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The Victorian Aboriginal Water Program facilitates better inclusion of 
Aboriginal people in Victorian water management, and reconnects 
communities to water for cultural, economic, customary and spiritual 
purposes. 
Implemented by the Aboriginal Water Unit (AWU) within the Department of Environment, Land, Water and 
Planning (DELWP), the program focuses on: 

• Developing a Roadmap for Aboriginal Access to Water alongside Traditional Owners. 

• Delivering the Water, Country and Community grants program. 

• Coordinating the Aboriginal Water Officer Network. 

• Ensuring Traditional Owner voices are heard on water policy and program delivery, and advocating for 
the inclusion of Aboriginal values in the water sector. 

The Victorian Government is enabling self-determination for Victorian Traditional Owners and First Peoples. 
Aboriginal water values are now being recognised in law and water planning and management frameworks 
across the state. The Aboriginal Water Program plays a key role in this process.
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Water for Victoria, launched by 
the Minister for Water in 2016, 
recognises the values that water 
has for Victorian Traditional 
Owners and First Peoples and 
the importance of self-
determination.  
The AWU is responsible for the following 
commitments outlined in Water for Victoria: 

• Action 6.1: to recognise Aboriginal values and 
objectives of water. 

• Action 6.2: to include Aboriginal values and 
traditional ecological knowledge in water 
planning. 

• Action 6.3: to support Aboriginal access to water 
for economic development. 

• Action 6.4: build capacity to increase Aboriginal 
participation in water management. 

• Action 10.8: to increase Aboriginal inclusion in 
the water sector. 

• Action 10.9: to support economic development 
through Aboriginal participation. 

In addition to meeting the commitments outlined in 
Water for Victoria, the AWU addresses the following 
policy and legislation: 

• The Water and Catchment Legislation 
Amendment Act 2019, which incorporated 
obligations to ‘Recognise Aboriginal cultural 
values and knowledge in water and catchment 
planning and management and include 
Traditional Owners in these processes’ into the 
Water Act 1989.  

• Victorian Aboriginal Affairs Framework 2018-
2023 under the goal of realising Aboriginal land, 
water and cultural rights, through the action of 
formal partnership agreements for planning and 
management between Aboriginal communities 
and key water and catchment agencies.  

• Pupangarli Marnmarnepu ‘Owning our Future’ 
Aboriginal Self-Determination Reform Strategy 
2020-2025, through recognising and 
implementing the decisions that Traditional 
Owners determine over sustainable 
management of water resources. 

• Victorian Aboriginal Economic Strategy 2013-
2020 and following iterations once developed, 
through funding and employment. 

The AWU fulfils its policy obligations by developing 
the Roadmap for Aboriginal Access to Water, 
delivering the Water, Country and Community 
Program, and coordinating the Aboriginal Water 
Officer Network.

Delivering on Aboriginal Access to Water
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Significant progress has been 
made in developing the 
Roadmap for Aboriginal Access 
to Water (the Roadmap) in 2020 
and 2021.  
This follows policy commitments under Water for 
Victoria, and the launch of the Aboriginal Access to 
Water for Economic Development Initiative in 2016 
by Traditional Owners, the Federation of Victorian 
Traditional Owner Corporation (Federation), the 
Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations 
(MLDRIN), and DELWP. The initiative comprises 
three parts being delivered in parallel. 

Eleven Traditional Owner-led pilot projects were 
funded through 2016-2020 economic development 
funding. The projects explored water-related 
enterprises for economic development opportunities. 
These projects tested the viability of businesses 
such as aquaculture, bush foods, and cultural 
tourism across Victoria. Feasibility studies and 
business cases were produced which outlined 
specific barriers and constraints for the pilot projects. 
By the end of 2020, all projects that moved to the 
feasibility studies and business cases phase were 
completed, with some pursuing alternative avenues 
to move towards the implementation phase.  

Through the facilitation of over 40 meetings with 
representatives from 20 Traditional Owner groups, 
the Cultural Water for Cultural Economies report 
was delivered by project partners in early 2021. The 
report identifies specific law and policy pathways to 
increase water access for Victorian Traditional 
Owners and First Peoples, and to support their use 
of water for economic development in accordance 
with their laws and cultural protocols. In response to 
the Cultural Water for Cultural Economies report, the 
AWU prepared a discussion paper incorporating 
Traditional Owner feedback from the pilot projects. 

The final stage of the Aboriginal Access to Water for 
Economic Development Initiative is to deliver on 
Water for Victoria’s policy commitment and facilitate 
the development of the Roadmap. The Roadmap will 
guide next steps for investment and policy reform. 
The Roadmap writing team, comprising of a lead 
author and two co-authors, was finalised during 
November 2021. Two Aboriginal co-authors are 
required to ensure that the Aboriginal expertise and 
perspectives are shaping the policy process. The 
team have commenced writing, with a draft 
Roadmap due for release in April 2022, and a final 
Roadmap expected to be finalised in June 2022. 

Traditional Owners are currently being consulted 
throughout the drafting process. Funding has been 
provided to the Federation to support and coordinate 
Traditional Owner input into the Roadmap in 
partnership with MLDRIN, using an engagement 
method that ensures the work takes a Nation-
centred approach. In December 2021, a Roadmap 
Statewide Forum was held. It was attended by 33 
Traditional Owner representatives, who represented 
20 Traditional Owner groups. The Forum invited 
attendees to contribute their knowledge and ideas, 
to create a shared understanding of the work to be 
done on the Roadmap and the steps to get there. A 
second Roadmap Statewide Forum is scheduled for 
April 2022. Four Traditional Owner Roadmap 
regional workshops have also been scheduled for 
March 2022. 

The Roadmap intends to contribute to self-
determination by identifying opportunities for 
Victorian Traditional Owners and First Peoples to 
access water as well as manage and own water for 
spiritual, cultural, environmental and social 
economic purposes. All Victorian Traditional Owners 
and First Peoples have been invited to participate in 
the Roadmap project. 

  

Roadmap for Aboriginal Access to Water 
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Water for Gunaikurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation 

On 12 November 2020, the Victorian Government announced two gigalitres of 
unallocated water in the Mitchell River would be made available to Gunaikurnai Land 
and Waters Aboriginal Corporation. This is a significant step in recognising Traditional 
Owners’ deep connection to water.  

Gunaikurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation will use part of their funding under 
the Water, Country and Community Program for activities to support the cultural values 
of the Gunaikurnai and their cultural obligations to Country. These include Gunaikurnai 
community gatherings to yarn about the water returned by the Victorian Government, 
and to prepare a Cultural Water Management Plan for how to best use that water. 

"Access to water is integral to the Gunaikurnai people to restore customary practices, 
protect cultural values and uses, gain economic independence and heal Country. 
Cultural water enables the Gunaikurnai Community to self-determine how and where 
the water can help achieve priorities for healthy Country and healthy mob." – 
Gunaikurnai Whole-of-Country Plan 

“This is a momentous outcome for the Gunaikurnai that recognises the importance of 
gaining rights to water to restore customary practices, protect cultural values and uses, 
gain economic independence and heal Country.” – Quote attributable to former CEO of 
Gunaikurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation Roger Fenwick 

“I want to see the water sector and Traditional Owners working closely together, with 
water entitlements supporting business, cultural, recreational and environmental 
outcomes for Aboriginal communities and the broader region.” – Quote attributable to 
Minister for Water Lisa Neville 

“This is a significant milestone for Traditional Owners – the first time that water has 
been made available in this way – and a step that recognises both their connection to 
Country and our responsibility to protect it.” – Quote attributable to Minister for 
Aboriginal Affairs Gabrielle William 
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The Water, Country and Community Program was developed 
through learnings from the early stages of the Aboriginal Water 
Program.  
Through the Government’s continuing commitment and investment, $18 million has been directed to 
Traditional Owner water-related priorities. Funding is available for Aboriginal Water Officers (AWOs), the 
Aboriginal Water Officers Network (AWON), and projects, research and resources to better understand, 
document and progress Aboriginal access and management requirements to water for self-determined 
purposes. 

The AWU worked with existing Traditional Owner partners to extend AWO funding agreements, in addition to 
accepting expressions of interest for self-determined water projects. As a result of the Water, Country and 
Community Program, 17 AWO positions and 13 projects have been funded until 2024. The proposed AWO 
positions and projects have various outputs and outcomes as self-determined by Traditional Owner 
organisations, with a particular focus on enabling long-term water planning and strategies. The 13 projects 
address at least one of the following themes: 

• Incorporate elements of monitoring, mapping, and evaluating Country (10 projects). 

• Capacity strengthening (eight projects). 

• Country plan implementation (three projects). 

• Community consultation and gatherings (two projects). 

In late 2021, an open grant round was launched for Traditional Owner and Aboriginal organisations not yet 
engaged in the program, to support water-related projects, research, and AWOs.  

Table 1: Water-related projects, research and AWOs funded in 2021. 

2021 Funding Recipient Project description 

Barengi Gadjin Land 
Council Aboriginal 
Corporation  

The 3-year project will allow Bargeni Gadjin Land Council Aboriginal Corporation (BGLC) 
to prepare a water strategy for long-term planning and management.  This will be 
developed through activities such as community meetings, feasibility studies, 
archaeological reports, and support from catchment management authorities. A more 
structured approach will allow for greater strategic mapping and planning of water-related 
priorities for spiritual, customary, social, economic and other self-determined purposes. 
BGLC has identified opportunities to further their work on the Glenelg River in particular, 
where collaboration has occurred in the past with other Traditional Owner organisations 
and catchment management authorities on the issue of cultural flows.   

Bunurong Land Council 
Aboriginal Corporation  

This 3-year project will adopt a coordinated approach to identify, assess, and understand 
cultural assets within the Powlett River. Delivering the project over several years will allow 
for critical information to be observed and captured across seasonal and annual time 
scales. Bunurong Land Council Aboriginal Corporation (BLCAC) intends to work with 
catchment management authorities in the identification and protection of sites that are 
culturally significant, which will complement and contribute to the direct management of 
the river. This will allow BLCAC to provide advice on cultural values, for example when 
there is a need to artificially open the estuary.  

The Dja Dja Wurrung 
Clans Aboriginal 
Corporation  

The 3-year project will develop a Djandak (Country) wide Gatjin (water) management plan 
that reflects Dja Dja Wurrung's values for Gatjin. It aims to be a culturally and technically 
informed document which will enable equitable discussion and negotiation over water 
shares and allocations. Currently there is a high level of understanding of the biological 
values along waterways that are the life blood of Djandak. However, documented 
understanding of cultural values including the care of Murrup (spirits) of these biological 
values and their connection to other parts of Djandak is lacking, contributing to 
inequitable participation in water policy. The management plan will be developed through 
Aboriginal Waterway Assessments and the use of other technical support.  

Water, Country and Community Program 
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2021 Funding Recipient Project description 

Eastern Maar Aboriginal 
Corporation  

The 3-year project will enable a number of activities that will support Eastern Maar 
Aboriginal Corporation (EMAC) to participate equitably as rights holders in the water 
management sector. This includes a Whole-of-Country plan refresh, employment of a 
Natural Resource Manager, development of the Eastern Maar Bio-Cultural Landscapes 
Strategy, and the assessment and documentation of cultural values along the Hopkins 
River system. These support EMAC's approach that everything on, under and above 
Country is connected, and needs to be managed as a system. The project has co-
investment with the Urban Waterways Team to align with broader aspirations.  

First People of 
the Millewa-Mallee 
Aboriginal Corporation  

The 1-year project will deliver a detailed native fish hatchery design to be located on 
Ned’s Corner Station. It will use key information from the First People of the Millewa-
Mallee Aboriginal Corporation’s (FPMMAC) fish hatchery business plan, which was 
supported through an earlier funding initiative of the Aboriginal Water Program. 
An Indigenous Aquatic Operations Manager will also be employed, in readiness for 
operation of the facility. FPMMAC has started discussions with the Victorian Fisheries 
Authority to set up a memorandum of understanding about supplying native fish to 
Victoria through the project, as part of an election commitment to buy and 
stock eight million native fish.  

Gunaikurnai Land & 
Waters Aboriginal 
Corporation  

The 3-year project will help develop decision making frameworks for 
the Gunaikurnai people on how they want to manage their cultural water. It will also 
facilitate valuable activities to support the cultural values of the Gunaikurnai  and their 
cultural obligations to Country. These include Gunaikurnai Community gatherings to yarn 
about the 2GL of water in the Mitchell River returned to GLaWAC by the 
Victorian Government, and preparing a Cultural Water Management Plan for that water. 
The project will also incorporate the work being undertaken on Country on cultural values 
and uses, including Reading Country Assessments, Aboriginal Waterway Assessments, 
water quality monitoring and E-DNA testing on key waterways.  

Gunditj Mirring  
Traditional Owners 
Aboriginal Corporation  

 The 3-year project will utilise existing water aspirations for the Glenelg River 
and Budj Bim, including opportunities for cultural flows and water entitlements. Other 
priority activities identified include a Glenelg River Seasonal Calendar Monitoring plan, 
Glenelg River Rangers feasibility study and business case for training, an archaeological 
report on the history of Glenelg River Catchment, water testing, fish surveys and 
waterway maintenance. Gunditj Mirring Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation is 
working in partnership with other Traditional Owner organisations and the Glenelg 
Hopkins Catchment Management Authority. A Project Advisory Committee will be formed 
to share information, thoughts and ideas on how best to manage this waterway in a 
culturally appropriate and sustainable way for all the species that rely on the river, and for 
the community who access it.  

North Central Catchment 
Management Authority 
(CMA) in partnership 
with   
Barapa Barapa  
Wamba Wemba  
Steering Committee   

The 3-year project will enable the continuation of the Barapa Wamba Water for Country 
project that was first initiated in 2013. The extended funding will allow the steering 
committee membership to grow and for more community members to be reached, as well 
as exploring and mapping more country for Barapa Wamba to take an active self-
determined role in land and water. Surveying and monitoring activities undertaken will 
enable Barapa and Wamba Wemba's cultural values to be respectfully incorporated into 
the regional processes for water management, such as environmental watering 
management plans, seasonal watering proposals, and programs monitoring conditions for 
intervention.  

Tati Tati Kaiejin  The 3-year project will deliver outcomes relating to water, land and the environment 
through gatherings, events and workshops. The goals are to revive traditional water 
knowledge and cultural activities, observe and monitor Country, evaluate and manage the 
health of waterways, and provide opportunities for greater participation in water 
management and planning for Traditional Owners. Several outcomes focus 
on Margooya Lagoon, which has significant cultural and spiritual impact to 
Tati Tati people. The revitalisation of Margooya Lagoon will enhance the opportunities for 
Tati Tati's access to water for self-determined purposes, and to preserve the Lagoon’s 
health for future generations.  
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2021 Funding Recipient Project description 

Taungurung Land and 
Waters Council  

The 3-year project aims to implement actions from the Taungurung Country Plan Water 
Chapter – Baan Dhumba-Dji-Ngan Mundak Gunga (We Must Speak to Protect Water) to 
be water managers and knowledge holders on their Country. This will be achieved 
through undertaking Aboriginal Waterway Assessments, conducting engagement 
activities, establishing a water quality monitoring program, and undertaking cultural flows 
and cultural landscapes research. These activities will enable better participation 
of Taungurung in the way water is planned, managed, governed and delivered, 
incorporating a cultural landscape approach.  

Wadawurrung  
Traditional Owners 
Aboriginal Corporation  

The 3-year project will undertake Aboriginal Waterway Assessments in Little River, Stony 
Creek and Moorabool River. This will enable Wadawurrung Traditional Owners Aboriginal 
Corporation to have a better understanding of how much water is required in each 
identified system and provide for cultural watering outcomes. The project has co-
investment with DELWP’s Urban Waterways Team to align with broader aspirations.  

Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung 
Cultural Heritage 
Aboriginal Corporation  

The Water, Country and Community Program provides several opportunities to the 
Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung Cultural Heritage Aboriginal Corporation. The funding offers the 
opportunity to research and document water rights, aspirations, and interests for the 
Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung community and, where appropriate, integrate any information 
gathered into a Narrap (Country) Plan. The projects proposed will continue to build upon 
previous work undertaken for the Yarra Strategic Plan, while also offering the opportunity 
to obtain technical advice to document water quality, flow and volume requirements for 
protecting cultural and environmental water. The Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung Water Unit will 
use the opportunity to increase their capacity through additional positions, as well as 
supporting further professional development. These activities are designed to advance 
the existing water knowledge and capacity of the Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung community. 
The project has co-investment with the Urban Waterways Team to align with broader 
aspirations.  

Yorta Yorta Nation 
Aboriginal Corporation  

The 3-year project will assist Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation (YYNAC) to 
advocate for change and restore balance within their waterways. Actions outlined in 
YYNAC's Whole-of-Country Plan and Water Plan will be implemented through Elder-led 
research, monitoring and evaluating sites of cultural significance, and environmental 
watering delivery. The project aims to take a lead role in delivering Yorta Yorta cultural 
values where water policy development can occur, and watering events can be 
implemented in line with caring for Country.  
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Case studies 

Taungurung, restoring water, restoring Country 
Taungurung Land and Waters Corporation (TLaWC) 
were funded under the Aboriginal Water Unit’s 
Phase 1 Values and Uses Initiative for the project 
“Taungurung, restoring water, restoring Country”. It 
commenced in 2018 and concluded in December 
2020.  

The project sought to engage Taungurung people 
with industry specialists to protect cultural values 
and natural resources on Taungurung Country 
through restoring natural water regimes and 
documenting the knowledge for future generations. 
The project conducted four seasonal vegetation 
assessments at Reedy Lake, where ten Taungurung 
men and women participated along with guests from 
Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Authority, 
Goulburn Murray Water, the Federation of Victorian 
Traditional Owner Corporations, DELWP and 
Australian National University.  

The work allowed TLaWC to produce a 
comprehensive assessment of seasonal species 
and how they respond to changes throughout the 
year. The project duration changed drastically due to 
dry weather conditions during 2018 and 2019. 
Initially the timeframe was proposed to take up to 12 
months. However, the purpose of assessing 
vegetation responses at different times of the year 
had to be extended to give the Lake the chance of 
experiencing a wetter year. The full duration of the 
project was up to thirty months.  

Wetter conditions during 2020 provided Taungurung 
with a fantastic opportunity to improve the results of 
the initial assessments and genuinely understand 
the ecological health conditions, hydrology regime, 
and vegetation responses of the Lake. The climate 
conditions allowed Taungurung members to 
experience the enormous resilience the Lake still 
has and observe significant changes in the different 
environmental vegetation classes.  

Through the project, Taungurung developed a 
comprehensive ecological and cultural heritage 
assessment of Reedy Lake. The ecological and 
cultural assessment found that the existing wetland 
vegetation, despite the dry conditions, had great 
structural and species diversity. Many species were 
identified that had significant cultural uses for 
Taungurung, and the multitude of scar trees and 
mounds at the Lake attest to the prevalent use of 
this site by Taungurung people over a long period. 
TLaWC will use this to put forward future 
recommendations and strategies for joint 
management of the site and will continue to seek 
collaboration and future funding for research.  

The project also has supported TLaWC to reconnect 
Taungurung people to their Country, and increase 
their confidence in water management. “Restoring 
water, restoring Country” has enabled TLaWAC to 
build strong partnerships with the water industry and 
improve participation in land and water 
management. Through the project, TLaWC was able 
to establish a working relationship with Goulburn 
Broken CMA and Parks Victoria. 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Reedy Lake, November 2020. 

Credit: Alejandro Voysest, TLaWC. 
 Figure 2: Site visit during wetter period. 

Credit: Alejandro Voysest, TLaWC. 
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Figure 5: Tati Tati Wadi Wadi participants clearing leaf debris 
as water moves down creek bed during the Test Flow event. 

Credit: Melissa Kennedy, Tati Tati Kaiejin. 

 

Figure 6: Cultural significance of Margooya Lagoon, with 
species abundance key. 

Credit: Brendan Kennedy, Tati Tati Kaiejin. 
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Tati Tati Wadi Wadi delivers their Cultural Flows 
Management Plan 
In 2021, Tati Tati Wadi Wadi delivered their Cultural 
Flows Management Plan, which defines their 
aspirations for Margooya Lagoon 
outside Robinvale. The plan was funded as part of 
the Aboriginal Access to Water for Economic 
Development Initiative. The process to develop the 
plan began in 2018, with Tati Tati Wadi Wadi 
members participating in workshops to determine 
nation objectives around Cultural Flows and the 
health of waterways and Country. A total of 16 main 
objectives were outlined across water, animals, 
plants, and people – all of which are considered 
interconnected and central to cultural 
understandings of Country.   

During November 2020, a 15ML allocation of 
environmental water was committed and delivered 
by Victorian authorities to a floodplain creek at the 
Murray River side of the Margooya Lagoon wetland. 
This “Test Flow” was a way to simulate the original 
inundation of the creek and help revive the 
biodiversity of the surrounding area. Monitoring and 
evaluation surveys created by the Tati Tati 
Aboriginal Water Officers were used over the course 
of five weeks to survey and record the outcomes of 
the watering event on various key indicators. 
Increases were demonstrated during the flow event 
in the overall health of culturally significant plants 
and overall abundance of culturally significant 
animals. However, while the cultural wellbeing of 
people slightly increased during the one-week flow 
event as water was flowing into the dry creek bed, 
an overall decrease was observed once the flow 
event ended. Tati Tati Wadi Wadi reports that 
improvement in engagement between relevant 
stakeholders could lead to more positive, lasting 
outcomes for future watering events. To respect 
their rights and responsibilities to care for Country, 
Traditional Owners should be involved in all stages 
of the environmental watering process: before, 
during and after water is delivered.  

Cultural Flows is a lifelong concept. As such, the 
Cultural Flows Management Plan for Margooya 
Lagoon is an ongoing and live document that will 
grow and adapt as the people and Country that it 
concerns grow and change. Tati Tati Wadi Wadi 
members recommend that there be further Test 
Flow events to gain additional knowledge and 
understandings of natural creek inundation paths of 
Margooya Lagoon. Relevant stakeholders should 
ensure that genuine engagement occurs, with 
Traditional Owners involved in all stages of the 
environmental and cultural watering processes and 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge embedded in the 
water space. The nation will also aim to continue 
developing the capacity for Traditional Owner 
employment, self-determination and autonomy in 
holding water workshops and educational projects.  

 
Figure 3: Tati Tati Wadi Wadi members at the bottom of a dry 
waterhole, Margooya Lagoon. 

Credit: Melissa Kennedy, Tati Tati Kaiejin. 

 
Figure 4: Tati Tati Wadi Wadi Elders resting on a fallen tree, 
Margooya Lagoon. 

Credit: Melissa Kennedy, Tati Tati Kaiejin. 
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The AWU, in partnership with 
AWOs, established the AWON 
as a forum to share knowledge 
and practices. It is administered 
by AWOs to provide support for 
each other and strengthen 
capability to participate in the 
water industry. 
AWOs support Aboriginal values and uses through 
Victoria’s existing water resource planning and 
management processes. AWOs deliver projects in 
partnership with Traditional Owner Corporations, 
Aboriginal communities, CMAs and water 
corporations. The positions provide a dedicated 
water expert on Country who supports Traditional 
Owners to self-determine how they partner with the 
water sector. AWOs work on local projects and 
programs, and support the Victorian Government to 
better understand and incorporate Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge into water resource planning. 

The AWON has adapted during 2020-2021 to a new 
virtual environment, with several quarterly meetings 
held online. AWOs are also connecting more 
frequently between the quarterly meetings for a few 
hours each month. These more frequent catch ups 
provide support for members and a means to 
discuss business outside of the formal quarterly 
meeting. 

In March 2021, the AWON met for the first time in 
over 12 months on Gunaikurnai Country in 
Gippsland. The COVID-safe outdoor meeting was 
hosted by Gunaikurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal 
Corporation (GLaWAC). The three days consisted of 
a strategic planning workshop, Country tour and 
networking at Forestec Kalimna West, and a water 
rights yarning circle on the Mitchell River.  

The meeting had an impressive turn out with AWOs, 
staff, and Elders from GLaWAC, Taungurung, 
Barapa Wamba Water for Country Steering 
Committee, North Central CMA, North East CMA, 
Mallee CMA, Tati Tati, the University of Melbourne, 
and Eastern Maar Aboriginal Corporation in 
attendance. 

The AWON wishes to become more strategically 
focused. The AWU is currently supporting a planning 
process to ensure that the network has a more 
targeted direction, enabling it to operate more 
efficiently. Planning has also commenced for a 
visual communication resource, to more effectively 
convey the work involved as an AWO.  

“It was a great opportunity to build strong 
networks within the water area and get an in-
depth pathway forward from Traditional Owners, 
RAPs and Aboriginal Water Officers.” – AWON 
member at the meeting held on Gunaikurnai 
Country in Gippsland 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7: Visit to the Mitchell River Silt Jetties during the 
March 2021 AWON meeting. 

Credit: Brodey Hamilton, Department of Environment, Land, 
Water and Planning. 

 Figure 8: Sunset at the Mitchell River Silt Jetties during the 
March 2021 AWON meeting. 

Credit: Brodey Hamilton, Department of Environment, Land, 
Water and Planning. 
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The AWU works across DELWP 
and within the wider water sector 
to make connections for 
Traditional Owners and advocate 
for inclusion of Aboriginal values 
in water management.  
Throughout 2020-2021, the AWU has participated in 
reviewing Regional Catchment Strategies (RCS), 
which are key instruments for integrated planning of 
land, water and biodiversity in each region. Under 
the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994, CMAs 
are required to ensure Traditional Owner 
involvement in RCSs, and to incorporate Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge. The AWU reviewed the 
RCSs to determine if they would allow for increased 
participation of Traditional Owners in sustainable 
water management, and lead to effective community 
engagement and citizen participation in catchment 
management. 

In late 2020, the AWU took part in a hackathon run 
by the Australian Water Association (AWA). The 
event, which comprised 56 participants and 31 
mentors from 48 organisations, split participants into 
nine teams and asked them to solve challenge 
statements developed by the AWA committee. The 
topic of the hackathon was collaborative bushfire 
recovery, following the devastating Black Summer 
Bushfires. The team represented by the AWU won 
the people’s choice award, in answering the 
question: ‘How can Traditional Owner values be 
included in the recovery process of recreating a 
healthy waterway after the bushfires?’. A three-part 
podcast series was developed to respond to the 
challenge statement. The podcast explored key 
themes identified from research using the Royal 
Commission into National Natural Disasters, in 
consultation with key agencies and Traditional 
Owners. 

Under the Victorian Aboriginal Affairs Framework, 
DELWP is required to report quarterly on progress 
made towards goals and measures relating to the 
department's work. The AWU has coordinated 
reporting on the measure ‘number of formal 
partnership agreements for planning and 
management between Aboriginal communities and 
key water and catchment agencies’, which 
contributes to the goal of realising Aboriginal land, 

water and cultural rights. In this role, the AWU has 
sought to clarify the definition of a formal partnership 
agreement with Traditional Owners and water 
agencies.  

The AWU took part in the advisory committee for the 
2021 Water Sector Adaptation Action Plan. The 
impacts of climate change on Aboriginal culture 
have been widely reported by Victorian First 
Peoples. The Victorian Government sought to build 
mutual knowledge with Traditional Owners about 
how climate change will impact cultural values 
associated with water. The revised action plan calls 
for supporting opportunities for Traditional Owner 
self-determination in climate adaptation planning 
and implementation across the water cycle system.  

The AWU contributed to national water policy by 
participating in the Closing the Gap inland water 
target committee, National Water Reform Committee 
and observing the Committee on Aboriginal Water 
Interests. Throughout 2021, the AWU took part in 
reporting processes including DELWP’s 
contributions to the Basin Plan Annual Report.   

The AWU contributed to the First Principles Review 
working group within DELWP. The review was 
launched in 2020 to review the rights, interests and 
financial payments available to Traditional Owners 
under the Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010. It 
occurs amidst a changing landscape in both Victoria 
and across Australia enacted through the Victorian 
Government’s recent commitments to Treaty, the 
Yoo-rrook Justice Commission, and self-
determination as a human right. The AWU has 
provided input and review of recommendations by 
the First Principles Review Committee.  

A Project Control Board was formed in December 
2020 to develop a Monitoring and Evaluation 
Reporting Framework (MERF) for Pupangarli 
Marnmarnepu. The AWU was a member and 
provided direction and governance throughout the 
MERF’s development. The framework was 
completed in mid-2021. It will support the ongoing 
implementation of Pupangarli Marnmarnepu, inform 
future investment in Victorian Traditional Owners 
and First Peoples, and enable better outcomes and 
decisions based on strong evidence. 

During 2020, the AWU developed a standardised 
assessment which enables quantitative scoring to be 
applied to the requirements of the Victorian Water 
Industry Corporate Planning and Reporting 
Guidelines 2021-22. The assessment demonstrates 

Connecting Traditional Owners with DELWP and 
advocating for inclusion of Aboriginal values in 
the water sector 
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a water corporation’s intent to address and deliver 
on the Minister’s priorities. In June 2021, the AWU 
held a meeting with the AWON on the Minister’s 
Letter of Expectations (LoE). The LoE is the 
instrument used to communicate expected priorities 
for the water sector and an overview of expected 
changes for the upcoming year. 

The AWU advocated for incorporating Traditional 
Owners into water planning and management 
through various other strategy development 
initiatives during 2020 and 2021. These initiatives 
included the Victorian Waterways Management 
Strategy, the Central and Gippsland Region 
Sustainable Water Strategy and the Urban Water 
Strategies.  
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Owners into water planning and management 
through various other strategy development 
initiatives during 2020 and 2021. These initiatives 
included the Victorian Waterways Management 
Strategy, the Central and Gippsland Region 
Sustainable Water Strategy and the Urban Water 
Strategies.  

  

 

 
 

Victoria's Aboriginal Water Program Update 
October 2020 - December 2021 

15 

Throughout 2020 and 2021, the 
AWU worked on strengthening 
its structure and better delivering 
on outcomes for Traditional 
Owners.  
An external evaluation was conducted on the AWU’s 
early funding initiatives at the end of 2020. It was 
found that many opportunities had been provided to 
enable Traditional Owners to be included and 
contribute to decision-making processes. This has 
resulted in engagement with community members, 
reconnection to Country, and active involvement 
with caring for waterways. These actions have 
enhanced cultural customs and practices. However, 
there is more work to do based on the aspirations of 
the Traditional Owners. These concerns have been 
taken into consideration by the AWU for future 
planning, including in the development of the Water, 
Country and Community Program. 

Following a review of requirements, six roles have 
been formalised within the AWU. The roles include 
one Senior Manager, three Senior Project Officers, 
one Project Officer and one Project Support Officer. 
The six AWU roles work in tandem with the 
Roadmap author and co-authors, and a newly 
established Aboriginal Access to Water Coordinator. 

In the latter half of 2020, the team conducted a 
problems analysis to ensure that the AWU is 
addressing the correct issues through its work. A 
project plan was delivered in February 2021, 
defining the purpose, objective and scope of the 
Aboriginal Water Program. To streamline the 
response process to Traditional Owners, the AWU 
developed a procedure to address requests and 
issues.  

The AWU has also consolidated their 
communication efforts, circulating quarterly 
newsletters to amplify the accomplishments of 
Traditional Owner partners, engagement 
opportunities with DELWP, and ongoing activities of 
the AWU. A Progress Snapshot was released in 
September 2020 that outlined achievements against 
Water for Victoria since the AWU’s establishment in 
2016. Annual reports will be delivered to report on 
yearly progress.   

With these actions, the AWU is well positioned for 
the future.  

Activities that will be undertaken in 2022 include: 

• Consulting with Victorian Traditional Owners and 
First Peoples and other stakeholders from the 
wider water sector to finalise and publish the 
Roadmap for Aboriginal Access to Water by mid-
2022. This includes four Traditional Owner 
Roadmap regional workshops scheduled for 
March 2022. 

• Delivering a second Roadmap Statewide Forum 
in April 2022. 

• Coordinating the internal DELWP response to 
begin delivering on Roadmap commitments. 

• Selecting and launching positions and projects 
under Stage 2 of the Water, Country and 
Community Program for Victorian Traditional 
Owners and First Peoples not currently 
supported by the Aboriginal Water Program. 

• Monitoring and supporting positions and projects 
funded under Stage 1 of the Water, Country and 
Community Program. 

• Working with the AWON to determine future 
direction of the network. 

• Planning and delivering the next AWON meeting 
on Barengi Gadjin Country in February 2022. 

• Planning the second AWON meeting of 2022, 
scheduled for northwest Victoria in June. 

• Further strengthening the capacity and skills of 
Victorian Traditional Owners and First Peoples 
to promote and share Aboriginal values and 
knowledge with the water sector, and further 
integrate this knowledge into water management 
processes. 

• Continuing to expand opportunities for 
representation of Victorian Traditional Owners 
and First Peoples in water agency planning and 
decision-making. 

• Continuing to advocate for water returns for 
Traditional Owners. 

While significant progress has been made, the AWU 
acknowledges that much more is still to be done to 
enable Aboriginal self-determination in the water 
sector. The AWU is confident that the partnerships 
between DELWP and Victorian Traditional Owners 
and First Peoples will secure a future where 
Aboriginal aspirations are embedded in water 
planning and management to deliver cultural, 
spiritual, social, environmental and economic 
benefits.  

Strengthening AWU’s Structure for the Future 
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