Chapter 3

Conducting two-way ecological research

Emilie Ens’

This chapter presents processes that I have explored and challenges encountered
while developing collaborative two-way ecological research projects with four
Indigenous ranger groups in Arnhem Land from 2008 to 2012. Prior to this I
was engaged in largely western forms of ecological research. I offer the following
insights and lessons I have learnt to exchange knowledge and information about
experiences working in cross-cultural and remote environments, and to enhance
Indigenous natural and cultural resource management. Communication about
what works, what doesn’t and suggestions for enhanced ways forward are essential
to maximise the benefits not only for natural and cultural resource management,
but also to improve wellbeing and socio-economic outcomes for Indigenous
Australians, and the broader public by strengthening Australia’s socio-economic
fabric and human rights record.

The objectives of my research were four fold: to conduct collaborative ecologi-
cal research with Indigenous ranger groups in Arnhem Land; to provide evidence of
the ecological outcomes of Indigenous ranger work; to build the two-way technical
capacity of those involved; and to communicate findings to the broader public.
By two-way technical capacity I mean the Indigenous and non-Indigenous knowl-
edge, preferred methods and skills that contribute to the development of shared
aspirations, approaches and outcomes. With a number of rangers and community
members, I explored innovative ways of combining Indigenous and non-Indigenous

1 This research would not have been possible without the openness and interest from
Indigenous collaborators from the Manwurrk, Yugul Mangi, Djelk and Yirralka Rangers
and their communities as well as the many non-Indigenous coordinators of these ranger
groups who allowed me to work with the rangers and greatly assisted in project design,
particularly at the start of my work. For this, particular thanks go to Peter Cooke, Cherry
Daniels, Mary Kolkiwarra, Georgia Vallance, Jake Weigl, Shaun Ansell, Pascale Taplin,
Dave Preece and Fiona Shaw as well as Jon Altman and Sedn Kerins for paving the way
for this research project and collaborations. Special thanks also to Kim McKenzie, Geoff
Buchanan and Anna Morgan for offering ongoing support for my research and Gill Towler
and Sam Bentley-Toon for invaluable research assistance. I dedicate this chapter to my
grandmother Evnike Toon who gave me the strength and determination to follow my
intuition and heart.
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