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Credit: Annette Ruzicka

• Inappropriate fire regimes, prior to handover of management to 

Olkola,  which have changed open grassy savannas to dense stands 

of broad-leaved ti-tree (Melaleuca viridiflora) in many areas, 

thereby reducing the amount of grass seed for the parrots to eat;

• Food shortages in the wet season, which are intensified by 

the loss of open grasslands and savanna woodlands and by 

grazing by cattle and feral pigs;

• The destruction of termite mounds by cattle and pigs;

• Predation by feral cats.

Golden-shouldered parrots once lived across most of Cape York 

Peninsula but are now restricted to just 1700 km2 in the Morehead 

River catchment and Staaten River National Park (Garnett and 

Crowley 2002). Most of the Morehead River catchment is now 

owned and managed by Olkola Traditional Owners.

   Here, Olkola Elders Jack Lowdon and Johnny Ross, and Olkola Land Managers Hamish Kulka and Glen Kulka, work with Bush Heritage 
Australia scientist Allana Brown to determine land management priorities on Olkola country.
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Protecting an Olkola totem
Alwal is a totem animal for the Olkola people, who are 

committed to ensuring its survival. Olkola people are working 

in partnership with Bush Heritage Australia (BHA 2016) to 

maximise the pooled benefits from traditional Indigenous 

knowledge and mainstream science. Together, Olkola and Bush 

Heritage are undertaking a wide range of strategic activities 

– all identified in the species recovery plan – to ensure the 

survival of the golden-shouldered parrot, including:

• Surveying nest sites across the core habitat area within the 

Moorehead River range;

• Providing supplementary food to reduce mortality from 

starvation during the wet season;

• Recording fledgling birds and identifying predators using 

remote cameras;

• Improving habitat by re-instating natural and traditional fire 

regimes;

• Recording changes in the abundance and condition of termite 

mounds; and

• Monitoring vegetation to assess the impacts of habitat 

management.

   Olkola cameras captured feral cat predation of Alwal nestlings for the first time – this has led to important research and management challenges and opportunities. 
In 2017 trialling feral cat abatement strategies is a key focus.

 Olkola and Bush Heritage Australia are working 
closely together on the ground to save the golden-
shouldered parrot. Currently Bush Heritage is the sole 
funder for Olkola wages for work on this project across 
Olkola Freehold. Imagine how much more we could do 
– expanding this project, supporting Olkola to lead new 
ones —  if wages for Land Managers were covered with 
secure long-term funding! The additional outcomes 
Olkola could achieve would be phenomenal.

ALLANA BROWN, BUSH HERITAGE SCIENTIST

Credit: Bush Heritage Australia



71

PROTECTING THREATENED SPECIES

INDIGENOUS RANGER AND INDIGENOUS PROTECTED AREAS    Protecting nature for all of us

Looking forward
Using handheld GPS devices, Olkola Land Managers mapped 

the locations of nest sites during comprehensive surveys in 

2016. Only 53 nests were detected, which is less than half the 

number recorded seven years earlier (Olkola and Bush Heritage 

Australia, 2016). This finding underscores the need for more 

resources to protect this endangered species.

In an important breakthrough, remote monitoring cameras 

used by the Olkola Land Managers in 2016 provided the first 

photographic evidence that golden-shouldered parrots in nest 

hollows are being killed by feral cats. 

Currently Olkola are operating with no consistent Indigenous 

ranger funding and uncertainty about funding stability going 

forward. 

While federal programs such as the Indigenous Protected 

Areas program could provide vital strategic support to Olkola 

land management and governance, current funding is fully 

subscribed and growth in funding would be required to enable 

groups like Olkola to be supported.  

In addition to their important work protecting Alwal, Olkola 

have developed a Healthy Country Plan that clearly outlines 

strategies to achieve other major conservation successes and 

build a sustainable conservation-based economy for the Olkola 

people. This plan represents the aspirations and responsibility 

identified by Olkola Traditional Owners to keep country 

healthy as a whole in order to protect wildlife. 

On very limited resources the work that landowners like 

Olkola have done is proving critical in fighting extinctions of 

endangered species from Australia. The Olkola Land Managers, 

in partnership with Bush Heritage, are already achieving early 

wins in the long-term management challenges that face them in 

their work to secure the future of their totem, the endangered 

Alwal. However, the scale of this challenge is enormous and 

more resources will be required to improve Alwal’s grassland 

and savanna habitat, reduce threats and boost population 

numbers. 

Further support and security for both Indigenous Protected 

Areas and Rangers could create the tools for Olkola and their 

partners to ensure its survival for all Australians into the future.
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APY Warru Rangers: 
Protecting warru in South Australia

Warru Rangers are protecting warru by:
• Mitigating the impacts of predators and wildfire on 

South Australia’s last warru populations;

• Monitoring warru numbers and recording animal 

movements;

• Managing a semi-captive population for release to 

the wild;

• Boosting warru numbers and breeding success in 

protected populations; 

Like many threatened species, warru (the MacDonnell Ranges 

race of the black-footed rock-wallaby) have declined greatly 

in number over the past century. Fortunately, dedicated 

work by the Warru Rangers on the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands has stalled this decline and 

boosted warru populations in South Australia, in a strongly 

encouraging example of successful protection of a threatened 

species. The Warru Rangers, collaborating with partners, 

have protected warru populations from predators and 

wildfires, monitored population numbers, and maintained a 

semi-captive population for return to the wild in the future. 

The rangers’ work illustrates the capacity for Indigenous 

Rangers to safeguard Australia’s threatened species and 

provides inspiration for threatened species recovery programs 

elsewhere. With expanded and ongoing support, Indigenous 

rangers can play pivotal roles in protecting many more of 

Australia’s declining threatened species.

Saving warru
Australia’s beautiful rock-wallabies share an unenviable 

feature with many small mammals; many species that were 

once widespread are steadily declining. Seven species, six 

sub-species and two races of rock-wallabies (Petrogale species) 

are now listed as endangered or vulnerable under the national 

EPBC Act (Australian Government, 2016).

Warru – or the black-footed rock-wallaby (Petrogale lateralis 

MacDonnell Ranges race) – was once, “one of the commonest 

mammals [in central Australia] with swarming populations 

in many of the rocky outliers of the main ranges” (Finlayson, 

1961). It is now recognised by the Federal Government as one 

of Australia’s Top 10 threatened mammals.

Fortunately, the last populations of warru in South Australia 

appear to have a promising future due to dedicated, hard work 

by the Warru Rangers and their collaborators.

Warru Rangers at work
In South Australia, warru are now restricted to isolated 

populations on Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) 

Aboriginal lands in the northeast and northwest of the state. 
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Under guidance from the Warru Recovery Plan, the Warru 

Rangers (working with APY Land Management and the Warru 

Recovery Team) deliver all on-ground works to protect the 

species in South Australia. Thus, Indigenous rangers are pivotal 

to warru’s survival.

The Warru Rangers regularly monitor and protect populations 

from predators and other threats. They also safeguard a fenced, 

semi-captive population so animals can be reintroduced to the 

wild in the future, and they work with scientists to learn more 

about warru ecology. Their efforts have proved extremely 

fruitful; since 2005, the number of trapped warru tripled at one 

population due to predator control, habitat protection and other 

activities.

This positive outcome reflects an enormous range of activities 

by the rangers and their collaborators. In 2013-2015 alone, 

the Warru Rangers monitored known warru populations and 

searched for new populations using spotlight surveys, cage 

traps, scat quadrats, track transects and remote cameras. To 

   Research and monitoring is a fundamental activity for Warru Rangers like Elisha Roesch, who use the information      
gathered to understand population dynamics and prioritise conservation actions. Credit APY Land Management.

better understand animal movements, rangers tracked animals 

using radio tracking equipment (Warru Recovery Team, 2016). 

The Warru Rangers killed feral cats and foxes near warru sites 

by shooting and aerial- and ground-baiting, and they monitored 

feral animal movements using track surveys and sensing/remote 

cameras. To protect warru populations from unplanned wildfires, 

the rangers lit controlled burns and poisoned swards of the 

flammable, invasive buffel grass. In the Musgrave Ranges, they 

also provided supplementary food and water every month in an 

ongoing trial to improve warru survival and breeding success.

In collaboration with researchers and Monarto Zoo, the Warru 

Rangers released captive-bred animals into a 100ha fenced exclosure 

(which the rangers built in 2011) and monitored the new animals 

using cage traps, scat counts and radio-tracking. The rangers patrol 

the four kilometre fence line every week to ensure new animals 

are safe from predators. In a promising next step, the rangers plan 

to release warru from the fenced compound to a rocky outcrop in 

Wamitjara, where the animals once lived.

Credit: APY Land Managem
ent

Credit: APY Land Managem
ent
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The rangers enthusiastically share their knowledge of warru, 

feral animals and the Warru Rangers with school groups from 

across the APY lands to ensure their knowledge is passed on to 

future generations (WRT, 2016).

In recognition of their inspirational work, the warru recovery 

team received the National NAIDOC Caring for Country award 

in 2011. Since then, they have been rewarded by increasing 

numbers of warru at managed sites.

The Warru Rangers are working on the frontline to protect one 

of Australia’s many threatened rock-wallabies. Their work not 

only protects a rare species, it also informs and inspires others 

to achieve similar outcomes. 

With stable and increased resources, Indigenous rangers 

across Australia can emulate the successes achieved by the 

Warru Rangers. And perhaps one day, warru – like many other 

threatened species – will once again be “one of the commonest 

mammals” in central Australia.
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Four of the top 10 priority mammal species listed in the 

national Threatened Species Strategy live in Indigenous 

Protected Areas in the Kimberley region in Western Australia. 

The Threatened Species Strategy provides a framework to 

prioritise efforts to save Australia’s unique and distinctive 

animals and plants. Many threatened species are largely 

restricted to Indigenous Protected Areas and other Aboriginal 

lands, where Indigenous rangers play a pivotal role in their 

protection. The Kimberley Ranger Network, facilitated by the 

Kimberley Land Council, incorporates 13 Indigenous ranger 

groups working across 380,000 square kilometres of native 

title lands which include eight IPAs across 90,000 square 

kilometres. Ranger groups are delivering on the Threatened 

Species Strategy through on-ground work, for example by 

protecting habitats from wildfires and feral animals. Increased 

and sustained investment in Indigenous rangers and Indigenous 

Protected Areas is essential to the implementation of wildlife 

protection according to the Threatened Species Strategy.

Australia’s threatened species on Indigenous lands
Australia is a global biodiversity treasure, home to many unique 

and beautiful plants and animals, most of which live nowhere 

else on earth. Regrettably, iconic animals like the numbat and 

greater bilby – and almost 1800 more Australian species – are 

now threatened with extinction (Australian Government, 2016).

Kimberley Rangers and Indigenous 
Protected Areas: 
Implementing Australia’s threatened species strategy

Kimberley Rangers are protecting 
threatened wildlife by:
• Playing a pivotal role in implementing Australia’s 

Threatened Species Strategy;

• Protecting the habitats of many threatened animals 

and plants from damaging late-season wildfires 

by lighting low-intensity, early-season fires across 

200,000 km2;

• Identifying key habitats for threatened species, and 

determining animal population numbers, through 

intensive fauna monitoring programs;

• Protecting threatened animals from predation by 

feral cats;

• Fencing important habitats to prevent feral cattle 

from damaging key habitats;

• Working with partners in government, industry 

and the non-profit sector to maximise conservation 

outcomes.
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Many of Australia’s threatened species live on lands owned and 

managed by Indigenous people. 

Past and future investments in IPAs and Indigenous ranger 

groups increase the effectiveness of the hard work by 

Indigenous rangers to save Australia’s threatened animals and 

plants.

Kimberley biological hotspot
The Kimberley region is one of Australia’s 15 biological 

hotspots – regions with large, intact, natural ecosystems and 

many unique, endemic species that live nowhere else in the 

world. The West Kimberley is National Heritage listed for its 

outstanding significance to Australia.

In Australia, the North West Kimberley is the 
only region known to have not yet suffered a 

mammal extinction.

Four of the Top 10 priority mammals in the national 

Threatened Species Strategy live in the Kimberley – the greater 

bilby, golden bandicoot, brush-tailed rabbit-rat and black-footed 

rock-wallaby – as do many other threatened species, including 

the endemic scaly-tailed possum, endemic minjon rock wallaby 

and the endangered Gouldian finch.

The Kimberley Ranger Network manage eight Indigenous 

Protected Areas in the Kimberley, which are protecting 

threatened species across more than 90,000 km2 - an area 40 

times larger than the Australian Capital Territory.

The following case studies highlight some of the work by 

Indigenous rangers and on Indigenous Protected Areas in the 

Kimberley that is delivering on the Federal Government’s 

commitment to saving Australia’s threatened species, as described 

in the 2016 Threatened Species Strategy. These activities are 

emblematic of the broader conservation and management work 

undertaken by the Kimberley Ranger Network, working across 

Indigenous Protected Areas in the Kimberley.

Protecting habitats with fire
Fire management underpins threatened species work on land 

in the Kimberley. Large, intense wildfires destroy and degrade 

habitats for many species and expose native animals to feral 

cats and other predators. Wildfires also damage property and 

infrastructure, and release large quantities of atmospheric 

greenhouse gases.

The Kimberley Ranger Network manages fire across a 200,000 

km2 region. The rangers create mosaics of low intensity, cool 

burns early in the dry season to reduce the extent of large intense 

wildfires later in the dry season. Each year, rangers light early-

season cool burns across up to 30% of the northern Kimberley 

and 15% of the southern Kimberley. Landscape fire management 

is recognised as one of the most effective practices to protect 

high-quality habitats for threatened wildlife in the Kimberley and 

other regions of northern Australia (Woinarksi et al., 2014).

Finding the black-footed rock-wallaby
The beautiful and vulnerable Kimberley black-footed rock-

wallaby (Petrogale lateralis West Kimberley race) lives only in 

the Kimberley region. The race now survives only on country 

managed by the Nyikina Mangala and Karajarri Rangers.

To determine how many wallabies remain, the Nyikina Mangala 

Rangers have surveyed black-footed rock wallabies since 2012 

(WWF, 2013). The rangers used camera traps, active and aerial 

surveys, scat searches and hair tubes to map populations and 

identify threats. 

 Indigenous land managers [are] critical in the 
management of Australia’s threatened species.

AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT’S THREATENED SPECIES STRATEGY 2016.
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The Kimberley region is an internationally defi ned ‘biological hotspot’, making 
Indigenous rangers and Indigenous Protected Areas fundamental to protecting 
wildlife like this chestnut mouse being held by an Wunggurr Ranger.

Credit: Kim
berley Land Council

In 2015 and 2016, the rangers conducted intensive helicopter 

surveys for the rock-wallabies. Worryingly, they detected very few 

animals in two of the three ranges where the animals were once 

abundant. This finding will greatly influence future conservation 

actions to save black-footed rock-wallabies. The rangers are now 

using camera traps to more accurately determine how many 

animals survive at each locality (KLC, 2016).

Saving the greater bilby
The greater bilby (Macrotis lagotis) is one of Australia’s most 

iconic threatened animals. Once widespread across Australia, 

it is now restricted in the wild to small populations in central 

Australia and Western Australia, including the Kimberley 

(Woinarski et al., 2016)

Kimberley Rangers have devoted considerable efforts to 

determining the distribution and abundance of bilbies in the 

Kimberley. Eight ranger groups – the Gooniyandi, Karajarri, 

Kija, Ngurrara, Nyikina Mangala, Nyul Nyul, Paruku and 

Yawuru Rangers – are currently surveying and protecting 

bilbies. The rangers have:

• Conducted detailed surveys, using quadrats to detect scats 

and tracks, as well as camera traps, spotlighting and aerial 

surveys of burrows;

• Erected camera traps at recent burrows to estimate the 

number of bilbies and other animals at each site;

• Managed fires to protect burrows from large, intense 

wildfires;

• Erected fences to protect an important bilby habitat at 

Cherrabun from damage from cattle grazing (KLC, 2016). 

These activities, in addition to broad-scale fire and feral animal 

management, will ensure that bilbies do not follow those from 

other regions into extinction.

Credit: Kim
berley Land Council
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Saving golden bandicoots
Another of the Federal Government’s Top 10 threatened 

mammals, golden bandicoots once lived across vast areas of 

mainland Australia. 

Golden bandicoots are now completely 
extinct on the mainland except for surviving 
populations on Dambimangari and Wunggurr 

country in the north-west Kimberley. 

In addition to the broad-scale fire management that benefits 

many species, the Kimberley rangers have undertaken a range 

of activities to save these beautiful mammals.

The rangers are undertaking intensive small mammal surveys to 

provide data to help determine the impacts of fire management 

   Remaining golden bandicoot range is 
largely restricted to Indigenous managed areas 

in northern Australia

Source: see References

Protecting brush-tailed rabbit-rats
One of the top 10 priority mammals in the national Threatened 

Species Strategy, the brush-tailed rabbit-rat (Conilurus 

penicillatus penicillatus) was once widespread across northern 

Australia. The species is in sharp decline and is thought to 

have gone extinct at Kakadu in 2008. The Kimberley is now a 

stronghold for the species (Woinarksi et al., 2014).

Kimberley Rangers – including the Balanggarra, Dambimangari, 

Uunguu and Wunggurr Rangers – are protecting brush-tailed 

rabbit-rats by a range of measures, including:

• Lighting strategic low-intensity fires to prevent large wildfires 

which destroy the unburnt areas that brush-tailed rabbit-rats 

use for habitat;

• Removing feral cattle to prevent over-grazing in rabbit-rat 

habitats;

• Surveying and monitoring populations using remote cameras 

and other techniques.
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on golden bandicoots. In 2015, the Balanggarra, Dambimangari 

and Wunggurr Rangers conducted intensive surveys for golden 

bandicoots and other small mammals in eight regions, using 

remote cameras, cage traps and spotlighting. Their monitoring 

results show that golden bandicoots remain abundant in 

parts of the north Kimberley, thus providing evidence of 

positive outcomes for threatened species from fire and grazing 

management by the rangers and partners.

Tackling feral cats
The national Threatened Species Strategy recognises that 

“scientific evidence is unequivocal that feral cats are one 

of the greatest threats to Australia’s land-based mammals” 

(Australian Government, 2016). The strategy identifies the 

Kimberley as a key region to test a new bait for feral cats called 

Curiosity® 1080 as part of a Federal Government initiative 

aimed at tackling feral cats. Outcomes from the Curiosity trial 

will influence feral cat control programs throughout Australia, 

improving the conservation of native mammals not only in the 

Kimberley but across Australia as a whole. As part of the project 

local Indigenous rangers will also be trained in other feral cat 

management and monitoring techniques.

Fundamental to threatened species protection
Having a network of Indigenous Protected Areas across key 

areas of the Kimberley is a critical framework for delivering 

threatened species protection and management not only over 

the 90,000 square kilometres currently within Kimberley 

IPAs, but over the more than 380,000 square kilometre region 

that Indigenous Rangers are actively working across in the 

Kimberley. 

Indigenous rangers are working to protect the last known 

habitats of nationally prioritised threatened species and a 

region with National Heritage Listing for its outstanding values 

to the nation. Their contributions benefit all Australians, 

and are underpinned by ongoing investments in effective 

Indigenous ranger programs and Indigenous Protected Areas.
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Conclusion
As they have grown over the last two decades, Indigenous Protected Areas 
and Indigenous rangers have matured to become an integral part of 
Australia’s response to biodiversity decline and natural heritage protection.

Unmanaged fire, feral animals and invasive weeds are just some 

of the threats to the health and survival of Australia’s natural 

landscapes and species. They are also persistent threats and 

require skilled and persistent management if we are to halt and 

reverse species and ecosystem decline.

The case studies in this report show just some of the practical 

and effective results Indigenous Protected Areas and 

Indigenous rangers are achieving in a range of situations around 

Australia, and how they are succeeding in making their local 

and often regional environment healthier and more resilient.

The Indigenous ranger and protected area programs are 

directly benefiting threatened species of national significance 

listed under our Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Conservation Act, such as the greater bilby in the central 

deserts and olive ridley turtle in the tropics.

Often management of one species or ecosystem produces 

additional and wider benefits. Control of both feral pigs 

and feral cats benefits native wildlife beyond the targeted 

threatened species the work was intended to support.

Fire management across a regional scale in tropical savannas, the 

central deserts and other areas can rehabilitate entire ecosystems 

and help to sustain a broad diversity of life. Early intervention 

in halting and reversing the spread of invasive weeds is a cost 

effective approach and critical to protecting the large areas they 

threaten. All the case studies in this report provide direct examples 

of this work being applied successfully by Indigenous rangers and 

on Indigenous Protected Areas with far reaching positive effects.

By expanding this work over large areas and sustaining it long 

term, Indigenous Protected Areas and Indigenous rangers can 

be a decisive factor in the survival of many Australian species 

and ecosystems. 

The federal government rightly states that our National Reserve 

System represents ‘the nation’s natural safety net against our 

biggest environmental challenges’. At over 44 per cent of our 

reserve system, Indigenous Protected Areas are making a major 

contribution to the success of tackling those challenges. 

The future for Indigenous Protected Areas and 
Indigenous rangers
Important decisions must now be made on the future 

growth and survival of both Indigenous Protected Areas and 

Indigenous rangers if we are to effectively sustain and increase 

the environmental gains that are being realised.  

Renewing existing ranger jobs and Indigenous Protected Areas 

will not meet the scale of the task at hand. The benefits of 

additional workers and, where appropriate, new Indigenous 

Protected Areas to extend fire, feral animal, weed and 

threatened species management further to unmanaged or 

under-managed areas is clear.  
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This report provides a series of examples which hold out great 

opportunity for Australia’s environment. Over recent decades, 

despite many challenges, Australians have managed to create 

a successful partnership that supports Indigenous leadership 

across Australia in sustaining and protecting our natural heritage. 

Now is the time to fully understand and seize the opportunity 

presented, to work with Indigenous owners and managers of land 

and sea across Australia for a healthier environment for us all.  
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Key findings:
Some pressures, such as fire, are managed across large areas 

with corresponding benefits, but often successful local or 

regional initiatives need to be scaled up and secured over 

time to achieve lasting change. 

We need to secure the gains we have made
Environmental gains reverse if support lapses. Success in 

improving the survival of threatened species, reducing the 

impacts of feral animals and invasive plants and applying 

better fire management can be rapidly lost. Past investment 

has built a proven capacity for IPAs and Indigenous rangers 

to protect Australia’s biodiversity.  Ongoing investment is 

needed to ensure these gains are not lost. 

Expanded investment will benefit all Australians
Indigenous Protected Areas and Indigenous rangers now 

represent a key front in Australia’s efforts to manage and 

protect our environment against multiple pressures and are 

delivering measurable results in many different conditions. 

Securing and expanding these two vital initiatives for the 

long term will benefit every Australian by leaving a healthier 

environment for the future

Real benefits are being secured
Indigenous Protected Areas and Indigenous rangers are 

making a measurable difference to the protection of 

biodiversity across vast areas of Australia, turning around 

damaging trends in habitat degradation and species 

decline. IPAs and rangers are making a major contribution 

to preventing wildlife extinctions, controlling wildfire and 

limiting the impact of feral animals and invasive weeds. 

Core role in natural heritage conservation
Work on Indigenous Protected Areas and by Indigenous 

rangers now represents a core component of Australia’s 

frontline efforts to protect threatened species and ensure 

ecosystem health.   The future health of large parts of 

the Australian environment is now inseparable from the 

growth and security of IPAs and Indigenous rangers. 

Scaling up will deliver greater environmental benefits
IPAs and Indigenous rangers provide a cost effective 

model to meet the environmental challenges Australia 

faces but they need to be supported at the scale required.  
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 Our country is like our garden - we need to 
look after it. There are trees, birds, waterways, 
fish, mammals and reptiles, and they are all 
important. We keep country healthy and country 
keeps us healthy. 

DHIMURRU SENIOR RANGER FIONA YUPUNU MARIKA
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