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The river winds its way into what we call the Pallinup-Marra Estuary where the ocean bar contains it for most of the year. It’s important for the health 
of the system that the bar breaches naturally so that maximum water level is reached. This estuary was named by whitefellas as the Beaufort Inlet.
Cover pic: Jim Underwood   This pic: Meredith Spencer
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This document records the aspirations of a group 
of concerned Menang, Goreng and Merningar 
families who care for Noongar Boodja and each 
other. We honour our ancestors as the original 
caretakers of this land. We give great respect to 
our Elders past and present, together with the 
emerging community leaders who must walk in 
both worlds. Our culture has been lying dormant, 
but now we are re-awakening that Pallinup-Marra 
Bilya songline, there is strength of culture behind 
where we want to go, and what we want to do. 
Let this be the start of us becoming strong again 
and growing in love.

CARING FOR 
BOODJA AND 
EACH OTHER
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Artwork by Jessikah Woods (Mederann) based on discussions during our on-Country gatherings when creating this Plan. Jessikah, who is a Merningar yorga, 
painted the key elements of the yarns showing how the river connects Country and its People, the significance and holistic nature of cultural landscapes, sites 
and stories, and the critical importance of managing Country in cultural ways.
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THE NOONGAR ELDERS AND 
COMMUNITY LEADERS INVOLVED 
IN THIS PROJECT
Representing the families who love and care for Pallinup-Marra Country. Left to Right, Graeme Miniter, Gordon Gray, 
Stephen Oreo, Eugene Eades, Liza Kerley, Paulette Punch, Tasman Hayward, Averil Dean, Shandell Cummings, 
Robbie Miniter, Karina Woods, Cheryleen Simpson, Treasy Woods, Florence Bolton and Deana Flowers. Aden Eades, 
Ezzard Flowers, Lynette Knapp and Eliza Woods also came to most meetings but were not present when this photo 
was taken in August 2025 by Graham Bishop. A full list of participants appears on page 46.



WHO WE ARE
The families participating in this project are Brown/
Roberts, Eades/Penny, Flowers, Gray, Hayward, Knapp, 
Miniter, Williams, and Woods/Bolton. Each of these 
families are deeply connected to the Pallinup-Marra 
Bilya system. Below are some stories about our family 
connections drawn from the Cultural Report that 
Awesome Aboriginal Consultants prepared as part of 
this project.

EADES/PENNY FAMILY
We have always thought of this place as somewhere 
people gathered regularly. We remember travelling 
down to the river mouth on a horse and cart, listening 
to the Old People’s stories along the way. Stories of 
how this place was used by our ancestors long before 
our Old People. As we look back on Aboriginal history 
since colonisation, a lot of the cultural practises were 
restricted, and people were moved away from these 
particular places. This has meant that it has taken years 
and years before people could rekindle their connection 
to these special landscapes. As adults returning with 
our own children, it has been a space to reinvigorate 
cultural practice through activities such as fishing and 
learning about bush life and the importance of the river. 
Now that not many Elders connected to those early 
times are alive to tell the old stories, it is important we 
teach our future generations now. 
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KNAPP FAMILY
We feel language is important and we have always 
known the river as “Marra”. The river system is a critical 
lifeblood for the people, and a traditional boundary 
marker. This applies all the way from Broomehill to the 
mouth of the river and includes all the areas around it. 
The river to us has also been known as a big gathering 
place, and the memories of travelling over the ‘old 
crossings’ are still strong. One story we have from 
our father, Alfred Knapp, who was a dogger, is that 
the dingoes would wait for the mail donkeys to come 
across and then they would try to bite them... “but them 
donkeys used to kick ‘em hard”, he would tell us kids. 
We also have family stories and the Creation story that 
is connected to the river system and the surrounding 
landscapes. We feel strongly that it is important for the 
families linked to the whole system to work together 
and revive the river.
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WILLIAMS FAMILY
We have very special memories that span all the 
way from Broomehill right down to the mouth of the 
Pallinup River. Our historical stories are significant 
and many of the older family members were born 
along that river system. We have memories of seeing 
other people also camped all the way along the river. 
There are very old Menang and Goreng connections 
there. Men would walk that whole river as a rite of 
passage, feeding themselves with fish and other 
food resources along the way. We remember how 
the river was a significant place for many people and 
that slowly, over the years, the access to the river 
was limited as the settlers claimed more land. We 
camp at the Pallinup several times a year to ensure 
our children, and those to come, will know why this 
is a special place and how they too are strongly 
connected to this Country.

GRAY FAMILY
We have a very strong connection to Country from Jerramungup all the way through to Warriup, the place where Mum 
was born. The Pallinup River is very special to us and is the place where our parents fell in love. Our oldest brother was 
also born on the river. We had many family visits to the river and now we are all starting to move back to live on this 
Country we are connected to. We have memories from long ago of watching our grandfather fish for salmon, while 
our Mum made a fire with no smoke to cook fish and feed all the kids. Johnny Knapp was a very good fisherman and 
worked with the salmon fishing team (Heberle family) back in the day. Our ancestors also used to shepherd sheep 
along the river, and we have family waterholes. We travelled with the horse and cart and the crossings along the river, 
and we have strong memories of the war service land settlement and when people started to settle the area and open 
up the landscape. The Pallinup River is a place that takes you back to your memories  —  good memories. 

WOODS/BOLTON FAMILY
We have strong connections to the river system, from 
Broomehill to Gnowangerup and all the way down to 
the mouth of the river. We have many historical stories 
of swimming in the river when we weren’t allowed at 
the pool in Gnowangerup. We are deeply concerned 
over limited access to the places we used to live and 
camp at, and this restricts our ability to teach our 
children about the history. We recollect old memories 
and stories that trigger the emotional connection to our 
family history and the Country. We share stories about 
camping places and fishing along the river, along with 
some very important places we have not been able to 
visit in years. We are keen to work with other families 
to support the reinvigoration of cultural knowledge and 
practices across this critically important landscape.
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MINITER FAMILY
Our families have a very strong connection to the Pallinup River. It is viewed as the artery from our arm that feeds the 
heart, both culturally and spiritually. This spiritual connection also resembles how everybody else is connected to the 
river and to each other, just like all the tributaries that connect to the larger river system of Pallinup. It is a space that has 
provided an abundance of resources for our families, but also a place of reverence for our children to learn and ground 
themselves in their identity while fostering their life blood connection to Country. With a very strong connection to the 
upper areas of the river, this is (and always will be) strengthened by our constant presence at the mouth through fishing 
and hunting, while also absorbing the connection of the river to the ocean. Our family connection to the river 
will continue into future generations.

HAYWARD FAMILY
When we were growing up, we loved going down there 
(Pallinup-Marra). This was our bigger classroom where 
we learnt how to fish and where to fish. We learnt how 
to respect the land and every little bit of it. The Elders 
knew what was going to happen to the river, and that’s 
why we were taught to look after it. It was such a 
wonderful experience in that big classroom. Food was 
plentiful, and we always had an open fire to cook around 
and hear about culture and Country. It’s a special part of 
the Noongar Country the Pallinup-Marra River. 
Back then, so many families used it, but they didn’t 
abuse it  —   we only took what we needed and fished 
for the future. Now it’s abused from the sea to source. 
For us, learning in the bush is the only way, and we now 
need to keep telling those stories and sharing the ways 
of looking after Country in that bush classroom.

FLOWERS FAMILY
Our family has a very strong connection to the Pallinup 
River around the Borden and Gnowangerup areas. 
We have identified a lot of families that we are 
connected to such as the Yorkshires, Browns, Roberts 
and Williams families. The revival of memories of long 
ago, with many years of swimming in the ‘pool’ and 
catching gilgies for a feed. We remember when the 
water was so fresh that you could drink straight from 
the river and perch were easy to catch. These wonderful 
memories include many years of living with our families 
and learning from our Elders about culture and Country. 
This was done with a lot of travelling along the river 
system to finally arrive at Bremer Bay, to a place where 
many are connected to. The family feels very strongly 
that this landscape is a space to teach others about our 
culture and to instill a sense of connection for everyone.
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BROWNS/ROBERTS 
FAMILIES
We hold the waterways running through our boodja 
to the sea as very important. Not only does it bring 
life to the people, but it also brings life to those vital 
resources such as water, fish, birds, reptiles, and 
plants. For generations we have used the Pallinup 
River and surrounding areas for resources pertinent 
to our survival. If the water is not healthy then it 
impacts our cultural practices of intergenerational 
knowledge transfer, which includes our capacity to 
hunt and forage for bush tucker and medicines. 
The Pallinup River is a major system that many 
families have a strong connection to, and we have 
lived and worked from the upper reaches of the 
Pallinup and down through to Cape Riche and 
Bremer Bay. We still access these locations to teach 
our children about where their Elders came from, 
and how to look after Country. We want to see all 
Noongars continue to do this on healthy Country, 
so it is vital we unite and come together to protect, 
care and look after the Pallinup River for future 
generations.

Alongside these families, the Aboriginal organisations 
participating in this project are the Gnowangerup 
Aboriginal Corporation (GAC), Nowanup Noongar Boodja 
Ltd., Yongerup Aboriginal Corporation, Womber Aboriginal 
Corporation, Yarramoup Aboriginal Corporation and 
Wirlomin Language and Stories Inc. 

The Pallinup-Marra Bilya system is part of the Indigenous 
Land Use Agreement with Wagyl Kaip Southern Noongar 
Aboriginal Corporation (WKSN AC). We are working with 
WKSN AC to regain access to our important places and 
look after them properly again. 

ORGANISATIONAL SUPPORT

Everyone talking together with WKSN AC.
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We held all the meetings at Alison, Rob, Lisa and PJ’s place at Boxwood Hill where we were close enough to sometimes hear the river. 
Noongar families gathered around the fire to yarn about how to heal the People, Boodja and Bilya.

EVERYTHING IS 
CONNECTED
The river, known to us as the Pallinup River, Salt River, or Marra Bilya, is vital 
to the health of our people. In the old times it was a central pathway that 
connected many stories and traditional Noongar family groups over hundreds of 
kilometres, from north of the Koikyennuruff mountains to the sea. We have deep 
and ongoing connections with the river and want to re-build the relationships 
that connect Boodja with People for the healing of the river and everyone. 

“To bring it 
back, we need 
to look at the 
holistic river, 

not just a part 
of it.” 

“The river 
feeds the ocean, 
the ocean feeds 

the river.”
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The Pallinup-Marra Bilya at Boxwood Hill in full flow from good winter rains. Pic: Graham Bishop

“No-one can 
override the power of 

Boodja putting us back 
together. It’s so great 
to see this unity in the 

community again. It’s like 
the old days with it all on 

the table like it 
should be.” 

During this project, many families have come together on Country, sitting by 
the river and around the fire. In these yarning circles the Elders talked in the old 
ways again: listening to each other, respecting each other, and making decisions 
about how to look after People and Country together. Young people were there 
too, listening and seeing where they fit in and sharing their perspectives. 

We mentioned many different things that we love so much about the river: how 
our ancestors held deep knowledge about how to look after each other, the land 
and the water; the best times camping, fishing and swimming when we were 
young with all the family, and how we still do these things to this day. We still 
know the stories and the significant sites. We know the old protocols. We also 
know Noongar people have been denied the opportunities to look after the river 
in recent times, and non-Indigenous people need help to do it better.
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We know that everything is connected. We know that the 
health of the river directly affects the health of the people. 
The river and its creeks are the arteries and veins of the 
Country, sustaining all life. The Pallinup-Marra is especially 
strong in healing, so if we can heal the river, it will heal us 
in return.

We don’t separate things and put them into boxes like 
the whitefellas. Government departments are set up to 
manage only the water; or just the plants or animals; or 
only the farming systems; or just land ownership; or the 
ocean without considering the estuaries. This creates a 
lot of problems. How can you look after one thing without 
knowing everything is connected and fixing 
those connections first?

In this plan, we want to show how we 
can repair the connections and care for 
the whole river. We are reassembling 
the map that puts people, culture and 
Boodja back together again.

Sand layering at the mouth of the Pallinup-Marra Estuary, like the layers of Noongar 
knowledge accumulated through millennia.

After the opening of the sand bar in September 2025, a mother whale and her 
white calf rest out the front of the Pallinup-Marra Estuary.

“Let’s look 
back to the past 
to bring forward 
ways to protect 
and sustain the 

land.” 

“I can feel it. 
It’s here with me. 

Its spiritual presence is 
here now. When I look at 
everyone here it warms 

my heart being together, 
all talking the 

same talk.”
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Map of Pallinup-Marra Bilya and its catchment with inset of southwest WA, showing the river, creeks, other wetlands, native remnant vegetation, major roads and towns.
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Photo: Looking down the old songline that connects ocean at the Pallinup-Marra Estuary mouth to the mountains of Koikyennuruff.

I will assess the quality of this image in a 
printed proof; it’s beautiful but may need to 

be run a little smaller
Pallinup-Marra Estuary snaking WNW 
into Pallinup Reserve and farmland. 
Pic: TravelNut
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When the Old People walked along the river, they listened 
to it and knew what it and all the plants and animals 
needed to thrive in the web of life. In our yarns preparing 
this plan, we realised that the old pathway along the river   
— from the source to the sea  —  needs to be re-awakened. 
There is a specially good feeling running through this 
songline; repairing it is the way to heal all those cultural, 
family and ecological connections. 

It can eventually join up with other trails along the 
river’s tributaries, such as those walk trails already built 
at Nowanup or those we want to build that lead to the 
special places like Nightwell. We also believe that a walk 
trail will be a good way for non-Indigenous people to 
learn about our ways, the beauty and history of this river 
and how we can all care for it properly again.

RE-AWAKENING THE SONGLINE

“The whole 
river system 
is a cultural 

site.” 
We have been talking about this for a very long time and now we want to do something. 
(At left) a map of the original idea for a heritage trail conceived by Eugene Eades and Ken Hayward in 2010.
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Since colonisation, Noongar people have had little opportunity to guide the 
management of lands and waters and hold our rightful place as custodians of 
Boodja. Until now, Noongar inclusion in conservation programs has mostly involved 
short term ‘service delivery’ by separate groups, rather than building capacity 
across families to enable long-term benefits for Country and People. Salinity, 
sedimentation, eutrophication, algal blooms and fish kills show the pain and poor 
health of the Pallinup-Marra Bilya and estuary. This pain in the river hurts us too. 

“We really 
need to be 

together and to 
walk this project 

together.” 

“We all have 
connections to this 

Country – that 
connection is what we 
own, not the Country. 

The Country 
owns us.” Looking down the old songline that connects the ocean at the Pallinup-Marra Estuary mouth to the mountains of Koikyennuruff.

WHY WE ARE WALKING 
THIS PATHWAY
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But it’s not all bad news. There are large uncleared and 
mostly unmanaged areas of land along the lower Pallinup-
Marra River and coastal belt that include parcels eligible to be 
divested to the Noongar Land Estate. There are also smaller 
Shire (Albany, Gnowangerup, Jerramungup) Reserves and 
parcels of Unallocated Crown Land (UCL) all along the river. 
We are working with WKSN AC to better understand the 
tenure and access of land along the length of the river and 
see where we can resume our place as rightful custodians. 
There are also big areas of private farmland through the 
catchment, and we want to work alongside those farmers so 
everyone can understand how everything is connected and 
that sustainable farming practices will benefit everyone.

More than twenty years ago, a booklet called “Stories of 
the Pallinup and Beaufort Inlet” was published and included 
twelve people’s memories of what the river and estuary 
was like in their lifetimes2. Uncle Aden Eades was the only 
Noongar author – he described his good feeling memories of 
being on the river with his old people – but all the whitefellas 
interviewed also talked about the beauty and connection 
to special places and the abundant birdlife, fish and other 
animals, the plants and the freshwater springs. Our vision 
is to help the river return to what it used to be and make it 
healthy enough for all people to enjoy its spiritual power. 

We know this is a big job, but this plan is the foundational 
step created by all of us. Now we want to keep walking and 
working together to share our deep knowledge of caring for 
Boodja.

2 “Stories of the Pallinup River and Beaufort Inlet” Produced by Water and Rivers 
Commission, Coastwest, Coastcare, and Natural Heritage Trust 2002. 

Photo: The re-awakening of the Pallinup-Marra Bilya songline though time & space. The 
walk trail became the backbone of this plan early on in the discussions. It links together 
our vision for river restoration, catchment repair and Noongar cultural governance.
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Honey Possum. 
Pic: Graham Bishop
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This project began by asking the Elders who should 
be at the table. Then Gondwana Link coordinated a 
series of on-Country gatherings which created space 
for the Noongar families who love and care for the 
river system to come together and make decisions 

guided by the Elders. Consensus was reached in 
the old ways after inclusive yarns that were often 
re-visited in later meetings. A circle of Elders 
was formed in May 2025, which we now call the 
Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle. 

HOW WE ARE WALKING 
THIS PATHWAY

Shandell Cummings facilitating a session on Country. At times art and natural materials were used to understand each other better.

“We are here 
moving together 

to protect the 
land & water-

ways.” 
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Yarning about healing Country around 
the fire with old friends (left), tea and 
good tucker while the water in Bilya 
roars nearby (right).
Pic: Paula Deegan

This means we have already taken a powerful step towards 
developing the cultural governance and management skills 
of the group so we can implement the plan effectively 
and engage with other organisations. The University of 
Western Australia (Alison Lullfitz) and Awesome Aboriginal 
Consultants (Shandell Cummings) worked with us to 
build on their previous research documenting knowledge 
and connections to the river. As well as being part of our 
collective gatherings, they met separately with individual 
families to develop a preliminary cultural report outlining 
the special places for each family in Pallinup-Marra Country. 
The map opposite shows the sites where knowledge 
has been recorded through this project and the Walking 
Together project and Noongar Landscape Transformations 
project. 

“This is an amazing 
group representing a 
long link to the river. 

So far those links have 
been respected and 
not argued against.”“We are here 

moving together 
to protect 

the land and 
waterways.” 



21

Places of Connection map. Red Dots: places recorded by UWA during this project. Orange Dots: Places recorded in previous research, namely the Walking Together project.  
Yellow Dots: Places recorded in Biological Journal of the Linnean Society, 133, 432–448, by Lullfitz et al 2021, and including sites recorded as part of the Noongar Landscape 
Transformations project funded by the Australian Research Council.
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“The river isn’t 
dead, it’s dormant. 
But if we don’t act 
now, it’s going to 

be gone.” 

Estuarine heath near the mouth of the Pallinup-Marra. 
Pic: TravelNut
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We want to share our cultural understanding of 
the Pallinup-Marra Bilya system. We also respect 
the way Western science understands the river 
system following the vast changes in land use 
and management since colonisation. Some of us 
have worked alongside people from universities, 
government agencies and landcare groups who have 
replanted the land, done river assessments, monitored 
the water and surveyed biodiversity. We are working 
with Western scientists who now have the ability to 
measure the subtle energies running through the 
land. They can help us identify and re-establish the 
network of songlines. We see the way forward is to 
work together two-ways in restoring the health of the 
river and its catchment. 

The most relevant reports have been collated, 
summarised and shared with the group as part of 
the project background, but it is worth noting here 
some of the words from Steve and Geraldine Janicke 
in their Heartland Journeys3 story and their report on 
the Warperup Creek system for the North Stirlings 
Pallinup Natural Resources (NSPNR) group4: 

“The idea that a river begins as one small trickle at the 
far end of the catchment is misleading. It starts with 
a whole series of trickles across the whole landscape 
wherever the rain falls… For that reason, the way our river 
systems are managed should include everybody in the 
catchment.”

“From the point of view of aquatic life in our rivers, the 
greatest threat continues to be sediment infill of channels 
and river pools.”

“First, there is the need to strengthen long term 
community commitment to looking after the river, 
including its extensive network of tributaries. This will 
mean articulating a clear vision for what the community 
would like the river to be like in the coming decades. It 
should be appreciated that the river in its degraded state 
can no longer ‘look after itself’. “

“Future management of the Pallinup River will be both an 
art and a science, an exercise in large scale landscaping 
with no quick fixes.”

CROSS-CULTURAL 
KNOWLEDGE

3	https://heartlandjourneys.com.au/stories, published by Gondwana Link Ltd. 
4	Janicke, Steve and Geraldine 2022. Warperup Creek Improvement Plan Feasibility Study 2022. 
	 Report prepared for North Stirlings Pallinup Natural Resources Inc.
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The river provided our ancestors with a pathway to follow 
throughout the seasons. From the coast to the woodlands, 
there were freshwater creeks and pools, granite hills and 
other significant places where we could shelter, harvest 
food and medicine and undertake ceremony. After 
Europeans began to claim areas for grazing sheep, we 
still used those pathways while working on farms and as 
shepherds. We kept these pathways clear through cultural 
burning. We also continued to fish and collect bush foods 

that had always kept us healthy. In time, the farms grew 
and grew, and large-scale clearing of the catchment 
began. Many of us moved into Noongar camps on or near 
farms for employment (such as Chillinup, Nightwell and 
Mungup), then onto reserves in Borden and then to the 
mission at Gnowangerup, but we always stayed close to 
the creeks and rivers of the Pallinup-Marra system. Soon, 
we saw the waterways changing; the deep pools were 
becoming shallow as sediment was washed into the river, 

A staunch yoorn - the heralders of Djilba season. Shy Ningarrn.

HOW THINGS WERE
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many animals were becoming rarer, weeds were taking hold, 
and plants no longer grew in their proper places. At the 
same time, increasing restrictions were put on our way of 
life. Access to the Boodja  —  which is part of us  —  was taken 
away. As the riverbanks eroded, so too did our ability to 
fulfill our deep cultural responsibilities to care for Country. 
Nor were we able to practice the old ways of Indigenous 
governance and decision making. 

We still see many animals along the river or its tributaries, 
including frogs in freshwater soaks, yoorn, the Wagyl and 
other snakes, karda, ningaarn, yonga, weijt, gnow and 
others. We still harvest bush plants such as kumuck, youlk, 
chiuk and koorup. Despite the obstacles, we have worked 
hard to keep our culture alive, and we now see a clear path 
to restoring the river and strengthening our culture at the 
same time.

Gnow in restoration plantings at Nowanup.

Karda on mallee. 
Pic: Paula Deegan
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We have limited access now and have been fenced out of many parts of the river 
and important cultural places. Without being on Country, we can’t tell the stories 
of Country. There are less opportunities now to be on Country with our young 
people so they can learn and connect with culture and family histories. When the 
water is bad, we can’t eat the fish and there are sometimes big fish kills. The pools 
are full of sediment so they’re no good for swimming.

This early photo taken around 1930s of the Borden Sea Scouts shows the 
extent of the original pool on Warperup Creek, near the bridge at Borden. 
It was more than 8 metres deep! Pic: courtesy of Richard Milne

A major sand bank infilling the same pool near 
the bridge at Borden on Warperup Creek. 
Pic: Geraldine Janicke (2020s)

HOW THINGS ARE NOW
“The government 
has been quick to 
make easements 

for horses, but not 
for blackfellas”.

“There used to 
be big, deep pools in 
that part of the river. 

All the weeds are 
blocking the flow. 
It’s blocked like an 

artery”.



27

In 2025, good winter rains raised water levels in the Pallinup-Marra estuary (top images). The bar opened in August 2025 and got a good flush out (bottom image). 
One of our emerging Elders observed: “Ever since this group has come together, I have seen the River starting to come alive again. The ancestors will be proud.” 
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There is not enough vegetation growing along the river to 
protect it and provide nesting places and shelter for the 
animals that should be there. In many places, the plants we 
used to rely on for food are hard to find. The catchment 
has been cleared of too many trees and sedges and 
other vegetation and it’s getting saltier all the time. Some 
farming methods interfere with water flow and introduce 
nutrients and toxins. 

At the estuary, people have interfered with the opening 
of the sand bar instead of letting the river decide its 
own course. That starves the river, creeks and pools of 
the water needed to fill them up. When the river is at its 
highest level, it backfills the channels where the mullet and 
other water life can get in for good feeding on debris and 
plants that aren’t usually accessible from the river. When 
this doesn’t happen, their food sources are restricted to 
the main water channel and ability to reproduce the next 
generations is restricted. 

Many fishers don’t know the right ways to fish so they’re 
taking too many, with no-one there to guide them. There 
are many different departments with authority over parts 
of the river and its catchment, but each agency is only 
concerned with their own limited objectives, and there are 
no funds and resources available that include us Noongars 
in decision-making and in being on the ground to manage 
the places we know about. 

As the health of the river has been breaking down, we feel 
a similar breakdown in our culture and community. They 
are connected.

“Access is a big 
issue for us Elders  —   

we used to get down 
to the Pallinup-Marra 

Estuary in 2-wheel 
drives!”
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We talked a lot about what we want the 

Pallinup-Marra to be like in the future  —  

what our grandkids and their grand

-kids should be able to see and 

enjoy in their lifetimes. Some 

of the words spoken in our 

yarning circles that we used 

to develop our vision are 

shared here. 

What we want for our 
grandchildren

“The cultural 
values will 

wake up the 
river.” 
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The river will be fully 
awake with Noongar lore back on 

Country. We will be able to sing, dance 
and have ceremonies on Country. We will 
be healthy, strong and connected with 
each other and with the river. We will 

be able to walk the length of the river 
and be custodians of the land and water 

again. We will be able to camp, fish and 
harvest bush foods sustainably and 

share important stories with our young 
people. Our strong unified voice will 

be heard in all places where 
decisions are made.

OUR VISION
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Bar intact, Pallinup-Marra Estuary mouth.
Pic: TravelNut
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We know it will take a lot of time and effort to realise 
this vision. But we must start now with the Elders 
Circle guiding, or that chance to re-discover the joy of 
a healthy river will be gone. We have made walking the 
Bilya again our unifying action that brings together all 
parts of the plan and will enable everyone to see the 
benefits of what we are trying to do. 

To successfully make this happen, we must collaborate 
with others who also care about the river to build 
capacity into the future and secure funding for 
coordination and continuation of the Elders Circle. 

We see cultural knowledge  —  including systematic 
mapping of that knowledge  —  as essential for effectively 
growing respect for our knowledge, and reconnecting 
through renewed access to Country that will allow us to 
protect places and stories of significance.

For the big jobs of river restoration and catchment 
repair, our actions will need to be staged over decades 
and generations and will require further detailed and 
integrated planning and good communication with the 
broader community. On the following pages we set out 
these actions in more detail.

Let’s move from 
talking to doing!

Boorna Gnamma (water tree) in Boxwood Hill.
Pic: Alison Lullfitz An active mallee fowl mound on Sunnyside.

“We’re all sitting 
around the fire here 

with one purpose: it’s 
not our job to fix up the 
whitefellas’ stuff up, but 

we have to do it.” 
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BOODJA

WALKING 
THE 
BILYA

PALLINUP-
MARRA ELDER 

CIRCLE

CULTURAL 
KNOWLEDGE

MAKING IT 
HAPPEN

BUILDING 
CAPACITY

COORDINATION

FUNDING
COLLABORATION

SUSTAINABLE 
FARMING

INTEGRATED 
PLAN

INTEGRATED 
PLAN

SUSTAINABLE 
FISHING

HEALTHY 
COUNTRY 
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REPAIRING 
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CATCHMENT

RESTORING 
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COUNTRYCOUNTRY
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MAPPING

PROTECTING 
PLACES AND 
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CROSS-
CULTURAL 
LEARNING

Indigenous 
Cultural and 
Intellectual 

Property

The four action themes to support a healthy river system are linked to the central theme of the walk trail (Walking the Bilya). 
They require continued guidance from the Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle who remain connected to Boodja.
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We want to reawaken the river songline by creating a 
walk trail along the length of the river from the sources 
to the sea. Eventually this will form the backbone of 
a network of linked trails connecting to some of the 
Pallinup-Marra tributaries, the coast, and the mountains 
of KoiKyeunruff. We want all people to enjoy the culture, 
history and natural beauty of these land and waters.

In the shorter term, our priority is to establish a walk 
trail along the estuary to show what is possible. Most of 
the land surrounding the estuary and lower reaches is 
conservation estate or Unallocated Crown Land (UCL) 
which is available for the Noongar Land Estate and 
means that a Noongar led walk trail is achievable. Also, 
Noongar people have continued to camp and fish in 
these areas and the Boodja is still fairly healthy there. 

However, we know very well that what happens at the 
source of the river also affects downstream, so we 
also need to start work closer to the source. Around 
Gnowangerup, groups such as GAC and NSPNR 
have already been using river assessments done by 
Department of Water and Environmental Regulation 
to protect and restore parts of the river channel. 
We see that we need to develop an overall plan for 
river restoration that builds on that work and also 
incorporates cultural knowledge. 

Access and tenure issues need to be resolved as the first 
step, and we have started working with WKSNAC and 
DPLH on this. In addition to the UCL areas in the south, 
there are areas along the length of the river where access 
is difficult or not available due to private land boundaries 
or where developments may have encroached on public 
land. We anticipate there will be a long period of building 
community support and working with local people to 
come up with workable solutions that benefit everyone.

A two-way approach of partnering with non-Indigenous 
people on a walk trail and a comprehensive river 
restoration plan could begin the simultaneous re-
awakening at the mouth of the estuary and at the source 
of the river, eventually meeting the pathways in the 
middle.

We want to use the creation of the walk trail to build 
relationships with landowners and develop a broad 
community base of support for restoring the river and 
promoting it as a place of beauty, recreation, spiritual 
power and healing. 

Walking the Pallinup-
Marra BILYA again

“What about a 
pathway like the 

Bibbulmun Track so we 
can tell the kids about it 

and they can carry 
the stories?” 

“Our storyline 
starts at the start 

of the Pallinup.” 
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Under guidance of Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle, connect culture, 
history and ecology of Pallinup-Marra Bilya through the creation 
of a walk trail that links the sources to the sea

2-5
YRS

1-2
YRS

1-2
YRS

1-2
YRS

Preparing 
the ground 
— immediate 
actions

Planting 
the seeds — 
foundational 
actions

‘ACTIONS’ LOGO KEY; 
look for these icons on the 
following pages describing 
our Goals and Actions.

Growing — 
actions that rely 
on foundational 
steps 

GOAL:

ACTIONS:

2-5
YRS

1-2
YRS

5-50
YRS

Prepare a detailed map of land tenure along the river showing which land parcels are available 
to Noongars through the Noongar Land Estate. Continue to work with WKSNAC to develop lease 
or other arrangements to access places of significance and placement of a walk trail corridor. 

Consolidate the cultural mapping by preparing a detailed map along the river pathway that will 
form the basis for cultural interpretation and development of a full river restoration plan. Identify 
where and how the network of other songlines connect with the Pallinup-Marra songline. Integrate 
this with previous ecological surveys into a detailed ecological map showing biodiversity values 
and river health including condition of pools, erosion sites, riparian vegetation, weeds & fencing. 

Develop and implement a comprehensive communications and engagement strategy to build 
community support, including with Shires, Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and 
Attractions (DBCA), Great Southern Regional Development Commission, tourism and outdoor 
recreation organisations. 

Once access issues are resolved and initial funding obtained, develop a concept plan for the walk 
trail along the whole river together with a detailed trail design for stage 1 from the Marra Bridge to 
the estuary mouth. This framework will detail the development, delivery and maintenance of the 
trail that meets required needs of the Elder Circle along with safety and environmental standards. 
It will also detail the costs, the trail pathway, the interpretation, and the infrastructure providing 
campsites and access nodes for Elders, walkers & cultural educational groups along the river.
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The cultural mapping done during this project has been 
a great start, but there is much more knowledge to 
gather to protect stories and places. 

This will help identify all the cultural places that 
we want to have formally protected under heritage 
legislation and the way we want them managed in 
future. It will also help to determine what sort of 
cultural interpretation and knowledge sharing we want 
to see at those places along the proposed walk trail and 
other culturally important places. This interpretation is 
one of many ways in which we want to improve cultural 
awareness within the wider community and create 
opportunities for cross-cultural learning. 

This will help our families and other Noongar people to 
build careers in caring for Country, cultural guidance, 
arts and small businesses.

CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE

Protect the rich cultural knowledge and stories of Noongar 
families connected to the Pallinup-Marra Bilya and its catchment 
so that they can be passed on through generations of Noongar 
people. Where appropriate, share this knowledge with the broader 
community to inspire recognition, respect and support for 
Noongar culture, values and aspirations.

GOAL:

Aerial view of Nowanup burn. 
Pic: Rob Eades

Our ancestors left many signs for us to 
read on Boodja.
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Review past documentation and reasons for historical failures 
to list sites and look to listing the whole river system as a heritage site.

Work with WKSN AC and others to obtain funding to develop management plans for 
sites, including their documentation, restoration and protection, protocols for appropriate 
interpretation and visitation of sites, and their on-going maintenance and protection.

Increase opportunities for Noongar family members to be working on Country, including in 
secure employment.

Complete the cultural mapping by involving all families and spending more time on Country. 
Elder Circle to develop long term agreements on what cultural heritage places need to be 
registered for protection under legislation.

Document the eco-cultural knowledge of plants and animals (associated with the Pallinup-
Marra River system) using protocols agreed by Elder Circle and apply them when developing 
the detailed river restoration plan.

Extend current educational programs (e.g. GAC/NSPNR school projects; UWA Walking Together 
program; Nowanup school and university camps) to other schools & tertiary institutions.

Develop interpretive materials and signage for the river walk and for other culturally important 
places where appropriate. 

Provide on-Country training opportunities for cross-cultural learning (e.g. cultural fire 
management, ethnobotanical surveys, etc). 

Increase the use of Noongar place names informed by the right cultural custodians and 
processes.

Expand opportunities for Noongar-run enterprises in caring for Country, tourism, 
education and arts.

1-2
YRS

1-2
YRS

2-5
YRS

1-2
YRS

2-5
YRS

2-5
YRS

2-5
YRS

2-5
YRS

2-5
YRS

5-50
YRS

ACTIONS:
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Restoring along the river
Although much of the river and its tributaries are 
degraded, there are also remnant patches of native 
sedges, sheoak and eucalypt woodlands that can form 
the basis for further restoration. The river condition 
assessment reports published in 20035 and 20176 
outline some of the priority areas for restoration of 
banks and vegetation. The 2017 report recommends 
development of a comprehensive restoration plan 
through committed community involvement and 
based on the best knowledge available. For us, that 
means caring for Bilya with both Noongar and Western 
ecological knowledge in a way that is embedded in 
cultural governance processes and in collaboration with 
the whole community.

5 Water and Rivers Commission 2003 State of the Pallinup River and Beaufort River. 
Water and Rivers Commission, Water Resource Management Series, No WRM 37
6 Janicke, Steve and Geraldine 2017. Actions for the Pallinup: Middle Pallinup 
Floodway Condition Survey. Report prepared for North Stirlings Pallinup Natural 
Resources Inc

Pool on Peniup Creek.
Pic: Paula Deegan

Clean water.
Pic: Paula Deegan

Upper Pallinup.
Pic: Astrid Volske



39

There is broad community support and funding for river 
restoration guided by a comprehensive restoration plan. Native 
vegetation is restored on the riverbanks, sediment input from 
the catchment is reduced and river pools cleaned up, freshwater 
springs and soaks are restored and protected, and water quality 
improved so the river can support healthy populations of fish, 
water rats, turtles, invertebrates and waterbirds.

GOAL:

2-5
YRS

2-5
YRS

(See also second action on page 35)
Detailed restoration plan to be prepared including: 

a.	Pool locations, condition and potential for deepening over time

b.	Priority areas for stabilisation of banks

c.	Current weed infestations and priorities for control

d.	Priority sites for restoration of native species and communities, including sedges, 
woodlands and a diversity of habitats

e.	Adequate buffer zones to provide resilience to high water levels. 

Survey springs, both on and off river, to understand their cultural history, hydrography and 
restoration requirements.

Re-introduce bush food plants and other culturally significant plants as part of river and 
catchment restoration.

ACTIONS:

5-50
YRS
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Repairing the catchment
Restoration of the river will only be successful if the 
catchment is also repaired. We know that there are 
landholders throughout the catchment who also love 
and care for the river and who have worked on fencing 
and revegetating parts of their farms, often with the 
support of groups like NSPNR and GAC. This work 
has usually depended on sporadic short term funding 
grants that are not providing support at the temporal 
or spatial scale needed. 

We are also aware there are challenges in shifting to 
sustainable farming methods while still generating 
reliable economic returns for farmers. However, our 
Country is experiencing rapid climate change, and it 
is especially important that farmers are able to utilise 
new methods that are suited to unpredictable future 
conditions. Catchment repair will need government 
and private investment and new approaches more in 
harmony with Boodja and a resilient, abundant future.

A successful collaboration of 
organisations working together towards 
the long-term health of the catchment

GOAL:

Develop a long term catchment repair plan, 
starting with a catchment communication and 
engagement plan that has strong support from the 
relevant government agencies, landowners, research 
institutes and the financial sector. This plan must 
consider cultural fire management in areas that 
are not cleared as a fundamental tool for keeping 
Boodja healthy.

ACTIONS:

5-50
YRS

Salt affected but still beautiful: Kybelup Pool on 
the Pallinup River south of Gnowangerup.
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Salt scalds as the canola blooms in the upper reaches of the river.
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Our Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle has so far been 
successful because we have re-established the old ways 
of working together that are grounded in Boodja. 

These ways of collective decision-making foster a 
strong and clear Noongar voice that is based on true 
respect. There is a lot of work to do to repair Pallinup-
Marra Country and we know we need a lot of support 
along the way. We invite everyone who shares our vision 
and wants to contribute to implementing the actions to 
join us in a collaborative alliance that weaves together 
Noongar cultural and western ecological knowledge.

We see that each of the collaborating organisations 
could take on clear roles and responsibilities and 
regularly report back to the Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle 
through the life of the projects. Relationships between 
the supporting organisations and the Pallinup-Marra 
Elder Circle would be underpinned by Memoranda of 
Understanding. 

Noongar Ranger teams, including the Ngowanjerindj 
Rangers of Gnowangerup and the Nowanup Rangers, 
along with teams from Wirlomin and Yarramoup 
mobs, have already undertaken impactful eco-cultural 
restoration works in parts of Pallinup-Marra Country. 
Given the amount of work that needs to be done, we 
see that this plan is a good base on which to build a 
cooperative on-ground effort. Other Noongar people 
also have interests, skills and enthusiasm to work on 
Boodja and we want to encourage and support them 
to contribute. We must develop collaborative Noongar-

led processes and protocols, so the Rangers and other 
teams are well-skilled and well-resourced to work 
effectively together. We want to see our young people 
have this chance to work and build careers in caring for 
Country under the Elders’ guidance.

In order to maintain momentum, it is vital that a 
Coordinator position is quickly engaged to work with 
the Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle to build the necessary 
relationships and communications with potential 
collaborators and source initial funds. This role will also 
develop effective evaluation and monitoring systems so 
that we can track our progress on making a difference.

Making it happen

Creating this plan gave us a lot of joy - we had some great laughs and 
had the opportunity for men and women to gather separately too. 
Pic: Graham Bishop
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Create a successful collaboration of organisations working 
together towards our long-term vision for the river and its 
catchment with the Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle continuing to 
guide the implementation of this plan. Families and Noongar Ranger 
teams work together on Country under the guidance of the Elders.

GOAL:

ACTIONS:

5-50
YRS

Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle meet regularly (once per Noongar season) to oversee the 
implementation of this plan and to ensure it remains true to cultural lore.

A Coordinator or small coordinating team is funded to immediately implement this plan, 
including support for the Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle, coordination with collaborating groups, 
engaging with landholders and securing further funding.

Long term stable funding is sourced to support the Elder Circle and to implement the plan.

WKSN AC and the Elder Circle develop an agreement on roles and responsibilities and work 
together on the plan’s implementation.

An expanded governance structure is developed as needed to accommodate collaborating 
organisations while respecting the Elder Circle’s cultural responsibilities and ways of working.

Rangers continue to be guided by Elders, and ranger teams have the resources and 
understanding of each team’s roles, responsibilities and places to look after.

Regular review and evaluation of the effectiveness of the actions is undertaken and the 
plan is revised when necessary.

1-2
YRS

1-2
YRS

1-2
YRS

1-2
YRS

1-2
YRS

2-5
YRS
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We have done the best we can preparing this plan, but we 
know that some things will change over time and there 
may be unexpected surprises  —  good or bad  —  along 
the way. To keep us all on the right path, we will need to 
regularly talk together and review how we are going. 

This will need to include a review of progress against 
some key questions:

•	Are we doing what we said we would do? 

•	Are the actions that are being taken making the 
changes that we want? 

•	Do we need to change any of the actions?

•	Are we communicating what is happening between 
ourselves, with our collaborators and with the wider 
community?

Once we have the funding and the overall governance 
structure established and we have the more detailed 
implementation plans underway, we will form a 
review and evaluation group that will report to the 
Pallinup-Marra Elder Circle, and the coalition partners 
every 6-12 months. At longer intervals (2-5 years), 
more comprehensive reviews will take place.

The report to the Elder Circle would include:

•	What has been done on each of the actions in the plan

•	A simple assessment of the progress on each strategy/
action (i.e whether actions are on track; minor issues; 
major issues; completed; abandoned)

•	Measures of key indicators of the effectiveness of our 
actions (to be developed as part of the 

	 Implementation Plans)

•	Any recommendations for changes to the plan.

Making sure that we 
stay on the right path

“I love this river 
with a passion. Seeing a lot 
of people coming together 

to improve things is 
really good.”

“…we need to listen to 
what the river is telling 

us. What rights does the 
river need? What does 
the river want of us?” 

“… being a part of this 
is a healing process as 
old as the river itself, 

which is healing all the 
Old People too.”
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There has been considerable work done in the past on 

evaluating the condition of the river using standard 

river assessment methods. There have been occasional 

water quality sampling programs but none that have 

been adequate to show trends. Comprehensive photo-

monitoring took place in 2001 and 2017, and those 

photos and site locations are available to us as a 

baseline. A monitoring program to track river condition 

could therefore be relatively easily recommenced and 

supplemented as necessary with additional measures 

relevant to cultural health. Some of these may include, 

for example, fish numbers and size; number of people 

working regularly on Boodja; number of cultural sites 

assessed/protected; ability to access sites; and areas 

of culturally important replanting. The evaluation and 

monitoring methods will be detailed when the operational 

plans are developed with supporting organisations. 

The key question to guide us along the way will always be:

“Is this what our 
Ancestors and our 
Elders want to see?”

Building on past 
environmental monitoring 
and community knowledge

Beautiful carpet python keeping watch near our last meeting.
Pic: Graham Bishop

Reviewing the plan.
Pic: Graham Bishop
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We heartfully thank all Noongar participants for their contribution and 

collaborative spirit (all participants are listed in the table to the right). 

We acknowledge also those who were unable to attend meetings on 

Boodja but have expressed their support and enthusiasm for future 

involvement. 

This project was funded by the Western Australian Government’s 

State NRM Program through a grant to Gondwana Link Ltd that 

enabled Paula Deegan and Jim Underwood to facilitate the 

emergence of a strong and unified Noongar voice for healthy Pallinup 

Country and People. 

Alison Lullfitz and Shandell Cummings (University of Western 

Australia) provided great support in meetings as well as ongoing 

documentation of cultural connections. Much gratitude to Alison, Rob, 

Lisa and PJ for their generosity in sharing their beautiful place to hold 

meetings where we could sometimes actually hear the river flowing! 

Staff from WKSN AC joined our meetings, with Justin McAllister, Sean 

Winter, Fergus Anderson & Mike Richardson making efforts to build 

relationships by listening to the Elders and addressing their requests. 

Department of Planning Lands and Heritage (DPLH) helped with 

understanding tenure along the river, and NSPNR provided input about 

current projects, while Geraldine and Steve Janicke shared valuable 

ecological guidance based on many years of research on the Pallinup. 

Matt Kronberger of insomnia design provided this document design 

and managed the print production. Unless stated in photo caption, 

Jim Underwood provided the images.

Elders: 
Florence Bolton *
Averil Dean *
Aden Eades *
Annette Eades *
Carleen Eades

Eugene Eades *
Anthony Flowers

Deana Flowers

Ezzard Flowers *
Timothy Flowers 

Veronica Forrest

Gordon Gray *
Kim Gray

Lynette Hayward

Tasman Hayward *
Liza Kerley *
Lynette Knapp *
Graeme Miniter *
Jason Miniter

Pat Morich

Elvis Penny

Paulette Punch *
Olivia Roberts *
Kim Scott

Nancy Wheatley

Eliza Woods

Karina Woods

Treasy Woods *

Others: 
Lynnette Bolton

Stacey Bolton 

Shandell Cummings

Lindsay Dean 

Clinton Eades

Murray Hayward

Sheridan Hayward

Robbie Miniter

Barbara Nundle

Stephen Oreo

Gerard Pol

Shania Rodd

Alan Rodney

Cheryleen Simpson

Graeme Simpson

Belinda Swift

Joanna Smith

Rob Swift

Andrew Woods 

Jessikah Woods

Heartfelt thanks 

(At right), a list of Noongars who participated in the preparation of this plan. 

* in the ELDERS column indicates initial representative membership of the 

Pallinup-Marra Elders Circle originally identified by the group on May 27, 2025, 

and refined in subsequent meetings.
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Pic: TravelNut 
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