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Impact: Cities are Indigenous Places
Showcasing the real-life impact of CAUL’s research

Background
Indigenous knowledge systems and Indigenous
science, developed over thousands of generations,
are key to living sustainably in Australia’s urban
environments. We acknowledge that every place in
Australia – cities, towns, and regional centres – is also
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Country.
The opportunity to highlight cities as Indigenous
places, to make space for Indigenous voices and
perspectives in cities, and to promote Indigenousled research is one that the Clean Air and Urban
Landscapes (CAUL) Hub has taken seriously. We
pursued this through our research but also through
outreach activities including The Living Pavilion,
Indigenous Science Conversations at Questacon,
events at the MPavilion and Melbourne Design Week,

annual NAIDOC-week editions of the Hub’s newsletter
Urban Beat, and development of the Three-Category
Approach toolkit to facilitate cross-cultural work
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.
Partnerships with Indigenous Australians have formed
an important component of CAUL’s urban research
and practice. Under the guidance of its Indigenous
Advisory Group (IAG) members and a network of
Indigenous contributors, CAUL sought to highlight
Indigenous perspectives in cities. The IAG members
include Stan Lui, Jason Barrow (Co-Chair), Maddison
Miller (Co-Chair), Timmah Ball, Jade Kennedy, Kirstine
Wallis, Luke Briscoe and Lauren Arabena. Below is a
series of snapshots exploring our research impact.

Image: Birrarung Marr, Melbourne. ‘Birrarung Wilam’ – meaning river camp – is an environmental art project made up of several
interrelated elements that celebrate the physical and spiritual connections between Indigenous people and place. Pictured are the
five shields. Photo by Briena Barrett

Noongar water knowledge in the Djarlgarro Beeliar catchment

The Swan and Canning Rivers, their tributaries and
the many wetlands that cover the Swan Coastal Plain
are a fundamental biophysical component of Perth’s
environment, and have immense cultural value. A
CAUL project, involving two Noongar researchers,
gathered archived Noongar water knowledge for the
Canning River area and invited community to lead its
interpretation and mapping. This valuable knowledge
will provide a voice to the Noongar community and
help to guide stakeholders tasked with land use and
water planning in Perth.

Image: The UWA-CAUL Noongar Water Knowledge project team
at the UWA School of Biological Sciences. From left to right, Cristina
Ramalho, Sharon Wood-Kenney, and Gail Barrow. Photo by Sharon
Wood-Kenney.

Indigenous led and co-designed research

CAUL worked towards improving the collaboration
and co-design of urban research projects with
Indigenous Australians. This work was supported by
the Hub’s IAG, which helped identify opportunities
for Indigenous perspectives at the scoping stage of
research projects. The IAG advised that Indigenous
knowledge be made a key component of a subproject
investigating opportunities to bring nature back into
cities. The IAG’s advice led to a paper, co-authored
by Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers, that
explores bringing nature back to urban environments
and the cultural importance of place.

The future of the Three-Category Approach

The Three-Category Approach toolkit is a workbook
and workshop guiding non-Indigenous researchers
and practitioners in supporting Indigenous-led
research and co-design. In 2020, CAUL delivered
two online workshops led by IAG member Kirstine
Wallis. The sell-out workshops were a success – one
participant highlighted:
“I work in the Aboriginal housing space and the tiered
way to approach working with communities has come
in handy when advocating for greater space for selfdetermination and empowerment.”
The workbook is now being made available to support
researchers and projects in the next NESP.

Image: The front cover of the Three-Category Approach workbook,
featuring illustrations by Dixon Patten of Bayila Creative.

Indigenous engagement for urban professionals

Urban professionals have an opportunity to consider
their responsibility to Indigenous voices and
perspectives in their practice. To support this, we
developed a series of resources intended to provide
professionals with roadmaps for practice change. The
Planning Institute of Australia (PIA) says the resources
can support professionals to deepen and extend
professional capacity for Indigenous engagement.
“This project combines well with our other initiatives
to ensure that town planning plays its role and in a
small way correct the wrongs of the past.” – David
Williams, CEO, PIA
About the Clean Air and Urban Landscapes Hub

Image: Protecting nature is a fundamental aspect of local and
Indigenous cultures. Photo of butterfly by Luis Mata.

The Clean Air and Urban Landscapes (CAUL) Hub
is funded by the Australian Government’s National
Environmental Science Program. The remit of the CAUL
Hub is to undertake “Research to support environmental
quality in our urban areas”. This includes research on
air quality, urban greening, liveability and biodiversity,
with a focus on practical implementation of research
findings, public engagement and participation by
Indigenous Australians. The CAUL Hub is a consortium
of four universities: The University of Melbourne, RMIT
University, the University of Western Australia and the
University of Wollongong.
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