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Taking control of the production of heritage: Country and cultural
values in the assessment of Aboriginal cultural heritage
significance
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ABSTRACT
Cultural heritage management produces hundreds of archaeological
assessments each year. However, the level of input from Aboriginal
people into the significance assessment of places uncovered during
this commercial archaeological work is minimal at best. Assessment
outcomes continue to privilege scientific archaeological concepts of
significance. To address this, the Bunurong Land Council Aboriginal
Corporation has led the development of a tailored approach to sig-
nificance assessment that is framed by the concept of Country. The
criteria that have been developed integrate scientific archaeological
approaches with Aboriginal cultural values and community perspec-
tives in a balanced assessment methodology, which creates space for
Aboriginal control of the assessment process and allows Aboriginal
community perspectives to inform management/protection outcomes.
Framing significance assessment within Traditional Owner perspec-
tives of Country provides the opportunity for generating archaeologi-
cal data that can address research questions and cultural significance
at landscape or regional scales that are meaningful to the Traditional
Owners, decolonising understandings of the past, and directly con-
tributing to the protection of heritage places through improved and
sustainable management outcomes.
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Introduction

Over several decades, measures designed to identify, assess and protect Aboriginal1 cultural heritage
have been incorporated into Australian cultural heritage legislation principally in response to
rapidly increasing development. At the same time, heritage management processes have evolved
to increase the participation of Aboriginal Traditional Owners and incorporate their perspectives.
Despite the apparent ongoing decolonising of heritage management processes, places of Aboriginal
cultural significance continue to be destroyed at an alarming rate globally and in Australia.2

Compliance-driven heritage management too often facilitates the ‘managed destruction’ of cultural
sites rather than their protection. A key contributing factor to this destruction is the continuing use
of methods for recording and assessing the significance of Aboriginal cultural places and values that
prioritise ‘Western’ scientific approaches above the cultural values of Traditional Owners.
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The destructive nature of development upon the cultural landscapes of Australia and its impact
on Aboriginal people was commented upon by Stanner over half a century ago, just two years after
Australian Aboriginal people could be counted in the national census (Stanner 1969, 28):

We thus enter on a new time with a heavy heart. A glance at the human map of Australia still shows one of the
worst of them. The map is disfigured by hundreds of miserable camps which are the social costs of the old-style
development that would not let any consideration of aboriginal interest stand in its way.

Thankfully, contemporary development is not typically marked by the displacement of Aboriginal
people and their homes, as Stanner describes, but there are other costs. Over the past fifty years, the
social and cultural cost of development for Aboriginal communities has become clear, principally
due to the ongoing efforts of Aboriginal people to have their rights recognised. Despite these efforts,
the legislated requirements for managing cultural heritage in the context of development continue
to privilege non-Aboriginal concepts and expertise, and rarely allow for the full participation of
Aboriginal people or for their perspectives to inform heritage outcomes. The vast majority of places
of cultural value to Aboriginal people that are identified and assessed during development-driven
heritage compliance processes are destroyed. This situation is not confined to Australia and is
reflective of larger global issues within the heritage sector, which include recognising heritage as
a human right, decolonisation and Indigenous control of Indigenous heritage. There are many
world-wide examples where compliance-driven legislative and regulatory processes commonly lead
to the managed destruction of the heritage places of Indigenous peoples including in the United
States (King, T.F 2009), Canada (Ferris 2000) and Aotearoa/New Zealand (Warren-Findley 2001).
Recent decades have seen a global increase in Indigenous archaeologists, anthropologists and land
managers (Atalay 2006; Nicholas 2016; Watkins 2000). However, without the legislated ability for
Indigenous people to choose to enact a veto upon the destruction of significant cultural heritage
places, much of what is termed ‘cultural heritage management’ or ‘cultural resource management’ is
state-sanctioned destruction, which can be understood as a form of structural violence (Nicholas
and Smith 2020).

At the heart of Aboriginal cultural heritage management processes in Australia is the identifica-
tion of archaeological sites or deposits and the assessment of the significance of this cultural
heritage, usually on a ‘site-by-site’ basis. Over the past two decades, archaeologists have increas-
ingly, and willingly, consulted with Traditional Owners during the cultural heritage management
process and, since 2006, this has been a legislated requirement in the southern Australian state of
Victoria. To date this has not resulted in Aboriginal perspectives being consistently, or even
commonly, included in the site records or site reports produced as a requirement of the develop-
ment process. Despite this increasing engagement with Aboriginal people, and awareness of their
cultural values, scientific archaeological concepts and methods continue to frame the significance
attributed to cultural places and inform the management outcomes. Although landscape perspec-
tives within the Australian archaeological community are becoming more common, compliance-
driven cultural heritage management continues to assess Aboriginal cultural heritage within the
boundaries of the location proposed for development and at the level of the site. The tension
between these two approaches has important implications for the assessment of significance from
both scientific archaeological and Aboriginal perspectives. As Brown (2008, 2019) points out,
significance assessments are rarely framed by Traditional Owner research questions, and
Traditional Owner ontologies are often in direct opposition to state-sanctioned destruction.

This paper introduces an approach to assessing cultural heritage significance that has been
developed by the Bunurong Land Council Aboriginal Corporation (BLCAC), who are the
Traditional Owners and a Registered Aboriginal Party (RAP) for the land and sea to the west and
south east of Melbourne, Victoria’s capital city and Australia’s second largest city (see Figure 1). The
development of a Traditional Owner-led method for significance assessment highlights a specific
mechanism by which the heritage management process can be decolonised and by which
Indigenous control over management outcomes can be realised. The BLCAC approach respects
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the wishes of the Traditional Owners to have their perspectives frame assessments of their cultural
heritage and reflects their decision to integrate scientific archaeological approaches with their
cultural values in the assessment criteria. For Bunurong people, all Aboriginal cultural heritage is
of high significance, and archaeological places are but one tangible expression of Country.

All of our Country is highly significant, every square inch, every rock, every leaf, every dune, every artefact. If
we could attribute the cause of this blanket high significance rating of our Country to any one thing, it would
be that in Melbourne especially, so much has been destroyed and lost as the city grew, and so quickly. If you
lose enough of something, what little you have left becomes so much more important (BLCAC 2018).

The Bunurong community recognises that the protection of all their heritage places is not feasible,
or even possible, particularly under current heritage legislation. Given this, they consider an
approach to the assessment of cultural heritage places is needed that respects Country; will clearly
identify places of cultural value that the community deems too important to lose; and will provide
a respectful values-based approach to the management of these places. BLCAC consider that this
can be achieved by framing assessments of the cultural significance of Aboriginal places through the
lens of Country. A similar approach is echoed by Ireland, Brown, and Schofield (2020, 15) who
argue that significance assessment needs an approach that considers not only narrative ‘structures
and the politics of representation, but also as a process that is coproduced between humans, non-
humans, environments and materials’. Such an approach gives priority to Traditional Owner
perspectives and, at the same time, provides the opportunity for generating archaeological data
that can address research questions at a landscape or regional scale while directly contributing to
sustainable management outcomes for places of Aboriginal significance.

Background

Each year, the legislated processes for the management and protection of Aboriginal cultural
heritage in Victoria, Australia, result in the development of hundreds of Cultural Heritage
Management Plans (CHMPs) for areas that are the subject of development proposals. CHMPs
are prescribed under Victoria’s Aboriginal Heritage Act (2006) (AHA 2006�) as the primary
mechanism for decision-making in the management of Aboriginal cultural heritage. The core of
a CHMP is an assessment of the nature, extent and significance of Aboriginal cultural heritage in

Figure 1.Map showing the location of the Bunurong registered Aboriginal party (RAP) area on the southeast Australian mainland.
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the area for which a development is proposed. Management conditions for Aboriginal cultural
heritage present within this area are developed with reference to this assessment. In Bunurong
Country, development proposals are commonly for new residential subdivisions on the rapidly
expanding fringes of the city of Melbourne.

The overwhelming majority of Aboriginal cultural heritage places in Victoria are identified
through this development-driven process. Places are prioritised for protection or further investiga-
tion on the basis of their significance. Although it is required that CHMPs are completed ‘in
consultation’ with Aboriginal communities, the nature of this consultation varies, as does the extent
to which Traditional Owner perspectives inform the management outcomes. Typically, minimal
consideration is given to the cultural values of Traditional Owners in assessments of the significance
of Aboriginal cultural heritage identified in the development area.

The introduction of the AHA 2006 addressed a growing recognition of the rights of Aboriginal
peoples in relation to their cultural heritage. Previous Aboriginal heritage legislation (the
Archaeological and Aboriginal Relics Preservation Act 1972) had focused purely on the protection
of archaeological sites (Smith 2000). The intent of the AHA 2006 (1) is to give Traditional Owners
control over the management of their cultural heritage:

(a) to recognise, protect and conserve Aboriginal cultural heritage in Victoria in ways that are
based on respect for Aboriginal knowledge and cultural and traditional practices; and

(b) to recognise Aboriginal people as the primary guardians, keepers and knowledge holders of
Aboriginal cultural heritage.

This respect for, and empowerment of, Aboriginal communities is, however, undermined by the
regulatory processes of the AHA 2006. As discussed above, CHMPs are the principal mechanism
though which Aboriginal cultural heritage in Victoria is recorded. CHMPs must be authored by
a university-qualified archaeologist who is a registered Heritage Advisor and who is employed by
the developer to undertake the assessments of Aboriginal cultural heritage in the area proposed for
development. Currently, only a small number of Aboriginal people have the requisite qualifications
to be registered as a Heritage Advisor, meaning that CHMPs are almost all written by non-
Aboriginal archaeologists. As Tutchener et al. (2020) note, not only does this seem at odds with
the intent of the legislation, it also raises concerns for Traditional Owners about the values and level
of significance attributed to Aboriginal cultural heritage by Heritage Advisors and the integrity of
assessment outcomes. The current system is characterised by power imbalance and, as Smith (2004)
points out, any attempts at engaging or incorporating community perspectives in the heritage
process must consider the power relations that underlie the dominant heritage discourse. Not
recognising this power discrepancy serves to discourage the equitable incorporation of Aboriginal
community perspectives, and the equitable production of heritage. Further, Smith and Waterton
(2012) note that the dominant discourse establishes the authority of particular speakers, while
marginalising others. These concerns are not new and were also raised by Freslov (1996), who
argued 25 years ago that Aboriginal people’s voices were not being recognised in the heritage
management process in Victoria and noted the potential for significance assessments of Aboriginal
heritage places to be compromised when archaeologists are employed by developers.

In Victoria, under the AHA 2006, all Aboriginal cultural heritage has ‘blanket protection’,
meaning it is illegal to harm Aboriginal cultural heritage. To enable development to proceed, the
CHMP process provides a legally binding compliance mechanism whereby developers and
Traditional Owners can negotiate management outcomes that may include causing harm to
Aboriginal cultural heritage within the development area, sometimes through removal (i.e. archae-
ological salvage). Although the protection of Aboriginal cultural heritage is a stated aim of the
legislation, in the vast majority of cases, the CHMP process results in all archaeological places that
are identified within the development area being recorded and destroyed (Smith et al. 2019). As
Brown (2008, 25) notes ‘with few exceptions, archaeological consultants have become the recorders
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of places and landscapes that are to be destroyed or damaged rather than the drivers of, or at least
partners in, conservation and research’. The past decade has seen the ‘managed destruction’ of
literally thousands of archaeological places of Aboriginal cultural significance in Victoria.3 It is
extremely rare for the outcome of a CHMP to be the protection of a place due to it being assessed as
having high significance.

Currently, significance is assessed by the archaeologist, with a typical focus on the perceived
scientific importance of the place (often characterised inaccurately). It is rare for Aboriginal
perspectives to be included in any meaningful way. In the vast majority of cases, and regardless
of the result of the significance assessment, the fabric of the place is permitted to be destroyed,
through archaeological salvage, development activity, or both. There is no clear link between
significance assessment and management outcomes. As a consequence, there has been little critical
evaluation of the methods or rigour by which significance is assessed; the relevance of the assess-
ment criteria; the attribution of a level of significance; or any implications of the cumulative impact
of development for the level of significance afforded to increasingly rare in situ Aboriginal cultural
heritage (Smith et al. 2019).

Current approaches to significance assessment

Significance assessment is fundamental to heritage management and protection. In Australia, the
assessment of cultural significance has a strong tradition in heritage management. The first version
of the Burra Charter: The Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Significance, which was
adopted in 1979, established a framework for the assessment of cultural significance based on
heritage values. The most recent version states that: ‘cultural significance is embodied in the place
itself, its fabric, setting, use, associations, meanings, records, related places and related objects.
Places may have a range of values for different individuals or groups’ (Australia ICOMOS 2013, 2).
It defines cultural significance as meaning ‘aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value for
past, present or future generations’ (Australia ICOMOS 2013, 2).

The Burra Charter was developed to guide significance assessment for heritage places in general,
however, Bowdler (1981) drew on discussions taking place in the North America literature (e.g.
Schiffer and Gumerman 1977) to propose a framework by which Australian archaeologists should
assess the significance of Aboriginal archaeological sites. She argued that archaeological significance
should be assessed according to two categories: timely and specific research questions, and
representativeness (Bowdler 1981, 129), and explicitly advocated for a scientific archaeological
approach to significance assessment. Bowdler (1984, 1) considered that ‘in all areas of heritage
management, the assessment of significance is held to be the central, most important and most
immediate task’. The influence of this early work is evident in CHMPs and equivalent cultural
heritage management reports prepared elsewhere in Australia. However, at the same time, Sullivan
(1983) was expressing concern that within scientific approaches to archaeological heritage manage-
ment, Aboriginal people ‘have been studied as subjects, not participants’ and argued that the study
of Aboriginal places often enhances the knowledge of Aboriginal society in the past, while distan-
cing and minimising current issues for Aboriginal people (Sullivan 1983, 20–21).

Without a clear and agreed understanding of the significance of a cultural heritage place and the
relationships of the place to other places, it is impossible to know how to manage and protect the
cultural values that are embodied within a place. The link between heritage and identity is central to
the process of defining cultural heritage significance and has been well established by previous
researchers (Graham and Howard 2008). The word ‘heritage’ has broad and multiple meanings but
with respect to significance assessment it is important to acknowledge that heritage can be ‘used to
construct, reconstruct and negotiate a range of identities and social and cultural values and mean-
ings in the present’ (Smith 2006, 3). Without understanding and defining the values related to
heritage, it becomes difficult to define identity, which is based upon our understanding of our
heritage. Integral to these mutually informed constructions is how they ‘interact and build upon
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each other’ (Graham and Howard 2008, 1). At the hands of government and the wider Australian
society, Aboriginal people have endured stolen generations, forced assimilation policies and
massacres. In spite of ongoing intergenerational trauma and structural inequality, Aboriginal
communities persist, and their voices increase in strength.

The cultural heritage management industry can provide opportunities for Aboriginal commu-
nities to achieve positive outcomes in employment and financial security, for example through the
establishment of RAPs. Importantly, the cultural heritage management industry can also provide
opportunities for communities to be on Country and to reconnect with their heritage. Processes
that elevate Aboriginal perspectives can facilitate the community-led production of meaning
through the cultural heritage management process, which has the potential to assist in fostering
and expressing contemporary connections to heritage.

Currently in Victoria RAPs and Traditional Owner Groups are involved in the assessment of
CHMPs. Commonly, this involvement includes taking part in fieldwork, prescribing the preferred
methodology for archaeological investigation and reviewing the report as the body responsible for
statutory approval of CHMPs under the AHA 2006. Although this has provided Traditional Owners
with a greater role in decision making, in the absence of methodology that challenges the authority
of scientific archaeological discourse within the framework of the AHA 2006, the perspectives or
contemporary values of Traditional Owners rarely inform significance assessment or management
outcomes.

Members of the Bunurong community have been engaged in cultural heritage management for
more than 20 years, working alongside, learning the practices of and, in some cases, training
archaeologists in formal and informal settings; contributing their knowledge and experience to
archaeological surveys and excavations; and implementing the management outcomes of CHMPs.
Over this period, the population of Melbourne has grown rapidly, leading to a fast-paced expansion
of housing, industrial developments and infrastructure to the south east of the city. These devel-
opments are reflected in the production of over one thousand CHMPs on Bunurong Country since
2007. Very few CHMPs have resulted in the protection of Aboriginal cultural heritage (Smith et al.
2019) and Bunurong Traditional Owners have witnessed the destruction of many hundreds of
archaeological sites on their customary land. These include places that have been assessed by
archaeologists as being of ‘low’, ‘medium’ and ‘high’ significance from a scientific archaeological
perspective.

BLCAC has expressed concern about what they see as the sanctioned destruction of their cultural
heritage under the AHA 2006, the primary purpose of which is, paradoxically, protection of
Aboriginal cultural heritage. From the perspective of the BLCAC, the CHMP process currently
does not lead to protecting Bunurong cultural heritage, and it also fails to generate data that is useful
for understanding the history of Bunurong people through archaeological methods and research.
However, BLCAC note that the principles and concepts of the AHA 2006 do provide Traditional
Owners with some control in decision-making in relation to their cultural heritage. This control
currently takes place through consultation and the approvals processes and increasingly through
direct engagement in the development of CHMPs. Further, although the current focus of CHMPs is
archaeological evidence and methods of significance assessments, the AHA 2006 (4)(1) does
recognise that Aboriginal cultural significance may be archaeological, anthropological, contempor-
ary, historical, scientific, social or spiritual, and, notably, significance in accordance with Aboriginal
tradition. As such, the AHA 2006 can provide a legislative framework for the protection and
management of Aboriginal cultural heritage that is more inclusive of, and potentially driven by,
Aboriginal perspectives.

Rather than requesting further consideration of their cultural values within what is often
considered an inappropriate and inadequate scientific approach to archaeological significance
assessment, BLCAC initiated a re-evaluation of the assessment processes and the criteria used for
assessment, the intention being to reframe significance in terms of contemporary cultural values
and Country. To paraphrase Muir, Rose, and Sullivan (2010, 260), rather than continue with ‘a
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Western system that is starting to “bring in” some Indigenous knowledge, [BLCAC] imagine it from
the other side: that the non-Indigenous society and system has been accommodated into the more
situated and longer established Indigenous system’.

An approach that incorporates Western thinking in Aboriginal knowledge, and by extension
values, inverts the current imbalance between these two knowledge systems. Aboriginal thinker
David Claudie distinguishes between these two world views as being ‘round’ and ‘square’ thinking
(Smith 2005, 9). For Claudie, Aboriginal thinking is ‘round’, where one starts small from the centre
of a problem and works one’s way out in a similar pattern to a snail shell (see Figure 2). Western
thinking is ‘square’ and only puts a boundary or a square around the outside of a problem, nothing
else. Bunurong thinking seeks to incorporate Western thinking within an assessment of cultural
heritage significance that is framed by Aboriginal knowledge and contemporary community
cultural values and in which a scientific archaeological approach is reconfigured to emphasise the
Bunurong understanding of Country in assessment outcomes and their interpretation.

Understanding Country

BLCAC consider that all values recorded during significance assessment must be interpreted
through a lens of understanding Country, how Aboriginal people relate to places within Country,
and how Country relates to them. The BLCAC agree with Rose’s (1996, 7) explanation of Country,
and this underlies the BLCACs approach to significance assessment:

Country is a place that gives and receives life. Not just imagined or represented, it is lived in and lived with.
Country in Aboriginal English is not only a common noun but also a proper noun. People talk about country
in the same way that they would talk about a person: they speak to country, sing to country, visit country,
worry about country, feel sorry for country, and long for country. People say that country knows, hears,
smells, takes notice, takes care, is sorry or happy. Country is not a generalised or undifferentiated type of place,
such as one might indicate with terms like ‘spending a day in the country’ or ‘going up the country’. Rather,
country is a living entity with a yesterday, today and tomorrow, with a consciousness, and a will toward life.
Because of this richness, country is home, and peace; nourishment for body, mind, and spirit; heart’s ease.

It is within the above understanding of Country that Bunurong cultural values and identity
intersect. The BLCAC understand Country as a sentient, living landscape that requires constant
renewal and which contains places of cultural and spiritual significance. Country is seen as dynamic

Figure 2. Warrener shell from a Bunurong midden.
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and connective allowing for modern expressions of Country to grow alongside and manifest in
various ways for different Bunurong people. For example, various aspects of Country often have
differing levels of importance to men and women. Dan Turnbull (BLCAC CEO) notes that Country
for contemporary Bunurong people is something that is constantly being destroyed through the
development process and anything that can be retained increases in importance:

A place is only a tiny aspect of Country, but through controlling the assessment of significance this allows for
the archaeological processes to be incorporated within BLCACs understanding of Country.

A Bunurong traditional owner significance assessment process

The assessment process developed by the BLCAC disrupts and reframes the evidence for, and
degree of, significance by extending the site-based scientific assessment of archaeological deposits to
the level of the landscape, aligning the assessment with Bunurong understanding of Country (see
Table 1). The assessment criteria and their application aim to address inadequacies in current
approaches and to mitigate the cumulative impact to Aboriginal cultural heritage as a result of
ongoing development by recognising the cultural significance of archaeological places and land-
scapes for Traditional Owners and subsequently implementing appropriate management strategies.

Bringing the significance assessment under the control of Bunurong people is also bringing it
into the domain of the people who know Bunurong Country most intimately. This intimate
knowing stems from longstanding, deep connections with Country, and from long-term involve-
ment in heritage management projects on Country. Members of the Bunurong community are
familiar with both archaeological and non-archaeological values associated with their places and
sought to bring these together in significance assessment processes. The approach taken has been
to integrate archaeological perspectives into Traditional Owner’s perspectives and values, to
promote a more rigorous, collaborative, consistent and culturally respectful use of common
assessment criteria.

Table 1. Bunurong Land Council Aboriginal Corporation criteria for significance assessment.

Criteria Description

Rarity of this place type within this context
(e.g. on this landscape)

How common or rare is this type of Aboriginal place in this landscape? This
criterion must take into account how rare it is under current conditions (i.e. if
there used to be more examples but few remain, it is now rare). External
consultant to propose at conditions meeting.

Potential for protection into the future Is the place or its contents representative of a type of place or of place with
similar contents? Is the place likely to be in danger from man-made or natural
threats other than the activities described in this CHMP? (i.e. if the activity was
not approved could it be protected). External consultant to propose at
conditions meeting.

Scientific Potential What is the potential for this Aboriginal place to further our understanding of
past lifeways on Bunurong Country? Characteristics of the place to take into
account: range of material types, density of cultural material, type of cultural
material, size of the place, integrity of the place, Aboriginal sciences etc.
External consultant to propose at conditions meeting.

Educational/Interpretation Potential Ability to contribute to educational outcomes. For instance: a greenstone axe in
a disturbed context (would still be high), near a story place therefore the place
can used to add to a narrative of the cultural landscape. This measure also
relates to the activity type and its potential to utilise a portion of the activity for
this purpose (for example a sign). Decide at conditions meeting. RAP to decide.

Cultural Values Associated with the Place This criterion records communal and individual held contemporary cultural values
and may incorporate aesthetic and ecological values (input from field
representatives can be included here as well). RAP to decide.

Significance in accordance with Aboriginal
tradition

Story places, knowledge, cultural practices, intangible heritage and spiritual
values. RAP to decide.
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The assessment process begins prior to the commencement of any work to identify cultural
heritage in a development area. The nature and extent of the landscape relevant to the development
area must first be agreed by the BLCAC in discussion with the external archaeological consultant.
This area will define the geographic extent for interpretation of the significance of cultural heritage
identified during the project. The landscape agreed as appropriate for a project is defined on a case-
by-case basis using a variety of evidence including landform; environmental and socio-economic
areas (such as clan areas); ethno-historical records including historic patterns of land use; con-
temporary Bunurong community cultural associations with places; and current knowledge of the
distribution and significance of the archaeological record.

Criteria for assessing significance

The criteria used in the assessment of archaeological evidence and other places of Aboriginal
values located in the development area are discussed below. The recording of Aboriginal
perspectives and the control of these criteria are designed as a tool to articulate with Western
frameworks, such as legislation, to promote the conservation of cultural landscapes and political
self-determination. Due to the mutable nature of significance, assessments should be considered
current for a limited period of time, particularly in landscapes being rapidly impacted by
development. In many circumstances, re-assessment is likely to be required whenever new
management decisions are made.

Rarity
The criterion of rarity is usually applied as a measure of commonality of an artefact or type of site
occurs within a geographic region. The assumption being that the greater the rarity, the greater the
significance, or conversely the more common, the less significant. Rarity is commonly assessed on
the basis of archaeological measures such as artefact type or raw material; the diversity of cultural
material in a site and/or the integrity of archaeological deposits; or the antiquity of a site. The
criterion of rarity as it is used by BLCAC is applied at the level of the landscape rather than the
artefact or site. Landscapes that are ‘rare’ and therefore significant, contain unusual landforms or
other environmental characteristics and/or remnant native vegetation or waterways. They may also
be landscapes of a type that have been severely impacted by development leaving little of the pre-
colonial landscape intact such as remnant coastal dune formations. All archaeological material in
such landscapes is considered rare and to have a high level of significance. Therefore, all cultural
heritage identified in a rare landscape during the development process would also be of high
significance. This criterion recognises that the social and cultural practices of Bunurong ancestors
are reflected at the landscape level, in the patterned archaeological evidence. Where this pattern is
either likely to survive or is now represented in only a limited way due to development, all
archaeological evidence is considered rare and of high significance.

Potential for protection into the future
This criterion is designed to provide intergenerational equity. It could be viewed as building upon
the more common ‘condition’ assessment of a place. Here it is used to assess the integrity of place
within a landscape and consider if it is currently threatened or at risk from threats other than the
development that has initiated the assessment. This criterion will also need to consider the
representativeness of the place or places with similar contents within the cultural landscape
(for example is this place an outstanding example of its type?). It will also assess whether
a place can be preserved for future generations (i.e. places with potential to contribute to
intergenerational equity) because they can help meet future research, educational, social and
spiritual needs. This criterion is also designed to promote the protection of the place in relation to
the development by asking the question ‘If this development did not happen, could this place be
preserved for future generations?’
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Scientific potential
This criterion should at a minimum begin to answer, ‘Can this place genuinely add to current
knowledge of Bunurong Country through scientific investigation?’ The scientific potential of
archaeological material has previously been used within significance assessments to rate the
scientific importance of archaeological artefacts and archaeological deposits, commonly for their
age, rarity, the integrity of the deposits or other evidence that can be analysed and interpreted
through scientific method. In the BLCAC assessment, this criterion is applied in the usual way to
individual artefacts and archaeological deposits that, through scientific analysis, may yield impor-
tant information. Secondly, this criterion is applied to archaeological evidence identified in the
development area in total, assessing its overall potential to contribute to knowledge of the past
through scientific archaeological methods. This criterion assumes that all archaeological evidence
has the potential to contribute to regional scientific understandings of the past rather than assuming
that, for example, a single surface artefact is not of scientific significance, as is common in current
practice. Thirdly, the scientific significance of archaeological evidence within the development area
is assessed in relation to, and as an expression of, the pattern of archaeological evidence across
a landscape, in so far as this pattern has been previously identified providing an understanding of
the past that is not evident through the scientific analysis of archaeological evidence at the level of
the artefact, site or development area.

Educational/interpretive potential
In the past, this criterion has rarely been used to assess the significance of cultural heritage and
relates to the ability of the place to be interpreted or used in an educational capacity. Education or
interpretation may be intended to raise the general awareness of Aboriginal places and/or to
impart specific knowledge. The assessment of this criteria is based upon the capacity of the place
to be interpreted in a meaningful way and for that interpretation to be communicated. This
would depend upon the opinions of the Traditional Owners and the location of the activity itself
(for instance, if the place is not near a populated area, interpretative signage may not be very
useful). Examples of interpretation and educational mechanisms could include signage, commis-
sioning artwork, cultural awareness posters and training, digital media, renaming, scientific
explanations and the sharing of stories, values or bio-cultural knowledge. This criterion could
also include the opportunity to teach future Aboriginal generations or the wider community
specific skills through workshops or regular guided walks. This criterion can also demonstrate the
importance of increasing the capacity of Aboriginal groups to manage and grow their tourism
interests.

Cultural values associated with the place
This criterion provides the opportunity to record and incorporate a range of Aboriginal cultural
values within the place, as contemporary Bunurong people choose to define them. Dan Turnbull,
BLCAC CEO defines Aboriginal cultural values as:

Aboriginal cultural values are about things that really matter within a culture like connections and making
meanings. Aboriginal cultural values are about respect to the old people and defending what the old people
would want, through both traditional and contemporary Bunurong perspectives.

This may include the historic and contemporary social, spiritual, ecological, economic and aesthetic
values of Bunurong people. If such values are identified by the community, their significance is
assessed by the community according to their cultural protocols. This criterion needs to answer,
‘Why is this place important to Bunurong people?’ This criterion incorporates contemporary
Bunurong understandings of Country and its significance, looking beyond the ‘site’ and the material
culture to incorporate emotions and memory (Ireland, Brown, and Schofield 2020). This criterion
may articulate individual and communal held values with specific outcomes (for instance the desire
to preserve a place).
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Significance in accordance with Aboriginal tradition
The AHA 2006 (4)(1) defines Aboriginal Tradition as:

(a) the body of traditions, knowledge, observances, customs and beliefs of Aboriginal people
generally or of a particular community or group of Aboriginal people; and

(b) any such traditions, knowledge, observances, customs or beliefs relating to particular
persons, areas, objects or relationships;

We use the term Aboriginal Tradition here to assess the importance of both the ‘doing’ and the
‘knowing’ of Aboriginal Tradition of importance to Bunurong people. The Aboriginal traditions
discussed within this criterion may be associated with the cultural values and discussed in the
previous criteria (for instance, if caring for Country was a cultural value identified in the previous
criterion, then this criterion might assess the importance of the Aboriginal Traditions and practises
associated with those values, for example cultural burning or the preparation of certain foods).
Importantly under the AHA 2006, this interpretation of Aboriginal Tradition does not exclude
contemporary Aboriginal Traditions.

This definition of Aboriginal Tradition also articulates with how intangible Aboriginal heritage
is currently defined under the AHA 2006 79B (1):

any knowledge of or expression of Aboriginal tradition, other than Aboriginal cultural heritage, and includes
oral traditions, performing arts, stories, rituals, festivals, social practices, craft, visual arts, and environmental
and ecological knowledge, but does not include anything that is widely known to the public.

If intangible Aboriginal heritage is identified during this assessment, the RAP may choose to not
disclose it or have it recorded during the CHMP process. However, should the RAP choose to have
it recorded during this process, official registration may also be considered.

The output of this assessment needs to be a statement of significance that addresses each of the
above criteria. This statement can then be directly linked to the management conditions for the place.
Specifically, this statement needs to be approved by the RAP before the place is further impacted.
Importantly, this statement of significance should not be understood as static and may change over
time. It may well be worth considering the review of place significance every 5–10 years to record any
changes, and more frequently in regions where intense development is occurring. Without a well-
informed statement of significance that takes into account Aboriginal perspectives of the place there
can be no real justification for further destruction of the place under the AHA 2006.

Discussion

With Bowdler (1984) we contend that the significance of a place or object is mutable. The
significance of a place can be expected to change as social and environmental contexts change
over time, and, notably, in the context of the increasing rarity of in situ Aboriginal cultural heritage.
From our perspective, the cultural heritage management process that, in Victoria, leads to the
creation of CHMPs, is not currently taking sufficient account of Aboriginal perspectives in the
assessment of significance and, as a consequence, neither do the management outcomes that are
developed in response to that assessment. Alongside this, assessments of scientific significance
commonly lack rigour in the methods by which relative and comparative significance are assessed
and in the relationship between assessed significance and management outcomes. Ultimately, this
means that the places of Aboriginal cultural values that are identified in compliance with current
heritage legislation are almost always destroyed.

The BLCAC significance assessment criteria emphasise the need to consider the importance and
meaning of Aboriginal heritage places as expressions of a wider Aboriginal cultural landscape or
Country. There is a clear tension between the identification and recording of Aboriginal cultural
heritage as ‘sites’ within a development area and assessing the significance of these ‘sites’ as evidence
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in a cultural landscape that is patterned not only by archaeological evidence but also by contem-
porary Aboriginal cultural values. This tension is emphasised by the requirements of state govern-
ment heritage agencies to record archaeological evidence as ‘sites’ for entry into their heritage
registers. In a sense this tension is inherent in the AHA 2006. While the intention of the AHA 2006
is to give Aboriginal communities control over their ‘cultural heritage’, the emphasis of the AHA
2006 is clearly on archaeological evidence rather than Aboriginal values. The AHA 2006 and its
regulations lack the tools and approaches to support a broader consideration of cultural values in
management processes. The BLCAC assessment criteria aim to address this lack while continuing to
meet the requirements of the AHA 2006. We consider that this is a first step in a process of shifting
the emphasis of significance assessment away from a purely archaeological focus to incorporate, and
in fact be framed by, Aboriginal values and perspectives.

The assessment criteria are designed to integrate scientific archaeological values into Aboriginal
thinking to more fully explore the space within an issue, from the centre out. Reconciling, or at least
recognising, these ontologically distinct ways of knowing in an assessment method is challenging.
By broadening the current site-specific scientific assessment of significance for archaeological
deposits to a landscape scale, the BLCAC assessment process also recognises that the impacts of
development on Aboriginal cultural heritage are cumulative and that this has a bearing on the
cultural and archaeological significance of the archaeological deposits being assessed.

The BLCAC assessment criteria should be viewed as supporting the trajectory of Aboriginal self-
determination and sovereignty. For BLCAC this trajectory includes their formal recognition as the
Registered Aboriginal Party for a portion of their Country. This has enabled them to have a stronger
decision-making role in a more equitable space for negotiating heritage outcomes for Country as
evidenced by the development of a new significance assessment process. By disrupting the current
practices of archaeological heritage management, the BLCAC are reframing the production of their
heritage. By shifting the frame within which the significance of Aboriginal cultural heritage is
assessed the BLCAC are prioritising Bunurong perspectives and knowledge while still recognising
the strength and positive contribution of archaeological and other scientific methods. The assess-
ment process creates a space for the BLCAC in which they are setting the agenda for the appropriate
and relevant management of their heritage.

Conclusion

The incorporation of Western thinking regarding significance assessment into Bunurong thinking
is crucial to this and future iterations of the assessment processes and criteria. By re-framing the
significance assessment criteria and their interpretation within a Bunurong concept of Country,
space for ‘round’ thinking and greater Aboriginal control is created. This complimentary space
creates room for a number of crucial, practical outcomes for the BLCAC. The implementation of
the new assessment process will result in a more rigorous and consistent understanding of the
values and meanings associated with Aboriginal cultural heritage throughout the area for which the
BLCAC are the Registered Aboriginal Party. The comparative, landscape-wide data generated
through this process will also provide Bunurong with the opportunity to further develop and
address their own research questions. The outcomes of this assessment process will also enable
the BLCAC to make informed decisions about the management of their cultural heritage rather
than only assisting in curating its managed destruction. This process has been designed to illustrate,
logically, how the significance of a place can be redefined. In the future, further collaborative work is
needed to ensure these ideas are functioning effectively, and we anticipate that they will need
revisiting. Further work may also involve producing other significance criteria, that may be based
on different priorities or legislation. However, without a legislative veto upon the destruction of
Aboriginal places, the new significance assessment methodology is just one step along the trajectory
of Aboriginal self-determination and sovereignty.
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Notes

1. The terms ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Traditional Owner’ are used throughout because these are the Bunurong Land
Council Aboriginal Corporation’s preferred terms.

2. The destruction of caves at Juukan Gorge in Western Australia in 2020 is a prominent recent example that has
brought such practices to the attention of the wider Australian and international community (“Rio Tinto
blasts” 2020).

3. Since 2006 approximately 1109 CHMPs have been undertaken within the BLCAC RAP area alone.
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