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concerning their ability to control forestry practices on their traditional lands (Feit and Beaulieu, 2001). This has 
lead to demands for “meaningful consultation”, indicating effective and equal participation leading to decisions 
that respect First Nations views (Ross and Smith, 2003).  Although consultation and information sharing 
processes do not always provide a decision-making role for First Nations they can contribute to greater mutual 
understanding between First Nations, governments and industry.

Impact assessment and certification

Impact assessment requirements and forest certification processes have become very important in Canada, 
obliging forestry planners and decision-makers to consult with First Nations (Collier et al., 2002).  These 
processes can contribute to achieving “meaningful consultation” and to monitoring the ways in which concerns 
and information are acknowledged in forest management.  However, assessment and certification processes 
tend to be highly technical or “scientific” (in the western positivist sense) and are not necessarily conducive 
to the integration of First Nations’ views and knowledge (Notzke, 1994; Scott, 2001). Often such processes are 

focused on approval of a particular project or a management plan, whereas the interests or concerns of a First 
Nation may be much wider (Wiles et al., 1999). Impact assessment and certification do not necessarily bring 
First Nations a decision-making role in forestry, but are rather processes that encourage industry to modify 
practices to take account of concerns expressed by the public, including First Nations.

Traditional knowledge 

Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) refers to knowledge held by a group of people based on their 
observations and interactions with the local environment over a number of generations (Johnson, 1992). 
Studies of TEK and of traditional land use and occupation are increasingly used in resource management, 
but Robinson and Ross (1997) note that documenting traditional knowledge is easier than integrating the 
information into management plans or ensuring that First Nations can actively participate in planning and 
decision-making. A significant issue here is the distinction between the holistic approach of traditional 
knowledge and the positivist and reductionist basis of western science (Johnson, 1992). For some, aboriginal 

Figure 1  Map of Canada, indicating some of the First Nations
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knowledge is not intended as a way of managing or controlling nature, again in opposition to the direction of 
western science (Kawagley, 1995).  Furthermore, mapping and documentation approaches used to collect TEK 
are often highly technical and may fail to describe the cultural importance of the landscape (Natcher, 2001). 
In order to address these issues, Folke et al. (1998) look at management practices, linking traditional practices 
and knowledge based to the social systems which have enabled these practices.  Accordingly, incorporation of 
TEK into existing forest management systems will need to include the social systems and the institutions that 
sustain this knowledge.

Co-Management

Co-management has become a popular model for sharing responsibility and control of resource management 
between local groups on one side and government or industry on the other (Curran and M’Gonigle, 1999). 
Many co-management arrangements have arisen from disputes concerning Aboriginal rights or access to 
natural resources, and so co-management may be considered as a means by which First Nations can increase 
their power in land management (Rodon 2003). Arrangements between First Nations and governments are the 
most common, but co-management agreements have also been signed in other situations, such as at Meadow 
Lake in Saskatchewan to resolve conflict between indigenous communities and the forest industry (Chambers, 
1999). Critical elements within a co-management structure usually include the recognition and application 
of traditional knowledge, devolution of decision-making authority, and specified power sharing arrangements 
(Berkes et al., 1991), but there is no single model.  Instead, co-management arrangements demonstrate a wide 
variety of institutional structures, decision-making responsibilities, and power sharing mechanisms. Rodon 
(2003) concludes that is probably most useful to think of co-management as a process and a structure for 
negotiating power with the State, or with the industry, and a way of influencing parties on both sides.

Differing cultures, values and paradigms 

A recurrent theme in almost all discussions of aboriginal participation in forestry is the existence of cultural 
factors, implying that First Nations have particular beliefs, values, norms, practices or knowledge associated 
with forest landscapes.  These cultural factors are increasingly understood as representing traditional land 
and resource management systems based on ecological knowledge, management practices and social systems 
(Notzke, 1995; Folke et al., 1998; King, 2004). But “mainstream” forest management also represents a system 
based on knowledge, practices, beliefs, and values.  Canadian forests are subject to both traditional and 
mainstream forest management systems, suggesting competing paradigms or worldviews (Brown and Harris, 
1992; Burton et al., 2003; Wyatt, 2004).

In understanding “Aboriginal forestry”, the issue of paradigms becomes critical.  The forestry paradigms of 
professional foresters in government and in the industry form the basis of the mainstream forest management 
system, with an emphasis on production and scientific management (Burton et al., 2003).  In contrast, First 
Nation paradigms reflect long occupation of forestlands, beliefs and values concerning the place of humans 
in the environment and social institutions for controlling resource use (Folke et al., 1998; King, 2004; Wyatt, 
2004). Differences between these paradigms contribute to differing perceptions of aboriginal rights, of 
economic participation and development, of consultation processes and of the place for traditional knowledge 
in forestry.  Mainstream forestry institutions are in competition with First Nations’ own institutions, and 
professional forestry has become the dominant paradigm. Re-establishing traditional institutions will require 
management structures such as co-management and partnerships that provide space for different forestry 
paradigms to cohabit, without one necessarily being dominant.  

“Aboriginal forestry” - what does it really mean?

It is clear that Canadian forestry is evolving to provide a greater role for First Nations.  Aboriginal rights are 
being defined and recognised, First Nations are taking their place in forest industries, and forest management 
increasingly takes account of their interests.  But many uncertainties, difficulties and conflicts remain and it 
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is important to consider where this evolution is going. What does “Aboriginal forestry” really mean for First 
Nations’ participation in forestry? Based on Canadian experiences, we can perhaps envisage three different 
positions:

•	Forestry with an aboriginal flavour

•	Forestry with aboriginal participation

•	Aboriginal forestry

Forestry with an aboriginal flavour

“Forestry with an aboriginal flavour” represents the existing forest management system with a number 
of modifications to provide a place for First Nations.  Existing licensing arrangements would remain, but 
with flexibility to encourage First Nation participation and to take account of other forest values.  Forest 
management would continue to be the responsibility of professional scientists and managers; adopting 
principles such as ecosystem management, consulting with First Nations, and calling upon their traditional 
knowledge.  Partnerships, joint ventures and co-management arrangements would gain in popularity, but 
would continue to reflect existing business and management models, often leaving relatively little power with 
First Nations. This position does not recognise aboriginal rights in ways that lead to greater control over forest 
management. Hence “forestry with an aboriginal flavour” is likely to be unstable as further definition of rights 
(through legal, policy or negotiation processes) leads to changes in existing regulatory frameworks.

Forestry with aboriginal participation

This position is based on a greater acknowledgement of aboriginal rights and on significant modifications to 
existing forestry regimes. New forestry tenures would seek to facilitate forest management and forest products 
transformation by First Nations.  Co-management and joint ventures would provide for equal sharing of power 
and responsibility while consultation processes ensured that First Nations’ concerns and issues are incorporated 
into management planning.  Forest management would reflect both knowledge and institutions from 
mainstream forestry and from traditional management.  Certification and related processes would monitor not 
only the impacts of operations, but also the extent of aboriginal participation in management.  Although this 
position recognises aboriginal rights and establishes new systems for forest management, it remains within 
existing regulatory systems.  Hence it may not be acceptable to those who interpret aboriginal rights outside 
this framework and will also be subject to further definition of rights. “Forestry with aboriginal participation” 
may, however, prove to be acceptable to governments and public opinion as a compromise between aboriginal 
rights and the interests of non-aboriginal Canadians.

Aboriginal forestry

“Aboriginal forestry” represents a forest management system based on aboriginal rights, where the interests 
of First Nations (the “aboriginality”) are dominant. Existing regulatory frameworks and institutions would be 
replaced, enabling First Nations to define the forestry and practices they wish to engage in or to permit on 
their land. Aboriginal management systems and institutions would be central to forestland management, 
reflecting the various traditions and interests of each Nation. Mainstream forest science would still be required, 
but professional foresters would need to recognise aboriginal management systems, expanding the new 
demand for indigenous people trained in forestry science.  Co-management of the land and business joint 
ventures would facilitate utilisation and management of resources in accordance with First  Nations goals. Full 
recognition of aboriginal rights should replace debates about definition, enabling the parties to concentrate 
on developing mechanisms for co-operation.  However, this position may be unacceptable for government, 
industry and the general public, and would also require massive development of capacity, institutions and 
systems for First Nations.
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Conclusion

Canada may occupy an enviable position internationally in relation to indigenous participation in forestry.  
Forestry is one of the most important sectors of the national economy and First Nations  are steadily increasing 
their role. However, such a role can take several forms. The three positions presented in this paper reflect 
different balances between the existing Canadian forest management system and First Nations’ participation in 
this system.  Central to this balance is the level of recognition of aboriginal rights; this determines First Nations’ 
roles in decision-making for forestlands and the extent to which they can realise their own goals.  Although the 
three positions are presented as distinct, it is inevitable that there will be gradation and overlap between these 
positions.  Nevertheless, each position represents a certain level of change in the forest management system in 
response to First Nations’ participation.

“Aboriginal forestry” may be a term that is danger of becoming trendy; a term that can be widely used to cover 
a multitude of situations, with different meanings depending on the user and their objectives.  Governments, 
forest industries and First Nations all have an interest in promoting aboriginal participation in forestry, and in 
describing their efforts as “aboriginal forestry”.  These efforts are contributing to changing our understanding of 
forestry and to making management more sustainable.  However, “Aboriginal forestry” should represent more 
than just minor modifications to an existing forestry; it should be a new form of forestry based on Aboriginal 
values, systems and paradigms, and supported by the science and technology of mainstream forestry.
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Forest Futures - Indigenous Timber and Forestry Enterprises 
on Cape York

Mark Annandale15  & David Taylor16 

Abstract

This paper describes development of small-scale sawmill operations in the remote indigenous communities 
of the Cape York Peninsula (CYP), Far North Queensland, Australia to supply timber to the domestic markets 
and create local employment opportunities. The primary aim of the Queensland Government inputs into these 
projects is to assist Aboriginal people to improve their economic and social well being through culturally 
appropriate and sustainable development of their extensive forest resources. Management and utilisation of 
a renewable resource will provide ongoing benefits to the community through availability of local timber for 
construction purposes and creation of meaningful jobs. 

This paper outlines progress, methods and issues to date in assisting indigenous communities to utilise their 
skills and knowledge in developing small-scale forest based enterprises. An ‘action learning’ approach has been 
undertaken whereby community members, private companies and government staff are working together to 
develop skills and knowledge about sustainable forest management, operating and marketing timber from 
small mobile sawmills and developing a viable small business.  

Small-scale pilot project development has commenced in each of the communities, starting with a 
comprehensive community consultation process to determine community needs and aspirations and to identify 
people within the community who were to be the community drivers for the projects. Once determined, after 
many months of discussion, funds were sought to provide support for small-scale harvesting operations and 
the establishment of ‘demonstration sites’. Demonstration sites are important for evaluating and monitoring 
the effects of harvesting and other silviculture techniques and practices associated with sustainable forest 
management as well as for providing “hands-on” training opportunities. Initial inventory is required to quantify 
the available resource and facilitate planning for future harvest and management. Based on initial harvest sites, 
selected logs have been processed on a mobile sawmill and initial grading and testing of the processed timber 
carried out. Early results indicate a range of materials can be produced, some of which is suitable for structural 
purposes and others for landscaping and other purposes. 

The challenge is to develop this into a viable small business, managing the available forest resources sustainably 
and maintaining a sawn timber supply to develop a reliable market. It must be stressed that sustainable forest 
management practices have been adopted for forests in the Northern Peninsula Area while those on the mining 
leases of the western Cape York Peninsula are a salvage logging operation and present a broader range of 
opportunities, including larger scale operations. The long term sustainability of the latter operation is being 
addressed through establishment of plantations as a part of mine rehabilitation programs that will provide a 
sustainable timber resource after mining operations have ceased. 

Successful development of these small pilot industries presents a major opportunity for Indigenous 
involvement in Queensland’s forestry industry, on a competitive and commercial basis.

Introduction

Cape York Peninsula (CYP) is a biogeographically diverse region of tropical Australia and is important for a 
range of environmental, social and cultural reasons. It covers approximately 13,720,000 hectares and has a 
current population of about 18,000 people, over half of which are of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
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origin. The vegetation is diverse and includes extensive areas of dry eucalypt woodland dominated by Darwin 
Stringybark (Eucalyptus tetradonta), Melville Island Bloodwood (Corymbia mesophylla) and to a lesser extent 
Cooktown Ironwood (Erythrophleum chlorostacys), the latter occurring mostly on deeply weathered plateaus 
and remnants (Neldner & Clarkson 1996). Significant areas of rain forest occur along the eastern coast, mostly 
in national park, and extensive tropical grasslands, heathlands, and mangroves are also well represented 
throughout the CYP. 

Climatically, the majority of the Cape is ‘dry tropical’ with a relatively low rainfall in comparison to pan 
evaporation, with distinctive wet and dry periods. The wet season occurs between December and April with 
much of the remaining year relatively dry. Some areas along the east coast receive higher levels of rainfall due 
to the prevailing south easterly winds, geography and onshore weather systems. 

The Cape York Peninsula Land Use Study (CYPLUS) identified the need to develop projects that will create a 
strong and diversified economy, in the framework of enhancing the capacity for environmental protection. The 
major objective for land use planning and decision making identified in the CYPLUS, is: 

‘To encourage environmental and economic land use decision making which takes full account of all 
relevant land and resource values.’  (CYPLUS, 1996)

Historically CYP has had a slow rate of development, with most development activities occurring, after World 
War II. Extensive cattle grazing and major mining activity, together with some small forestry operations have 
been the principal enterprises developed in CYP. Tourism is a developing industry associated with a steady 
improvement in infrastructure over time. Commercial forestry activities in the CYP have traditionally been of 
a small scale and have concentrated on lower value products, e.g. fencing materials or sleepers. The Wannon 
report (1994) identified several small timber operations in the CYP. For example, a sawmill on the Holroyd River 
Station was producing about 1200 cubic metres of sawn timber and small amounts of round timber (poles and 
girders) per annum in the 1990s.

Typically however, employment opportunities are limited within Indigenous communities other than 
employment by local shire councils for providing basic services to communities. The availability of natural 
resources, such as large forest areas, offers an opportunity for some of the communities to develop industries 
based on utilisation of natural resources, consistent with the CYPLUS study. However this needs to be 
accomplished in a culturally and environmentally sensitive manner.

This paper looks at the process and results of development of two small-scale forest industries; within the 
Injinoo community of the northern peninsula area (NPA) and in the Napranum community near the mining 
town of Weipa on the western side of Cape York. Queensland Government staff have been working with both 
communities, providing strategic support in the development of these forest industries.

Indigenous communities of Cape York

Community Organisation

There are a number of indigenous communities on CYP that are generally accessible by road for only 6-8 
months of the year, otherwise access is restricted to aeroplane or boats. Most are relatively small, isolated 
settlements with the exception of the five communities in the NPA who are in relatively close proximity to each 
other and the Napranum community which is adjacent to the mining town of Weipa. Indigenous communities 
in CYP are self governing in that they are run by an elected council comprising local residents. Councils carry 
out the basic services within the community and in most cases, the council also owns and manages many of 
the enterprises in the communities, together with other enterprises normally associated with small business 
operators. 

As well as the elected council, there are also the Traditional Owners (TOs), often represented by Elders, who also 
influence the running and function of the communities. Where land claims have been successful, large tracts of 
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traditionally owned land have been deeded to the community, for example at Injinoo, and these are generally 
managed by a ‘Land Trust’, composed of representatives from the TO group.

Historically access to business opportunities by Indigenous people on CYP has been limited and the forestry 
sector is one that indigenous people see as a real opportunity to engage in mainstream business.   

Land Tenure

Land tenure in the Cape is complex. There is a range of leasehold tenures as well as Land Trusts, freehold land 
and mining leases. Large areas of land surrounding indigenous communities include lands held in trust for the 
Traditional Owners and the wider local indigenous community known as called Deed of Grant in Trust (DOGIT) 
lands. 

Community engagement and effective community consultation

 A draft report to the Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation provides a comprehensive review 
of protocols for effective consultation with Indigenous communities of Cape York Peninsula (Annandale 2005). 
The report is based on practical experience on CYP and emphasises that when working with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities one must first make steps towards understanding some of the background 
issues which have impacted on the communities and individuals in both recent and past times. There is a need 
to be aware that previous consultation processes have not always met the needs and aspirations of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities because of inappropriate methods of consultation.

Non-Aboriginal people who work in and for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities should undertake 
comprehensive induction and cultural awareness programs; it should be a prerequisite before entering 
communities and working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. It is important to acknowledge that 
Aboriginal people must be able to freely exchange information and transfer skills and that this requires, as a 
minimum, a basic level of communication with and understanding of the people in that community.  

Building meaningful relationships is critical for the success in the delivery or undertaking of any project 
or program. These take time, which must be factored into work programs. Once established, projects and 
enterprises evolve and mature. There is a vast amount of existing knowledge and experience in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities that rests with people who have insights into what sorts of projects work. 
For successful project development there needs to be an exchange of this information and experiences.

When discussing project development ideas or opportunities both parties must be committed, have confidence 
in the process, be open, honest and provide reliable information. The project must be discussed at length and 
clearly outlined so that expectations remain realistic.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people identify a common desire to return to country. ‘Country’ is a 
term used by Traditional Owners to make sense of their connections and responsibilities for the land and sea. 
It refers to the traditional estates of Traditional Owners and incorporates the biophysical environment and 
associated cultural property recognised according to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander custom and tradition 
as belonging to particular individual, family, or tribal group. To get back to country with a purpose includes 
educating younger people in traditional ways, looking after country or being able to make a living, consistent 
with the lifestyle of the people involved. Therefore projects that involve people getting back onto country 
are attractive and often provide an opportunity for younger people to get to know their country in greater 
detail. Elders in several CYP communities have talked about the time when many people lived on country, in 
outstations, as a time that many of the social problems and dependency on welfare did not exist. There is a 
desire to find a balance between living in towns or communities and living on country. Agroforestry business 
development may provide this opportunity.

Natural resource based enterprises have operated successfully in the past, including market gardens, cattle 
enterprises and sawmills based on native forest use. Many of these have closed down or failed due to changes 
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in government policy or reduced levels of support. Others have failed because the project leader, often an 
individual, moves away, leaving no one to continue driving it along, because knowledge and skills transfer 
were not primary project objectives. One of the challenges of working in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities is to adapt services to suit the needs and aspirations of the people concerned and to pass on all 
relevant skills. If this does not occur then participation rates decline and projects fade away when support is 
removed.

The need for sustainable economic development is critical. A holistic approach is required, providing the 
communities with the tools to freely determine their own economic and social development and to empower 
people to control their destiny. The criteria for measuring the success of any business need to be identified and 
agreed by all those involved, instead of being determined by people outside the process. This will help keep 
expectations at a realistic level.

Education and training needs to be adaptive and responsive to community needs. People need the opportunity 
to have inputs into curricula, including appropriate use of cultural knowledge. 

In summary, consultation should achieve understanding and agreement on the following:

•	 Outcomes (benefits, risks, adverse impacts) - what is everyone going to get out of the project?

•	 Level of participation - who will be involved and what is needed from them? 

•	 Timelines - how long will it take and when will things happen? 

•	 Resources - what do we need to make things happen; people, money, transport, training, etc. 

•	 Key contact person/s - who should we talk to? 

•	 Consultation, negotiation and decision making processes - how will we get to hear what people think 
and make sure the right people get to have their say, how do we decide on the best way forward to 
make decisions? 

•	 Meetings - what steps and considerations should be made prior to, during and after a meeting?

•	 Monitoring and review processes - how can we check that everyone is doing what they said and 
check to see if it is the best way, so we can change things if needed?

•	 Information collection, storage, access and use.

•	 Type and format of feedback - what is the best way to let people know what is going on? 

•	 Acknowledgment processes - who should we thank for helping with and doing the work and how 
should we thank them?

•	 Compliance - how can we check that everyone has done what he or she said?

•	 Relevant legislation and policy - which government laws affect what we are talking about?

•	 Appropriate use of intellectual cultural property/sensitive information - what traditional lore 
is important, how does it affect what we are talking about and how can we protect traditional 
knowledge? 

•	 Document, on completion of the activity, the outcomes of the consultation process, including 
recommendations for future improvement - what is the best way to let everyone know what we did, 
so others can learn? (Annandale, 2005).

Case Study projects

Initial approaches were made to Annandale by each of the two communities of Injinoo and Napranum seeking 
assistance and technical advice on the potential for small-scale forest operations. Housing construction within 
the communities represents a major cost and replacement of expensive timber imports was identified as a 
potential cost saving. Additionally there was recognition of the social benefits arising from employment and 
utilisation of their own resources. In the case of Napranum an old sawmill already existed  although this had 
not operated on a commercial basis in the past. However it had processed some timber for local use during the 
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previous decade. The NPA has had a number of commercial sawmills operated by external people, including the 
army and state government since the Second World War, the last of which ceased operating in the late 1990s. 

Therefore each community had a certain level of knowledge and experience in the forestry processing industry 
but lacked skills in contemporary business development and forest management. They also lacked the formal 
qualifications required to operate modern sawmilling machinery and some other equipment. Technical capacity 
and business skills were identified by communities as the main areas where lack of expertise needed to be 
addressed.  

The bio-geographic location of the two communities has created quite different social and economic situations. 
Injinoo is located in the NPA adjacent to four other small indigenous communities of Umagico, Bamaga, New 
Mapoon and Seisia (Figure 1). The traditional landowners of the NPA live in each of the five communities, with 
the majority living at Injinoo. Their extensive areas of land are managed by the Injinoo Land Trust (Apudthama).  
Few other industries exist, other than those associated with community services, for example housing 
construction, workshops and tourism. Employment opportunities are therefore very limited. 

 The Napranum community is situated close to the mining town of Weipa, where an extensive open cut bauxite 
mine is in operation. This offers a number of different options to that of Injinoo including:- jobs within the 
mine; a range of service and supply business and employment opportunities; large scale salvage of timber in 
front of mine operations; potential market for timber and other forest products and; potential for development 
of plantations following post mining revegetation.

Prior to the initiation of this project, neither community was harvesting timber commercially, however 
Napranum was harvesting and processing small volumes of timber for local use.  All sawn timber for housing 
and other construction was fully imported.

Napranum Case Study

Indigenous involvement in forestry in the Cape York Peninsula (CYP) commenced in the late 1800s with the 
collection of sandalwood. Across CYP Aboriginal people located, harvested and transported sandalwood for 
export. Some of Queensland’s earliest exports were sandalwood from the CYP. With the establishment of 
missions in the CYP sawmills were established to meet local construction needs, with most communities 
having a small sawmill for this purpose. At the township of Napranum, a mission was established in the late 
19th century, located at Jessica Point. During the establishment of this mission a small sawmill was built and 
managed by the missionaries, with an Aboriginal workforce. Elders in Napranum still remember their fathers 
and uncles as sawmill operators and timber cutters. Some recall their fathers cutting messmate (Eucalyptus 
tetradonta) up river and towing it to the mill by wooden canoe, where the logs were dragged up the beach by 
horse and loaded onto carts for transport to the sawmill.

With the establishment of the mining town of Weipa in the 1960s, Comalco set up a sawmill to meet local 
construction needs, with some Indigenous labour inputs. From the late 1970s timber imports, mainly pine 
began to replace local construction materials because of tighter building regulations and the requirement for 
treated timbers. These, together with a range of other factors saw a decline in local milling operations.

In the early 1990s the Napranum Aboriginal Corporation received the remains of the sawmill from Comalco 
and set it up at Napranum for the production of timber for local construction needs and sales to Weipa. This 
mill was operational for about ten years and has been replaced temporarily with a mobile sawmill as part 
of a staged development aimed at building capacity of local staff while utilising all of the available salvage 
resource.  The sawmilling operation is intended to build capacity of new local indigenous staff by undertaking 
comprehensive training programs and establish a larger scale sawmilling operation to utilise the forests cleared 
by bauxite mining operations, under a new indigenous owned business called Nanum Tawap.

The Napranum Aboriginal community is interested in pursuing socially, culturally environmentally and 
economically sustainable end land use on relinquished land (land handed back to traditional owners after 
mining and regeneration) for generating employment and industry development. This concept is supported by 
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Comalco, who are currently developing criteria for meeting community expectations in regard to the quality of 
mined land acceptable for relinquishment back to traditional owners. 

The objectives of Comalco’s mine site rehabilitation at Weipa, include:

“Rehabilitate land to type and quality, or End Point Criteria, acceptable to government & traditional 
Aboriginal owners.” (Neale Dahl, pers com 2000)

Numerous reports have identified the potential of forestry on CYP with a primary focus on the native forest 
potential. Less attention has been paid to the potential of using mined land for plantations. Plantations can 
supplement utilisation of the native forest resource, with high value species planted for targeting specific 
markets, such as sandalwood, African mahogany and bush food species. Plantation development on mined 
land, complemented by use of native forest resources generated from mining clearance, could lead to a 
significant and viable forestry industry and numerous value adding business opportunities. This could result in 
long term employment opportunities for the indigenous communities of the Western Cape York Peninsula. 

Experimental forestry plantations were first established in 1967.  These trials tested a suite of potentially 
suitable species and provenances focusing on high value species.  By 1973, 34 species had been trialled, of 
which 11 were considered to be suited to the area, both climatically and to the post mine substrate (absence 
of some trace elements). Some of the early problems associated with plantation establishment and subsequent 
tree growth were due to teething problems in the rehabilitation process.  As techniques were refined, plantation 
establishment became more successful and “fair” assessments of species/provenances performances could 
be made.  Forestry plantation establishment continued into the 1980s.  The current plantation resource is 
somewhere in the order of 400 hectares (Neale Dahl, pers. comm. 2000) and comprises several species identified 
as having some commercial potential. Many of the forestry plantations at Weipa are considered to have 
commercial sawlog potential subject to some silvicultural management. The existing plantations on previously 
mined lands indicate that productive forestry plantations can be established on regenerated land at Weipa. 
Careful consideration has to be given to the species selection, site selection and silvicultural management to 
obtain a commercially viable plantation at the end of the rotation period (Annandale 2000).

Over the past few years the Indigenous community of Napranum has established agroforestry plantation 
systems, with support from Comalco, the state Department of Primary Industries and the Department of State 
Development and Innovation. These recent plantations, covering approximately 30 hectares have included 
high value species such as sandalwood, African mahogany and the testing of several bush tucker species.  An 
agroforestry development program will be implemented over the next three years. 

Training of Indigenous communities, who will be the eventual owners of the resource, is required to establish 
capacity for implementing the forestry management plan. This training has been ongoing for the past two 
years and will continue with support from government.  A forestry team of Indigenous people trained in 
techniques of thinning, pruning and other silvicultural skills will be in a position to manage the existing 
plantation resource for agroforestry purposes.

The traditional owners in the five clan groups, within the mining lease area who now mostly reside at 
Napranum, own a small sawmilling operation called Nanum Tawap (NTL), This business also incorporates a 
concrete block plant, laundromat and provides other Indigenous business support and is based in Napranum.  
NTL has a current timber sales permit issued by the state government that authorises harvesting of salvage 
timber resulting from mine clearing operations conducted by Comalco on its mining lease. 

The mining of bauxite deposits on mining leases around the Western Cape York Peninsula involves clear 
felling forests prior to mining. There is opportunity to advance efforts to salvage commercial timber and 
process timber, that to date has been burnt as a method of disposal. Several hundred hectares of forest with 
commercial quantities of timber are cleared annually. It has been estimated that if all the sawlog quality logs 
were salvaged, a volume of several thousand cubic metres per annum would be available for processing. 

Historically the total removal of log timber from mine clearing operations has been well below what is required 
for effective salvage of the cleared timber resource.  Timber products produced by the NTL sawmill are taking 
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full advantage of the resource by producing structural, flooring, pallet, bridge and furniture timbers. The 
operation will be developed over the next few years, as local capacity is developed. 

The low harvesting level to date can be attributed to a number of factors. The processing plant used initially 
was inefficient and there was a shortage of trained operators. The updated processing plant is more efficient 
but its capacity is still fairly small and there is an ongoing problem of available trained operators.

Until recently NTL and its predecessors did not have any of its own harvesting plant to snig and haul logs to the 
sawmill. 

Over the past 2 years NTL, have addressed these issues by undertaking the following actions:-

•	 Appointment of a professional general manager to NTL

•	 Support for the traditional owner based Board of NTL

•	 Significant upgrade of hardwood sawmilling equipment capable of harvesting and processing up to 
4000 cubic metres of log per annum;

•	 Technical skill building in sawmilling, through training and mentoring;

•	 Management capability of a sawmilling enterprise, through employment of a professional sawmill 
manager

•	 Testing and supply to both the domestic and international markets of processed timber products 

•	 Development of business plans and a strategic plan

Longer term plans include the development of an autonomous commercially viable business that directly 
provides Indigenous employment opportunities and support for Indigenous owned and operated value adding 
as well as service and supply enterprises. Anticipated outcomes include:- 

Import Substitution

•	 Import replacement of some timber products through local processing of salvaged hardwood timber 
for local construction.

•	 Development and sales of high grade timber products manufactured in local processing (eg.Hardwood 
flooring).

Regional Enterprise Development

•	 Establishment of a significant Indigenous owned business. 

•	 Establishment and expansion of Indigenous owned and operated spin-off businesses based on a local 
timber processing industry.

Small Enterprise and Export Development

•	 Establishment of a local enterprise capable of producing exportable high grade product to domestic 
and other markets.

Education and Training

•	 Opportunity for establishment and delivery of comprehensive timber industry training to a local 
Indigenous based workforce.

Injinoo Case Study

In mid 2000, the Injinoo Aboriginal Council developed an Operational Plan that allocated funds and Community 
Development and Employment Program (CDEP) labour to develop a sawmill enterprise. At this time the Council 
approached Department of Primary Industries (DPI) - Forestry Research Institute (QFRI) for technical advice 
and support for the development of this project. The project was identified by traditional owners and their 
representatives and aimed to assess and utilise sections of the eucalypt woodland forest north of the Jardine 
River. 
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Subsequent to initial advice from DPI, the Council purchased a portable sawmill considered suitable for both 
the scale of operations and the nature of the proposed enterprise. This advice also considered larger issues, such 
as the need to provide training in sustainable forest management and environmental protection.  A long term 
plan was developed for utilising the native forest which specifically addressed the development of a small scale 
forest industry for production and use of timber within the Injinoo community.

Methodology

Following purchase of the sawmill by the Injinoo Aboriginal Council, consideration was given on how best to 
approach the development of a small scale forestry operation with the community which; (i) resulted in a viable 
small scale enterprise, (ii) met the requirements of the community for capacity building, i.e. development of 
skills, jobs, and (iii) developed a knowledge of the resource and its optimum management requirements.

The agreed methodology was to undertake a staged project, with DPI staff working closely with the community, 
in particular those people selected to participate in the sawmilling enterprise. This provided for a gradual 
process of developing skills and confidence and continuing training, accreditation and technical support as 
required. Technical experts and trainers were to be used where necessary. Local knowledge and experience 
was considered critical to gaining an understanding of the forest. Elders and Apudthama rangers from Injinoo 
played a lead role in the training and development of skills of the younger traditional owners. They provided 
valuable information on the forest, the history of its uses and information on more recent impacts to the 
forest. These inputs were integral to the forest management planning. 

Assessment of the resource and developing a scientific understanding of the forest response to harvesting were 
to be undertaken in the context of a ‘test’ harvest where after harvesting, monitoring plots could be established 
to investigate residual tree growth, regeneration and response to fire and other abiotic factors. A staged project 
was also consistent with seasonal conditions in the NPA where work was undertaken in the ‘dry’ season thus 
reducing any potential environmental impacts. 

Thus the project was to have a number of phases:

•	 Phase 1 – Initial sawing study investigating sawn recovery and graded quality, training and 
accreditation in sawmill operation and basic tree felling accreditation.

•	 Phase 2 – Forest management, harvesting and environmental management, initial inventory and 
harvest plan for five years. Assessment of the potential of timber for use in local housing construction 
within the community.

•	 Phase 3 – Ongoing support, some further inventory and general skill and capacity improvement. Post 
harvest forest management.

Phase 1

This initial study investigated sawn recoveries, both green-off-saw and graded, from harvested timber 
(Annandale & McGavin 2001). A total of 30 trees was harvested and results from green sawn and graded 
recovery were compiled. Training in the use of the sawmill, visual stress grading and basic tree felling were also 
completed.

Results from this first stage of the study were positive. Green-off-saw recovery of timber averaged between 30 
– 35%, consistent with other similar native forest resource. High levels of recovery of structural grade material 
were also obtained from some of the sawn material (Annandale, et al. 2002).  

Phase 2

To further progress establishment of a viable small scale enterprise for the community, this second phase of 
the project sought to undertake a test harvest over a larger area of approximately 50 ha. This was to provide 
training opportunities for the community in a number of areas; (i) developing a knowledge of the available 
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resource through a simple forest inventory, (ii) developing the skills to manage forest harvesting to comply with 
environmental protection guidelines included in the Draft Code of Practice for Native Forest Timber Production, 
(iii) develop a knowledge of basic native forest silviculture, (iv) prepare a forest management plan for Injinoo 
land, and (v) reinforce and expand on the previous training and accreditation in log presentation, portable 
sawmilling, wood properties and structural timber grading.

A site was located and marked out in 2003. Training and accreditation was undertaken in forest management 
and harvesting operations during the process of harvesting timber.   Part of the remaining area was prepared 
for harvest to be undertaken following the initial selection and tree felling. An initial low intensity inventory 
of available areas for future harvest was undertaken and a number of monitoring plots were established in the 
‘test’ harvest area and other sites. During this phase, the sawmill was not able to operate because government 
technical experts were unavailable to provide support. Additionally, the original community members who had 
been accredited for sawmill operation and stress grading were also not available. 

Following on from this phase, maps were prepared and an initial ‘forest management guideline’ was drawn up 
for discussion with the forestry enterprise team and council for their approval.

Concurrent to the forest management component, a report was prepared and submitted to the Indigenous 
housing authority, ATSI Housing, seeking approval to use the sawn and stress graded timber in the construction 
of housing within the community. Problems were encountered because current policy of the State Department 
of Housing prevents the use of non-treated timbers in department funded construction. This is in direct conflict 
with industry standards for use of hardwood timbers in construction throughout Queensland. It is hoped that 
this project will highlight the issue and be a catalyst for change by lending support for use of local processed 
timbers on a commercial basis and aligning the region with the rest of the state. 

Phase 3

A further technical support trip was undertaken in 2004 at the start of the dry season to complete work in 
the test harvest area. A sawmill training expert was provided by DPI to train the sawmill ‘crew’. Unfortunately, 
no further work had been undertaken at the test harvest site since the 2003 field trip and the sawmill was 
in a state of disrepair. During this session, the sawmill was repaired and a number of logs processed in the 
workshop compound. Following the success of this, the sawmill was moved out to the test harvest site and set 
up.  A number of logs were processed and a quantity of sawn timber was produced. Discussions were initiated 
concerning the forest management plan, however there were insufficient members of the sawmill ‘crew’ 
available to provide adequate feedback.

Discussion

The initial aim of this project was to develop a small-scale forestry enterprise to utilise the community owned 
natural resource, replace expensive imported timber and provide employment for community members. This 
was initiated at the request of the Council and community members were selected for participation on the 
basis of interest in the project. In terms of timber sawn and used in the community, progress has been slow. 
A number of reasons account for lack of progress, and discussion and close  examination of these may offer a 
way forward.

Available Resource

The limited inventory undertaken in this project has indicated that adequate volume exists for a small-scale 
industry. Up to 2 m3 / ha of logs, suitable for harvesting and sawing, are available through most of the area 
within the community lease area and the Injinoo Land Trust land. Of these however, many logs exhibit some 
defect and are difficult to process into good quality sawn timber. In terms of standing timber available for 
harvest, they compare poorly to other eucalypt forest areas in Queensland where 5 – 10 m3 of logs per hectare 
is available for harvest. 
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Additionally, much of the forest in the NPA was harvested between the 1950s and the early 1980s by 
government sawmills operating at Bamaga, Umagico and Crystal Creek. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the 
harvest operation consisted of high-grading - a harvesting method which removes all trees which can be sawn 
and leaves trees which are generally defective or not suitable for sawing (M. Lifu, pers. comm. 2002). In terms 
of recovery for work involved in sawing, particularly using a mobile sawmill, processing poor quality logs is not 
rewarding. Some of the harvesting in these studies has included these high graded forests, with the intention 
of quantifying the costs of silvicultural treatment of the forest areas for recovering some of the structural 
forest characteristics and increase forest productivity.

Training and Accreditation

The ‘hands on’ approach was taken where the sawmill team undertook training and accreditation in the process 
of running the project, i.e., during the sawing study and subsequent test harvest. This approach is consistent 
with an ‘action learning’ method which has been used successfully in rural communities in Australia for 
technology transfer, ownership and adoption of results (Bawden & Packham nd; Bawden et al. 1985; Wilson 
& Morren 1990). In relation to developing skills for both forest harvesting and timber processing, this method 
was very successful and those participating quickly acquired skills. However, community members recently 
commented that training and accreditation are not useful if the project work is not continued and skills are 
not put to use. Lack of continuity of government support for training and technical inputs compounded by 
constraints on timber use in government funded construction also hampered project development. 

Possibly the major barrier faced by the project was the constant change of community participants over the 
three years. There was little continuity between support trips and when faced with new participants each time, 
little progress can be made.

Equipment

Lack of equipment, with the exception of the mobile sawmill, made operation of a forest harvest extremely 
difficult. Where equipment had been purchased previously, as in the case of the sawmill, it was often not kept 
in a well maintained state and at times was misplaced. The absence of either a machine for snigging logs in the 
forest to the sawmill and absence of a dedicated vehicle available for transport of the sawmill to the bush and 
subsequent transport of sawn timber to a storage area also presented serious impediments. 

Ownership

The ‘ownership’ and adoption of the sawmilling varied among community members. Successive field trips 
demonstrated that initial enthusiasm for timber harvesting and sawing does not continue in the absence of 
technical support. However some individuals, expressed a strong sense of ownership and a desire to continue 
with the work. In the absence of adequate equipment and no ability to influence the purchase of essential 
tools to undertake the job,  this desire quickly waned.

There was little interest in forest management planning. While there is little doubt that the community owns 
the land, there is a deal of complexity and uncertainty in relation to responsibility for land management and 
utilisation of the resources such as timber. During the period of this project, the group established within the 
community to oversee land management failed through lack of funding. Many of these ‘Rangers’ were very 
interested in the forestry enterprise and the failure of this group certainly contributed to lack of progress of the 
project. 
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Issues
•	 Government support (local, state and federal)

•	 Lack of continuity of training, business development and technical inputs to project staff 

•	 Lack of site based project manager

•	 Changing staff. In all cases there was little continuity of individuals between training and technical support visits. 
This resulted in a need to retrain on most occasions and a lack of progress.

•	 Skills

•	 Lack of equipment

•	 Internal politics. As with many communities, internal divisions often impede the efforts of individuals within the 
community.  

Conclusion  

Community development programs supporting small-scale sawmill operations in the remote Indigenous 
communities of the Cape York Peninsula provide a range of opportunities. These projects assist Aboriginal 
people to improve their economic and social well being through culturally appropriate and sustainable 
development of their forest resources and establishment of new plantation forestry resources. Management 
and utilisation of a renewable resource will provide ongoing benefits to the community through availability of 
local timber for construction purposes and the creation of meaningful jobs. 

This paper has outlined progress, methods and issues to date in assisting Indigenous communities to utilise 
their skills and knowledge in developing small-scale forest based enterprises. An ‘action learning’ approach was 
used, whereby community members, private companies and government staff are working together to develop 
skills and knowledge of sustainable forest management, operating and marketing timber from small mobile 
sawmills and developing a viable small business.
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Summary of presentations

On a global scale, Indigenous participation in the forest industry is increasingly recognised as being beneficial 
for both sustainable management of the forest resource and for alleviating social and economic disadvantage 
of  marginalised peoples. Using examples from Australia, Canada, New Zealand and India, speakers in this 
session demonstrated the diversity of ways in which Indigenous communities engage with forests and the 
forest industry.   At the same time, they showed a remarkable commonality in the issues to be faced when the 
economic rationalism of an industry encounters a value system where forests are an integral part of identity 
and culture.

Stephen Wyatt wrestled with the complex issue of defining “Aboriginal Forestry” in the context of the 
First Nations of Canada, using sloganed t-shirts as innovative and useful props.  He pointed out integrated 
approaches of contemporary public forest management in Canada are beginning to recognise the aspirations of  
First Nations but many changes are still needed. Most First Nations want more control over resources on their 
traditional lands through effective participation in planning, impact assessment and certification and proper 
use of traditional knowledge. Aboriginal forestry should be a new form of forestry, based on aboriginal values 
and rights, supported by western science and technology. 

Jack Smyth’s paper was also about First Nations in Canada, with a focus on the First Nations Forestry Program. 
This partnership between two federal departments and First Nations is aimed at building capacity and 
identifying economic development opportunities to increase First Nation’s participation in the forest sector. He 
acknowledged the constraints to effective participation but was optimistic about a future that would see First 
Nations achieving greater economic independence.

Robert Miller’s paper on Maori forestry began with some evocative images and stirring music from New 
Zealand, leaving no doubt as to the enduring nature of Indigenous culture in this country. Maori are a 
significant stakeholder within the forestry sector for both native and planted forests, owning 13% of pine 
plantations and nearly 50% of privately owned native forests.  This is likely to increase as Maori rights from 
the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi are realised.  Robert gave some examples of Maori forest management that 
incorporated both economic and non-economic values, similar to First Nations and Australia.

Hemant Gupta presented a very different scenario in his paper on Indigenous forest management practices in 
the Indian Himalayas. He described the importance of traditional systems of management by local Indigenous 
communities for sustainable harvesting of non-wood forest products. Analysis of these systems through case 
studies has revealed that they are grass roots expressions of true participatory resource management. Social 
capital is built through respecting traditional systems of power and knowledge, thus reducing conflict and 
ensuring equitable distribution of resources. Many countries could learn from these Himalayan examples. 

The Australian component of the session comprised two papers; a brief overview of Aboriginal involvement 
in forestry by Sue Feary, and a paper by David Taylor and Mark Annandale on forestry operations on Cape 
York Peninsula in far North Queensland. Sue’s paper stressed the need for the industry to understand that 
Indigenous perspectives of forests are pluralistic and strongly influenced by historical factors. Forests are valued 
for their economic potential but their cultural meanings must also be maintained.

The paper by Mark and David showed that how, with appropriate government assistance, Aboriginal 
communities have the ability to establish and run viable forestry based industries.  Based on their first-hand 
practical experience in working with remote Aboriginal communities they stressed the importance of being 
realistic about what can be achieved, the value of participatory, bottom-up approaches that involve listening to 
people and, the need to keep technology at a level appropriate for the location.
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Conclusion

This suite of papers is significant in the context of the “Traditions and Technology” theme of the IUFRO 2005 
Congress. All presenters recognised that the forest traditions of Indigenous peoples are ancient and enduring 
despite the influences of colonial histories. Globally, discourses on social justice recognise the importance of 
maintaining connections to forest landscapes as part of cultural identity. However, for poor and marginalised 
Indigenous societies, forests may also offer opportunities for much needed employment and business 
development.  

The need for Indigenous people to combine cultural responsibilities for forests with their use in economic 
development is as much a challenge for the forestry industry as it is for Indigenous people. The majority of 
presenters in the session are trained in the profession of forestry, not anthropology or Indigenous affairs. Each 
has demonstrated an empathy with Indigenous people’s perspectives on forests and forest management, as 
a result of working with Indigenous people during their research and career experiences.  Little progress can 
be made in linking the forest industries’ and Indigenous peoples’ interests without this respect being shown 
similarly by the forest industry as a whole. In this context, effective participatory processes and appropriate 
systems for building individual and community capacity are critical to development of a viable forestry for 
Indigenous peoples. Such processes and systems should recognise that the social capital built through forestry 
business may be an end in itself, and a means of raising society’s awareness of the impacts of historical 
legacies. 

Sue Feary,

Session Coordinator




