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There is increasing recognition of the need for developing institutional arrangements that empower indigenous peoples, strengthen their participation in natural resource management and ensure that their use of resources is ecologically sustainable. The challenge of developing such arrangements is potentially greatest when natural resources include species that are listed as threatened, especially if they are of cultural and dietary value to indigenous peoples. To help Indigenous communities and natural resource management agencies develop community-based management of dugongs (seacows) which are listed as vulnerable in northern Australia, my Pew Fellowship was used to assist traditional owners to document Aboriginal knowledge of dugong ecology and behavior and to develop methodology to estimate the absolute abundance of dugongs to enable the robust estimate of a sustainable annual catch. The research demonstrated that the Indigenous harvest of dugongs is an order of magnitude too high in some remote areas of northern Australia. This result influenced the Australian Minister of Environment to instruct that this over-harvest be addressed with high priority. Management agency staff are now working with traditional owners to develop a mutually -acceptable, framework for sustainable dugong hunting. In addition, considerable government funding has recently been identified for community-based management and catch monitoring initiatives.

