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Abstract
First Nations peoples are revitalising diverse cultural fire practices and
knowledge. Institutional and societal recognition of these practices is grow-
ing. Yet there has been little academic research on these fire practices in
south-east Australia, let alone research led by Aboriginal people. We are a
group of Indigenous and settler academics, practitioners, and experts
focused on cultural fire management in the Victorian Loddon Mallee region.
Using interviews and workshops, we facilitated knowledge sharing and
discussion. In this paper, we describe three practice-oriented principles to
develop and maintain collaborations across Aboriginal groups, researchers,
and government in the Indigenous-led revitalisation of fire on Country:
relationships (creating reciprocity and trust), Country (working with place
and people), and power (acknowledging structures and values). Collabora-
tions based on these principles will be unique to each temporal, social, cul-
tural, and geographic context. Considering our findings, we acknowledge
the challenges that exist and the opportunities that emerge to constructively
hold space to grow genuinely collaborative research that creates change.
We suggest that the principles we identify can be applied by anyone want-
ing to form genuine collaborations around the world as the need for social–
ecological justice grows.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Many First Nations peoples throughout the world
are revitalising fire knowledge and practices. Often
described by others as cultural burning, Indigenous fire
management, or traditional burning, cultural fire has
come to refer to a diverse and nuanced suite of fire
uses. These uses include both fine- and broad-scale
burning to promote key species, eliminate weeds,
observe cultural ceremony, reduce hazardous fuels,
and for other purposes.1 In Australia, social, legal, and
political factors have disrupted such burning practices,
but they are also playing a role in the revitalisation of
cultural fire on Country—or ancestral territories. This
revitalisation includes growing popular support for
Aboriginal peoples’ engagement in land management
(or caring for Country) and is reinforced by the publica-
tion of bestselling books reassessing ancient environ-
mental stewardship (Pascoe, 2014; Steffensen, 2020;
Yunkaporta, 2019). Legally, the limited but expanding
recognition of some Aboriginal peoples’ land and
resource rights has provided greater leverage for
negotiation, including through increased engagement
and partnership with settler land and fire management
agencies, which continue to hold legal authority over
the use of fire on public and private land (Neale
et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2021). Furthermore, political
initiatives to form treaties and agreements between
state and federal governments and Aboriginal
peoples have embedded values of partnership in
policymaking.

Our paper is the product of an ongoing project in
which we seek to build collaborative research path-
ways that improve upon the present context, which is
dominated by legacies of inequality and disposses-
sion. We are guided by the research question: What
are the key features of future cultural fire research to
support the growth of cultural fire management? An
outcome of collaborative research with Traditional
Owners, government decision-makers, and university
researchers engaged in the Loddon Mallee region of
Victoria, this paper sets out to establish the thematic
focus for, and methods of future cultural fire research.
Through a series of interviews and workshops, we
explored how these principles have been generated.
We argue that the most pressing matter for discussion
in this and similar contexts is the how and not the
what of future cultural fire research; that is, how to
determine what types of questions to pursue and how
to decide what types of data to collect. As we explain
below, only a research process centred on transpar-
ency, reciprocity, trust, and willingness to change
one’s position (the how of research) will enable the
appropriate formulation of useful and impactful
research objectives and outputs (the what of
research). If these findings can be generalised, they
will have wide-ranging implications for future research

projects focused on Indigenous peoples’ land and fire
management practices in different social, cultural, and
environmental contexts.

2 | BACKGROUND

The revitalisation of Aboriginal peoples’ fire practices in
south-east Australian jurisdictions, such as Victoria, is
illustrated by landmark events. Critically important
events include the release of the Victorian Traditional
Owner Cultural Fire Strategy (2019), founded in a joint
partnership between Traditional Owners and govern-
ment land management agencies (O’Kane et al.,
2019), and the rising number of burns led by Aboriginal
peoples occurring on public and private lands
(McKemey et al., 2019).2 Nonetheless, these events
remain pervasively colonial. The actual application of
fire to landscapes is dominated by practices, pro-
cesses, and regulations administered by government
authorities and non-Aboriginal people. As in many other
settler colonial nations and regions globally (Lake &
Christianson, 2019), Aboriginal peoples seeking to burn
their ancestral territories in south-east Australia must
typically do so according to terms and schedules set by
others, often without the financial and operational
resources available to government agencies. Similarly,
the production of Western scientific knowledge about
land and fire ecology is dominated by university and
government researchers.

There is a growing body of work on Indigenous
fire management globally and in northern Australia
(see Bardsley et al., 2019; Fache & Moizo, 2015;
Russell-Smith et al., 2013; Scherjon et al., 2015).

Key insights
Bringing together Indigenous and settler aca-
demics, practitioners, and experts focused on
cultural fire management in the Victorian Lod-
don Mallee region, the study identifies practice-
oriented principles for Indigenous cultural fire
research in south-east Australia. Relationships,
Country, and power are three principles by
which to develop and maintain collaborations
across Aboriginal groups, researchers, and
governments. Relationships involve creating
trust and reciprocity among partners and partici-
pants. Country involves working with place and
people. Power involves acknowledging struc-
tures and values that shape cultural fire prac-
tices. Together, these principles can form the
basis for collaboration to shape Indigenous cul-
tural fire management.

2 RAWLUK ET AL.
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However, to date there has been little academic
research about the social, economic, and ecological
effects of cultural fire in south-east Australia—which
has highly flammable ecosystems—let alone research
led by Aboriginal peoples. Emerging research has
examined species’ responses to cultural fire (McKemey
et al., 2019), the role of fire in caring for place or
Country (Ngurra et al., 2019), and the challenges and
opportunities cultural fire initiatives face (Smith et al.,
2018). Recent proposals to reintroduce Aboriginal fire
practices in south-east Australia have come partly as a
response to Australia’s catastrophic 2019–2020 fire
season (Nolan et al., 2020) and compounding fire
risk due to a changing climate. However, such pro-
posals have exposed considerable knowledge gaps
pertaining to the ecological, social, and economic
dimensions of cultural fire initiatives and there is a clear
need for research to better support these initiatives,
wherever they occur. Of particular importance is
research that empowers Aboriginal peoples as leaders
in both research and policymaking. There are few
institutional examples of such comprehensive equity
characterising all stages of research projects from
creation to completion. However, an increasing range
of examples internationally and elsewhere in Australia
emphasise deliberation, reciprocity, and work to
trouble established or conventional definitions of
researcher and participant (Bawaka Country et al.,
2015; Bilbao et al., 2019; Ens et al., 2015; Hill et al.,
2020; Leonard et al., 2020; Rayne et al., 2020) and that
also consider the role of science in reconciliation
(Liboiron et al., 2021). Across both governance and
research in south-east Australia, the growing presence
of Aboriginal peoples’ fire practices in ecosystem and
hazard management means there is now an urgent
need to find new ways to work together and build
on existing collaborations and engagements (Neale
et al., 2019).

Despite domestic and international trends to more
inclusive and participatory forms of environmental
governance, there remain enduring tensions between
governments and First Nations about the control of
resources and authority. These tensions are acute
in settler–colonial contexts, such as the CANZUS
nations (Canada, Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand,
and the United States), where reclamation of land
rights by Indigenous peoples is geographically vari-
able and typically remains poorly supported by state
institutions (Johnson, 2016). In these contexts, nomi-
nally collaborative forms of governance may be
viewed as tokenistic insofar as the authority of Indige-
nous peoples is constrained by uneven power rela-
tions (see Archibald et al., 2019). Recent work that
explores unequal collaboration has suggested that
confronting, rather than evading, histories of colonial
violence, capitalist extraction, and ongoing marginali-
sation can form a vital and productive element of

partnerships in settler–colonial contexts. Environmen-
tal management research has highlighted the impor-
tance of relationship characteristics, including trust
(Hill et al., 2012; Lane & Williams, 2009; Nursey-Bray
et al., 2017; Zander et al., 2013). Some emerging
scholarship on how to achieve relationships and col-
laboration centres around disruption and reformulation
(Rawluk et al., 2020) and relationality (West et al.,
2020), but these remain highly theoretical and require
on-the-ground implementation and experimentation
(Braun, 2015).

3 | STUDY CONTEXT AND APPROACH

The Loddon Mallee region covers almost 59,000 km,2

or a quarter of Victoria, and extends across a range of
environment types: Spinifex Mallee woodlands and
Saltbush Mallee on dune fields in the drier northern
third; grasslands and woodlands associated with the
plains fringing the Murray, Avoca, and Loddon rivers;
and Box Ironbark and Yellow Gum woodlands on the
low ranges that characterise the south. The region
includes the Country, or territory, of two Registered
Aboriginal Parties—Dja Dja Wurrung and First People
of the Millewa Mallee—as well as other Traditional
Owner groups including Barapa Barapa, Ladji Ladji,
Wadi Wadi, Tatitati, and Wamba Wamba peoples
(Figure 1). In March 2013, Dja Dja Wurrung peoples
became the first group to sign a Recognition and Settle-
ment Agreement with the Victorian Government and
subsequently developed a 20-year Country Plan outlin-
ing key cultural obligations in relation to land and fire
management (DDWCAC, 2014). Several years later, in
2017, Dja Dja Wurrung peoples led the first recorded
cultural burns (or djandak wi) on public land in Victoria
in over 150 years, and more burns led by Dja Dja
Wurrung and Barapa Barapa peoples have followed
since. Over 30 cultural burns are now scheduled in the
region’s current fuel operations plan, and several cul-
tural burns have also occurred on private land across
the region.

Research that tackles complex challenges at the
interface of colonisation and environmental change
must carefully consider how it can help create more
equitable power relations (Braun, 2015). The anthropol-
ogist Emily Yates-Doerr (2019, p. 298) has critiqued
how research collaborations in health are often framed
as aiming for unity and equality when, as she argues,
“relationships are structured by power, and dialogue is
unavoidably asymmetrical.” Focused on relationships,
we must attend to “the labour of co-labouring” and
allow for equivocations between how different
people understand key terms. Such collaborations,
Yates-Doerr (2019) has suggested, should be unset-
tling because they place pressure on researchers’
established meanings and ways of working. Careful
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equivocation is posited to “help to articulate uncommon
futures—futures where the awkwardness of our collab-
orations is more explicit” (p. 308). Likewise, in imagin-
ing transformative research practice, Kanngieser and
Todd (2020, pp. 385, 393) have emphasised relation-
ships, proposing a kin studies approach that counters
the “separations that case studies insert between
place, thought, and relations” and “acknowledges the
importance of labouring with and in place through last-
ing reciprocal relationships.” Like others (Bilbao
et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2020; Rayne et al., 2020), these
scholars have highlighted the significance of how
research is conducted, suggesting a departure from
established academic habits.

In south-east Australia, these perspectives increas-
ingly inform collaborations between Aboriginal peoples
and researchers in decolonial experiments (Neale
et al., 2019; Wright, 2018). Cultural fire management,
as Neale et al. (2019, p. 347) have argued, “is a site of
emerging experiments in the redistribution of legal and
political authority over Country.” It is increasingly the
focus of converging interests between Aboriginal and
non-Indigenous actors, including settler government
agencies, who have only an emerging momentum of
effective dialogue or equitable partnerships (Goolmeer
et al., 2022). Experiments in this sense enable or, in
less abstract terms, generate novel situations whose
effects and outcomes are uncertain and not guaranteed

(Fortun, 2012). Aligned with the experimental character
of this research context, our project draws upon an
adaptive doing approach that centres individuals willing
to engage in conversations and collaborations that
challenge the status quo (Rawluk et al., 2020). Adap-
tive doing assumes the irreducibility of practices and
knowledge (Cook & Wagenaar, 2012) and is based on
the idea that what we do shapes what we know. It pro-
ceeds by examining diverse perspectives to form
shared understandings that enable different practices
and knowledge to emerge. In seeking to explore princi-
ples for future research on cultural fire management in
Victoria, we wanted to understand different perspec-
tives on existing research collaborations and current
priorities to form a sense of collective and individual
interest.

Through their existing networks, authors Neale,
Carter, Bourke, Falconer, Wong, Nelson, and Atkinson
identified a group of 18 Aboriginal and non-Indigenous
experts, researchers, government staff, and local com-
munity members with established interests in cultural
fire management, including within the Loddon Mallee
region. This pool of 18 potential participants was cross-
referenced by the core research team to ensure it was
comprehensive. Following full ethics clearances, all 18
were approached to participate in the research project
and 13 chose to participate in qualitative semi-
structured interviews with Rawluk.3 Subsequently, four

F I GURE 1 Map of Dja Dja Wurrung
Country. Source: authors.

4 RAWLUK ET AL.
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workshops addressed key themes and questions from
the interviews including short-term (2–3 years) and
long-term (20–25 years) aspirations for cultural fire
research, research objectives and relevant evidence,
and approaches to ensuring Aboriginal control and
community engagement in research.

All 18 potential participants were invited to the work-
shops. Fifteen participants attended, 11 of whom had
participated in the interviews and four who had not.
Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, both interviews
and workshops were carried out over Zoom and then
recorded and transcribed for analysis. Transcripts were
inductively analysed using thematic content analysis
(Boeije, 2009; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).

To ensure the rigour of the data analysis process,
Rawluk and Neale first independently coded a sample
of interview and workshop transcripts. They compared
their individual coding results to generate shared
thematic codes. Rawluk then coded the remaining
transcripts with the agreed shared codes, and the find-
ings were discussed among the authors. All partici-
pants in interviews and workshops are co-authors of
the paper.

We present the results without participant names to
ensure the anonymity of individual quotes. Nonethe-
less, we use acronyms relating to individuals’ roles in
order to position them within the dynamics of collabora-
tion (Conservation [Con], Government [Gov], Tradi-
tional Owner [TO], University [Uni], Practitioner [P], and
Researcher [R]) so that Con-P1 corresponds to Con-
servation Practitioner 1, Gov-R2 corresponds to Gov-
ernment Researcher 2, and so on. We have also noted
where quotes are drawn from interviews (IV) or work-
shops (WS).

In the following section, we present an analysis of
the three key themes—relationships, Country, and
power—that emerged from our coding of interview and
workshop transcripts, before discussing the implica-
tions for this project and others that similarly seek to
develop and support collaborative research around
Indigenous land or fire management. As we argue,
experiments in adaptive doing are a robust method for
investigating the how of such collaborations and should
precede considerations of the what of research
projects.

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | Relationships: Creating reciprocity
and trust

Participants emphasised the importance of establishing
and maintaining strong interpersonal relationships
across cultural fire projects. Frequently, participants
said that successful collaborations were underpinned
by robust social connections between individuals. Less

successful collaborations were the result of an absence
of such connections. Strong connections between
institutions or organisations were attributed to existing
connections between individuals, such as particular
champions in government and organisations. However,
staff turnover in government is typically high and
although roles are stable, different individuals can
move through them quickly. One author shared how:

Government operates very much on the
functions of the role so you might have
person A, B or C in the role. It doesn’t really
matter who’s in the role, it’s the role that is
doing the job whereas with Aboriginal
people they make a relationship with the
person, not the role … Quite often with
government they communicate by email
mostly, occasionally phone. You can’t do
that. You have to front up and spend time
[with Aboriginal peoples]. (Con-P2 IV)

As might be expected, no simple formulae for devel-
oping effective interpersonal or institutional relation-
ships were articulated; relationships take time to
develop and require practices of listening, reciprocity,
trust, and familiarity over months and years. In contrast
to what happens in many academic and government
processes, a single person cannot speak for a commu-
nity to give permission and authority, and a single yes
does not reflect ongoing agreement or consent. The
long-term relationships needed for collaborations are
shaped by connection to community and appropriate
communication (Table 1).

Recent critical work in intercultural communication
has stressed the importance of listening to foster trust
across cultural difference (Dreher & Mondal, 2018). In
our study, participants affirmed how attuned listening
skills supported building and maintaining relationships
between different project members. “I think if you’re a
good listener, and you really think deeply about what
the other person is saying and wanting,” Uni-R1 said
in an interview, “then I think that’s obviously the ideal
outcome.” During a discussion of project governance,
a non-Indigenous fire manager (Gov-P1 WS) told us
that “winning trust is so important, and listening is
genuinely at the heart of it.” Successful collaborative
relationships that support trust through time (Quote 1,
Table 1) hinge on the capacity to listen to different
people, communities, interests, and perspectives with
patience and on an awareness that not everything will
be shared and not all at once. Alternatively, partici-
pants also noted how there are many sources of
miscommunication across different organisations and
individuals, some of which may include different
understandings of the purpose and implementation
of a project. A conservation practitioner explained
(Con-P2 IV):

RAWLUK ET AL. 5
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There’s lots of examples where that rela-
tionship hasn’t gone very well because of
differences I think in people’s understand-
ing of what the purpose of the collaboration
is and their expectations. You have to take
time to engage with [Aboriginal peoples]
during as well as after the work so they feel
involved with what’s going on.

Therefore, we suggest that a shared understanding
of a project’s purpose can be fostered by forms of lis-
tening that enable diverse interests and perspectives.
However, willingness to understand and capacity to lis-
ten also need to be maintained through the project and
after its ostensible end.

Participants also noted that non-Indigenous peoples
can ignore or be oblivious to the impositions that con-
tributing to research projects place on Aboriginal peo-
ples’ time and attention. As a Traditional Owner said
(TO-R1 WS), “there’s just so much going on in Aborigi-
nal communities and they’re being asked to do this and

getting pulled from pillar to post.” When Aboriginal
people engage in collaborative work, it generates a
range of obligations to Traditional Owners of which
researchers and others are often either unaware, under-
estimate, or simply ignore. If researchers do not meet or
recognise their obligations to Traditional Owners, it can
potentially undermine the possibility of future collabora-
tions. One obligation is to engage throughout the project
and in two-way knowledge exchange (Quote 2, Table
1), for example, in conversations and activities that may
have little to do with research. Establishing and main-
taining trust is crucial, and breaking trust can derail
these relationships (Quotes 5 and 6, Table 1).

Making sure that people in an environment
where they trust you and they believe that
you can make a genuine contribution to
their aspirations around land management,
that you’re there for the long haul, you and
your collaborators are in for the long haul.
(Gov-R1 IV)

TAB LE 1 Quotes to support the principle of “relationships—creating reciprocity and trust.”

Theme Quotes

Listening Quote 1. Gov-R1 IV: There can be “cross-cultural misunderstanding stuff about what is a working day … all those
sorts of somewhat petty things” or assumptions that can lead to larger consequences. “There’s lots of things that
can go wrong,” they added, “that there’s not a shared understanding of what the project is about. Like ships
passing in the night, the communication can be awry.”

Reciprocity Quote 2. Con-P2 IV: “In a lot of situations researchers get data … they’re very focused on getting that stuff into the
literature or broadcast at conferences … but if you don’t make the time to do the same thing back to the Aboriginal
audience all they see is that you’ve come in, taken stuff and gone and they don’t know what the outcome was … In
some places, there’s definitely a view that researchers are just there for their own profit. They just want to come in,
get what they need and then piss off again.”

Quote 3. Ab-R1 IV: “Taking knowledge and then applying it to your own program—which I think is what makes the
mob suspicious, and that breaks down the collaboration. And what the mob really want to do, they want to be
supported to do their own thing and they want those barriers that are just simply bureaucratic, they want them
broken down.”

Quote 4. TO-P4 IV: “If you don’t have the right people coming from that [research] side, then it’s all just one-way traffic
and it just doesn’t get done. I think people want the notoriety … I’m just here for cultural obligation, care for Country
and to manage Country. That’s the way I look at things.”

Trust Quote 5. TO-P1 IV: “relationships are really important and there’s a level of trust there as well. When that trust is
broken, it’s really hard to get back in what you do, especially with land management.”

Quote 6. Con-P1 IV: “It’s actually you’ve got the process wrong to fix it, change it and there’s a reason that some of
the conversations you have with traditional owners aren’t necessarily the most productive and that’s because the
way that you are engaging in conversations is a little bit disrespectful.”

Cultural literacy Quote 7. Uni-R2 IV: “So, the researchers need to keep in mind the way that information flows through Indigenous
communities and the way that permission is granted, and consensus is reached, and they can’t always defer to a
single leader or person or anything like that. So yeah, I guess one of the key insights I’ve had is that yeses are
provisional and to not take answers in the same way that you would from say the leader of a National Park. You
can’t just take the assumption that this person speaks for everyone.”

Quote 8. Con-P1 IV: Speaking about bringing “everyone along” with a research project: “But the biggest challenge for
that collaboration is how do we actually support others in the journey that we need to go on? How do we actually
enable others to be a part of that?”

Quote 9. Ab-R1 IV: “I’ve lived in this area for a long time and so I know quite a lot of the mob and I think that’s really
helped us develop a bit of trust beforehand. I’m sure it would be harder coming in completely cold potentially.”

Quote 10. Gov-R1 IV: “… how do they come together to tell a story and one that can convince government agencies
and the community in general to give licence to cultural burning, because just in the same way that a good yarn
in this space for rural communities is always better than a scientist’s pointy head coming and telling you how to
suck an egg.”

6 RAWLUK ET AL.
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A conservation practitioner (Con-P1 IV) stated:

I think it’s when people come in with the
predefined concept of what they’re going to
do and saying, for example: ‘we want to do
this project that looks at A, B and C. Here’s
the Traditional Owner specific role in
it. Here’s where we want you to provide
knowledge and input and other things. But
we want you to just do something here’ …
Although the intent to do it the right way
might be there, or the intent to do some-
thing good might be there, the problem is
that … they’ve forgotten about that their
research actually touches on people
as well.

Researchers need to mitigate the disproportionate
burden that collaborative research places on Aboriginal
peoples. Our interviews and workshops, as well as
other conversations, suggest that Traditional Owners
may not have the time and resources (Bauman
et al., 2014) to dedicate to project design or the routine
but intensive interpersonal labour that is required by
collaborative work such as practices of listening, devel-
oping cultural knowledge, and building trust. Integrating
costs into a project to compensate collaborators finan-
cially will support both their contribution and the time
required to learn new information and communicate it
back to their communities.

Reciprocity moves away from extractive knowledge
practices (Quote 3, Table 1) and includes the priorities
of Aboriginal peoples (Quote 4, Table 1). Without a
focus on reciprocity, the exploitative practices of
research will continue. TO-P5 stated:

two hundred years of repression it’s still
happening … You’re either seen as the
tokenistic blackfella, a blackfella that can
be box ticked—or a blackfella that can go
and do some work … [Historically] it’s not
equal … I’ve been pushing for a long time
to be seen as knowledge holders … and
being an equal partner.4

Practices of reciprocity in the design and conduct of
research requires a dramatic reorientation, in which
Indigenous peoples are provided the necessary
resources to participate equitably throughout the entire
research process. Although significant gains have been
made in recent years, the future of collaboration
“comes back to trust” as one Aboriginal land manager
explained (TO-P1 WS): “We’re still trying to work in
building that relationship to bring everyone along for the
journey with us.” Conversations in interviews and work-
shops repeatedly returned to the importance of building
trust to sustain ongoing relationships, particularly

between Traditional Owner groups and government
agencies. But how is trust demonstrated or proven?
This is a puzzling question without a common answer,
although some participants suggested that evidence of
trustworthiness could be found in actions. For example,
as one Traditional Owner stated, if government agen-
cies allowed Aboriginal peoples greater autonomy in
applying fire “at any time they want,” it would “[mean]
that they have a trust level with government depart-
ments, that they know what they’re doing, they’re heal-
ing Country, they’re healing their family and their clan
group’s aspirations, to that part of Country” (TO-P1 IV).

Aboriginal peoples do not currently have this auton-
omy in the Loddon Mallee region nor in any other
region of Victoria or south-east Australia. Participants
noted that significant gains have been made in recent
years not only in relationships between Aboriginal peo-
ples and government agencies but also between those
peoples and non-Indigenous researchers and others,
which is echoed in the literature (Bourke et al., 2020;
Neale et al., 2019; O’Kane et al., 2019). Collaborative
projects need to be designed to enable equitable and
widespread relationship building (Quote 8, Table 2),
connecting individuals to one another’s respective
communities (Quote 9, Table 2), and allowing the time
and space for different people to share and hear stories
(Quote 10, Table 2). In short, successful projects estab-
lish and build long-term relationships. However, rela-
tionship development cannot be rushed. It takes time
and resourcing and genuine personal interest and
commitment.

4.2 | Country: Working with place and
people

Another key message from our conversations across
interviews and workshops was that future research
needs to actively counter the fragmented frameworks
and methods used in most research and management
projects. These frameworks and methods were viewed
as highly reductionist as they tend either to focus upon
one aspect, component, or site within a landscape or
ecosystem in isolation from wider contexts or to focus
on ecological concerns separate from social and cul-
tural aspects. In other words, these frameworks and
methods conceptually fragment landscapes that Tradi-
tional Owners and others understand as integrated sys-
tems. Thinking and working with Country, as
participants explained, instead means engaging with a
holistic understanding. Working with Country is more
holistic, beginning from the premise that all landscapes
and places are peopled, and composed of specific rela-
tions between linked and interacting forces and
actors—only some of which are human. As this
section explores, thinking and working with Country
means engaging deeply with the specificity of context
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and better understanding what is appropriate for that
context.

In scientific research, reductionist thinking has long-
separated people and the environment (Bird &
Nimmo, 2018; Evans, 2021). Working with Country
involves seeing people as active parts of the environ-
ment (Quote 1, Table 2). For example, one ecologist
who had their own disciplinary research priorities nev-
ertheless saw that researching with Country can be
healing for both people and land (Quote 2, Table 2).
Such separations are rife in colonial systems of land
management that habitually separate water, land, and
fire as distinct targets of management (Quote
3, Table 2). In the context of cultural fire, this separation
of water, land, and fire is both culturally inappropriate
and also wholly ineffective in achieving effective long-
term management of these entangled and related
aspects of Country (Quote 4, Table 2). As one Aborigi-
nal researcher commented:

I know that [Traditional Owners] are often
asked to go to one meeting in Melbourne to
talk about water and the next day they go
and talk about fire and that’s not really how
lore works. It’s really far more holistic and
everything’s linked—and I think until gov-
ernment can start talking about things and
not compartmentalising like they do so thor-
oughly within their little sub-departments.
(Ab-R1 IV)

For participants, the widespread view was that
building a future for diverse and nuanced fire practices
by Aboriginal peoples involves ensuring that both
research projects and wider governance structures are
constructed on holistic understandings of Country
and fire.

Many participants noted that an important example
of understanding fire holistically is to understand its

TAB LE 2 Quotes to support the principle of “Country—working with place and people.”

Theme Quotes

Against separation Quote 1. Con-P1 IV: “A lot of researchers in natural environment tends to be just seen as people are separate to it
rather than intrinsically linked to it. So, if we shift the frame and say that people are actually a part of this
environment and they’ve got connection to everything there therefore you shouldn’t touch things in that area
without consultation or investigate things without the consultation of what those things mean and if it’s
appropriate then you actually get the right discussions happening.”

Quote 2. Uni-R1 IV: “As an ecologist, I am interested in how fire influences species, but I’m also interested in how
human influence on the landscape can potentially help to heal country and potentially have better biodiversity
outcomes,”

Quote 3. TO-P5 IV: “The concept of land management needs to be land and water management together and in
this government department it is not—they are totally separate.”

Quote 4. TO-P4 IV: “The water is the big issue, the water and fire going hand-in-hand and that’s the ethos of it all
… if you take people off Country, divert all the water, you know, you’re going to end up with problems. The no
rain situation, you clear all them trees, there’s no way that condensation can start, all that wonderful stuff and
hold moisture, you know, just little things like that where they don’t think.”

Fire is good Quote 5. Con-P3 IV: “Every year what happens is that the CFA at head office level want to talk to you about how
you prepare your property for the fire season and often it’s very narrowly focused, it doesn’t recognise country,
so in an Aboriginal sense. It doesn’t recognise people’s connection to place and it’s often very fear-based.”

Quote 6. TO-P4 WS: “I think it needs to be told that fire can be a good thing and it’s not always a bad thing … It’s
not just about us going lighting fire. There’s actually a whole science behind why we’re going out there and
why we’re doing it and why we’re putting it in at a certain time.”

Quote 7. TO-P2 IV: “I’d like fire to actually be something that’s good, you know, we say, “Right fire, right time is
good fire.” So, I would really like to see others appreciate what it can be and landscape or Country needs it.”

Not simply restoration Quote 8. Uni-R3 WS: “Yeah, I think that would be an interesting process for me to think about is like you know
when you are thinking about restoration and biodiversity outcomes. As an ecologist, you know often people
want to return to something in the past which is often not possible. But I sometimes feel like you know working
with TOs they might have more concrete goals that are just what we would like to see and that makes it easier
to actually work towards something.”

Quote 9. Con-P3 IV: “I’m kind of interested in can we analyse the landscape today and with knowledge, some key
points even aerial imagery and other things, could tell us about how fire was used. So rather than just, you
know, Aboriginal people have to remember it all and know it all and tell us, you know, ‘tell us what the solution
is’, ‘Actually, can we bring some Western science to meet this traditional knowledge?’ ”

Building mob and
community

Quote 10. TO-P1 WS: “And it’s a big part of what I guess Dja Dja Wurrung is doing at the moment and with other
traditional owner groups and neighbours across Country and building that capacity in our own mobs of
understanding. As well as the planned burning process, having people involved in that and employed at our
corporations and our natural resource management businesses, and have them empowered—that Country’s a
tool, that we manage.”

Quote 11. TO-P2 WS: “What we found doing fire on Country is just how happy you made people—for whatever
little achievements we got along the way, and there was a form of celebration and rejoicing.”

8 RAWLUK ET AL.
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diverse functions. Engaging with this diversity is coun-
ter to dominant narratives of fire, particularly among
settler and non-Indigenous groups, in which fire is con-
ceptualised foremost as a hazard and the cause of cat-
astrophic disasters. Participants noted that although
there are certainly sound reasons to sometimes be con-
cerned about fire, there is also a pressing need to
change our relationship to and perception of it. Fire has
potential benefit to assist and heal both people and
Country. As one non-Indigenous conservationist
explained (Con-P1 IV), “communication around fire is
that fire’s bad and fire’s evil. But at the right times and
the right conditions fire’s really good and it’s beneficial
and it is relatively safe.” This fear-based narrative of
fire, mobilised by agencies for the purposes of prepara-
tion and response to unwanted bushfires, does not rec-
ognise that fire has many roles on Country (Quote
5, Table 2), including cultural fire burning clearly
benefiting Indigenous peoples (Quote 6, Table 2) and
Country (Quote 7, Table 2) (Ansell et al., 2020; Bird
et al., 2018).

Appreciating these factors is vital to the integrity of
projects, as one government practitioner noted
(Gov-P1, WS), and it is also “fundamental to our sur-
vival, frankly”:

That every person knows whose land
they’re standing on, have a good grasp of
some language and those types of things
and better integration into the Indigenous
mindset for land management … I’m pretty
ambitious. I’d like to see non-Aboriginal
people understanding the concept of djan-
dak and our relationship to the land—very
different to what we do now.

Participants therefore suggested that significant
efforts are needed to build capacity among
researchers, within government agencies, and among
members of the public to understand fire as a natural or
essential part of Country in south-east Australia. When
applied with experience and monitored with care, this
understanding is critical to the long-term health and
functioning of people and Country.

Understanding fire’s integral role in healing both
people and Country requires recognition that revitalis-
ing Indigenous fire management cannot simply be a
process of restoring past practices. Given the holism of
these practices and the ongoing influence of colonisa-
tion on both communities and ecosystems, healing
Country means bringing together different scientific
disciplines and working towards concrete goals of
Traditional Owners (Quote 8, Table 3), without placing
all responsibility on Traditional Owners to find the solu-
tions (Quote 9, Table 3). Furthermore, revitalisation is a
long-term process beyond any research project or polit-
ical cycle, and it will take time for Country to recover.

Traditional Owners cannot be responsible for how
degraded landscapes respond to restoration in the
short-term, as one conservation practitioner explained
(Con-P1 IV):

You can interpret that [site] as fire pro-
moted those weeds or you can interpret
that as those weeds came up and they’re
dominating this area because they’re domi-
nating the area … Traditional Owners
shouldn’t have to take the burden of the
mistakes of the past that aren’t their fault
when people have managed Country
poorly.

Healing Country therefore involves acknowledging
that the colonial degradation of landscapes across the
Australian continent (Bergstrom et al., 2021) and the
environmental changes that have occurred are often
intractable and are the responsibility of non-Indigenous
peoples. Another way of understanding this point is
that, as participants explained, applying cultural fire
practice in research or management contexts is not a
silver bullet and needs to be implemented in conjunc-
tion with a range of other practices beyond the applica-
tion of fire. Neither researchers nor management
agencies can expect that burning will resolve environ-
mental problems, or heal Country, in isolation.

Notably, for some Aboriginal co-authors, revitalising
Indigenous fire management also entails more than
bringing back pre-colonial knowledge and practice.
Given the severity of colonial violence and magnitude
of ecological change in the Loddon Mallee region and
Australia more broadly, revitalising might in fact involve
developing an entire range of new adaptive practices.
One Traditional Owner explained (TO-P3 WS):

But you know the thing is with the
landscape—is for what the mob’s needs
were, because the mob managed the land-
scape to eradicate and put what’s there. As
you know, Bendigo is literally tipped upside
down so it’s—we are looking at whole new
template there, that the templates been
totally changed, and we are starting from
scratch. So, you know a lot of seed isn’t
even in the ground there and that’s why
you know we’ve got to put it back and
things like that. So, that should be captured
as well, you know, the destruction of the
Country and what it should look like.5

The need to create adaptive management
responses to such novel ecosystems (Hobbs
et al., 2009) can be understood as another expression
of a holistic understanding of Country. Although some
participants suggested that degraded and novel
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TAB LE 3 Quotes to support the principle of “power—acknowledging structures and values.”

Theme Quotes

Who to convince Quote 1. TO-P1 WS: “The only way I see it moving passed that is actually having peopled in the higher levels of
state government, and even the [Agency head], he says that he’s supportive of cultural burning. He wants to
really back it. But then I don’t see that across the state. I don’t see what he’s actually implementing to actually
support what he’s saying … Otherwise, we’re going to be 10 years down the track. We’re going to be sitting
there saying the same things.”

Quote 2. Ab-R1 WS: “We need more—if we’re going to convince these agencies we need more hard data around
the benefits of managing country in the right way … we can be very vague about what the cultural burning
method was that’s been applied and all we’re doing is measuring results. But I do think to get the agencies on
board, and they have a fairly hefty responsibility of keeping us safe over summer really, so we need to be able
to prove to them I think for them to take it on board more regularly that there are fuel hazard reduction
improvements that we know, it’s obvious, that that’s going to be the case. We probably need to have more
hard evidence that our cultural burning method whatever that is, is helping them out in summer.”

Quote 3. Con-P3 IV: “I’d rather it did things for people who aren’t engaged in cultural fire management, who are
doing other kinds of fire management … that post-monitoring and showing that you’re winning, you know,
showing that it’s working … because I think that will shift a lot of people who work in biodiversity, so ecologists
thinking differently about management. I do see still there’s a scepticism among some ecologists about
whether cultural burns will actually improve biodiversity.”

Quote 4. Gov-P1 WS: “So, I think that our audience is policymakers, and we have to be better at influencing them
and we have to understand what they look at … But really this is how it works. Departments like ours put in big
budget bids annually … It has to have program logics and we’ve actually hired someone with those skills just
with the—so those bids go up through secretaries to department and treasury and finance. Now I reckon
there’s a unique opportunity now and for the next few years … if you can define the problem and articulate the
benefits you’ve got chances of—can go back to governments with this work and say—because that’s what the
bureaucrats are looking at. I’m not criticising it. It’s actually their job.”

Whiteness and
decolonisation

Quote 5. TO-P2 WS: “Fire management its system is a supremacist system. It’s military … I become really
challenged that we’ll get somewhere. Because the powerful are so powerful and they want to hang on to the
power.”

Quote 6. Con-P2 IV: “Helping [Traditional Owners] on pathways through the administration would be pretty
useful.”

Quote 7. Con-P1 IV: “So how to actually change the way that the governance of fire is done to enable cultural fire
to not just be a little sideshow but the main game.”

Quote 8. TO-R1 WS: “So decolonising that system is I think really important. And a big part of that is transfer of
power and trust and letting go of that need to control [from governments], which departments that administer
fire, they’re an authority—in the past they’re scientific and very authoritative. And that’s the way they are, so to
try and undo that power and control is deeply embedded in not only their systems, but also their corporate
culture as well.”

Economics and
ownership

Quote 9. Gov-P2 IV: “You can give them something tangible out of it too such as employment and such as skill
development”—“real potential benefits”

Quote 10. Gov-P2 WS: “… maybe it’s about taking on young Aboriginal people and getting them doing research
or assisting with research and building skills there”

Quote 11. Con-P3 IV: “I think that’s quite a challenge for landowners, for example, you know, if we want to learn
how to do cultural burns, how will that work in respect of the knowledge that’s embedded there and do
Aboriginal people get some benefits out of that? Do they get jobs and all of that as an economic benefit or not?
I think that’s quite a challenge within those relationships because we’re so used to stealing things from
Aboriginal people.”

Quote 12. TO-P2 IV: “I look at older published type documents from a research point of view. They were very—
almost appropriation of culture and disconnected hypotheses and analysis in their views.”

Quote 13. Uni-R3 WS: “I think then it probably needs some formality around those systems like from a university
academic you know the university owns our IP. So, it’s like they are trying to figure out how to, yeah, I mean
as [TO-P3] said co-authorship—so that’s great. But I think we need systems in place that perhaps there are
agreements when you are working on TO land about how the knowledge will be used. Something formal, I
don’t think we can just leave it up to people to do the best they can and because we have requirements for the
university and with our funding body.”

Quote 14. TO-P5 WS: “Ownership of the actual research that’s completed on this is definitely going to be
questioned, and what’s going to happen with it and who has access to it.”

Academic processes Quote 15. Ab-R1 WS: “The other thing is I think we all have to be aware that one of the barriers is actually a
barrier from the academic side. And the amount that they’re over worked in terms of their teaching and the
amount of time they actually have to dedicate into research means… Do I really have the time to go through
what mob see is the appropriate engagement process? And until we sort of make that process easier or have
universities go all right, we’re going to score this paper differently because they’re going through all the
culturally appropriate channels to make this research happen, we’re going to hold—fuck the impact factor,

(Continues)
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ecosystems present a challenge to the relevance of tra-
ditional burning practices, developed within past fire
regimes, many Aboriginal fire practitioners have them-
selves argued that adaptations, either temporarily or on
an ongoing basis, are a defining characteristic of these
practices (Steffensen, 2020). Achieving desired eco-
system states in the future, whether through research
or management, requires being responsive to Country
as it is today.

The final dimension of centring Country within col-
laborative projects is, as participants explained, an
understanding that cultural fire is an important source
of healing for Aboriginal individuals and their communi-
ties and thereby a source of healing for damaged
Country. Cultural fire projects and events such as
meetings held on Country—that is, in natural environ-
ments that allow connection to all relations—site
preparation, site surveys, and landscape burns are all
occasions to support Traditional Owners’ knowledge,
wellbeing, and governance capacity and generate eco-
nomic income (Quote 10, Table 2). Such projects and
events can therefore be understood as piecemeal acts
of reconciliation, as one Traditional Owner explained
(TO-P4 WS):

I think people have got to understand that
fire’s not going to fix everything. Like I said
it’s one application that you need … But,
yes, overall, 20 years’ time I see us being
able to practice culture whenever we feel—
when we see the indicators in the Country
talking to us to tell us that it’s ready to burn.
And I feel that for that to happen the struc-
tures that are in place at the moment have
to be decolonised and I think that that’s the
way forward. This here is one part of recon-
ciliation, letting Aboriginals practice culture
on their Country, healing Country while
healing themselves at the same time … the
community’s the biggest one for us, trying
to get them engaged and get them back

into the environment to care for the Country
because once you get them out there, they
really love it.

Practising cultural fire on Country creates a self-
supporting chain of positive impacts linking people,
non-humans, and place. Practising cultural fire, for
example, would support emotional wellbeing and cul-
tural connections among Traditional Owners (Quote 11,
Table 2) (Addison et al., 2019), which would support
the engagement of other Traditional Owners, which
would support more cultural fire practice, which would
support the resilience of key non-human species, and
thereby support more-than-human relationships that
constitute Country. Such a holistic understanding of
cultural fire is, therefore, not simply something that
research projects might seek to document or test but is
something that must be incorporated into their design
and sustained through project outcomes.

4.3 | Power: Acknowledging structures
and values

Implicitly, much of the foregoing has illustrated how the
status quo of research as well as land and fire manage-
ment reflects power imbalances, specifically between
settler government agencies and academics, and Tra-
ditional Owners. Furthermore, these identify an oppor-
tunity to explore new ways of disrupting and developing
different power dynamics to govern Country and
research.

Cultural fire practices need support. As a conserva-
tion practitioner stated (Con-P1 WS):

Government agencies need to be willing to
give up power control of resources because
if they can do that and they can hand it over
to Traditional Owner groups then those
groups can have the capacity and the
power and the resources to engage in an

TAB LE 3 (Continued)

Theme Quotes

whatever work comes out of it, we’re going to say ‘righto, that is a bigger piece of work than a Nature paper’
on whatever.”

Quote 16. Uni-R1 WS: “… in academia there’s been a shift away from citations and papers and more towards—
and this is from the government and granting agencies more towards demonstration of impact. And what that
really means or supposed to mean is how is this changing society? … you know a paper is not the goal,
citations are not the goal, the goal is that we think the world should be operating this way and you could
actually potentially tick that box.”

Quote 17. TO-P3, WS: Cultural fire is about “teaching the whole community and not just teaching the Aboriginal
community—it’s about teaching everybody and everybody walking along together … I think everyone could
benefit off it, so I’d really like to see it being more accepted as just an everyday thing into the future … I’d like
to see one, land handed back, not just joint management, just handed back so that we just have full freehold
and ability to manage our lands as we see fit and in lands where we don’t have that control over, I’d like to see
a culture shift.”

RAWLUK ET AL. 11
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equal argument or an equal discussion. But
at the moment it’s like David and Goliath.

Many participants also said that the most important
holders of power were senior members of government
agencies, such as the Department of Environment,
Land, Water and Planning in Victoria. These people are
understood to have the influence to change obstructive
policies and redistribute resources in the ways
necessary to enable a new chapter of cultural fire
management, empowering Traditional Owners
(Quote 1, Table 3)

Yet the question of how (or whether) to convince
such individuals to give up or share this power was
contested. Many participants suggested that shifting
power could be achieved by presenting policymakers
(Quote 3, Table 3) and ecologists with scientific author-
ity (Quote 2, Table 3), quantitative data about the effec-
tiveness of burning for hazard reduction (Quote 2,
Table 3), or other practical information. However,
others argued that redistribution of power should not
require scientific evidence. As a Traditional Owner
researcher stated (TO-R1 WS):

And there’s things muttered about, you
know, “we need science to back up what
we already know”; to me it’s like no, I don’t
feel that I need to legitimise what we know
by proving ourselves in a white world. We
know this stuff, we’re the oldest scientists
in the world, so why do we need to prove
ourselves? Can’t you just trust us?

Participants’ theories of change are linked to
broader understandings of what is malleable and what
is not within the settler–colonial present. To some, non-
Indigenous epistemological and political hegemony can
be overcome mostly through persuasive evidence,
whereas others contend that wholesale political change
could occur through trust and reciprocity.

Another approach is to reconsider the extent to
which contemporary research, and land and fire man-
agement are embedded with whiteness and white
privilege (Moreton-Robinson, 2015). Researchers and
management practitioners must acknowledge that
their activities are often driven by the objectives of
non-Indigenous managers and researchers, and the
priorities and values of non-Indigenous institutions
and policies. One conservation practitioner stated
(Con-P1 WS):

[The] objectives of what’s put in place to
the landscape is very much embedded in a
whitefella centric view. It’s not informed by
Traditional Owners, it’s the aspirations of
someone else whose Country it isn’t. You
actually need to reset those aspirations.

Therefore, revitalising cultural fire practice means
decolonising prevailing research and management
assumptions (Quote 5, Table 3) and their administrative
systems (Quote 6, Table 3). Participants noted that
decolonising research and management assumptions
will require non-Aboriginal researchers and manage-
ment practitioners to overcome defensiveness and prej-
udice. Whereas Traditional Owners frequently face
prejudice (one Traditional Owner described how “we
have so much prejudice that is out there—that is out
there that it’s alive and well” [TO-P5 IV]), their white
collaborators may not be aware of their privilege or
position:

I’ve certainly been at workshops where
Aboriginal people have expressed, I guess,
disappointment in the way that they haven’t
been included sufficiently, and I’ve seen
non-Indigenous people take offence at that,
as an example, saying, “Well, not all white
people are like this,” and, “Why am I being
victimised and being put in the same
group?” (Uni-R1 IV)

Decolonising dominant systems requires individuals
to reflect on assumed power and authority while also
changing, or working to change, the knowledge and
practices of those system so that they redirect power
dynamics and support Traditional Owner leadership
(Quote 8, Table 3).

Because of that power inequality, govern-
ment decides that this is our research
agenda and you guys want to be included.
And if you want to be included, what do you
want to be included with? … there’s starting
to be this shift in this space. So, I hope that
with this shift the whole bunch of cultural
awareness and increased cultural safety
and capacity of these departments and
researchers and universities … you can
actually re-embed power imbalances in the
very act trying to remove the power imbal-
ance … So sometimes you can’t even artic-
ulate what you want, because you’ve never
had to. It’s also maybe a lack of confidence
of Aboriginal mobs being hurt in the past.
Being betrayed in the past. (TO-R1 IV)

Surrendering power not only needs to be genuine
but also must be pursued in ways that will not backfire
and harm Indigenous communities or lead to them
being “used as a scapegoat” when a given project of
initiative does not work out (Uni-R1 IV).

Surrendering of power and resources in this context
means their redistribution to Aboriginal peoples. A key
means of redistributing power, some participants
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emphasised, was to ensure that cultural fire initiatives
and related research projects are underpinned by
opportunities for employment (Quote 9, Table 3) and
skills development (Quote 10, Table 3). As one Tradi-
tional Owner practitioner stated (TO-P3 WS), recogni-
tion of Traditional Owner authority needed to be both
comprehensive and financially sustainable:

I got all my bills paid now, I’ve got a car you
know all that sort of stuff … so yeah, we do
need to scale up Indigenous employment
massively … a lot of these areas where we
need to do works, the mob aren’t there to do
the work … [cultural heritage assessments]
never done in a fire plan because again
through [the government agency] it’s not
seen as a necessity. It’s an optional extra
that they don’t pay for. So, even for our cul-
tural burns we don’t get paid for the fire stuff.

Creating economic support is one component of
ensuring that Traditional Owners are not simply acknowl-
edged as possessing authority over cultural fire knowl-
edge, practice, and research but are able to consistently
exercise that authority. Economic support also helps
ensure that Traditional Owners’ labours and contributions
are not taken for granted (Quotes 11 and 12, Table 3)
and their intellectual property is secured and protected
(Quote 13, Table 3) through collaborative engagements.
As a Traditional Owner practitioner said (TO-P WS):

[I think of] Mob, and those that are less for-
tunate and able to understand the implica-
tions of publishing and relinquishing [one’s]
rights. I feel I’ve got an obligation to ensure
that they’re cared for until this idea of col-
lective inherent rights and knowledge is
better understood and controlled by us.6

In decolonising systems of research and manage-
ment, support for Aboriginal involvement and control
over knowledge are primary concerns and need to be
established among project collaborators prior to project
design and monitored throughout (Quote 14, Table 3).

Changes are required to current research practices,
institutional processes, goals, and what impact(s) are
valued by researchers and their institutions. Contempo-
rary university management, for example, emphasises
economic rationalisation through the relentless pursuit
of external funding and rapid publications (Fischer
et al., 2012), encouraging a primary focus on productiv-
ity over meaningful engagement and outputs (Quote
15, Table 3). These are all incompatible with the forms
of relationship building, translation obligations, and
Indigenous control outlined by participants, suggesting
that comprehensive changes are needed in how univer-
sities conceptualise and value good research. Altering

research practices might include, as one Traditional
Owner academic suggested (TO-R1 WS), changing
systems of peer review to ensure community ownership
of research:

Well, you know honestly, I’d want for some
of my papers—I want them peer-reviewed
by the mob, just to make sure that none of
that knowledge gets out that’s not meant to
or whatever … So yeah, making sure that
there’s resources allocated in there to
include the community, because ownership
of research, not just the participants and
the mobs immediately working with the
ownership of the research, really has to
extend to the community. And if they’re not
behind it, there’s no ownership.

Research practices are beginning to change in
many settler–colonial contexts (Hill et al., 2020;
Liboiron et al., 2018; Rayne et al., 2020). Although
some institutions are reconsidering the worth they
place on quantitative measures of research value (such
as publications and citations), there is a need for more
experiments to mitigate durable power imbalances and
end the dominance of non-Indigenous epistemologies
and institutions. For participants, cultural fire manage-
ment is an important site for such experimentation,
forming an opportunity for Aboriginal and non-
Indigenous collaborators to reimagine society and to
learn and walk together (Quotes 16 and 17, Table 3).

5 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This research started in partnership with select Tradi-
tional Owners to develop specific research projects that
might, we anticipated, help create further insight into
the benefits of cultural fire management in the Loddon
Mallee region. Early conversations explored research
questions familiar to those with experience in land and
fire management research (questions focused on the
ecological, conservation, social, or economic outcomes
of a particular intervention). Perhaps we could monitor
specific species (McKemey et al., 2019) or wellbeing
measures (Addison et al., 2019).

But as our conversations progressed into interviews
with a wider range of Indigenous and non-Indigenous
researchers and practitioners, it became apparent that
such questions were premature and that the collective
concern was less about what research questions
should be pursued, or the content of projects, and more
about how all projects should be planned and under-
taken. We encouraged our interview and workshop par-
ticipants to follow this direction. From the resulting
conversations, we found three specific practice-
oriented principles—relationships, Country, and
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power—that we suggest can help guide research pro-
jects related to land and fire management in south-east
Australia and potentially elsewhere too.

These principles build on related scholarship on
practice, knowledge, and relationships (Kanngieser &
Todd, 2020; Ngurra et al., 2019; Yunkaporta, 2019).
Such scholarship explores equivocations in meaning
between individuals, communities, and institutions and
thereby surfaces “the awkwardness of our collabora-
tions” around shared goals (Yates-Doerr, 2019, p. 308).

In our research, foregrounding relationships, Coun-
try, and power have led to generative conversations
about differing interpretations of terms and concepts.
For example, some participants conceived of research
relationships in transactional or professional terms,
whereas others understood them in terms of obligation
and transformation (and then there were others who
conceived of them differently again). Similarly, we
entered these dialogues with a shared understanding
that cultural fire research projects are important occa-
sions for producing knowledge together. These dia-
logues included various combinations between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples within univer-
sities, conservation, non-governmental organisations,
government agencies, and Traditional Owner corpora-
tions. However, these groups did not share common
ideas of what such a project might examine or be useful
for. More research is vital to persuade more politically
and financially powerful actors to make changes that
would cede the power and influence of (settler) govern-
ment agencies. Some groups did suggest specific
research ideas, for example, on the effects of burning
on human wellbeing or a specific species or testing the
timing of burns. However, there was a far greater and
more universal interest in the social practices, methods
and practical preconditions for new decolonised
research projects, and the revitalisation of cultural fire
practices at scale. Progress in these matters will
require considerable systemic changes, including the
transfer and sharing power, to foster better ways of
working together and creating genuine, mutually benefi-
cial relationships where they are desired.

We are confronting the need for decolonisation in
terms of novel approaches to what cultural fire and,
more broadly, self-determination in land management
should entail. Although most participants agreed on the
importance of relational tactics in developing decolonial
and collaborative research, the practice-oriented princi-
ples discussed in this paper do not formally exist in
south-east Australia nor most other regions where simi-
lar issues occur. The application of these principles
needs to be mapped out and grounded through experi-
ments in adaptive doing (see Rawluk et al., 2020). We
suggest that how these principles are applied will be
unique and emergent to each context; they will be
aligned to the themes of relationships, Country, and
power, tailored to each specific collaboration.

We suggest that a potential path forward involves
working experimentally (Neale et al., 2019), acknowl-
edging equivocations, staying unsettled (Yates-
Doerr, 2019), and proceeding iteratively and adaptively,
with an ethos of listening and creating change (Rawluk
et al., 2020). In doing so, it will be essential to foster
relationships, attend to the local or regional context of
Country, and confront and change power and power
structures.
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ENDNOTES
1 We acknowledge that there is debate about terminology to appropri-
ate use to describe or represent Aboriginal peoples’ fire manage-
ment practices. All terms are open to critical analysis, and we have
chosen cultural fire in this article because it refers to a suite of fire
management practices, including burning, and is most used in this
specific context. We are aware it is not a neutral term.

2 We acknowledge the use of the different terms “Traditional
Owners” or “Traditional Custodians,” “Aboriginal person,” and
“Indigenous.” These terms are utilised to reflect, with different spe-
cific locality, the relationships between First Nations people and
communities to the land. For example, Indigenous is drawn on as a
general term for First Nations people and Traditional Owners,
reflecting a specific ancestral connection to Country. We acknowl-
edge the dynamic nature of this language and that again, all lan-
guage is subject to critical analysis.

3 During interviews, which lasted 30–75 min, participants were
asked to reflect on their experiences in collaborations with Tradi-
tional Owners and government and academic research, common
obstacles and keys to success in these collaborations, the out-
comes they hoped would emerge from a cultural fire research pro-
ject, and future challenges and opportunities for expanding cultural
fire in the region. Interview transcripts were reviewed by Rawluk
and synthesised into a one-page summary, which formed the
focus of 90-min workshops each containing three to four
participants.
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4 “Blackfella” is an Aboriginal English term to describe an Aboriginal
person.

5 “Mob” is an Aboriginal English term often used as a collective noun
for an Aboriginal community.

6 One important example of the collective and inherent rights of Indig-
enous peoples is those outlined in the United Nations
(UN) Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
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