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Expert knowledge, collaborative concepts, and universal nature: naming the
place of Indigenous knowledge within a public-sector cultural burning
program
Jessica K. Weir 1,2 

ABSTRACT. Investigates whether a cultural burning program embedded within a government bureaucracy can meaningfully support
Indigenous peoples’ landscape fires. In particular, it presents evidence on how Indigenous and non-Indigenous individuals encountered,
interpreted, and prioritized the influence of wildfire science, ecological science, and Indigenous expert knowledge communities. All
interviewees considered the knowledge and authority of Indigenous people, specifically the Traditional Custodians, as inseparable to
the program. Four moves were made to build support for Indigenous expert knowledge: the reconsideration of who has expert evidence;
who has systems of knowledge creation; whose knowledge is relevant across time; and whose knowledge is relevant across contexts.
The results reveal how some strongly held non-Indigenous precepts about expert evidence shifted, where knowledge sharing challenges
persisted, and the constraints of the governance context. The study recommends material investment in Indigenous peoples’ expert
knowledge communities, and prioritizing reflexive research, learning, and teaching about nature and evidence across academia.
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INTRODUCTION
Public-sector environmental governance, both area-based (e.g.,
national parks) and procedural (e.g., wildfire mitigation), has co-
evolved with certain kinds of expert evidence in ways that have
generated obstacles to understanding the knowledge expertise of
Indigenous peoples and has indeed actively worked against this
expertise (Hemming et al. 2010, Diver 2017, Latulippe and Klenk
2020, Vásquez-Fernández and Ahenakew 2020). The public sector
values access to expert evidence that is judged independent and
objective as conducted through rigorous research practices (Pielke
2007). In environmental governance this expertise is almost
always the natural sciences, which is relied upon to provide the
evidence and methods for decision-making and regulation
(Prasad and Michael 2005, Robin 2018, Phillips 2020, Weir et al.
2022). Indigenous knowledge about the environment is also tested
and testable as expert knowledge (Whyte 2013:2), but it is usually
judged by others as not having similar evidentiary status because
it is considered cultural, traditional, and local and/or subjective
(Nakata 2007, Smith et al. 2016, Whyte 2018). Indigenous leaders
invest significant energy in sorting out these discriminatory
knowledge relations; yet, even reflexive approaches to the natural
sciences continue to group Indigenous knowledge as akin to local
and traditional knowledge, and thus neither modern nor scientific
(Latulippe and Klenk 2020).[1]  

This study investigated how Indigenous and non-Indigenous
individuals grapple with the roles of three different knowledge
communities: Indigenous, wildfire science, and ecological science
in relation to a public-sector cultural burning program.
Landscape burning is practiced by Indigenous people globally,
and has come to be called cultural burning to signify its
uniqueness to others (Eriksen and Hankins 2014, Neale et al.
2019, Welch and Coimbra 2019, Fletcher et al. 2021, Marks-Block
and Tripp 2021, Smith et al. 2021, Cavanagh 2022, Williamson et
al. 2022). I considered whether cultural burning is a “collaborative
concept”: one that facilitates respectful learning across
Indigenous and non-Indigenous differences (Whyte 2013). This
follows arguments made by Indigenous scholar Kyle Whyte about

“traditional ecological knowledge” which, with many meanings
and no single definition, nonetheless can be:  

... invoked to invite non-Indigenous parties to learn
more about how particular Indigenous communities
approach fundamental questions of the nature of
knowledge and how it fits into their visions of
environmental governance (Whyte 2013:10). 

The context is temperate “settled” Australia, where Indigenous
landscape fire practices have been suppressed by imperial and
colonial violence and are now in resurgence, including a cross-
continental Indigenous-led cultural burning social movement
(Cavanagh 2022).[2] Alongside, the public sector has expressed
enthusiasm about the potential of cultural burning to be a
qualitatively different collaborative activity (Smith et al. 2021).
The 2019–2020 catastrophic fires intensified societal interest in
Indigenous peoples’ fire expertise. However, landscape fire
debates can be shallow (May 2020). Indigenous leaders argue that
this growing interest must be attentive to Indigenous expertise
about knowledge, law, and culture, as practiced and held by
kinship groups with the Land or Country as known in Australia
(Alberts 2021, Cavanagh 2021, Petersen 2021).  

My research centers on a group of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous public servants in the Australian Capital Territory
(ACT), a small jurisdiction established in 1911 within the unceded
Lands of the Traditional Custodians who have lived here since
time immemorial. About ten years ago, Traditional Custodian
Adrian Brown, a Ngunnawal murringe (man), was working as an
ACT Parks and Conservation Service Ngunnawal Ranger and,
as he has shared, “was constantly recognizing areas that needed
to be burnt” (Brown 2021:27). Adrian grew up burning on
Ngunnawal Country to the north and south of the ACT in
surrounding New South Wales, taught by his father Uncle Carl
Brown, now deceased (Brown 2021). Adrian recommended that
there was a role for Indigenous fire practices within the agency,
as judged appropriate by the Traditional Custodians of Country.
With institutional support, he began building a cultural fire
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program. On 18 September 2015, Uncle Carl Brown lit what is
officially referred to as the first cultural burn supported by ACT
Parks. This burn was initially called a cultural-ecological burn to
assuage the concerns of some ecologists about the impact on
vulnerable species.  

In the intimate setting of colleagues working in the same
institution on the same burns, the cultural burning program has
brought discrimination against Indigenous knowledge into the
foreground. Among divergent and aligning Indigenous and non-
Indigenous priorities, assumptions, and challenges, this study's
focus is with Indigenous knowledge discrimination, with another
paper in preparation foregrounding the power asymmetries in
current governance arrangements. The results reveal how
different individuals identified different ways to reduce
Indigenous knowledge discrimination, including shifting some
strongly held non-Indigenous precepts about expert evidence. The
results also reveal where knowledge discrimination persists, and,
further, how the governance arrangements generate problems
with sharing Indigenous knowledge out to outsiders, especially
the knowledge of the Traditional Custodians. The Traditional
Custodians range from being involved and strongly supportive of
the program; to conditionally supportive; withholding judgment;
not wishing to be involved; openly critical; and/or preferencing
opportunities to burn elsewhere with others.  

I use the terms Indigenous and Aboriginal people interchangeably
as is common practice in Australia by Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people. The terms Indigenous and Aboriginal peoples 
refer to the political-legal entities of First Nations, also known
as Traditional Custodians or Traditional Owners. I write as a non-
Indigenous white scholar descended from colonialists. My
scholarship is charged and constrained by my positionality, which
includes what I find most interesting to understand.

EXPERT KNOWLEDGE
Qualitative researchers have examined how expert knowledge is
created and my analysis draws on intellectual traditions from
Indigenous studies, science and technology studies, the
environmental humanities, and geography. Specifically, I
operationalize reflexivity. Reflexive approaches examine how we
think, not just what we think, and are used to track knowledge
assumptions, transgressions, and possibilities. My contribution
builds on the collaborative environmental governance literature
that examines how different knowledge expertise is authorized
and interacts to constrain and facilitate intercultural
understanding (e.g., Hemming et al. 2010, Whyte 2013, Reo et al.
2017, Diver 2017).

Knowledge communities
Decades of reflexive scholarship (e.g., Nakata 2007, Pielke 2007,
James 2015, Smith et al. 2016, Collins et al. 2020) reveal that expert
evidence is created through knowledge communities which:  

1. are formed by knowledge holders (individuals, institutions,
and others) that have trajectories about what matters; 

2. form and re-form knowledge always in the present, re-
constituting but not replacing prior forms of knowing,
which live on in the new; and, 

3. are not in isolation from each other, such that individuals,
institutions, and others will identify with, and draw on,
different knowledge communities. 

Unlike post-truth politics and anti-science positions, taking this
reflexive approach to knowledge communities does not require:  

1. flattening/ignoring difference such that all evidentiary
claims are considered equal to each other; 

2. surrendering to the (post-modernist) notion that all
knowledge is subjective and thus evidentiary claims (facts)
about the world cannot be made; nor, 

3. rejecting the falsifiable facts of the natural sciences for not
meeting (reductionist) standards of objective truth. 

Instead, it affirms that expert evidence is built through knowledge
communities, as judged credible by those knowledge
communities, and that some evidentiary claims will attract greater
purchase than others, as judged both within and between
knowledge communities.  

Thus, the natural sciences continue to be what it always has been:
a source of systemic knowledge within which some falsifiable facts
are more certain than others - for example, compare the theory
of relativity with the land management sciences (Collins et al.
2020:54-55). And, while Indigenous knowledge has substantive
differences to the natural sciences, Indigenous knowledge is
nonetheless another form of systemic knowledge with evidentiary
claims that have different degrees of certainty. It has theories,
practices and protocols, organizational and classificational forms,
and training and validation methods that together generate and
evaluate expertise (Smith et al. 2016:134-5).  

Some reflexive scholarship argues that relationships between
knowledge communities are so co-constituted that it is neither
possible nor useful to differentiate; instead, I argue it is possible
to identify distinct knowledge communities in and among this
complexity (aligning with Whyte 2013:8). This involves
identifying and analyzing coherence without reducing knowledge
communities to a singular bounded form (James 2015:41). It
requires taking reflexivity further than approaches that matter-
of-factly separate Indigenous and Western/science knowledge as
different so as to argue for in/compatibility and/or “integrate”,
or plug, Indigenous knowledge into the natural sciences (or vice
versa) (Whyte 2013:5). Such approaches can obscure and
misrepresent the knowledge premises, practices, and priorities at
hand (Copes-Gerbitz et al. 2021, Smith et al. 2021).

Difference
The literature documents substantial differences between
Indigenous and natural science knowledge communities, with my
focus being expert evidence creation as formed and informed by
understandings of nature. I argue that this research priority is
critical for identifying and, hopefully, addressing discrimination
against Indigenous knowledge in collaborative environmental
governance. Note, my descriptions of Indigenous and natural
science knowledge communities are less nuanced and diverse than
reality; instead, these are “simplifications” to facilitate navigating
complexity (after Ang’s “cultural intelligence” 2011).  

Indigenous peoples’ knowledge about nature arises out of
cosmological understandings of nature as co-constituted with
society, such that the people and the Land are formed together
and known through their relationships with each other
(Kwaymullina 2016, Smith et al. 2016, Tynan 2020). This is an
ethical inter-being-relationality with the Land (Vásquez-
Fernández and Ahenakew 2020). For people, the most important
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relationships are with the Land and then between the people
themselves (Graham 2008). Hypothesis, observation and
experimentation are undertaken within this relational
accountability, and thus expert knowledge is foregrounded as
value laden and situated, as held by knowledge holders (Reo et
al. 2017). Further, people are different from nature but not so
different that they are the only knowledge holders and creators
(Latulippe and Klenk 2020). Nature has law, knowledge, and
culture, and it also sustains and forms human law, knowledge,
and culture through relational accountability, whether these
relations are strong, weak, important, insignificant, and so on.
This multi-being expertise is neither neutral nor independent, but
it seeks to understand what matters, and to whom, with
differentiated roles understood within that.  

In comparison, the natural sciences are renown for “objectivism”
- that the world is comprised of facts, and natural scientists
develop empirical laws and theoretical positions that are designed
to provide literal descriptions of these facts (paraphrased from
Knorr-Cetina 2017(1984):223). This viewpoint separates the
world into subjects (humans) and objects (everything else). The
iconic natural science approach seeks to minimize subjectivity
(human influence) so that methods can be replicated anywhere
by anyone to generate a universal knowledge and, simultaneously,
a universal nature (Mitchell 2000, Hulme 2018). This universal
knowledge can be stereotyped as coming from nowhere. However,
it is established natural science practice to acknowledge
subjectivity in, for example, prioritizing fields of research, method
selection, and analyzing results: work that is central to its success
(Knorr-Cetina 2017(1984):224). Yet, such subjectivities, and their
uncertainties, are often glossed over by users of natural science
expertise who desire clearer terms. This includes bushfire inquiries
and practitioners seeking to reassure the public about bushfire
risk (May 2020:149-50, Weir et al. 2022). Furthermore, a lot of
natural science research is funded by the public sector to
specifically meet policy objectives.  

Nature-as-object is such a definitive expression of contemporary
academic knowledge that, with important exceptions, it is
sustained across the natural sciences, social sciences, humanities
and inter- trans-disciplinary studies - whether from reflexive or
reductive academic standpoints. The relevance here is how it
constrains over-turning Indigenous knowledge discrimination.

Discrimination
As a consequence of the coupled universal–nature/knowledge
viewpoint, Indigenous expert knowledge becomes placed as
subjective, local, and unscientific. It does not meet the evidentiary
standards. The real nature is known through the authoritative
natural science method. For example, after the 2019–2020
catastrophic fires in Australia, the Royal Commission firmly
positioned cultural burning’s hazard-reduction contribution as
“local knowledge” (Binskin 2020). Whereas, Indigenous peoples’
relational accountability re-orders the risk. The public-sector
risk-mitigation hierarchy of protecting humans, property, and
then the environment is reversed; instead, the Land must come
first, and human lives and property are protected within that
(Steffensen cited in Weir 2020).  

At the same time, universal–nature/knowledge discrimination is
intertwined with the discrimination wrought by imperialism and
colonialism that positions Indigenous peoples as savages and non-

Indigenous people as civilized (Nakata 2007:28–30). The
literature documents how the seizure of Indigenous lands was
justified by social science and humanities theories of
progressional civilizations and racial hierarchies (eugenics)
(Rigney 1999, Nakata 2007). Euro-American (white) scholars
argued that Indigenous people were inferior and would
necessarily give way to the superior (white) Euro-American
modern world (Miller et al. 2010).  

While largely discredited after World War II, these discriminatory
logics remain influential today, including in collaborative
environmental governance; for example, the assumption that
Indigenous knowledge is archival knowledge (Whyte 2013). When
Indigenous knowledge is set in the past, once lost it is lost forever,
and if  it changes, it is no longer authentic and is “made-up”. This
is evident when Indigenous cultural burning knowledge is
considered not relevant because of landscape and demographic
change since colonization (Eriksen and Hankins 2014:1291);
needing to be imported from “remote” locations where it is
assumed closer to pre-colonial Indigenous knowledge sets; and/
or is only about protecting values from the past (e.g., rock art)
and not also about futures (Neale 2018).  

The global reach of imperialism and colonialism built and
affirmed universal–nature/knowledge and secured resources to
perpetuate these logics as “modernity” (Mitchell 2000, Nakata
2007). The sheer quantity of environmental research generated
in line with these logics sustains extractive approaches to
Indigenous knowledge, removing it from relational accountability
to serve the purposes of others (Welch and Coimbra 2019). In
response, Indigenous scholars have prioritized influencing
research and public-sector agendas (Rigney 1999, Hemming et
al. 2010, Williamson et al. 2022).

Analyzing knowledge communities through Indigenous landscape
fires
This potent combination can and does derail collaborative
environmental governance; however, Indigenous landscape fires
offer potential for disruption. First, distinct to negotiations in
policy forums, Indigenous fire practitioners can lead by lighting
burns as appropriate with the Country and the Land, if  access is
possible and as public-sector regulations allow. Second, thereby
demonstrate relational accountability to teach others. Third,
Indigenous landscape fire is influential in existing tensions
between two public-sector environmental governance responsibilities
- biodiversity conservation and natural-hazard mitigation.  

Catastrophic fires are placing pressure on governments for more
hazard-reduction burns, with many ecologists (and conservationists)
concerned about the consequences for ecological life (May 2020).
Hazard-reduction burns are supported by wildfire science
expertise in wildfire likelihood and behavior, which spans from
mathematics to ecology (Bell et al. 2020, Penman et al. 2020).
Their purpose is to protect people and property (or assets). They
may or may not protect biodiversity conservation, however
protecting assets can include ecological communities. This
approach is emblematic in the casting of grass, leaf litter, bark,
and small bushes as “fuel” or “flammable organic matter”.
Researchers interested in alternatives to simply more hazard-
reduction burns include ecologists investigating more strategic
approaches and/or, as shared here, cool-burning techniques. Both
the ecological sciences and the wildfire sciences have recruited
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Indigenous peoples’ historic fire practices to their landscape
burning arguments (Neale 2018, 2020, May 2020). Indigenous
landscape fires include techniques to allow wildlife to escape, with
cooler burning temperatures protecting the canopy and organic
life in the soil and their regular application reducing bushfire risk
(Fletcher et al. 2021, Marks-Block and Tripp 2021, Cavanagh
2022).  

However, Indigenous leaders reiterate that these fires must be
understood within relational accountability. Burning can also be
about “cleaning” Country for well-being, food, protecting specific
sites/places, demonstrating ownership, passing on knowledge,
and more. Specific roles are involved for different people (e.g.,
women, men, children, and Elders), who may have specific
practices (e.g., differentiated hunting roles), learning from and
respecting Country through lighting fires with Country (Alberts
2021, Cavanagh 2021, Petersen 2021).  

The possibilities for change are as extensive as the discrimination.
For example, Cabrogal woman Mikaela Jade, a former ACT Parks
ranger and now digital entrepreneur, has explored how change is
possible with satellite maps:  

They collect data on the landscape, but the algorithms only
process that data through Western knowledge systems.
Indigenous communities see patterns in the environment and
connectivity within ecosystems. This can be applied to developing
new algorithms that look at the world through a different lens.
(cited in Mudditt 2021:79)

PRESCRIBED BURNING IN THE AUSTRALIAN
CAPITAL TERRITORY (ACT)
In Australia, public-sector landscape burning is called prescribed
burning, as defined as:  

The controlled application of fire under specified
environmental conditions to a predetermined area and at
the time, intensity, and rate of spread required to attain
planned resource management objectives.(AFAC 2012:24) 

Initially, non-Indigenous people learned to burn here from
Indigenous people, and they valued landscape burning for
promoting pasture for stock and protecting property (including
twentieth-century forestry resources) (Eriksen and Hankins 2014,
Neale 2018; for comparison Vinyeta 2022). From the 1960s–1980s
the fire sciences rapidly grew and “[natural] science-based fire
management” was developed with “reintroducing Aboriginal
burning culture” becoming a public-sector activity in the twenty-
first century (Morgan et al. 2020:7-8, 20-21). Concomitantly, the
twentieth-century conservation movement sought to minimize
humanity’s impact on nature, including challenging the purpose
(and legitimacy) of hazard-reduction burns (May 2020, Morgan
et al. 2020).  

Until recently, the purpose of prescribed burning has almost
exclusively been hazard reduction, with the Australian Capital
Territory (ACT) no exception. In the ACT, most hazard reduction
burns are undertaken by ACT Parks, which has hazard reduction
and biodiversity conservation responsibilities for nearly all nature
reserves. ACT Parks sits within the Environment Directorate of
the ACT government and hosts the Fire Management Unit
(FMU) who conduct the burns, usually in the cooler months and
responding to bushfires in the hotter months. The 2003

catastrophic fires in Canberra led to new laws, policies and
practices focused on bushfire-risk mitigation. As common at the
time, the post-bushfire inquiry report only mentioned Indigenous
people in historical terms, and the new regulations did not
mention Indigenous people at all (Freeman et al. 2021:116,
Williamson et al. 2020:13-15). Nonetheless, these regulations have
facilitated the use of government vehicles, staff  and equipment
for cultural burns. Periodically reviewed strategic plans have
enabled regulatory flexibility to diversify fire practice, initially to
include environmental protection and then Indigenous peoples’
priorities. During my fieldwork, about thirty hazard-reduction
burns were planned annually, the smaller ecological burns about
half  of that and two to four cultural burns. All prescribed burns
are undertaken on public nature reserves, noting that the ACT
has neither Indigenous land rights nor native title (Freeman et al.
2021:4-5).  

This is intensely regulated work. Prescribed burns are planned
and budgeted a year in advance in the Bushfire Operations Plan
(BOP), which lists location, size, works needed, dates, staff  etc.
Individual burn plans prescribe “specific parameters (weather,
fuel moisture, fire intensity), detailed information about the site
(controlled lines, lighting procedures, unique features), and
objectives.”[3] Fuel-hazard assessments are based on 700
permanent fuel plots monitored by Environment Directorate
ecologists. Then, the FMU must wait until the burn area is within
prescription. If  this does not happen, the planned burn is not lit.
Both the annual planning and individual burns require hazard
reduction and ecology expertise in their creation and regulation,
which includes guidance from the international risk management
standard (ISO 31000). Cultural burns must meet these
prescriptions and also standards set by the Traditional
Custodians.  

My understanding is that, at a minimum, cultural burns at ACT
Parks are fires lit as considered appropriate by Traditional
Custodians and as aligned with Indigenous expert fire knowledge.
Adrian Brown has shared his father’s legacy in bringing this
cultural burning program into existence:  

Always in the back of my mind, I think about dad. How
powerful is that, that this man in his quietness, in his
humbleness, has influenced hundreds, and now probably
thousands, of people. I don’t know what that impact is,
but whenever I hear people talk here about cultural fire
management, I know it stems from those conversations
that we started back a very long time ago. (Brown 2021) 

The ACT Parks approach began with learning through lighting
cultural burns, and guidelines “for fuel and fire management
operations” documented this emerging practice (ACTPCS 2015),
with both conducted in consultation with the Traditional
Custodians. The guidelines were intended to be revised regularly,
although this did not happen during my fieldwork.  

The guidelines identify differentiated roles for cultural burns:  

1. An Aboriginal ACT Parks staff  member be involved in every
phase (identification of potential sites, planning, pre-burn
works, burning, monitoring, and rehabilitation), and they
must work closely with the FMU and the Traditional
Custodians; and, 
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2. Traditional Custodians must be given the opportunity to be
involved in all or any steps within these phases, noting that
specific training and equipment is required to be present on
the fire ground and with provision for that training in the
BOP. 

Also, an Aboriginal Fire Management Officer position was
created within the FMU, by which time Adrian Brown had left
ACT Parks to establish his own business.  

The guidelines state that cultural burns can be for any purpose
within the primary purpose of cultural renewal. Individual
cultural burn plans might announce “ongoing commitment to
Caring for Country” or “culture” as the purpose, with culture
both the “reason” and “mission” (e.g., Attachment A, Weir and
Freeman 2019:40-55). There is little additional detail provided in
the fifteen pages of prescription. Significant cultural burns
include a men’s site in a mountainous nature reserve which was
only attended by men and began with a smoking ceremony led by
Adrian Brown (2016), and an ochre quarry within suburban
Canberra which was the first with all lighting roles held by
Aboriginal people (2018) (Freeman et al. 2021:10-11). Both burns
were identified and lit by Traditional Custodians.  

The diversification of burning practice first appears in the ACT
Parks paper work as an Additional Fire Burn conducted in
October 2013: a category for burns not listed in the BOP.
Motivated non-Indigenous staff  with ecological expertise filled
in the burn plan differently, with the purpose listed as “ecological
objectives”. Also documented is a scheduled site meeting with the
Indigenous fire crew the day beforehand, although the post-burn
report comments only concern ecology. At the same time, the
Environment Directorate secured Commonwealth grant monies
(2014–2017) to conduct ecological burning trials in grasslands.
They are listed in the BOP as ecological burns. In recognition of
the relationship between ecological burns and cultural burns,
these grant monies employed an Indigenous staff  member and
were planned and lit by the FMU Aboriginal Fire Management
Officer. As distinct categories, “ecological burns” first appeared
in the 2015–16 BOP and “cultural burns” in 2016–17.

METHODOLOGY
This research was negotiated with Aboriginal and other staff  at
ACT Parks. It is one of two case studies within a larger project
about Indigenous peoples and the natural hazard sector in
southern Australia, funded by the Bushfire and Natural Hazards
Cooperative Research Centre. The design of this larger project
was workshopped with natural hazard agencies, Indigenous
individuals and institutions, who also participated as research and
end-user team members, and co/authors, and co/presenters. This
has iteratively informed the research development, although the
funding body, research, and end-user teams are dominated by
non-Indigenous people and institutions.  

Between 2017–2019 I conducted 18 semi-structured interviews:  

1. eight people identified as Aboriginal, including three
Traditional Custodians; 

2. ten people identified as non-Indigenous; 

3. eleven people identified as male, seven as female, and nil as
other; 

4. fifteen people were public servants in the Environment
Directorate spanning roles as field officers, scientists, project
managers, and executive staff; and 

5. three people were community leaders/consultants/former
public servants who had in/formal relationships with the
Environment Directorate. 

Individuals rarely fit neatly within an expert knowledge
community. At least half  of the non-Indigenous interviewees and
at least two of the Indigenous interviewees held either under-
graduate or post-graduate qualifications in ecology, forestry,
geography, and/or environmental management. Several fire
officers were trained in ecology.  

Interviewees were identified through the snowball approach, with
both interviewees and me checking for exclusions. The interviews
occurred in nature reserves, offices, depots, and my home; were
between 40 to 90 minutes with transcriptions ranging from 4500
to 12,000 words. My interview analysis identified and synthesized
common themes and topics, initially in two groups of Aboriginal
and non-Indigenous interviewees and then together. The
interviewees are coded with a numerical placing and A for
Aboriginal interviewees and N for non-Indigenous interviewees.
To protect anonymity, I have not distinguished Traditional
Custodians and sometimes not coded an interviewee. The quotes
cited here were shared with each interviewee prior to publication.
Interviewees could leave the research project at any time. I
complemented the interviews with participant observation at
workplaces, Indigenous fire events, and when presenting, writing,
and traveling with research participants in industry, research, and
community contexts. I have also lived in the ACT for 25 years.  

Aboriginal and other interviewees requested that I undertake the
fieldwork and analysis independently because of the intimate
work context. I have otherwise prioritized supporting publication
outlets for Aboriginal people involved in the cultural burning
program (e.g., Weir and Freeman 2019, Brown 2021, Freeman et
al. 2021) and more generally (e.g., Weir et al. 2021). As a non-
Indigenous scholar, Indigenous leadership is always teaching me
how to respectfully step back, step up, and walk alongside. This
includes learning from at least one Traditional Custodian who
kept putting off  my interview invitation, whether they were saying
not yet, not now, not on these terms, and/or not ever (Tuck and
Yang 2014). Note also, I did not undertake research activities with
Adrian Brown or his family during fieldwork. Later, Adrian
contributed a celebration of his father’s work to a collection of
cultural burning stories I co-edited (Weir et al. 2021).

RESULTS
The interview results center on how Indigenous and non-
Indigenous individuals encountered, interpreted, and prioritized
the influence of wildfire science, ecological science and
Indigenous expert knowledge communities. This required
navigating legacies of Indigenous knowledge discrimination; the
privileging of natural science expertise; and the importance of
hazard reduction and biodiversity conservation objectives. The
results are organized as:  

1. presence, expertise and framing 

2. addressing discrimination, building reflexivity 

3. (re)regulation 
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4. moves and counter moves 

5. within/without Country?

Presence, expertise, and framing
To greater or lesser degrees, the rationale for introducing the
cultural burning program was understood by all interviewees as
addressing historic and contemporary discrimination against
Indigenous peoples:  

... fundamentally we don’t own the land, we’re just
managing it. It’s not ours. The Aboriginal people have
far more right to the land than we do. N24 

... we know that a lot of our ancestors did a lot of burning
heavily, and we can see that was stopped for a long period
of time - for reasons that we know of - but why hasn’t
that been reinvigorated? That’s why that project came
about, to re-kickstart that back up again and do a lot of
partnerships with local mob [the Traditional
Custodians] to try and get them back, on Country, to do
the burning, be involved in that program... A15 

This acceptance of Indigenous peoples’ presence and authority
reflects societal shifts made over the last two decades that have
moved discussions about collaborative environmental governance
from why to how (Cavanagh 2021). For Indigenous interviewees,
knowledge sharing is an accepted part; yet, the public-sector
governance context heightens the risks:  

How are you supposed to educate non-Indigenous people
if you don't let them in? A12 

There is a lot of knowledge that a lot of mob [the
Traditional Custodians] don’t want to give away - which
is understandable - but also at the same time that impacts
on the way fire - this agency does fire... I’d be guarded
with my knowledge - well, we all are. Because it can be
exploited in so many ways. A15 

I highlight two overarching matters about the how of
collaboration: knowledge/governance incongruity and framing
the risk. First, the cultural burning program requires working
more closely with Indigenous knowledge expertise, specifically,
burning Country as informed by the Traditional Custodians. The
public servants, however, found relying on an external knowledge
authority for direction and content added new complications to
their regulatory work:  

I don’t want to write all the policy and stuff; I don’t want
to put words in the mouths of the Traditional Custodians
or our staff who are consulting with the Traditional
Custodians. So what will happen? What we are observing
happen is slower progress than you might want. N23 

Because we're putting the white, scientific, traditional
ecology overlay on to that grassland and I guess then
we've got to find out what is the cultural overlay on that
and I can't speak for them, I can't speak for the
community [the Traditional Custodians]. Bringing
those two together is the challenge or is the work to be
done or I don't know where we go, I mean that's - I can't
speak for what they want. N22 

Second, Indigenous interviewees were aware of the consequences
beyond individual burns to understanding the matter at hand:  

It’s all about change. It’s changing people’s thoughts
processes. It’s changing the way they look at the
environment. It’s changing the way they implement fire
on the ground. A13  

Non-Indigenous interviewees were grappling with this. One
interviewee shared a joke about travelers asking for directions and
being unhelpfully told that if  they wanted to get there, then they
could not start from here, with the interviewee finding the advice
held wisdom:  

Maybe sometimes we should pay attention to where we
start. N29 

This interviewee thought all the burns should be cohesively
brought together:  

I still think we can't silo cultural burning, ecological
burning, asset protection burning. We've got to work out
what the common language is here, because it's not
helping anyone having the different - we've got to work
out what's our shared knowledge and shared objectives. N22 

While this interviewee described cultural burning as opening a
new field:  

 ... it's almost like an entire field's opened up, if you put
it that way. We talk about burning, and people focus on
that, but there’s [an agency] commitment to Indigenous
culture and there’s a commitment to having [Indigenous]
people involved and embedded within that agency, and
recognizing what the importance of that is and how that
gets promulgated to the rest of the agency. N26

Addressing discrimination, building reflexivity
Within this complexity, most interviewees identified clear moves
to address public-sector discrimination toward Indigenous
knowledge. These are arranged here as four steps. First, the
reconsideration of who has expert evidence, as argued by
Indigenous people for generations:  

... they should at least treat the same practices that we’ve
been doing for thousands of years, and treat that just as
valuable. A14 

... it’s not the fact that we’re saying that it’s not important
to have evidence-based methods but it is also important
to understand that - I guess, trust in the knowledge that
it is evidence-based, it’s just not written down. A17 

This reconsideration requires non-Indigenous interviewees to be
reflexive about current prescription:  

With climate change going on anyway, who says that a
prescriptive written down knowledge would be correct? N23 

[Ecologists] say, “you can’t burn because this flower’s
doing this or doing that.” ... I say, “Well, what’s Spring?
What is Spring? Is that a day of the year or is it a weather
thing?” ... As we know, trees, plants, shrubs respond to
climactic or weather [conditions], not the day on the
calendar probably. So we’re told, “Oh 1 August, you can’t
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do anything from this date to that date,” and it drives me
crazy. Whereas, we need to start incorporating the
knowledge and lessons from the Traditional Owners of
the land we work on. N28  

Second, many interviewees were also aware of reconsidering who
has systems of expert knowledge creation. The mentoring network
“Murumbung Rangers” was established about five years ago to
support Indigenous staff  within the Environment Directorate.
Prior to this:  

There was nothing. There was no opportunity. They were
expected to lead ranger-guided activities or give cultural
advice in whatever capacity they were working in, whether
it be field staff - GSO we call them - or rangers. They
were expected to just know it all because they live in the
community [laughs] and their Elders would give them
that knowledge, wouldn’t they? So why would they have
to meet? N20 

Indigenous staff  involved in the cultural burning program were
also funded to attend a week-long Indigenous-lead cultural
burning workshop in 2018, the first ever in south-eastern Australia
to build and share fire knowledge. This was valued for its
Indigenous methodologies:  

... it’s like old ways, you know what I mean? We’d all get
together, we’d share that knowledge and that system, and
now - we’re doing it now. We all get together, and we’re
sharing it again, and we’re learning. We - rather than just
always talking about it, we’re actually doing it. A14 

Third, the reconsideration of whose knowledge is relevant across
time:  

... some people just always talk past tense. I would like
to see more people are going to start knowing that these
things are still here. It’s not always in the past. It’s here
now. A14 

In a way I had not heard before, this non-Indigenous ecologist
addressed archival knowledge discrimination by interrogating
assumptions within their natural science tradition, while
identifying similarities between methods:  

Traditional [Indigenous] knowledge has been lost from
this part of the world, but there’s no reason why we can’t
redevelop it both as ecologists and Aboriginal people.
They’re still having those interactions; those things are
still pollinating those plants. Let’s rebuild that knowledge
over time and to me that’s an option. It’s not invalid to
do that. If we don’t have that knowledge - then what?
That’s what we do in science all the time. If we don’t know
something we go and do some research, find out about it
and build the body of knowledge. That’s what presumably
Aboriginal people did for thousands and thousands of
years but having lost some of that knowledge through
white invasion doesn’t mean we can’t rebuild it again over
time together. I’d like to see more of that. N21  

Fourth, whose knowledge is relevant across contexts to address the
discriminatory treatment of Indigenous knowledge as discretely
local and/or cultural:  

If you attend some of the training here [ACT Parks circa
2017-18], you won’t hear anything about Aboriginal fire,
but yet we have a cultural fire program. ... it’s all about
Western science - which is, yes, definitely helpful - a good
way to learn those things, but why don’t - why isn’t the
Aboriginal fire incorporated in the training? ... I feel it’s
a bit token, sometimes. It’s like, “I will include you in
this, but this is - so now let’s get to the real business.” A15

(Re)regulation
Reconsidering who has knowledge expertise requires
reconsidering regulations built around expert knowledge. Re-
regulation is a term used by some cultural burning proponents in
Victoria to communicate that cultural burning is not relinquishing
regulation but revising it and/or adding more regulation. This is
to address fears that “you won’t sort of have conflagrations, with
Canberra burning down.” N23  

Some interviewees sought a specific definition of cultural burns
to support its presence within the regulations, including how they
differ or align with other prescribed burns:  

Once we’re all clear on what a cultural burn is then we
can all achieve that. We can set targets and we can make
sure that burn - is it classified as cultural burn, or is it an
ecological one that has cultural advantages? Or is just a
hazard-reduction burn that happens to also have other
values? N24 

However, this assumption of different burns being comparable
entities was then countered by the consequential presence of
Country:  

I mean the whole area is Aboriginal. So every burn we
do is basically a cultural burn. N24 

Not to be misinterpreted as cultural appropriation, this
interviewee is paying respect to the pre-eminence of Country and
all activity falling within that.  

Confusion was common:  

I don’t think [non-Indigenous] people have got any idea,
concept, of what it - what cultural burning is. I’m not
even sure what I know, what it is, and I am often involved
with descriptions and see it and stuff. N23  

Indigenous interviewees also found it difficult to codify for the
regulations:  

... [defining cultural burns is] difficult but I think it’s
supposed to be difficult when you’re learning and when
you’re practicing. A17 

Some Indigenous interviewees were frustrated with the
prescriptions, especially compared with the greater autonomy to
burn on Indigenous land rights lands in NSW:  

We can’t even go out and burn Country unless it’s on the
BOP or it’s on the cards to be being burnt you know. A11 

... the only reason you’re allowed to burn is from a
predetermined methodology designed by white fella
science, which is perfectly reasonable. Science isn’t white
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fella or black fella, it’s using evidence to support
something, we understand that. But it’s a methodology
that’s been predetermined, that’s the last decision of
whether you can burn or not. ... [with cultural burning]
you burn based on your senses. Whereas when you’re not
burning on your senses it starts to degrade or erode that
integrity of the work culture and your burn. A17

Moves and counter moves
There are moves and counter moves as individuals explore
together what was, what is, and what will be.  

Addressing discrimination can generate resentment because it
unsettles privileges enjoyed at the expense of Aboriginal people,
but not understood as such. For example, an Indigenous
interviewee shared how a non-Indigenous colleague criticized
Aboriginal staff  attending the Indigenous fire workshop as
“special treatment.” This derogatory term perceives Aboriginal
people getting something for nothing from the government just
because they are Aboriginal.  

There is also resistance from the status quo of natural science
expertise:  

We have people who are in our agency that have been
there for a very long time and this being the new space
that it is, people can become uncomfortable when you’re
changing the reasons for burning. They’re very
ecologically focused and if something is being done in a
land management sense that doesn’t tick, or it’s not
quantifiable in the way that they want it to be, then you
can get some resistance in the space. A17  

In comparison, some non-Indigenous public servants see the work
as part of public-sector responsibility for systemic discrimination
and violence:  

I feel like we [public servants] should all of us have that
obligation to acknowledge and incorporate as much
[Indigenous knowledge] as we can and provide
opportunities. I think that’s even more so because of the
suffering and the pain. And the healing that needs to occur
... N27  

I think we really have to go back to basics and say, “This
is your knowledge, and we recognize that we’ve taken it
away. Our ancestors took it away and we want it to look
like what you want now.” ... to try and bring up more
knowledge about blending that science and monitoring
and what’s been going on in the decades that, when people,
since people were moved off the ACT over the border and
put in reserves and missions. N20  

Similarly, one Indigenous interviewee described learning
ecological science knowledge as “repatriation” so as to “adapt that
to Aboriginal ways of doing fire.” A15  

Yet, if  the program is not meaningful enough, Indigenous people
can assert their authority and call it out, as these interviewees did:

So, at the moment some of the burning that happens here
is a prescribed burn that they’ve just put the title cultural
burn on. They’ve brought in a community member to light
the fire and that’s it, but there’s a lot more to burning
than just that. A10  

If they were real about stopping all these bushfires,
stopping anything, when they do a land management plan,
cultural law would be at the forefront of that. A12 

Within/without Country?
The different understandings of nature were highlighted in the
uneasy aligning and diverging relationship between ecological
burns and cultural burns.  

On the one hand, respect for ecological life is a common element
as compared to the “make-the-ground-black” stereotype of
hazard-reduction burns:  

...it’s got ecological value. It’s a home for something, food
for us, or food for animals. I guess calling it a hazard, are
you really respecting it? A14 

Ecological burns were also an opportunity to share and learn
cooler-burning methods together:  

... they [the Aboriginal people] are knowledge-sharing
among themselves but also, they are knowledge-sharing
with all the other crews and anybody else that’s there as
well. N27  

They’re learning as much as we are in terms of the timing
of the burn. N25  

On the other hand, alignment can mask divergence:  

... one's saying we're going on Country to improve the
Country; we say we're going into a grassland to improve
the condition of the grassland. To me that's the same,
that should be the same, we've got this shared objective
which is to improve the grassland condition and therefore
we should work together with it. N22  

Indigenous interviewees articulated difference and its importance
through foregrounding relational accountability:  

What the ecological burning space doesn’t have that the
cultural burning space does, is the ability to give back a
system of knowledge and power and respect to the
community that that was taken away from. That’s a very
powerful element to it. A17 

... this cultural burning is more than about burning, as I
mentioned. It’s about Aboriginal people with a bit of
determination about contributing to caring for Country.
Caring for Country might not seem much to other people,
but when your people have been doing it for at least
100,000 years, then it is instilled in you. A13 

So if we keep burning Country the wrong way ... our kids
are going to grow up, they go “oh yeah that’s the way
them old fellas did it back in them days.” But that’s not
the right way. We don’t want that to go on for generations.
We want to change so - well I do anyways. I want to see
change within our burning practices. A11 

Yet, the risks with the cultural burns remain because of the
asymmetrical governance arrangements:  

... at the moment if they have a lean year and they don’t
get around to that [the planned cultural burns], that’s
all the opportunity that the larger bureaucracy would
need to say, “It makes no difference if you guys do this
work or not.”A16 
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The biggest fear is that people are just going to say that’s
just another burn that the Fire Unit or non-Aboriginal
people can undertake. A13 

Basically, everything we’ve come up with to date has been
taken. This is something we’d like to keep for ourselves
and lead Australia in the resurgence of proper land
management. ... we started with the cultural burning and
then somebody came up with, “that’s a cool burn”
[ecological burn]. A13 

When asked specifically about the difference between cultural
burns and ecological burns, this interviewee stopped articulating
difference and instead responded flatly about co-option:  

I don’t know really. I think Aboriginal people have been
doing ecological burns forever. I don’t really know. A13  

The persistent discrimination toward Indigenous knowledge-
governance was appreciated as not necessarily malicious but a
legacy of the education system (Rigney 1999):  

... unfortunately, sometimes the cultural laws, they can't
get on side by side with the Western laws, because
Western people don’t understand the cultural laws. But
how are they supposed to understand them when they
don't teach them and let them understand the cultural
laws? A12

DISCUSSION
From my results, I find that cultural burning worked as a
collaborative concept. It had enough traction for diverse
individuals to collaborate on this Indigenous-identified priority
and learn about Indigenous knowledge discrimination, despite
not quite understanding what cultural burning is. Overall, two
factors supported these learnings. First, acceptance that
discrimination against Indigenous people is unacceptable, and to
move from why to how. Second, the setting aside of public-sector
hesitancy to consider how through doing, which required
iteratively unpacking contested matters of expertise and
authority.  

All non-Indigenous interviewees revealed they understood that
Indigenous people are required as leaders and experts, specifically
the Traditional Custodians, otherwise the cultural burning
program has no content. This was usually followed by two
additional learnings (or deepening of existing understandings)
that Indigenous knowledge is consequential for the content and
direction of cultural burns and public-sector environmental
governance, and thus the current regulatory arrangements needed
to be re-considered.  

Most Indigenous and non-Indigenous interviewees explicitly
acknowledged that the natural sciences have limits, whether
wildfire or ecology, and also that the use of the natural sciences
in the public sector is value laden. Both moves were critical to
unsettling the default privileging of natural science expertise as
the evidentiary standard about nature, which, further, is necessary
to authorize public-sector use of other expertise about nature.
The justice premise to accept that Indigenous peoples’ landscape
fires should be supported, meant that the public sector was
required to take Indigenous knowledge seriously, without
requiring hazard reduction nor biodiversity conservation claims
to be made for these burns to be considered worthy, although
these goals were still very important.  

However, across all interviews, universal–nature/knowledge was
present as either the pragmatics of public-sector environmental
governance or the assumed reality. It was rare for Indigenous
interviewees to elaborate on the many other priorities embedded
with supporting ecological life and reducing large fires (e.g.,
health, economy, art, and so on), although the language of
Country and caring for Country signalled this. All Indigenous
interviewees had concerns about the longevity of the program
given the power asymmetries in the governance arrangements.  

The majority of interviewees understood that these cultural burns
required systemic change in the public sector to be more
meaningful, and, or, that cultural burns would facilitate that
change. These understandings ranged from unfamiliar to long-
rehearsed. Unsurprisingly, confusion and frustration arose when
the knowledge-governance of the Traditional Custodians was
expected or hoped to be contained within discrete cultural burns.

I summarize the key results:  

1. Indigenous knowledge communities face a resistant
knowledge-sharing context: universal–nature/knowledge.
This is unfamiliar with their knowledge expertise and works
against it. 

2. Indigenous knowledge has broad reach and evidentiary
practices because it holds nature–society in relation and
foregrounds the Land. Cultural burning thus has adaptive
power to go beyond land management regulatory frames
(Marks-Block and Tripp 2021:14). 

3. Knowledge discrimination is suppressed but does not go away 
when not addressed. Reflexivity can iteratively build
narratives and language to assist the respectful co-creation
and sharing of knowledge. 

4. However, addressing knowledge discrimination requires
addressing the skewed political-economy. Otherwise,
Indigenous knowledge is less likely to be maintained,
renewed, and shared within Indigenous knowledge
communities, and it is at greater risk of being co-opted,
dismissed, tokenized, and erased when shared out to others. 

5. Natural scientists can and are valuing Indigenous knowledge
as evidentiary without debasing the natural sciences, through
being more reflexive about methodology, the reach of
relational accountability is less understood. 

6. Positionality influences reflexivity about expert knowledge.
Indigenous interviewees had no choice but to be reflexive;
most non-Indigenous interviewees were learning about
Indigenous knowledge while also learning to be reflexive
about non-Indigenous knowledge. 

In this study, individual burns were highly valued by many, but
they were not themselves sufficient for what is at stake: the
“collective failure to care for Country” as stunningly expressed
by the 2020–21 catastrophic bushfires (Fletcher et al. 2021:7). This
study has revealed how a certain kind of reflexivity is required to
reconsider who has facts about nature and thus who has
regulatory power. The predominance of universal–nature/
knowledge is such that, even in good-faith collaborations, the non-
Indigenous assumption persists that, at some point, it will be
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possible to separate Indigenous knowledge out into exclusive
nature and culture categories (Reo et al. 2017).  

Given the academy’s role in knowledge generation and
transmission, and the public-sector’s legacy as imperialism’s
domestic form, I identify two areas for systemic change:  

1. Teaching and learning knowledge reflexivity across
academia, as especially important for natural science
educators and for environmental studies across all
disciplines. This will incrementally broaden the expert-
knowledge base, including that used and authorized in
public-sector environmental governance; and, 

2. Material support of Indigenous peoples’ knowledge
communities and institutions. This includes promoting
Indigenous knowledge expertise and leadership within the
academy and returning Land where knowledge is built and
maintained.

CONCLUSION
The research documents that Indigenous knowledge has a place
in public-sector environmental governance as tested and testable
evidence about nature that is contemporary, embedded in time-
deep traditions with the Land, regulated by Indigenous
knowledge communities, and formed and reformed through
interactions with non-Indigenous knowledge. But, knowledge
sharing to support the cultural burning program is fundamentally
hamstrung because it is within the public sector, and this removes
the Traditional Custodians from the regulation and protection of
their knowledge. These are the co-located jurisdictional matters
that this study has acknowledged but not substantively addressed.

Many of the gestures made by advocates for the cultural burning
program cannot help but be inadequate given the sweeping change
needed in the public sector and academia, including taking
climate change seriously. I think it is important, flawed, and
partial work that can be co-opted, tokenized, and abandoned,
and it is demonstrating that change is possible but has to be
systemic to be meaningful. In this, the natural sciences will become
differently involved in supporting environmental governance by
facilitating greater power-sharing with the Traditional
Custodians. And this change, I speculate, is part of what some
Traditional Custodians are waiting for when they say “no” and
“not yet.”  

__________  
[1] Weir (2021) for my understanding of modern knowledge, and
the difference of instrumental and reflexive modern knowledge.
[2] As led by www.firesticks.org.au and the Cape York Cultural
Burning Workshops.
[3] https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/
bushfire_management/fuel_management/about-prescribed-burns

Acknowledgments:

I thank everyone who contributed their time and care to be
interviewed. I thank case-study partners ACT Parks. I thank the
Traditional Custodians of Canberra for their leadership. I thank all

involved in the larger Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC research
project. I thank the editors and anonymous peer reviewers for their
support in bringing this paper to publication, especially the
recommendation to read Whyte 2013 and their assistance in writing
for the format expected by this journal. All errors and omissions
remain my responsibility.

Data Availability:

This is not possible as the manuscript is based on anonymous semi-
structured qualitative interviews.

LITERATURE CITED
ACTPCS (ACT Parks and Conservation Service). 2015.
Aboriginal cultural guidelines for fuel and fire management
operations. ACTPCS, Canberra.  

AFAC (Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities
Council). 2012. Bushfire glossary. AFAC, Melbourne.  

Alberts, E. 2021. Eileen’s story. In J. K. Weir, D. Freeman, and B.
Williamson, editors. Cultural burning in Southern Australia.
Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC, Melbourne, Victoria.  

Ang, I. 2011. Navigating complexity: from cultural critique to
cultural intelligence. Continuum 25(6):779-94. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10304312.2011.617873  

Bell, T. L., M. Gharun, M. Possell, and M. A. Adams. 2020.
Impacts of prescribed burning on forest carbon and water. In A.
Leavesley, M. Wouters, and R. Thornton, editors. Prescribed
burning in Australasia: the science, practice and politics of
burning the bush. AFAC, Melbourne, Victoria.  

Binskin, M., A. Bennett, and A. Macintosh. 2020. Royal
commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements
report. Commonwealth of Australia.  

Brown, A. 2021. Adrian’s story. In J. K. Weir, D. Freeman, and
B. Williamson, editors. Cultural burning in Southern Australia.
Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC, Melbourne, Australia.  

Cavanagh, V. 2022. The (re)emergence of Aboriginal women and
cultural burning in New South Wales, Australia. Global
Application of Prescribed Fire. CSIRO, Canberra.  

Cavanagh, V. 2021. Vanessa’s story. In J. K. Weir, D. Freeman,
and B. Williamson, editors. Cultural burning in Southern
Australia. Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC, Melbourne,
Victoria, Australia.  

Collins, H., R. Evans, D. Durant, and M. Weinel. 2020. Experts
and the will of the people: society, populism and science. Palgrave,
Cham, Switzerland. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-26983-8  

Copes-Gerbitz, K., S. M. Hagerman, and L. D. Daniels. 2021.
Situating Indigenous knowledge for resilience in fire-dependent
social-ecological systems. Ecology and Society 26(4):25. https://
doi.org/10.5751/ES-12757-260425  

Diver, S. 2017. Negotiating Indigenous knowledge at the science-
policy interface: Insights from the Xaxli’p Community Forest.
Environmental Science & Policy 73:1-11. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.envsci.2017.03.001  

https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol28/iss1/art17/
www.firesticks.org.au
https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel_management/about-prescribed-burns
https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel_management/about-prescribed-burns
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F10304312.2011.617873
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F10304312.2011.617873
https://doi.org/10.1007%2F978-3-030-26983-8
https://doi.org/10.5751%2FES-12757-260425
https://doi.org/10.5751%2FES-12757-260425
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.envsci.2017.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.envsci.2017.03.001


Ecology and Society 28(1): 17
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol28/iss1/art17/

Eriksen, C., and D. L. Hankins. 2014. The retention, revival, and
subjugation of Indigenous fire knowledge through agency fire
fighting in eastern Australia and California. Society & Natural
Resources 27(12):1288-1303. https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2014.918226  

Fletcher, M.-S., A. Romano, S. Connor, M. Mariani, and S. Y.
Maezumi. 2021. Catastrophic bushfires, Indigenous fire
knowledge and reframing science in southeast Australia. Fire 4
(61):1-11. https://doi.org/10.3390/fire4030061  

Freeman, D., B. Williamson, and J. K. Weir. 2021. Cultural
burning and public sector practice in the Australian Capital
Territory. Australian Geographer 52(2):111-129. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00049182.2021.1917133  

Graham, M. 2008. Some thoughts on the philosophical
underpinnings of Aboriginal worldviews. Australian Humanities
Review 45:181-194. https://doi.org/10.1163/156853599X00090  

Hemming, S., D. Rigney, and S. Berg. 2010. Researching on
Ngarrindjeri Ruwe/Ruwar: methodologies for positive transformation.
Australian Aboriginal Studies 2:92-106.  

Hulme, M. 2018. “Gaps” in climate change knowledge.
Environmental Humanities 10(1):330-337. https://doi.
org/10.1215/22011919-4385599  

James, P. 2015. They have never been modern? Then what is the
problem with those Persians? In S. Pascoe, V. Rey, and P. James,
editors. Making modernity: from the Mashriq to the Maghreb.
Arena Publications, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia.  

Knorr-Cetina, K. K. 2017 (1984). The fabrication of facts: toward
a microsociology of scientific knowledge. In N. Stehr and V. Meja,
editors. Society and knowledge. Routledge, New York, USA.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315129884-8  

Kwaymullina, A. 2016. Research, ethics and Indigenous peoples:
an Australian Indigenous perspective on three threshold
considerations for respectful engagement. AlterNative: an
International Journal of Indigenous Peoples 12(4):437-49.
https://doi.org/10.20507/AlterNative.2016.12.4.8  

Latulippe, N., and N. Klenk. 2020. Making room and moving
over: knowledge co-production, Indigenous knowledge
sovereignty and the politics of global environmental change
decision-making. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability
42:7-14. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2019.10.010  

Marks-Block, T., and W. Tripp. 2021. Facilitating prescribed fire
in Northern California through Indigenous governance and
interagency partnerships. Fire 4(37):1-23. https://doi.org/10.3390/
fire4030037  

May, D. 2020. Shallow fire literacy hinders robust fire policy:
Black Saturday and prescribed burning debates. In S. McKinnon
and M. Cook, editors. Disasters in Australia and New Zealand.
Palgrave Macmillan, Singapore. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-98
1-15-4382-1_8  

Miller, R. J, J. Ruru, L. Behrendt, and T. Linberg. 2010.
Discovering Indigenous lands: the doctrine of discovery in the
English colonies. Oxford University Press, Oxford, UK. https://
doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199579815.001.0001  

Mitchell, T. 2000. The stage of modernity. In E. Mitchell, editor.
Questions of modernity. University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA.  

Morgan, G. W., K. G. Tolhurst, M. W. Poynter, N. Cooper, T.
McGuffog, R. Ryan, M. A. Wouters, N. Stephens, P. Black, D.
Sheehan, P. Leeson, S. Whight, and S. M. Davey. 2020. Prescribed
burning in south-eastern Australia: history and future directions.
Australian Forestry 83(1):4-28. https://doi.org/10.1080/0004915
8.2020.1739883  

Mudditt, J. 2021. Connecting the dots. Company Director
Magazine 37(8):78-9.  

Nakata, M. 2007. Discipling the savages, savaging the disciplines.
Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, ACT.  

Neale, T. 2018. Digging for fire: finding control on the Australian
continent. Journal of Contemporary Archaeology 5(1):79-90.
https://doi.org/10.1558/jca.33208  

Neale, T. 2020. What are whitefellas talking about when we talk
about “cultural burning”? Inside Story.  

Neale, T., R. Carter, T. Nelson, and M. Bourke. 2019. Walking
together: a decolonising experiment in bushfire management on
Dja Dja Wurrung Country. Cultural Geographies 26(3):341-359.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474018821419  

Penman, T. D., L. Collins, T. D. Duff, O. F. Price, and G. J. Cary.
2020. Scientific evidence regarding the effectiveness of prescribed
burning in A. Leavesley, M. Wouters, and R. Thornton, editors.
Prescribed burning in Australasia: the science, practice and
politics of burning the bush. AFAC, Melbourne, Victoria,
Australia.  

Petersen, C. 2021. Carol’s story. In J. K. Weir, D. Freeman, and
B. Williamson, editors. Cultural burning in Southern Australia,
report number: 687.2021. Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC,
Melbourne, Victoria.  

Phillips, M. E. 2020. Reconnecting with nature: an ecofeminist
view of environmental management. Geographical Research 58
(2):154-66. https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-5871.12388  

Pielke, R. A. 2007. The honest broker making sense of science in
policy and politics. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511818110  

Prasad, P., and E. Michael. 2005. In the name of the practical:
unearthing the hegemony of pragmatics in the discourse of
environmental management. Journal of Management Studies 42
(4):845-67. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2005.00521.x  

Rigney, L. I. 1999. Internationalization of an Indigenous
anticolonial cultural critique of research methodologies: a guide
to indigenist research methodology and its principles. Wicazo sa
review 14(2):109-121. https://doi.org/10.2307/1409555  

Reo, N. J., K. P Whyte, D. McGregor, M. A. Smith, and J. F.
Jenkins. 2017. Factors that support Indigenous involvement in
multi-actor environmental stewardship. AlterNative: an
International Journal of Indigenous Peoples 13(2):58-68. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1177180117701028  

Robin, L. 2018. Environmental humanities and climate change:
understanding humans geologically and other life forms ethically.

https://doi.org/10.1080%2F08941920.2014.918226
https://doi.org/10.3390%2Ffire4030061
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F00049182.2021.1917133
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F00049182.2021.1917133
https://doi.org/10.1163%2F156853599X00090
https://doi.org/10.1215%2F22011919-4385599
https://doi.org/10.1215%2F22011919-4385599
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315129884-8
https://doi.org/10.20507%2FAlterNative.2016.12.4.8
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.cosust.2019.10.010
https://doi.org/10.3390%2Ffire4030037
https://doi.org/10.3390%2Ffire4030037
https://doi.org/10.1007%2F978-981-15-4382-1_8
https://doi.org/10.1007%2F978-981-15-4382-1_8
https://doi.org/https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1093%2Facprof%3Aoso%2F9780199579815.001.0001
https://doi.org/https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1093%2Facprof%3Aoso%2F9780199579815.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F00049158.2020.1739883
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F00049158.2020.1739883
https://doi.org/10.1558%2Fjca.33208
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1474474018821419
https://doi.org/10.1111%2F1745-5871.12388
https://doi.org/https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.1017%2FCBO9780511818110
https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1467-6486.2005.00521.x
https://doi.org/10.2307%2F1409555
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1177180117701028
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1177180117701028
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol28/iss1/art17/


Ecology and Society 28(1): 17
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol28/iss1/art17/

Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 9(1):1-18.
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.499  

Smith, L. T., T. K. Maxwell, H. Puke, and P. Temara. 2016.
Indigenous knowledge, methodology and mayhem: what is the
role of methodology in producing Indigenous insights? A
discussion from Matauranga Mâori. Knowledge Cultures 4
(3):131-156.  

Smith, W., T. Neale, and J. K. Weir. 2021. Persuasion without
policies: the work of reviving Indigenous peoples’ fire
management in southern Australia. Geoforum 120:82-92. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2021.01.015  

Tuck, E., and K. W. Yang. 2014. R-words: refusing research. In
D. Paris and M. T. Winn, editors. Humanizing research:
decolonizing qualitative inquiry with youth and communities.
Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, California, USA. https://doi.
org/10.4135/9781544329611.n12  

Tynan, L. 2020. Thesis as kin: living relationality with research.
AlterNative: an International Journal of Indigenous Peoples 16
(3):163-170. https://doi.org/10.1177/1177180120948270  

Vásquez-Fernández, A. M., and C. Ahenakew. 2020. Resurgence
of relationality: reflections on decolonizing and indigenizing
‘sustainable development’. Current Opinion in Environmental
Sustainability 43:65-70. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2020.03.005  

Vinyeta, K. 2022. Under the guise of science: how the US Forest
Service deployed settler colonial and racist logics to advance an
unsubstantiated fire suppression agenda. Environmental
Sociology 8(2):134-148. https://doi.org/10.1080/23251042.2021.1987608  

Weir, J. K. 2020. Bushfire lessons from cultural burns. Australian
Journal of Emergency Management 35(3):11-12.  

Weir, J. K. 2021. Terrain: De/centring environmental management
with Indigenous peoples’ leadership. Borderlands 20(1):171-206.
https://doi.org/10.21307/borderlands-2021-007  

Weir, J. K., and D. H. Freeman. 2019. Fire in the South: a cross-
continental knowledge exchange trip. Report, Bushfire and
Natural Hazard CRC, Melbourne, Victoria.  

Weir, J. K., D. Freeman, and B. Williamson. 2021. Cultural
burning in Southern Australia. Bushfire and Natural Hazards
CRC, Melbourne.  

Weir, J. K., T. Neale, and E. A. Clarke. 2022. The recalibration of
our relationships with science (and nature) by natural hazard risk
mitigation practitioners. Environment and Planning E: Nature
and Space 5(3):1654-77. https://doi.org/10.1177/25148486211019828  

Welch, J. R., and C. E. A Coimbra Jr. 2019. Indigenous fire
ecologies, restoration, and territorial sovereignty in the Brazilian
Cerrado: the case of two Xavante reserves. Land Use Policy
104:104055. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2019.104055  

Whyte, K. P. 2013. On the role of traditional ecological knowledge
as a collaborative concept: a philosophical study. Ecological
Processes 2(7):1-12. https://doi.org/10.1186/2192-1709-2-7  

Whyte, K. P. 2018. What do Indigenous knowledges do for
Indigenous Peoples? In M. K. Nelson and D. Shilling, editors.

Traditional ecological knowledge: learning from Indigenous
practices for environmental sustainability. Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, UK. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108552998.005  

Williamson, B., F. Markham, and J. K. Weir. 2020. Aboriginal
peoples and the response to the 2019-2020 bushfires. Working
Paper No. 134/2020. Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy
Research, Australian National University, Canberra.  

Williamson, B., S. Provost, and C. Price. 2022. Operationalising
Indigenous data sovereignty in environmental research and
governance. Environment and Planning F 0(0). https://doi.
org/10.1177/26349825221125496

https://doi.org/10.1002%2Fwcc.499
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.geoforum.2021.01.015
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.geoforum.2021.01.015
https://doi.org/10.4135%2F9781544329611.n12
https://doi.org/10.4135%2F9781544329611.n12
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1177180120948270
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.cosust.2020.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F23251042.2021.1987608
https://doi.org/10.21307%2Fborderlands-2021-007
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F25148486211019828
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.landusepol.2019.104055
https://doi.org/10.1186%2F2192-1709-2-7
https://doi.org/10.1017%2F9781108552998.005
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F26349825221125496
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F26349825221125496
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol28/iss1/art17/

	Title
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Expert knowledge
	Knowledge communities
	Difference
	Discrimination
	Analyzing knowledge communities through indigenous landscape fires

	Prescribed burning in the australian capital territory (act)
	Methodology
	Results
	Presence, expertise, and framing
	Addressing discrimination, building reflexivity
	(re)regulation
	Moves and counter moves
	Within/without country?

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Data availability
	Literature cited

