vein to Sutton (2001), Pearson says Aboriginal people need to take responsibility,
and not take on a victim mentality. Both commentators call „for change in various
practices, attitudes and dispositions within Indigenous communities‟ (Trigger, 2005: 50).

Pearson attributes the cause of the decline and corruption of Aboriginal society and culture
to passive welfare, what has been referred to elsewhere, for example in Sutton‟s (2001)
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work, as a „welfare mentality‟. He unequivocally states that Aboriginal people must
dissolve their dependency on passive welfare, an „artificial economy‟, and move into what
he terms the „real economy‟. His use of the term „real economy‟ refers to both the
mainstream market economy of the wider Australian society and traditional Aboriginal
subsistence economy. He argues that these two „real‟ economies demand „social and
economic reciprocity‟ (D. Martin, 2001: 3), while the „artificial‟ welfare economy requires
no such reciprocal relationship. For Pearson, the „right to a real economy‟ is the only way
to improve the poor social and economic condition of Aboriginal people and vital to the
„success‟ of Aboriginal society.

Of concern, though, is Pearson‟s assertion that passive welfare is the sole destructive force,
the root of all problems, in Aboriginal society. While it may be true that passive welfare
has corrupted and contributed to the problems apparent in contemporary Aboriginal society,
to claim that this is the only contributing factor fails to recognise the multitude of factors
which have influenced the current socio-economic status and wellbeing of Aboriginal
people. Other commentators on Aboriginal wellbeing might agree that welfare has been a
contributing factor, but by no means exhausts the range of influences on wellbeing. Martin
(2001: 20), for example, suggests
Pearson‟s argument for an essentially mono-causal connection between
the introduction of the welfare system and increasing social dysfunction
ignores the impact of a whole range of factors since colonisation began …
including some that may ultimately originate within the Aboriginal realm
itself.
The applicability of Pearson‟s position remains unclear on the issue of whether economic
participation and improved material conditions in Aboriginal communities will necessarily
correlate with an improvement in wellbeing.
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Martin (2001) also raises an important issue in considering whether Pearson‟s proposals
can be practically implemented. In his review of Pearson‟s welfare reform proposals,
Martin (2001: 1) says that while „Pearson is unquestionably correct in his view that it is
simply not sustainable to maintain the current status quo in welfare policy‟, the
ethnographic evidence indicates Pearson‟s proposals would face serious difficulties in
terms of practical implementation.
In particular, the ethnography from Cape York and elsewhere suggests
that certain widespread Aboriginal values and practices may be inimical
to the kinds of social and attitudinal changes which Pearson is advocating
and, further, that these values and practices have not simply arisen as the
consequence of the experience of colonialism or the introduction of
welfare.
A fundamental contradiction therefore arises, since it is arguable that
some at least of the values which Pearson (and others) seek to change
have arisen not solely as the result of the „passive welfare‟ policies of the
past three decades, but in the complex conjunction between such policies
and core, pre-existing Aboriginal values and practices (D. Martin, 2001:
vii, 6).
Martin (2001: 8) illustrates that while welfare payments have no doubt played a part in the
„deepening social crisis‟ that afflicts contemporary Aboriginal society, these social
problems are not limited to the introduction of welfare as Pearson proposes. Furthermore,
the negative view of dependency that Pearson develops in his argument, based „on an
ideological construct of the moral worth of the productive individual within the market
economy‟, is not „necessarily shared by all Aboriginal people‟ (D. Martin, 2001: 6).14

14

I have mentioned only some of the limitations and difficulties outlined by Martin in his review of Pearson.
See Martin (2001: 9) for a full discussion including, for example, his point that Pearson‟s argument ignores
the other avenues of cash flow, such as wages, CDEP incomes, and old age pensions, in favour of his focus on
the „younger, able-bodied individuals‟ who receive welfare payments. Martin (2001: 9) also points out that
the differences in the „social pathology‟ of Aboriginal communities to which Pearson refers „cannot be solely
attributed to differences in their welfare economies‟.
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Like Trigger, Pearson does, however, ask a number of key questions that are designed to
inspire the discussion and debate regarding the relationship between Aboriginal culture and
economic development. Pearson (2000) asks:
Are our traditional social values and arrangements at odds with the
imperatives of the modern economy which we aspire to participate in?
How do we maintain our traditional values of sharing and obligation
when we engage in private enterprise? What will happen to the values
and relationships of our society if we encourage individuals and families
to engage in market enterprises? What about the problem of economic
development creating classes within communities – and the problems that
stem from this? Is private enterprise fundamentally at odds with our
traditional values, so as to be eventually destructive of them?
While Pearson does not attempt to answer these questions, he does state that they are
critical issues that need to be addressed.

In discussing Government policy initiatives, Rowse (2002) states his support for the
„Indigenous Sector‟15 as a means of expanding the capacity for individual choice and the
field of choices available to Indigenous Australians. He introduces the reader to the
(in)effectiveness of standard socio-economic indicators that measure the success or failure
of Indigenous policy and program delivery. Undertaking a critical review of the work
produced by CAEPR16 over a ten year period from 1990-2000, Rowse provides a social
scientist‟s review of Indigenous policy in Australia over the past thirty years. He poses the
striking question:
If the Indigenous rate of employment continued below the nonIndigenous rate, were we to conclude that the AEDP 17 was failing to
achieve employment equity? Or was it rather that the policy was
succeeding in allowing Indigenous peoples‟ choice not to be educated,
15

The Indigenous sector consists of publicly funded organisations such as (the now defunct) ATSIC, land
councils, and health services.
16
CAEPR is the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research. This research-based institute has been
prolific in producing papers relating to Aboriginal social and economic issues and informing policy debates.
17
The Aboriginal Employment Development Policy (AEDP) was an initiative of the Hawke Federal Labor
Government, announced in 1987, in response to the Miller Report (Miller, 1985).
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employed and rewarded in the same ways that non-Indigenous
Australians were?‟ (Rowse, 2002: 8).18
Rowse develops the notion of choice as being of fundamental importance to social and
economic wellbeing.

He claims the best feature of self-determination policy is that it maintains the real
possibility of choice by Indigenous Australians. It accommodates the essential aspect of
agency and individual choice. For Rowse, Indigenous individual choice is more important
than achieving equity and equality in terms of employment and income. In measuring the
success or failure of Government policies, it is crucial to take into account the reasons
behind the imbalances between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. The continuing
imbalance could be attributed to a failure in Indigenous policies, or it could be seen as a
success in that it has allowed for an increase in choice for Aboriginal people.

In discussing the Aboriginal Employment Development Policy (AEDP), Rowse (2002: 8)
says, „Indigenous people‟s continuing poor labour market status could be understood partly
as a reflection of their different “aspirations”, “values” and “choices”‟. In developing the
AEDP, he says the Hawke Federal Labor Government appeared to have good intentions to
develop equity across Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, but the theory behind
this concept was naïve. Like other government policy initiatives, they used standard socioeconomic indicators across the board to assess equity and equality of Indigenous and nonIndigenous people. These standard socio-economic categories and indicators cannot
account for the more unorthodox and ambiguous forms of activity that contribute to the
level of wellbeing. Further, the AEDP tried to „reconcile “choice” with “equity”‟, but what
18

These issues will be explored more using ethnographic data in chapter 8 where I discuss the issues of
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if low employment rates, low income rates, low education participation, and a high rate of
welfare dependency were a result of Indigenous choice of a certain lifestyle (Rowse, 2002:
26-27) If this is the case, then the AEDP would be unable to reconcile their policy
objective for both freedom of choice and equity (Rowse, 2002: 25-27).

Rowse sees policies of the Indigenous Sector, such as the CDEP scheme,19 as fundamental
to the development of Indigenous people because they enable the capacity for choice, and
he suggests that Governments should support this aspect of the Indigenous Sector. Some
Indigenous people may simply not want to participate in the mainstream labour market,
while others may not want to participate in the Indigenous Sector, but the presence and
availability of these two economic streams provides people with options and therefore
opportunities to choose. Rowse raises a number of key issues, including: For government
policy to ameliorate the overall wellbeing of Indigenous people, it needs to first understand
what wellbeing is to the individual or collective agent, who has the capacity within the
structural system to choose a lifestyle.

Davis (2004) has said we do not know much about how the success of Aboriginal people in
business, politics and the cash economy affects them in their social life and social
organisation, especially in terms of demand-sharing and reciprocity that is expected. He
asks the question, do Aboriginal people have to extricate themselves from that social life in
order to be successful (Davis, 2004)? It has often been considered that Aboriginal
disadvantage is evident in their poor participation in mainstream economic development,
measured by their low level of employment, education and income. However, as Rowse

employment, education and training.
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(2002) has made abundantly clear, these perceptions obscure the value placed on, for
example, the success of customary economies, social networks of support, and the
maintenance of cultural forms that all impact on the wellbeing of the individual or
collective.

Altman seeks to overcome the obscurity of customary economies in standard economic
models by introducing a new model that includes a non-market sector. Altman (2005b:
122)
[i]ntroduces a different conceptual framework …„the hybrid economy‟
that has three sectors, the customary, market and state, rather than just the
last two, more orthodox ones. Use of this framework highlights that in
many contexts the dichotomy between “real” (or market) or “unreal” (or
welfare) economies is an oversimplification that ignores and potentially
demeans Indigenous effort in the customary (or non-market) sector.

His proposal of the hybrid economy seeks to overcome the predominant tendency to frame
the economy as consisting of two distinct domains, the market (or private) sector and the
state (or public) sector. By introducing a third dimension to the economic model, a range
of activities that contribute to both economic and social wellbeing can be recognised and
seen to contribute to the Aboriginal economy.

This significantly alters socio-economic indicators of Aboriginal people vis-à-vis the rest of
Australia. Altman (2005b: 123) says:
In economic terms, the most obvious feature of remote communities is the
relative absence of the market (or private sector) and the disproportionate
size of the state (public sector), both as provider of citizenship
entitlements (health, housing and education) and income support.
Conceptualisation of remote Indigenous economies in this way however,
is grossly inadequate, for it overlooks the existence, significance, and
future potential of participation in the customary (non-market) sector.
19

I discuss the question of whether the CDEP scheme is an effective method of counter-acting the imbalance
between lifestyle choice and economic participation in chapter 8.

46

The model of the hybrid economy reflects the actual lived experience of Aboriginal people
in Cardwell and Jumbun, where most people are engaged in all three sectors. Many
Aboriginal people of the region regularly alternate between CDEP work (the State); local
seasonal work on the cane and banana plantations (the market); and customary activities
such as basket weaving, painting and traditional food preparation (the customary economy).
Altman (2005b: 122) illustrates that „articulation between the state and customary sector
has potential to expand the range of livelihood options for Indigenous people especially in
situations where income support underwrites or supplements the customary sector‟.

In remote communities that have no or little formal labour market and are geographically
distant from labour markets, the value of activities relating to the customary economy is
paramount. As Altman (2005b:124) points out, „remote communities already enjoy
comparative advantage, often based on a cultural match between unique Indigenous skills
and market demands‟. As I will show in later chapters, the unique skill of Aboriginal
people in Cardwell and Jumbun to produce baskets, paintings, and jewellery for sale in the
market and to provide cultural tours for a tourist market enhances their ability to continue
participation in the customary economy as well as providing economic incentives. While
Altman (2005b: 126) points to the health benefits of participation in the customary
economy, such as consumption of traditional foods, I would expand on this to include the
social and cultural benefits as it perpetuates and reinforces social and family networks as
well as keeping traditional knowledge alive. The latter outcomes are highly desired among
my Aboriginal informants.
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For most of these communities and regions that are remote from labour markets, the State
has also played a major role. As writers such as Sanders, Altman and Rowse attest, the
introduction of the CDEP scheme in these remote Aboriginal communities has been very
successful and popular. As Cass (2005: 102) says, it was „a creative response to the
circumstances of communities without any form of mainstream labour market‟. The CDEP
scheme has provided an option and an opportunity for Indigenous people to remain in their
local community without the need to migrate in search of employment.

The CDEP scheme provides an innovative match between culture and economy –
specifically between Indigenous cultural activities and formal employment and training.
Altman et al (2005: vi) say „the available evidence demonstrates that the scheme has
positive economic and community development impacts and that it is cost effective in
achieving these outcomes‟.
There have been a number of case studies of CDEP organisations in
different areas of Australia at different times, of which almost all have
come to the conclusion that the program has positive effects on individual
participants‟ wellbeing and on community development. A number of
government reviews have also concluded that the scheme has positive
social outcomes (Altman, Gray, & Levitus, 2005: viii).
Like Altman, Sanders, Cass and Rowse, I see the CDEP scheme not as a fallback
mechanism, but as a real and effective alternative to migration for mainstream labour
market participation. Further, with approximately 35 000 Indigenous people employed in
the CDEP scheme in Australia, and 73 per cent of these living in regional and remote areas,
the value of the scheme in creating employment, training, education and other opportunities
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is clearly evident (Altman, Gray, & Levitus, 2005: vi-vii). In the absence of this scheme
the unemployment figures would roughly double (Altman, Gray, & Levitus, 2005).20

There is clear evidence that many Aboriginal people chose not to move away from their
communities in search of market opportunities. As Rowse‟s discussion of the value of the
Indigenous Sector, and Altman‟s discussion of a new economic framework has shown,
there are valuable options and opportunities that exist locally in Aboriginal communities
and regional and remote areas that are currently ignored by policy and statistical indicators.
Altman (2005b: 122) says, „it is time to explore ways to challenge an emerging policy
hegemony that is advocating market-based, and now neo-liberal, solutions to Indigenous
development problems‟. Again, it is apparent that standard socio-economic indicators and
the policy outcomes based on these statistical measures are not adequate for Aboriginal
people; and potentially also for other Australians. Standard indicators obscure the social
and economic value of non-market activities, and ignore the aspirations of Australians who
do not subscribe to conventional economic ideology that suggests growth and development
is the ultimate goal and the only means of enhancing human wellbeing.

Conclusion
This chapter has addressed the international and Australian literature on economic
development and wellbeing, as well as discussing the specialist literature on Aboriginal
social and economic conditions. I have demonstrated that while this existing literature is
valuable, it needs to be further broadened to incorporate ethnographic, qualitative data on
Australian society, for Aboriginal people in particular and other Australians. In this way,
20

I do not canvass the different interpretations of the CDEP scheme here. Rather, I discuss the issues
regarding the viability and effectiveness of this employment scheme in more detail in Chapter eight.
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the plethora of ethnographic data on Australian Aboriginal settings can be instructive for
the wider society. Currently, the research relies on quantitative survey data or focuses
solely on either Aboriginal or White Australians, with very little research and comparative
discussion on both. Furthermore, like many of the authors discussed in this chapter, I argue
that conventional economic ideology is premised on a false assumption that economic
growth and development necessarily improves wellbeing. Hamilton (2003: 119) says:
in the Third World… their leaders had absorbed the most intoxicating
idea of their colonisers, the belief that the first objective of any state
should be economic growth. Colonialism could not have left a more
powerful legacy.
Whilst Australia is not a Third World country, it is an historically colonised one, and this
colonial legacy is evident amongst those Australians who believe that pursuing greater
wealth is the key to happiness and wellbeing.

Hamilton (2003: 119) goes on to say „the ideology draws its legitimacy from the core belief
that human wellbeing is advanced above all else by increasing the quantity and quality of
goods and services consumed by individuals‟ (Hamilton, 2003: 119). In this thesis I
investigate whether this ideology, that still permeates public policy at its core, is
fundamentally flawed. In the following chapters I demonstrate through ethnographic
example that this ideology is not shared by the Australian population in my case study, it
does not reflect the values and ideas of people in Cardwell. Rather, for many a choice of
lifestyle and wellbeing is considered more important, and whilst Institutes that inform
policy, such as TAI and CAEPR, have recognised this discrepancy, to date Australian
policy is still dominated by economic growth ideology.
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It is apparent that Hamilton (2003: 121) concurs in saying „anyone with a knowledge of
pre-industrial societies knows that, while greed has a very long history, the idea that human
desire for material goods is inherently limitless is contradicted by the anthropological
facts‟. Like the academics discussed in the first half of this chapter, Australian economists
like Hamilton and Eckersley have pointed to the valuable contribution the social sciences
can make in advancing this area of study. As I demonstrate throughout this thesis,
anthropology in particular, and the method of ethnographic research, can greatly enhance
our understanding of economic development and human social wellbeing.

What I hope to achieve through this thesis is a bridging of the gap that divides the
mainstream Australian literature on economic development and social wellbeing from the
literature on Aboriginal Australians. In this way I attempt to bridge the divide that exists
between understanding how economic development affects social wellbeing amongst
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people who live in similar circumstances. Those
circumstances being: the same region, with the same local economic opportunities, and a
shared history. In the following chapter I describe the methodology employed to carry out
this research.
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3 – Methodology

The empirical information for this research project was collected over a fifteen month
period in the town of Cardwell and the small Aboriginal community of Jumbun, 30km to
the north-west. From October 2004 to November 2005 I lived in Cardwell, collecting
primary data through standard anthropological techniques, namely participant observation,
and immersing myself in the community on a daily basis. Since my departure in November
2005 I have made several further visits to Cardwell to conduct short-term fieldwork,
averaging three visits per year usually for one to two weeks at a time.

In this chapter I discuss my methodological approach and the considerations involved in
choosing my fieldwork site. I begin by briefly discussing my pre-doctoral research history
and how that impacted upon my choice of field site and my fieldwork experience. In the
pre-fieldwork stage of my research I spent the first few months considering various options
for a field site and weighing those against the timeframes for completion of a doctoral
thesis. My initial considerations included field sites in Western Australia and Queensland,
and the possibility of conducting a multi-sited ethnography. After undertaking a
reconnaissance visit to Geraldton in Western Australia for two weeks, and Cardwell in
Queensland for one week in mid-2004, and making contacts by email and phone in Mt Isa,
Queensland, I decided on Cardwell as my field location due to my previous acquaintance
with the region.
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Situating myself in the field
After lengthy consideration, I decided to focus my full attention on one primary field site
over an extended period of time, rather than devoting half the time to two field sites. I
decided that an in-depth investigation of one site was needed in order to do justice to the
„cultural complexity‟ with which every social setting is imbued (Spradley, 1980: 100). It is
pertinent to note that I had developed my research problem and a set of questions I wanted
to address before choosing a field site.21

Whilst developing the aims of my project I began considering field locations that could
give rise to a study on the relationship between economic development and social
wellbeing. As Fordham (1998: 18) says, „it was an issue of making sure that the site
selected for research would provide enough data of the right kind so that the hypotheses
could be tested‟. As an adjunct to the benefits of knowing the area and some of the local
residents prior to commencing fieldwork, Cardwell seemed an appropriate choice due to its
contemporary development situation. The township is currently in an interesting position
of considering its future prospects in terms of economic development. It is often compared
to, and considered in light of, the developments that have occurred in other locations along
the Queensland coast, including the Gold Coast and in particular, Port Douglas, which has
been rapidly developing over the last ten to fifteen years.

In light of the recent controversy over the Port Hinchinbrook marina development near
Cardwell, it seemed an interesting location in which to conduct a study about people‟s
aspirations, values, and choices in relation to economic development, and how it affects
21

See Hammersley and Atkinson (1983: 40 - 45) for a discussion of selecting the research setting and
developing a research problem.
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their social wellbeing. As discussed in the previous chapter, the concrete nature of this
development gave participants the ability to frame their ideas and understandings about
economic development and thus engage in my research. However, this also had its
disadvantages, as noted in the preceding chapters, in that many of my participants
understood this marina development to be the sole focus of my research. As Fordham
(1998: 35) notes,
All societies have various political factions and issues over which people
become divided and, for the anthropologist, they can pose a real problem.
To be perceived as being aligned with one faction may mean alienating
the other faction and the data that may potentially be gained from them.
Whilst I did not have issues of alienating one group or another, I was quickly sought out by
both the anti-Port Hinchinbrook protesters and the pro-development group as an advocate
of their cause. I was seen by some as a new voice that could give credit to their campaign
through my thesis and any published work that would arise thereafter. As Wolcott (2005:
143) points out, „fieldworkers often discover to their surprise that informants try to use
them as conduits for communicating problems and concerns to a wider audience‟.
Fortunately, however, I was not seen as affiliated with any particular side of the debate,
demonstrable in one of my participant‟s comments: „I know you have to talk to both sides
and listen to both‟ (I2, 21/12/04).

It was important for me to make it clear from the outset that, firstly, my project was not
focused solely on the Port Hinchinbrook development, although the latter certainly
impacted upon people‟s views and ideas, and the dynamics would form part of my research
findings. And secondly, that whilst this marina development was a recent issue, I did not
want to align myself with either side. Rather, I was taking an independent stance, in as
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much as a participant observer can be objective,22 listening to both sides in order to gain a
deeper understanding of the social and political patterns of the town. I was interested to see
if the issues that emerged in relation to this particular development reflected a broader set
of social and political patterns.

Prior to commencing my postgraduate studies I had worked for a Native Title
Representative Body (known commonly as a Land Council), from February 2001 to
October 2003, which covered the region of Cardwell and Jumbun. As such, I was familiar
with the region and some of the Aboriginal people of the area. I had also, due to the nature
of my work at the Land Council, established good working relationships with some of the
employees and members of the local Aboriginal organisation, the Girringun Aboriginal
Corporation, located in Cardwell. The Girringun Aboriginal Corporation also provided
support for the project in the form of a letter to the UWA ethics committee endorsing my
research (see Appendix 5).

This pre-established network of contacts helped me in choosing the site for my fieldwork
and has proved particularly useful in enabling completion of this thesis. Being familiar with
the area and some of the people who live in and around Cardwell gave me an advantage in
my fieldwork, as I did not have to start from the beginning establishing connections and
meeting people, and familiarising myself with local politics and social networks. The
initial contacts I had in the field helped especially in choosing participants for the study.

22

As Hammersley and Atkinson (1983: 14) have pointed out, „we are part of the social world we study‟.
Hence, any attempt to be truly objective is flawed. See Crick and Geddes (1998), Hammersley and Atkinson
(1983) and Wolcott (1999; , 2005) for a discussion of objectivity, neutrality, and the reflexive nature of
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I settled in to my field site with relative ease, and fortunately did not encounter the
„practical problems‟ Wagner (1981: 5) says are likely to face the „beginning fieldworker‟,
such as finding residence and building relationships with potential participants. I was
immediately ushered in as the new arrival and shown around the area by people who
quickly became close friends and valuable participants, introducing me to many more
people who became invaluable to this study. Many of my relationships were formed from
spontaneous, chance meetings that snowballed into more introductions, quickly forming a
solid participant base and familiarity with the people and the local area.

Going in to the field I did not experience some of the more common and usual dilemmas
like culture shock because my field site was located in an area that was familiar to me, and,
not only had I worked with Aboriginal people in the past for several years, but with this
particular community of Aboriginal people. I also had familiarity with the type of nonAboriginal residents encountered in such a north Queensland town. Rather, the issue for
me when I first entered the field was the distinction between friends and participants.
Initially I struggled with what Hume and Mulcock (2004: xviii) refer to as the „insideroutsider dynamic, the awkward experiences of simultaneously belonging and not
belonging‟.

When I first arrived in the field I made a firm decision that I was not going to interview or
„study‟ anyone I informally socialised with. I was determined to make a clear distinction
between those whom I considered participants in my study and those I spent time with in
the context of personal friendships. For me there was a tension in „the experience of being
ethnographic fieldwork and how „we no longer have to pretend to a level of objectivity that was once
fashionable; it is sufficient to recognize and reveal our subjectivity as best we can‟ (Wolcott, 1999: 46).
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both inside and outside of the social action being documented‟ (Hume & Mulcock, 2004:
xviii). I was apprehensive that blurring the perceived boundaries between participants and
friends would complicate the study and cause concerns about objectivity and
confidentiality. Admittedly, this tension was a self-inflicted experience, as I initially tried
to maintain an „intellectual distance‟ with those I considered participants, whilst
simultaneously creating „intimacy‟ with those I considered friends (Hume & Mulcock,
2004: xi). Where do you stop observing and start just being one the locals hanging out?

Despite my concerns it never seemed to be an issue for the people themselves, that is, they
did not seem to be worried about what they said or how they behaved around me. I soon
discovered that trying to draw a line between those you socialise with and those you „study‟
in the field turns out to be virtually impossible and impractical especially when your field
site is a small close-knit community. My field site was a town of 1200 people, most of
whom socialised together, played sports together, and saw each other on a regular basis. I
realised early in the fieldwork that if I continued trying to make a distinction between
friends and participants I would have either ended up with no friends or no participants. As
Hume and Mulcock (2004: xi) suggest, „good participant observation thus requires a selfconscious balance between intimacy with, and distance from, the individuals we are
seeking to better understand‟.

I came to understand that good fieldwork meant resolving the tension between „participant
and observer, self and other, subjectivity and objectivity‟ to create an analytical, reflexive
and intimate understanding of the social setting (Hume & Mulcock, 2004: xix). As Clifford
(1986: 13) has pointed out, „since Malinowski‟s time, the “method” of participant
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observation has enacted a delicate balance of subjectivity and objectivity‟. The participant
observer must learn to move between these alternate perspectives of the social world „as a
multifaceted entity who participates, observes, and writes from multiple, constantly shifting
positions‟ (Pratt, 1986: 39).

Upon telling one of my first contacts in the field that I was an anthropologist starting field
research in Cardwell, she said, „Oh I love anthropology, I watch all those documentaries on
TV about different cultures. Just don‟t study me‟. And despite this initial light-hearted
comment, we developed a good friendship, chatting openly on numerous occasions. Her
love of anthropology elevated me to somewhat of a celebrity status, as she recounted one of
her conversations with a friend at the post office, telling her friend with excitement that she
was living in the same block of units as an anthropologist. To my amusement, her
description of the conversation was similar to that of one‟s excitement over meeting a
celebrity. Not surprisingly, the novelty of „living near an anthropologist‟ wore off in the
first few months, and we settled into a comfortable, relaxed friendship. As Spradley (1980:
48) notes, „one reason anthropological fieldwork requires many months of fulltime
involvement is that the ethnographer must deal with all the responses to his or her
presence‟. Likewise, Wolcott (2005: 75) points out that „sooner or later things get back to
normal, and the fieldworker will be able to observe the everyday life of real people‟.

Generally, most people simply treated me like another member of the community and
tended to forget that I was there to study them. This may be due in some cases to the
assumption that I was working with the Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service (QPWS)
since, to a number of Cardwell people, that seemed to be the only job a university student
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would fit into, particularly one studying anthropology, which they commonly thought
involved something with insects or wildlife. Like Fordham‟s (1998: 28) description of
fieldwork and participant observation, „I found it much more difficult to explain my work
to people who were not familiar with the methods of social science research and the kind of
broad ranging data collection in which anthropologists engage‟.

Despite my best attempts to inform people of my role and research interests, to many what I
was actually doing remained a mystery, with some coming to the conclusion that I was on a
holiday, because surely no one actually studies the everyday lives of people as a job. I can
strongly relate to Bruenjes (1998: 84-85) who says, „to many, unschooled in the academic
tradition, fieldwork appeared a social outlet and was accorded the same status as a hobby‟.
This situation had its advantages and disadvantages, one of the former being that for those
people who frequently forgot why I was there it allowed them to be themselves, and it gave
me the chance to see them as they were. A disadvantage was that I frequently had to
remind people what I was doing, and just as frequently answer the question „so what is
anthropology?‟

Data collection methods
The fieldwork data was collected utilising a variety of anthropological methods, most
notably participant observation, interviewing23 (formal,24 semi-structured and informal25),
collecting oral and life histories, and documentary research. These methods of data

23

I use Wolcott‟s (1999: 44) definition of „interviewing in its broadest sense [which] is taken to include
everything from casual conversation to the formal structured interview‟.
24
„A formal interview usually occurs at an appointed time and results from a specific request to hold the
interview‟ (Spradley, 1980: 124).
25
„An informal ethnographic interview occurs whenever you ask someone a question during the course of
participant observation‟ (Spradley, 1980: 123).
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collection reflect the three categories of fieldwork techniques identified by Wolcott, being
„participant observation, interviewing, and archival research‟ (original emphasis)
(Wolcott, 1999: 45-46). The total number of interview participants was 59, nineteen of
whom were Aboriginal people. One person declined involvement in the study and has been
excluded from the total number of participants. Two of the participants were listed as
unknown in terms of age and ethnicity as I conducted an interview with these participants
by phone due to their location and I did not, at any stage, meet these interviewees in person.

Participant Interviews
Whilst many people in the community were interested in the study and offered their time,
the final number of formal, recorded interviews numbered 31. In some instances, trying to
set a time for a formal, recorded interview proved impossible, particularly among the
Aboriginal participants, many of whom often claimed to have other commitments when I
suggested a time for a formal interview. Whilst this was initially a source of frustration, I
came to realise that these participants were not actually avoiding my questions, but rather,
the formality the recorded interview implied. It became apparent after meeting with these
participants on a number of (sometimes spontaneous and unplanned) occasions in an
informal environment that they were not in fact adverse to my presence, and were happy to
talk to me in a conversational manner while I jotted down notes. Pratt (1986: 41) points out
that „paradoxically enough, the conditions of fieldwork are expressed as an impediment to
the task of doing fieldwork, rather than as part of what is to be accounted for in fieldwork‟.
In reflecting on my own fieldwork experiences, I came to view these little frustrations as
part of the overall fieldwork experience that has shaped my understanding of this social
setting.
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In all of those cases where I did not conduct a recorded interview, I met with the
participants on a number of occasions in an informal setting, asking questions and
recording the interviews in note form. Wolcott (1999: 47) notes, there is a „critical
difference between being present as a passive observer of what is going on and taking an
active role in asking about what is going on‟ (original emphasis). The informal nature of
these interviews did not preclude asking questions of a specific nature that would be
comparable to those in the formal, recorded interviews. A number of my participants were
reluctant to be tape-recorded and preferred a more informal engagement without the audio
recorder present. Much of my valuable data came from these informal interviews when
there was no recording device present.

Some of my participants, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, avoided being audio
recorded out of modesty, they felt their knowledge was limited and therefore had nothing of
value to contribute to the research. I attempted to reassure these participants that I was
interested in their ideas and values and, whilst I could not persuade all of my participants to
be audio recorded, I was rewarded as much of my data came out of these discussions,
which were recorded in the form of field notes. Like Bruenjes (1998: 80) who recounts
similar experiences in her fieldwork, I relied on my own memory and notes of key points in
those conversations where the participant preferred not to be recorded. Immediately
following these interviews I would write down as much as I remembered with reference to
the notes I had made during the interview. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1983: 148)
attest, „even the briefest of notes can be valuable aids in the construction of an account‟.
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Whilst key information was recorded at the time of the conversation, I found „detailed notetaking broke the flow of conversation‟ (Bruenjes, 1998: 80).

Throughout the fieldwork stage of my research I regularly went back over my interviews,
listening for gaps in the information and identifying further questions I wanted to ask when
I next interviewed or spoke to my participant. The interview schedule was structured
around key concepts of economic development; economic participation; education; and
wellbeing (see Appendix 2 for a copy of the interview schedule). The interviews explored
participants‟ understandings and ideas about economic development and social wellbeing in
Cardwell and in general. An additional set of questions was included in the interviews for
Aboriginal participants in relation to traditional lifestyles and how these affect their
engagement in the market economy.

Participant Observation
The population of Cardwell is quite diverse considering its small size. Whilst population
figures vary depending on the source, there are approximately 1200 residents in the
Cardwell area (ABS, 2001a). This includes Aboriginal people with traditional and
historical connections to the region, local settler-descendants, people who have migrated
for the quiet, relaxed lifestyle and/or exceptional fishing, and others who come for work on
the banana plantations or the prawn farm. The Aboriginal population in the area seems to
have had a small increase over time – the ABS (2001a) data records 70 Aboriginal people
in the Cardwell area and the Jumbun Aboriginal community numbers approximately 160, 26
this latter figure exactly mirrors those taken from the 1918 Annual Report of the Protector
26

Population estimate taken from Jumbun HACC and Gumbudda CDEP (pers comm.), and Story Place
(Queensland Art Gallery, 2003) and Indigenous Stock Exchange (Huxley, 2006) websites.

62

of Aboriginals which says „the population in District is given as about 160 Aboriginals‟
(O'Regan 1919). The town also attracts intra- and inter-state and international tourists. A
number of backpackers, particularly from overseas, stay in Cardwell on a short-term basis
for seasonal work. The regular fishing competitions also draw in a number of visitors.

Throughout my fieldwork I interacted with all sectors of the population, including the
short-term visitors and tourists. On a daily basis I immersed myself in the community to
conduct participant observation27 with a broad array of people of varying ages, gender,
ethnicity and socio-economic backgrounds. In addition to the 59 interview participants, I
engaged a much broader section of the population through daily interactions with people.
Wolcott (1999: 46) discusses the distinction between „experiencing‟ and „enquiring‟ as two
techniques of field research, in which the former is analogous to participant observation and
the latter to interviewing. I came to know many of the residents well through participating
in and observing community meetings, society groups (such as the Cardwell Historical
Society), business and development meetings, local sporting groups, community festivals
and events, and regular daily activities. My recordings of these settings were usually done
after the event, typically in the evening in my own residence, in the form of field notes and
journal entries. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1983: 146-147) point out, „the conduct of
note taking must be broadly congruent with the context of the setting‟ and „in many
circumstances, such activity would prove totally disruptive to any “natural” participation‟.

27

„…participant observation …involves participating in the social world, in whatever role, and reflecting on
the products of that participation‟ (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983: 16).
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Surveys
After approximately eight months in the field, I felt comfortable enough to begin
administering a survey questionnaire, and by this time I was sure that my participants felt
comfortable and familiar enough with me. When I arrived in the field I decided it was
better to wait and undergo a „familiarization period‟ for both myself and the local people
before administering surveys (C. A. Gregory & Altman, 1989: 50). Like „Firth [who]
conducted his census towards the end of his fieldwork when he knew most of the people
personally‟, I too felt this initial period of familiarisation was a necessary precursor to
distributing surveys (C. A. Gregory & Altman, 1989: 52). When I felt enough familiarity
with my participants, I attempted to gather quantitative data, in the form of responses to
survey questions, to „complement and strengthen‟ the qualitative data collected through
participant observation and interviews (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999: 92). I employed a
number of different techniques for distributing my surveys, only one of which was partially
successful. As Kumar (1996: 114) points out, the disadvantages of a questionnaire is that
they are „notorious for their low response rates, i.e., people fail to return them‟.
Unfortunately, I found out all too well about the disappointing nature of questionnaire
response rates.

The questionnaires were distributed in the following ways: directly to interview participants
(roughly ten); approximately fifteen were placed on the front counter/reception desk of the
Girringun Aboriginal Corporation; approximately ten were given to a friend who worked in
administration at QPWS and who had offered to distribute them to staff in that
organisation; and approximately ten surveys were distributed to people at random whom I
met during the course of participant observation. All surveys I distributed directly to
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people were provided with a stamped, self-addressed envelope so they could be returned to
me and the participant could remain anonymous. The return rate for these surveys was
zero, and likewise, those surveys left at the Aboriginal organisation disappeared with a zero
return rate. Of those ten surveys distributed amongst the QPWS staff five were completed
and returned. Whilst this return rate is better than the nil return rates of the other
distribution methods, according to my friend this small success is attributable to the fact
that she had placed the surveys in the staff pigeon holes, and those who completed them
were under the impression it „was something they had to do for work‟. Following the
disappointing response rates to these three distribution methods, I had considered a
letterbox drop, but decided such a time intensive task was not warranted as it would be
likely to have the same failure rate as the other methods.

My purpose in administering the surveys was, firstly, to „provide a rapid and relatively
inexpensive way of discovering the characteristics and beliefs of the population at large‟ (T.
May, 2001: 89). Secondly, the survey was a method of obtaining statistical information
about the community that participants may not have felt comfortable answering in a direct
way in an interview, for example, questions relating to income levels and expenditure
patterns. The survey design was based on the „techniques for the collection and analysis of
primary data on the economy‟ outlined by Altman and Gregory (1989: 1) (see Appendix 4
for a copy of the survey). Because the surveys were anonymous and confidential they
provided a forum for people to record their answers to a set of questions without any
concerns that the data would be attributable to them personally. Unfortunately, however,
the poor response rate precludes the possibility of making inferences about the community
at large based on the surveys alone. Fortunately, though, the primary ethnographic data I
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collected throughout the fieldwork stage has been complemented by the statistical data
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics and the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Social Survey.

Genealogies, Oral & Life histories
As part of my ethnographic research I collected genealogical information and oral and life
histories from a number of my interview participants. I found this data particularly useful
not only in gaining relevant background information, but also for situating the interview
participants and their family in the context of the broader social group. The „life history
interviewing‟ was „focuse[d] on the life of a particular individual‟ (Wolcott, 1999: 52),
whereas the oral histories focused on the participants‟ memories, understandings and
experiences of the broader historical and social setting within which they lived. For
example, an oral history from an elderly Aboriginal man of the Jumbun community
included information about the community, the wider geographical district, other family
groups of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal descent, and further information about his
experiences.

Selection of Participants
The participants for this study were initially selected by consulting local organisations,
including the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, Jumbun Health and Community Care
(HACC), the Reef & Rainforest Visitor Information Centre, the Cardwell library, the
Cardwell Post Office and Telegraph Station (Museum), the Cardwell Shire Historical
Society, and a number of local businesses. These initial consultations led to a number of
further contacts, and hence the technique of snowball sampling was a very effective and
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useful tool in recruiting further participants for this study. The participants were of varying
ages, gender, ethnicity and socio-economic background in order to get a diverse
representation and accurate sample of residents in the community.

Participants

age group*

number of participants

Aboriginal Men

Elderly

4

Aboriginal Women

Elderly

4

Non-Aboriginal Men

Elderly

4

Non-Aboriginal Women

Elderly

6

Aboriginal Men

Middle-aged

3

Aboriginal Women

Middle-aged

2

Non-Aboriginal Men

Middle-aged

12

Non-Aboriginal Women

Middle-aged

9

Aboriginal Men

Young

3

Aboriginal Women

Young

3

Non-Aboriginal Men

Young

3

Non-Aboriginal Women

Young

4

Unknown

2

Table 1: Interview participants by age, gender and ethnicity28
*Age Groups: young = 20 - 40; middle-aged = 40 - 60; elderly = 60+

28

See appendix 3 for a detailed profile of interview participants.
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Elderly Aboriginal Men
Elderly Aboriginal Women
Elderly non-Aboriginal Men
Elderly non-Aboriginal Women

3

4

2

4

4

Middle-aged Aboriginal Men

4

3

Middle-Aged Aboriginal Women

3

Middle-aged Non-Aboriginal Men

6
9
12

2

3

Middle-aged Non-Aboriginal Women
Young Aboriginal Men
Young Aboriginal Women
Young Non-Aboriginal Men
Young Non-Aboriginal Women
Unknown

Figure 2: Interview participants by age, gender and ethnicity

The participants for the study were also selected according to employment status in order to
gain a varied representation across the categories relating to market participation. It is quite
difficult to gain accurate figures in relation to employment status as some of the
participants changed their employment on a number of occasions, including some
Aboriginal participants who alternated between work on the banana and sugar plantations
and working under the CDEP scheme. Furthermore, in some cases the categories
overlapped, for example, a participant who is on an aged pension may also be volunteering
at local organisations. Many of the local organisations, such as the museum and art gallery,
rely primarily on volunteers to staff their operations. Without the valuable resource of
volunteers, many of these local ventures would not survive. Most of the volunteer work
performed in and around Cardwell is by elderly women on aged pensions. In these
instances where the categories overlap, I have allocated the participant into the category to
which they contribute the majority of their time. For example, if a participant was on an

68

aged pension, but did voluntary work on occasion, I have placed that participant in the aged
pension category.

1

3

Aged Pension

11

CDEP
18

Self-employed
Volunteer
8

Working f/time
Working casual

1

17

Unknown

Figure 3: Employment status of interview participants

I did not attempt to select participants, nor categorise them for that matter, based on an idea
of „local‟ and „not local‟ because it quickly became apparent that these labels were quite
ambiguous and rather subjective depending who I was talking to. When I first arrived in
the field I was told by one participant that „you have to live in Cardwell for thirty years
before you‟re considered local‟, and since this participant had been residing in the town for
fifteen years she was „halfway there‟ (I52, 19/10/04). Rather, I chose to document the
participants‟ particular histories and circumstances, for example, whether they were born in
the region or had migrated there. With regard to those who were born in the Cardwell area,
I documented their family connections to the region, including the number of generations
the family had been there and why their predecessors had migrated to Cardwell. For those
who had migrated to the region I recorded information on where they had moved from, how
long they had been in Cardwell, if there were any family connections to the region, and the
reasons why they had moved to Cardwell.

69

A significant proportion of the Cardwell population is made up of people who have moved
there from various parts of Australia, and some from overseas. There are also a significant
number of people who were born in the area and have strong historical and family
connections to the region. My participants were selected to gain an adequate sample of
both groups and to reflect the broader population. Of the participant group, 34 were born in
the Cardwell area, 20 had moved to Cardwell from other parts of Australia or overseas, two
were of unknown origins, two were based in other locations but were relevant to the
research due to their employment positions, and one was based in Cardwell on a short-term
basis for research purposes.

2

2

1
Cardwell-born
Migrated to Cardwell
Lived other location

20

34

Unknown
Short-term resident

Figure 4: Origins of interview participants
Throughout my research I also documented, where possible, each participant‟s residential
status. In particular, whether their home was owner-occupied, rented, if they were living
with parents/family, other, or unknown. My data indicated that long-term residents and
those in the middle-aged and elderly groups tended to live in homes that were owneroccupied, whilst those in the younger age group and those who were either short-term
residents or had recently moved to Cardwell tended to live in rental accommodation. Of
the participant group, 30 were in owner-occupied residences, eight were renting, nine were
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in Aboriginal community housing residences,29 one person was in the aged care nursing
home, three were living with parents, and eight were unknown.

8
1

Owner Occupied

3

Renting
Aboriginal Housing Co-Op
30

9

Nursing Home
Living with Parents

8

Unknown

Figure 5: Residential status of interview participants

The Ethnographic Record
Recording data is a fundamental aspect of ethnographic research and can take many forms.
„An ethnographic record consists of fieldnotes, tape recordings, pictures, artifacts, and
anything else that documents the social situation under study‟ (Spradley, 1980: 63). The
data collected during this research project that contributes to my ethnographic record of the
field site are listed as follows:











Field notes;
Audio recordings;
Photographs;
Video recordings;
Diary entries;
Field journals;
Brochures, flyers, & notices;
Community meeting notes;
Newspaper articles & newsletters;
Documentary research notes;

29

Community housing in Jumbun was funded by the Aboriginal Development Commission and at the time of
their news report in 1985-6 there were approximately 30 houses in Jumbun (ADC, 1985-86: 4).
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Maps;
Genealogies;
Interview profiles; and
Surveys.

I differentiate between field notes and field journals in the same sense as Spradley (1980:
71) who says,
In addition to fieldnotes that come directly from observing and
interviewing (the condensed account and expanded account),
ethnographers should always keep a journal. Like a diary, this journal
will contain a record of experiences, ideas, fears, mistakes, confusions,
breakthroughs, and problems that arise during fieldwork. A journal
represents the personal side of fieldwork; it includes reactions to
informants and the feelings you sense from others.
Whilst field notes formed a major component of my ethnographic record, the field journal
and diary entries provided an outlet for me to record my personal experiences and feelings.
In this way I was able to be self-reflexive and „introspective‟, accounting for all influences
that impacted upon my research (Spradley, 1980: 72).

Documentary Research
Beyond gathering primary data, ethnographic research also entails a portion of time being
devoted to documentary research, or what Wolcott (2005: 110) refers to as „archival
research‟.
Data-gathering is not limited to information that fieldworkers gather
through participant observation and interviewing while actively on site.
There are additional, often critical, sources of information, especially, but
not limited to, personal documents and other written records (Wolcott,
2005: 110).
As well as time spent researching and reviewing the literature pre- and post-fieldwork, I
also spent time in the field, between interviews, events and other activities, gathering and
researching archival data, including newspapers, newsletters, letters, local literature, and
other sources of local information. This included time spent in the local library in
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Cardwell, as well as researching documents held in some of my participant‟s own private
collections. Furthermore, I spent time in some of the local organisations, including the
Girringun Aboriginal Corporation and the Cardwell Museum, navigating my way through
unpublished reports, minutes, letters, maps, oral histories, and interview transcripts. These
secondary sources proved „invaluable to understanding everyday life or special events‟
(Wolcott, 2005: 112). My access to these resources was made possible only by my
participants‟ willingness to share this information with me.

Whilst in this chapter I have discussed my methodological approach, the social group and
the social setting in more general terms, in chapter five I will examine more closely the
intricacies of the field site, including the demographic distribution of the population, the
environment, and the local industries that have sustained the local economy. The following
chapter will provide an historical context for the region and its inhabitants in order to
understand contemporary life in Cardwell.
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4 – Looking back through time: an historical perspective of the
Cardwell region
This chapter details the history of the Cardwell region up to the present time, including the
early race relations between Aboriginals and Europeans of the area. I recount significant
historical events in order to contextualise the contemporary situation of White people and
Aboriginal people, which will be discussed in Chapters five and six respectively. For, as
Trigger (1992: x) says, „Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in north Australia have
shaped each other in important ways, and an adequate study of their situations cannot treat
each in isolation‟. The historical circumstances of colonialism in North Queensland have
had differing effects on Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people and their respective
situations today reflect that history.

In this chapter I draw on a number of sources of information, including government records
and reports, newspapers, newsletters, oral histories, photographs, and published works. As
Mewett (1998: 253) points out,
It is important to differentiate between the work of the historian and the
ethnographer‟s use of historical material. The latter tries to work out
ways in which the past has influenced how the present has become what it
is. The historian, however, attempts to account for how certain aspects of
the past emerged within the context of their time.
My interest here is in determining how the past, the historical processes of the area, have
influenced and impacted upon contemporary life, particularly how those processes have
shaped current social, cultural and economic life.
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I will begin this chapter by analysing early Aboriginal-European interactions in the colonial
and post-colonial era before discussing the historical shifts in the major industries of the
region. Of importance is the number of industries in the region that not only provided
necessary goods and services, such as the railway, the timber industry and agricultural
pursuits, but also employment for people. Drawing on his own memories of Cardwell in
the early to mid-1900s, a man in his seventies remarked: „there was no dole in those days,
there was enough work for people in those days‟ (I3, 01/03/05). Many of the industries of
the past that supported the local economy and provided employment no longer exist today.

Historical relations between Aboriginal people and Euro-Australians
In the era from the late 1800s to the mid-1900s, the lives of many Aboriginal people were
regulated and controlled under the Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of
Opium Act of 1897.30 This legislation, referred to in its short form as „the Act‟, was
introduced as the result of government policy to protect Aboriginal people from abuses, and
yet it became the means by which Europeans dominated their entire lives.
…the Act controlled where they could live, or where they could be
removed to live, and where they could travel. It also controlled their
employment, their bank accounts, the marriages, their health and whether
they could be exempted from provisions of the Act. Indeed, it controlled
their lives (Donovan, 2002: 127).
To regain some form of control over their own lives, Aboriginal people had to apply for
exemption from the Act or sign a work agreement with an employer.

30

See Donovan (2002: 259) for a summary of provisions and powers made under this Act. Val Donovan is a
professional historian, with experience in native title. She was commissioned by the Queensland Government
as part of the reconciliation process for two publications on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history in
Queensland.
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Many elderly Aboriginal and White people recall with a touch of sadness the enforced
control the Act imposed on so many lives. Reminiscing about the close bond between her
parents and a local Aboriginal couple during the late 1800s and early 1900s, a bond that
continues today among the descendants of both families, an elderly White woman of
Cardwell said:31
Johnny used to rake the yard up here every weekend for my mother.
Mary [his wife] would sit beside my mother … and if there were any
mosquitos around she‟d kill the mosquitos and flies. Mary used to sit
beside her when she went to have a sleep in the afternoon, and she‟d have
all the flies or the mosquitos lined up when she woke up. Well, as I say,
they thought the world of my mother. Because, you see, when you think
about it, in those early days everybody was treated the same as a White
person, or you know, that type of thing (I32, 07/08/06).
This woman‟s middle-aged son, continues the story of the close relationship between his
grandparents and Johnny and Mary:
yes, but it was because, well I don‟t know if it was just because, they
were friends before all this happened, but Johnny in those days, because
there was an Aboriginal Act, or whatever, I‟m not sure what it was, and
Johnny wasn‟t what they call free, some of them were free, he was still
under the Act somehow. And so while he worked for grandfather he was,
with all these requirements [of the Act], he was left alone I suppose. But
because they went walkabout, you know, it was a natural thing they did,
and then he would get into strife with the police, and I remember [my
uncles] talking about it, about the police would be chasing him to try and
find him because he‟d breached his conditions. And mum‟s mother
would send the boys out with food to leave it in the bush for Johnny.
Because she was actually breaching the law herself, because she was
supposed to be looking for him. But she just believed this wasn‟t right.
[When the Aboriginal people were caught] I think they got sent them to
Palm Island. But Johnny somehow, I don‟t know if Grandma and
Grandpa put in a good word for him, but he never got sent away (I33,
07/08/06).
His mother again takes up the story, saying: „in those early days we had to sign on, if we
wanted an Aboriginal to work for us, we had to sign them on up at the Police
station. And that‟s how we had to employ them‟ (I32, 07/08/06).
31

For the purpose of protecting the identity of persons mentioned in this and further stories throughout this
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Continuing the discussion of the treatment of Aboriginals by White people in the postcolonial era in Cardwell, the same middle-aged man says, „there were probably people who
exploited them, but there were a lot who didn‟t. And there were certain things that weren‟t
done because it was considered exploitation‟ (I33, 07/08/06). His elderly mother recalls
her own mother‟s philosophy, saying, „as my mother said, you‟ve got to be kind to the
Aboriginals. When you‟re helping them they‟re helping you‟ (I32, 07/08/06). Her son
adds that the Aboriginal people were „very kind people, very gentle people‟ (I33, 07/08/06).

A similar story is told by an Aboriginal man, now in his eighties, who spoke with fondness
of the White family who employed and cared for a number of local Aboriginal families on
their property. In this story he relates the incidence of the day he was born on Christmas
Day and how the White station owner asked the other Aboriginal families to take some
gifts back to his mother:
Now on my side of it, now when I was born, place called Yakul Pocket,
and this day now my mother was working for Smith. That would be the
father of the late Mr Smith, Bob Smith or Bill Smith. But my mother was
working there, and this day on Christmas Day, I was born on Christmas
Day and those days those early settlers they generally look after
Aboriginal people, be giving everything what they want, you know. Then
when they work there they get bit of cakes, and a bit of whatever hey, you
know, and for Christmas Day. And this day a lot of other Aboriginal
people come up to get their presents and whatever from Mr Smith, and
they asked “Where‟s [name given]?” And they told him that “No, she
had a baby, she can‟t come up”. On Christmas Day she had a baby.
“Ohh”. “Yeah, she can‟t come up”. “Alright, you take something back
for [her]” (I12, 16/02/05).
Continuing the narrative of his life, this elderly man tells the story of how he and another
young Aboriginal boy were „picked up‟ by a local station owner and cared for:

chapter, I have chosen to use pseudonyms. All mention of personal names are fictitious.
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…then, so I lived around in the Mai Mai [camp] til about, you know livin‟
on bush tucker, say um, bean trees we call wangu, and wild yams and all
other foods, pandanus, and oh there‟s lots of foods in the bush. And yeah,
then later, around about 1930, I was still living in the Mai Mai, in the
camp, and the fella was picked up when he was a kid, and I was told his
mother died, and the Jones [family] picked him up. And he was picked up
around about, he was 6 months old. And anyway, and he grow up there
and stayed and they looked after him, and they looked after him and he
grow up and be a man. Anyway, he run the station, they made him the
head stockmen. And then in 1930 I got picked up, you see they know my
mother well, this Jones family, they know well, and now and again she‟d
go up there and do a bit of raking up and whatever around the house. I
got picked up there in 1930 and they take me to Bellenden Station.32 I
was around about 12 years old then, no not 12, I was about 10,
somewhere around about from 1923 to 1930, around about there.
Anyway, I got picked up, and I been there, and I was well looked after on
the station, because they know my mother well, and my grandfather, and
they lovely people. Anyway … they want to send me to the boarding
school, and they said … we were gonna send you to the boarding school.
And anyway, and then he came along a couple of weeks after and tell me
that “No, we can‟t send you to boarding school, according to the
Aboriginal Act, we have to send you to the mission station, because they
won‟t accept you anyway, you have to go to the mission station, to go to
school there”. And anyway, under the Act you have to go to Palm Island,
Yarrabah, Woorabinda, wherever, Mona Mona mission. Anyway, so I
done a bit of correspondence schooling there [at Bellenden Station], and
went to Prep four. They call it Prep four those days, isn‟t it? Back there
in the early days, yeah. And that was it, that‟s as far as I went. Then I
stayed there [at Bellenden Station] till I was about 18 years old, they grow
me up, look after me (I12, 16/02/05).
In many cases, my middle-aged and elderly informants, both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal, spoke with great affection, respect and compassion for each other.

Speaking from a personal perspective of life under the Act, this same elderly Aboriginal
man tells of the time he applied for exemption and his employment in the timber industry
thereafter:
Then I worked for Bob Smith in 1944. I worked for him then. Then I
was exempted in 1945, „45 or I think „46, ‟47, round about there I applied
for exempt. It took me 12 months, so I got my exemption, I was
32

Bellenden Station is a cattle property located approximately 25kms north of Cardwell.
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exempted. So the late Bob Smith said “All right, you can go out work
now, you can earn the big money”. So I did, first job I got in the sawmill,
I was working the sawmill. But I was working for Bob Smith on the
sawmill, cutting timber, what they call case (I12, 16/02/05).
Despite the strict legislative control of the Act, many of the Aboriginal people of the
Cardwell region enjoyed a freedom seemingly unknown in other parts of the State of
Queensland.

A letter from the Home Secretary‟s Office in Brisbane to Protector Cowley, regarding
petition papers from Cardwell ratepayers in relation to the Aboriginals Protection Act,
expresses their due regard for the autonomy of the local Aboriginal people:
The Act in no sense prevents the natives from hunting on European
holdings… It is recognised that the roving disposition of the aboriginals
inclines them only to work occasionally, and the Act is framed with due
regard to this circumstance. The Act has never been enforced in its
entirety in the Cardwell district: its main object has only been to prevent
abuses taking place (Home Secretary's Office, 1902).
Similar sentiments are echoed by Protector Quilter a few years later:
A great many aboriginals inhabit the Cardwell District, none of whom are
under agreement, as they prefer casual employment so that they can go to
the Ranges when they like, where plenty of native food is procurable
(Quilter, 1905).
One of the former station owners of the district recalls a similar memory, saying „many of
the Aboriginal people signed on with [us] so they didn‟t get taken away, but still lived in
the scrub doing their own thing. They had 50 000 acres of scrub to roam in‟ (I19,
26/07/05).

During this era, for most Aboriginals in Queensland, living under the Act meant forced
removal to missions and government settlements often located at great distances from their
traditional lands. While there were many Aboriginal people of the Cardwell region who
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managed to escape this enforced removal by hiding in dense rainforest, there were those
unfortunate enough to be captured and sent to a mission settlement in neighbouring
country. In his Annual Report to the Chief Protector of Aboriginals, the Protector for the
Cardwell District recommended that all those without agreement be sent to the Hull River
settlement approximately 50 km to the north:
The Aboriginal Settlement at Hull River was opened during the year and
this Settlement is situated within the Cardwell district and I beg to suggest
that the whole of the aboriginals within the Cardwell district outside the
Settlement be removed to the Settlement and kept there, as there is simply
no discipline amongst them at present. The camps want all breaking up
and all the ones not under agreement be removed to the Settlement
(Creedy, 1915).
By 1915 a number of the Aboriginal people of the Cardwell region had been sent to the
Hull River mission. „On 29 July 1915, Creedy33 was able to inform the Chief Protector that
“nearly all the aboriginals belonging to Cardwell district are on the Hull River settlement”‟
(Pedley, 1998: 24-5).

Contrary to Protector Creedy‟s (1915) opinion that „the employers throughout my district
are unanimously of the opinion‟ that local Aboriginal people are a „burden and annoyance
to them‟, a local White person expressed dissent in a letter to the Editor of the Townsville
Bulletin:
The Cardwell blacks have been an orderly, sober, and steady working
people, who ask nothing, but to be left alone, to sign agreement, or work
per day, with a would-be employer, according to feelings of trust in him
defeated by his natural instinct – seldom at fault (Anonymous, 1915).
Several White people were outraged at the forced removal of Aboriginals to the missions.
In the Letter to the Editor, the same Cardwell resident expresses serious concern regarding
the removal of Aboriginal people:

80

Local indignation has run high over the above affair, as it is looked upon
as practically kidnapping. …coercion should not have been used, these
blacks are not criminals. … when the erection of a mission station, North
of the Hull, was first mooted, Cardwell people welcomed the scheme, for
it was stated the object was to make a home for sick, aged and infirm
blacks that required one, and further, that opium eaters and smokers
among the Chinese on the Tully River, would be interned and treated for
their own benefit. We are accustomed to associate the word “mission”
with religious protection, and the teachings of Christ, not as a fit name for
a slavery mart. I, having witnessed what I have, join with the local
populace in crying shame on the harsh measures adopted (Anonymous,
1915).
From many historical accounts, such as this public outcry in the newspaper and from a
number of my informants‟ own oral accounts, Aboriginal-European race relations in the
Cardwell area were in most cases amicable and mutually respected.

It may have been due to this public indignation, demonstrated by the White residents to the
removal of local Aboriginal people that resulted in officials showing clemency when
enforcing the Act in the Cardwell district. Regardless of the reasons for leniency, their
forced removal was not to last long, with many of the Aboriginal people fleeing the mission
and returning to the Cardwell area. Kumm (1980: 3.19) reports that:
… the period from the 1860s to the 1940s was one of disruption and
forced changes for the Murray Upper people. However, historical factors
such as the failure to set up a reserve in the area and the disappearance of
the Hull River Mission meant that as a group they were never totally
alienated from their land.
In 1918, Protector O‟Regan of the Cardwell District reported 160 Aboriginal people in his
district, „many of whom were probably deserters from the Hull River settlement‟ (Pedley,
1998: 49). Following their desertion from the mission after only a short period, many were
left to live in the Cardwell area with relative freedoms. Signing on with local employers or

33

Creedy was the Protector of Aboriginals for the Cardwell district in 1914-15.
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working casually, the Aboriginal people of the Cardwell area were a valuable component of
the workforce for the major industries, such as pastoral, timber and agricultural pursuits.

Early industries in the Cardwell district: cattle and timber
The township of Cardwell was established in 1864 as a port to service the cattle properties
to the west. Specifically, „Cardwell was originally settled to provide a port for the inland
grazing property, the Valley of Lagoons‟ (Pedley, n.d.). In their study of population
settlement patterns in Queensland, Crossman et al. (1993: 34) note that „[a]lthough rural
settlement extends widely across the state, densities inland are low and the bulk of
population is concentrated adjacent to the coast‟. These coastal centres were primarily
established to service the rural inland regions, as was the original purpose of settlement in
Cardwell. The site of the township was, quite inappropriately, deemed a suitable location
to establish a port for transporting cattle to pastoral properties west of the Cardwell Range.
It was later discovered that the range was too steep to provide easy access to the cattle
properties, and Townsville was later settled as the major regional centre providing for those
western properties.

Nevertheless, the pastoral industry became a major contributor to the economic viability of
the Shire in the early days of settlement. These properties employed a number of local
Aboriginal people in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Recalling his first
job at the age of seventeen, an elderly Aboriginal man now in his eighties said: „yeah, but
my first job just on the horse, mustering cattle, branding, dipping and all that sort of thing.
Oh, big station Bellenden once, and nothing but the cattle. Nothing you can see for two,
three miles, just cattle everywhere‟ (I12, 16/02/05). Another Aboriginal man in his sixties
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also said he did „just mainly all stock work, that‟s all. Fencing, that‟s about all‟, whilst
working on the cattle stations (I13, 06/07/05). Their skills on the land were invaluable to
the pastoral industry which „was the largest employer of black labour‟ (Reynolds, 2003:
21). „In those areas most remote from prior European settlement Aborigines were often the
only workers and were, therefore, literally irreplaceable‟ (Reynolds, 2003: 20).

While Cardwell had lost its original purpose as a port, it did attract settlers who were keen
to establish a timber industry, and several sawmills were set up throughout the area. In
1886 the largest sawmill in Queensland was situated in Cardwell and by „1936-37 there
were 10 sawmills operating in the district‟ (Pedley, n.d.). Surveying the remains of a small
sawmill on a local property, an elderly Aboriginal man, who had worked on this property
cutting timber in the 1940s and 1950s, explained to me that the owner „used to have lots of
little sawmills around the property because it was easier to cut the timber on the spot rather
than move it‟ (I12, 07/07/05). A number of my older informants either worked in the
sawmills or remember their parents working in the mills. „In 1960 the timber industry
employed 500 men permanently‟, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal (Pedley, n.d.).
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Plate 2: Assessing the relics of a small sawmill on the local property Yabulum (July 2005)

Plate 3: The relics of a winch from the sawmill at Yabulum (July 2005)
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Plate 4: The relics of the „breaking down frame‟ at the old sawmill at Yabulum (July 2005)

From the early years of settlement to the mid-1900s the timber industry provided stable
employment for both Aboriginal and White people and economic security for their families.
When I asked a White man aged in his late eighties if there were many jobs in the timber
industry in the early days, he replied „oh yes, oh yes, there was a lot when it first started‟
(I22, 25/08/05). A local newspaper reported that: „[f]or the best part of a century, the
forestry industry has been an economic cornerstone for the Ingham and Cardwell
communities‟ (Herbert River Express, 2001: 5). An elderly White woman, in her midsixties, recounts her family history in the timber industry, dating back to World War II. In
1942 her father moved from the small regional town of Ingham (40km south of Cardwell)
to Kennedy (10km north of Cardwell) to work in the sawmill. „He worked in the mill until
it closed in about1970. My husband also worked in the sawmills at Caruchan34 and
34

Caruchan is located a few kilometres west of Kennedy.

85

Kennedy.‟ (I14, 13/07/05). The former mill burnt down in the 1960s after which time most
of the workers went to work at the Kennedy mill. Sharing a similar story, an elderly man
recalls „there was a big timber industry when I was young. There was a big mill where the
Kennedy store is now. There were 40 to 50 people employed there‟ (I3, 01/03/05).

As these recollections suggest, the local timber industry was one of the largest employers in
the district until the closure of the mills. The same elderly woman remarked that „a lot of
people lost their jobs when the Department of Environment stopped allowing more
plantations to protect wildlife. They closed the small mills down and stopped cutting
timber with the green movement‟ (I14, 13/07/05). With the closure of local saw mills local
employment was severely reduced and confined to those working for the Forestry division
of the State Government. Rather than local milling, timber is now cut into saw logs and
exported (see Cairns Post, 2002; Herbert River Express, 2002).

Travelling into the twentieth century: the role of rail and road in the local economy
In the early years of settlement in Queensland access to transport was fundamental to the
survival of the regional economy. As Jones (2003: 10) suggests:
The past and future of Queensland are bound up with its regions.
Australia‟s most decentralised state has always had the bulk of its
population and economic activity outside the capital city.
In the late 1800s and early 1900s, boats were used to bring in cargo and ship timber and
other produce out of the area to markets in the southern states (I3, 01/03/05). As the years
progressed, the mode of transport changed. An elderly Cardwell resident recalls, „the mail,
food and other things came by boat first, then by train, then eventually by road‟ (I14,
13/07/05). In 1924 when the „last spike for the railway‟ was put in, and the line opened the
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following year, it became the most important means of transport (I14, 17/07/05; I17,
12/07/05). „The Queensland railways were the key instrument of land settlement policy
and they also nearly broke the state‟s public finances, but they were the lifeblood of
regional development‟ (S. Jones, 2003: 10). An elderly woman remembers „the mail train
travelled to Tully at 11am, and came back at 4pm. A lot of people travelled on the [mail]
train to Tully‟ (I14, 13/07/05).

Prior to the road linking Cardwell with the regional centres north and south, the railway
was the main carrier of people, goods, produce and mail. As such the railway was also a
significant employer in the early to mid-1900s. The refreshment rooms located alongside
the railway line in Cardwell employed 20-30 people, mostly women, who prepared food for
the rail passengers (I3, 01/03/05). There was also „a laundress, a barmaid, and a manager‟
employed in the refreshment rooms (I22, 25/08/05). Importantly, the railway also
employed men who constructed, repaired and maintained the line. A number of my
participants, ranging in ages from their mid-twenties to late eighties, spoke of their time
spent working for the Queensland Railway on gangs looking after the line. While the
younger generation of railway workers reported working in the greater north Queensland
region, middle-aged and elderly men had worked in the Cardwell district where the
Cardwell Station „at times paid up to 45 employees‟ (Tully Times, 1998: 6).

The importance of rail as the primary mode of transport in the early to mid-1900s also had
a flow-on effect, with work spilling over into other areas such as the fishing industry. The
railway refreshment rooms kept the local fishing industry alive by purchasing supplies of
fresh fish for sale to the rail passengers. An elderly man said his father was primarily
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fishing to supply the refreshment rooms and had a difficult time keeping up with the
demand (I3, 01/03/05). Reminiscing about his childhood in Cardwell in the 1950s and
1960s, another man recalls the humorous tale of rail passengers vying for fish at the
refreshment rooms:
Cardwell was really well known for its fish, fresh fish. And so the cafes
used to ring bells when the trains came through, and people would, well
initially they had refreshment rooms here. People would get off and eat
lunch. And the refreshment rooms was one of the important employers
around the town. A lot of the young women got work in them. I
remember the trains pulled in, and like, it was mayhem. People ran off
the trains to get to the café, obviously wanting to get their fish, fresh fish.
And they would be cued up in the café, and outside, and then the train
would start taking off, and of course in those days the trains took off very
slowly. And some of them would still be waiting, and you‟d see people
running across the back, and there was a railway fence, the whole railway
was fenced in those days. And there was a row of fence with two rows of
barbed wire, „cause cattle and horses and everything used to wander
around town in those days. And so people would be racing across, there
was two turn-styles, so if the train was going they might feel they‟d have
to take a short cut and try to get through the fence, and they‟d get caught
in the barbed wire, and they‟re racing off after the train (I33, 07/08/06).
Many middle-aged and elderly Cardwell residents recalled with humour the popularity of
the fish with travellers coming through by train.

Unfortunately for Cardwell, the development of Tully as a larger regional centre meant that
a number of important services and facilities, that had provided local people with
employment, were relocated to the latter town. A man in his late eighties remembered that
in „1952 when the diesels [trains] come in … they closed the [refreshment] rooms down
and they built another set at Tully, and they were still going to have lunch but they reckon
better to have it at Tully rather than here‟ (I22, 25/08/05). After the refreshment rooms
closed Cardwell had lost another important industry that provided local employment. By
1960 the highway linking Cardwell to the regional towns north and south was fully sealed
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and road replaced rail as the primary means of transport (I14, 13/07/05). Subsequently, due
to „Government cutbacks‟ and „privatization‟ the Cardwell Railway Station, which had
been manned by a Station Master since its opening in 1924, closed in 1998, signalling the
retirement of both the Station Master and members of the Cardwell Railway Gang (Tully
Times, 1998: 6).35

Plate 5: Cardwell Railway Station sign: „Cardwell – This station is unattended‟ (October
2005)

Unlike the substantial decline in the timber and rail industries, the fishing industry has
survived and remains an important part of Cardwell life today, both socially and
economically. Although, more recently new regulations have restricted the number of fish
to be taken and zones have been introduced where fishing is not allowed. An elderly White
man who has been involved in the fishing industry his entire life said, „the fishing industry
was big because there was no regulations. Not allowed to fish now‟ (I3, 01/03/05). He
35

While the Cardwell Railway Station remains closed, trains do still stop at the Cardwell platform.
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believes the new regulations have contributed to the weakening of the fishing industry in
Cardwell. He does, however, see the restrictions as positive in allowing the fish stocks to
replenish, since the increasing population, introduction of new technology and faster
vessels have led to a „big decrease in the fish out there‟ (I3, 01/03/05). In contemporary
times, „crabbing‟ has to some extent replaced fishing as an extremely lucrative industry,
and a few local people are self-employed „crabbers‟, supplying markets both within
Australia and internationally (I45, I54).

Agricultural pursuits: citrus, bananas and sugar cane
In the early years of settlement, Cardwell was also home to a much less lucrative citrus
industry. Speaking of the 1940s, an elderly Aboriginal man said, „… back then people used
to grow a lot of citrus trees, mandarins, oranges. And that‟s their living‟ (I12, 16/02/05).
This Aboriginal man had worked for a White property owner, picking citrus and packing
mandarins and oranges after having worked on a cattle property previously: „I left the
station and then I worked on picking fruit, back then in ‟38, ‟39 and all those years, the
people around here make their living off mandarins and oranges and all that‟ (I12,
05/07/05).
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Plate 6: The packing shed at Yabulum where my elderly Aboriginal informant packed
mandarins and oranges in the late 1930s and 1940s (July 2005)

When I asked an elderly White man why the citrus industry ceased in Cardwell, he replied:
Well, there was no price for „em. Everything goes round in a cycle, you
know. There‟s something else comes on the market. Sometimes there‟s
not enough money to keep „em going. See, that‟s what happened to
citrus, there was no money in „em. They were growing the fruit, and
sending them away, and it was costing them money to send them away,
see (I22, 25/08/05).
An elderly White woman also recalls the citrus farms at Caruchan, including „lemons,
oranges and a pineapple farm, now mostly under cane, bananas and some cattle‟ (I14,
13/07/05). In later years banana and sugar plantations became the mainstay of the area.
The citrus industry was far less viable and bananas became the biggest industry in the
region. The same elderly woman commented that after the mill closures she moved to
Caruchan with her husband to work on the banana farms: „I packed bananas while my
husband did irrigation and poisons‟ (I14, 13/07/05). Recounting a similar tale of life after
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the sawmills closed, an elderly Aboriginal man said he had to seek employment elsewhere:
„… then that mill closed down and I went and I worked in the banana for about five years, I
worked in the banana… up there in Caruchan‟ (I12, 05/07/05).

Moving forward: a look at the contemporary industries of Cardwell
The banana industry is one of the largest employers of people in the Cardwell area today,
with many people having „done a stint on bananas at some time or other‟ (I59, 18/04/05).
The ABS (2001a) data indicate the majority of males are employed in the „agriculture,
forestry and fishing‟ sector (26%) and the „construction‟ industry (15%); while females are
primarily employed in „health and community services‟ (20%), „accommodation, cafes and
restaurants‟ (19%), and the „retail trade‟ (15%). A number of females are also employed in
the agricultural sector (11%). These statistics are reflected in my ethnographic data, with a
high proportion of the men I spoke to employed in the banana industry, aquaculture farms,
forestry, parks and wildlife, or self-employed in the fishing/crabbing industry. A number of
women were employed at the aged care home (reflecting the high number in the health and
community services sector), as one elderly woman commented: „well, Cardwell has a big
opportunity for a retirement place too. And that‟s quite a big industry. Everybody grows
old‟ (I2, 08/12/04). A number of my participants were also employed in retail and
hospitality, and quite a few worked on the banana farms, particularly in the packing
division. My ethnographic data also record a high proportion of people who are selfemployed.36

36

See Chapter 3 for the statistics on the number of my participants who are self-employed. I also discuss the
issue of self-employment in more detail in chapter 8 with regard to creating local economic and employment
opportunities.
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Plate 7: Unloading bananas off the trailers (September 2005)

Plate 8: Moving bunches on the conveyer from the trailers to the wash plant (September
2005)
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Plate 9: De-handing the bunches of bananas and putting them on the conveyer belt to the
water troughs for washing (September 2005)

Plate 10: Packing bananas into boxes ready for shipment (September 2005)
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This snapshot of the economic structure of the Cardwell region is a close reflection of the
broader Queensland economy. In their study Migration, Population Growth and Regional
Development in Queensland, Crossman et al. (1993: 64) report:
…Queensland specialises in the following industries (with commonly
accepted reasons for these specialisations):
 agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting (because of physical factor
endowment);
 mining (endowment);
 construction (economic and population growth);
 wholesale and retail trade (decentralisation); and
 recreation, personal and other services (tourism).
Their contemporary study found that in a highly urbanised country by international
standards, „…Queensland differs from other Australian mainland States in a number of
respects, most notably in its relatively low metropolitan concentration and comparatively
high rural population‟ (Crossman et al., 1993: 34).

The considerably larger population settlement in rural and regional areas of Queensland is
attributed to the endowment of vast natural resources throughout the State:
Queensland‟s large rural population is clearly related to the primary
production orientation of the State‟s economy. The pattern of settlement
has been closely associated with the development of mineral and
agricultural industries. These included the growth of the sugar cane
industry along the northern coast, beef and wool inland, gold, copper and,
more recently, coal in the central highlands (Crossman et al., 1993: 34,
56).
In the Cardwell region of north Queensland, where mineral deposits are notably absent,
agricultural and pastoral pursuits have primarily been responsible for the population
settlement of non-Aboriginal Australians.
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Analysing the statistical data for the Cardwell region, then, it is not surprising that a
significant proportion (31%) of the males are employed as „labourers and related workers‟,
with the second highest category (14.5%) being „tradespersons and related workers‟ (ABS,
2001a). For women, the most significant employment (28%) is in the „intermediate
clerical, sales and service workers‟ category, and secondly in the „labourers and related
workers‟ category (18%) (ABS, 2001a). Outward migration from the Cardwell area is, to a
certain extent, a necessity as the local industry does not provide ample nor a variety of
economic opportunities. My own data and the census statistics indicate that unless one
desires to take up a career in bananas, aquaculture or fishing, most people, particularly
younger people upon leaving school, move to Townsville or Cairns for work or university.
But the recent decline in these industries too is threatening the very economic prosperity
that has sustained this region for nearly 150 years.

In an area where agriculture and pastoralism have been of primary economic significance to
the workforce since the time of White settlement, the stability of this sector is no longer a
certainty. „Farming and other rural employment, in North Queensland, … has steadily
declined from 34 per cent in 1901, to 27 per cent in 1954, and to just over 11 per cent in
1986‟ (Crossman et al., 1993: 61). The agricultural sector is coming under increasing
threat from imported produce from the international market. A man in his sixties, formally
a canefarmer and now in local politics, articulated this fear, saying: „there is a great deal of
concern that the farmers will be put out of business by the importation, such as bananas‟
(I18, 26/07/05). Another local farmer who employs a number of people in the local area,
said with regard to the economic sustainability of banana farming: „that depends on
government policies, whether they allow imports or not‟ (I26, 10/09/05). He says imports
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into Australia from overseas will cripple the local industry „because our wage structure
compared to the other countries that grow it is just so out-of-whack, we just can‟t compete‟
(I26, 10/09/05).

Cardwell is in a transitional period where the industries of the past, such as cattle, timber
and bananas, are no longer considered economically viable or environmentally sustainable.
Throsby (2001: 111) points out „the industries that have traditionally contributed most
strongly to Australian economic growth – including agriculture, mining and, more recently,
tourism – have significant interactions with the environment‟. Nieuwenhuysen et al. (2001:
3) reported a similar fate in their study of the Australian economy, stating „[e]conomic
growth imposes heavy demands on the environment. Species extinction, land degradation
and forest depletion raises serious doubts about the capacity of the environment to sustain
further growth‟. As a result, government policy initiatives have attempted to curb the
environmental impacts of these industries, sometimes at the cost of economic benefits. For
example, „in the late 1980s Cardwell suffered from loss of timber jobs consequent on the
declaration of the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area‟ (SECITA References Committee,
1999: 4).

A local farmer, whose family have been in the agricultural industry for three generations in
the Cardwell district, commented that „the laws they‟re bringing in, and all the criteria
we‟ve got to cover, is making farming almost unviable‟ (I26, 10/09/05). In 1995, under
newly introduced tree clearing guidelines, the cattle industry also suffered a major setback
when „vegetation retention [was] set at between 80 and 90 per cent‟ (Herbert River
Express, 1995b: 1). This same farmer, whose family business includes bananas, cattle and
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sugar cane, commented that „as for the cattle properties, if you can‟t clear them properties
out there, the re-growth, the timber is getting thicker and thicker, therefore you can‟t run
cattle. Therefore they will become unviable‟(I26, 10/09/05). It is well-known that „[t]he
growth rates in agricultural output recorded in Australia since the early days of settlement
have been achieved at increasing environmental cost‟ (Throsby, 2001: 112). And now
conversely, with policy and legislation progressively directed toward protecting the natural
assets of the environment, the economy that relies on the cultivation and clearing of the
landscape has suffered.

In a newspaper article discussing the contention between conservationists and farmers over
land clearing, the Tully Sugar Mill Secretary, „pointing out two-thirds of Cardwell shire
was national park, forestry or conservation areas, said wetlands were fully protected in the
shire‟ (Woodward, 1999: 27). The issue of land clearing became the subject of heated
debate in the local media in the late 1990s, with one newspaper reporting Canegrowers
general manager Ian Ballantyne as saying „few would disagree that what we need is a
balance between development and the protection of natural systems and landscapes‟
(Herbert River Express, 1999a: 2). In fact, it was this balance of economy and environment
that the Brundtland Report called for:
The Brundtland Report laid down a serious challenge to national
governments and the international community to do something about
reconciling the relentless drive for economic growth in all corners of the
globe with what was presented as a burgeoning environmental crisis
(Throsby, 2001: 117).
The designation of Wet Tropics World Heritage Areas in the Cardwell Shire, a direct
response to the environmental crisis, had a significant impact on local industries.
Particularly so when „in 1988 they lost the timber industry because of the Wet Tropics
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World Heritage Area‟ (I21, 11/08/05). The media debate quickly shifted towards the
World Heritage designation of North Queensland‟s Wet Tropics rainforests, which was
dubbed the „rainforest debate‟ in local newspapers. In the year before the official
designation, one newspaper article reported „North Queensland‟s entire timber industry was
outraged at proposals to secure World Heritage listing for northern rainforests‟ (Cairns
Post, 1987b: 18). A retort from the conservationists on the same page says: „claims that
World Heritage will be a crushing blow to the North‟s economy, with thousands of jobs to
be lost is pure fiction‟ (Cairns Post, 1987a: 18).

Indeed, after the World Heritage listing, timber plantation areas were secured in the
Cardwell Shire, and the Department of Primary Industries (DPI) Forestry division now
employs a number of people, although clearly not as many as when the timber industry was
thriving and sawmills dotted the landscape. A newspaper article from 2001 says:
Today, DPI Forestry manages 10,000 hectares of Caribbean pine
plantation resource in State Forests at Cardwell, Kennedy Valley, Murray
Upper, Abergowrie and Lannercost, worth about $200 million. The
Cardwell office supports 15 rangers and forest hands, making it the
biggest State Government employer in town (Herbert River Express,
2001: 5).
The DPI Forestry have also been reported as adopting „internationally recognised
sustainable management practices for a number of years‟ and as working towards
„complying with the economic, social, environmental and cultural criteria and requirements
for timber production set by the standard‟ (Herbert River Express, 2005b).

The subject of economic growth and development remains at the forefront of political,
academic and public consciousness as we enter an era where terms such as ecotourism,
sustainable development and environmental sustainability have become part of popular
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discourse. Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 212) have reported: „[i]n recent years the most
significant attempt to reconfigure human/nature relations has been through the discourse of
“environmental sustainability” and official pronouncements which advocate more
“sustainable” forms of development‟. Notions of sustainability are also related to
perceptions of wellbeing as the battle rages over how economic development will impact
upon the physical environment and the social wellbeing of the population. Throsby (2001:
112) points out that „[w]hereas economic growth is easy to measure, environmental
performance is multi-faceted and often difficult to quantify‟. This statement can be
extended to include the performance of wellbeing, which is also difficult to quantify and
measure. Nieuwenhuysen and others (2001: 14-15) have called for a focused approach by
government to the issues of equity and sustainability in the future direction of Australia‟s
economy: „[t]hese aspects – equity and sustainability – are major issues, requiring policy
attention and care. The pursuit of growth with equity and sustainability, therefore, remains
a primary policy objective for Australia‟.

The ‘lifeblood’ of Cardwell: from bananas, sugar and cows to tourism
As discussed in the preceding section, the economic history of Cardwell is characteristic of
the broader rural economy in Australia, where „traditionally, many of Australia‟s rural
communities have been heavily dependent on the agriculture sector for their economic
prosperity‟ (Chapman & Greenville, 2002: 234). To the north of Cardwell, banana and
sugar plantations, the current primary industries of the district, dominate the landscape.
Agricultural and pastoral pursuits have been the sustaining force of the economy of the
Cardwell Shire since European settlement in the mid-nineteenth century.37 Among the

37

See Atkinson (1979), Dixon (1984), Lumholtz (1889), May (1984), Jones (1961), and Reynolds (2003).
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local literature a document titled A Guide to “The New Cardwell Plan” states, „the value of
agriculture to the economy of Cardwell Shire is well recognised. The sugar and banana
industries, as well as smaller horticultural, agricultural and pastoral sectors, are the
economic lifeblood of the shire‟ (n.a., c.1990s).

Similarly, the Mayor of the Cardwell Shire Council (CSC) points to the stability of these
industries in an area where, he believes, tourism has had minimal impact:
Tourism is a good industry, but it fluctuates too much. The real stable
ones, such as banana growing and cane farming and the cattle industry
and other exotic fruits and things that are there are a little bit more stable
than tourism. Our main backbone of the Shire is agriculture (I18,
26/07/05).
While the major industries have changed over the years, agriculture and pastoralism have
retained dominance and permanency in the Shire over the last 150 years.
Since the 1880‟s the agricultural sector has played the pivotal role in the
growth of the [Far North Queensland] regions economy. The region has
been characterised primarily by its sugar, timber, tobacco, beef and
dairying industries. For a variety of reasons diversification has been
encouraged and this sector now also includes tropical fruits, aquaculture
and other intensive production activities (S. Jones, 2003: 158).
A report on sustainable farming adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef states „agriculture in the
Great Barrier Reef Catchment contributes more than $2.4 billion to the Australian economy
each year and provides thousands of jobs and supports many regional economies‟ (Cairns
Post, 2005: 34).

Both the Great Barrier Reef and the Wet Tropics rainforests of the Cardwell region have
been listed as World Heritage Areas. Discussing the impact of listing much of the Cardwell
Shire as World Heritage, a local farmer stated that the loss of land has had a flow-on effect
for the local economy: „if you lose one property out there, that‟s rates for that council, you
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lose another. It‟s just a rolling effect‟ (I26, 10/09/05). In terms of rateable land, he goes on
to say:
All this World Heritage sounds great, and I‟ve got nothing against it if it
was done properly and managed properly, but the Shire has less than 30
per cent of it is rateable. The rest of it is all tied up as government land.
Now they don‟t pay any taxes, or any rates or anything. So the
community‟s got to survive on 30 per cent of its area (I26, 10/09/05).38
Similarly, the former Deputy Chair of the Cardwell Chamber of Commerce said in a Senate
committee hearing:
Sixty-eight per cent of the land area of the Cardwell Shire is now world
heritage, state forest, national park or other protected land. The council is
struggling to provide local government services with a rate grab and new
base from less than 32 per cent of the land area of the shire. There is very
little room for agricultural expansion. One of the positive sides of that is
that we have enormous potential for ecotourism (SERCA References
Committee, 1998: 255).
Taking up the argument from an opposing angle, a man in his late 40s said rather than
seeing the World Heritage area as negative in terms of the economy, it should be viewed in
a positive way in terms of its potential for tourism: „instead of seeing the assets of the Wet
Tropics World Heritage Area and rainforests as potentially unrateable land, you should
recognise the value of what it‟s bringing to town in terms of tourist dollars‟ (I21, 11/08/05).
He states his desire is „to see Cardwell promoted as the walking-track capital of North
Queensland‟ and that the „backpacker market is an untapped market‟ (I21, 11/08/05).

Similarly, a campaign officer for the Australian Conservation Foundation was quoted in a
local newspaper as saying: „with the establishment of plantations and enhanced promotion
of the tourist industry which will result from World Heritage status of these rainforests,
North Queensland can only gain from their listing‟ (Cairns Post, 1987a). Throsby (2001:
38

Others in the community argue that higher rates are the result of property price increases following the
development of the Port Hinchinbrook marina.
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115) also suggests protecting the environment will have a positive outcome on the economy
in the area of tourism:
The protection of natural assets such as wilderness areas and outstanding
environmental features has significant implications for the tourism
industry, insofar as the enjoyment of Australia‟s unique natural and
cultural heritage is one of the principal drivers of the tourist market.
Jones (2003: 158) reports:
The [Far North Queensland] region also benefits from its natural features
that have established it as a global tourist destination. According to
research conducted for Tourism Queensland by the Office of Economic
and Statistical Research the tourism industry attracts over 2 million
international visitors annually to the natural attractions such as the World
Heritage Great Barrier Reef, the Wet Tropics Rainforests, the Tropical
Tablelands, the Gulf Savannah, off shore islands and scenic water-ways
and coastal ranges.
While farming in north Queensland undoubtedly contributes a great deal to the local and
national economy, the tourist attraction of the region‟s natural assets also has the potential
to boost economic prosperity.

Summarising the progression of Queensland‟s economic development, Jones (2003: 6)
suggests many regions, particularly the rural areas where farming is becoming increasingly
unviable for a variety of reasons, have recognised the need to diversify their economic
base:
In most regional and local areas [of Queensland] there is optimism over
future opportunities for growth. Development is occurring in many
established industries, eg, agriculture, either through expansion and
consolidation of established activities and/or the creation of new niche
industries based on market opportunities and existing industrial
infrastructure. Other regions are recognising the need to create new
opportunities through capitalising on their existing economic and natural
strengths. In many instances, particularly in rural areas, these new
opportunities have tended to follow the widespread reliance on tourism
and its associated activities.
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Crossman and others (1993: 41) also reported similar findings in their study of regional
development in Queensland:
The northern portion of this coastal zone has undergone major structural
economic change in recent years. While sugar growing and processing
still dominates much of this coastal landscape, their relative share of
regional production or output values in the non-services sectors has
declined from over two-thirds of the total in the 1950s to less than onequarter in the 1990s. Mining and fishing activities have rapidly expanded
during this same period and so too, in places, have pastoral activities
aimed at export markets. However, forestry has declined significantly
and manufacturing, in relative terms, also has a reduced importance. The
most rapid expansion of activity has, of course, been in tourism, which
now may account for as much as one-third of all regional production
values.
In the face of a dominant yet declining agricultural and pastoral sector,39 and with the
complete absence of mining, Cardwell has considered the move to tourism as a means of
improving the economic prosperity of the region.

Other regions of Queensland that have been heavily dependent on tourism and recreation in
the absence of manufacturing and production, such as the Gold Coast, Sunshine Coast and
Cairns, have experienced enormous economic growth and development. As a result, other
regions of the State have looked to these areas as an example of how to boost their own
local economies with the imminent demise in the manufacturing and production industries.
There are currently two popular views relating to tourism in the
Queensland economy that should be considered. The first is that an
important contributing factor to the recent strong economic growth of
Queensland has been derived from tourism activity. The second view,
also currently held, is that tourism activity growth is expected to provide
a large proportion of the future employment growth of the State
(Crossman et al., 1993: 65).
And yet, while tourism may be hailed as the new lifeblood of Queensland‟s economy,
serving to overcome the economic decline in other industries, tourism of the scale and
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intensity experienced in the Cairns and Gold Coast regions is not considered feasible nor
desirable by most residents of Cardwell. Like the Mayor of the Cardwell Shire who
commented that tourism „fluctuates too much‟ (I18, 26/07/05), Crossman and others (1993:
65) also reported that:
While there has been a significant contribution to economic growth
during some periods of the 1980s, it is important to note that tourism
activity has been extremely volatile, and tourism has not continuously
added to economic growth.
Indeed, of those reports „assessing the future competitiveness of the FNQ region … [m]any
now suggest the FNQ economy has become “fragile”, too dependent on tourism and
steadily declining over the last few years‟ (S. Jones, 2003: 164).

Conclusion
This chapter is primarily a history of the Cardwell region in order to provide context for the
discussion of contemporary life in the following chapters. I have initially provided an
historical overview of Aboriginal-European race relations from the time of White
settlement. This then led into the discussion of the pivotal role of early Aboriginal/nonAboriginal interactions in the development of dominant economic industries, such as the
pastoral and agricultural sectors. I have discussed the establishment of the cattle, timber,
sugar and banana industries as the most lucrative and stable industries in an area where
mining and tourism have had minimal impact on the local economy. In the latter half of
this chapter I have progressed to a discussion of the decline in vital sectors of the local
economy in the second half of the twentieth century that had previously provided
substantial employment opportunities.

39

See the ABS (2006a) census which shows a decline in employment in the „Agriculture, forestry & fishing‟
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It has become increasingly apparent for the local community that industries of the past and
present, including cattle, timber, and sugar cane, are no longer economically or ecologically
sustainable in the long-term. Like the railway and timber industries of the Cardwell region,
which suffered considerable demise due to the development of a national road network and
new tree clearing legislation respectively, an elderly man suggested the reduction in the
fishing industry has also had a negative impact upon the local economy: „there‟s not much
industry here like there used to be. The sawmill has closed down. The Port Hinchinbrook
development has brought in some economy‟ (I3, 01/03/05). This is a key point in terms of
the history of staying put or moving for career opportunities by younger people in this
region.40 It is this historical shift progressively away from a production-based economy to
a service industry reliant on tourism that has ignited a heated debate over the social, cultural
and economic impacts of development in that direction. This is the general context in
which the population of Cardwell (& nearby Jumbun) frames attitudes to future aspirations,
movement, mobility and economic participation, discussed in the following chapters.

While Throsby (2001: 116) has pointed out that „…Australian economic growth has been
achieved at considerable environmental cost‟, and Perez de Cuellar (1996: 8) has suggested
that „the relationship between culture and development should be clarified and deepened‟,
so to is the need to successfully balance the need for economic development with social
wellbeing. The continuing economic prosperity of the Cardwell region has been a key
factor in the debate about local economic development. Given the polarity of arguments
regarding the fragility and stability of new industries such as tourism, as an economic base

sector from 1996 to 2006.
40
I discuss this issue in further detail in Chapters 7 and 8.
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and the means of further economic development, I will discuss the considerable
apprehension of Cardwell residents in relation to these issues in the following chapter.
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5 – A community divided: the social impacts of economic
development
The small regional town of Cardwell is exemplary of the contemporary debate about
economic development and social wellbeing. More than ten years prior to my fieldwork a
major controversy over the development of a marina at the seaside area of Port
Hinchinbrook emerged which crystallises the struggle about development and the wellbeing
of people living in the community. It was this controversy that created division in the
Cardwell community. Throughout this chapter I will discuss the Port Hinchinbrook dispute
which, in its aftermath, has provided local residents with a means to articulate and express
their ideas about progress, development, the economy, success, community, lifestyle and
wellbeing. The marina development has brought into sharp relief people‟s values, ideas,
and desires for Cardwell as well as providing a point of reflection on developments both
past and present, including those industries such as timber, cattle, and citrus which gave
way firstly to bananas and cane, and more recently, a move toward tourism. The Port
Hinchinbrook development is discussed here as a symbol for people‟s ideas about social
wellbeing and lifestyle choices.

The Port Hinchinbrook development divided the community into opponents and supporters,
and despite the main protests occurring circa 1994, that sense of disparity still bubbles
away on a daily basis. In this chapter I will focus on this marina development to illustrate
an ongoing struggle to resist and/or accommodate a development proposal that promises
both economic benefits and environmental and social impacts. I will explore the overt
argument about environmental concerns versus economic benefits that was at the centre of
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the Port Hinchinbrook development. But more importantly, I highlight the implicit
argument regarding social impacts that continues today and has thus far remained
unrecognised and undocumented. The major cause for concern with regard to Port
Hinchinbrook was in relation to environmental impacts. Surprisingly, no explicit concerns
were raised regarding the potential social impacts, with the exception of a Senate inquiry
which very briefly commented in its report that while „we have environmental impact
assessment laws, we do not have “social impact assessment” laws‟, and that, in the case of
the Port Hinchinbrook development, a social impact assessment „would have been prudent‟
(SECITA References Committee, 1999: 90).

Further, the Senate inquiry stated „[e]nvironmental impact assessment alone, no matter how
expert, cannot objectively decide whether a development should be approved. That
decision must take into account all factors, environmental, economic, and social‟ (SECITA
References Committee, 1999: 134). There have been significant social costs as a result of
the Port Hinchinbrook development, such as the intense community division. However,
there have also been benefits to the social wellbeing of residents in the community,
attributed particularly to the additional facilities and services. Many of my participants
noted the construction of an all weather-all tidal boat ramp facility at Port Hinchinbrook as
greatly enhancing their lifestyle and wellbeing.

Throughout this chapter I will explore the argument about whether local development
should take the form of large-scale proposals such as the Port Hinchinbrook marina or
something more environmentally friendly and sustainable, such as ecotourism41 and/or
41

The „Ecotourist Association of Australia defines ecotourism as “ecologically sustainable tourism that
fosters environmental and cultural understanding, appreciation and conservation”‟ (Peace, 2005: 321).
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cultural tourism. I draw on a number of sources including government reports, newspapers,
magazine articles, published works and the personal accounts of Cardwell residents. In
particular, I draw extensively on newspaper articles in this chapter in order to canvas the
media coverage of the Port Hinchinbrook debate. As I address each of the key points that
emerged from this dispute, it will become apparent that many of those local residents who
were divided over this development were struggling to retain some of what they saw as the
basic values and aspirations for the town. That is, to find a balance between economic,
social and environmental factors. Lawrence (2004: 3) points out that the issue of balancing
economic, social and environmental issues is now emerging in new policies and forms of
governance throughout the world, and in Australia particularly:
There is an effort [in new policies and forms of governance in Australia] to
address the so-called „triple bottom line‟ of economy, society and environment so
that economic ambitions are tempered with a respect for social equity and
environmental integrity, with the economy being forced to take its place as only
one of three „elements‟ in the calculus of sustainable development.
Specifically in Cardwell, many of the residents are resisting high intensity developments
whilst accommodating development proposals that would enhance their chosen lifestyle. In
this sense, I suggest that within resistance there are elements of accommodation and within
accommodation there exist elements of resistance.42

A brief history of the Port Hinchinbrook development
At this point it is important to provide a brief history of the development in order to
contextualise the dispute and the way in which it developed. In 1987, Tekin Australia Ltd

42

Genovese (1975) has also used the concepts of resistance and accommodation in this way. He explores the
theoretical concepts of resistance and accommodation in his discussion of Mintz‟s work on slavery and
colonial domination in the Caribbean. Importantly, Genovese (1975: 76) says viewing the relationship
between resistance and accommodation allows us to consider the social implications of, in his case, slave
responses. While my discussion does not deal with authoritarian control, I think this particular
conceptualisation of resistance and accommodation can be extended beyond the dialogue of slavery and used
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applied to the Cardwell Shire Council for rezoning an area of land to Special Facilities zone
for a proposed marina and resort development at Oyster Point.43 „Under State law at the
time, whether to demand an environmental impact assessment of the development was at
the discretion of Cardwell Shire Council. Council did not demand one‟ (SECITA
References Committee, 1999: 12). Approvals for earthworks and mangrove removal
relating to the construction of the marina development were granted by Shire Council in the
late 1980s, and „around this time the land was extensively disturbed, the marina basin was
partly excavated and mangroves were cleared from the marina basin and – without the
necessary permits – from parts of the foreshore‟ (SECITA References Committee, 1999:
12-13).

Tekin went into liquidation in 1990, and the site, already significantly disturbed by
earthworks, was left in a degraded condition. In 1993 the site was purchased by Cardwell
Properties Pty Ltd, who submitted similar development proposals for a marina and resort.
The Cardwell Shire Council deemed the new development plans were „generally in
accordance‟ with Tekin‟s 1987 plan, and therefore did not require any further permits or
applications (SECITA References Committee, 1999: 14).

This caused serious concerns for environmentalists who claimed such a large-scale
development would harm the natural environment surrounding the site. In late 1994 the
development was again halted, this time by the Commonwealth government, „pending
further study, because of fears of environmental damage to the adjacent Great Barrier Reef
World Heritage Area‟ (SECITA References Committee, 1999: 9). This debate over the
in such arguments as I present here in this chapter. In particular, I analyse the „social implications‟ of
economic development in Cardwell.
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proposed development raged for nearly two more years, until 1996 when permits for
development were issued by the newly elected Coalition Commonwealth government,44
following the federal election.
Although the development was approved in 1988, and major earthworks
were done around that time, the environment movement conclusively lost
its battle to stop the development only in mid-1997, when Friends of
Hinchinbrook Inc. lost its Federal Court appeal against the August 1996
decision by Senator Hill (Minister for the Environment in the newly
elected Coalition Commonwealth government) which had allowed work
to resume (SECITA References Committee, 1999: 4).
The new government did not make an environmental impact assessment a prerequisite for
obtaining the approvals and permits required to proceed with the development.

The failure of local, state and federal governments to demand an environmental impact
statement on the proposed development was one of the main contentions of environmental
lobbyists. The development „has been unusually controversial and much of the argument
about it has been bitter‟, which the Senate committee partly attributed to „the lack of
upfront environmental impact assessment‟ (SECITA References Committee, 1999: 3).
Despite serious concerns regarding environmental impacts, three levels of government –
local, state and federal, supported the development. It became the subject of three federal
court hearings and two Senate inquiries. Damning evidence against the government was
found by the Senate committee, which stated:
Evidence to the committee demonstrated there are serious environmental
risks from this development which have been overlooked or downplayed
by various Governments. It also shows the risks are ongoing. After the
issue became a public bleeding sore for various political parties, a Deed
of Agreement between the local and state governments and the developer
was made (SECITA References Committee, 1999: xvi).

43

Oyster Point is the site of the current Port Hinchinbrook marina.
The Commonwealth Coalition government is made up of the alliance between the Liberal Party and the
National Party.
44
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They go on to say:
In the committee‟s view, the Port Hinchinbrook example is a clear case
for government in how not to consider and deal with the development
applications in sensitive areas. The attempts, mainly by State and local
authorities, to shortcut even minimal environmental assessment has had
the perverse effect of substantially increasing the costs in time, money
and degradation to all parties – developers, regulatory agencies and the
community (SECITA References Committee, 1999: xvi).
The lack of an environmental impact assessment caused serious protests and polarity of the
local community, which is still felt today.

Despite the Federal Labor government putting a stop to the development in 1994 due to
environmental concerns, work on the development site resumed in 1996 under the auspices
of the then new Coalition government. In 2006, Stage one is complete with approval for
Stage two being recently rejected by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).45 Stage
two, which is to incorporate a canal system, residential lots, motel and golf course, was
rejected despite the Cardwell Shire Council supporting the development. The CSC Mayor
said: „it was fair to say the council was in favour of the project going ahead. “Our shire
needs development and certainly it‟s going to help our shire in the long-term”‟ (Skene,
2005b: 1). Queensland Environment Minister Desley Boyle was quoted in a local
newspaper as saying: „the EPA found the proposed development poses an unacceptable risk
to the high environmental and conservation values of this land which has been earmarked
for national park‟ (Skene, 2005b: 1). She also said:
The EPA‟s decision has taken place under new laws that have been
developed in response to community concern. It‟s a controversial
development – it‟s attracted far more controversy than it deserves and
you‟ve got to be careful about how it‟s assessed (Skene, 2005b: 1).

45

See Figure 6 – Stage one is located on the 44ha referred to as „the Site‟; the development of Stage two was
anticipated for the 90ha referred to as „“the land” additional to the Site‟.
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The intense debate that surrounded the initial stage of this marina development has resulted
in caution from the federal government in approving any future expansion to the existing
site.

Figure 6: Oyster Point Development Site as defined by the Port Hinchinbrook Deed of
Agreement, March 1994, source Cardno & Davies (in SECITA References
Committee, 1999)
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Figure 7: Port Hinchinbrook Masterplan, March 1994, source Cardno & Davies (in
SECITA References Committee, 1999)
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Figure 8: Port Hinchinbrook Masterplan, November 1997, source Cardno & Davies
(in SECITA References Committee, 1999)

The Port Hinchinbrook dispute
The Port Hinchinbrook marina development gained international attention because it
polarised different sections of the community around contradictory principles of economic
opportunity, community cohesion, local control and foreign/outside/large corporate
interests. A Senate inquiry outlined a number of issues associated with the dispute over
Port Hinchinbrook, stating one of the problems was „the difficulties of compromising
between local aspirations and broader national interests (where they conflict)‟ (SECITA
References Committee, 1999: 6). The dispute divided the community and escalated into a
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political debate involving various State and Federal governments46 with accusations of
„political bias‟ (Cairns Post, 1997: 5) and „political agendas‟ (SECITA References
Committee, 1999: 5).

Conflicting ideologies of economic development and environmental sustainability resulted
in intense community division, with supporters of the development stressing the importance
of the former and opponents more concerned about the latter. In this context, Lawrence‟s
(2004: 12) paper on promoting sustainable development raises a very pertinent question:
„will the regions compromise environmental security for the short-term economic benefits
of investment?‟ Generally, a common rhetoric has been employed by both groups in
relation to the Port Hinchinbrook development, who wanted to find a balance between
economic interests and environmental protection. „Supporters said, “Of course we support
the environment, but we need development too.” Opponents said, “Of course we support
development – providing it is environmentally responsible.”‟ (SECITA References
Committee, 1999: 110).

Fears of an increasingly depressed regional economy, particularly after the loss of the
timber industry in the 1980s, invoked significant support for the development, while the
lack of forthright environmental impact assessment to determine the extent of risk to the
outstanding natural values of the region incited serious and intense opposition. Similar
arguments have emerged „in Europe‟s so-called “lagging regions” [where] there is very
strong pressure for economic development over environmental concerns‟ (Lawrence, 2004:
12). Supporters of Port Hinchinbrook strongly advocated the boost to the local economy

46

During the dispute new Federal and State governments were elected.
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that they believed the development would bring. A number of jobs were promised by the
developer,47 including training and apprenticeships in areas such as construction and
hospitality for younger Cardwell people. A number of residents argued that the
development would provide local jobs for their children, so that they would not have to
move away to find work. And yet, in the view of one Cardwell resident, it was
questionable whether the local economy even needed a boost: „I don‟t know whether you
can say that the marina has saved the economy of Cardwell because I don‟t know whether it
needed saving‟ (I10, 29/06/05).

The Port Hinchinbrook development thus provides a forum in which people‟s values,
aspirations and choices about economic development are played out, contested and
reinforced. According to Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 2), „it is specific social practices…
which produce, reproduce and transform different natures and different values‟. In
Cardwell, the natural and social landscapes have significantly influenced the debate about
the local economy and its sustainability. Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 2-3) assert:
…that responses to and engagement with nature are highly diverse,
ambivalent and embedded in daily life. …nature and the environment are
hugely bound up with certain valuations of desirable and/or appropriate
„natures‟.
Similarly, though in the form of government policy discussion, the Senate inquiry into the
Hinchinbrook Channel stated:
…different views reflect the different value systems of different people, and their
different subjective evaluations of the natural environment versus human activities.
Environmental impact assessments, though essential to allow debates to proceed
with full information, will not change these underlying views. Deciding between
47

Estimated employment figures anticipated at the Port Hinchinbrook marina development were reported in
several local, State, national and international newspapers by the developer, the Shire council, Cardwell
Chamber of Commerce, the Prime Minister, and various local and federal politicians, ranging from 50 (during
the construction stage) to 3500. The current total population of Cardwell, approximately 1200, is less than
half the highest anticipated employment figure.
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these conflicting values, case by case, is a matter for the political process, hopefully
reflecting broad community values (SECITA References Committee, 1999: 113).
As we shall see in this chapter, ideas about economic development are embedded in social
and environmental values about appropriate and inappropriate forms of development.48
The Senate inquiry found that one of the contributing factors to the Port Hinchinbrook
dispute was „the conflicts that may arise between economic goals and environmental,
cultural and social goals‟ (SECITA References Committee, 1999: 6).

Rejecting large-scale infrastructure in Cardwell
In the course of fieldwork, I have encountered a number of local residents protesting, both
actively and in principle, against large-scale infrastructure in Cardwell. For example, a
man in his early forties told me of his repeated objections to the Shire Council and other
authorities regarding the proposal to build high rise apartments in the vacant lot between his
property and the beachfront. Following his remonstrations the proposal was rejected and he
told me recently that instead a house will be built on the property, which will partially
block his own ocean views. He was, however, happy with the outcome, as his concern was
that apartment buildings in Cardwell will change the „look and feel of the town‟ (I49,
26/04/05), negatively impacting on its appeal as a small, quiet beachside community.
While this example shows this person‟s dissent on a matter that would affect him
personally, he was also actively involved in protesting against other apartment complex
proposals throughout Cardwell, as well as the Port Hinchinbrook development.

48

See also King (2005: 350) who discusses the discrepancies between people‟s experiences and
understandings of environments and how this „manifests in debates … about the appropriate use‟ of those
environments.
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Infrastructure and development proposals are strictly regulated and limited to a building
height restriction of two storeys, which is governed by the Cardwell Shire Council. This
height restriction applies to the entire Cardwell Shire (pers comm. CSC, 2006) and includes
the Port Hinchinbrook marina development. For example, the Deed of Agreement between
the State of Queensland, Cardwell Properties Pty Ltd,49 the Cardwell Shire Council, and the
Commonwealth of Australia stipulates, „the company must not construct any
accommodation buildings on the Development Site with more than two levels of
accommodation and one level of carpark‟ (State of Qld, n.d.: 35). This restriction limits the
extent and density of development in the Shire and minimises the potential for high-density
living in the town. As shown in the example above, this is not only a preference of the
local Council, but of a number of residents who do not desire high-intensity developments
that tend to be associated with those elsewhere along the Queensland coast, at locations
such as Port Douglas, Cairns and the Gold Coast.

The objection to large-scale developments sparked the controversy over Port Hinchinbrook.
The stark contrast between the newly created landscape of Port Hinchinbrook and the older
topography of Cardwell is immediately apparent and both locations are readily visible from
the Bruce Highway.50 While Port Hinchinbrook incorporates apartment complexes, marina
berths, holiday accommodation, a resort-style pool, large new homes, manicured lawns and
palm trees, the Cardwell scenery comprises older buildings and shopfronts, and established
vegetation. The „aesthetic impacts‟ of Port Hinchinbrook were reported in the Senate
inquiry, and the following submissions were made by opponents of the development:

49

Cardwell Properties Pty Ltd is the company that developed the Port Hinchinbrook marina.
The Bruce Highway is Australia‟s national highway connecting Cairns and Townsville. It runs alongside
the Port Hinchinbrook marina and through Cardwell. The highway is also the main street of Cardwell.
50
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„…a translocated slice of the Gold Coast…‟ (Wildlife Preservation Society of
Queensland, Townsville Branch, Submission 97, p 398)
„…planted coconut palms and an artificial beach… A landscape alien and
inappropriate to the area.‟ (Prof. F Talbot, Submission 128, p 582) (SECITA
References Committee, 1999: 81).
The conspicuous differences between Cardwell and Port Hinchinbrook were frequently
commented on by my participants.

In terms of Macnaghten and Urry‟s (1998: 3) comment regarding „certain valuations of
desirable and/or appropriate “natures”‟, many of my participants‟ social values about
appropriate and desirable landscapes were evident in their comments about the contrasting
aesthetic qualities of Cardwell and Port Hinchinbrook. From a young woman in her late
twenties: „in Cardwell itself I think it [development] would be seen as a good thing, as long
as it wasn‟t too big and unsightly, like an apartment block or holiday units that were pretty
unsightly or out-of-character with the town‟ (I5, 13/06/05). While some residents were
adamant the Port Hinchinbrook marina was an unattractive blot on the landscape and did
not blend well with the surrounding environment, others considered the development a
beautiful and desirable place to live.51

51

See also King (2005: 353) who suggests „Australian environmental advocates …have tended to prioritise
the aesthetic value of the environment‟.
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Plate 11: Main street of Cardwell (2006)

Plate 12: Marina berths and accommodation (at rear) at Port Hinchinbrook (2005)
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Plate 13: New homes at the Port Hinchinbrook marina (2005)52

Whilst one of the most obvious signs of development in the Cardwell area is the Port
Hinchinbrook marina development, significant changes to the environment are also evident
at the site of the aquaculture farms to the south. Port Hinchinbrook is in plain view of both
residents and travellers, whereas the prawn farms are inconspicuous, hidden from public
view behind a corridor of rainforest. One of the „consequences of environmental use‟ in the
Cardwell region has been the destruction of mangrove and other forests to allow for
housing, such as that at the Port Hinchinbrook site, however, environmental impacts also
include clearing of native vegetation to provide land for farming (C. A. Gregory & Altman,
1989: 70). Yet despite the significant impacts caused by aquaculture farming, the
enormous prawn farms south of Cardwell received little attention in both public debate and
the media, particularly in the early years of the Port Hinchinbrook dispute. This matter
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enables us to consider the issue of contesting approaches to the sorts of development
appropriately receiving criticism.

Prawn farm? What prawn farm?
The subject of the aquaculture farms were not featured in the media until several years after
the main protests regarding Port Hinchinbrook took place in 1994. The editor of a national
fishing magazine, on a chartered flight around the Hinchinbrook region, said:
Coming back up over Hinchinbrook Passage we were staggered by the
sheer size of the massive prawn farm development immediately south of
Keith Williams‟ Port Hinchinbrook development. Why hasn‟t anybody in
the electronic or mainstream print media mentioned these prawn farms
before? (Webster, 1997: 6).
According to one middle-aged man, an aerial view shows „a huge scar on the landscape‟
caused by the aquaculture farms to the south of the township (see Plate 14 and 15): „When
you fly out of Dallachy airstrip you are taken aback by the enormity of the prawn farms in
the area. By comparison, the Port Hinchinbrook marina development is a small spot on the
landscape‟ (I15, 14/07/05). Likewise, in a 1998 parliamentary debate regarding the Port
Hinchinbrook development, Keith Williams of Cardwell Properties Pty Ltd (and former
developer of Sea World and Hamilton Island in Queensland), argued that since 1995 the
ponds at the aquaculture farms had more than quadrupled in size (SERCA References
Committee, 1998: 239). It was also reported that „one prawn farm covers 127 hectares –
about three times the size of the Port Hinchinbrook‟ marina development (SECITA
References Committee, 1999: 94).

52

Most of the homes at the Port Hinchinbrook marina are owner occupied or holiday homes for owners
residing in the southern parts of Australia.
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Plate 14: Aerial view of northern portion of prawn farms situated to the south of Cardwell
(August 2006)

Plate 15: Aerial view of northern portion of prawn farms (August 2006)
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Aerial photographs of Cardwell, Port Hinchinbrook, the prawn farms and sugar cane
plantations were published in the fishing and boating magazine, with one of the captions
stating:
Readers can draw their own conclusion from this photo of the two biggest
(and still growing) prawn farms in Australia, both being flushed into the
Hinchinbrook Passage, literally right next door to the Port Hinchinbrook
marina development. There is a substantial body of evidence from prawn
farms in S.E. Asia which suggests that this scale of aquaculture (hitherto
completely untested in Australia) has the potential to make a modern
marina look positively sanitised by comparison (Webster, 1997: 8).
The issue of the aquaculture farms was also raised in the Hinchinbrook Channel Senate
inquiry with Recommendation 8 stating:
The committee recommends that the Commonwealth and the Queensland
governments should research the environmental effects of aquaculture on
the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area.
The Committee
recommends further that pending improved knowledge of the
environmental effects of aquaculture on the Great Barrier Reef World
Heritage Area, discharge of effluent to the World Heritage Area should
not be permitted and no new aquaculture permits in the area should be
issued (SECITA References Committee, 1999: xii).
The extent of impact on the adjoining Hinchinbrook Channel and Great Barrier Reef World
Heritage Area is little-known and under-researched, however, the flushing of effluent from
the prawn farms into the Channel is known to have a considerable impact on the
surrounding environment.

The intense focus directed toward the Port Hinchinbrook development, rather than the
aquaculture farms, led many to criticise the opponents, claiming they had a „personal
political agenda‟ and were waging a personal vendetta against Keith Williams, the project
developer (SECITA References Committee, 1999: 5). Mr Williams told the Senate inquiry:
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This has been a total case of victimisation being perpetrated by one man,
Mr David Haigh.53 There is no doubt about it being victimisation. Not so
long ago, a conservationist phoned him and told him about damage being
caused by the prawn farms, that mangroves were floating around the
channel, and asked why he did not do something about it. Mr Haigh‟s
reply was – and we can get this on affidavit – „if Keith Williams isn‟t
involved in it, we don‟t want to know about it‟ (SERCA References
Committee, 1998: 239).
Whilst the issue of the aquaculture farms was raised in the Senate inquiry and occupied
limited space in the media coverage, it has received substantially less attention vis-à-vis the
Port Hinchinbrook development.

Discussing the environmental impacts of aquaculture farming, the general manager of a
local prawn farm told me there are protocols in place to monitor and manage those impacts.
He says Cardwell is an ideal location for prawn farming for a number of reasons and goes
on to say:
We‟re in a World Heritage Area which means that the pollution is
basically zero. We‟re [the aquaculture farm] probably the only pollutant,
and that‟s to be fair. Prawn farms have an impact, of course we do. But
we have a research system, we have methods that reduce our impacts, and
we wouldn‟t be here for the last eighteen years if we had a major impact
on this environment. We wouldn‟t exist ourselves. So we‟re our own
self-regulator for that matter (I10, 29/06/05).
The largest aquaculture farm in the Cardwell area is located approximately 7km to the
south of the township, adjacent to the Hinchinbrook Channel, in an area that was unsuitable
for any other economic purposes, such as agriculture and pastoralism. It was established in
1987 and lies on an area of land 1000 acres in size, making it the largest aquaculture farm
in Australia, thirteen acres of which have been designated as Voluntary Conservation Area
(VCA) in perpetuity (I10, 29/06/05). There are two more aquaculture farms further to the
south, also adjacent to the Hinchinbrook Channel.
53

David Haigh is a Senior Lecturer in Environmental Law at James Cook University, Townsville.
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Although they have a significant impact on the environment, the aquaculture farms have
created a number of local employment opportunities. The Queensland Government
Member for Hinchinbrook in 2005, Marc Rowell, said „they‟ve become significant
employers in the district‟ (Bange, 2005a: 1). A local newspaper reported that „[a] Cardwell
aquaculture operation has been commended for creating 20 new jobs in time for the
Christmas rush‟ (Herbert River Express, 2004). The largest of the three local aquaculture
farms employs 120 people, a number of whom are long-term employees. The general
manager says it is hard to retain junior staff, who are enticed to the position with their own
false impression of what the job entails:
We lose a lot of junior staff. We lose a lot of people when they first come
up. I think when you see a job saying prawn farm technician, and you‟re
out of uni, it conjures up a white coat and a clipboard, and a nice dry
environment. Well we‟re totally the opposite to that (I10, 29/06/05).
A small number of employees, mostly in the processing plant of the farm, are employed on
a casual basis, including backpackers, while the majority of employees are on a permanent
basis. The aquaculture farms are the second largest employer in the Cardwell area (I10,
29/06/05), providing a number of jobs for local residents, and an alternative to employment
in the largest industry in the region, which is currently the banana industry.

Like the local aquaculture industry, the agricultural and pastoral sectors also became the
target of claims of environmental damage in the Hinchinbrook Channel Senate Inquiry,
which was initiated in response to the Port Hinchinbrook dispute. As a result, farmers and
fisherman were pitted against one another, defending the practices of their industry. Local
fishing enthusiasts and members of Queensland‟s peak recreational fishing group, Sunfish,
claimed:
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The World Heritage-listed Hinchinbrook Channel was environmentally
sick after years of toxic run-off from farms… Sunfish spokesman Vern
Veitch told a senate inquiry into the state of the channel that acidic runoff from the Port Hinchinbrook development was minor in comparison.
Cattle and cane farming expansion in recent years had exposed an
estimated 30,000ha of acid sulphate soils, compared with 100ha at the
$100 million Port Hinchinbrook resort that Keith Williams was building
at Cardwell (O'Malley, 1998: 6).
The Hinchinbrook Shire Mayor and the Herbert River Canegrowers Association repudiated
these claims, saying the recreational fishing group diverted attention away from the
controversial Port Hinchinbrook development, and instead shifted the focus toward local
agricultural practices (Reed, 1998: 1; Townsville Bulletin, 1998a: 2). Suggestions were
also made about vested interests, with one newspaper reporting that: „Sunfish members,
some of whom benefited from an all-tide boat ramp Mr Williams built at Port
Hinchinbrook, were not prepared to criticise the development‟ (O'Malley, 1998: 6).

Plate 16: Satellite image of Cardwell region showing prawn farms to the south, Cardwell
township and Port Hinchinbrook marina (centre), and banana and cane plantations in the
Kennedy Valley (north & north-west). Photo courtesy of Google Earth (2006)
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New lifeblood in Cardwell? The move toward tourism
Some Cardwell residents are ushering in a new era of tourism to support, and possibly
boost, the local economy, while others are adamant this shift in development will cripple
local business and destroy the current lifestyle and environment. As Urry (1995: 134) has
pointed out, there is „disagreement over the effects of mass tourism‟ in the theoretical
literature. This disagreement reflects the actual lived experience of Cardwell residents who
have continuously argued about the impacts of development and tourism and their effect on
the future of the town and the local environment. Throsby (2001: 115) notes:
The protection of natural assets such as wilderness areas and outstanding
environmental features has significant implications for the tourism
industry, insofar as the enjoyment of Australia‟s unique natural and
cultural heritage is one of the principal drivers of the tourist market.
Unlike Cairns, a popular tourist destination to the north, which has been subjected to mass
tourism in recent years, tourism is not currently a large industry in the Cardwell area.

Although many recognise the potential for tourism in and around Cardwell, it is considered
by a number of my informants that small-scale, ecotourism is the most appropriate and
sustainable model of tourism considering much of the area is World Heritage, National
Park, and Marine Park. An elderly woman expressed these aspirations, saying:
There‟s room for a gentle type of development. Well I know that every
now and then there would be a big meeting [in Cardwell] as to what
people thought could be the future. And without fail people always said
we need tourism but we don‟t want another Gold Coast (I2, 08/12/04).
Another middle-aged man said there is plenty of opportunity for ecotourism in Cardwell
but many in the area do not comprehend what that term means. He says, „ecotourism at the
moment is, in my books, called ego-tourism‟ (I30, 19/10/05).54 A key contention amongst

54

See Peace (2005) for a discussion regarding the myth of ecotourism.
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the local residents is the actual scale of development, with mass tourism not generally
welcomed or highly valued by a number of people. One of the middle-aged men, who had
lived in Cardwell for nearly fifteen years, said, „I don‟t call development necessarily
progress‟ (I21, 11/08/05), while another was of the view that development is inevitable so
you might as well go for it otherwise someone else will just come in and do it anyway (I28,
12/10/05).

It has been argued by a number of Cardwell residents that „southerners‟ want to turn
Cardwell into another Gold Coast or Port Douglas. A local woman expressed her concern
saying:
yes they [i.e. town residents] wanted tourism which is quite obvious
because of these beautiful surroundings but they wanted the country cared
for but they didn‟t want Gold Coast type tourism. And I‟m afraid that‟s
what they‟ve got with that thing down the road [i.e. Port Hinchinbrook]
(I2, 08/12/04).
While tourism and development were clearly the aspiration of some of my participants who
were adamant that developing the area will save the local economy, only a small number of
people expressed a desire for a „Gold Coast-style‟ development.
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Plate 17: Port Hinchinbrook supporters protest 1994 – sign reads “We don‟t want southern
bullshit in Cardwell” (Photo courtesy of D. Flett)

A clear issue that emerged over the Port Hinchinbrook development was the scale and
intensity of development in the region. A number of opponents to the Port Hinchinbrook
development were not, as commonly thought, opposed to development per se, but rather the
extent and size of development in an area that is dominated by World Heritage. In 1994 the
Federal Environment Minister of the Labor Government, Senator Faulkner, used the
government‟s „World Heritage powers to halt activity on part of the project that has
triggered the high emotions and made Cardwell …a national talking point‟ (M. Smith,
1994: 37). The newspaper report also stated: „It is the first time the Federal Government
has used this controversial power against a State Labor Government‟ (M. Smith, 1994: 37).

The proclamation by the Federal Labor Government against its State counterpart, which
had already given approval for the development by becoming party to a tri-partite Deed of
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Agreement with the developer and the Cardwell Shire Council, embroiled the two
governments in heated political debate. Again, the scale of development was the issue,
when Senator Faulkner said:
It has never been my intention to stop the project. What I tried to do
[with the proclamation] – once I had compelling evidence from my
department, from 95 eminent scientists and from Queensland‟s DPI that
there was real potential for damage to our World Heritage listing – was to
get a short moratorium. My obligation and responsibility is to ensure
those World Heritage values are not damaged. No-one has seriously
suggested that no development at all should take place on the site, already
ravaged by the activities of a previous developer. A scaled-down, slightly
modified resort is acceptable to all environmental scientists on the public
record (M. Smith, 1994: 37).
Conservationists55 opposed to the development similarly argued against the scale of the
proposed Port Hinchinbrook development. In a letter to the editor of The Cassowary
Times, a local conservationist and long-term resident says:
And if it were true that “…the developer envisages a low key tourist
village” then I would agree that the project would be good for Cardwell.
But the problem is that it is not a low key development, it is, in fact, the
biggest single resort development in all of Queensland. By all means let
Cardwell have a low key tourist village at Oyster Point – something
special that fits in with the magical scenery, not a Gold Coast sized
marina in a mangrove mudflat area (Kimble, 1995).
Another local conservationist, who has resided in Cardwell for over thirty years, says,
…people who were concerned about the area asked that if any
development was to go ahead it must be in harmony with this area.
Nobody‟s against development because none of us would be here, would
we? None of us would have cars or any homes or anything if there wasn‟t
some (I2, 08/12/04).
A common theme that emerged from the conservationists‟ arguments was that while
development is necessary and inevitable, restrictions must be put in place to manage its
scale in order to protect the natural environment.

55

The conservationists who reside locally constitute only a small, yet vocal, sector of the population, the most
of whom are long-term residents of the Cardwell area. The majority of conservationists and others with
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Limits to development in the region have also been raised in relation to maintaining and
protecting a valued lifestyle. A number of arguments have been directed toward getting a
local high school for Cardwell56 but as one of my participants comments suggest:
I think it‟s a bit of a catch-22. If you get yourself to a critical mass where
you‟ve got a high school, you might have lost the values of why you
came here in the first place – of partial isolation – it is on the highway, so
you‟re not actually in the boondocks, we do have electric light, and we do
have town water supplies, and we do have sealed roads (I10, 29/06/05).
Similar arguments have also emerged in other parts of North Queensland, with the
spokesman for the national organisation, Australians for an Ecologically Sustainable
Population, Dr Graham Harrington, calling for a population cap „to protect the region‟s
natural charm and attributes‟ (Heywood, 1997: 1). He said „the Far North‟s population
could be controlled through strict land zoning regulations and limits on tourist
accommodation‟ (Heywood, 1997: 1). Dr Harrington argues that increases in population
and tourism could jeopardise the current lifestyle enjoyed by locals: „We believe if the
population continues to grow in an unlimited fashion in this region, our living standards
and environment will deteriorate‟ (Heywood, 1997: 1). The Port Hinchinbrook
development was backed by supporters who argued for the need to regenerate the flailing
economy in Cardwell, claiming the development would increase employment, investment
and facilities in the region. However, Dr Harrington, discussing the far north region
including the Atherton Tableland, said „there are serious doubts whether economic growth
is worth the ills it produces‟ (Heywood, 1997: 1).

conservation interests who opposed the Port Hinchinbrook marina development were non-local, for example,
from Townsville, Sydney and overseas.
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Several of my participants, some of whom reside at the Port Hinchinbrook marina and are
recent migrants to the area, have stated that their choice to move to Cardwell was out of a
desire to escape the hustle and bustle of heavily developed locations such as the Gold
Coast, Sunshine Coast, and other cities, such as Melbourne and Sydney, in the southern
States. Many expressed the desire to reject mass tourism and development of the area,
recognising it would alter the current lifestyle significantly. However, it is apparent that
some still wish to retain many of the comforts of that style of living, such as large homes,
waterfront views, and facilities such as restaurants, galleries and boutiques. New proposals
for the Port Hinchinbrook marina, as expressed to me by the property manager of the
development, seek to increase these facilities to include a tavern, golf course and a five star
hotel. As Urry (1995: 164) has illustrated, travel and tourism have had enormous effect „on
the places which such visitors travel to, which come to be remade in part as objects for the
tourist gaze. Their built and physical environments, their economies and their place-images
are all substantially reconstructed‟.

56

Cardwell does not, and never has had, a high school. Students travel to Tully or Ingham, located 50km
north and south, for secondary schooling. The issue of a high school for Cardwell has frequently occupied
local meetings and discussions. I discuss this issue further in Chapter 8.
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Plate 18: Aerial view of the Port Hinchinbrook marina development (August 2006)

There is no doubting the Port Hinchinbrook development became the vehicle of heated
debate in the 1990s. „Two senate inquiries looked into the project, and it was a matter of
significant political controversy‟ (Walters, 2003: 45). Senator Lyn Allison said:
For more than a decade the proposal to develop a marina and resort at
Oyster Point on the Hinchinbrook Channel, part of the Great Barrier Reef
World Heritage Area, has been characterised by controversy, intergovernmental disputes and bungling at all levels (SECITA References
Committee, 1999: xv).
This controversy is a pertinent example of people‟s conflicting ideologies and their ongoing
struggle to resist and/or accommodate economic development. This development clearly

136

provides a forum in which people‟s ideas, values, beliefs and aspirations about economic
development in general come into focus, and are played out, contested, and reinforced.57

Development woes and lifestyle choices
An enormous amount of media coverage in the 1990s was dedicated to the Port
Hinchinbrook debate, including television, radio and press. The controversial debate was
the subject of local, state and national newspaper articles; letters to the editor; television
news reports; local newsletters; and even editorials in some of Australia‟s leading
magazines, including The Australian Women‟s Weekly (Fetherston, 1997) and the
Australian Fisherman and Boatowner (Webster, 1997). As King (2005: 351) has
commented, „[i]n the media, human interaction with nature has become problematised,
…and familiar to almost everyone who has access to television, internet, magazines or
newspapers‟. The debate about the Port Hinchinbrook development was inflamed by the
common misconception that the development was on Hinchinbrook Island, rather than the
mainland adjacent to the Cardwell township. Seeking to clarify this fallacy, Mr Williams
said in a parliamentary debate: „our front gate is …about 150 metres from the built-up area
of the township of Cardwell and the whole of the site is within the urban area of the
township of Cardwell‟ (SERCA References Committee, 1998: 237).

However, the name of the development and the associated media coverage led much of the
general Australian public, and the international community, to assume the development was

57

Similar arguments ensued over developments at Port Douglas, north of Cairns, a location often compared to
Cardwell. Siltation problems were cause for concern for Port Douglas, but in the context of a loss of business
as boats were unable to enter the marina (Gullo, 2001: 7). Another key difference between Port Douglas and
Port Hinchinbrook is the Cardwell Shire Council gave approval for the latter development, while the Douglas
Shire Council rejected a multi-million dollar development application because of concerns regarding treeclearing and potential landslips. The Mayor of Douglas Shire said „the application generally did not fit in
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on the island, which is designated as national park. Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 98)
discuss the complex nature of media representations, saying:
…media framings of the environment are not always so straightforward.
Often the meaning of an environmental story is itself a matter of
controversy with different actors seeking to promote opposing media
framings of a proposed development, a protest, an action, and so on.
Media distortions are a well-known and common occurrence, and there was no exception in
the case of the Port Hinchinbrook marina development. An article in The Sydney Morning
Herald includes a small map incorrectly locating the Port Hinchinbrook development at the
southern end of the Hinchinbrook channel, approximately 50km south of its actual location
(M. Smith, 1994: 37). This oversight, whilst seemingly of only minor significance, is in
fact only one of several media (mis)representations that occurred.

The location of the marina development became the source of confusion and intense debate
that was spurred on by prolific media coverage and misrepresentation. A popular
Australian fishing and boating magazine advertised an article on the region with the
following caption on the front cover: „Keith Williams, The Greens & Common Sense: the
Struggle for Hinchinbrook Island‟ (Webster, 1997). Whilst the cover title implies the
development is on the island, it appears this headline is a journalistic tactic intended to
entice the potential reader. The article itself clarifies the marina location showing an aerial
photograph with a caption reading:
Most people are totally confused about where the Port Hinchinbrook
marina and resort is located. As can be plainly seen, it is not on
Hinchinbrook Island at all – in fact, it is 4.9 kilometres away from the
island, back on a dreary piece of land on the mainland, right next to the
main north-south railway line, and the Bruce Highway (Webster, 1997:
8).
well with the council‟s preference for “minimal earthworks, medium density and lightweight construction”‟
(Robins, 2001: 3).
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A local real estate agent said in a newspaper report that „60 per cent of visitors still asked
whether part of the development would be built on Hinchinbrook Island‟ (Cairns Post,
1998b: 13).

Plate 19: Port Hinchinbrook development project supporters protest 1994 – vehicle parade
along main street of Cardwell. Sign on truck reads “Oyster Point is on the mainland”
(Photo courtesy of D. Flett)

In response to his critics and the ambiguity surrounding the development, Mr Williams
„took out full-page advertisements in The Cairns Post and The Townsville Bulletin …to
answer claims from opponents of the multi-million dollar project‟ (Punshon, 2005). In
addition, a newspaper article titled „Developer wants critics to… Look at facts‟ reported Mr
Williams as saying, with regard to the „Alliance to Save Hinchinbrook‟ group:
…the group‟s claims gave an impression that the project would be built
on Hinchinbrook Island. “They (the alliance) have hood-winked
everyone in the south into believing this will be built on Hinchinbrook
Island and not at Port Hinchinbrook which is on the mainland,” Mr
Williams said. He said the alliance had placed banners on the Opera
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House which read „Save Hinchinbrook‟, promoting the idea that
Hinchinbrook Island was under threat‟ (Punshon, 2005).
However, the issue of the location of Port Hinchinbrook was not the only ambiguous aspect
of this development controversy.

Several publications misquoted the Chair‟s report from the Senate inquiry. For example, a
local newspaper and published book both quoted the Senate inquiry as saying the Port
Hinchinbrook development was a „tragedy of errors‟ (Herbert River Express, 1999b: 5;
Nowakowski, 2003: 99). The Chair‟s foreword actually said:
In the committee‟s view the management of development proposals at
Oyster Point has been a tragedy of errors, the results of which have been
unsatisfactory to all concerned. It has been unsatisfactory to the
developer who has suffered uncertainty and delay; to the environment
groups as the environment has not been adequately protected; and to the
authorities who have had to handle the matter with vastly more trouble
and expense trying to repeatedly justify and defend indefensible decisions
and processes (SECITA References Committee, 1999: xv) (emphasis
added).
There were a significant number of such misrepresentations and I have only included a few
here to exemplify the use of the media to inform intense and heated debate on both sides.

The contention over this development was clearly exacerbated by provocative comments
made by project developer, Keith Williams. He referred to his opponents as „grubs‟ and
reportedly threatened a compensation claim against the Federal government if any attempts
were made to stop the development (Townsville Bulletin, 1998d: 6). He also said the
Senate inquiry was „a waste of time and taxpayers‟ money‟ (Herbert River Express, 1998:
4; Townsville Bulletin, 1998d: 6). However, in other reports he welcomed the inquiry,
saying, „its findings could only clear his company of ongoing accusations of impropriety‟
(Cairns Post, 1998a: 7). In 1995 he „refused to provide a management plan to the Federal
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Government for scrutiny‟, saying the request was „irrelevant‟ (Courier Mail, 1995: 5). An
article in the Townsville Bulletin said:
it is hard to meld the two Keith Williams – the angry man on television
furiously denouncing those who oppose his vision with the easy-going
salesman, talking eloquently to groups of prospective clients he is
showing around his Port Hinchinbrook development (Townsville
Bulletin, 1998c: 30).
Clive Cook, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority‟s Environmental Impacts
Manager, said in a 1998 Senate inquiry that Mr Williams tended to act like a „bull in a
china shop‟ (Cairns Post, 1998c: 7). No doubt, his tenaciousness with regard to the
processes involved and because he „had constantly pushed ahead with work on the site
without considering the consequences‟ also influenced widespread criticism of Mr
Williams and his project (Cairns Post, 1998d: 5). Prime Minister John Howard, on the
other hand, praised Mr Williams, saying „he deserved a medal for his tenacity over the
controversial Hinchinbrook development‟ (Townsville Bulletin, 1998b: 5).

Mr Cook‟s contention, however, was not with the developer per se. Rather, the
Environmental Impacts Manager was quoted in a newspaper article two days later, having
„apologised to Mr Williams for any personal affront‟, i.e. with regard to the „bull in a china
shop‟ analogy, saying that the evidence he had given at the inquiry „had not been meant as
a criticism of Mr Williams‟ (Cairns Post, 1998d: 5). Rather, Mr Cook „had simply been
trying to get across that the process was flawed. “My criticism is with the process and the
way the whole project has been managed”‟ (Cairns Post, 1998d: 5). Likewise, the Senate
Committee, quoted earlier as saying „the management of the development proposals had
been a tragedy of errors‟, also commented:
In retrospect a tremendous amount of expense and aggravation would
have been avoided if the resort and marina project first proposed in 1987
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had been subjected to a proper environmental assessment process
(SECITA References Committee, 1999: xv).
The management of the development project has been severely criticised by
environmentalists and other opponents, as well as the Senate in its inquiry into claims of
environmental damage.

A new boat ramp for Cardwell: a symbol of lifestyle
As I have discussed here, the controversy about the development was significantly
intensified by media coverage, both accurate and not. As Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 3)
have said:
…we do recognise that environments change, that such changes can in
certain ways and via a variety of media be sensed, and that those sensings
can crystallise at some defining moments into perceived threats to “the
environment” and hence to significant socio-political responses.
Social, environmental, political and economic ideologies about development informed and
intensified this debate which was fundamentally about finding a balance between economic
growth and environmental protection. As the State Environment Minister, Brian
Littleproud, said: „a balance had to be achieved between responsible environmental
management and sustainable economic development‟ (Herbert River Express, 1996: 5).
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Plate 20: Port Hinchinbrook supporters protest 1994 – sign reads “97% for Resort, 3%
against, minority rules Government” (Photo courtesy of D. Flett)

Plate 21: Port Hinchinbrook supporters protest 1994 – first sign reads “Thanks Faulkner &
Haigh, Cardwell RIP, no jobs, no future”; second vehicle sign reads “This VW drives over
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greenies. Stay Away. Faulkner free zone. Go Cardwell, unight [sic], kick arse! If you don‟t
support Port Hinchinbrook move away!” (Photo courtesy of D. Flett)

Evidently the protest was an argument over economic development, with supporters
claiming it would provide more jobs, a higher standard of living, and more local facilities
and services. However, throughout my ethnographic investigation it became apparent that
a major factor in tipping the scales and ultimately gaining support from the local population
was the specific promise of an „all-weather-all-tidal‟ boat ramp. Many of my participants
said they were sold on the idea of the development because of the boat ramp. One man
stated this in no uncertain terms: „people were prepared to sell their souls for an all-weather
boat ramp‟ (I21, 11/08/05). He went on to say that „jobs were a bit of an issue, but an allweather boat ramp was 90 per cent of the motivation‟ (I21, 11/08/05).

In May 1997, roughly six months prior to the official opening of stage one of Port
Hinchinbrook by Queensland State Premier Rob Borbidge, Keith Williams said:
It is a disgrace that after 30 years of agitation, the citizens of the Cardwell
region are still being deprived of an all weather-all tide boat ramp. As
you are aware, this is one of the major benefits that the PORT
HINCHINBROOK project will bring to the region (Williams, 1997: 7).
He also suggested the boat ramp would not only benefit fishing enthusiasts, but was
imperative for emergency services:
Surely it must be a benefit for North Queensland to have an all-weather
all-tide harbour at Cardwell which will provide safe waters for fishermen,
boaties and emergency services such as the volunteer coast guard and
water police (Herbert River Express, 2005a: 4).
Prior to the construction of the all-weather-all-tide boat ramp at Port Hinchinbrook, fishing
enthusiasts and commercial operators had to work the tides, which severely limited their
time on the water, especially if they planned to go to the reef.
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A popular fishing magazine, which reported on the area shortly before completion of the
boat ramp, said with regard to the existing facility:
That‟s why the locals become so frustrated by this restricted facility, and
one of the main reasons why the locals are all so supportive of Keith
Williams‟ Port Hinchinbrook development. They want the launch ramp
he‟s putting in very badly – and with the big concrete slab already in
place in the marina area, it‟s not just a pipe dream, either (Webster, 1997:
24).
A local real estate agent said in a letter to the editor of a North Queensland newspaper:
„Cardwell is now on the map as a holiday destination, and locals and visitors can enjoy
hassle-free boating and fishing in this magnificent region‟ (Hallam, 1998: 9). Similarly, the
fishing magazine says the boat ramp „will give much greater scope for Cardwell based
fishing adventures‟ (Webster, 1997: 24).

The boat ramp at Port Hinchinbrook has proven extremely successful and popular with both
locals and visitors, and the car park is often over-flowing at busy times of the year,
particularly during the fishing competitions and school holidays. Local MP in 2005, Marc
Rowell, said „the all-weather, all-tide public boat ramp has been a magnificent facility for
local as well as visiting boat enthusiasts and the Cardwell Coastguard can facilitate a fast
response from their dedicated berth at the marina‟ (Herbert River Express, 2005c: 3).
However, some locals consider it is perhaps a little too popular, with one man in his forties
saying:
At Easter time, this place is, for me personally, as a local, too full. I‟m a
mad fisherman, and I love getting out on the water. One of the things, the
downside of the marina for me, ironically, is the boat ramp. You‟d think
that the boat ramp would be good for me. Well it‟s totally the opposite
for me, because at Easter time, there is not a single car park left in that
space, and they‟re parked on the highway and they‟re parked up the road.
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I just see, enviously, or greedily if you like, a whole heap of tourists
coming and taking my fish (I10, 29/06/05).
Likewise, two younger men aged in their mid-twenties and early-thirties, during one of the
long weekend fishing competitions, preferred to wait until late on the last day of the
competition to go out fishing as „the marina boat ramp would have been full over the
weekend and there was too many people out on the water‟ (I53 & I54, 13/06/05).

Environmentalists have also raised concern over the increased numbers of boats in the
Hinchinbrook Channel as a result of the marina and boat ramp. A Research Fellow at
James Cook University, Dr Preen, said to the Senate inquiry:
…it is a marina-based resort so it is going to have a number of effects. It
will increase boating activity through the provision of the all-tide, allweather boat ramp. This is not a criticism; it is a facility that Cardwell
has deserved for a long time. So it has increased the amount of boating,
and that is evidenced by 60 or 70 trailers that now can be seen at that boat
ramp whereas before on a similar day you might get 20 up at the not alltide, not all-weather boat ramp that Cardwell had (SERCA References
Committee, 1998: 207).
However, residents also recognised that the popularity of the boat ramp provides a much
needed boost to the local economy, as visitors and tourists are attracted to the area because
of this facility. One man said:
But you‟ve got to take the good with the bad. You‟ve got to balance it all
out, and my wife‟s good because she tends to balance me a bit. I drive
past the marina and I get the shits and say “look at all these cars in there”,
and look at what they‟re doing. And she says, “yeah, but look at all the
money they‟re bringing in to the business, look at the money in to the
town (I10, 29/06/05).
It is not that the majority of people in this town rely on commercial fishing for their
income, but rather they are concerned with preserving and improving a certain lifestyle.
Fishing is a way of life in Cardwell. Many of the residents engage in this activity for
pleasure whilst a few residents also enjoy the benefits of fishing as a lucrative small
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business venture. The promise of the new boat ramp and the idea of being able to go
fishing at any time were seen as a great opportunity to enhance people‟s lifestyle. With the
benefit of hindsight, it has become clear that the argument about reviving the local
economy and creating jobs was not the only factor for those supporting the development.

The concept of ‘success’
To illustrate this point, eleven years on from the main protest over Port Hinchinbrook, with
stage one of the development complete, and approval for stage two still being sought from
government, it has become evident that the number of jobs originally promised have not
eventuated, and the number of services, amenities and facilities have not increased
significantly. Cardwell previously had five service stations and three banks. Opponents of
the Port Hinchinbrook marina were blamed for the closure of Cardwell‟s Westpac Bank in
1995, despite regional manager Fred Gillam releasing a statement that the closure was „the
result of a study of long-term trends and factors and not in response to short-term economic
or seasonal factors‟ (Herbert River Express, 1995a: 5). In 2005, there were three service
stations and no banks in Cardwell, although the community has been supportive of opening
a Bendigo Bank (a community bank, profits going back into the community) and it appears
this will go ahead. There are, however, additional services and facilities at the marina,
including a gift shop, clothing boutique, and restaurant. Moreover, with the exception of
those who adamantly opposed the development from the outset, many of the Cardwell
residents‟ today state that they are happy with the development. I was curious about why
the majority of my participants were still content with the development considering the
broken promises of jobs and training. Whilst the development has created some jobs in
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construction, hospitality, gardening and maintenance,58 it is clear now that the original
estimates of thousands of jobs were quite inaccurate. When I asked people why they were
happy with the Port Hinchinbrook development, most stated their satisfaction is due to the
boat ramp.

It became increasingly apparent that the boat ramp was an example of how Cardwell
residents prioritise lifestyle choice and social wellbeing over economic opportunity. The
overwhelming majority of my participants said their choice to live in Cardwell was based
on a lifestyle preference rather than economic prospects. As one young woman said:
„there‟s not a lot of opportunity for career development in this town‟ (I5, 13/06/05). She
also said she felt lucky to be able to live in Cardwell because, unlike a lot of other people
who live in the town, it suited her lifestyle preference and she was able to work in her
chosen profession in national parks. When I posed the question: „what if your lifestyle
choice and career prospects conflicted?‟, she stated lifestyle was definitely more important.

I explored this issue further by asking participants about their understanding of the concept
of „success‟ and what constitutes success. When I asked the young woman (mentioned
above) what it means to her to be successful, she simply stated „to be happy‟ (I5, 13/0605).
The predominant response from all of my participants was that success is to be happy and
healthy, and for their children to be happy, healthy and safe. A middle-aged man said:
My gauge of my own personal success would be how good my kids are. I
want to be sure that I have got three tremendous kids that I would be
proud of, that are part of their own communities, that are good parents in
their own right. I get a big buzz from people telling me “what fantastic
kids you‟ve got”. And I think that‟s an indictment [sic] on what you‟ve
58

Without exact statistical figures, I have estimated the total number of jobs at the Port Hinchinbrook marina
development to be approximately fifty. A number of the construction companies at Port Hinchinbrook are
from other locations including Ingham, Cairns, Townsville, Brisbane and the southern states.
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done in your life and how well you‟ve done it. So, from my personal
point of view, that‟s my measure of success. It‟s not whether I be a
millionaire when I retire (I10, 29/06/05).
Similarly, another local man said „honesty and integrity‟ were important goals for
his family (I30, 19/10/05). Residents‟ wellbeing and the wellbeing of their
families were evidently a higher priority than economic opportunity and they
repeatedly associated their idea of wellbeing with a lifestyle choice.

In a society that places so much importance on economic growth to create happiness, why
in a place like Cardwell, where the population has barely registered on the growth scale
compared to the rest of the east coast of Australia, where job prospects and career
opportunities are minimal, and where incomes are relatively lower compared to the larger
regional centres and cities, are the residents reporting they are so content and happy? From
my ethnographic research, I have found that the residents of Cardwell have a value system
that measures success in terms of wellbeing rather than monetary value.

Conclusion
Throughout this chapter I have discussed key dimensions of the local economy and the
social, environmental and political ideologies that influence and impact upon development
in the Cardwell region. The purpose of this chapter has not been to debate the desirability
or plausibility of the Port Hinchinbrook marina development. Rather my intention has been
to discuss the complex and varied issues, many of which resulted in intense disputes, that
relate to economic development in a small regional town and how those issues provide a
better understanding of the impacts of development on social wellbeing.
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Over the last 30-40 years, social wellbeing and the environment have become increasingly
prominent in the academic literature (see Eckersley, 1998c; Hamilton, 2003; Macnaghten &
Urry, 1998). As Dunlap and others (cited in Macnaghten & Urry, 1998: 86) have
demonstrated in their Health of the Planet survey, it is not just those who are economically
and financially secure that pursue social wellbeing and show concern for the environment.
Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 212) point out that:
…nature and the environment are being reconfigured within
contemporary policy and politics. In recent years the most significant
attempt to reconfigure human/nature relations has been through the
discourse of „environmental sustainability‟ and official pronouncements
which advocate more „sustainable‟ forms of development.
It is inevitable that development will evoke differing aspirations, opinions, and values in
any given community. Some people will react negatively toward the prospect of economic
development; others will feel positive and overtly promote the development; while others
still will take a neutral stance, feeling neither for nor against. Cardwell is no exception. In
this chapter I have argued that the Port Hinchinbrook development provides the impetus for
contesting ideas, beliefs, and values about economic development, and the form that
development should take.

The scale of development became a key issue for both supporters and opponents of Port
Hinchinbrook, both of whom resisted large-scale, high-intensity developments such as
those at the Gold Coast. Cardwell is a rural area that has generally rejected urbanisation
and globalisation59 by carefully guarding the concept of „local‟ and attempting to cap
development. The socially-constructed idea of a „local‟ in Cardwell signifies a rejection of
the „outsider‟ and demonstrates the strong sense of internal community. Many of the
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supporters of Port Hinchinbrook rejected interference by „southerners‟ and higher levels of
government, claiming local residents and the shire council were adequately equipped to
make informed decisions regarding their local area. As Urry (1995: 73) says, „what seems
a relatively simple notion, the „local‟, is in fact really complex and involves analysis of a
mixture of social and spatial processes‟.

In recent theorising, environmentalism, as a body of beliefs and social action, has been
linked to a rejection of globalisation and development:
Contemporary environmentalism is linked both to the emergence of
various other social movements, and to certain processes of globalisation.
Theorists have argued that environmentalism is a new field of struggle
against the „self-defeating process of modernization‟ (Macnaghten &
Urry, 1998: 20).
However, I have demonstrated in this chapter that the opponents of Port Hinchinbrook,
predominantly represented by local and non-local environmentalists, are not opposed to
development per se. Rather, they have argued for retaining Cardwell‟s natural assets as a
selling point to the tourist market (i.e. ecotourism), instead of an artificially-created
environment. Furthermore, I have also shown that a number of supporters of Port
Hinchinbrook also expressed a desire to limit regional development in order to maintain a
lifestyle and social wellbeing that is incompatible with globalisation and mass
development. The majority of Cardwell residents prefer the quiet, relaxed lifestyle of this
small town.

The Port Hinchinbrook controversy is exemplary of the struggle over a dominant ideology
and of people‟s ongoing struggle to resist and/or accommodate development. The concepts
59

I use Macnaghten and Urry‟s (1998: 97) brief description of: „Globalisation [which] has been theorised as
the process by which local events and social relations become increasingly shaped by events in faraway
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of resistance and accommodation (discussed at the beginning of this chapter) provide an
insight into the underlying motives and ideologies of those involved in such a struggle. In
terms of the Port Hinchinbrook controversy, the social consequences amounted to intense
community division as well as certain lifestyle improvements. Hence, the social impacts of
the Port Hinchinbrook development have included social costs as well as social benefits.

We can further conceptualise the Port Hinchinbrook controversy in terms of the idea that
resistance exists within accommodation and vice versa. For example, the
environmentalists, while exercising resistance to economic development, also incorporated
a form of accommodation by calling for small-scale ecotourism and therefore, attempting to
set limits on the form and extent of development in the region. Likewise, the supporters of
Port Hinchinbrook, and economic growth in Cardwell generally as a flow-on effect, were
also demonstrating both resistance and accommodation. That is, accommodation of a
development that promised economic (i.e. employment opportunities) and social (i.e. the
boat ramp) benefits, but like the environmentalists, resistance to mass tourism and
development like that witnessed by other high-impact areas such as Port Douglas, Cairns
and the Gold Coast. Many of the supporters also sought to cap regional development.

In this chapter I have demonstrated how notions of resistance and accommodation affect
economic development and its progress. I have discussed how local residents have resisted
globalisation and mass development, whilst accommodating those aspects of the
development that are considered desirable to their ongoing wellbeing and lifestyle.
Aspirations, values and choices are embedded in social, environmental, political and

places, and vice versa‟.
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economic ideologies and concepts about sustainability, development and wellbeing.
Ideologies about economic development need to be set in the broader social framework
within which they exist. In the following chapter I discuss a further dimension of the
Cardwell setting – local Aboriginal social and cultural attachments to country that work
against contemporary economic ideology that advocates for an increase in economic
opportunities.
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6 – Living ‘in between White and Blackfella law’:60 the Girramay
people of North Queensland
In this chapter I discuss Girramay social and cultural attachments to country that work
against conventional economic ideology, which advocates migration from Aboriginal
communities in search of employment and education opportunities. I discuss the strong
cultural traditions, kinship ties, and ties to country that are significant and important factors
that influence the prospects of Aboriginal economic participation. I portray dimensions of
contemporary Girramay life that have provided a context for cultural transformation whilst
simultaneously maintaining cultural continuity. I explore the ways in which traditional
Girramay culture is extant and how this distinctive culture forms people‟s contemporary
Aboriginal identity. It is these aspects of Girramay culture that work against those
migration theories that advocate a move to urban centres as a solution to economic
disadvantage in remote areas. Rather, the core elements of Girramay culture that survive
today – necessarily rooted in the local setting – are fundamental to people‟s continued
social wellbeing. As Tonkinson (1970: 277) points out,
A striking feature of traditional Aboriginal culture was the intimate bond
that linked the Aborigines to their home territories. Although they had
adapted to their environment as semi-nomadic hunters and foragers, every
Aboriginal group had an attachment to its own stretch of territory which
was fundamental to its continuing existence.
The traditional owners of the Cardwell area, the Girramay people, have maintained the
value of family, community, and country and have struggled to retain these values in the
face of two centuries of disruption following White settlement. Despite the legacy of
„White‟ Australia and „assimilation‟ policies, the Girramay maintain a strong connection to

60

Quote from elderly Aboriginal interview participant (I12, 23/02/05).
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Figure 9: Map of the Aboriginal language groups of the rainforest region (from
Dixon, 1972: 25)
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the land and their culture. In the words of Strehlow (1965: 127), speaking of Central
Australian Aboriginal cultures, it is „the emotional attachment felt by these hunting nomads
toward their local group area‟ (original emphasis).

The Girramay form part of a larger cultural bloc of „twelve tribes comprising what is
normally referred to as the “rainforest cultural group”‟ (Kumm, 1980: 3).61 The rainforest
ecosystem in which the Girramay lived, and the lack of mineral deposits which failed to
attract mining to the area, were to be their saviour in allowing this tribal group to continue,
to a large degree, unhindered in their traditional social and cultural life after White
settlement. „The rainforests of north Queensland proved to be one area where Aboriginals
for a time were able to resist the encroachment of settlers into their country‟ (Donovan,
2002: 85). As Loos (1982: 88) notes, the rainforest areas formed „an almost impenetrable
barrier‟ against White invasion. First-hand evidence of this natural protection was noted by
Lumholtz (1889: 113) in his ethnographic account of the late 19th century:
In these picturesque but very inaccessible scrubs the natives live in large
numbers undisturbed by the white man, for there is no gold or other
treasures to tempt him to subject himself to all the inconveniences
connected with the effort to penetrate into these regions.
Much of the land was also deemed unsuitable for pastoral or agricultural purposes
considering the steep, inaccessible mountain ranges and swampy lowlands. „Historical
circumstances such as these meant that not all changes to lifestyle in the Murray Upper area
were rapidly enforced by external pressures. Change was inevitable, but the people were
given a greater breathing space in which to adapt to new circumstances than elsewhere in
the rainforest region‟ (Kumm, 1980: 5).

61

Kumm conducted a brief field survey, to gather original empirical material, in the form of oral information,
to complement written resources regarding changes to lifestyle in the Murray Upper region since White
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The nature of the rainforest environment also afforded itself to a particular subsistence
economy that relied heavily on the careful preparation of toxic plants. For example, „[o]ne
of the distinctive cultural traits of the rainforest people was the regular and frequent use of
poisonous plants as food sources‟ (Pedley, 1992: 5). „Their material culture, subsistence
economy, social organization and settlement patterns reflected the special nature of the
rainforest ecosystem as a human habitat‟ (Kumm, 1980: 3).

Despite their ability to resist White intrusion into some of the more heavily forested parts of
Girramay country in the late nineteenth century, there was, however, encroachment into
various tracts of their country by White settlers. This invasion resulted in resistance and,
eventually, sometimes violent conflict between the Aboriginal people and White settlers.
After the initial invasion of White settlement and early years of resistance, the beginnings
of a joint Girramay-Dyirbal community began to form, although at this early stage it was
an unofficial community.62
After the initial massacres, survivors of the Giramay tribe and of the
southern horde of the Dyirbal formed a joint community with the
headquarters near an old fighting ground on the upper reaches of the
Murray River (in the white settlement of Murray Upper) (Dixon, 1972:
35).
The recognition of an official community in this location by the Australian government
would not emerge until the era of self-determination well into the latter half of the twentieth
century.

settlement, as part of her Graduate Diploma Dissertation submitted to James Cook University in 1980. See
also Dixon (1976: 212) and Tindale (1974: 164-190) regarding rainforest Aboriginal groups in this region.
62
The group did not own the land on which they lived, and the community was not recognised by the
Australian government.
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Government policies – the beginning of an official community
In the 1980s an inquiry was set up to investigate the viability and future of Aboriginal
homelands and outstations, following „the outstations movement in the early 1970s‟
(Altman & Taylor, 1987: 8). The outcome of the inquiry was to report on the social and
economic conditions of Aboriginal people living in homeland centres and outstations, and
the development of policies and programs to meet their future needs (Blanchard, 1987:
xxxi). The policy objective of the Blanchard Report (1987: 309) was:
To enable Aboriginals, who wish to do so, to establish and maintain small
communities on their own land, or on land to which they have a right of
occupation, where they are free to follow a lifestyle of their choice.
Such objectives had emerged with the Federal Labor government, led by Prime Minister
Gough Whitlam,63 in the mid-1970s when they „promulgated a policy guideline which
stated that Aboriginal people “living on settlements and missions” did not have to move
from their community of residence in order to demonstrate their willingness and availability
for work‟ (Sanders, 2005a: 203).

In 1972, the Whitlam government „made a number of important policy announcements
concerning Aborigines. They were to be given rights to some of their traditional tribal
lands, for one thing‟ (Dixon, 1984: 282). It was this crucial policy announcement that
started the discussion about purchasing land for the Aboriginal people of the Murray Upper
district.
What was in the air was the purchase of a block of traditional land at
Murray Upper for the Jirrbalngan and Girramaygan people to live on and
work on – and own. Finally, a sizeable block on the Murray River was
purchased. For the first time since the white invasion, they had some land
that was recognised to be theirs, where they could live without
interference (Dixon, 1984: 322).
63

The Whitlam Federal Labor Government was elected in 1972 but defeated by the Federal Liberal
Government at the next election in 1975.
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The small Aboriginal community named Jumbun64 was established in the era when selfdetermination became official government policy. The Girramay and Dyirbal people
formed the community of Jumbun with the intention of being self-sufficient and
independent (ADC, 1985-86: 4). There was a strong desire amongst the community‟s
residents, as expressed to me by two long-term Jumbun residents, to achieve autonomy and
to regain control over their own affairs (I12, 05/07/05 & I13, 06/07/05).

The Jumbun community
In recent decades, the Girramay have managed to maintain aspects of their traditional
lifestyle through the purchase of approximately 240 hectares65 of freehold land in 1976 by
the Aboriginal Land Fund66 within the area of their tribal territory (ADC, 1985-86: 4).
Jumbun is an Aboriginal community located 30km north-west of Cardwell at a place called
Murray Upper. The population of the community, consisting of both Girramay and
Dyirbal people, is around 16067 and lies within Girramay country. Jumbun is classified as
a remote community, despite being located less than 50km from the regional town of Tully,

64

I do not use the term community to refer to a traditional situation, but rather in a more general sense „in
relation to situations that are essentially mixed, where people of differing affiliation and even differing culture
have come together to live on a “non-traditional” settlement‟ (Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 93). Whilst the
Jumbun community is located within Girramay country, the mix of both Girramay and Dyirbal residents is
not a traditional settlement pattern. The contemporary name of the community is spelt Jumbun, presumably
taken from the word „Jambun “witchetty grub”‟ which Dixon (1984: 322) says was the early name of the
community cooperative.
65
Figures regarding the actual size of the community land vary. The ADC News (1985-86: 4) reported the
figure as 240 hectares, Kumm (1980: 1) reports the figure as 245 hectares, whilst the ILC (pers comm.) claims
the actual size is 250 hectares. With the recent abolition of ATSIC, ownership of Jumbun was transferred to
the ILC by ministerial declaration (pers comm. with ILC representative).
66
The Aboriginal Land Fund was a Federal Labor Government initiative established „to provide financial
contribution for the acquisition and management of Indigenous land‟ (CBOnline, 1994).
67
Population estimate taken from Jumbun HACC and Gumbudda CDEP (pers comm.), and the Story Place
(Queensland Art Gallery, 2003) and Indigenous Stock Exchange (Huxley, 2006) websites.
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and within 160km of Townsville, the largest city in north Queensland (refer to Appendix
8).68

The Aboriginal community at Murray Upper is quite a unique example of the relation
between society, culture and economy because of the nature of its beginnings and purpose.
The land was purchased as freehold to be owned, lived on, used, and worked on by the
traditional owners of the area, the Girramaygan and Dyirbalŋan. As a result of this
historical purchase, the people of Murray Upper do not tend to have the history of
subordination that is present in some of the other missions and government settlements
elsewhere in Queensland.69 Jumbun was never a mission settlement and, therefore, was
never subjected to strict missionary controls. As a result, traditional lifestyles, values and
customs were allowed to continue, to a large degree, unhindered. „The Aborigines at
Murray Upper were (and still are) the largest group in Queensland living quite freely,
outside the direct control of a mission or government settlement‟ (Dixon, 1984: 66). The
community today functions as a close-knit social unit, perpetuating certain customary
practices while incorporating new ones in a well-balanced blend of old and new. The social
harmony one witnesses in this community is quite a stark contrast to the social disharmony
described by Trigger (1992) for the Doomadgee community in the Gulf of Carpentaria.
Having visited a number of other mission settlements throughout Queensland, I am struck
by the overall harmony and stability, and the positive relationships among the residents of
the Jumbun community.

68

Refer to the Australian Standard Geographical Classifications (ABS, 2007) for definitions of the urban,
remote and very remote classifications of Australian communities. As per the remoteness maps in Appendix
8, Cardwell lies just within the „Outer Regional Australia‟ classification (ABS, 2001b), and Jumbun is
situated in a remote region (Attorney-General's Department, n.d.).
69
For example, Doomadgee (Trigger, 1992); Lockhart River (Chase, 1980); and Bloomfield River (Anderson,
1982, , 1983, , 1988, , 1989).
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Land is a critical element to Aboriginal people in retaining and maintaining their unique
cultural identity, yet in the course of White settlement, they have lost vast tracts. In areas
where they have been forcefully removed and are living far away from their traditional
lands, their social and cultural wellbeing has been greatly affected. Due to a number of
factors including environmental issues and a considerable amount of luck, the Girramay
were for the most part, left to reside on country. The following conversation with an older
Girramay man illustrates this point:
AR
I13
AR
I13
AR
I13
AR
I13

and have you ever been prevented from living in your Girramay country?
no.
I think that‟s why people around here are so lucky?
yeah, we been so lucky, you know, we sorta lived „round in our area and
never been, you know…
because I‟ve worked with a lot of groups further south that were moved
away all the time…
yeah, moved away.
whereas this area they were really lucky, that‟s why you still got your
language and stuff I think?
language and stuff, yeah lot o‟ people used to… oh they still to this day I
think a lot o‟ people still come running back to Jumbun area, you know, to
get information where they come from, language and all that.

In the view of such people, the purchase of Jumbun was fundamental to the ongoing
survival of Girramay culture. Despite disruptions to traditional lifestyles, the Girramay
people have largely managed to maintain their identity through kinship, spiritual
connections to country, language and material culture.

Traditional social organisation and its continuing significance
According to Elkin‟s (1938/54: 25/80, cited in Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 77) general
description of traditional Aboriginal social organisation:
Persons …belong to groups, their membership determined on the basis of
sex and age, of community, of language and common culture (tribe), of
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possession and occupation of a territory (local group, clan and horde), and
of kinship position and marital status (family, section, moiety, etc.). It is
this structuring of relationships which unites persons within the broader
setting of social and economic life.
The social organisation of the Girramay can be conceptualised within the wider socioeconomic structure within which it exists. The Girramay tribe is a language group that
forms part of a larger cultural bloc, commonly referred to as the Rainforest Aboriginal
people, that includes the Dyirbal, Dyiru, Waruŋu, Wargamay, and Mamu tribes (among
others).

The principles governing the traditional social organisation of the Girramay tribe involved
social division into clans,70 family groups, and sections. „Looking at the social
arrangements within a tribe, then, as apart from relations between tribes, we find certain
divisions which cut across one another, or complement one another‟ (Berndt & Berndt,
1999: 40). The divisions that traditionally made up the social structure of the Girramay are
still recognised and, to some extent, adhered to by older Girramay people today.

Localised identity groups
Within the Girramay tribe there are a number of local identity groups associated with
particular tracts of land which is reflected in each of the group‟s names. McConvell (1998:
7) referred to these as „communities‟ and identified at least three such groups, including

70

There has been much debate about terminology in the anthropological literature (see for example Berndt &
Berndt, 1999, 'Comments on Chapters II and III: Social Groups and Social Relations'; Radcliffe-Brown,
1930/31; and Stanner, 1965). More recently Peterson (2006) has drawn on a number of letters exchanged
between Radcliffe-Brown and Donald Thomson to highlight the difficulties and confusion associated with
articulating Australian Aboriginal social organisation. This paper draws attention to Radcliffe-Brown‟s
sometimes contradictory formulation of the concept of the horde and the clan. Peterson (2006: 16) comments
that „[i]n the terminology of today, the horde is referred to as the band or land-using group, as opposed to the
clan or land-owning group‟.
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„Jagurru-barra (fan palm)‟, „Girrjal-barra (storm-cloud)‟, and „Yinja-yinja-barra‟
(unknown).
These are named groups of people who have connection to areas of land
intermediate size between the tribal and family territory… The names are
made up of a name of an important place, or in some cases perhaps a
dominant vegetation species, with the suffix –barra… (McConvell, 1998:
7).
There is very little information on this level of social division, yet some elderly Girramay
people still define themselves in terms of their membership of a particular local group. For
example, one elderly Aboriginal man told me on a number of occasions: „Me, I‟m a
Jagurru-barra. Jagurru-barra, that jagurru… the name of that palm tree [i.e. referring to
the fan/umbrella palm]. We Jagurru-barra‟ (I12, 23/02/05); and on another occasion „If
I‟m… just down here we call them Jagurra-barra, and that‟s my grandfather‟s. We still
Girramay, but “what mob you?” “I‟m Jagurra-barra”, and I‟m still Girramay, but that just
another name‟ (I12, 16/02/05). From the limited information I was able to gather on this
level of social organisation, it is difficult to say with certainty whether these groups are
patriclans. However, on the available evidence it appears these groups are indeed
patriclans that formed an important part of traditional Girramay social and territorial
organisation, and persist to some degree in the post-classical social structure.

According to McConvell (1998: 8), there is further division into „family runs‟ or „estate‟
groups:71
There is clear evidence in the oral material of reference to a “run” as a
stretch of land in which a group or individual has dominant traditional
rights, and clear evidence that these rights are recognised and exercised
today in traditional manners (hunting etc) and in new contexts…

71

McConvell (1998: 4) questions what comprises the „family‟ unit, and says Dixon „does not appear to link
“families” to land areas; however a number of other sources do including plenty of the oral interviews‟.

163

In his discussion of the key features of post-classical Aboriginal social organisation, Sutton
(1998: 63) suggests „the individual‟s membership of a “tribe” is normally required to be
mediated by their membership of a recognised “family” of that tribal identity‟. Explaining
rights to particular tracts of land within Girramay country, an older Aboriginal man said to
me, „each family has its own story place and they have the responsibility of looking after
that area, they cannot tell others the story of another place, unless they have permission of
the family that belongs to that place‟ (I13, 06/07/05). Analogous to this description, Sutton
(1998: 63) says „[f]amilies are thus groups of social identity, land-holding groups, and
groups of polity‟.

Section system
The section system is an ordering principle that ideally governs marriage, kinship and
behaviour. It was a social structure known to have covered most of Queensland (Berndt &
Berndt, 1999: 47). Curr (1886-87: 418), in his discussion of the Aboriginal people of
Hinchinbrook Island and the adjacent mainland, describes a four-class72 system, that
includes Koorkeela, Kookooroo, Woongo, Wooitcheroo. Dixon (1972: 31) describes the
section system based on his ethnographic material from the late 1960s:
Marriage rules, which are strictly but not inflexibly enforced, depend on section
membership:
a man who is:
must marry a woman who is: and their offspring are:
digungara
gurguru
gurgila
gurguru
digungara
garbawuru
gurgila
garbawuru
digungara
garbawuru
gurgila
gurguru

72

I use the term „section‟ rather than „class‟. While some writers have demonstrated a preference for the
latter term, it can be seen „to imply inequality as well as differences between social groups or quasi-groups or
social categories‟ (Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 100). Likewise, Radcliffe-Brown (1930/31: 37) says „in sociology
it is convenient to reserve the term “class” as a technical term for social groups marked off from one another
by differences of rank or occupation‟. He therefore avoids the use of this term and instead introduces the term
section to describe this level of social organisation.
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While the first two classes Curr describes are linguistically similar to Dixon‟s gurgila and
gurguru sections, the latter two classes and sections differ. Today, Girramay people still
talk in terms of the sections described by Dixon.

Whilst strict adherence to the section system and associated marriage rules is not continued
today, the understanding and knowledge of these aspects of Girramay tribal law prevail,
particularly amongst the older and middle-aged generations. In Jumbun especially, this
knowledge is passed on to the younger generations of Girramay people. In a discussion of
section systems, kinship rules and marriage laws, an elderly Girramay man explains to me
that Girramay laws about marriages have changed over time because it looks bad to
Whitefellas.73
I12

AR
I12
AR
I12

Now… say for sisters and brother… sisters and brother, alright, the brother
might have a sons and daughter, alright… say for instance, like [name given]
and me, my mother was a [surname given], [name given], and [name given]
father was a [surname], alright. We come to cousins. In some…. From the
two brother you come brother [i.e. parallel cousins], but from sisters and
brother you come cousins [i.e. cross-cousins].
yeah, I get you.
you get me?
yep.
like me and [name given], his father was [name given], and my mother was
[name given]. „stead of we come be brother from the sisters and brother, no
we come cousins. See? If the two brother have sons, or sons and daughter,
they come sisters and brother, alright? Alright? Say for instance, I have a
daughter, and [name given] have a son, and his son can marry my daughter
[i.e. second cross-cousin marriage]. That‟s in our law. That be right
marriages, yeah.

This description of classificatory kinship rules that identifies appropriate marriage partners
as cross-cousins (or in this particular case, second cross-cousins) of the opposite sex is akin
to Sutton (1998: 38) who says:

73

I have split this quote from my informant into two sections to allow for analysis and interpretation.
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[t]he most common marriage relationship preferred under Aboriginal
traditions was one between couples who were classed as cross-cousins …
and second-preference spouses are sometimes not even of the same
generation level.
My informant goes on to describe the changes to the traditional marriage rules in
contemporary times.

AR
I12

But we changed that, they be sisters and brother, because it doesn‟t look
nice, you see, because… yeah. But in the old law, like, you know, what
they, what [name given] and [name given], they take it like a White man
law. In between the White and the Blackfella law. But they wanted to
become sisters and brother because they come from my cousin, [name
given] and me. But anyway, yeah, alright. And it‟s gotta be your totem,
your skin, what you are. There is what they call gurgila, garbawuru,
digungara, gurgura. All them, that‟s what skin you are. Well, not the skin
but the totem is different from the skin. Totem is whatever you are, wallaby
or snake, whatever, hey. Now I‟m a garbawuru man, I got to marry the lady
gurgila. If I marry the other skin, they said you married wrong, not right. It
says you not a husband and wife, you know. And you, what do they call
now, you… I forget that word.
like taboo or something?
yeah, there‟s a language word. Nilimayan, that‟s you married wrong. And
you sort of like commit adultery. Like that, you commit adultery, you
wrong. Nilimayan, yeah, you got a wrong woman.

As it has been put for this traditional system in general terms, „[i]n the case of sections,
everyone in the tribe belongs from the moment of birth, and even before, to one of four
named categories. These influence marriage and kinship relations‟ (Berndt & Berndt,
1999: 47).

The interview excerpt above describes a traditional social structure governing rules of
marriage that, while not practised today, is clearly remembered. My elderly informant
describes the way in which, amongst his own generation, parallel cousins are referred to as
one‟s brother or sister, whereas cross-cousins are referred to as one‟s cousin. Dixon (1972:
31) describes the traditional marriage taboos: „…cross-cousins (father‟s sister‟s and
mother‟s brother‟s children) will be members of the section from which ego must choose
166

his wife. Cross-cousins of the opposite sex are thus subject to a special taboo‟. As a result
of increased contact and interaction with White society there have been changes to
traditional Girramay culture. This discussion regarding marriage rules demonstrates
changes to the traditional social organisation. Rather than referring to cross-cousins as
taboo relatives, my elderly informant says today the middle-aged and younger generations
of Girramay refer to their cross-cousins as brothers and sisters to clearly delineate
prohibitions on marrying one‟s cousin. Thus the prohibition of cross-cousin marriage
remains, but is now spoken not in terms of taboo relations but in a variation to traditional
kin terms.

Affiliation in terms of the section system is still in use today, with my older Girramay
informants describing themselves in terms of one of the named sections: „like me I‟m
gurgila person, and that‟s hard way to you know [for you to understand], it‟s simple for me
to understand but if [for] you…‟ (I13, 06/07/05). Figure 10 (below) represents a schematic
conceptualisation of the Girramay section system, incorporating the letters A – D (akin to
Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 47-48) as a convenient means of outlining this system.

A

digungara

m

gurguru

B

m
c

c
m
c

c
m

C

garbawuru

gurgila

D

m – marriage
c – child
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Explanation: The arrows connect the sections so that a digungara man will marry a
gurguru woman and their child will be gurgila; a gurguru man will marry a digungara
woman and their child will be garbawuru, and so on. A‟s mother will be C; C‟s mother
will be A; B‟s mother will be D; and D‟s mother will be C.
Figure 10: Section system

Whilst there is no explicit recognition of moiety divisions amongst the Girramay, the left
and right sections of Figure 10 (above) can be seen to represent implicit moieties that are
exogamous (see Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 48). Radcliffe-Brown (1930/31: 39) says, „[i]t is
important to remember that the moieties exist in every section system whether they are
named or not‟. The arrows connect the sections of the mother and child, hence „descent is
indirectly matrilineal‟ (Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 47).
That is, a person‟s section or subsection depends on his (her) mother‟s,
but is not the same as hers. Where the moiety system is not formalized
with named divisions, it may be implicitly recognized in the section and
subsection systems (Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 47).
The presence of these unnamed matrilineal moieties effectively (ideally) governed marriage
and kinship behaviour. „The important point is that the division be retained between A and
C, and between B and D. Marriage would not, normally, take place between the two
sections making up one moiety: that is between B and D, or A and C‟ (Berndt & Berndt,
1999: 48). Nilimayan (wrong-marriages), described in the interview above, upset the order
of social relations. As Keen (2004: 137) has noted, „[i]n general, moiety identities
reinforced rules prescribing marriage between certain categories of kin‟. Yet, whilst
preferred marriages based on the section system were the ideal, Berndt and Berndt (1999:
75) point out „there were probably always variations‟ to these rules, particularly in
contemporary Aboriginal Australia. According to several of my elderly informants,
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adherence to traditional marriage rules declined during the first half of the twentieth
century.

Beyond governing marriage rules, this system also determined kinship behaviour and
certain avoidance relationships. Berndt and Berndt (1999: 81) suggest „perhaps the most
widespread avoidance relationship is the one between a man and his mother-in-law‟.
Among Girramay traditionally, these avoidance relationships involved both physical
behaviour and language customs: „You can‟t eat in front of your mother-in-law, and if you
go out hunting, or whatever food you bring home, you can‟t bring it home where your
mother-in-law can see it. And when you gonna talk to mother-in-law you got a special,
another language all together‟ (I12, 23/02/05).74

Kinship
Kinship is a fundamental element of social organisation in Aboriginal Australia which
defines a person‟s relationships with others and governs his/her behaviour.
In Aboriginal societies kinship relations were based on the obvious facts
of maternity, doctrines about paternity and conception, marriage, the
definition of kin terms, and rules and conventions about how people in
certain relations ought to behave towards one another (Keen, 2004: 133).
Sutton (1998: 11, 70) has said „[k]inship is the cornerstone of traditional Aboriginal social
organisation‟ and „[i]n post-classical Aboriginal society, kin remain extremely important‟.
Keen (2004: 174) has further suggested that „[k]inship took a central place in the
organisation of Aboriginal economies because it was, and continues to be, the chief mode
of organising people and their social relationships‟. Kinship ties and obligations remain
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See also the next section on „Kinship‟ in this chapter regarding avoidance behaviour.
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strong amongst the Girramay today and are essential to the ongoing survival of their social
and cultural life.

According to Berndt and Berndt (1999: 85, 90), an analysis of Aboriginal social
organisation necessarily entails an understanding of the system of kinship relations which
forms a fundamental element of the broader social system:
Kinship is an integral part of the total social organization. In Aboriginal
Australia kinship is the articulating force for all social interaction. The
kinship system of a particular tribe or language unit is in effect a
shorthand statement about the network of interpersonal relations within
that unit – a blueprint to guide its members.
The kinship system as a social ordering principle in Aboriginal Australia has two important
dimensions: the use of kin terms and the regulation of kin behaviour. It is a system of
classificatory kinship in which „collateral and lineal relatives are grouped together into a
certain number of classes and a single term is applied to all the relatives of one class‟
(Radcliffe-Brown, 1930/31: 44). That is, a father and his brothers will be grouped together
and referred to by the same kin term, as is a mother and her sisters.

This system of classificatory kin remains significant among the Girramay. The concept of
relatedness is an important aspect of Girramay culture and members frequently talk in
terms of their relationship to others within the group. The following excerpt of an
interview with an elderly Girramay man demonstrates the way in which the classificatory
system becomes enacted through a symbolic act:
Yeah, well now [MMZ]75 is my real grandmother. The two sisters,
[MMZ] and the other one, I forget her name. And in Aboriginal law
[MMZ] said “I‟m going to claim this child to be my grandson”. So she
made that promise and told the other sister, “When this baby gonna be
75

MMZ – Mother‟s mother‟s sister.
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born, I‟m gonna cut his cord”. When she cut my cord she claimed my
birth right. And my real grandmother she had nothing, she had no right,
anything what I gotta give my grandmother I give it to her first [MMZ].
And then she hand it over to her sister. Everything, she gotta receive
everything from me first, and that‟s Aboriginal law. The other way round
there gonna be big arguments. That‟s Aboriginal law (I12, 16/02/05).
This passage not only describes the system of classification and the use of classificatory
kinship terminology, (i.e. using the term grandmother to refer to both the biological
grandmother and her sister), but also appropriate forms of kin behaviour.

As Berndt and Berndt (1999: 80) point out:
Kinship terms are only part of any kinship system. Just as important is
the behaviour associated with them. Being related to a given person in a
particular way means more than simply using the appropriate labels or
terms; it means … conforming, in greater or lesser degree, to what is
regarded as the proper line of conduct in respect of him, or her. This may
entail complete avoidance, or restraint and circumspection, a speech tabu,
or special duties or rights.
As mentioned in the previous section, one form of kin behaviour is that between a man and
his mother-in-law. Amongst the Girramay there is also a form of avoidance behaviour
between siblings of the opposite sex.
I12
LP
I12
LP
I12

LP
I12
LP
I12
LP
I12
LP

Say for sisters and brother, they can‟t… if you sit here and she sit over here,
where she was sitting you can‟t go sit there.
brother and sister can‟t sit together?
yeah, the brother can‟t sit on where sister was sitting.
why would that be, do you know?
the other way, you‟ll get that lump coming up on your side… you know
when you get a cut you get that… you get sore here [pointing to the side of
the body]…
so you‟d end up with a physical…. If you did that.
yeah, that‟s right. That‟s the belief.
you get sick if you sit with your brother and sister.
yeah.
any reason why they shouldn‟t sit together in cultural law or is it just the
law?
it‟s just the law.
no reason for that?
171

I12

yeah, you got to sit long way from your sister, and brother sit… yeah sister
sit long way from her brother.

Behaviour is governed on the basis of classificatory kin relationships so that, for example,
one will behave in the same manner towards one‟s mother as mother‟s sisters. „The
principle that applies here is that there is a certain uniformity in behaviour towards all
relatives of one kind, i.e., who are denoted by one term‟ (Radcliffe-Brown, 1930/31: 45).
In this way, an Aboriginal person (ideally) always knows how to behave toward kin based
on their relationship to that person. As Radcliffe-Brown (1930/31: 45) says, „[w]e may say,
then, that in general there is a certain pattern of behaviour for each kind of relative, to
which an individual is expected to conform…‟.

The tradition of promised marriages amongst Girramay meant kin behaviour towards inlaws was learnt early on: „Children were promised in marriage at an early age, thus
acquiring a full set of taboo relatives…‟ (Dixon, 1972: 32). An elderly Girramay man
described the system of promised marriages to me:
AR
I12

Was there people ever promised in marriage?
yeah, promised, yeah. Promised from the family tree, you got to wait
around for your promised one. Especially a man, he‟s got to wait for his
promised girl.

In traditional Girramay culture promised marriages were made by a girl‟s parents, and this
same informant relates the story of his own promised marriage, c.1940s, that did not
eventuate:
LP
I12

you were supposed to be married to [name given] daughter, weren‟t you?
that‟s right. They sent a photo up. There was two sister, they sent a… she
want me to… she‟s a tribal believer, she want me to marry her daughter,
according to the tribal law. She sent a photo, I don‟t know, I never seen
them two sister, but I only see the photo.
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While kinship rules ideally govern preferred marriages it is not strictly adhered to in
contemporary society. Writing of the broad period of cultural change across Australia,
Berndt and Berndt (1999: 74) suggest one of the reasons for this is „…because the tribes
have been scattered and reduced in numbers so that in some regions there are not enough
people in the correct intermarrying categories‟. My informant tells me in today‟s modern
society the younger generations prefer to choose their own marriage partner, and thus the
tradition of promised marriages no longer exists amongst the Girramay. However, kinship
is clearly an important part of the social, cultural and economic life of Girramay people and
as Kumm (1980: 4.15) says, „[t]raditional values such as kinship obligations and the
principle of communal sharing and co-operation are still important‟.

Spiritual attachments to country
In Australian Aboriginal society, „Aboriginal cosmologies centred around person-like
ancestors who created the features of the landscape, instituted forms of social order,
established existing social groups, and left creative and dangerous powers that people could
tap‟ (Keen, 2004: 135). Such spiritual attachments to country are present and remain strong
amongst the Girramay today. Cultural knowledge is a clear marker of this connection and I
include here two examples, totemism and mythology.

Totemism
Totemism, broadly speaking, can be described as a special relationship between a person,
or persons, and their natural environment (see Elkin, 1954: 133). It can be conceptualised
in terms of an affinity between a person and the geographic landscape, which informs their

173

understanding of the world and guides their behaviour and relationship with the land. As
Strehlow (1970: 92) says:
For in Australia the operation of the concept of the totemic landscape
ensured that such things as the stability of tribal boundaries and of
linguistic groups, the distribution of interlocking and intermarrying
subgroups, and even the firm establishment of authority – and hence of
the agencies of social control, and of law and order – were all based on
the geographic environment.
In Aboriginal Australia, „the sections, like the subsections, often have totemic associations‟
(Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 49). It is apparent amongst contemporary Girramay that totemic
affiliation remains an important means of articulating a person‟s relationship to the natural
environment and representing their connections to particular areas.

Speaking of totemic identity, Keen (2004: 135) has said „[t]he names of species and other
phenomena also functioned as badges or insignia of groups or categories of people (such as
males and females) or as individual identities‟. In the late 1960s, Dixon (1972: 31)
described totemic association of the Girramay as being ascribed by section affiliation:
Each tribe is divided into four sections, each of which has its distinctive totems.
These are:
Section
Main totem
digungara
black eel – daban
gurguru
meat hawk – guruŋgul
gurgila
large eel – mubaray
garbawuru
eagle hawk – guridala
Since the section system and marriage rules are no longer strictly adhered to in
contemporary Girramay society, totems are now almost exclusively ascribed on an
individual level. With regard to individual totemism, Berndt and Berndt (1999: 232)
describe Elkin‟s definition, saying „[i]n this, only one person is involved in a special
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relationship with some natural species, or some particular member of that species‟.76
Cultural adaptations such as these are not uncommon throughout Australian Aboriginal
groups where certain customary practices were considered inappropriate by Australian
society. Yet, many traditional customs and practices of the Girramay, such as certain
forms of totemic identity, have survived and elements of these are found in their
community today. This was „aided partly by the European‟s blindness – it was thought that
most tribal practices and ceremonies had vanished when in fact many were still being
secretly practised‟ (Dixon, 1972: 35).

Today, most Girramay people practise a form of individual rather than section totemism
and feel it is important to identify themselves in this way.
I12

LP
I12

LP
I12

say for me now, I‟m garbawuru. [name given], he‟s gurgila. That‟s the
skin, but his totem come from way up where our area is, our totem. Say for
now, might be… how I explain that? Now my totem is warajala. Warajala
is rock wallaby, you got that?
rock wallaby, Warajala.
Warajala, that‟s the rock wallaby. And [name given], his totem is goanna,
sand goanna. Not this sand goanna, the one in the river. He jump off the
log and take a dive, yeah. What you call them sort of lizard?
oh…?
but he‟s a goanna, yeah. And he wayija. Now the female is the jijan, and
the male one is wayija. Well that‟s [name given], he‟s a male one, wayija.
Now that‟s his totem. Now his totem come from where our grandfather‟s
great grandfather… grandfather, our traditional camping site, or waterhole.
Now [name given] and I, we come from our great great grandfather, our
camping site. That‟s what they call yabulum. That‟s just down here in the
road.

Returning later in the conversation to the discussion of totems, I seek to clarify how a totem
is ascribed, and by whom. Based on my inquiries, the totem is ascribed during early
childhood customarily by the grandmother‟s sister or aunt.
AR

so you get your totem from where?

76

See Berndt and Berndt (1999: 232-238) for a full description of the different forms of totemism as set out
by Elkin.
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I12
AR
I12
LP
I12
AR
I12
LP

I12

LP
I12
LP
I12

my totem is… my grandmother, you know I talk about [name given]?
yep.
she get my… my totem from Tableland side. That‟s that rock wallaby. No
rock wallaby around here.
no, there isn‟t.
you got to go up the Tablelands. So she give me my totem from Tablelands.
so you …get your totem from a particular place?
yeah, totem is whatever animal is. Your totem gotta be animal.
and that animal‟s got to come from that country you were born in, or that
country you call yours, yabulum. Now how did you get warajala? That‟s a
mountain… and then you moved down here to the floodplain?
yeah. Now, somewhere down along that… four, five up, come all the way
up there, some way back there they keep that record here, that passed down
from when… might be come to six, seven, eight generation, and up to mine,
“is it alright, well we take you back there now in Tableland up here now,
we‟ll give you totem there”. You see what I mean?
yep. So if that‟s the case, it sounds like somewhere back in your generation,
you had a connection to the Tableland area?
yeah.
through your great, great, great grandfather…
yeah, great grandfather. Yeah, that‟s it, that‟s it.

This interview extract demonstrates a personal totem is given by the classificatory
grandmother, usually during infancy, to indicate a special connection to a particular tract of
country.77 Totemism remains an important aspect of Girramay culture today and continues
to be ascribed in this way to younger generations. I was able to record this practice from a
number of families, who suggested totemic affiliation was important for Girramay identity
and that all their children and grandchildren had been ascribed a totem from their country.

With scarce information available on Girramay totemism, it is difficult to establish whether
this form of individual bestowal is an adaptation of traditional law, since the demise of the
section system, or if it is an enduring feature of traditional Girramay social and cultural life.
Similar forms of totemic identity and bestowal have been identified in other parts of

77

I also recorded, from a number of Girramay families, that the classificatory grandmother (i.e. father‟s
mother‟s sister) gives a child an Aboriginal language name. This „tribal name‟ is associated with a particular
place within Girramay country: „Nearly all the rest of our family, and all my grandchildren they got all tribal
names, all got tribal names from their country‟ (I13, 06/07/05).
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Australia. In his discussion of the Wiil and Minong people of the south-west corner of
Western Australia, Keen (2004: 159) describes a similar act of bestowal of
personal/individual totems: „[a] senior relative, such as a grandparent, father, or parent‟s
sibling, could bestow a personal totem on a child following some incident at his or her
birth‟.

Totemic affiliation has also often been associated with food prohibitions and taboos,
although, as Berndt and Berndt (1999: 239) point out, „too much emphasis has been placed‟
on prohibitions regarding „eating the flesh of one‟s own totem‟.
It is also important to remember that not all food tabus, and in almost
every Aboriginal society there are some such, relevant to different people
during life crises or in a special ritual state, and so on, are necessarily
connected with totemism (Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 239).
This is specifically the case in Girramay culture, according to one of my elderly Aboriginal
informants, who says there is no restriction on eating one‟s own totem.
AR
I12
AR
I12

would you be able to… you wouldn‟t be able to eat your totem, would you?
Your totem is…
yeah, I can eat it. Yeah, allowed to eat it.
you‟re allowed to, yeah? So you don‟t have to avoid eating your own
totem?
no, you‟re allowed to eat them.

Rather, food prohibitions among the Girramay relate to certain life cycles:
LP
I12

I believe when women are pregnant they‟re not supposed to eat barramundi,
is that right?
that‟s right. And barramundi, when they‟re pregnant, and black swamp eel.

And age restrictions:
I12

there‟s some special animal you can not eat unless you have a mark
[initiation scar]. Say for instance a bandicoot, you can‟t eat that unless you
have a mark, or unless you are mature man or woman you can eat that
bandicoot. Now I don‟t know what they call you… you gotta be mature, it
might be 50 or 60, 70 years old, maybe. And same with the man and ladies,
177

they gotta be matured before they can eat the bandicoot, sand goanna,
porcupine. Those three things, you gotta be matured to eat that.
Beliefs such as these food taboos are closely related to Aboriginal mythology, which are
couched in a strong oral tradition amongst the Girramay today. Like other Aboriginal
groups, „[b]eliefs and basic assumptions are handed on almost entirely by word of mouth
from one generation to another‟ (Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 228)(emphasis added). While the
primary means of learning „culture‟ is still oral, school programs78 and the production of art
and craft for commercial sale79 are also emerging as ways in which Girramay people today
pass on knowledge of culture and tradition.

Mythology
Their strong identification with their heritage is evident in the Girramay retaining
knowledge of Dreaming stories and places. There are a number of Girramay myths80 that
are well-known and passed on today to younger generations. Among the most common are
the story of „split-rock‟, and the story of mayinggi the water serpent and jijan the sand
goanna. Like much Aboriginal mythology these stories describe how the natural
environment and its species were formed.
…the true tribal country is that in which the great mythical beings
travelled or performed exploits, instituted rituals, created the most
important local features, before perhaps disappearing into the ground or
sky or assuming a different shape. Through his links with these beings,
an Aboriginal is deeply attached spiritually to his own land (Berndt &
Berndt, 1999: 37).

78

For example, the local primary school at Murray Upper incorporate Girramay and Dyirbal cultural
programs into their teaching curriculum (I41, 07/04/05).
79
See section entitled „Material culture‟ in this chapter.
80
I use this term to refer „to a narrative or story, or series of songs, which is of religious significance; a sacred
story, enshrining a special body of beliefs, or setting out instructions from certain sacred or divine beings‟
(Berndt & Berndt, 1999: 241).
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Knowledge of Dreaming stories within one‟s country serves to connect that person to the
land and define their area of territory. It can also provide a common link with other groups,
as is the case with the „split rock‟ story, which is known and told by a number of tribes in
the area. „The Aboriginal religious beliefs – particularly as expressed in the myths and
songs of wandering ancestral beings – served to link together people of many local groups
who were separated by great distances‟ (Strehlow, 1965: 128).

Here I include three Dreaming stories as told to me by an elderly Aboriginal man. The first
is the story of mayinggi and jijan:
I12

AR
I12

Now this water serpent, we call him mayinggi, yeah water serpent, alright.
And this place we call big camp, they call „em yabulum, that mean like a
village. And the village was built out of jagurru, that is the umbrella palm,
alright. Now, there was so many people camping around this lagoon, and
must‟ve been thousand or whatever. This is what the story was told to us,
passed down from there. And there was some of them, at least every night
they have corroboree, dancing, some crying and some singing and whatever,
making a lot of noise. And this water serpent, that belongs to me and [name
given], what looks after that waterhole, he got… he fed up, too much noise,
he can‟t have a rest. So this jijan/wayija [female goanna/male goanna]…
that‟s that goanna, he said to that water python “I‟ll shift you from here, too
much noise, you can‟t sleep” [laughs]. “Yeah, you can‟t sleep, I‟ll shift
you”. Anyway, so he shift this water serpent just out a bit, into another
lagoon from here. When he shift that… so this jijan, this goanna, shift this
water serpent out here, that belongs to me and [name given], he‟s a special
one. So he shift it out here, this lagoon [where mayinggi was originally]
went dry because he not there no more…
oh, it dried up?
it went dry, and he‟s out here. Big, deep hole there now. Yeah, he living in
there now. And that lagoon there now, I can show you one day, just follow
that story. So this place went dry. It goes dry in summer, alright, the
Horseshoe Lagoon.
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Plate 22: The lagoon where mayinggi (the water serpent) was moved to as described in the
Dreaming story (July 2005)

Plate 23: Pointing to the location where mayinggi lives (July 2005)
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The second story describes the way in which the crocodile came into being. This story
belongs to the Gulŋay, a neighbouring tribe to the north. It has been passed on from one
generation to the next among a number of the neighbouring tribes, including the Girramay.
My informant, who is fluent in Girramay, Gulŋay and Dyirbal, told me he learnt the story
from the Gulŋay.
I12

they said that alligator… how it first came about it could be a crocodile, an
alligator. These two lady, they caught the black goanna. We call it a
gulgara, that‟s a black goanna, we call a sand goanna jargayi, and then
another sand goanna we call jijan. And they got this goanna, they wanna
cook it up. Anyway, and they cut him open, they cut him open, they took all
his guts out and clean him, you know. And this is on the side of the bank,
on the bank of the river, Tully River. And anyway, when they finish clean
all inside, all his guts and all that, so they went and looked for the leaves.
They wanna cook it underground oven, cuppa-murrie. So they, what they
done for it they make a big fire, dig a big hole in the sand for cuppa-murrie.
They made a fire, and they all ready to cook, they all ready to put him in. So
they went and looked for a ginger leaf, there‟s a special ginger leaf, there is
a lot of different, but we got a special leaf that we cook with, that we call it
ŋurigi, that‟s the ginger leaf. Anyway, they finish making this fire, things
like that, they dig a hole, made a fire, clean the goanna, clean it and so they
all ready to cook him. All ready to put him in, in this ground oven. So the
last thing they gotta do now, they gotta go and get a leaf. So they went and
looked for the leaf now, the ginger leaf to put underneath, underneath and on
top, and they cover it over with that sand again and they make a fire on top.
But as they went and look for that ginger leaf, when they come back, the
both of them come back. And when they come back this goanna, he got and,
got up and he jumped in the water! He jumped in the water! And they was
there, “oooh”, they said “ŋaygu gulgara ŋaygu”, that was “my goanna, my
goanna!”, yeah. “My goanna, oooh!”. And they was dancing around, they
lost all that work they done, you know, clean him up and this sort of thing.
Anyway, they tried to, they got a long stick, the longest stick they could
find, what they can have to try and poke him, you know, try and feel around
where this goanna is, the water was so deep. And they got a long stick, they
feel around, they couldn‟t feel him. And anyway, they couldn‟t feel that
goanna, and I think that goanna come out as a „gator, big „gator, yeah. He
turned into „gator, crocodile. And that‟s it, so they left it. And that‟s how
come about the crocodile today. That‟s the Dreamtime story, yeah. That‟s
how we got the crocodile today, they reckon. Because it happened all back
then.
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The final story I include here is the story of „split rock‟ that describes how a large rock on
the top of the range above Jumbun came to be formed:
I12

AR
I12

AR
I12
AR
I12
AR
I12

the split rock, this taipan, up in Murray Falls there was all sorts of animals
up there. They had food, but they couldn‟t cook it. But this taipan, this
snake, he had a fire. And I don‟t know how he got the fire, but he had the
fire. And there‟s a brown pigeon, and you name it, all different animals.
They was eating everything raw, even they wanna cook some food, they
gettin sick and tired of eating the raw food. And they went and asked this
snake, they said “could you give us some fire, look we gettin sick and tired”.
They knew he had a fire, and they said “we getting sick and tired, we wanna
cook our food, we want something different”. And this snake said, “oh, look
mate, I haven‟t got a fire”, he said “I‟m eating everything raw too”. Yeah,
he was telling lies, yeah. Anyway, they said “oh well this fella won‟t give
us a fire”. And so they said “look, we have to get that fire off him
somehow”. And they get all the birds, brown pigeons and all other birds
what can fly. Not the wallaby and all them, but what can fly. They said “we
want somebody that can fly and come down get this fire”. And they all had
a practice. And there‟s all the bird having a practice, and they said, “oh look
mate, you have a go, you have a go practising”. And some bird went up and
they said “oh well I‟ll try”. And they went up and he take a dive down in
there, and they practice before they… This snake was laying on that fire,
like that. And he didn‟t wanna share with his fire. Anyway, they all had a
look at it. By then brown pigeon had a go, and they look at it, they say “no,
you‟re too slow mate, they can see you comin”. And some other turkey and
scrub hen, they all had a go. “No, no, you‟re too slow”. And so they said to
this, “look mate, you, I think you be good”. So they picked this, what they
call fish-tail bird, the black one, you ever seen that bird?
oh, willy wagtail?
no, not willy wagtail. Look like willy wagtail, but a lot bigger than willy
wagtail. We call them bajanjila. And anyway, you try mate. And so yeah,
“alright, I‟ll have a try”. And he went up and when he came down they
couldn‟t see him come down. And he pick up that bit of stick in the
practice. And he went up again and came back. And they said “oh look
mate, you the one, you try, you have a go”. So he did, so he went up, up
there, he flying and come down, he took a dive and he picked that fire up.
And so he picked that fire up and he made a dive and he took that fire, and
he went up and that snake made a strike at him, and he missed him, but he
bit that rock. Split it in two, yeah. He missed that bird, yeah.
he got away just in the nick of time?
yeah, he got that fire. But when he made a strike, he strike that rock, split it.
Yeah, that‟s how the story is.
so the bird got the fire?
bird got the fire.
and they got to eat cooked food?
yeah, so they all glad, “oh we can cook our food now, we got the fire”.
Yeah, that‟s the story, yeah.
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Aboriginal mythology describes the natural landscape and creates a connection between the
person and their environment. The passing on of that cultural knowledge from one
generation to the next represents an oral tradition that connects the group in a unique way to
the land. Both English and Girramay language are used to articulate the stories of the
Dreamtime, and in this way language also forms an important means of maintaining
Girramay identity.

Language – Guwal & Dyalŋuy
According to Dixon (1972: 32) „each [Girramay] speaker had at his disposal two separate
languages: a Dyalŋuy, or “mother-in-law language”, which was used in the presence of
certain “taboo” relatives; and a Guwal, or everyday language, which was used in all other
circumstances‟. Furthermore, „no man or woman would closely approach or look at a taboo
relative, still less speak directly to them‟ (Dixon, 1972: 32). Whilst these avoidance
customs are no longer in practice today, they are remembered by the older generation of
Girramay.

The Guwal language remains strong and is fluently spoken by most of the middle-aged and
elderly population of the Jumbun community today. In a conversation with a middle-aged
Aboriginal woman of the Jumbun community I was told that when she was growing up
English was spoken as a second language in her household. Her mother, a Girramay elder
with outstanding knowledge of Girramay country, stories, and language, who sadly passed
shortly before my arrival in the field, often spoke to her and her siblings in language, and
always greeted her in language, never in English. Today, this middle-aged lady and her
sister continue to speak Guwal (or everyday) language to each other at home, especially in
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the presence of their children and „grannies‟ (grandchildren) in the hope that the younger
generations will pick up the language. When I asked if the children are in fact learning the
language, my informant told me that they are „picking it up here and there‟ (I39, 07/02/05).

The local Aboriginal organisation in Cardwell, the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, is
also actively involved in preserving and maintaining the languages of the nine traditional
owner groups it represents. Girringun has set up a language program to teach language
sounds and their correct pronunciation to Aboriginal people who are interested in learning
their traditional language. The language centre is called the Girramay (Guwal) Language
Centre and as the name implies, it focuses on teaching the everyday speech of Guwal since
„Dalŋuy has not been actively spoken since about 1930‟ (Dixon, 1972: 32). This language
program not only provides an important means of learning Girramay language and
reinforcing Girramay identity for participants; it is also a significant and meaningful form
of economic participation for the Aboriginal staff running the program. In this forum
Girramay culture and economic participation are brought together.

Material culture
Material culture is also a clear marker of Girramay identity, and the preparation of
traditional food sources and the practice of basket weaving are just two such examples. As
reported in 1980:
The people continue to exploit the resources of the rainforest ecosystem,
to maintain elements of traditional material culture… Many traditional
foods are still collected and consumed today, albeit sometimes
sporadically, and the knowledge of bush foods and its preparation is seen
both as a functional aspect of contemporary lifestyle and an important
area of continuity with the “old days” (Kumm, 1980: 6, 2.12).
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Pedley (1992) also discusses the strong material culture tradition among the Jumbun people
today, including a detailed analysis of the preparation of traditional food sources such as
the careful preparation of toxic plants.

Material culture remains a significant part of contemporary Girramay life and a number of
families in the Jumbun community supplement other incomes with the production of
baskets and jewellery for sale. These items are collected and sold in both local and national
markets, including the local Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, Tully Art Gallery, and
galleries in Cairns and Brisbane. Kumm (1980: 4.12) says the „size, shape and design of
some artefacts were …modified over time to suit market requirements‟, such as the size of
shields and the colours and designs painted on them.

Plate 24: Wangarr (eel trap), water bag and small shield (in background). Displayed in The
Davey (Buckeroo) Lawrence Education, Training & Cultural Centre, Cardwell. Photo
courtesy of Indigenous Stock Exchange website (Huxley, 2006)
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Plate 25: Necklace and bracelets made from gaban gaban (red seed) and other local plant
seeds (October 2007)

Basket weaving, produced primarily for sale, is regularly undertaken by Jumbun families
today,81 and the knowledge of this practice is passed on to the younger generations. As one
of the elderly Aboriginal women said, her children and grandchildren are skilled basketweavers. She also said it is tradition to burn the very first basket you make and to rub the
ashes on your elbow so that all other baskets you make from then on will be really good:
„you‟ll make better and better baskets‟ (I35, 07/04/05). Her ten year old grandson had
recently finished making his first basket, and after all his hard work, effort and time, was
reluctant to burn it, but his mother said he did burn it in the end.
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Kumm (1980: 4.14) states that men no longer make baskets and dillybags because, according to her
informants, they „were too lazy‟, and this skill transference didn‟t upset the men or matter. However, I
witnessed both men and women making baskets, and in fact some of the finest baskets I had seen were made
by a Girramay man. Similarly, Pedley (1992) indicates that men do make baskets and includes photographs
of them doing so in her published book on Jumbun material culture.
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Plate 26: The distinct Jawun (bi-cornual basket) made from lawyer cane by Girramay
artists (Cole, 2005: 5-7)

Plate 27: Mindi (small basket) made from native grasses (October 2007)
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Plate 28: A Girramay artist displays one of his pieces (Jawun) halfway through production
(October 2007)

The production of jawun, mindi and wangarr for sale has allowed this traditional custom to
be passed on to the younger generations with the added incentive of creating a cash flow,82
thus engaging (albeit indirectly) with the market economy. A few local Jumbun people
also make necklaces and bracelets using local plant seeds, such as gaban gaban (red seed),
to be sold locally and regionally. The market for these items is rapidly increasing and as a
result, has led to significant increases in the prices of these traditional craft.83 It allows the
community to not only pass on traditional customs and practices to the younger
generations, but also realise the potential for economic independence.
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From my inquiries, the production of art and craft, especially the production of baskets, has been carried on
and passed on over several generations. In the case of the Girramay people, the evidence demonstrates that
this practice has not been recently revived for the purpose of making money. Rather, the production of
baskets for sale, and the income obtained from the sale, is considered a bonus.
83
For example, Jawun can range in price from $1500 to $3500 depending on size.
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Local Aboriginal people are able to remain in their community, producing art and craft for
sale that is sold to local, regional and national markets without the need to engage directly
with that market. The economy of Jumbun survives on a combination of government
benefits as well as traditional and market enterprises, including basket weaving, jewellery
and paintings (to name a few) in the former and small-scale agricultural pursuits and
cultural-tourism (to name a few) in the latter, as well as welfare provisions from the
Commonwealth Government. In this way, „[t]he maintenance of some traditional values
and elements of material culture and most particularly the vernacular language have
nevertheless provided a continuity of lifestyle and a strong sense of identity…‟ (Kumm,
1980: 4.15).

Conclusion
In this chapter I have discussed the social and cultural aspects of Girramay life that
represent a strong attachment to country. Kumm (1980: 4.15) adequately describes the
contemporary situation, saying
Inevitably many aspects of European lifestyle have been adopted by the
Murray Upper community. However, some traditional values are still
maintained and form an integral part of contemporary lifestyle.
It is the connection to kin, culture and country that precludes the desire for migration
despite limited local economic opportunity. During my field research I came to understand
that the people of Jumbun insulate themselves, to a degree, from the incessant push for
economic development inherent in the wider Australian society. Their limited engagement
with the Australian economy is primarily through the use of the CDEP program, the sale of
arts and crafts, and more recently, some small-scale tourism ventures. „The community
keeps mainly to itself and generally ignores tourist traffic on the road through the property
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leading to Murray Falls, a nearby national park‟ (ADC, 1985-86: 4). A common desire
amongst the community‟s residents is to be economically independent with greater ability
to pursue their own social, cultural and economic interests.84

With the political push to increase economic growth and participation, the question is: do
the Girramay need to adapt or will they be left behind? Do they negate their cultural
traditions or transcend these superficial bounds and transform their traditional culture into
something that is useful and productive of income in the face of the modern market
economy? This is a difficult situation and a number of scholars have proposed ways out of
this dilemma:
Some writers propose that traditional culture can meet the demands of
current community life… Others envisage community-funded enterprise
based on government transfers and modest private investment. Still
others advocate migration with the assumption that the cultural
adjustments involved could not be worse than the current disabling
impact of violence, poor education and health in remote communities
(Austin-Broos, 2005: 2).
However, I argue that advocating for the migration of Aboriginal people ignores the
ethnographic and statistical evidence that, given a choice, many Aboriginal people choose
not to migrate for economic opportunities. Rather, as I discuss in Chapter eight, the local
Aboriginal people have enhanced the economic opportunities that exist locally and created
new opportunities to counteract the need to migrate. In the following chapter I discuss the
issue of mobility and migration that impacts upon economic participation for Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal Australians.
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In the early days of the community the residents began agricultural ventures, including banana farming, for
the purpose of commercial sale. This desire for economic independence is still strong today, and some smallscale farming continues to be undertaken, along with other activities.
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7 – Staying put, moving in and moving on: factors that influence
mobility & migration
Mobility and migration have a significant impact upon economic development and
participation, particularly in regional and remote areas where there exist limited formal
labour market opportunities. Whilst a number of studies have advocated migration to urban
centres as a means of limiting economic disadvantage, particularly for Aboriginal
Australians (see R. G. Gregory, 2005; Hughes, 2005), there is surprisingly little research
that has examined the underlying factors influencing mobility and migration amongst
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. The incentives, or motivations, to move for
economic opportunities lack serious examination in the current research literature, having
profound implications for policy-making in this regard.

As I have demonstrated in the previous chapter, substantial social and cultural factors link
Girramay people to their country, thereby playing a significant role in determining
Aboriginal disinclination towards migration away from regional and remote areas. This is
despite the limited employment and education opportunities available. Similarly, Biddle
and Hunter‟s (2005: 16) data indicates that „migration is also crucially affected by social
and cultural factors, which are arguably more important than the economic factors for
Indigenous Australians‟. During our discussion about the concept of success, an elderly
Aboriginal man exemplifies this premise:
…well I suppose if you‟re looking at it from a non-Indigenous side, point,
it‟s a good job. I think from an Aboriginal point of view it‟s balancing it,
yeah. Both good job and also your lifestyle, you know. And I think once
you done that, I think you‟re successful in life. Yeah, I think with a
European person it‟s easy to do all those things and make a lot of money
and get successful and go buy a new house. But to an Aboriginal person
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that‟s not of great importance. The greatest importance to them is
connection with their people and their culture. And although myself, I
don‟t own a home, I rent it, but I‟ve got my own car, and we‟ve got three
cars, my wife‟s got a little car, my daughter‟s got a car, and I‟ve got my
work ute. And we live comfortably, but we don‟t put too much emphasis
on that (I4, 08/03/05).
This philosophy is supported by Young and Doohan85 (1989: 157), who say, „[m]ost rural
Aboriginal families are still concerned mainly with obtaining enough cash for their needs;
they do not aim to accumulate surplus capital in order to improve their material status‟.
The elderly man continues, saying:
My heart and emphasis is on our land… our tribal land… getting it back.
I‟ve tried to maintain that connection with our land, that‟s important (I4,
08/03/05).
Significantly, Taylor (2005: 118) says, „with residential preferences focused on Indigenous
lands, the extent to which real lifestyle choices are being made has also to be factored into
any development strategy‟.

In their study of Aboriginal population movements, Young and Doohan (1989: 2) also
illustrate that an understanding of social and cultural factors:
… is particularly important in areas such as Central Australia, where most
Aborigines remain only partially incorporated into the cash economy, and
where they strongly retain their language, their social and cultural
structures and their links to traditional land.
This assertion is also relevant to a study of the Girramay people, particularly those who
reside in the community of Jumbun, who remain somewhat isolated from the mainstream
economy, and who retain their language,86 social organisation and links to country. For the
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I use Young & Doohan‟s (1989) study of mobility extensively in this chapter as it is one of the few works
focusing specifically on this question. Hence I will use it comparatively to contextualise the issue of mobility
among Aboriginal Australians, and in particular, for the Girramay people.
86
Girramay language is spoken fluently among the older and most of the middle-aged generation. The
younger generations, including children, are only partially fluent in the language, being familiar with
Girramay words, productive of a distinctive Aboriginal English.
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Girramay „[t]he maintenance of some traditional values and elements of material culture
and most particularly the vernacular language have nevertheless provided a continuity of
lifestyle and a strong sense of identity‟ (Kumm, 1980: 4.15).

However, whilst Young and Doohan demonstrate that it is necessary to consider social and
cultural factors in analysing population mobility, they also show it is imperative to look at
how these have been affected by contact and interaction with White society.
…recognition of these socio-cultural attributes is no longer sufficient for
a realistic interpretation of contemporary Aboriginal mobility. People‟s
contemporary movements are also profoundly affected by their contact
with non-Aboriginal society (Young & Doohan, 1989: 2).
In order to understand contemporary Aboriginal mobility, it is important to consider both
aspects of traditional society and those changes that have occurred as a result of nonAboriginal settlement. As Young and Doohan (1989: 25) point out, „these two basic
components are now so strongly interlinked that it is impossible and indeed unrealistic to
separate them‟. For example, people may choose to stay in their community for
traditionally-oriented reasons, such as links to kin and country, but the introduction of
income support and schemes such as the CDEP, and other vital services, actually facilitates
the chances for Aboriginal people to stay in their local area.

In regard to Whitefellas, however, as the interview excerpt quoted earlier suggests, it is
often assumed among Aboriginal people that economic factors are the driving force behind
non-Aboriginal mobility and migration. A young Aboriginal woman in her thirties said:
A normal family would be the child goes to school, finishes year 12,
graduates to go to university or into the workplace, and become
somebody. But in Aboriginal family life it‟s about family, it‟s about a
group, what you can do in that family group (I25, 09/09/05).
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Similarly, in their discussion of Aboriginal mobility, Young and Doohan (1989: 14) said:
Although [Aboriginal] people are aware that local job opportunities for
the unskilled are limited, many do not perceive wage-earning as a prime
priority and therefore do not move beyond their country to seek
employment elsewhere. Their movements remain much more within the
local region, and are strongly conditioned both by the link to the land and
to the social networks.
They say this localised mobility pattern is quite different to the movements of nonAboriginal Australians.

For non-Aboriginal people,
[i]t has been observed that the overall patterns of net migration in remote
areas correlate highly with employment trends. Also, youth are more
likely to change locations between censuses than older Australians. By
contrast, Aboriginal people reside in remote areas in spite of their
employment status. That is, the Indigenous results [in the ABS census
data] will correspond to a similar population in all four censuses, while
the non-Indigenous may be more responsive to labour market conditions
(Hunter, 2005: 84).
Young and Doohan (1989: 12) suggest that for non-Aboriginal people, the majority group
of Australians, mobility is primarily motivated by economic incentives:
Urbanisation has, it is generally assumed, been primarily economically
motivated, reflecting employment opportunities and a perception that
material living standards are higher in towns and cities.
However, as with my own ethnographic data, Young and Doohan have recognised that
there exists a sector of the Australian population who do not conform to standard theories
of mobility and migration. They point out that „more recent evidence of a slowing down of
urban growth coupled with a counter movement to smaller towns and rural areas in the
urban hinterland – the population turnaround – casts some doubt on these assumptions‟
(Young & Doohan, 1989: 12).
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While it may be true that for many Australians migration is motivated by economic
reasons, this does not reflect the situation of the Cardwell area, where many of the nonAboriginal residents who have migrated are „population turnarounds‟, or what I prefer to
call sea-changers. Perhaps more importantly, Young and Doohan (1989: 2) point out that
while certain characteristics of people who move are well-documented in the census data
and statistical profiles, such as age and gender, the „motivation of movers or stayers‟ is not
(emphasis added). My ethnographic material demonstrates that, for a sector of the nonAboriginal population, like many Aboriginal people, social factors also influence their
choice to migrate. For many of those locals who have chosen not to move away from
Cardwell and those sea-changers who have moved in to the area, they have placed more
importance on their lifestyle choices and social wellbeing.

In this chapter I compare the mobility and migration patterns of Aboriginal and other
Australians and the incentives and choices underlying those patterns. I demonstrate that the
lack of migration out of the Cardwell region by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people,
and the recent influx of newcomers to the region, calls for government programs and
policies that reflect this growing tendency. In the first half of this chapter I examine
Aboriginal people‟s movements before moving on, in the second half of the chapter, to a
discussion of non-Aboriginal people‟s migration in and out of the Cardwell area.

Aboriginal movements
Migration is a key factor in analysing economic participation and the empirical evidence
suggests willingness to migrate for economic opportunity is substantially different between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. In her study of changes to lifestyle among the
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Girramay, Kumm (1980: 4.8) says „few of the “younger generation” appear to have any
desire to move away [from Jumbun] and better themselves in the European sense‟. While
many Aboriginal people are highly mobile within a local region, particularly between other
Aboriginal households where resources are shared and networks of support are
maintained,87 there are considerably fewer who tend to migrate to areas outside their local
region, and a significant lack of migration to larger centres.88 In our discussion about
movements, an elderly Girramay man recounts the days he spent working on cattle stations,
but suggests he never moved far from his country:
AR
I13
AR
I13
AR
I13
AR
I13

AR
I13
AR
I13
AR
I13
AR
I13

So have you always lived around Girramay country? Like, close to
Girramay country.
yeah, I did, yeah, close to Girramay country.
you‟ve never moved away, far away?
no, I moved around a bit, you know, back in early, gettin‟ into „60s I moved
around a bit in the cattle stations.
just in Queensland?
yeah, just up the top in the [Atherton] Tablelands, that‟s all.89
and that‟s for work, was it?
just to work in the cattle stations, yeah. A lot of the mates from here went
up and got a job in the cattle stations, work here and there, 6 months here, 12
months here, you know, all over the place.
just all on different stations?
yeah, different stations.
what sort of work did you do?
just mainly all stock work, that‟s all. Fencing, that‟s about all, yeah.
yeah? Just until you moved up here [the current home]? So you were still
close by?
yeah, still close by, sorta, you know. Down this way it provided more job
„round here, you know. From the cane works…
without travelling too far?
yeah, without travelling too far (I13, 06/07/05).

Similarly, in their discussion of mobility in Central Australia, Young and Doohan (1989:
53) said „[t]he high local mobility of Aboriginal cattle station residents has been coupled
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See Smith (2005) for a discussion of the impacts of mobility within and between families and households in
Aboriginal society. She says „a key factor in the composition and viability of Indigenous Australian
households is mobility‟, and the high rate of „mobility has the potential to have significant impact on the
reproduction of family identities, and on the economic viability of households‟ (D. Smith, 2005: 177).
88
See Taylor (2005).
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with a general tendency to remain within the region‟. During the era of the pastoral
industry boom in the early to mid-1900s in Queensland, Aboriginal mobility between cattle
stations was frequent, but generally temporary and almost exclusively within the local
region.

Aboriginal population mobility in traditional terms
In traditional times the land was of primary economic significance for Aboriginal people,
and the availability of resources such as food and water dictated settlement and mobility
patterns. For example, „Central Australian Aboriginal society in traditional terms reflected
adaptation to a very limited resource environment‟ (Young & Doohan, 1989: 27). Strehlow
(1965) also discusses the effect of the geographical environment on Aboriginal movements
in Central Australia. He says that while people in the Western Desert bloc were highly
mobile and have only recently adopted a section system, the Aranda, who lived in a more
fertile region, rarely moved, even temporarily, and had a section system that was landbased. Discussing the geographic and social features that characterised movements among
Aboriginal populations, Strehlow (1970: 93) suggests:
A convenient starting point for this discussion can be found in the
generally accepted, and indeed obvious, observation that tribal units
living in well-watered country were able to enjoy a more stable and
settled way of life than those that were living in so-called desert areas
where most waters are unreliable in drought seasons.
Mobility over vast tracts of country was crucial to the survival of inland tribes and social
links with neighbouring groups allowed them to exploit the resources of a much larger area
in times of hardship.

89

The Atherton Tablelands are within an hour and a half drive from Cardwell and less from Jumbun.
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Unlike Central Australia and other desert regions where mobility was high and seasonal
due to the sparse nature of resources, mobility in rainforest areas like Cardwell was
minimal due to the high density of local resources. Kumm (1980: 2.2) says „lifestyle was a
reflection of the ecosystem and vice versa‟. „In general, according to Horsfall and Fuary,
(1988) the North-east Queensland rainforest societies were characterised by high
population densities and frequent gatherings for social and ceremonial occasions‟
(Pentecost, n.d.). Similar to the coastal area of the Nesbit River region on the Cape York
Peninsula (Chase & Sutton, 1987: 76), the Aboriginal people of the Cardwell area were
largely sedentary. Like those groups of Cape York, they also „appear to have suffered no
great hardship in the gathering of food resources‟ and „certainly, the availability of these
resources was nowhere near as critical as in other more arid zones of the Australian
mainland‟ (Chase & Sutton, 1987: 90).

For the Girramay people, mobility was primarily for social and ceremonial purposes rather
than any economic need for resources. For example, in traditional times, bruns90 were one
of the most common reasons for population movements in the Cardwell rainforest regions.
„In the Murray Upper area bruns were an important part of traditional lifestyle‟ (Kumm,
1980: 2.7). Traditionally there were two types of bruns, one being to settle disputes
through fighting as a means of social control, the other being for social interaction through
singing and dancing (Dixon, 1984: 37). Donovan (2002: 57) says:
The records indicate that Aboriginal societies were not nomadic to the
extent that early interpretations suggested, especially in areas where the
resources were plentiful and the equipment used, such as fishing nets, was
large and heavy to transport.

90

Bruns are organised intra- and inter-tribal meetings.
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As Chase and Sutton (1987: 94) suggest, classifying rainforest Aboriginal „peoples as
nomads might well create a false impression‟.

Life after White settlement: contemporary mobility patterns
Young and Doohan (1989: 29) aptly point out that „the contemporary setting of the rural
Aboriginal population in Central Australia differs radically from that which existed prior to
non-Aboriginal settlement in the region‟. While they were highly mobile in pre-contact
society, Aboriginal population groups have become concentrated into communities and
settlements. This sometimes „[e]nforced relocation was perceived as both administratively
and economically advantageous as well as politically expedient‟ (Young & Doohan, 1989:
31). Conversely, Aboriginal groups of the rainforest, who were largely sedentary before
White settlement, have remained so in post-contact times, particularly in the Cardwell area.

Speaking of the mid-1900s, one elderly man describes how his family regularly moved
around, but within Girramay country, to various story places, camping and collecting food:
I travelled everywhere, and camped there, and stayed there back in the
early days. Mum and dad was still alive. Go camping and fishing there,
walkabout there collecting honey bees and witchetty grubs, yeah. I spend
nearly all, most of our lives out with mum and dad in the country. Up
until the „60s, we still moved around, camped around the river (I13,
06/07/2005).
A second elderly man also reminisces of his early days spent living in the bush, collecting
traditional foods, until he was „picked up‟ at the age of twelve and taken to a cattle station
in the area:
So I lived around in the Mai Mai [camp] „til about, you know livin‟ on
bush tucker, say um, bean trees we call wangu, and wild yams and all
other foods, pandanus, and oh there‟s lots of foods in the bush. And
anyway, yeah that‟s where I… but before I got picked up I was moving
around a bit, different places (I12, 05/07/05).
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Kumm (1980: 2.12) also reports the importance of collecting of food sources:
Many traditional foods are still collected and consumed today, albeit
sometimes sporadically, and the knowledge of bush food and its
preparation is seen both as a functional aspect of contemporary lifestyle
and an important area of continuity with the “old days”.
In the late 1800s and early to mid-1900s many Aboriginal men became engaged in stock
work on cattle stations due to their intimate knowledge of the country, and as a cheap
source of labour (D. May, 1984: 123), which gave them significantly less time to engage in
traditional activities. Speaking of the period prior to the introduction of CDEP and
government benefits, Kumm (1980: 4.9) comments that „[u]nfortunately, “9-5”
employment has meant that the men at Murray Upper have less free time to engage in
traditional activities – a fact they express regret about‟.

Having limited time available, however, did not mean the complete cessation of traditional
activities such as camping, hunting, and collecting other bush food. Today, „[t]he people
continue to exploit the resources of the rainforest ecosystem, to maintain elements of
traditional material culture, and to speak their own language‟ (Kumm, 1980: 6). Many
continued traditional activities during their time off from work. For example, in the
nineteenth century, squatters „employed Aboriginals in stockwork during the mustering
season and sent them off during the quiet times. This gave the Aboriginals the opportunity
to attend to their traditional pursuits‟ (Donovan, 2002: 102). When discussing his time
spent working on cattle stations in the area from the 1960s to the present, a Girramay man
said he found time on weekends and during his time off to take his own children out
camping:
AR

do you take your, did you take your kids out camping?
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I13

yeah, we take „em out camping all the time, and learn them to fish
(06/07/05).

Similarly, the former owner of a large station in the area that employed a number of local
Aboriginal people throughout the twentieth century said, „the Aboriginals mainly looked
after themselves, hunting fish, eels, and turkeys. They would come down to chop wood
every now and then for tobacco. Some worked permanently on farms. They‟d go away in
the scrub on weekends‟ (I19, 26/07/05).

Reynolds (2003: 23) discusses the character of the Aboriginal workforce involved in the
pastoral industry in north Queensland throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries:
Aboriginal stock workers brought many skills with them in the pastoral
industry. When in their own country they wanted above all else to stay
where they were, unlike the highly mobile white workers. They knew the
country with an intimacy that no European stockman could match.
Donovan (2002: 122) says „studies of the north Queensland cattle industry indicate the
value of the Aboriginal labour force, where it was possible to blend the station work and
the traditional activities of Aboriginals on a seasonal or part-time basis‟.

Most of these men were mobile for employment reasons, but fortunately „aspects of
traditional lifestyle co-existed with life and work on local properties. The “old ways” were
going but the new ones incorporated much that was traditional‟ (Kumm, 1980: 3.18). In
1886, the Police Magistrate of Cardwell wrote of the strong connection to country and
traditional forms of life among local Aboriginal groups:
The black man‟s extreme love for his own country will not suffer him to
abide even in luxuriance of any distance away from there. …though even
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pampered at the Valley of Lagoons,91 would still indulge in constant
excursions to their own country (William, 1886).
Women also maintained the fundamentals of their traditional lifestyle, including speaking
language, material culture such as basket weaving, and collecting and preparing traditional
food sources, while the men were away working (Kumm, 1980: 4.8; I37, I39).

With the introduction of award wages and social security entitlements for Aboriginal
people, there was a significant decline in pastoral industry employment in the 1970s.
During my fieldwork, many Aboriginal men were employed on local banana farms, now
the largest industry in the area, or cane farms. Speaking of her research period during the
late 1970s, Kumm (1980: 4.1) says, „[e]conomically the situation has changed very little
since the 1940s. The majority of males that are working are still employed on local farms.
Several of the families are living on old age or invalid pensions‟. Aboriginal men in the
Cardwell area again became more settled in the local area, and movements were once more
primarily for social reasons rather than for economic opportunities.

The Girramay people continue to be highly mobile within the local region, making visits of
a social nature to family and friends, as well as being mobile for ceremonial and ritual
reasons, visiting significant sites and utilising the natural resources of their environment.
On any given day whilst visiting the Jumbun community it was not unusual to find people
visiting other friends and relatives, and often children were staying with grandparents or
other members of their family. When I was looking for someone in particular I would often
be sent from house to house within the community, or to „Mumbai – Flat Rock‟, the site of
a dreaming story located on the outskirts of Jumbun where local community members often
91

The Valley of Lagoons is a large pastoral property to the west of the Cardwell range.
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gathered for lunch and to meet. On one occasion when I wanted to find someone, the first
person I visited yelled loudly to other houses across the road asking them where [name
given] was, and that I was looking for them. Despite my initial embarrassment, I found this
means of locating someone in the community was not uncommon.

Apart from social purposes, one of the most common reasons for mobility to locations
outside of the Jumbun community today is the collection of pension and welfare payments.
Upon visiting Jumbun on a Wednesday, I found most houses were closed up and the
community was virtually deserted. After going to several houses I found an elderly lady at
home, who commented „no good catching anyone today, it‟s pension day and they‟ve all
gone to town‟ (I36, 29/06/05). On pension day people from Jumbun travel to the small
regional town of Tully, located approximately 25km away, to collect their payments and do
their shopping. Movements by Aboriginal people in the Cardwell district are almost
always temporary and within the local area, such as between Cardwell, Jumbun and Tully,
or within Girramay country.

Moving forward: the impact of recent changes on migration
It has been widely acknowledged that economic opportunities are limited in remote areas, 92
but despite this circumstance Aboriginal migration is minimal. Taylor (2005: 109) states
that:
Significantly, against standard theories of mobility transition, Indigenous
populations in remote Australia are anomalous for their lack of
conformity to the notion of inexorable drift to urbanization in the midst of
development and modernity. While such populations are undeniably
mobile, they are far less migrant. For the most part, individuals born in
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See for example Altman (2005b) and Rowse (2002).
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remote communities conduct their affairs and pass through life in familiar
surrounds [emphasis added].
Many Aboriginal people in Australia are disengaged from the labour market and Taylor
(2005: 110) suggests one reason for their disengagement „is the fact that Indigenous
propensity to migrate in search of such employment is low (in contrast to non-Indigenous
labour)‟. Whilst there is a high degree of mobility within communities, migration outside
these localised areas is markedly limited.

With over 100 000 of Australia‟s Aboriginal population residing in remote or very remote
regions that have little or no formal labour markets, it has become pertinent that the issue of
economic participation be addressed. „At present, there are 120,000 Indigenous people
living in communities in remote regions …that are extremely distant, both geographically
and culturally, from [labour] markets‟ (Altman, 2005b: 123). Their severely limited access
to the labour market was recognised in government policy when „the Whitlam Labor
government promulgated a policy guideline which stated that Aboriginal people “living on
settlements and missions” did not have to move from their community of residence in order
to demonstrate their willingness and availability for work‟ (Sanders, 2005a: 203).

Following this policy shift, the CDEP scheme was established under the Fraser government
and, as Sanders (2005a: 205) points out, „there was no doubting its popularity with
Aboriginal communities‟. Subsequently, the program was expanded into „southern, rural
and urban areas‟ under the Hawke government in response to „arguments about Aboriginal
unemployment‟ (Sanders, 2005a: 206). The CDEP scheme emerged as „a creative response
to the circumstances of communities without any form of mainstream labour market‟ (Cass,
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2005: 102). The scheme provided an option and an opportunity for Aboriginal people to
remain in their local community without the need to migrate for employment.

With regard to this debate about culture and economic development, Davis (2005: 51)
raises an important point, saying:
One concern in these debates is the extent to which Aboriginal
peoples should or could assimilate to conventional social and
economic life, or at least increase their commercial opportunities
and access to the labour market.
Gregory (2005: 136) has supported the notion of assimilating to mainstream Australian life,
suggesting that „the ability to integrate into mainstream employment can be influenced by
policies that bear on local attitudes in remote communities towards education and
integration‟. I suggest that rather than focusing on how to „integrate‟ Aboriginal people
into the mainstream, a recommendation that borders on a return to the assimilation policy
of the past, options need to be developed that give Aboriginal people a choice.93 In this
regard, the results of my research suggest that the CDEP scheme can work not as a fallback
mechanism, but as a real and effective alternative to migration for mainstream labour
market participation.94

The issue of migration thus seems to present more of a dilemma for policymakers than for
Aboriginal people in the sense that whilst there exist limited educational and employment
opportunities within communities, „staying put‟ goes to the core of the latter‟s social and
cultural lives because of the networks of kin and the household arrangements within which
they live. As Peterson (2005: 9) discusses, household clusters were important to production
and consumption in pre-colonial times. This sharing of resources, whether or not those
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resources have changed or varied over time, is still integral to Aboriginal society today.
The household and kin clusters are a vital resource for Aboriginal people in terms of
sharing money, goods, chores, caring for children and the elderly, and so on. For
Aboriginal people this network of support far outweighs any migratory necessity for
economic participation. Particularly in those areas where resources and conditions are
poor, this network is vital to survival.

As Peterson (2005: 11) suggests:
The really dramatic changes came with the payment of award wages and
unemployment benefits. The immediate consequence was an almost
complete detachment from productive activity.
At this point,
understanding the cultural structuring of the economy in terms of the
domestic mode of production becomes problematic. This is not to say
that the original social relations of production disappeared but the almost
exclusive focus of these relations became circulation and consumption.
Whilst entering the cash economy became the precursor to this shift in focus from
production to circulation, the underlying element of kinship and sharing has remained
constant. „With circulation as the central feature of economic activity, attention is focussed
on kinship, reciprocity and sharing practices‟ (Peterson, 2005: 11). With regard to the
Jumbun community, Kumm (1980: 4.15) says:
Inevitably many aspects of European lifestyle have been adopted by the
Murray Upper community. However, some traditional values are still
maintained and form an integral part of contemporary lifestyle.
Traditional values such as kinship obligations and the principle of
communal sharing and co-operation are still important.
My fieldwork supports the conclusion that it is these features of kinship, reciprocity and
sharing, as well as strong links to country that are central to contemporary Aboriginal
social, cultural and economic life and precludes the notion of migration. Yet despite this
93
94

See Rowse (2002) for an eloquent discussion of Indigenous choice and development.
I continue the discussion of the CDEP scheme in the following chapter on employment and training.
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evidence, Pearson (2000) maintains the position that locational disadvantage – geographic
isolation from the market economy – represents a serious impediment to Aboriginal
economic participation. He advocates the view that structural changes are required in order
for Aboriginal youth to go on orbits away from home and then back again. Pearson
critiques those positions that ignore the importance of young people getting training and
employment and then returning home.95

General movements in and out of Cardwell
The opportunities for skilled labour in Cardwell are limited. Most of the employment
opportunities available in the local area are unskilled positions. Those who desire to further
their education or seek skilled employment would, in most cases, need to migrate to larger
centres. Some of the young, White people, upon leaving school, migrate to Townsville and
Cairns to pursue higher education and employment opportunities. An analysis of the
statistics shows that a high proportion of the population of Cardwell is over the age of 25,
with a fairly significant percentage (24%) over the retiring age of 65 (ABS, 2001a). It is
interesting to note that there is a marked drop from the number of people in the 15-19 year
age group to the 20-24 year age group, which my ethnographic data attributes to school
leavers migrating for university and work. As one Cardwell resident said, „it‟s almost a rite
of passage in rural and regional Australia to go to the “big smoke” and go to uni‟ (I28,
13/10/05). The population numbers more than double in the next age group 25-29 and are
significantly higher in each of the upper age brackets, with the exception of those aged 85
and over (ABS, 2001a).

95

I continue the discussion of Pearson‟s position regarding education, training and employment in chapter
eight.
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Figure 11: Population by age group in the Cardwell area (source ABS, 2001a)96

This statistical phenomenon became of interest to me in understanding the dynamics of
inward and outward migration. While outward migration was minimal and was mostly
confined to those in the 20-24 year age group, how could inward migration to a town that
provided limited economic opportunity and development options be explained? This theme
became a key question in my ethnographic research and the overarching response from my
non-Aboriginal participants was that they had chosen Cardwell as a lifestyle choice rather
than a career choice. When I asked a middle-aged man why he and his wife had moved
from a major Australian city and left behind successful careers to live in Cardwell, he
simply stated they were „getting out of the rat race‟ (I15, 14/07/05). In a discussion of
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These statistics include a small percentage (4.9%) of Aboriginal people as the census data does not record
population by age group separately for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. These figures do not include
the population of Jumbun as this section is about non-Aboriginal movements.
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alternative lifestyle communities in Australia, Metcalf (1995: 7) looks at those who „have
been willing to pioneer new ways of living‟. Speaking of „radical social change and
dramatic cultural experimentation in Australia‟, he examines „success‟ and „the “winners”
who have challenged the status-quo, and who have been able to succeed‟ (Metcalf, 1995:
7). Metcalf (1995: 7) focuses on those who have made a conscious choice to change their
social reality, primarily by choosing to „live communally‟.

A similar trend is observed by Altman and Sommerlad (1985: 6) in their study of rural land
sharing communities:97
The fact that people at rural land sharing communities are abandoning
good and well-paid jobs in the cities to take up residence in the
countryside, albeit without formal employment and in rural poverty,98 is
intriguing. Assuming that these people are reasonable decision-makers,
this migration implies that in the trade off between professional
employment in the cities and simple living in the country, the latter wins
out.
Unlike the rural land sharing communities studied by Altman and Sommerlad, however,
where there was a high rate of welfare dependence, there was a very low rate of
unemployment among my Cardwell participants. It seems that while people are choosing a
lifestyle over economic opportunity when making a decision to live in Cardwell, they are
not foregoing economic participation altogether.99

Despite this difference in employment levels, there are a number of parallels between rural
land sharing communities and Cardwell and Jumbun. Specifically, there is a desire for

97

The rural land sharing communities studied by Altman and Sommerlad are made up of a population of
White people who reject the ideology of economic growth and material accumulation in favour of lifestyle,
health and wellbeing.
98
„The poverty line is set by market expenses in cash … [and] completely ignores contributions to economic
well-being accruing from informal or non-market economic activities‟ (Altman & Sommerlad, 1985: 6).
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„self-sufficiency at the levels of household, locality and region‟, and a desire for „living
simply, valuing the quality of human experience above material well-being‟ (Altman &
Sommerlad, 1985: 14-15). They also demonstrate that „[l]and sharers generally reject the
goals of the dominant society based on economic growth and wealth production, and which
are primarily oriented towards improvement in material standards of living‟ (Altman &
Sommerlad, 1985: 14).

I would say this is also true of those who have chosen to remain in or move to Cardwell and
Jumbun, where they have embraced a life of limited economic opportunity but one which
they experience as more fulfilling in terms of social wellbeing and lifestyle choice. As one
Cardwell immigrant said, „I didn‟t care if I had to pick bananas for a living; I just wanted to
live here‟ (I15, 14/07/05). Similarly, a self-employed man who had chosen the area
because it was close to the beach, said „we just survive, make ends meet, and enjoy our
lifestyle‟ (I30, 19/10/05). This rejection of materialistic aspirations is becoming
increasingly prevalent in Australia. A nationwide survey in 2002 found that nearly a
quarter of Australians aged between 30 and 50 had downshifted in the preceding ten years
(Hamilton & Denniss, 2005). Hamilton and Denniss (2005: 154) point out that,
Given the pressure to define success in terms of increasing incomes and
displays of consumer goods, it is astonishing to find that such a large
proportion of the population has rejected the materialist preoccupations of
Australian society and chosen to emphasise other, non-material aspects of
life.
Importantly, Altman and Sommerlad (1985: 20) suggest that „perhaps the best indicator of
satisfaction with the lifestyle is the rate of mobility out of communities back to urban or
other forms of rural living‟. Specifically, the „rate of mobility out of communities‟ is
99

As I discussed in Chapter 3, all of my participants, with the exception of those who were retired, were
employed. In the following chapter I discuss the ways in which people who live in Cardwell have been pro-
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minimal, particularly for the Cardwell region. Given the growing number of people
migrating to areas that are less likely to provide economic and material advancement,
lifestyle and wellbeing are pertinent factors that need to be considered in understanding the
influences and motivations behind migration.

Moving in: non-Aboriginal people and the Cardwell sea change
Cardwell has been dubbed a retirement town for a long time and has attracted those nearing
retirement, or those who have reached that age, and want a quiet, relaxed lifestyle to enjoy
their later years. An elderly couple, who had moved to Cardwell in recent years from one
of the southern states, commented that they love the lifestyle and weather in Cardwell
(04/11/04). Similarly, a middle-aged man, who has lived and worked in Cardwell for
nearly twenty years, said „I love Cardwell, in fact I intend to retire here‟ (I10, 29/06/05). A
man in his late 40s, who had moved to Cardwell for a prime business opportunity, said:
There is a shift, or there is a group of people about our age, and maybe
marginally older, who are looking for places to settle down and retire
after working in a lot of places, doing a lot of things they don‟t want to
do, for money. So they‟re looking for this sort of environment (I6,
16/06/05).
For this man, and many others, Cardwell‟s main asset is its „laid-back charm‟ (I6,
16/06/05), or what one woman referred to as the „CCA – casual Cardwell attitude‟ (I1,
07/12/04). Another middle-aged man who has managed to successfully combine business
and lifestyle in Cardwell, after having travelled the world and formerly living in southern
Queensland, said „Cardwell was one of my favourites for years‟ (I11, 30/06/05).

active in creating local opportunities for themselves.
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While Cardwell may have been known as a retirement town in previous years, it has also
fast become recognised as a lifestyle setting for younger and middle-aged people. An
elderly woman, whose ancestors were among the first White settlers, noted the changes in
the demographics of Cardwell over the last five to ten years: „a lot of younger people are
moving in to Cardwell. It used to be only older people here and no one wanted to come to
Cardwell‟ (I32, 07/08/06). This „demographic renaissance‟ resulting from the movement of
Australians from cities to country areas is commonly referred to as a sea change (Burnley
& Murphy, 2004: ix). The coastal area of Cardwell is no exception to this phenomenon and
the town has become a popular location for those seeking that sea change. When I asked a
couple aged in their 50s why they had moved to Cardwell in the early 1990s, their response
was:
I16
I15
I16

Sea change. Yeah, just getting out of the city. Hopefully reducing
our stress levels.
It was sea change before sea change came on.
Yeah, before it was popular (14/07/05).

This shift from urbanisation is reflected in Burnley and Murphy‟s (2004: ix) study of sea
change movements where „there is the enduring escapist urge for a low-key lifestyle in
Arcadian settings away from the pressures of big city life‟.

Among the middle-aged and older generation of people who had migrated to Cardwell in
earlier years while their children were young, another stated reason for their move, second
to sea change, was that they did not want to raise their children in an urban setting. Apart
from the pressures city life places on adults, several Cardwell residents said they preferred
their children grew up in a small town with community values. An elderly man who moved
to Cardwell in the early 1980s said, „I didn‟t want my kids to grow up in Cairns‟ (I28,
12/10/05). He said „the international airport in Cairns was the catalyst for tourism in the
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area‟, which ultimately changed it from a quiet regional town to a major tourist destination.
As a result, Cairns was transformed into a city and he decided it was time to move on to a
smaller town.

Yet not all sea change movements are to escape the pressures of urban life. A middle-aged
woman, who had moved to Cardwell ten years earlier with her family, said „we‟d lived in
the bush … and thought maybe a bit of beach life would be good for us‟ (I1, 07/12/04).
Some of the recent immigrants to the area have come from rural areas in western
Queensland, looking for a change from the bush to a coastal lifestyle.

For the younger generation, living in Cardwell often means fewer opportunities for career
development. However, some of the younger people who have moved to Cardwell have
been able to successfully develop a promising career and have the benefit of their chosen
lifestyle. A young woman who had moved to Cardwell for a career promotion said the
nature of her work allows her to enjoy the best of both worlds – the job she enjoys and the
lifestyle she wants: „…I have the ability to work in nice places like here… because that is
my lifestyle choice. So I guess it‟s a bit of both (I5, 13/06/05). Another young man had
moved to Cardwell because he loved fishing and, whilst living in the town, found a career
opportunity that he enjoyed and was economically lucrative. Of the younger generation
who had moved to Cardwell, all stated that if Cardwell had not afforded them a lifestyle
they enjoy, they would not stay, even if they did have a good career in the town.

Whilst most of those who have moved to Cardwell come for the sea change, the town has
also attracted a few people who have desires to develop the region. One developer from the
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Gold Coast commented that he loves the Gold Coast lifestyle and wants Cardwell to „go
ahead‟ in the same way (07/11/04). A middle-aged woman who resides at the Port
Hinchinbrook marina said she is very passionate about Cardwell and wants the town to
prosper (16/06/05). One evening at the local pub a woman, who had recently moved from
the Gold Coast and started a small business in Cardwell, made a comment to a number of
other people that „if people in the town don‟t like development they can just leave‟
(26/04/05). Not surprisingly this suggestion upset quite a few people present on this
occasion, many of whom were long-term residents of the town.

For many years Cardwell has been dubbed a sleepy hollow, a place where people are able
to escape the hustle and bustle of the city. As I discussed in Chapter five, large-scale
developments of the kind seen at the Gold Coast have been met with resistance as most
people are attracted to Cardwell because it epitomises the sea change lifestyle. Looking
broadly at Australia, Burnley and Murphy (2004: 2-3) say:
The bald figures suggest a powerful trend. Over the past 35 years in
Australia, more than a million people left the five mainland state capital
cities (Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, Brisbane and Adelaide) and other
metropolitan areas for smaller places.
While population figures for Australian cities indicate they are continuing to grow, the
significant number of people migrating away from these urban centres in favour of smaller
regional locales provides compelling evidence of the growing sea change trend. Many of
the recent immigrants to Cardwell have come to escape the urban lifestyle and pursue
greater fulfilment in terms of their social wellbeing. Like those long-term and local
residents, the recent sea changers see Cardwell as fulfilling their desire for a quiet, relaxed
and friendly lifestyle.
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Staying local: lifestyle choices for non-Aboriginal people
As with the Aboriginal population of the Cardwell area, discussed earlier in this chapter,
many of the local non-Aboriginal people have also chosen to prioritise the social aspects of
their life in their choice to stay in Cardwell. For the majority of local residents, the most
important factor in considering whether or not to move away from Cardwell was their links
to family and friends, as well as the lifestyle the region offered. Like the sea-changers
discussed in the previous section, local people also commonly stated that they did not
desire to live in big cities or towns. One young man in his early 30s, who had lived in
Cardwell all his life, said „Townsville is too busy and there‟s too much traffic‟ (I54,
17/06/05).

While a number of young, White people aged between 18 and 25 have moved (some
temporarily) from Cardwell to larger urban centres, particularly Townsville, for work or
university, there is a significant proportion of the local population who have remained in
the area.100 A young local boy in his final year of schooling was undertaking a schoolbased apprenticeship with local engineering firms in order to increase his chances of
finding work in the area upon completion of year 12. His preferences were focussed on
staying close to family and friends. Similarly, his father, who had also grown up in the
region, said he had been to Townsville and Brisbane and just wanted to come back to a
small town. With regard to living in a small town he said, „well it always has been my
lifestyle. You get an insight into what happens in the cities, you know, you have a better
appreciation of home‟ (I30, 19/10/05).

100

Based on empirical data from fieldwork and ABS (2001a) census data.
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The myth that the younger generation all desire to move to the city was quickly dispelled
by a number of my participants in Cardwell. A man in his 50s, whose family had been in
the Cardwell district since the early 1900s, and who raised his own children in the local
area, said „well, my youngest one, he hates the city. He loves it here‟ (I26, 10/09/05). For
many of the local families their children, upon leaving school, have chosen to stay in the
area and work locally. The former employer of a school leaver said, „he‟s staying in the
area, he‟s got an apprenticeship with the Tully mill for welding and boiler making‟ (I1,
07/12/04). Of her own son, aged in his twenties and who had grown up in Cardwell, she
said, „he likes a good time, and I don‟t think that he ever thought that Cardwell, especially,
was a limitation to those youth expectations‟ (I1, 07/12/04).

This middle-aged woman had spent some of her own childhood living in a city and said, „I
like small towns, I don‟t think I‟ll ever live in a city again‟ (I1, 07/12/04). Recalling her
time spent living in small rural towns in north Queensland, she said:
But see, I think, again I would never say that an area I‟d moved to limited
our opportunities. I mean, for heavens sake, we lived in a four hundred
population town, with half the population Indigenous and half White, and
we had a great time. Had a ball. We weren‟t a family to begin with, it
was just [name given] and I, so it was a few years later and the kids came
along. But even as younger people we had a great time out there. And
then when they came along there was other families out there, so I still
never felt isolated at any time. And I don‟t, you know, I think a lot of
people are far too set in expecting their entertainment to be provided for
them. But that‟s just culture, I suppose. I don‟t need that, really, at all.
Neither of us do. And I think the kids have had that appreciation too, you
don‟t have to have everything supplied to you to have a good time (I1,
07/12/04).
This anti-materialist philosophy is a common element in small, close-knit communities, and
is generally considered the appealing feature among those who stay local and those who
move to small towns.
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Recalling times past, an elderly woman living in the Cardwell retirement home, said in the
early days there was no crime in Cardwell and it was good place to raise children. Her son
now lives in a much larger town in southern Queensland and often reminisces about the
freedom he had as a child growing up in Cardwell that his children can not enjoy living in a
larger regional centre. She said:
Even when my son grew up here he said … “mum [name given - his son]
has no idea of the freedom I had growing up in Cardwell”. He said “we
used to ride our bikes down to Five Mile and have a swim in the creek;
we‟d go up fishing up at … Meunga Creek out there”. He said nobody
was frightened in those days.
An elderly man, whose grandfather had moved to Cardwell in the early days of settlement
in the late 1800s, said „boating was my living all my life, and now it‟s my hobby‟ (I3,
01/03/05). Three generations of his family were involved in the boating and fishing
industry in Cardwell, and it was not only the mainstay of their working life, but the lifestyle
of the entire family. Several of the descendant families of the early settlers remain in
Cardwell today and say their lifestyle and wellbeing is the most important aspect of their
life.

Conclusion
In this chapter I have discussed patterns of mobility and migration and the underlying
motivations that influence people‟s movements. I have described the lack of migration
away from Cardwell and Jumbun and the influx of migrants into the area. In the first half
of this chapter I have discussed Aboriginal population movements, particularly the high
rate of localised mobility and the significantly lower rate of migration out of the area by
local Aboriginal people. I have argued that advocating for increased Aboriginal migration
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to urbanised areas in order to reduce economic disadvantage ignores the evidence that
„Indigenous Australians are less responsive to local economic factors than other
Australians, with social and cultural factors appearing to play a particularly significant role
in their decision making‟ (Biddle & Hunter, 2005: i). As Austin-Broos (2005: 1) points
out, „…some policy advisors are unwilling to grant that migration has enormous costs for
many Aborigines‟. Policy that pursues greater engagement in the mainstream economy as
its only goal ignores the ethnographic and statistical evidence that, given a choice, many
Aboriginal people choose not to migrate for economic opportunities.

As discussed, Young and Doohan (1989) have illustrated the lack of understanding in the
current literature about the motivations underlying Aboriginal population mobility. Using
both statistical and ethnographic evidence, I have demonstrated that social and cultural
factors strongly influence Aboriginal people‟s decision to move. As Beckett (1988: 119)
remarks, „[m]obility is consequently of considerable social importance‟. In particular, links
to family, country and culture are strong determinants of Aboriginal mobility patterns.
While Biddle and Hunter (2005: 7) suggest „Indigenous and non-Indigenous migration are
driven by different factors‟, I have illustrated for this North Queensland setting that there is
a common feature in both Aboriginal and White movement patterns, specifically social
factors.

In the second half of this chapter I have analysed those movements of local non-Aboriginal
people and the more recent sea change phenomenon that has attracted outsiders to the area.
I have established that, like many of the Aboriginal people, local and migrant White people
in Cardwell also prioritise the social aspects of their lives, particularly lifestyle and being
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close to family. For both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people residing in Cardwell,
social factors prevailed over economic development. However, given their choice to live in
a small regional town that provides limited economic opportunities, many have been
extremely proactive in creating their own local prospects. In the following chapter I
discuss employment, education and training in the Cardwell area and the ways in which
many people have developed their own opportunities in these domains.
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8 – Economic participation: employment, training & education
A debate has arisen over the last 30 years that suggests Aboriginal people are seriously
lagging behind the rest of Australia in terms of their economic growth and development.
The dominant progressive ideology of [the] last 30 years has allowed a
combination of citizenship entitlement (as a right) and self-determination
to facilitate life-style choice that has not delivered measurable outcomes
as measured by official statistics (Altman, 2005b: 124).
Taylor (2005: 117) reports:
A serious economic development has emerged whereby a large section of
the Indigenous adult population [are] overly-dependent on transfer
payments, structurally detached from the labour market, and ill-equipped
to engage it.
This economic crisis continues despite several Government initiatives, following the
Whitlam Federal Labor Government, that have put money directly into the hands of
Aboriginal people.
[B]etween 1968 and 1977 … a process of rapid integration into a cash
economy took place, with marked increases in discretionary incomes.
The result was a dramatic shift in the nature, structure and moral
economy of these Aboriginal communities (Peterson, 1998: 109).
Pearson (2000: 64) remarks that „[t]he introduction of money posed a fundamental
challenge to the social and economic arrangements and values of our original Aboriginal
society…‟. Yet, the success of government policy continues to be „measured principally by
the progress of programs aimed at closing the gap between Indigenous living standards and
those of other Australians‟ (Sutton, 2001: 138).

It is paramount to note, however, that prior to the 1970s Aboriginal people were
deliberately excluded from the cash economy and moreover, were subject to the control of
the government.
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In Australia, European colonisation denied Indigenous peoples their
autonomy. The power to act upon Indigenous Australians rested with the
dominant European government, its agents, officers and functionaries.
Then, two-thirds of the way through the last century, some sought to
provide a corrective to the consequences of colonial policies and the
dependency which was a mark of post-colonial aftermaths (Palmer, 2005:
101).
And yet, despite this shift toward increased Aboriginal independence, commentators such
as Tonkinson (1978: 98) have suggested that „[i]n some respects the Aborigines have less
autonomy now than they had in mission times‟. Indeed, Peterson (1998: 102) has also
commented that „[t]he achievement of full social rights at the end of the 1970s marked a
substantive threat to the sources of their relative autonomy‟. Likewise, Palmer (2005: 103)
says „[d]ependency did not disappear with the Commonwealth government‟s promulgation
of self-determination policies‟. He argues that „[t]he dependencies are a consequence of the
systemically disadvantaged nature of Indigenous Australians within the broader Australian
context‟ (Palmer, 2005: 103).

On the other hand, the alternate argument suggests there has been an almost complete
reversal in economic opportunity and economic disadvantage between Aboriginal and nonAboriginal people in Australia over the last 20 years. That is, whilst economic opportunity
was limited and economic disadvantage was high for Aboriginal people more than 20 years
ago, the opposite was true for non-Aboriginal Australians. This line of reasoning suggests
this economic shift has positively affected opportunities for Aboriginal Australians, whilst
limiting them for other Australians, in those areas where the demand for unskilled labour is
minimal.
For example, the disadvantage of leaving school at age 14 was greater for
Indigenous males and females in 1981 than for their non-Indigenous
counterparts. By 1996, these relativities were reversed with non221

Indigenous people who left school at or before 14 years of age
experiencing greater disadvantage (Hunter, 2005: 88).
This shift can be attributed to „the expansion of the CDEP scheme in non-urban areas
[which] has cushioned low-skilled Indigenous workers from the harsh realities of declining
regional labour markets‟ (Hunter, 2005: 88). Furthermore, Peterson (1998: 108) points out
that the level of disposable incomes in remote areas increased significantly with the
introduction of unemployment payments, or „sit-down money‟.

In Cardwell however, where the primary economic opportunity has not yet shifted in this
direction and the main labour market demand is in fact for unskilled labour, on banana
plantations for example, the effects of this economic trend have not yet been felt. But
considering the historical trajectory „of the Australian labour market over the last three-anda-half decades has been the loss of unskilled male full-time jobs‟, it seems Cardwell will
inevitably be subject to economic downturn in unskilled labour in the future. In this
chapter I will explore the comparative situation of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in
terms of their economic participation, with a particular focus on three crucial elements of
that participation – education, training and employment. The economic viability of a local
region is crucially affected by the employment, education and training opportunities that
exist in that area. Given the current debate about the economic development of Aboriginal
people compared with other Australians, a significant portion of this chapter is dedicated to
discussing and analysing Aboriginal economic participation.

This chapter will examine the current opportunities available in the Cardwell region, as
well as the effective creation of new economic prospects by both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal people. I will demonstrate that lifestyle factors and wellbeing play an important
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role in the underlying reasons for people‟s residence in the Cardwell region, more so than
economic factors. I will also show that using economic factors to assess the level of
disadvantage and wellbeing of Aboriginal people in remote areas ignores the social and
cultural influences that enhance wellbeing. A number of studies have discussed the need to
consider socio-cultural benefits as well as economic conditions in their assessment of
Indigenous status and wellbeing.101 However, most of the research that compares the
socio-economic gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians in remote areas
tend to only look at those areas where White people are resident primarily for employment
reasons.102 This study, by contrast, looks at a regional and remote area103 where both
Aboriginal and White people are resident for non-economic reasons. I illustrate that, for
the same reason, White residents who live in Cardwell may also be considered
disadvantaged in an economic and statistical sense. But, like Aboriginal people, these
statistical measures disregard the social and lifestyle factors that contribute to wellbeing.

Recounting tales of his life, an elderly White man who has lived in Cardwell for over 25
years, remarked that he was always „looking for lifestyle and adventure rather than money‟
in the jobs he chose. It was the lifestyle rather than economic prospects that drew him to
Cardwell, and yet, unlike his ambitions for an adventurous way of life, he characterised life
for young people in Cardwell as vegetative, and recommended they pursue economic
interests instead.
There‟s not much for the kids in terms of opportunities. No ambition for
kids here unless you want to work bananas. Nothing for the kids to do
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See for example Altman (2005a; , 2005b), Davis (1995), Greiner (2005), Peterson (2005), Sanders
(2005a), and Tesfaghiorghis and Altman (1991).
102
See for example Hunter (2005), Sanders (2005b), Taylor (2003; , 2005), and Taylor and Scambary (2005).
103
According to the Australian Standard Geographical Classification, Cardwell is considered an outer
regional area, and Jumbun is classed as a remote region (ABS, 2001b).
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here. If they stay they pick bananas or wait tables. Unless you want to be
a mushroom you get out and get an education and career (I28, 13/10/05).
Many Cardwell residents would disagree with this statement. The area is indeed limited in
terms of its local economic opportunities and yet people continue to stay and move in to the
area. As I established in the previous chapter, mobility patterns indicate more people
remaining in and moving to the Cardwell area than those moving out. In light of this
settlement pattern, this chapter examines the ways in which Cardwell residents mediate
their engagement in the market economy and how they survive financially.

Getting an education in Cardwell
A discussion concerning the economic participation of Australian people must begin with
the issue of education. Education is consistently portrayed as the key to future economic
prospects and an invaluable tool for gaining better employment opportunities. The strong
focus on and commitment to education by the Australian Government indicates the vital
role it plays in contemporary times. In the lead up to the Federal election in 2007,
education continued to be a key policy initiative of both the Coalition Government and the
Labor Party. Then opposition Labor leader Kevin Rudd (2007) stated, „Education is the
pathway to the future, our country‟s future, and our kids‟ future‟. With the decline in
demand for unskilled labour, particularly in the manufacturing sector, formal education is
considered essential to the future prospects of Australians. Gregory (2005: 141) suggests
„[a]s the labour market has moved against unskilled labour, it is to be expected that the
young would respond by increasing education levels‟.

The 2002 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) states
that „[a] lack of formal education has implications for future employment prospects and
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hence economic independence‟ for Indigenous Australians (ABS, 2004). Similarly, Hunter
(2005: 91) states: „…there should be no doubt about the importance of education in dealing
with Indigenous economic disadvantage‟. An elderly White man living in Cardwell, who
had many years of experience working as a community development officer in Papua New
Guinea, commented to me one day that he „believes education is the way out of poverty and
the problems amongst Aboriginal people‟ (I28, 13/10/05). Altman and Taylor (1987: 12)
have also advocated education for children in Indigenous communities who are too young
to make informed decisions about their future:
While it is possible to say that adults currently residing at outstations have
made a choice to live at such locations, the same cannot be said for their
children. …consideration must be given to providing education and
training for younger age cohorts who may choose to migrate to locations
where employment or commercial opportunities are available.
Hunter (2005: 88) reports significant increases in employment disadvantage for Aboriginal
people who leave school before the age of sixteen. Given the problems associated with low
levels of education, Gregory (2005: 141) recommends „much more needs to be done to
raise Indigenous education levels‟.

But despite the stated benefits of education, Pearson (2000: 62) says „Aboriginal children
are not participating successfully in the Australian education system‟. In remote areas,
especially, it is often difficult to reconcile the incessant push for Western-style education
with traditional customary practices. Sutton (2001: 141) argues that:
It is not rational for people to support traditional child-rearing practices,
and thus their emphasis on the autonomy of the young child, while both
officials and community members turn a blind eye to what are sometimes
massive school absenteeism rates, and continue with customary rhetoric
about the important role of education in the liberation of Indigenous
communities from dependency.
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He also adds „[e]ducation is compulsory throughout Australia – but only in theory. This
law is simply not applied rigorously in many Aboriginal townships…‟ (Sutton, 2001: 146).
Tesfaghiorghis and Altman (1991: 7) have reported that „[d]espite the improvements in
educational status, Aborigines still leave school relatively early‟. One could assume then
that value placed on education has not filtered down to the level of the community given
the significant rate of non-attendance by Aboriginal children of school age.

In my discussion with the State Development Commission of Townsville,104 the Senior
State Development Officer and Regional Development Officer both stated that „education
needs are the same in both Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities‟ (I23, I24,
05/09/05). That is, education is just as important to the future prospects of Aboriginal
people as it is to non-Aboriginal Australians. Given the importance of education, it is not
surprising that the absence of a high school in Cardwell has been the subject of much
contention for a number of years.

The High School Issue
Owing to its small population, Cardwell is home to a primary school but does not have a
high school.105 Students have the choice to either attend the State high school in Tully
(located 50km north of Cardwell), the Ingham public high school, or the Ingham private
college (both located 50km south). The subject of establishing a high school in Cardwell
has been raised repeatedly in public forums and government submissions over a number of
years. Some residents are arguing that Cardwell now has a population that warrants
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The State Development Commission is the authority that oversees development for a region that includes
the Cardwell Shire.
105
There are also primary schools at Kennedy and Murray Upper. Most of the children from Jumbun attend
the school at Murray Upper.

226

building a high school while others say the education offered in Tully and Ingham are
appropriate and sufficient.

At a meeting I attended of the Cardwell Chamber of Commerce (CCC) held in February
2005, a guest speaker raised the issue of a high school for Cardwell, saying: „kids are
missing school because of flood days‟ and „travel to Tully is consuming kids time‟. He
compared the situation to Brisbane, commenting that „as suburbs grow new schools get
built, and the city school size minimizes‟. This man also told the meeting of his submission
to the Queensland Department of Education and their response, which stated there is no
proposed high school for Cardwell and that the department was monitoring population
growth. The Education Department also stated that the number of students in Cardwell was
not high enough to warrant a high school. This man‟s main suggestion to the meeting was
that a high school may entice younger families to move to Cardwell, as well as keep
younger families in the district, as he argued that people are leaving the town once their
children reach high school. In addition, it was raised during this meeting that principal
developer of the Port Hinchinbrook marina, Keith Williams, had also tried to get a high
school in Cardwell.

After contemplating the issue, a middle-aged man at the meeting suggested the primary
school be expanded to incorporate the first couple of years of high school. But, in terms of
practicality, a young mother attending the meeting pointed out the difficulty recruiting
teachers to rural and regional areas. Similarly, during an interview some months later with
a man in his late forties, the issue of the sustainability and numbers needed for a high
school was again raised:
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Long-term goals for Cardwell is that there has always been talk of a high
school. And I suppose this is from me as a parent, 1500 people I can see
is an issue in a small town whether you would ever get a high school that
would be able to be sustainable with the population. I know that even in
the local school, the primary school, there‟s talk there sometimes that
they don‟t have enough classes. They don‟t have enough people,
students, enough to make it a definite class, at times (I10, 29/06/05).
This middle-aged father was more incensed with the fact that there is no bank in Cardwell
than the absence of a high school: „I think one thing that is outrageous is that when I moved
to Cardwell in ‟87 there was two full-time banks here, the National and Westpac were here,
and over time we have no bank‟ (I10, 29/06/05). Currently, businesses in Cardwell have to
do their banking in Ingham or Tully, which this man said is „wrong‟ (I10, 29/06/05).

Wanting to explore the issue further, I asked if he would prefer a bank to a high school in
Cardwell:
I‟m thinking of it in practical terms. I‟d like to see Cardwell have more
facilities for people who don‟t have to travel too far. Because it is an
onerous thing to have to drive to Ingham (I10, 29/06/05). It‟s a catch-22.
The more development comes in and the more people expect to have
higher grade facilities, will that take away the livelihood of the people
that have helped build Cardwell up over the last 20, 30, 40 years? But I
don‟t think a bank will be out of sight. I would do anything I could to
support that.
In a similar vein, a middle-aged mother also commented on the limited facilities in
Cardwell but was not perturbed by the absence of secondary schooling:
Shopping opportunities aren‟t great in Cardwell. But predominantly this
town supplies us with everything we need. So really this town can
provide everything you need, except for secondary education. So
Cardwell high school kids have got either the opportunity to catch public
transport and go to the public Tully high school, or they pay
transportation, subsidised transportation, and travel to the catholic college
in Ingham. And we were really happy with the Tully high school, one of
our kids was school captain, and the other one basically got what he
wanted. … that was a fantastic school, Tully (I1, 07/12/04).
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Clearly, for these parents the current schooling arrangements are adequate for students
needs.

Another middle-aged father was of the opinion that the limitations of Cardwell were most
notable when children reach the tertiary education level:
Cardwell‟s sort of limited opportunity once your children get to
university, unless you‟re going to send them away, or billet „em
somewhere. Once their out of high school where do you send them?
Townsville or Cairns isn‟t it (I11, 30/06/05).
When I asked his thoughts on the current high school situation, he remarked: „It‟s limited
too. You‟ve got Tully which hasn‟t got a great reputation, and Ingham, well it‟s a catholic
school, I think‟ (I11, 30/06/05).

During the CCC meeting, the young woman mentioned above was concerned about the
number of children „dropping out of school because they don‟t want to catch the buses‟.
Another man said „the kids are also restricted in their after-school activities, if they need
tutoring‟. Many months after this meeting the issue of education in Cardwell was again
brought to my attention by an elderly man whose children had attended the Cardwell
Primary School and high school in Ingham and Tully:
I was a member of the P & C at Cardwell School. Only about ten percent
of the parents were interested in their kid‟s education and their future.
Education here is not valued like it is in Asia, where they want their kids
to get an education to get out of a poverty lifestyle.
Regardless of people‟s participation in forums such as the School Parents and Children‟s
Association, I would argue that given the number of times the issue of schooling, and more
specifically, the matter of getting a high school was raised in public meetings and my
discussions with people, parents are in fact concerned with their children‟s education.
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Training
Like education, training can be a valuable precursor to employability. Yet in the context of
rural labour markets, where the demand for skilled labour is minimal, training could be
deemed irrelevant. In Cardwell, a high proportion of the employment positions in the
mainstream labour market are in unskilled positions, particularly in the agricultural
industry. With a significant percentage of people, especially males, employed on the
banana farms, the need for training and higher education is considered of little use.

But for those interested in an alternative career in a skilled position, Cardwell does offer
training opportunities. The Girringun Aboriginal Corporation runs The Davey „Buckeroo‟
Lawrence Education, Training and Cultural Centre in Cardwell which, while primarily
intended for Aboriginal people, also trains local White residents to improve their
opportunities. „The funding body and Girringun prefer that the training be for Indigenous
people first and foremost, but they also train non-Indigenous people to fill the places‟ (I27,
10/10/05). The Chairperson of Girringun commented to me that „one good thing about
Girringun too is that we always leave Girringun open not only for Aboriginal people but for
the whole community‟ (I4, 08/03/05). The Davey Lawrence Centre provides free training
for unemployed and casually employed people, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, in
areas such as hospitality, horticulture, work readiness, computing, arts and crafts (I27,
10/10/05). The Tully Times (2005) newspaper reported the State Government had
allocated $161 330 to the Girringun Training Programme „to improve employment in the
Cardwell area‟. The Training Centre „is expected to provide around 95 new jobs‟ through
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improving participants‟ skills and „would save participants the inconvenience and cost of
having to travel to Innisfail and Ingham‟ (Tully Times, 2005).

As Altman et al. (2005: 14) point out, „[i]n remote areas, in which there are few mainstream
employment opportunities, training should develop “practical skills” that are of use to the
local community‟. At the time of my interview with the Training Coordinator of the Davey
Lawrence Centre, three Jumbun residents were undertaking their Certificate IV in Business.
In addition, a number of people from Ingham, Tully, Kennedy, and Jumbun were engaged
in various types of training at the centre. The training centre also coordinates its activities
with other training venues to avoid „double-ups/cross overs‟, and to complement other
organisations. For example, they „work in partnership with the CDEP‟ (I27, 10/10/05).

An elderly Aboriginal man mused over something he had heard, telling me: „one person
said Aboriginal people are the most trained people in Australia‟, but unfortunately that
training does not always translate into jobs, especially in remote and rural areas. Altman
and Johnson (2000: 21) have said that „the gap between skills held by local Aboriginal
people and those required for employment is widening‟. Hence, the value of training, and
those organisations that provide this service, is of great significance. Training
organisations such as the Davey Lawrence Centre (and, as we shall see later, the CDEP
organisation) provide both formal and informal training to enhance the employment
prospects of its participants. These Indigenous organisations provide an invaluable
community, social and cultural service. The Girringun Aboriginal Corporation, for
example, has provided jobs,106 training, and advice for its constituents. These organisations
106

For example, in administration, mapping, project and research support, caretaking, and language and skills
training, among other things.
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also effectively mediate Aboriginal people‟s articulation with both the customary and
market economies, and provide support for the transition from one to the other.

The problems associated with the articulation of traditional Aboriginal economies and
market-based economies
A number of scholars have commented on the economic disparity of Aboriginal and other
Australians, with analysis ranging from suggestions of Aboriginal dependency (Palmer,
2005; Pearson, 2000), discussions of Indigenous suffering and disadvantage (Sutton, 2001),
to advocates of Indigenous choice (Rowse, 2002). Altman (2001; , 2005a), for example,
has been prolific in assessing sustainable economic development options in remote and
very remote regions of Australia, and with Gray states that „[t]here is evidence that some
discrete Indigenous communities in remote Australia are in economic and social crisis‟
(Altman & Gray, 2005: 3).

Aboriginal lawyer and activist Noel Pearson has been vocal on the issues of Aboriginal
disadvantage, especially in remote communities. Two themes emerge from Pearson‟s book
Our Right to Take Responsibility: that Aboriginal people must realise that the fight for
rights goes hand-in-hand with the need to take responsibility; and that passive welfare is the
key destructive force in the breakdown and loss of traditional Aboriginal culture. Peterson
(1998: 108) writes „[a]ccess to unemployment funds was widely accepted as placing too
much money in Aboriginal hands in the sense that it was thought that it would aggravate
social problems and be disruptive‟. Pearson suggests the „right to a real economy‟107 is the
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His use of the term „real economy‟ refers to the mainstream market economy of the wider Australian
society.
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only way to improve the poor social and economic condition of Aboriginal people and vital
to the „success‟ of Aboriginal society.

While Pearson does have a valid point, his assertion that passive welfare is the sole
destructive force, the root of all problems, in Aboriginal society is open to question. I
follow Sutton (2001: 128) in saying it may be quite true that passive welfare has corrupted
and contributed to the problems apparent in Aboriginal society today, but to suggest that
this is the only contributing factor fails to recognise the myriad other issues which have
influenced the current socio-economic status and wellbeing of Aboriginal people. For
example, in terms of wellbeing, Pearson attributes welfare as the cause of the poor social
condition of Aboriginal people: „[i]t explains the phenomenon that even as our material
condition improved over recent decades, our social condition deteriorated‟ (Pearson, 2000:
23).

Other commentators on the wellbeing of Aboriginal people might agree that welfare has
been a contributing factor in the decline of social conditions, but by no means exhausts the
range of influences on wellbeing.108 Economic development and improved material
conditions do not necessarily correlate with an improvement in well-being. Research on
remote communities by Tonkinson et al (2004) in Jigalong, Western Australia and
Numbulwar, Northern Territory, and Ellis109 (pers comm. 2004) in Balgo, Western
Australia, indicates that despite an increase in material wealth and improvement in material
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See for example Tonkinson et al. (2004) who are investigating how identity and other psycho-social
factors, such as social support, affect health and wellbeing. They state „a major assumption underlying the
questions we seek to explore is that mortality, morbidity and well being are dependant on more than material
conditions. Health and well being are not dependant solely on economic conditions‟ (Tonkinson, Tonkinson,
& Burbank, 2004: 2).

233

conditions, the health and wellbeing of people in these communities is remaining the same
or actually worsening. Ellis (pers comm. 2004) says over the last few years the health of
people in Balgo has seriously worsened.

Sutton‟s (2001: 125) provocative paper The Politics of Suffering invoked the need to look
at culture since „“Indigenous disadvantage” in Australia does not show enough signs of
improvement in critical areas to allow for any further complacency about the correctness of
existing approaches‟.110 Stating his contentions in no uncertain terms, Sutton (2001: 137)
refers to „the typifying role played by talk about “culture” in masking the horrific gap
between policy and reality in Australian Indigenous affairs‟. Consequently, he called for a
complete re-assessment of Indigenous policy in light of the „raw evidence of a disastrous
failure in major aspects of Australian Aboriginal affairs policy since the early 1970s‟
(Sutton, 2001: 125).

Critiques of Aboriginal Affairs policy are not novel and „[o]ver the last two decades there
have been several studies showing how Indigenous Australians have attempted to come to
terms with these new policies, while recognising their limitations‟ (Palmer, 2005: 102).
Revisiting the issue again in 2006, Sutton (2006) suggested that the structures of
imperialism and colonial control were possibly positive to reduce Aboriginal disadvantage,
especially those problems caused by alcohol. Sutton (2001) and Peterson (1998) both point
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Ellis is a Lecturer in rural and remote health practice (nursing) for the Combined Universities Centre for
Rural Health in Geraldton, Western Australia. She has spent lengthy periods of time working and researching
in remote communities in Western Australia, particularly the Balgo community in the far north of the State.
110
Patterson (2006) also calls for the need to address the factors inherent in one‟s culture in his discussion of
the „tragic disconnection of millions of black youths from the American mainstream‟. He argues that the
absence of effective policies to deal with this dilemma stems from „a deep-seated dogma‟ among social
scientists that ignores cultural explanations in favour of „structural factors like low incomes, joblessness, poor
schools and bad housing‟ (Patterson, 2006).
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to the undesirable and unintended consequences of granting civil rights to Aboriginal
people in the late 1960s and 1970s, particularly the social problems it created.

From this discourse on Aboriginal social and economic wellbeing pertinent questions
emerge. Do the problems and limitations we see in Aboriginal economic development,
growth and positive change, and the lack thereof, stem firstly from an omission from a cash
economy and then a sudden, uninitiated leap into it? Are suffering and disadvantage the
result of an imposed rather than self-inflicted new social order that Aboriginal people were
simply expected to adapt or adjust to?111 Aboriginal people lack experience historically in
the cash economy, and yet Sutton (2001: 145) argues that an historical explanation alone
cannot account for their „levels of sheer suffering‟. He suggests that in times of such
political correctness, social scientists and politicians are afraid to say that culture is a factor
in the persistence of Indigenous disadvantage.

In discussing the severe disadvantage experienced by many Aboriginal Australians, Sutton
(2001: 136) suggests „there is still much substance‟ to Stanner‟s assertion that the market
and traditional Aboriginal culture are „mutually exclusive‟. Sutton (2001: 136) writes:
„[t]hose who remain culturally closest to the classical traditions of their forebears may be
those least likely to find engagement in the market economy congenial or possible‟. This
type of view is not supported by my informants, such as an elderly Aboriginal man in
Cardwell, who has successfully worked in Aboriginal organisations for a number of years,
is dedicated to the Assembly of God Church, and maintains elements of his traditional and

111

Rowse (1998: 88) says „[a]ssimilation policy had postulated that, in the long run, there would be no
distinct Aboriginal social order to maintain‟. However, it was later understood that „Aboriginal people were
not just individual people … [but] a surviving social order‟ (Rowse, 1998: 88). Under the policy of self-
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customary practices, said that a cultural lifestyle and being in the workforce „complement
each other‟ (I4, 08/03/05).

Sutton also proposes Aboriginal disadvantage is further exacerbated by the younger
generations not fitting into either the traditional domain or the market economy.
Young people who, unlike their grandparents, are functionally illiterate
and unemployable in the “real economy”, but who have also received
only a diminished education in their elders‟ cultural traditions, if that, are
increasing in number (Sutton, 2001: 136).
Sutton reports that for the „role models‟ of Aboriginal society, success has been contingent
upon their extrication from community life and the pursuit of individual goals in their
professional lives. Davis (2004), however, suggests Sutton‟s position does not do justice to
the complexity of the socio-economic situation because it does not account for those
instances, for example, of Aboriginal men becoming successful business men, and
Aboriginal men and women who have successfully combined business and art work.

Contrary to Sutton‟s assertion that traditionally based economies and market economies are
mutually exclusive and cannot be integrated with one another, ethnographic (Davis, 1995)
and policy (Altman & Smith, 1999) research has outlined instances where, not only have
the two economic systems been combined, but they have been successfully balanced to
maximise opportunities and benefits. In Davis‟s (1995) study, Sabai Islanders
supplemented and complemented a traditional subsistence economy (which enhanced and
perpetuated cultural continuity and traditional practices) with a mainstream governmentadopted economic strategy for Indigenous people – the CDEP scheme. In Altman and
Smith‟s assessment of the performance of Royalty Associations, the Ngurratjuta Aboriginal
determination, „the reproduction of an indigenous social order is politically, legally and financially supported‟
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Corporation (NgAC) was concerned „to find a balance between its social and commercial
activities‟ (Rowse, 2002: 99). The NgAC managed to critically situate itself „at the point of
interaction between the Australian Indigenous and mainstream economic systems‟, and
were therefore accountable to both (Altman & Smith, 1999: 16).

Trigger (2005: 43) has also addressed the „potential tensions between economic
development and the continuity of certain Indigenous cultural practices and beliefs‟. He
approaches the issue of culture and economic development from an ethnographicallyinformed understanding of the ways in which mining impacts upon and influences the
social, cultural, political and economic dimensions of life in an Aboriginal community.
Like Pearson, who raised an important question of whether traditional Aboriginal social
values and arrangements are at odds with the imperatives of the modern economy; Trigger
also increases awareness and generates discussion regarding the issue of whether
Aboriginal cultural values are primarily at odds with market-based imperatives, in his case,
of the mining economy.

The „problems of articulation that occur between kin-based and market-based societies‟ has
also been discussed by Austin-Broos (2003: 118). She borrows Peterson‟s concept of
„demand-sharing‟ and how it has been transformed within kin relations. In particular,
Austin-Broos (2003: 118) discusses the issue of welfare and economics with kinship, such
as „the transitions involved as Arrernte people come to objectify kin relations more in terms
of commodities and cash and less in detailed knowledge and experience of country‟. Like
Trigger, her paper highlights the tension between two cultural systems and two forms of

(Rowse, 1998: 98).
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economy. The Euro-Australian cultural system and market economy is based on
individualism and personal material accumulation, whereas the Aboriginal cultural system
and kin-based economy is based on sharing and obligation.

In relation to this issue, Pearson (2000: 64) critically asks: how do we maintain our
traditional values of sharing and obligation when we engage in private enterprise? And
further, what will happen to the values and relationships of our society if we encourage
individuals and families to engage in market enterprises? Davis (2004) has pointed out that
we do not know much about how the success of Aboriginal people in business, politics and
the cash economy effects them in their social life and social organisation, especially in
terms of demand-sharing and reciprocity that is expected. He questions whether Aboriginal
people have to extricate themselves from their social life in order to be successful.
Aboriginal traditional culture is generally a culture of cooperation and sharing that has
sometimes been perverted, manipulated, and abused under post-colonial pressures and
enforced changes to lifestyle.

Austin-Broos demonstrates that kin relations are of central importance when considering
whether or not to engage or participate in the market economy. Specifically, kin relations
may be more influential in choosing a certain lifestyle and economic position than personal
aspirations. An Aboriginal person must consider how the choices about these affect one‟s
daily lived experience and their sociality. As Austin-Broos (2003) points out, Aboriginal
persons who appear to give priority to material accumulation risk being regarded as selfish.
In a similar vein, Trigger (2005) suggests success or failure to achieve accumulative
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materialistic wealth does not necessarily imply a lack of aspiration toward such
accumulation.

While there are those commentators who suggest traditional and market economies are
mutually exclusive, even fundamentally contradictory,112 there are others who maintain that
traditional cultural forms are not inconsistent with market economies, but rather economic
development in the market can help traditional forms to flourish.113 It is in this context that
Altman (2001; , 2005a; , 2005b) has developed the term „hybrid economy‟ which is „made
up of market, state and customary components‟ (Altman, 2001: v). He suggests that while
these economies are separate entities, they operate simultaneously. For example, art comes
from tradition but also forms part of the market economy today.

Altman‟s (2001) proposal of the hybrid economy seeks to overcome the predominant
tendency to frame the economy as consisting of two distinct domains, the market (or
private) sector and the state (or public) sector, or to use Pearson‟s (2000) term, the „real‟
economy as opposed to the „gammon/artificial‟ economy.
„[T]he hybrid economy‟ has three sectors, the customary, market and
state, rather than just the last two, more orthodox ones. Use of this
framework highlights that in many contexts the dichotomy between “real”
(or market) or “unreal” (or welfare) economies is an oversimplification
that ignores and potentially demeans Indigenous effort in the customary
(or non-market) sector (Altman, 2005b: 122).

It has often been considered that Aboriginal disadvantage is evident in their poor
participation in mainstream economic development, measured by their low level of
employment, education and income. But as Rowse (2002), like Altman, demonstrates,
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See, for example, Sutton (2001). See also Lea (2000: 4) who maintains that the market economy and
„traditional forms of life‟ are mutually exclusive.
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these perceptions obscure the value placed on, for example, the success of traditional
economies, social networks of support, and the maintenance of cultural forms that all
impact on the wellbeing of the individual or collective. Rowse (2002: 8) says, „Indigenous
people‟s continuing poor labour market status could be understood partly as a reflection of
their different “aspirations”, “values” and “choices”‟.

Unlike Sutton, who states there has been an abject failure of Aboriginal policy in Australia
since the 1970s, Rowse claims the best feature of self-determination policy114 is that it
maintains the real possibility of lifestyle choices. He suggests the continuing imbalance
between Aboriginal and other Australians, in terms of economic development, could be
attributed to a failure in Indigenous policies, or it could be seen as a success in that it has
allowed for an increase in choice for Aboriginal people. He poses the question:
If the Indigenous rate of employment continued below the nonIndigenous rate, were we to conclude that the AEDP was failing to
achieve employment equity? Or was it rather that the policy was
succeeding in allowing Indigenous peoples‟ choice not to be educated,
employed and rewarded in the same ways that non-Indigenous
Australians were? (original emphasis)(Rowse, 2002: 8).
Similarly, Altman and Taylor (1987: 69) have articulated the inherent contradiction in selfdetermination policies:
It has recently been suggested that for many groups in remote regions the
twin policy objectives of self-sufficiency and economic equality are not
only unachievable, but are also contradictory – the more communities
have of one the less they will have of the other.
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See, for example, Davis (1995). See also Langton (2002: 19) who claims „sacrificing culture is not
required for economic development‟.
114
Rowse (2002: 1) looks at the historic development of official Government policy for Indigenous
Australians from the days of „assimilation‟ policy, in the years roughly 1950-70, to the „self-determination‟
policies which emerged in the early 1970s.
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Hence, Rowse sees policies of the Indigenous Sector,115 such as the CDEP scheme, as
fundamental to the development of Aboriginal people and as a means of expanding the
capacity for individual choice and the field of choices available. As a strong advocate of
Aboriginal choice, he suggests that Governments should support this aspect of the
Indigenous Sector. Some Aboriginal people may simply not want to participate in the
mainstream labour market, while others may not want to participate in the Indigenous
Sector, but the presence and availability of these two economic streams provides people
with options and therefore opportunities to choose.

Rather than critiquing policy itself, Rowse points to the (in)effectiveness of standard socioeconomic indicators that measure the success or failure of Indigenous policy and program
delivery. In developing the Aboriginal Employment Development Policy (AEDP) in 1987,
the Hawke federal government appeared to have good intentions to develop equity across
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians, but the theory behind this concept was naïve.
They used standard socio-economic indicators across the board to assess equity and
equality of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. For this same reason, Peterson (2005:
13) critiques the 2003 report Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage, saying:
Despite the widespread consultation with Indigenous people this Report,
like almost all writing on Aboriginal involvement with the Australian
economy, is astonishingly naïve, not to say ethnocentric, about the
cultural nature of economic activity. The notion that Indigenous people
may have their own life projects in either a grand or limited sense is
obscured by the pressing moral and political objective of achieving
statistical equality, more or less, that comes with policies of practical
reconciliation and mainstreaming.

115

The „Indigenous Sector‟ consists of publicly funded organisations, such as ATSIC, land councils, and
health services (Rowse, 2002: 1).
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As Altman and Rowse, among others, have demonstrated, standard socio-economic
categories cannot account for the more unorthodox and ambiguous forms of activity that
contribute to the level of wellbeing.116

Rowse (2002: 26-27) argues the AEDP tried to reconcile choice with equity, but he asks
what if low employment rates, low income rates, low education participation, and a high
rate of welfare dependency were a result of Indigenous choice of a certain lifestyle? How
was the AEDP to reconcile their policy objective for both freedom of choice and equity?
Despite its shortcomings, Rowse (2002: 19)
…portray[s] the Aboriginal Employment Development Policy (AEDP) as
an attempt to realise one of the most common forms of individual
autonomy in Australian society: being a waged or salaried worker.
Moreover, he says „[i]f we take Indigenous choice seriously, the disappointing results of the
AEDP are open to interpretation. Perhaps they are not so disappointing‟ (Rowse, 2002:
36). Rowse would clearly disagree then with Gregory‟s (2005: 139) argument that the
AEDP has failed to achieve its objectives: „Against AEDP goals … the evidence suggests
that the situation has deteriorated and therefore current policies are clearly ineffective and
should be changed‟ . Gregory does, however, state that the AEDP had its benefits,
although for different reasons to Rowse:
But, despite the unreality of the AEDP position, it has always seemed
self-evident to me that the direction of change was right and that much
higher levels of mainstream Indigenous employment should be a major
objective.
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To overcome this problematic, Rowse, like Finlayson (1995), has stressed the importance of ethnography
to an interpretation of census statistics and social policy indicators. Policy discourse on „choice and
development‟ for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians must be contextualised through ethnography in
order to make sense of statistical data. For example, „Ethnography has been vital to CAEPR‟s ability to ask
whether the categories of the labour market were adequate to an assessment of Indigenous well-being‟
(Rowse, 2002: 234).
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Among the discussion papers produced by the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy
Research (CAEPR), there have been differing perspectives on the „significance of
Indigenous choice in determining their labour market outcomes‟ (Rowse, 2002: 28). Some
of the literature places emphasis on the capacity of the individual‟s choice in determining
behaviour and outcomes, whilst others attribute such behaviour to „the properties of new
institutions that mediate Indigenous Australians‟ relationship with the labour market‟, such
as the CDEP scheme (Rowse, 2002: 28).

Community development and employment prospects: the CDEP scheme
The Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme was introduced under
the Fraser Coalition Commonwealth Government as a response to criticism that the
payment of unemployment benefits to Aboriginal people in remote areas was inappropriate
considering they have none to minimal access to the labour market.
The CDEP was established in 1977, originally operating only in remote
communities, as a creative response to the arguments coming from a
diversity of political, bureaucratic and welfare reformist quarters that
unemployment benefit payments were not appropriate to the
circumstances of communities without any form of mainstream labour
market (Cass, 2005: 102).
The disadvantage experienced by those Aboriginal people in remote regions that did not
form part of the labour market of Australia has been a cornerstone of Aboriginal Affairs
policy following the granting of civil rights to Indigenous people in the late 1960s.
While the CDEP scheme is race-based and applies only to Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples,117 it is designed to deal with the
117

While the CDEP scheme is intended for Indigenous participants only, the Department of Employment and
Workplace Relations (DEWR) policy allows „CDEP organisations to maintain a base rate of 3% participation
of non-Indigenous participants‟ (Gumbudda CDEP, 2006). The Gumbudda CDEP organisation in Cardwell
listed one of its key performance indicator objectives as reducing the number of non-Indigenous participants
from 18% to 5% as agreed with the DEWR (Gumbudda CDEP, 2006). In an interview with the CDEP
Coordinators I was informed that the Gumbudda Board had decided there would be no non-Indigenous
participants, rather than the Australia-wide level of 3% (I25, I50, 08/08/06).
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disadvantage experienced by Indigenous communities in their access to
social security and mainstream labour market programs and opportunities
(Hunter, 2005: 82).
Consequently, the CDEP scheme has played a pivotal role in improving the economic
advancement of Aboriginal people by providing welfare money in a particular way,
particularly in areas characterised by a lack of skilled and mainstream employment
opportunities. „The CDEP scheme is the most significant labour market program targeted
at Indigenous Australians, particularly in remote Australia‟ (Altman & Gray, 2005: 4).

Following the decline in the demand for Aboriginal pastoral workers during the 1970s,
attributed to the advancement of new technologies and the granting of award wages, there
has been a steady increase in publicly-funded employment, such as CDEP.
The CDEP scheme participants are required to work (mostly part-time)
for their entitlements. While the employment status of participants is
ambiguous in many regards, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)
treats CDEP scheme workers as employed for statistical purposes
(Hunter, 2005: 83).
This trend is reflected in the ABS (2006b) census data for Murray Upper which indicates a
significantly higher level of part-time employment (20 persons, 64.5%) compared with fulltime employment (3 persons, 9.7%), as to be expected of a community which heavily
utilizes CDEP. The scheme developed into „what has become, in dollar terms, the largest
single program of the Commonwealth‟s Aboriginal and Islander Affairs portfolio‟
(Sanders, 1998: 141). In 1985 under the Federal Hawke Labor Government, the Miller
Committee strongly recommended that the CDEP scheme should continue to be
supported.118 „The Miller Report119 was critical of the ADC‟s emphasis on commercial
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The Blanchard Homelands Report (1987) also supported the CDEP scheme.
The Hawke Government commissioned the Miller Committee to produce a report in relation to the
economic circumstances of Aboriginal people. Altman and Taylor (1987: 11) have said „[t]he Miller Report
has been the first comprehensive review of Aboriginal economic development throughout Australia‟.
119
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viability in areas where economic opportunities were limited‟ (Altman & Taylor, 1987: 10).
Further, this report „is willing to challenge the dominant market ideology which is all too
ready to totally discount the significance of informal economic activities‟ (Altman &
Taylor, 1987: 11). As a result of the Miller Report‟s recommendations, the Hawke
Government introduced the Aboriginal Employment Development Policy (AEDP) and
expanded the CDEP scheme beyond remote communities, into more urban areas where
Aboriginal people also had limited employment prospects (Sanders, 1998: 148-149).

Since its inception the CDEP scheme has been praised for its successes and benefits.
Firstly, the scheme allows local Aboriginal people to engage in cultural activities either
directly, through setting up commercial enterprises such as cultural tourism; or indirectly
by being flexible with working hours and participation, allowing more time to engage in
traditional and cultural activities. „CDEPs create a demand for labour that is sensitive to
the cultural characteristics of the Indigenous suppliers of labour‟ (Rowse, 2002: 28).
Secondly, it
…was heralded by proponents as a means to provide communities with
the opportunity to manage their own labour market strategies, train
participants for mainstream employment and break the cycle of welfare
dependency which was seen as a substantial impediment to community
self-determination (Palmer, 2005: 107-108).
Altman and Gray (2005: 5) summarise the five main roles of the CDEP scheme in remote
and very remote regions of Australia:
First, it provides flexible employment opportunities, often in contexts
where there are no, or limited, mainstream employment opportunities,
particularly for Indigenous people. Second, it provides income security
and the opportunity to earn additional income from employment and
enterprise. Third, it provides opportunity for education and training.
Fourth, it can assist participants to move into mainstream (unsubsidised)
employment. Fifth, and most innovatively, it acts as an instrument for
economic and community development.
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Hunter (2005: 86) notes that „the CDEP scheme provides an obvious explanation for the
reduction in the level of employment disadvantage [for Aboriginal peoples] outside
Australia‟s major urban areas‟. Furthermore, „the improvement in other urban and nonurban areas coincides with the expansion of the CDEP scheme, especially after 1986‟
(Hunter, 2005: 86).

Despite its many advantages, however, the scheme has also been subject to much criticism,
particularly its failure to provide movement of participants to mainstream employment.
One critique which can be made of the CDEP scheme is that while
providing community-led participation in socially useful projects, they
are not a substitute for mainstream employment, at regular rates of pay in
the open labour market (Cass 2005: 103).
Gregory (2005: 147) reinforces this criticism, commenting that:
It is now clear that CDEP should be thought of primarily as a mechanism
to transfer welfare income to remote communities, perhaps to foster some
economic development, rather than as a full-time mainstream job-creation
program.
Palmer (2005: 108) also refers to such critique of the scheme in the 1997 Spicer Report and
„its failure to provide movement for participants from “work for the dole” type activity to
full labour market participation seen as perpetuating welfare dependency…‟. He suggests
„CDEP, for all its worthy intentions, is generated within a relationship of inequality and so
serves to perpetuate dependency‟ (Palmer, 2005: 109). But, as Sanders (2005a: 206) points
out, „[t]he downside of this employment outcomes emphasis was that it threatened to work
against the very places for which CDEP had originally been conceived: the remote
communities‟.
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This criticism does, however, reflect the reality of circumstances in remote areas, to a
certain extent at least. The Gumbudda CDEP organisation in Cardwell120 reports the
problems associated with the effective movement of participants to mainstream
employment. In their 2005-2006 Capacity Building plan, the Gumbudda CDEP (2006)
stated its objectives under its key performance indicators were to „increase movement of
participants to non CDEP employment‟, and to improve the employability of its
participants. It is anticipated that CDEP employment be used as an intermediate step to
gaining mainstream employment or in the case where no other employment is available.
Gumbudda CDEP Aboriginal Corporation agrees with DEWR and does
not believe it is desirable that young people are encouraged to leave
school to participate in CDEP, but it would not want to stop CDEP being
used as a stepping stone between school and work in some communities
for some young people (Gumbudda CDEP, 2006).
Furthermore, the Gumbudda CDEP organisation has strategies in place, such as accredited
training, to improve the employment chances „should the situation arise where a 15-17 year
olds [sic] have no other option other than CDEP‟ (Gumbudda CDEP, 2006). As Cass
(2005: 103) points out, sometimes „where there is no viable labour market, there is often no
alternative to the CDEP program‟. In fact, „[m]any CDEP participants would be long-term
unemployed if they were not participating in the scheme‟ (Altman & Gray, 2005: 11). At a
national level, „[i]n the absence of the CDEP scheme the official unemployment rate of
Indigenous Australians would increase from 23 per cent to 43 per cent‟ (Altman, Gray, &
Levitus, 2005: 1).
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The Gumbudda CDEP organisation takes in the towns of Cardwell, Ingham, Kennedy, Murray Upper
(including Jumbun), and Tully. From 2002-2006 the Gumbudda office was located in Tully, prior to that it
had several small offices in each of the towns it covered. During 2006 the office was relocated to Cardwell
(I25, 08/08/06).
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Whilst there is an alternative to CDEP for Jumbun and Cardwell residents, albeit mostly in
unskilled labour positions in the agricultural industry, many of the Aboriginal people of this
area have gained valuable skills from their participation in the CDEP scheme. The
Coordinator of the Gumbudda CDEP said „participants receive Gumbudda really well.
They want self-development‟ (I25, 08/08/06). A number of Aboriginal people of the
Cardwell region choose to work either under the CDEP scheme or in local Indigenous
organisations and units, such as Girringun Aboriginal Corporation and the Cardwell
Indigenous Ranger Unit (CIRU) within the QPWS.121 This is due in part to the culturallyspecific nature of these organisations, and partly to their flexibility.122 „It is often argued
that employment in the CDEP scheme is attractive to Indigenous people as it allows a
combination of participation in customary (non-market) activities and the paid labour
market‟ (Altman & Gray, 2005: 11).

Given the accommodating and culturally-sensitive nature of the scheme, the mainstreaming
of this employment alternative is of serious concern. In their 2001-2002 and 2002-2003
annual reports, ATSIC reported its
CDEP outcomes were …identified under “promotion of cultural activity”
and “improvement to social and physical wellbeing”. CDEP had become
ATSIC‟s premier example of governing with an emphasis on difference,
both among Indigenous people and between Indigenous people and
others… (Sanders, 2005a: 208).
In mid-2004 when the CDEP program was transferred to the government‟s employment
portfolio, the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR), its focus
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The CIRU provides further opportunity for Indigenous people to take up local jobs in the Parks and
Wildlife sector and receive on-the-job training.
122
In addition, Hunter (2005: 90) reports „the potential for discrimination is most pronounced in the private
sector where it averages around 90 per cent of the employment differential‟. Therefore, he suggests, the fear
of discrimination deters Aboriginal people from seeking employment in the private/mainstream sector and
prefer to find employment in the Indigenous sector. Furthermore, Altman (2005b: 122) suggests community-
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turned instead to mainstream employment outcomes. Voicing his concern to the Australian
Council of Social Service, Sanders (2005a: 210) „challenged DEWR to recognize and
respect the non-employment objectives of CDEP as part of the scheme‟s strength and
flexibility‟.

The concern regarding the mainstreaming of the CDEP scheme has been reported in
various parts of the country. In his discussion of the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation
(BAC) in the Northern Territory, Altman (2005b: 130) says:
Of immediate concern to BAC is the transfer of the CDEP scheme from
ATSIC to the mainstream Commonwealth employment portfolio with a
potentially limited capacity to appreciate the aforementioned match of
flexible CDEP administration and activity maximization…‟.
The Coordinator of the Gumbudda CDEP reiterates this apprehension, commenting on the
new government provisions for CDEP organisations to be run by mainstream employment
agencies:
There are a lot of mainstream organisations, like Job Networks, now
taking over CDEP. It needs to be tailored to a particular community, not
all communities can work the same. Mainstream organisations can‟t
deliver community service (I25, 08/08/06).
Similarly, the Chairperson of the Girringun Aboriginal Corporation said:
And in next financial year it‟s going to go out into mainstream, and any
employment agency, or anybody, can apply for it and get it, and run
CDEP. And you know, like CHR and Neato, they can apply for it and run
it. And we don‟t want that, not Girringun, I don‟t want to see that
because it will take it out of our hands, and into the hands of people who
don‟t understand Aboriginal lifestyle and life (I4, 08/03/05).
The Gumbudda CDEP has effectively created community-specific opportunities that utilise
customary activities and knowledge, and which perpetuate cultural and traditional forms,
whilst engaging with the market economy.
based „organizations play a crucial role in both mediating between the state and diverse projects and in
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The Gumbudda Coordinator said their „CDEP blends traditional activities with market. For
example, selling baskets, picking fruit and making jams, and teaching young people those
traditional skills‟ (I25, 08/08/06). As Altman (2005b: 124) points out:
It is of some concern that there is limited policy focus on those industries,
beyond the arts, where remote communities already enjoy comparative
advantage, often based on a cultural match between unique Indigenous
skills and market demand.
Gumbudda has created a niche market within the potentially viable tourism industry. The
Girroo Gurrll Aboriginal Tourism outlet was established by Gumbudda and opened in
October 2006. It combines elements of customary activities with market strategies, such as
the production of traditional arts and crafts for sale, as well as craft days where tourists can
watch the basket weaving, jewellery making, and painting and learn how to produce these
artefacts themselves; and guided tours of the region that highlight both the cultural and
natural aspects. In this way, the activities undertaken in the CDEP scheme reinforce and
perpetuate social relations among local Aboriginal people, and provide a medium through
which younger generations can learn important traditional skills from older people.

enhancing Indigenous livelihood prospects‟.
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Plate 29: Girroo Gurrll Aboriginal Tourism premises shortly before it opened in October
2006 (photo taken August 2006)

Despite the common criticism that CDEP organisations fail to provide integration into
mainstream employment, Gumbudda has successfully moved a significant number of its
participants into a range of fields in the mainstream labour market. For example, in 2006,
Gumbudda acquired the lease for a large tourist park in Cardwell where participants are
trained in hospitality, tourism, caretaking and cleaning, among other things, and who are
subsequently employed in the mainstream in these areas. Thus, in contrast to Gregory‟s
(2005: 146) assertion that the objectives of CDEP to „act as a transition from protected and
part-time employment in remote and rural communities to mainstream employment … has
not occurred‟, the Gumdudda CDEP have created mainstream opportunities for its
participants in viable commercial ventures, such as the tourist park and Girroo Gurrll.
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Unlike Sabai Island where the CDEP organisation was not structured in such a way as to
enable training and development opportunities, but rather was seen as income security
(Davis, 1995: 12), the Gumbudda CDEP organisation has clearly stated its objective for
training and skills development. Following training in one or a number of areas, including
marketing, retail, hospitality, tourism, construction, stock work, land management and so
on, Gumbudda CDEP participants have moved into non-CDEP employment. Participants
have gained employment in tourism, Parks and Wildlife, the Catholic Church, a stud farm,
employment agencies, the Shire Council, State Schools, the construction industry, pastoral
industry, and gardening, to name a few.123

While some of the Gumbudda CDEP participants „prefer to stay on CDEP … most have
moved into mainstream‟ (I25, 08/08/06). In fact, Training Coordinator at Gumbudda
commented:
We are doing ourselves out of a job. As participants move into
mainstream, there is no one to take CDEP places. Ultimately the goal of
CDEP is to move participants into the mainstream, so once they‟re trained
up and move into mainstream the CDEP numbers will fall (I50,
08/08/06).
As mentioned earlier, the Gumbudda CDEP aims to discourage school leavers from
entering CDEP and instead points to the need to complete their education and move directly
into mainstream employment. This was further exemplified in my discussion with the
Training Coordinator, who said:

123

Gumbudda CDEP has also been involved in a number of local projects, including the Structured Training
and Employment Project (STEP) Larry program implemented by the Government to compensate those people
who had lost their jobs on the banana plantations following the devastation of Cyclone Larry in March 2006.
Under this program CDEP paid two days of wages, and STEP Larry paid two days wages (see Altman, Gray
and Levitus (2005: 10) for a discussion of the STEP and its relationship to CDEP). Gumbudda has also
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Most young ones coming out of school either go to uni or straight into
mainstream. Or if they don‟t like school they don‟t want to do CDEP
because it‟s like school, they have to do training as part of CDEP, so they
prefer to go do manual labour on banana farms. Currently there are only
two school leavers on CDEP. A lot more Murri kids in this area are
finishing year 12 now. Their level of education is helping them move
straight into mainstream jobs without needing CDEP as a stepping stone
(I50, 08/08/06).
While the CDEP scheme may be defunct for those younger generations who are attaining a
higher level of education to adequately engage in the mainstream labour market, it remains
an important resource for others who wish to gain skills, training and employment. It also
effectively mediates there engagement with the market economy. In Cardwell where there
is an overwhelming demand for unskilled labour, for example on the banana farms, CDEP
provides a valuable alternative.

Another advantage of the scheme, especially in remote regions, is that it provides access to
much needed income through active forms of work, as opposed to passive receipt of
welfare payments. In their discussion of Pitjantjatjara peoples, Young and Doohan (1989:
154) report „CDEP, a system which lies at the interface between wage employment and
social security, provides a third avenue to cash…‟. The Aboriginal people of the Cardwell
region are heavily dependent on cash incomes for their survival, which is obtained from
three main sources – wages, social security payments, and CDEP employment.124 But the
benefits of CDEP extend beyond monetary incentives: „[t]he tangible outputs of CDEP
workers add directly to community development, but may also enhance individual

supported „the independence of business opportunities like the coastal power line re-veg project, by setting up
the Gumbudda Green Fingers business opportunity‟ (I25, 08/08/06).
124
Like Sabai Islanders (see Davis, 1995: 9), Aboriginal people of the Cardwell region also rely on
subsistence activities „as a necessary addition to the cash-based economy‟. The social value of the
subsistence economy is of vital importance to the reproduction of Girramay culture.
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wellbeing over and above the pecuniary benefits from increased income‟ (Altman & Gray,
2005: 11).

Possibly the most significant measure of the success of the CDEP scheme in the Cardwell
region is its ability to facilitate the centralisation of Aboriginal people. Unlike the CDEP
scheme of the Coen region which facilitated decentralisation and the move to outstations
(B. Smith, 2002), CDEP in Cardwell has enabled continuing centralisation. As discussed in
chapter seven, the Girramay people of the Cardwell area have been a largely sedentary
group. In recent years, with the introduction of the CDEP scheme and as per the desires of
local Aboriginal people, that sedentary lifestyle has been able to continue. Clearly the
social, cultural and, to an extent, economic benefits of the CDEP scheme render it an
effective initiative of Indigenous policy.

Regardless of its shortcomings, I follow Altman and Gray (2005: 5) in arguing that CDEP
„remains an innovative and flexible scheme‟. Without the presence of the CDEP scheme in
the Cardwell region, a number of Aboriginal people would be unemployed125 and without
access to valuable skills and training needed for meaningful employment. „The
introduction of the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme in
1977 was instrumental in creating “employment” in areas where there is no or few jobs
available‟ (Hunter, 2005: 81).
It provides a form of Indigenous employment and income support in
regions that are often very distant from mainstream labour markets to
participants that frequently have very different aspirations, and very
different life chances, from other Australians (Altman & Gray, 2005: 5).
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In August 2006, the Gumbudda CDEP organisation had 135-140 staff/participants (I25, 08/08/06).
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Furthermore, a number of studies canvassed by Altman and Gray (2005: 14) demonstrate
that the CDEP scheme has positively influenced wellbeing:
Almost all of these [case] studies [of CDEP organisations] have come to
the conclusion that the program has positive effects on the wellbeing of
individual participants‟ and on community development. Government
reports and government commissioned reviews of the scheme have also
invariably concluded the scheme has positive social impacts. We can
therefore confidently conclude that the scheme has positive effects on
individual, family and community wellbeing.
Given the strong attachments to country (discussed in Chapter six), and the lack of mobility
away from remote regions (Chapter seven), the CDEP scheme has provided an option and
an opportunity for Aboriginal people to remain in their local community without the need
to migrate for employment.

Employment
For Australians living in rural and remote areas, often the opportunities for employment are
limited to non-existent. „Many non-Indigenous people who live in remote Australia do so
largely because of employment opportunities‟ (Sanders, 2005b: 9). Whereas „…many
Indigenous Australians wish to remain remote even though governments, state and federal,
do not favor job creation in these areas‟ (Austin-Broos, 2005: 2). Unlike most remote areas
of Australia, Cardwell is characterised by a population, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
alike, who are mostly present for non-economic reasons. I have already established in
previous chapters that most people who remain in or move to Cardwell do so despite the
scant economic prospects. In this section I will explore the employment opportunities for
Cardwell residents, and the creation of new opportunities.
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„Scratching the dirt‟ – the agricultural industry in Cardwell
The Cardwell region is personified by its primary production and unskilled labour force. In
Chapter four I discussed the prevalence of workers, especially male, who work in the
agricultural sector, particularly on banana farms. But crucial to the ongoing survival of this
industry, and therefore the majority of employment in the region, are the farmers who keep
this industry alive. Despite the long term trend of declining regional labour markets,
particularly in the production sector, farmers continue to battle against economic downturn.
There remains a core population of people, many of whom have remained in the area for
generations, who have forged their lifestyles in the agricultural business.

One of the biggest company holdings of bananas, sugar and cattle in the area today began
in the 1930s as a tomato and bean farm, later reliant on citrus in the 1950s, and has been
passed from one generation to the next. A middle-aged farmer who, along with his
brothers, still own and run this company, said: „mum‟s dad started farming here in the early
days‟ (I26, 10/09/05). Taking over the family farm from his parents, he was never really
interested in university, but rather said „I was quite happy scratching the dirt‟ (I26,
10/09/05). Sadly, his children may never take over the business because „the trouble with
farming now there‟s no money, to use the new technology its fairly expensive, and the
farms are not producing enough income‟ (I26, 10/09/05). The Mayor of Cardwell Shire, a
life-resident and former farmer of the area, made a similar remark in a local news article:
In recent times I‟ve been saddened to see 2nd generation farmers having to
sell out cheaply because their farms are too small to support their
families. The shire was built on the produce, employment opportunities
and rates from these farms.
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This again reflects the regression in the agricultural sector, and coupled with the threat of
imports (as mentioned in chapter four), makes farming an unviable and unattractive option
for most young people today.

Aboriginal people and the labour market
The economic prospects of Aboriginal people in rural and remote regions of Australia are
mostly as bleak as the modern-day farmer, and some scholars and advisors have suggested
migration to urban areas with an abundance of mainstream opportunities will improve their
economic outlook. Gregory (2005: 136) says:
We believe that greater access to mainstream employment is a necessary
condition for Indigenous Australians to enhance their economic and
social opportunities and that mainstream employment is the principal
vehicle for higher income, better health and lower crime rates.
Despite the optimism of Gregory‟s suggestion, I have established in the previous chapter
that migration is not always a desirable option for Aboriginal people in remote regions in
general, and in Cardwell specifically.

But, setting aside for the moment the pattern of migration and the significant lack of
movement to metropolitan areas, relocation to urban locales does not necessarily guarantee
employment.
While economic theory might suggest that Indigenous residents of such
[remote] communities should migrate elsewhere to engage with the
market economy, it is highly doubtful that they would be able to
effectively compete for mainstream employment (Altman & Gray, 2005:
15).
While Gregory advocates Indigenous migration and is primarily focused on Indigenous
participation in the mainstream labour market, he attributes the problems associated with
„out-migration‟ to the failure of government policy:
257

Australian policy seems to have … failed to create an environment in
which Indigenous Australians, unskilled in labour market terms, can
successfully out-migrate. Thus, if unskilled Indigenous Australians leave
small communities to go to the city they are unlikely to find work and
likely to find that their standard of living does not improve (R. G.
Gregory, 2005: 135).
Palmer (2005: 113) aptly summarises the current situation of rural Australia, saying:
Many have accepted that the future for Australians lies in the big cities, or
close to them, and rural economies have declined. However, for
Indigenous Australians escape to the city is not a solution.
In relation to enhancing the socio-economic status of Aboriginal people, Taylor and
Scambary (2005: 77) have discussed the „economic development model‟ which „stresses a
need to acquire human capital skills in order to participate in the mainstream economy‟. In
Cardwell, Indigenous organisations such as the Gumbudda CDEP, have not only created
opportunities and facilitated the participation of Aboriginal people in the mainstream labour
market, they have also developed the „human capital skills‟, through training their
participants, that are needed to engage in the mainstream economy.

The NATSISS 2002 data shows a drop in the level of unemployment amongst the
Indigenous population aged over 15 years, and claims „this downward trend is consistent
with the general decline in national unemployment‟ (NATSISS 2002: 3). As I have
discussed earlier in this chapter, it is also possible to attribute this decline to the expansion
of the CDEP scheme during this period. In his discussion of statistical data for the
Northern Territory, Taylor (2005: 111) suggests:
It is also likely that the decline in the number recorded as unemployed
between 1996 and 2001 reflects a category shift out of “unemployment to
“employment” created by an expansion of CDEP scheme participation….
It is apparent then that the CDEP scheme has provided much needed employment to
Aboriginal people in rural and remote regions. But for non-Aboriginal people options are
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limited. To overcome these limitations, a number of White Cardwell residents have been
creative in developing their own employment alternatives, predominantly through selfemployment.

Creating local opportunities
A surprising number of the non-Aboriginal participants in this study are self-employed.126
Among the long-term local residents who are self-employed, most are involved in the
fishing, agricultural, manufacturing and engineering sectors. By contrast, all except for one
of the self-employed recent immigrants to Cardwell, who participated in this study, are
engaged in the tourism industry, for example, in tourist accommodation, tours, and
galleries. While these participants had moved to Cardwell for lifestyle rather than
economic reasons, they had identified and instituted business strategies to exploit the tourist
market potential. The only self-employed person among this group of participants who was
not involved in tourism has established a business in telecommunications based on many
years experience as an employee of this industry in a city. He did report difficulties
establishing a clientele base and competing with the larger telecommunication companies.

Hunter (2005) has suggested self-employment may also be a viable market opportunity for
Aboriginal people. But he says this has its own inherent difficulties based on inexperience,
a lack of expertise in business ventures and financial limitations, as well as a lack of
discipline and commitment needed in setting up small businesses:
Another avenue for increasing the economic independence of Indigenous
Australians, is self-employment. Starting your own business or working
for yourself are two effective means of circumventing discrimination
apparently faced by many Indigenous people attempting to secure
126

See Chapter three.
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employment in the Australian labour market. However, while selfemployment can provide independence to some Indigenous people, it is
not a panacea because business opportunities are often limited, especially
in remote areas, and poor education and access to finance can be a
formidable constraint on setting up a successful business (Hunter, 2005:
91-92).
This point is reinforced by the State Development Commission (SDC) in Townsville:
It is hard to find strong leadership in Indigenous communities to get a
project going and keep it going. Also, it is often hard for them to find the
capital to start/set up a project. Indigenous communities often have
difficulty with the management of ventures (I23, I24, 05/09/05).
The SDC has had some involvement with the Jumbun community over a number of years,
providing assistance with market and business development. They said that „the horseriding venture at Jumbun has been in the pipeline for a long time, but hasn‟t got off the
ground yet‟ (I23, I24, 05/09/05).

There are a lot of ideas for business enterprises in the hopes to make Jumbun more
economically independent, particularly so in the area of tourism, such as the horse-riding
venture, cultural tours, keeping place, and a shop. As I have just discussed above, a
number of non-Aboriginal people have found tourism in Cardwell a viable industry.
Nevertheless, often the difficulties encountered with finance/funding, organisation,
administration and development prove overwhelming to Aboriginal people. In June 2005,
the Coordinator of the Jumbun Health and Community Care (HACC) group said they
hoped to have the keeping place open in three weeks and the horse-riding to commence in
two to three weeks if they could get it organised (I39, 29/06/05). Unfortunately, at the time
of my latest visit in August 2006 neither had begun. Indigenous organisations can provide
assistance in the development and implementation of business plans, but often there
capacity to assist is limited due to funding and staffing. For those Aboriginal people
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daunted by the prospect of self-employment, many have been keenly involved with the
Gumbudda CDEP‟s establishment and running of local businesses, including Girroo Gurrll
and the Hinchinbrook Hop Tourist Park, feeling this is a safer avenue for employment.

Conclusion
Pearson (2000: 18) claims failure to address the question of whether the market economy
and „what remains of traditional [Aboriginal] culture‟ are fundamentally opposed is the
causal factor in the relative lack of success in the past to develop community enterprises. I
would expand on this concept and suggest that failure to address such a question has
implications far beyond the success or failure of community enterprises. It encompasses
the broader issue of people‟s social, cultural and economic development. This issue needs
to be addressed in Government policy initiatives as current debate indicates that the
economic development and economic participation of Australia‟s Aboriginal population is
far below that of the wider Australian population. Employment levels, income levels, and
school retention rates are significantly lower for Aboriginal people than for other
Australians.
Short of any sustained migration for employment away from remote
communities, which has not been evident to date and which could not
necessarily guarantee employment anyway, there is a continued need for
public subvention … along with flexibility and realism in the drive to
raise the economic status of Indigenous populations (Taylor, 2005: 118).
Rowse, Altman and others have regarded organisations of the Indigenous Sector, especially
CDEP, as instrumental in addressing Aboriginal economic disadvantage. Discussing the
role of the Gumbudda CDEP organisation in Cardwell, I have argued that the CDEP
scheme effectively mediates Aboriginal engagement with the market economy whilst
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perpetuating traditional customary practices. In this way, the tension between the market
and customary economy is overcome.

I have also explored the symbolic argument about economic development in this town,
which is played out in the form of debate about education, training and employment. I have
demonstrated in this chapter that the current education, training and employment
opportunities available in Cardwell, on the whole, satisfy the needs of residents.
Furthermore, where there have been no opportunities but there exists market potential,
residents have created their own businesses to overcome this limitation. Cardwell is
characterised by a population who are largely present for lifestyle rather than economic
reasons. In the following chapter I explore the importance of wellbeing and lifestyle of this
town as a sea change hotspot in comparison to economic boom towns, such as mining
regions, that are characterised by a population primarily present for economic incentives.
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9 – Looking for a sea change: challenging conventional economic
ideology in an Australian town

Plate 30: Early evening on the Cardwell foreshore (November 2004)

Conventional economic ideology suggests Australians should not reside beyond the labour
market and should migrate to areas where economic opportunities are abundant. But, as I
have demonstrated throughout this thesis, Cardwell is characterised by a population that
remains indifferent to this ideology. Rather, there exists a population of Aboriginal people
who have strong social and cultural attachments to place and a White population with
strong social and lifestyle priorities that works against the model of economic development.
Development is often measured in economic and statistical terms that do not take into
account qualitative aspects that contribute to and enhance wellbeing. The World
Commission on Culture and Development found that the concept of development needs to
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be expanded beyond economic measures:
Clearly, there was a need to transcend economics, without abandoning it.
The notion of development itself had broadened, as people realized that
economic criteria alone could not provide a programme for human dignity
and well-being (Perez de Cuellar, 1996: 8).
The Commission‟s report suggested that development needs to accommodate cultural
dimensions whilst still taking account of economic factors.

Similarly, Powles (2001: 7) has analysed the effects of economic advancement on health, in
the context of „[e]nthusiastic interpretations of the health benefits of rising incomes‟, and
illustrates there exists a complex relationship between economic development and health
improvement. Specifically, that there is the potential for both „health-favouring and healthdamaging‟ consequences of increased incomes (Powles, 2001: 3). Both of these studies
highlight the often unintended and undesirable effects of economic development.
Following from these precedents, I argue that social, cultural and lifestyle factors need to be
incorporated into measures of development and wellbeing.

This chapter is primarily a discussion about connection to place and the mediums through
which such attachment is articulated. A large body of research has been dedicated to the
theme of connection to place and place attachment.127 Cook et al. (2007: 202) suggest
„[c]ommunity sentiment or attachment is associated with the social environmental
characteristics of a place such as cohesion and sense of belonging‟. I have consistently
shown throughout this thesis that social and environmental aspects tend to feature more in
Cardwell peoples discussions of lifestyle and wellbeing than economic factors.
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Lifestyle aspirations and values of Cardwell residents‟ are often articulated in their
resistance to changes to the place in which they live. The controversy over the Port
Hinchinbrook marina development outlined in Chapter five, for example, showed the ways
in which residents resist and/or accommodate change. As Cook et al. (2007: 201) found in
their study of aging adults and attachments to place, there was a „strong desire to age in
place in familiar settings in which there are known social and resource connections‟. As
shown in previous chapters, Cardwell residents desire their familiar setting, resisting
change unless it enhances their preferred lifestyle, as was shown in the case of the „boat
ramp‟ issue. For some, change can signal „“the meanings of place” becom[ing] less stable
as more and more personal experiences and social relationships are removed from their
local context‟ (Cook, Martin, Yearns, & Damhorst, 2007: 201). I have also demonstrated
that „social connections‟ are intrinsically linked to Cardwell residents‟ wellbeing.

Connection to place in this chapter is drawn from a discussion of residency and tenure
patterns; the drivers behind the sea change phenomenon; the performance of social, cultural
and symbolic roles in an annual community festival; and finally through the concepts of
sharing, community and volunteering. In this chapter I make a comparative analysis
between „sea change‟ towns, like Cardwell, and those that attract incoming residents on an
almost exclusively economic basis, such as mining towns. I compare the retention rates
and tenure patterns of sea change communities as opposed to mining communities to
contextualise the reasons underlying people‟s choices and aspirations to live in these
locales. Unlike those areas characterised by mining, where the non-Aboriginal population
is primarily drawn in by the promise of employment, Cardwell is notable for its non127

See, for example, Martin (2001) for a comparative discussion of native and non-native connections to
place.
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economic incentives. Rather, as outlined in the previous chapter, the non-Aboriginal
population is, for the most part, drawn to the area for reasons other than employment
prospects.

Living remote: the characteristics of residency in remote Australia
The 2002 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) found
that „[i]n 2001, around one in four Indigenous Australians lived in remote areas compared
with only one in fifty non-Indigenous Australians‟ (ABS, 2004: 1). In addition, this survey
found that, with regard to Indigenous inhabitants, „[h]igher rates of cultural attachment
were reported in remote areas compared with non-remote areas (ABS, 2004: 6). Taylor
(2005: 109) reports:
In 2001, approximately 121,000 Indigenous people (26 percent of the
total Indigenous population) were resident in these remote areas,
compared with only 2 percent of the non-Indigenous population. In terms
of labour market access, this represented a striking imbalance in
population distribution, though it has to be said that the main reason those
2 percent of non-Indigenous Australians are resident in remote areas is for
work.
The standard population characteristic of remote and rural Australia suggests there are very
different reasons for Aboriginal residency as compared with non-Aboriginal residency.

In their study of Indigenous and non-Indigenous labour forces in remote areas, Altman and
Gray (2005: 7) report similar findings, suggesting the
…figures highlight that in very remote areas, and to a lesser degree
remote areas, the non-Indigenous population tend to be in the area for
employment and if unemployed they usually migrate to areas with
employment prospects.
A similar demographic profile is discussed by Taylor and Scambary (2005: 13) in their
study of the Pilbara mining boom in Western Australia, saying:
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While the Indigenous population has grown steadily over the past couple
of decades, and continues to do so, the non-Indigenous population (being
an essentially migrant-based group) has waxed, then waned, and waxed
again in response to the cycles of regional economic fortune.
These studies indicate that rural and remote areas of Australia are generally characterised
by a White population who are resident for economic and employment reasons, particularly
those regions dominated by mining, agricultural and pastoral pursuits. This is not to deny,
however, the attachments to place of long-term White residents.

Residential retention rates in rural and remote areas
In her discussion of the demographics of „new mining towns‟ – those towns that are
purpose-built to accommodate employees of the mining industry – Pattenden (2005: 53, 57)
says settlements such as Leinster in Western Australia are characterised by a temporary and
highly transient resident population. „The characteristics of mass in-migration, high
transience, and low levels of commitment to locality are common amongst purpose-built
mining communities‟ (Pattenden, 2005: 57). In the „“closed” company towns‟ that are
„remotely located‟, residents are „most likely to cite economic and employment factors as
being the major influence on their decision to take up residency in the town‟ (Pattenden,
2005: 61). Consequently, „[t]he towns for which the economic relationship has primacy
have a significantly higher than average turnover component amongst residents‟
(Pattenden, 2005: 61-62). Retention rates are very low, and in the town of Leinster,
Pattenden (2005: 64) reports „[t]he median period of residency is a mere eighteen months,
with only two per cent of the town‟s population staying for five years or more‟.

The turnover rate decreases with the prolonged existence of the town. This research
indicates, therefore, that those older mining towns have a significantly lower rate of
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transience amongst residents compared to new mining towns. Pattenden‟s (2005: 53 & 55)
principal focus is on the new purpose-built mining towns, but she also discusses the
literature that distinguishes between these new mining towns and the „more traditional, long
established‟ mining communities which
have sufficient longevity to enable the establishment of a multigenerational population base for whom there is a rootedness and
commitment to the community extending beyond the ephemeral
boundaries of the employment contract.
By comparison, residents of well-established mining towns, that are not solely reliant on
mining for their economic base and have developed a community around more than the
economic principles of mining, „cite social/kinship and lifestyle factors respectively as the
more significant variables influencing their decision making process‟ (Pattenden, 2005: 61).
Similarly, Cook et al. (2007: 202) say:
Generally those who have resided in the community the longest tend to
have the highest indicators of attachment and belongingness. Social
relationships are an important factor in keeping people in place and
sustaining the sense of rootedness regardless of objective conditions.
Brealey and Newton (cited in Pattenden, 2005: 61) suggest the differences in residential
decision making processes are related to the age and location of the town. For example, if
the town had been established for a long period so that several generations have a
connection to that community, or if it is located on the coast, residents develop more than
an economic connection to place. Connection to place becomes embedded in social,
cultural and lifestyle factors epitomised by kinship and community ties.

The population demographic of Cardwell contrasts considerably with the „new mining
towns‟, where connection is contingent upon economic factors. Unlike the new mining
towns discussed by Pattenden, Cardwell‟s population is far less transient and more stable.
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The demography of the town also differs from those rural and remote areas of Australia
where characteristically the non-Indigenous population are drawn in by the promise of
employment. Rather, Cardwell, characterised by a significant lack of economic and
employment prospects, more closely reflects the connection to place of those longestablished mining towns. This sense of connection is further exemplified in the land
tenure patterns of Cardwell‟s resident population.

Tenure patterns in regional and remote areas
In their discussion of housing, the NATSISS reported that „the majority of Indigenous
people (70%) were living in rented dwellings‟ and that „the proportion renting was much
higher in remote areas (86%)‟ (ABS, 2004: 12). Of this 86 percent in remote regions, „the
majority of people (64%) were living in accommodation provided by Indigenous Housing
Organisations or in other community housing‟128 (ABS, 2004: 12). The national statistical
profile of non-Indigenous people in rental accommodation was recorded as 24 percent
compared to 70 percent for the Indigenous population (ABS, 2004: 12). Clearly the
national comparison of tenure patterns represents a significant disparity between Aboriginal
and other Australians. However, these figures mask the differences in the tenure patterns
among non-Aboriginal people in very remote areas compared to those in non-remote areas.
Sanders (2005b: 9) discusses the commonality of „employer rentals among non-Indigenous
households in very remote areas‟. In those remote regions where the non-Aboriginal
population is primarily resident for economic purposes, such as mining towns, the

128

Community housing, or „community rental is the product of a 30 year government initiative in which
somewhere between 500 and 1,000 dwellings per year have been built in discrete Indigenous communities at
public expense and vested in Indigenous community organisations for ongoing management‟ (Sanders,
2005b: 10). As discussed in Chapter 3, houses in Jumbun were constructed under the community rental
initiative, and continue to be managed and maintained by the Jumbun Housing Cooperative. Sanders (2005b:
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proportion of rental properties is much higher than home ownership. This reflects the
temporary nature of residence of this non-Aboriginal population. Whereas, „[f]or
Indigenous households in very remote areas, the situation is very different. Most are living
in these areas as their long term home…‟ (Sanders, 2005b: 9).129

In contrast to the standard statistical profile of non-Aboriginal tenure patterns across remote
Australia, particularly mining regions characterised by high transience and low home
ownership, Cardwell residency patterns tell a different story. While the town of Cardwell is
situated within an area classified by the ABS (2001b) remoteness geography as „outer
regional‟, it lies very close to the boundary of „remote‟ areas, and yet the housing tenure
profile reflects a pattern indicative of more settled areas of Australia, as opposed to sparsely
settled remote areas. As shown in Chapter three, Cardwell has a significant rate of owneroccupied homes – 51 percent among my participants. The ABS census data records a
similar figure with 54.53 percent owner-occupied, and 33.1 percent rental properties, with
12.37 percent not stated. The permanency of residential patterns is also reflected in the
considerable boom in the construction industry in the Cardwell region in recent years.
During the 2004-05 financial year, the Cardwell Shire had a 29 percent increase in building

12) says „…community rental in remote areas has taken on a role much like that of public housing in more
densely settled areas‟.
129
While tenure patterns in remote areas are generally a good indicator of residential permanency among nonAboriginal people, they are not so sufficient for Aboriginal people. Often other factors, such as the
availability of more affordable community housing and rental accommodation, or the high costs involved in
purchasing a home, particularly in remote areas where income security and employment prospects are low,
more closely reflect the underlying reasons for Aboriginal tenure patterns. See Sanders (2005b) for a
discussion of housing tenure in remote regions, who says it is unreasonable to use the same model of
Indigenous home ownership from more urban areas of Australia to determine Indigenous disadvantage in
remote areas. Sanders (2005b) argues that assessing Indigenous disadvantage based on low levels of home
ownership in remote areas is an unrealistic policy goal considering the relative situations in remote and urban
Australia are substantially different. Rather, he suggests public rentals and community housing in remote
regions „reflects a degree of past policy success in meeting Indigenous housing needs‟ (Sanders, 2005b: 17).
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approvals from the previous year, with the 50.3 percent of the approvals in the town of
Cardwell being for houses (Skene, 2005a: 1).

Specifically, among my Aboriginal participants, three were living in owner-occupied
homes, three renting, nine in community housing, three were unknown and one young male
was living with parents. All of my Aboriginal participants were long-term or life residents
of the Cardwell region (including Jumbun). The tenure patterns for my non-Aboriginal
participants also show a tendency toward stability and long-term residence, with 28 living
in their own home, compared with five in rental properties, and two living with parents. Of
the 28 living in owner-occupied homes, 25 were in the middle-aged and elderly age groups.
Of the five living in rental accommodation, four were in the 20 to 40 year age group (refer
to Appendix 3). Cross-tabulating age group against tenure type indicates that home
ownership is most prominent among the middle-aged and elderly population, while those in
the younger age groups were either renting or living with parents. Of this younger group of
participants, all had expressed a desire to own their own home in Cardwell and were trying
to raise the money for a house deposit. Only one of my participants, a middle-aged White
man, was living in employer rental accommodation.

This demographic profile is characteristic of sea change locations, with a population mostly
resident long-term and those recent immigrants who have made a conscious lifestyle
decision to move permanently to their chosen sea change destination. This contrasts
sharply with those economic boom towns that are typically comprised of a non-Aboriginal
population who are temporarily resident for employment reasons. The latter type of
community is typified by high rates of mobility while the former characteristically have
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much lower levels of transience. In the following section I discuss Cardwell as an
emergent sea change destination in the context of a national development of coastal „hot
spots‟.

Sea change towns: the new Australian hot spots
Demographers Burnley and Murphy (2004: 3) have suggested „the term “sea change” is
used in a metaphorical sense to connote people making a fundamental change in their
lifestyles‟. In their study of the sea change phenomenon, they make the distinction between
„two types of sea change regions: those that are relatively close to metropolitan cities and
those that are more remote‟ (Burnley & Murphy, 2004: 3). By this distinction, Cardwell
clearly falls within the latter type of sea change region. Burnley and Murphy also suggest
that while the coastal areas have been the most prominent sea change localities, inland
regions are also considered, and increasingly so, when deciding to escape city life. Yet,
„[t]he coast is certainly more embedded in people‟s thoughts than the inland when they
contemplate moving away from the city‟ (Burnley & Murphy, 2004: 47).

Sea change hot spots tend to be easily identified by housing prices and migration statistics.
Each Australian state has its own sea change locations, some of which have been subject to
rapid growth and development resulting in significant increases in house and land prices in
recent years. Property realtors Abel Realty (2004) have commented on Australia‟s longestablished sea change destinations, which traditionally included Noosa, Coolum and
Coolangatta in southern Queensland, and Palm Cove and Port Douglas in far north
Queensland; Kingscliff, Port Macquarie and Terrigal in New South Wales; and Broome and
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Bunbury in Western Australia. But they also suggest there are many new hot spots
emerging throughout the country, for example, Yallingup in Western Australia; Victor
Harbour in South Australia; and Apollo Bay in Victoria (Abel Realty, 2004). Most of these
sea change locations have attracted an influx of newcomers which has consequently
resulted in substantial increases in house prices, for instance, a 29 per cent increase in Pearl
Beach and 36 per cent in Merimbula, New South Wales, while Victor Harbour saw a
nineteen per cent increase from the previous year (Abel Realty, 2004).

In Queensland, Cardwell is fast becoming recognised as a popular sea change destination,
with some commenting it will replace the long popular Port Douglas as the new hot spot for
North Queensland. In March 2005, the Cairns Post newspaper reported a „14.1 per cent
increase in the December quarter‟ for the Cardwell area, while Port Douglas recorded a 0.2
per cent fall‟ in house prices (Paterson, 2005). In the same news article the Cardwell Shire
Mayor suggested „the increased prices were largely down to investors preferring to own a
slice of tropical paradise with above-average growth‟ (Paterson, 2005). In the same month,
local newspaper The Herbert River Express said:
Cardwell is riding the crest of the sea change wave, with land values
surging upward more than 200 per cent in two years. In figures released
on Tuesday by the Department of Natural Resources and Mines (NR&M),
unimproved land valuations at Port Hinchinbrook skyrocketed by up to
240 per cent since October 2002, while other residential land in the
Cardwell township has doubled in value (Bange, 2005b: 1).
The previous year the Cairns Post reported „Cooktown and Cardwell are among the top 10
hot spots for property in Queensland‟, claiming „Keith Williams‟s Port Hinchinbrook
project has made the biggest impact‟ (Wex, 2004). Demographer and social change
commentator Bernard Salt remarked the „sea change phenomenon is expected to continue
for at least another 10 years‟ (Skene, 2005c: 1).
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Plate 31: Aerial view looking south over Cardwell towards Port Hinchinbrook (on the
mainland) and Hinchinbrook Island in the background (August 2006)

Popular sea change destinations not only attract a permanent population of local and
immigrant people, but also a significant number of tourists and other visitors. Crossman et
al. (1993: 35) illustrate the „coastal areas of Queensland … experience a substantial influx
of visitors in mid-winter when the census is conducted‟.130 Cardwell is exemplary of the
winter tourist boom prevalent in Queensland‟s coastal towns. As discussed in previous
chapters, the town experiences an enormous swell in population, albeit temporary, during
the winter season and mid to late autumn. By my own ethnographic accounts, and figures
from the census data, Cardwell records a high number of visitors from April to September,

130

The Australian Bureau of Statistics conducts its census of population and housing in mid-winter every five
years.
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particularly from other parts of Australia. At the time of the 2001 census, 293 visitors from
within Australia, and 63 overseas visitors, were counted in Cardwell.

The peak tourist season in Cardwell also coincides with local and highly popular events
such as the fishing competitions and annual Seafest. These events, enjoyed by both
residents and visitors, celebrate local culture and traditions, both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal. The philosophical attitude of a laid-back casual lifestyle set in a tropical
environment, where the region‟s natural assets of rainforest and sea are of fundamental
importance to wellbeing and livelihood, underpins the meaning of these social and cultural
events. As I have discussed throughout this thesis, the decision to remain in or move to sea
change localities, often associated with the high cost of living in urban Australia, is also
motivated by „a combination of personal circumstances (particularly social networks) and
cultural factors (perceptions about a particular place and sense of connection…)‟ (Gurran,
Squires, & Blakely, n.d.: 2). This sense of connection to place and people in Cardwell is
exemplified through the performance of the social, cultural and symbolic meaning of life in
this community in the Seafest celebration.

Seafest: a performance of social, cultural and symbolic roles
Life in Cardwell is characterised more by lifestyle and wellbeing than economic factors.
The strong sense of connection, through social networks (to family, friends and
community) and cultural factors, along with perceptions of lifestyle and wellbeing, are
performed and celebrated publicly during „Seafest‟ (festival by the sea). The annual
Seafest, „celebrating Cardwell‟, epitomises the lifestyle sea changers search for (Cardwell
Chamber of Commerce, 2006). It is a celebration of local culture and traditions, both
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White and Black, old and new, emphasising the contemporary identities within the
community. The festival incorporates an interesting blend of country,131 coastal,
traditional, historical and contemporary elements that represent life in the Cardwell region,
past, present and future.

Plate 32: Musical entertainment at Seafest 2005 (August 2005)

The Seafest programme of events includes entertainment by local Aboriginal dancers and
local musicians; events for all ages ranging from the kid fishing competition to the tug o‟
war, whip cracking and crab races; displays of local wares in the market stalls and fashion
parade; and food stalls selling local cuisine such as prawn kebabs. All of these activities
are considered to signify the „colourful sights, sounds and smells of this close-knit

131

The Cardwell Shire takes in the pastoral stations to the west of the Cardwell range and, as such, the Seafest
also incorporates elements of country traditions from those stations, such as whip cracking from stockmen, as
well as country music, including the „Road to Tamworth‟ singing competition.
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community‟ (Cardwell Chamber of Commerce, 2005). Like the Laura Aboriginal Dance
and Cultural Festival discussed by Henry (2000: 325), Seafest is a performative medium
through which shared identities and histories are celebrated, whilst at the same time
acknowledging differences in those identities and histories.

It not only celebrates and publicly represents the Cardwell cultures, traditions and lifestyle,
in my view it is also, like the Laura Dance Festival, „a public statement of the continuity of
cultural transmission‟ (Henry, 2000: 326). And not only for Aboriginal people but also for
the White residents of the region. The brilliant performance of „whip cracking‟ by an
elderly White man, from one of the district‟s pastoral stations, on the Sunday morning of
the festival was both a resonant memory of life spent working on such stations for a number
of the older Aboriginal and White festival-goers, as well as a glimpse into the lives and
talents of this bygone era for the younger generations. The tug-o-war is a popular and longheld Australian tradition, while the crab races represent a distinctly north Queensland
tradition. The pride with which these White cultural customs were performed illustrates the
importance of perpetuating these traditions and sharing a dimension of the region‟s history
and culture with future generations.

277

Plate 33: Celebrating a local tradition – crab races at Seafest (August 2005)

The dance performance by local Aboriginal people at Seafest is also an expression of
traditional, historical and contemporary identities. Henry (2000: 331) has suggested that it
is through performance, such as dance, that Aboriginal people can „re-define themselves‟
and that it is in these contexts that social agency is expressed. Performance provides a
medium through which these identities are explored, captured, negotiated and perpetuated.
Henry (2000: 324) has aptly articulated the role of dance performance in saying:
Dancing bodies …make for fascinating study because they are resonant
with the politics of identity. Dance not only expresses the agency of
persons; it also enables people to join in solidarity to generate forms of
social or corporate agency. It is an important means by which social and
cultural structures are at one and the same time produced, reproduced and
resisted [original emphasis].
It is through the enactment of cultural forms that identities, both old and new, come to be
„made‟. For, as Henry (2000: 331) argues, „[i]dentities are not given but are made through
social action, including dance performances, that is , by “bringing it out”‟.
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It is in the context of the Cardwell Seafest that Aboriginal people not only showcase
elements of their contemporary culture and identity to a wider audience that includes
Whitefellas, it also allows them to explore and develop their cultural identity whilst
maintaining continuity with traditions of old. Quite like the Laura Dance Festival, a
number of the performers at Seafest are children who have learnt song and dance from
older Aboriginal people and are sometimes guided by their elders (Henry, 2000: 326). Like
the production of arts and crafts for sale (discussed in Chapter six), the performance of song
and dance at Seafest gives younger Aboriginal generations the opportunity to learn about
their culture. For, as Henry (2000: 326) points out, „[t]he performances are not so much
displays of song and dance, as performances of teaching and learning‟.

Seafest is a public articulation of the sense of connection to people and place that binds this
close-knit community together and is a culmination of the community‟s sharing and giving.
The organisation and operation of the festival relies not only on the financial support of the
local community, but importantly the time and effort of volunteers. As mentioned in
Chapter three, the Cardwell community and many of its local services and organisations
rely on the assistance of volunteers. The act of giving time and effort to the community in
the form of volunteering is another means of lifting community spirit and bringing people
together.
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Sharing, community and volunteers
The issue of community has occupied theoretical discussions and can be defined in a
number of ways. Urry (1995: 10) summarises the concept of community developed by Bell
and Newby, saying:
Bell and Newby (1976) have usefully distinguished between the three
different senses of this concept. First, there is its use in a simply
topographical sense, such as to refer to the boundaries of a particular
settlement; second, there is the sense of community as a local social
system implying a degree of social interconnection of local people and
institutions; and third, there is „communion‟, a particular kind of human
association implying personal ties, a sense of belonging and warmth.
Cardwell embodies all three concepts of community outlined by Bell and Newby, where
there exists a discernible connection to place and sense of community. That is, a sense of
connection to the geographic area, the local social systems and networks of support, and
personal affiliations. It is in this context of community that sharing becomes central to the
wellbeing and lifestyle of Cardwell people.

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) has discussed
the importance of community belonging in the healthy functioning of society, emphasising
the effect family and community support and sharing and giving have on local social
systems:
Strong family life and involvement with the wider community are
important for the functioning of any society. Participation in social
activities and voluntary work, availability of community support, and the
presence of stressors can provide some insight into the resilience of
Indigenous communities (ABS, 2004: 4).
Social systems that are considerably less affluent and lacking in strong economic
foundations tend to be characterised by higher levels of sharing, giving, volunteering and
other forms of community support. As Peterson (2005: 14) says in his discussion of
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Indigenous society: „[p]overty, discrimination and marginalisation all increase the intensity
of sharing, while affluence and emerging consumer dependency, at some point, start to
reduce its frequency and nature‟. While Cardwell does not necessarily suffer from poverty,
discrimination and marginalisation to a notable extent, I have pointed to the lack of
affluence and the lower socio-economic base on which the town relies for its income
support. Rather, the region is characterised by the value placed on lifestyle factors and
wellbeing over economic incentives.

To this extent, Peterson‟s and the NATSISS‟s statements can be broadened beyond
Aboriginal society and quite easily apply to Australian society as a whole. These concepts
of community, family, sharing, volunteering and giving are evident amongst the White
community in Cardwell as well. I have argued throughout this thesis that residing in
Cardwell for White people is more a choice of lifestyle and wellbeing than higher incomes
and career opportunities, and as such the act of sharing and community spirit in Cardwell is
quite high. This is evidenced in the number of local organisations132 that run on a staff of
volunteer workers. Volunteer workers are essentially sharing their time, skill and effort for
their community. On a daily basis the sense of community and connection to place is
evident amongst both Aboriginal and White residents, and culminates in bringing the
community, as a whole, together in events such as Seafest.

Conclusion
It is evident that the appeal of sea change destinations is their less urbanised, more social
and community-driven lifestyle elements. Yet the very nature of these assets and the

132

Including the Cardwell Museum, Art Gallery, and activities centre at the Aged Care Home, among others.
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increasing population it attracts, inevitably results in the rapid development of
infrastructure and services to accommodate this new and growing population demographic.
As people move to sea change localities to escape city life, often facilities and amenities are
demanded and expected in order to make their sea change lifestyle more comfortable. This
was evident in the debate over the Port Hinchinbrook marina (discussed in Chapter five),
and the high school issue (see Chapter eight).

It has been argued throughout this thesis that such growth and development ultimately
change the qualities of that location, such as the natural, social and cultural assets, that
initially attracted people. Economic development is seen as beneficial to a certain extent to
support the local population, but detrimental if it fundamentally alters those qualities that
make the community so appealing. Another popular destination in Australia, Broome and
the Kimberley region, has also agonised for the past decade over the effects of economic
development. A conference convened in relation to economic development in the
Kimberleys concluded with the following message:
Importantly, the meeting recognised that we all want economic
development in the Kimberley region. But we want development that
does not damage the unique society, environment and cultures of the
Kimberley. And we want development that provides substantial local
economic benefit to all the peoples of the region (McPhee, 1998: 3).
The sea change phenomenon discussed in this chapter (and by extension the tree change
trend where people move to inland regions for lifestyle reasons), centered on the idea of
getting out of the rat race, can also be seen as generally congruent with Hirsch‟s (cited in
Urry, 1995: 135) concept of suburbanisation:
People move to the suburbs to escape from the congestion in the city and
to be nearer the quietness of the countryside. But as economic growth
continues so the suburbs get more congested, they expand and so the
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original suburbanites are as far away from the countryside as they were
originally.
There are complex and varied reasons why people move to smaller coastal localities,
referred to as sea change towns. From my ethnographic data on Cardwell, an emerging sea
change hotspot, lifestyle factors and wellbeing rated highly amongst those sea changers.
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10 – Conclusion

This thesis is principally the culmination of an anthropological study into the effects of
economic development on the social wellbeing and lifestyles of Australian residents in a
regional town. My interest in this research was initially impelled by government policy
rhetoric that Aboriginal Australians are falling far below the rest of the country in terms of
their economic participation and development. „“Economic development” is said to be one
pathway – some argue the essential pathway – through which this disadvantage can be
addressed‟ (Martin, 2005: 192). Statistical measures have indicated that levels of
Aboriginal employment and education are significantly lower than for other Australians,
prompting policy discussion about measures necessary to improve their economic
wellbeing. Howe (2001: 98) has pointed out that „[p]olitical debate over the past two
decades has been dominated by macro-economics. [He says] of course, economics has
always figured in a major way in Australian public policy debates‟. Given policy
discussion is primarily concerned with statistical measures that compare the socioeconomic status of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians, I was interested in utilising
anthropological methods to look beyond statistics, therefore providing a deeper
understanding of the issues that effect economic development.

The criticism and concerned levelled at Aboriginal economic participation vis-à-vis other
Australians made the comparative study in this thesis of great value and a necessary
contribution to studies of economics and wellbeing, both within Anthropology and beyond
this discipline. If Australian government policy continues to focus on statistical differences
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians, it is of great import that Anthropology
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offers a broader lens with which to view such difference. An ethnographically-informed
measure of socio-economic status, which also takes into consideration statistics when
formulating its conclusions, must provide more scope for understanding than current
measures and, I suggest, would be of great benefit in the establishment of new policy
initiatives. In this study, I have complemented the existing ABS census data with
ethnography. In my view, this study has benefits beyond the immediate focus group of
Cardwell, to the broader Australian population and therefore will provide benefits to the
development of new policies regarding economics and wellbeing.

One of my key arguments in this thesis has been that government policy needs to be based
on more than just statistical data. It needs to take account of qualitative data that
incorporates social, cultural and natural values. As Halstead (1998: 65-66) has pointed out:
In a world in which economics is the lingua franca of politics; however,
there will always be a strong tendency towards attempting to place a
dollar price tag on most any factor of public importance, be it the value of
a wetland, the value of long-term climate stability, the value of a good
education, or the value of a human life. But these estimates …ought to be
supplemented by non-monetary means of assessment.
The GPI (discussed in the Introduction to this thesis) has made a significant attempt to draw
social and natural values into the measure of economic development. „Construction of the
GPI is based on the recognition that we do not live in an economy but in a society, and that
the society itself is embedded in a natural environment‟ (Hamilton, 1998: 70). But, as a
number of economists recognise, the GPI too has its inherent limitations. It sets an estimate
dollar value on social and natural factors and thus renders them only as approximations.
While the GPI is our best measure of social wellbeing currently available, Halstead (1998:
67) makes the pertinent point that the question of „how to include social and environmental
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factors directly into market prices … will be one of the defining challenges of public policy
in the 21st century‟ (emphasis added).

I have pointed to the richness of ethnographic evidence that can contribute to effective
social and public policy and inform a more comprehensive understanding of economic
development and social wellbeing. Beyond this, I have been adamant about the pressing
need to allow for individual choice as a precursor to healthy development of both the
economy and the nation‟s wellbeing. The World Commission on Culture and Development
(1996: 15-16) alluded to this when they stated: „Cultural freedom … refers to the right of a
group of people to follow a way of life of its choice. The ultimate aim of development is
the universal physical, mental and social well-being of every human being‟. For policy to
ameliorate the overall wellbeing of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, it needs to
first understand what wellbeing is to the individual or collective agent who has the capacity
within the structural system to choose a lifestyle, and by extension, their level of wellbeing.
Once we understand the value and form of wellbeing, policy development and
implementation will be more effective and critically the indicators used to assess that
effectiveness need to reflect those values. It is not simply enough to develop and deliver
effective policy; it needs also to be assessed effectively. Standard socio-economic
indicators cannot account for the more unorthodox and ambiguous forms of activity that
contribute to the level of wellbeing.

As discussed in Chapter one, I have argued that there is too much focus on economics in
our government and policy rhetoric and not enough focus on social wellbeing. I have
demonstrated throughout this thesis that economic policies directed toward increasing rates
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of economic growth and development do not necessarily reflect the desires, values and
aspirations of all Australians. It seems economic growth and development no longer
reflects our aspirations and values as it did in the past (see Eckersley, 1998a: 11). Hamilton
and Denniss (2005: 193) have argued that „[w]hat is needed is a political philosophy of
wellbeing, one that focuses on those aspects of our personal lives and the social structure
that do improve our welfare‟.

In Chapter two I addressed the gaps in the current research and literature on economics and
wellbeing, and pointed to the need for drawing together those themes prevalent in the
specialist Australian Aboriginal studies and those for the broader population. For example,
an apt statement form Altman and Taylor (1987: 2) also has application to certain sectors of
the wider Australian population:
It is recognised that to suggest that economic development is merely a
culture-relative term provides little solace to those Aboriginal people who
want to improve their economically marginal way of life. Aboriginal
people who want greater involvement in the mainstream economy, in
formal employment or in business enterprises. However, there are other
Aboriginal people who do not want direct involvement in the wider
economy, but want to insulate themselves from the wider society; they
may wish to pursue distinctly Aboriginal non-material priorities in their
lives.
I canvassed a number of key authors from the disciplines of economics and anthropology,
as well as Aboriginal studies, and pointed to the need to bring this research together in a
comparative study to deepen our understandings of economic development and wellbeing.
Economists such as Scitovsky, Easterlin, Oswald, Frey and Stutzer have chartered the way
for incorporating happiness and wellbeing into economic studies, steering away from more
conventional forms of economic research. In Australia, Hamilton has been prolific in
researching and writing on the effects of economic development and economic growth on
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wellbeing. Eckersley has also concentrated research efforts on exploring the relationship
between economic progress, quality of life and environmental sustainability.

Several Australian studies have examined the issue of Aboriginal social and economic
conditions. In the final section of Chapter two I canvassed key authors including Altman,
Martin, Pearson, Rowse, and Trigger. While these studies varied in their views on
Aboriginal economic life and relationship to the Australian economy, they tended to focus
on Aboriginal issues in isolation from the broader Australian society. I have addressed this
gap using my own ethnographic research on Aboriginal and White Australians drawn from
the context of small regional town in north Queensland. Moreover, I have explored the
ways in which economic development affects social wellbeing for Aboriginal and White
people who live in similar circumstances.

The logic of my strong focus on Aboriginal issues, in the course of this comparative study,
also stems from my anthropological interest in Aboriginal people as a significant minority
in regional Australia. The Aboriginal people of Cardwell represent a socially and culturally
distinct sector of the population, providing an excellent site for comparative research.
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal studies tend to be done in isolation to each other, whereas
my research has focused on the broader population of a mixed town and a small Aboriginal
community. Comparisons of this nature can be instructive for the broader Australian
society. I feel the insights developed in this study illuminate certain parallels between
Aboriginal and White Australians, such as the importance placed on family, community
and lifestyle that contribute to improved levels of social wellbeing.
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The values of family, community, country, lifestyle and wellbeing define the overall
argument of this thesis and form the basis of the thematic structure. That is, it is these
values that directly affect Cardwell residents‟ economic participation and migration. The
robustness of socio-cultural factors amongst Cardwell people works against the
conventional economic ideology that presupposes residence in areas of high economic
opportunity. The comparative study of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians in this
thesis centred on several key themes, particularly: responses to economic development and
participation; mobility and migration; and lifestyle choices.

These three key themes are linked through this thesis, each influencing and affecting the
other. In Chapter seven I challenged the economic paradigm promoted by Gregory (2005)
that suggests Australians will not reside beyond the market, by demonstrating the lack of
migration away from Cardwell, as well as the influx of new residents, despite the limited
economic opportunities available. In this chapter I discussed the issues of mobility and
migration, drawing particularly on the work of Young and Doohan (1989), as factors that
significantly influence economic participation and development. Migration to urban areas
characterised by higher rates of economic opportunity has often been proposed as a means
of limiting Aboriginal disadvantage.133 Yet, as I demonstrated in Chapters five, six and
nine, substantial social and cultural factors that link Cardwell residents to their community
and country disincline them to migrate for employment, education and training prospects.

The case study of the Port Hinchinbrook dispute in Chapter five pointed towards Cardwell
residents placing social factors as more important than economic. Specifically, I explored

133

See for example Gregory (2005).
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whether the promise of an all-weather-all-tidal boat ramp influenced the debate over this
marina development. I suggested the social and lifestyle factors the boat ramp represented
in a community that prides itself on its love of fishing played a major role in this dispute.
Using the example of the Port Hinchinbrook marina development dispute as an example, I
showed that within resistance there exist elements of accommodation (i.e. resisting the
development but approving of the boat ramp), and vice versa. This marina dispute
highlighted the social, environmental and political ideologies that impact upon economic
development and local economies. I argued that the Port Hinchinbrook controversy is
exemplary of the struggle over a dominant ideology and of people‟s ongoing struggle to
resist and/or accommodate development.

Chapter six also explored the way in which social and cultural factors, in this case among
local Aboriginal people, influence economic participation and development. I discussed
the strong social and cultural attachments to kin, community and country negate
contemporary economic ideology that advocates migration for increased economic
opportunity. The extant nature of traditional Girramay culture was portrayed as an integral
part of contemporary Girramay identity. It is these aspects of local Aboriginal culture that
contribute significantly to their continued social wellbeing. A lack of inclination to break
the bonds with family and country meant that while mobility was high, migration was
limited. This chapter expanded on the work of several key authors, including Berndt and
Berndt, Keen, and Radcliffe-Brown from studies in anthropology, Dixon from linguistics,
and local historian Pedley, among others.
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In light of this discussion in chapters five and six, and the lack of movement away from
Cardwell in Chapter seven, Chapter eight analysed the creative and intuitive ways in which
local residents have developed their own economic opportunities. Enhancing existing local
prospects and creating new opportunities counteracted the need to move to larger urban
centres. Several participants in this study were self-employed, having identified an opening
in the current market and developing that potential. For example, I discussed the
Aboriginal cultural tourism enterprises, as well as the commercial activities of local White
residents. Mostly, however, the primary economic base for Cardwell was and still is the
agricultural sector. The local labour market is supported in large part by the banana
industry, with its high demand for an unskilled labour force. In the absence of this primary
production the economy of the region would suffer economic downturn. Despite the
limited opportunity available for skilled labour, Cardwell is overwhelmingly characterised
by a population who are resident for non-economic reasons. Disadvantage in an economic
sense does not always correlate with social and cultural disadvantage.

Wrapping up this study of economic development and social wellbeing in the Cardwell
region of North Queensland, I explored the ways in which connection to this place is
embodied. Cardwell was identified as a sea change hotspot, exemplified firstly in the
tenure and residency patterns, as well as the concepts of sharing, community and
volunteering. Significantly, I compared sea change locales like Cardwell to economic
boom towns, such as Australian mining towns. The most obvious example of the
celebration of lifestyle in Cardwell was the annual Seafest, during which the performance
of social, cultural and symbolic roles are enacted and commemorated. This study
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demonstrates the appeal of Cardwell to its long-term, recent and incoming residents is the
social and lifestyle elements.

Lifestyle factors and wellbeing play an important role in the underlying reasons for
people‟s residence in the Cardwell region, more so than economic factors. I have clearly
demonstrated throughout this thesis that using economic factors to assess the level of
wellbeing of people in regional and remote areas ignores the social and cultural influences
that enhance wellbeing. „We need to remember what Adam Smith, the father of freemarket economics, told us long ago – that the ultimate test of an economy is the well-being
of its people‟ (Halstead, 1998: 57). This research of a regional Australian town and the
wellbeing of its people, in the context of economic development, has implications beyond
the immediate study, with possible application in the broader Australian society. If the test
of a healthy economy is the wellbeing of its people as Adam Smith said, then Cardwell
provides a good example of social and economic wellbeing. It is a town with a colourful
history and an even brighter future.
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Information Sheet
Economic Development & Social Well-being in regional Queensland.
This research project aims to explore the relationship between economic development and
social well-being. By interviewing and conducting fieldwork with both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal people in a regional town in Queensland, we hope to understand what factors
affect economic participation and social well-being, and what are people’s choices, values and
aspirations. The results of this project will be available to the general public and to other
researchers.
You are invited to participate in this study. Interviews will take between one and two hours
and will be tape recorded with your permission. These tapes will be stored in a secure location
in the University and will only be used for research purposes. If you wish to receive a copy of
your tape recorded interview please let us know and we will send it to you through the mail.
For more information contact:
Professor David Trigger
M255 Anthropology & Sociology
School of Social and Cultural Studies
University of Western Australia
35 Stirling Highway
Crawley, WA 6009
Phone: 08 6488 2850
Fax: 08 6488 1062
Email: dtrigger@cyllene.uwa.edu.au
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NOTE: The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia requires that all
participants are informed that, if they have any complaint regarding the manner, in which a research project is
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Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA 6009
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Economic Development & Social Well-being in regional Queensland.
The interview questions listed below are intended as a guide only and are to be canvassed in
the course of conversation rather than asked as listed. They should form the flow of a natural
conversation.
Alison Reif
PhD Candidate
Fieldwork Interviews
Questions for all participants:
Name
Alternative Names
Date
Start Time
Place of Interview
How long have you lived in Cardwell?
Is participation in the workforce an important goal?
Was getting an education an important part of growing up in Cardwell?
Did you/do you consider going to university?
What are your goals for the future? What do you hope to achieve?
Do you think in a town like Cardwell there are many opportunities for economic
development?
Do you think development in Cardwell is a good thing or bad thing?
Do you want to be a part of local development projects?
What would you hope for Cardwell to achieve in terms of development?

—The University of Western Australia—

When you think about the workforce or schooling, what things come to mind? Does your
family relationships and cultural lifestyle play an important part in what you decide or want
for your future?
Do you think your choices about economic participation in mainstream society, like university
education or being in the workforce, affect your relationships at home and with your
community?
What do you value more – economic participation or lifestyle choice?
Is it more important for you to maintain a certain lifestyle than to be in the workforce?
In your experience, how has the economic development affected the social networks in your
household and family?
Do you think economic development might create division within the community?
Do you think it is necessary to separate yourself from your social or cultural life in order to be
successful in a market economy?
What does it mean to you to be successful?
What does disadvantage or suffering mean to you?
For Aboriginal participants:
Do you hope to balance a traditional lifestyle with work in the mainstream labour market?
How do you think that can be done?
Do you know of any examples where Aboriginal people are combining a traditional lifestyle
with participation in the mainstream economy?
Does it happen here in Cardwell?
Do you think that the traditional social values of Aboriginal society are at odds with the
modern economy or do you think the two can work together?
How can, or how do, Aboriginal people maintain their traditional values of sharing and
obligation when they engage in the market economy?
What do you think will happen to the values and relationships of Aboriginal society if they
engage in the mainstream economy?
End Time

APPENDIX 3: INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS PROFILE
Interview status
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
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recorded
recorded
recorded
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recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
recorded
informal
informal
informal
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Elderly
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Young
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Middle-aged
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Elderly
Middle-aged
Elderly
Middle-aged
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Elderly
unkown
unkown
Young
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Elderly
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Elderly
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Ethnicity
Non-Aboriginal
Non-Aboriginal
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Aboriginal
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Aboriginal
Aboriginal
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Aboriginal
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*Age brackets: young = 20 - 40; middle-aged = 40 - 60; elderly = 60+
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Discipline of Anthropology &
Sociology
35 Stirling Hwy, Crawley, WA 6009
Telephone: +61 8 6488 8106
Facsimile: +61 8 6488 1062
Email:
reifa01@student.uwa.edu.au

Economic Development & Social Well-being in regional Queensland.
SURVEY
Alison Reif
PhD Candidate

1.

Age: __________

2.

Gender:

3.

How long have you lived in Cardwell? __________________________________

4.

Is your home owner-occupied or rented?
Owner-occupied; Rented; Other (please state) _______________________

5.

How many people live at your residence? ________________________________

6.

What are the ages of the people in your household? ________________________

7.

What are the sleeping arrangements in your household? Do they change regularly,
for example, do other family members visit and stay on a regular basis?
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

8.

What is your employment status?
Full-time; Part-Time/Casual; Self-employed; Unemployed.

9.

How many people in your household are employed? _______________________

10.

Do you work in Cardwell or elsewhere?
Cardwell; Other (please state) ______________________________________

11.

What sort of work do you do? ________________________________________

12.

What is the main source of income for your household? ____________________

13.

How much does each person in your household earn and what is the source of
those incomes?
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

Male; Female

—The University of Western Australia—

14.

What is the general expenditure patterns in your household, ie. what are the
members of your household spending their income on?
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

15.

Are there other consumable items, such as fish or other game, that are coming into
your household on a regular basis?
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

16.

Are you involved in local community matters/activities? (please state)
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

17.

Do you participate in activities that you consider work, that is not under paid
employment, that contributes to your household (for example, traditional and/or
subsistence activities)? If yes, please outline the activities and how they are
important to your household.
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

18.

Do you fish?
Yes; No

19.

If yes, is this for leisure or income or both?
_________________________________________________________________

20.

Do you own a boat?
Yes; No

21.

What are your desires and goals for the future, and do you think you can achieve
these goals/desires/aspirations in Cardwell?
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

22.

What do you think about economic development in Cardwell? How do you think it
affects your lifestyle in Cardwell?
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
The information obtained in this survey will be used for a research project on economic
development and social well-being. No personal details, such as names or contact details, are
required. All survey participants remain anonymous. If you require further information on this
research project please contact the researcher:
Alison Reif
Mobile 0417 990 606.

Discipline of Anthropology &
Sociology
35 Stirling Hwy, Crawley, WA 6009
Telephone: +61 8 6488 8106
Facsimile: +61 8 6488 1062
Email:
reifa01@tartarus.uwa.edu.au

Chairperson of the Board
Girringun Elders & Reference Group
PO Box 303
Cardwell Q 4879
26th July 2004
Dear Charlie,
I am a postgraduate student in the Department of Anthropology at the University of Western
Australia. I am currently exploring some options in relation to the fieldwork component of my
research, particularly the research site. As part of my degree I am required to undertake 12
months field research.
I am writing this letter to advise you that I am considering the Cardwell region as a field site. My
research interests include economic development and cultural lifestyle amongst diverse sectors of
the population, including Aboriginal people, in regional Australia. More specifically, my research
aims to explore the relationship between social wellbeing and economic participation, and the
aspirations, values and choices that underlie that relationship. I have enclosed a copy of my
research plan for your information.
Prior to commencing my postgraduate studies in March this year I worked for the Central
Queensland Land Council from February 2001 to October 2003. My position as a staff
Anthropologist involved work in the southern, central and western regions of the CQLC. I am
also from Mackay, so my preference is to return to Queensland to conduct my research. As
such, I am familiar with the region and many of the constituents. I hope that my research project
will provide mutual benefits to the community of Cardwell and surrounds, such as a greater
understanding of the needs and benefits of economic development and advice about future
development and the effects of that development on the social and cultural wellbeing of the
community.
I am currently in the process of presenting an application to the Ethics Committee of the
University of Western Australia for approval to conduct this research project. If your
organisation were interested in providing support and acceptance for this research, I would
greatly appreciate a letter of support to the University Ethics Committee. I will be making a visit
to Cardwell this week on Tuesday 27th and Wednesday 28th July and I would appreciate your time
if you could meet with me to discuss this matter further. If you are available to meet with me
please feel free to contact me on 0417 990 606.
Yours sincerely,
Alison Reif
PhD Candidate

APPENDIX 5 (cont.)
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APPENDIX 6: Aerial photographs of Cardwell

Plate 34: Aerial photograph of Cardwell (1943). Photo courtesy of Department of Natural
Resources
318

Plate 35: Aerial photograph of Cardwell (1977). Photo courtesy of Department of Natural
Resources

319

Plate 36: Aerial photograph of Cardwell (2004) showing township to the north, Port
Hinchinbrook marina (centre), and northern portion of prawn farms (bottom). Photo
courtesy of Department of Natural Resources
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