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Ray Tonkin, left, Darryl Arnott, Alex Holt, Rob Steel and Tony Holt are preparing 
for the walk and talk.

Friendly walk
A "FRIENDSHIP walk and talk" in 

Wedderburn this Sunday will cel-
ebrate community spirit and address 
mental health issues as well as rais-
ing money to donate to the drought-
stricken town of Hillston in New 
South Wales.

Participants can choose to walk as 
little or as far as they want on a 1km, 
2km or 3km track around the centre 
of town and can enjoy morning tea 
and a barbecue lunch, with entertain-
ment for all ages and tours of the 
Coach House Gallery Museum.

The event will start at 9.30am and is 
focused on mental health, which will 
be addressed in speeches by local resi-
dents Ric Raftis and Dean Lockhart.

RSVP on the Facebook event page or 
contact Jon Chandler on 0409 198 205 
or Alex Holt on 0428 943 757.

Dja Dja Wurrung Corporation chair 
Trent Nelson and Scott Falconer, from 
FFMV, inspect the positive results of a 
cultural burn at the Flathead Indian 
Reservation in Montana.

US indigenous 
fire lessons
JENNY DENTON

A DELEGATION from Loddon Mallee that 
travelled to North America to learn about in-
digenous fire use has returned with "a classic 
good news story" and a series of important 
"learnings", its instigator says.

Primary among these is the message that 
"developing respectful and trusting relation-
ships is at the heart of good land manage-
ment," says Scott Falconer, Assistant Chief 
Fire Officer for the Loddon Mallee region with 
Forest Fire Management Victoria, an arm of 
Victoria's Department of Environment, Land, 
Water and Planning (DELWP).

Mr Falconer recently released a report about 
the seven-week Churchill Fellowship trip, on 
which he was accompanied by two Aboriginal 
men with a keen interest in the business of 
burning.

Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corpo-
ration chair Trent Nelson travelled with Mr 
Falconer on the first leg of the journey, which 
took in some of North America's most iconic 
landscapes. 

The director of Aboriginal inclusion sup-
port at DEWLP, Tim Kanoa, a Gunditjmara 
man, joined him for the second stage.

On the journey Mr Falconer took 17 flights 
and drove nearly 2000 miles throughout 
North America and Canada with his com-
panions, meeting with First Nations leaders 
and academics, touring indigenous sites and 
national parks, attending a fire conference 
and seeing fire and other land management 
programs in practice in many places.

Visiting Florida, Montana, Colorado, 
Nevada, California and Oregon in North 
America, and Alberta and British Columbia 
in Canada, they carried out face-to-face 
research, shared information and forged 
strong relationships with their American 
counterparts.

Tim Kanoa has written of the experience: 
"While initially we were strangers to one 
another, separated geographically by the 
Pacific Ocean, it did not take long to feel a 
deep sense of connection to a people with 
a similar cultural existence since time im-
memorial, and similar adverse experiences - 
experiences that could have pushed us away 
from our cultural existence and practice, but 
have not." 

While fire use and land management were 
the "drivers" of the research project, core 
to the DELWP mission was the question 
of "how to engage with traditional owner 
groups as an agency," according to Mr Fal-
coner. 

The trip and its report was "a foundational 
bit of work" on the subject, he said.

The journey had its genesis in an approach 
from a North American indigenous fire man-
ager, who had been watching from afar as 
Forest Fire Management Victoria (FFMV), 
embarked on a cultural burning program 
with Dja Dja Wurrung traditional owners 
in the Loddon region.

The central Victorian Aboriginal group 
had entered into a native title settlement 
with the State of Victoria in 2013 which 
provided for some joint management of their 
land, and one of the initiatives they wanted 

to make happen was the return of cultural 
burning. 

By May 2017 Dja Dja Wurrung traditional 
owners together with FFMV were carrying 
out the first burn, north of Maryborough, as 
part of the state's existing planned burning 
risk reduction program.

Dja Dja Wurrung Corporation chair Trent 
Nelson has described the return of the 
practice, known to the group as <i>Djandak 
Wi</i>, as something they had "waited for 
around 170 years" to see.

In his introduction to the Churchill report, 
Mr Nelson described fire for the Dja Dja 
Wurrung as "knitted together" with water 
and culture, and essential for the health of 
both people and land.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, 
Lucas Minton, from the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, was following the evolving practice 
with interest on social media and contacted 
Scott Falconer to suggest a visit to North 
America. 

Mr Falconer applied for a Churchill Fel-
lowship - which provides funds for overseas 
research projects - and was successful.

"It was a wonderful honour. I'm still pinch-
ing myself to this day," he said of the award. 

With the dust now settled on the 2018 trip, 
Mr Falconer has finalised his report on the 
project and its 10 key recommendations.

Primarily these relate to the need for 
agencies working with traditional owners to 
acknowledge and respect indigenous knowl-
edge and build trust around relationships.

"Traditional ecological knowledge is genu-
ine knowledge in its own right, which has 
historically been disregarded," Mr Falconer 
said. "We're just starting to understand 
that, in terms of land management, and 
more broadly."

With awareness increasing in Australia of 
the depth and value of traditional knowl-
edge - for example through the publication 
of Bruce Pascoe's book about Aboriginal 
agriculture, Dark Emu - the situation is 
changing quickly, he believes.

"It's almost like we're entering a renais-
sance period of rediscovering this knowl-
edge." 

In the immediate future, FFMV has 
around 30 "cultural burns" lined up, all 
nominated by traditional owners - most by 
Dja Dja Wurrung in DEWLP's Loddon Mal-
lee region, but also on the Murray River in 
Yorta Yorta country. 

Barapa Barapa traditional owners were 
also considering working with the agency 
on burns, Mr Falconer said.

Overall, the effect of Aboriginal involve-
ment in state burning programs was to "add 
a dimension" to them, the fire manager said. 

"You'll hear the words 'healing country 
and people'. It's about bringing back biodi-
versity, which fire does, but healing people 
is equally important." 

Mr Falconer cited the example of a burn 
that took place near Bendigo recently after 
a young man committed suicide there. 

"The Dja Dja Wurrung asked if they could do 
a gentle burn on the block of land where he 
died. The objective was to smoke the area to 
heal people and let them move on." 

Talk to your family 
funeral director today 
about this local option
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Golden Rivers 
Crematorium
Philip and Karen Davey

57 Parkman Avenue, 
BARHAM 2732

info@grcrematorium.com.au
A locally owned and operated family business, bringing a caring 

and compassionate service to our community, with over
30 years’ experience in the funeral industry
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something bigger.

Drop into your nearest 
branch at 64 Brooke Street, 
Inglewood or phone 
5438 3500 to �nd 
out more.
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Sunday, February 10
Starting at 9am at Memorial Park

To raise money for the Hillston Drought Relief
1, 2 and 3 kilometre tracks

GUEST SPEAKERS:
Dean Lockhart, College Vice Principal

& Ric Raftis

Contact: Ray Tonkin 0439 943 486 or 5494 3486
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