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Mural of Yorta Yorta Creation Spirit, Biami: © Robyn Bailey, Dharnya Centre, 1984



2

Introduction

Tourism in Victoria and Australia has become an economic growth area, making a

major contribution to the declining rural economy in many regional areas. Coupled

with the experience of the drought and its impact on the rural economy over the last

decade, with no sign of abating, tourism has certainly become the mainstay of the

regional economy which is expected to contribute some $18 billion to the Victorian

economy by 2011. There is no doubt that tourism brings the dollars into the local

economy which in turn generates employment opportunities, and other positive spin

offs like education and greater appreciation and awareness of local history and

heritage. http://www.provincialvictoria.vic.gov.au/index.aspx

It is estimated that around 5 million people visit the Victorian Murray region to

enjoy tourism activities annually who spend some $868 million dollars in the region

and studies of existing Victorian National Parks such as the Grampians, Wilson’s

Promontory and Port Campbell highlight the economic benefits national parks

bring to local economies and the state as a whole (Tourism and Transport Forum,

2004). These three parks alone have created thousands of jobs and contributed a

total of $487 million to Victoria’s economy.

http://www.ttf.org.au/research/pdf/nationalparks/NP_Exec_Summary.pdf

Against this backdrop and for the purpose of this paper we can now explore the

position that the Yorta Yorta community holds in the burgeoning tourism economy

and the extent to which the antiquity (30-6000 years BP) of their heritage is

recognised and is given due equality within the tourism industry. (W.Atkinson,

2006) http://dag.smsc.com.au/Atkinson.pdf

Looking at the broader tourism picture it is fair to say that Aboriginal Tourism has

been treated as an under valued asset in Victoria. The research tells us that many

international visitors and domestic travelers are seeking an Indigenous experience.



3

What many have not realized however is that this experience is readily available in

Victoria and in Yorta Yorta County in the Murray-Goulburn region (Tourism

Victoria Business Plan 2008 -2000).

http://www.tourism.vic.gov.au/strategies-and-plans/strategies-and-plans/three-year-business-plan/,

Tourism Budget, 2008-09

As indicated tourism is a huge growth industry in Victoria that employs 159,000

people and is worth $ 10.9 billion to the States economy. It is expected that this

growth will increase with projections being forecast that it will reach $18 billion by

2016. Tourism Victoria has identified that Indigenous tourism or cultural tourism

as one of Victoria’s product strengths and one of its key objects for 2008 included

implementing the Nature-based Tourism Strategy 2007-2011 (Tourism Victoria

Business Plan, 2008). This strategy is to be implemented in conjunction with Parks

Victoria to promote ecotourism, adventure tourism, and Indigenous tourism.

Tourism based on the more recent colonial heritage is one of regional Victoria’s key

assets, and the State government recognizes this. The government has spent $502

million on attracting investment to ‘provincial’ Victoria; promoting job creation;

and sponsoring community development in the form of community centres, events

and infrastructure. It is clear that the government supports a narrow vision of

rapid, large scale development in regional Victoria, rather than an inclusive policy

that allows Indigenous voices to be heard. Regrettably no funds from the above

mentioned $502 million were earmarked for Indigenous projects, despite the

significant Indigenous population in the Murray–Goulburn region which is

estimated to be around 10-12% of the population – see Profile of Regional

Population: http://www.vaeai.org.au/education/Pdfs/region%203.pdf ;

http://www.provincialvictoria.vic.gov.au/index.aspx
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© Victorian Tourism Promotional Materials, 2003

The 2008 Victorian budget committed $6.3 million dollars to this initiative however

there appears to be little evidence that this money is likely to benefit the Yorta

Yorta and their vision for Joint Management of the National Parks that have been

recently created along the Murray-see VEAC, Report, 2008. The Yorta Yorta

Nations Aboriginal Corporation, YYNAC is a Registered Aboriginal Party, RAP

under the Victorian Aboriginal Cultural Heritage, Act, 2006 which gives it

overarching and statutory responsibility for the management and control of the

heritage that falls within its jurisdiction- see Yorta Yorta Traditional Lands and

Victorian Cultural Heritage Boundaries. http://yynac.com.au/maps.php;

http://www.aboriginalaffairs.vic.gov.au/web7/rwpgslib.nsf/GraphicFiles/Yorta+Yorta+Area+Boundary+Map-

wv-23MAY08/$file/Yorta+Yorta+Area+Boundary+Map-wv-23MAY08.pdf

Like other Indigenous groups in Australia the cultural heritage of the Yorta Yorta

is of enormous antiquity. The key question however is, how this antiquity and the

diversity of cultural assets that have evolved over the millennia, reflect themselves in

tourism policy, administration and the allocation of resources?

Yorta Yorta Cultural Assets

The National Parks located in traditional Yorta Yorta lands, contain forest-

wetlands of international significance and provide a habitat and breeding ground

for a variety of wildlife. Barmah-Millewa also constitutes the heartland of the

Yorta Yorta people’s traditional territory. http://yynac.com.au/maps.php They have

practiced continued occupation and use of these lands for thousands of years and
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are now seeking to have Barmah-Millewa and other crown lands within their

jurisdiction, managed as National Parks under Joint Management arrangements

similar to those successfully operating in Australia, for which the tourism economy

is a vital resource - see Research Paper No 1, 2009; Official Launch of Occupancy

and Mapping Project by YYNAC at RSL, Club, Moama, 29 August, 2009.

These forest-wetlands contain sites of profound cultural significance, including

numerous middens, burials; fish trap systems, ceremonial grounds and scarred

trees. They also retain knowledge and story lines of significant geological events like

the ‘Cadell Fault’ that created the legendry ‘Great Flood’ some 30000 years BP (W.

Atkinson, 2008, http://dag.smsc.com.au/Atkinson.pdf. Not only does the Yorta Yorta have a

long and fascinating history of pre-colonial occupation, they have a proud and rich

history of their connections with Maloga (1874-1888) and Cummeragunja (1889-

2009), to where their ancestors were relocated before the turn of the 19th Century.

The history of Yorta Yorta occupation and their contribution to the social, economic

and political fabric of surrounding townships in their region is equally compelling.

The Yorta Yorta nation is fortunate to have elders that are versed in traditional

ways of life and yet are willing to look to new forms and structures for continuing

the old ways. In addition, the Yorta Yorta has many experienced and dedicated

leaders with an intimate understanding of law, politics, academia, the media,

business and the arts. They are also prolific in sport, producing some of Australia’s

outstanding sportspeople, not to mention their great footballers who have

contributed significantly to local and AFL football teams (Rumbalara Football and

Netball Club History: http://www.rumba.org.au/history.html ; Hawker, 2009)

These numerous and impressive, story lines and natural-cultural assets form an

outstanding basis upon which the concept of cultural tourism can be easily built. In

particular, the Yorta Yorta are well placed to open tourists minds to the reality of

Indigenous lives in regional Australia, and to the worldly history of their struggle

to maintain their unique identity and rightful place within Australia’s story.
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Inclusion of Yorta Yorta Story

Given the way in which heritage tourism capitalizes on the past, it becomes clearer

why the concept of cultural tourism may not be so popular with government

decision makers. Indigenous history, particularly the post colonial era, is certainly

not one of confident strides towards a successful and prosperous nation. Indigenous

history is in fact intimately linked with the dark underbelly of colonial history –

violence, dispossession, exclusion and oppression. The story Indigenous people have

to tell about the recent past is not a positive, nation-affirming one. Instead, it is one

that forces us to question the nature and legitimacy of our settler society. It exposes

a past that many would prefer kept in the closet. It seems that Government has

little interest in supporting an endeavor that questions Australia’s past that

challenges the historic narrative and indeed reveals its underpinnings to

international visitors. However, for this side of the story to be made more inclusive

of our nations true history and for the Yorta Yorta to enjoy equality in the tourism

industry, it is one that requires a major paradigm shift in the thinking of public

policy makers and in the way that the tourist economy is being implemented

(Thewlis, 2008).

Dharnya Cultural Centre and Cultural Tourism

The YYNAC have endeavored to promote their local knowledge and cultural

history through the magnificent jewel in the crown Dharnya Centre (Barmah

Forest) which is a live in learning centre that provides opportunities for students

and visitors to learn about Yorta Yorta cultural history from the Indigenous

viewpoint. The Dharnya Centre however was recently closed (2006) because of

structural damage caused by white ant infestation and a lack of duty of care on the

part of Parks Victoria, the Government agency responsible for its management and

upkeep.
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Dharnya Action Group raising concerns about the closure of Dharnya, 2007

http://dag.smsc.com.au/

Measures are now being taken (2009-10) to correct the degree of neglect that has

been allowed to happen and efforts are being made to get Dharnya back up and

running. Whether it will be restored to its former glory and be allowed to develop to

its full potential as a vibrant live in learning centre of national and international

significance is being watched closely – see articles on Dharnya. http://dag.smsc.com.au/

Dharnya, as a live-in learning centre, has great potential to address a key aspect of

the ideal Indigenous tourism experience – meaningful learning and sharing of

knowledge – that is often not provided to interested tourists. As such, it represents a

potential economic benefit to the local people, the Yorta Yorta, as well as the

opportunity to have their history, identity, science and politics heard and

appreciated (Thewlis, 2008).

Dharnya and the tourism industry is an integral part of discussions now taking

place on the establishment of National Parks and Joint Management options with

the Yorta Yorta. The role that Dharnya and other educational facilities like the

Yenbeena Education Centre, and the Yiellema property (Cultural and economic
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infrastructure of YYNAC), can play in promoting local culture, history, and Yorta

Yorta connections with the ancestral lands are some of the key issues being

discussed. The opportunity to tap into the tourist economy and to generate a

substantive economic base for local groups and to close the gap between the way

that the tourist budget is distributed between the colonial and Indigenous heritage

are other challenges that are now being confronted.

Need for More Inclusive Approach

The need for a more inclusive and balanced approach to tourism is supported by

Jason Eades, Chairperson of Aboriginal Tourism Victoria, who argues that

Aboriginal tourism is a vastly undervalued aspect of Victoria’s tourism industry

(Victoria’s Aboriginal Tourism Development Plan, 2006-2009. In 2004 there were

over 230,000 Aboriginal tourism visitors to Victoria, accounting for 18% of the total

of International visitors to the State that year. Despite identifying this niche market

however, the majority of government funds for regional tourism development

continue to be directed towards promoting the Colonial heritage. In the Murray

Regional Tourism Development Plan 2004-2007 Update once again Aboriginal

Tourism ventures were identified as an area of growth and potential development.

When listing key infrastructure developments required or underway in the region,

however there was a conspicuous absence of any mention of Aboriginal

infrastructure like the Dharnya Centre or of groups like the Yorta Yorta. Instead

the key actions identified included; the Murray Outback Riverfront Precinct in

Mildura, Mildura based paddle steamer experience and the Port of Echuca working

heritage river port which all contain elements of European Setter history and

culture (Murray Regional Tourist Development Plan, 2007).

http://www.tourism.vic.gov.au/strategies-and-plans/strategies-and-plans/regional-tourism-action-

plan/,

Empowerment of Colonial Heritage: Echuca case
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In particular the Port of Echuca has attracted huge amounts of funding and support

from government bodies. The 2004/5 Campaspe Council Budget allocated $250,000

towards the Port of Echuca project and the following year contributed a further

$258,000 (Media Release, on Port of Echuca, 2005). Then in 2005 with the help of

Tourism Victoria, the Shire of Campaspe produced an Investment Strategy Report

estimating the Port Echuca project to cost around $21million. They are currently

seeking around half of this funding to come from State Government. The Port also

received a $7600 Community Heritage Grant in 2006. Most recently it also attracted

a $150,000 funding grant from The Minister for Transport, Mr Peter Batchelor to

reconnect the ‘historic’ railway link between the Echuca Station and the Port.

Timeline of Echuca Wharf through the lens of Yorta Yorta artist © Lance Atkinson

From: Silent Reconciliation, Survey Exhibition Catalogue, Mildura Arts Centre, 2001

Already the Port of Echuca has gained at least $665,600 of government funding and

if the investment strategy which was produced with the help of the Victorian

Government is successful they could expect to see up to another $10.5 million

heading their way. Almost half of this has now been delivered by a grant of nearly



10

$5 million from the Brumby Government, in January, 2010, to ‘revamp the Echuca

Wharf’ and to attract an increased level of visitor dollars into the local economy.

Benefits that will flow to Echuca from this restoration program include ‘the

protection of the region's tourism industry by retaining up to 95 direct jobs, 36 new

permanent jobs, 30 construction jobs during the project and 22,000 extra visitors to

the area a year, producing an extra annual economic activity of $4 million dollars’

(Riverine Herald, 15 January, 2010).

The continuity of this level of funding highlights the Victorian Government’s

commitment to the more recent colonial heritage and its focused tourism

development. Such a commitment is fine but when it comes at the disregard, for the

Aboriginal cultural history of Victoria it is a different story. Through their recent

research and publications regarding the state of tourism in Victoria it is clear that

the government is aware that Aboriginal tourism is underrepresented. The

government has also repeatedly claimed that the development of Aboriginal tourism

is a priority, but until it begins providing financial support for Aboriginal tourist

ventures these claims will remain fine gestures with no follow up action. In its most

recent budget the Victorian Government has dedicated $13million over four years

to support tourism and local events in regional areas (Victorian Budget, 2008-9).

Once again there has been no indication that the Yorta Yorta can expect any of

these funds to be allocated for the development of cultural tourism in the region.

Since writing this section I have been able to scan the current tourism publications

that promote local tourism in Echuca only to find that once again Indigenous

interests are excluded-see Victoria’s 2009-2010: Cultural Guide, Cultural Tourism

Industry Group: Official Visitors Guide, 2009, www.visitvictoria.com/culture; Echuca-

Moama-Murray Magic www.visit.victoria.com ; Whats On: Echuca-Moama Winter,

2009.
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Local Government Recognition of Indigenous Interests?

If the Federal and State Government outwardly appear to be sympathetic to the

cultural and economic needs of Indigenous Australians, unfortunately the internal

mechanisms to deliver on policies aimed at addressing these needs is lacking. If we

follow this analogy a little further, the organizations that should provide the most

support are the local governments of Campaspe, Moira, Shepparton, Murray, who

cover most of Yorta Yorta country. In 2004 the Shire of Campaspe produced a

document titled Organising for Prosperity: Campaspe Economic Development and

Tourism Review. It is an 82 page guide about “delivering better economic

development, tourism and marketing functions in Campaspe Shire” and it states

that “roles, relationships, communications and resourcing are critical to success in

economic development and tourism…” [their emphasis]. This publication is

available on the council’s website http://www.echucamoama.com/, and one can assume that

it was produced to be relevant and inclusive of all people within the shire and

particularly that of Indigenous interest which represent around 10-12% of the

constituency and one of the oldest living cultures on earth- see population stats.

http://www.vaeai.org.au/education/Pdfs/region%203.pdf Despite this there is not one mention of

Aboriginal tourism. There are 82 pages outlining the future for tourism within

Campaspe and the words Aboriginal or Indigenous do not appear-they are written

out of the equation. On the council website there is also a link to information about

tourism within the region, once again there is a complete absence of any mention of

Aboriginal people or tourism. The same scenario applies for the Moira Council in

the eastern region of Yorta Yorta country and the adjoining Murray Shire Council,

in New South Wales who have been equally negligent in their recognition and

inclusion of Indigenous interests in their tourism policies more eager to promote

colonial activities, rather than support good quality tourist ventures that promote

local Indigenous history and culture (Echuca Moama Tourism and Murray Shire

Council map which overlaps traditional Yorta Yorta lands.

http://www.murray.nsw.gov.au/; http://www.echucamoama.com/; http://www.moira.vic.gov.au/
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Please Note that on completion of this research paper, reports have been made that the

Moira Shire Council voted against acknowledging a significant cultural protocol

accepted by a majority of other local governments in Victoria. Their refusal to

recognize the traditional Indigenous owners of country, adds further weight to the

arguments of inequality and exclusion presented in this paper -- see Moira Shire

Councils decision in Shepparton News and the Riverine Herald for week of 21-30

September, 2009.

The case study of Cultural Tourism and the Yorta Yorta, highlight in rather glaring

terms the way in which Indigenous and colonial tourism is treated by government

bodies. Indeed it can be said that while the long awaited apology to Indigenous

Australians for past injustices by the Australian Government in February, 2008

promised to deliver “A future where all Australians, whatever their origins, are

truly equal partners, with equal opportunities and with an equal stake in shaping

the next chapter in the history of this great country” there is still a long way to go

before Indigenous Australians enjoy the same degree of equality in the way that

resources are allocated to the colonial and Indigenous heritage. It is also important

to note that since the delivery of the apology, the current ‘Indigenous Disadvantage

Report’ of Reconciliation Australia, 2009 found that across virtually all indicators

there are still wide gaps between Indigenous and other Australians’ (Formal

Apology made by Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, 13 February, 2008; Age, 9, October,

2009). http://www.news.com.au/dailytelegraph/story/0,22049,23202622-5001021,00.html,

The right to practice and to enjoy culture on an equal footing to that enjoyed by

other cultures is a fundamental human right enshrined, in the following

instruments:

 Universal Human Rights Declarations that have been adopted by the

Australian government – see articles 3, 4, 11, 26 of UN Declaration of Rights

of Indigenous Peoples, UNDRIP which entrench rights to land, resources,

culture and to self determination.
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 The Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (Vic),

VCHRR and its commitment to ‘Reconciliation’.

 Section 19 of the VCHR, 2006, states that Aboriginal persons hold distinct

cultural rights and must not be denied the right, with other members of their

community to: ‘maintain their distinctive spiritual, material and economic

relationship with the land and waters and other resources with which they

have a connection under traditional laws and customs’ (W.Atkinson,2008).

Summary

This paper argues that the current approach by the Victorian Government

towards the Yorta Yorta Nations and their fundamental right to practice, teach and

to promote their culture, on the same level as that of the more recent colonial

heritage constitutes the practice of inequality and exclusion. Treating Indigenous

cultural heritage in the story of Australia’s human history as a lesser interest to that

of the more recent colonial heritage, in the way that resources are allocated, through

its tourism budget is an example of the practice of inequality in resource

distribution.

The paper acknowledges that to date, Indigenous tourism has had to take a back

seat in the resourcing and promotion of Victoria’s human history. This process has

had the effect of stultifying Indigenous voices and histories which in turn has

deprived Indigenous peoples of being at least equal partners in the tourism sector.

It argues that the current process reflects the fact that Indigenous-controlled

tourism enterprises have largely been locked out of government and/or professional

support. By reversing this trend however and in the hands of the Yorta Yorta, who

are capable and experienced in dealing with legal structures and business methods,

the concept of cultural tourism has the chance to become a meaningful vehicle for

closing the tourism gap that has been exposed.
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