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The story is about three communities who live and fish off 
the land. Unfortunately the waters are rising due to the 
melting ice. The rising waters creates a small creek and the 
kangaroo tracks are heading away back to the mainland. 
The turtles and stingray are common traditional food for 
the Indigenous people of the coast.
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A message from the 
Director General

The Department of Water’s first reconciliation 
action plan is an important framework that 
is fundamental to our business. By defining 
the real actions we can take to contribute 
to reconciliation, we aim to strengthen our 
relationships with the Aboriginal community 
and provide genuine economic opportunities 
for Aboriginal people.

In developing this plan, valuable feedback 
from our employees, both Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal from around the state, defined 
what matters most to our agency and shaped 
our actions. Most importantly, employees 
highlighted the need for: 

 y locally tailored actions that respect 
and recognise the different Aboriginal 
cultures within our vast state

 y the need for equality for Aboriginal 
people in the workforce and for them 
not to be treated differently.

The cultural significance of water to Aboriginal 
people means that we can provide an excellent 
opportunity to engage in meaningful work, 
either as part of our workforce or through our 
core business delivery.

I am proud to say that some of this department’s 
work – from the Mowanjum irrigation trial, or 
converting water information to Aboriginal 
languages, to holding multi-day  ‘on Country’ 
consultations to shape major groundwater 
investigation programs – can be considered best 
practice.

However, these exciting projects only mark a 
mid-point in our journey. With the challenges 
faced by Aboriginal people and the issues 
associated with the drying climate and growing 
populations, strong partnerships with Aboriginal 
stakeholders and Aboriginal people in the 
workforce will be more important than ever. 

I know that Department of Water staff will 
embrace our reconciliation journey and I look 
forward to seeing positive changes within our 
business and workplaces as we put this plan into 
action.

Mike Rowe
A/Director General

Our aim is to 
strengthen our 

relationships with the 
Aboriginal community 

and provide genuine 
economic opportunities for 
Aboriginal people
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Our vision for 
reconciliation

Our vision for the future is that 

Aboriginal people are engaged within 

our workforce and in our water business. 

We will achieve our vision for reconciliation 

by building strong partnerships and 

increasing staff awareness of Aboriginal 

cultures and histories.

Through strong partnerships and increased 

awareness throughout our organisation, 

our aim is that Aboriginal people will have 

confidence in the Department of Water’s 

activities – from the Kimberley to the  

South Coast.

We will look at innovative ways of delivering 

our business to increase the opportunities 

available for Aboriginal people.
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Since June 2014, the Department of Water and 
Mowanjum Aboriginal Corporation have worked 
in partnership to establish the $4.9m Mowanjum 
irrigation trial, near Derby in the Kimberley.

The trial is part of the Department of Water’s $40m 
Water for Food program, funded by the State 
Government’s Royalties for Regions program. 

The Kimberley has a strong cultural heritage that 
defines the region. Aboriginal people make up 
nearly half the current Kimberley population and 
there are 29 Aboriginal-owned pastoral stations in 
the region.

The four-year Mowanjum irrigation trial is a joint 
research and funding partnership between the 
State Government and Mowanjum Aboriginal 
Corporation, a community of 350 people located 
on the outskirts of Derby. 

Mowanjum’s 55 000 hectare pastoral lease contains 
large tracts of prime grazing land on the doorstep 
of Derby, yet it requires a dry-season feeding 
capability to realise the Corporation’s aspiration of 
reaching its initial target of 10 000 to 15 000 head 
of cattle.

Together with the Mowanjum Corporation, we’re 
establishing an initial 38 hectare centre pivot 
irrigation area using local groundwater,  for grazing 
and silage operation. Additional pivots will be 
installed as Mowanjum’s productivity increases.

As well as increasing numbers of its own branded 
cattle, the project will allow the Mowanjum 
community to run stock from nearby stations, 

which would otherwise be isolated from markets 
during the wet season. So that this model can 
be replicated throughout the region, the trial is 
serving as a demonstration model for many of 
the other 28 Aboriginal pastoral stations in the 
Kimberley.

Most importantly, the intensive grazing operation 
fostered through the Mowanjum irrigation trial 
will provide sustainable economic growth and 
employment opportunities for both Mowanjum 
and Derby residents.

Working in collaboration with local education 
providers, the project includes relevant training 
and meaningful work opportunities, allowing 
participants to be employable in the pastoral and 
irrigation industries.

These opportunities include:
 y stock management and animal husbandry
 y agronomics and land care
 y marketing and business administration
 y transportation logistics
 y mechanical skills
 y irrigation technology and fertiliser techniques
 y workplace occupational health and safety.

Case study  
Water for Food and the Mowanjum irrigation trial

Reconciliation action plan 2015-2017
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Our business

We are the lead agency for regulating the state’s 
water resources and providing water resource, 
water services and water policy advice to the State 
Government. 

We support Western Australia’s economy, community 
and environment by managing the state’s water 
resources sustainably.

In 2015 we launch our five-year strategic plan. A 
key goal within our strategic plan is partnerships to 
champion better water outcomes and solutions, of 
which Aboriginal engagement is a fundamental part.

With around 450 staff, our department is structured 
into four directorates: 

 y Policy and Innovation
 y Science and Planning
 y Regional Delivery and Regulation
 y Corporate Strategy and Reform. 

We currently have five staff members identifying as 
Aboriginal - two of which are engaged through the 
Public Sector Commission Aboriginal Traineeship 
program. 
 

Our department has a strong regional presence with 
around a third of our staff located across 11 offices 
in the North West, Mid-West Gascoyne, Swan Avon, 
South West and South Coast regions. This provides 
the department with a unique opportunity to 
employ and engage with Aboriginal people.

Water is the 
giver of life, and 

everything in 
the catchment is a part 
of you and you are a 
part of it.
‘Noel Nannup, 2008, Heartsick for Country: 
stories of Love, Spirit, Creation’
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In 2014, we recommenced our program to engage 
young Aboriginal staff members through the 
Public Sector Aboriginal Traineeship program. 
Working with the Public Sector Commission we 
had two people – Shaneece and Ray – begin in our 
agency for a year under the program.

Shaneece and Ray have each successfully 
taken on positions in Human Resources and 
Water Information and Modelling branches, 
experiencing a range of the department’s core 

water management business as well as corporate 
services. With one permanent position secured 
beyond 2015, Human Resources are now also 
looking at options to secure another permanent 
role to retain our new employees.

During this year, Shaneece and Ray also 
contributed valuable insight and advice working as 
part of the Reconciliation Action Plan project team 
and advising on the department’s NAIDOC week 
celebrations.

The traineeship program has been a great 
opportunity and something that I was 

determined to get into. Being placed in the 
Department of Water for the 12 months of 

my traineeship has been a pleasure; meeting new people, 
developing new skills and knowledge, gaining confidence in an 
office environment and completing my qualification have all 
been significant accomplishments. The Department of Water 
conducts meaningful work and it is inspiring to know that we 

are making a difference.

Shaneece Davis, Water Information Officer

Case study   
Aboriginal Traineeship program

The traineeship program has been a big 
starting point and stepping stone for me. I 

was able to learn and gain experience of what 
it’s like working in a government agency, and 

also working and being exposed to the different areas of 
an agency. With the experience and knowledge gained 
after talking to fellow colleagues I can take the next step to 

achieving my goal of becoming an environmental scientist.

Ray Williams, Human Resource Officer

Reconciliation action plan 2015-2017
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Developing our 
reconciliation action plan

Given the cultural significance of water 
to Aboriginal people, the Department of 
Water has a long legacy of engaging with 
Aboriginal stakeholders. These stakeholders 
have represented many language groups, 
communities and values in many different parts 
of the state. To draw on this history, we began 
our reconciliation action planning process in 
January 2015. We looked back, then defined 
where we wanted to be, to best plan for the 
future. 

We established a project team with 10 members 
representing all directorates, including 
regions. The team considered different parts 
of the business and how we may contribute 
to reconciliation. We sought feedback from 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal employees to 
shape the department’s direction and refine our 

actions and vision statement. Our A/Director 

General, as the reconciliation action plan 

champion, oversaw the plan’s direction.

During National Reconciliation Week, we held 

a staff information session, with the Director 

General encouraging all staff to learn more 

about what reconciliation may mean for our 

department and to see examples of great work 

we already have underway.

To consult external stakeholders, we’ve 

committed to develop an Aboriginal 

engagement policy in conjunction with our 

Aboriginal stakeholders, over the next two 

years. Locally tailored guidance and actions will 

be a key part of this policy, with an end goal of 

achieving good engagement across the state.

Reconciliation action plan working group: Back row: Nathan Hales, Ursula Kretzer, Lydia Kirke, Jo Searle, Ross Doherty,  
Ray Williams, Jennifer Neagle, Cath Howard. Front row: Jessica Seares, Mike Rowe. Not in photo: Dion Macale, Robyn Loomes, 
Shaneece Davis, Carolyn Hills.
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Our reconciliation 
action plan for 2015-17

We recognise the strength that comes 
from partnering with Aboriginal people 
to champion better water outcomes and 
solutions. We are committed to building 
and maintaining strong relationships 
with Aboriginal people, communities and 
organisations to gain input to decision making 
processes and projects and contribute to 
managing our water resources sustainably. 

We consider that successful engagement with 
Aboriginal stakeholders will be tailored to 
different cultures and will be achieved through:

 y acknowledging relationships 
and opportunities 

 y supporting existing processes
 y integrating initiatives
 y respecting and supporting 

governance structures.

Relationships

Our first Department of Water reconciliation 
action plan is a strong commitment to improving 
how our agency works with Aboriginal 
stakeholders as well as how we engage 
Aboriginal people in our workforce. Building on a 
decade of what has worked well and what needs 
improving, we are making a public commitment 
to not only what we do now, but what we strive 
to achieve in future.

With our Reconciliation Action Plan 2015-17, 
coinciding with our five year Strategic Plan  
2015-2020  these two important strategic 
exercises are directly linked so that our 
reconciliation action plan is truly embedded.
 
 

Aligning with Reconciliation Australia’s three core 
principles, this reconciliation action plan focuses 
on:

 y Relationships – defining best practice 
engagement for water management 
and planning, through collaboratively 
developing policy for Aboriginal 
engagement and providing support for staff 
working with Aboriginal stakeholders.

 y Respect – celebrating Aboriginal cultures 
and their diversity and inviting all 
staff to participate and learn through 
culturally significant celebrations, 
training and web resources.

 y Opportunities – providing economic 
opportunities through Aboriginal 
employment and supplier diversity 
on departmental projects.

We can’t swim in that 
water, one big snake 

is in there. That snake 
belongs to Walyarta. 

He came all the way from salt 
water at Mulan, Lake Gregory. He 
rises up when strangers come, but 
everybody is welcome. Walyarta is 
for everyone. 
Ju Ju martu and Waltupin – Walyarta: Talking about Ngapa 
(water) different ways La Grange. Groundwater planning 
2007-10.
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Action Responsibility Timeline Target

1.1.  Develop, launch and  
 implement our Reconciliation  
 Action Plan 2015-17 (RAP)

Director General July 2015  y Plan is launched during 
NAIDOC week celebrations.

Project Manager, 
RAP working group

October 2015  y Reconciliation implementation 
plan developed.

1.2.  Seek input to plan  
 delivery and continue  
 to actively monitor plan  
 implementation and progress

Project Manager, 
RAP working group

July, October 2015
Feb, June
2016

 y Quarterly meetings and evaluation 
of delivery against actions.

 y Engage our Aboriginal employees 
for input on the reconciliation action 
plan and related activities, including 
plan actions and policy development.

 y Coordination of cross-department 
activities through active engagement 
of the working group.

1.3.  Promote best practice in  
 Aboriginal engagement  
 and building partnerships  
 for water investigation,  
 planning and management

Manager, Office of 
Director General

June 2015  y Include commitment towards 
Aboriginal engagement in our 
strategic partnerships framework.

Manager, Legal 
Services

July 2015  y Develop and release internal 
guidance for staff to best understand 
requirements for Native Title 
and Aboriginal Heritage.

Manager, Human 
Resource Services
and Manager, Legal 
Services

July 2015  y Hold all staff session on 
‘Standing on Sacred Ground: 
understanding and working with 
Native Title and Heritage Acts.’

Manager, Office of 
Director General

October 2015  y Initiate a project to develop a  
whole-of-department policy 
for Aboriginal engagement in 
water investigation, planning 
and management.

 y Work with staff and stakeholders 
(including Traditional Owners) from 
all regions to include locally-tailored 
guidance and culture-specific 
recommendations within the policy.

 y Ensure communications 
plans and templates include 
components and requirements 
for Aboriginal engagement.

1.4.  Provide opportunities for  
 Aboriginal and Torres Strait  
 Islanders and other employees  
 to build relationships

Project Manager, 
RAP working group

27 May – 3 June, 
annually

 y During National Reconciliation 
Week, hold all staff event each year.
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Staff within the department recognise the cultural significance of water to Aboriginal people and 
conduct their work in a way that emanates respect for Aboriginal cultures. Staff awareness of and respect 
for Aboriginal cultures is improved through more opportunities, acknowledging Traditional Custodians 
and a positive workplace culture. 

Action Responsibility Timeline Target

2.1.  Establish and roll out a cross- 
 cultural learning program   
 for all staff to participate in,  
 including during staff   
 induction

Manager, Human 
Resource Services

June 2016  y All Department of Water employees 
have access to and participate in 
cross-cultural training that is tailored 
and relevant to the Aboriginal 
culture/s that they work with.

2.2.  Celebrate NAIDOC week  
 to promote awareness   
 and encourage strong  
 staff attendance

Manager, Human 
Resource Services

July annually  y NAIDOC week celebrations, with all staff 
events, including Welcome to  
Country. 

Agency-wide July annually  y All Aboriginal employees have access 
to local community and department 
NAIDOC events, if they wish to attend.

2.3.  Support Aboriginal employees  
 in attending cultural and   
 bereavement events

Regional Managers 
and Branch 
Managers 

Ongoing, from 
July 2015

 y Managers are aware of staff bereavement 
leave access under the Public Sector 
General Agreement and support 
Aboriginal staff members in attending 
cultural and bereavement events.

2.4.  Develop and promote   
 protocols for Welcome to   
 Country and  
 acknowledgement of  
 Traditional Owners at  
 department events

Manager, Human 
Resource Services

August 2015  y A policy released for ‘Acknowledgement 
of Country’ and ‘Welcome to Country’ at 
suitable events and all staff encouraged 
to access and implement the policy. 

2.5.  Establish online (intranet and  
 internet) resources for staff     
 and Aboriginal stakeholders

Manager, 
Communications 
and Media

December 2015  y Jointly explore and develop online 
information for staff and Aboriginal 
stakeholders, including the reconciliation 
action plan and incorporating the 
plan artwork into the webpages.

2.6.  Ensure that Department      
 of Water publications    
 and communications are  
 culturally sensitive

Manager, 
Communications 
and Media

December 2015  y Updated publication approval 
template to include quality checks 
for culturally sensitive material 
(including use of images).

Respect
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The Department of Water’s work to manage 
water includes groundwater investigations 
where Native Title may apply. These 
investigations can involve on-ground works, 
such as drilling and installing monitoring bores, 
sampling and monitoring of groundwater and 
sometimes surface water.  Many projects also 
include ecosystem assessments.  We understand 
that this work may impact on land and water 
that is significant to Aboriginal people.  

So when it came to the Dampier Peninsula 
groundwater investigation, Traditional Owner 
rangers were included wherever possible, 
from sharing of local knowledge to hands-on 
assistance in the field.  A memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) was formed between the 
Department of Water and the Goolarabooloo 
people, based on the shared desire to see the 
groundwater resources managed effectively 
and affirming that both parties have knowledge 
to contribute.  Possibly most importantly, the 
MoU acknowledged the Goolarabooloo have 
a long-standing and ongoing association 
with the water, which is intrinsically linked to 
their spiritual beliefs and cultural practices.  As 
such, they have cultural obligations to look 
after Country.  With this perpetual interest in 
the land and water of the project area, the 
Goolarabooloo people were perfectly placed 
to advise the project team, as well as carry out 
work on Country.  The agreement set out the 
engagement process, including timeframes, 

rates of pay, communications, and personnel to 
be involved.

The Goolarabooloo shared their traditional 
ecological knowledge to help identify potential 
groundwater-dependent ecosystems.  They also 
shared their knowledge of pre-existing bores.  
The sharing of this local knowledge helped 
define the investigation sites, and doubled the 
monitoring network in this area. 

Goolarabooloo people actively participate 
in various components of the field work, 
either joining department staff when a team 
is required, or working independently for 
other tasks.  This has financial and health 
and safety benefits for the department, but 
more importantly, provides Goolarabooloo 
people with paid work on their own country.  
Furthermore, they receive training to conduct 
regular water level monitoring, knowledge of 
scientific approaches to managing water and 
an even deeper input to and awareness of work 
happening on their Country.

The Dampier Peninsula team also worked 
with the Nyul Nyul Rangers, by expanding on 
a State Funding Agreement with Kimberley 
Land Council. Similar to the relationship with 
the Goolarabooloo, the Nyul Nyul rangers 
have assisted with site selection, various field 
campaigns, and sampling and monitoring 
undertaken independent of Department staff.

Case study 
Working together for mutual benefit outcomes 
in the Dampier Peninsula
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We recognise that there are challenges facing Aboriginal Australians. 
Across our department, we will look at innovative ways of delivering our business to increase the 
opportunities available for Aboriginal people, particularly in regional areas.

Action Responsibility Timeline Target

3.1.  Develop employment  
 strategies to increase      
 employment of Aboriginal  
 and Torres Strait Islanders

Manager, Human 
Resource Services 

June 2016  y An employment strategy, with policy 
and actions towards improving 
Aboriginal employment from 1 
per cent to the current public 
sector standard of 4 per cent.

 y Review current HR policies and 
procedures to ensure barriers 
to Aboriginal employees are 
addressed in the strategy.

 y Consult with Aboriginal staff on the 
draft employment strategy, including 
professional development aspects.

Manager, Human 
Resource Services

July 2015  y The department’s three year workforce 
and diversity plan includes necessary 
components as  identified within the 
Aboriginal employment strategy.

Manager, Human 
Resource Services

May annually  y The department puts forward a bid 
each year to participate in the Public 
Sector Aboriginal Traineeship program.

Manager, Human 
Resource Services

June 2016  y Look into mentoring options 
for Aboriginal employees and 
trainees and their managers.

Manager, Regional 
Coordination

Ongoing  y All regional and Perth-based 
employment opportunities are 
advertised in Indigenous media. 

3.2.  Create opportunities for local    
 Aboriginal people through  
 Aboriginal and Torres Strait  
 Islander supplier diversity

Executive Directors, 
Science and 
Planning and
Regional Delivery 
and Regulation

Ongoing  y Major (>$1m) Cabinet submissions 
and Royalties for Regions bids 
include opportunities for Aboriginal 
employment and engaging 
Aboriginal stakeholders.

Manager, Financial 
Services

December 2015  y Review standard procurement strategy 
and policy to look at options to 
improve supplier diversity principles.

Manager, Financial 
Services 

December 2015  y An internal guidance for procuring 
Aboriginal businesses, traditional 
owners, ranger groups and Aboriginal 
people to be for services, including 
monitoring and measurement, other 
‘on Country’ activities and using the 
Aboriginal business directory.

Opportunities
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Tracking progress and reporting
Action Responsibility Timeline Target

4.1.  Monitoring and    
 reporting on  the   
 reconciliation action  
 plan 

Project Manager, 
RAP working group

July, October 2015
Feb, June 2016

 y Quarterly meetings and evaluation 
of delivery against actions.

Project Manager, 
RAP working group

June annually  y An update to Corporate Executive on the 
delivery and achievements of the plan.

Project Manager, 
RAP working group

30 September  
annually

 y Complete and submit the reconciliation action 
plan impact measurement questionnaire 
to Reconciliation Australia annually.

4.2.  Refresh reconciliation   
 action  plan for    
 following period

Manager, Office of 
Director General

June 2017  y A new 2017-19 reconciliation action 
plan project commenced.

On 5 July 2013, the State Government made 
an offer to resolve Native Title claims across 
a defined South West Settlement Area. Since 
then the Department of Water has worked 
extensively with the Department of Premier 
and Cabinet, the South West Aboriginal Land 
and Sea Council, the State Solicitor’s Office 
and the Water Corporation on the South 
West Native Title Settlement proposal.

The proposal now includes a State 
Government commitment to allow Noongar 
people to undertake some customary 
land-based activities within public drinking 
water source areas. To support some of these 
activities, we will amend by-laws to include 
access to registered sites within reservoir 
protection zones, camping, lighting fires and 
gathering flora and some types of fauna. 
Proposed draft by-law changes are included 

in the Indigenous Land Use Agreement.

In the Indigenous Land Use Agreements, 
signed off by Government on 8 June 2015,
we have also committed to consider 
abolishing or amending the by-laws of a 
number of south-west public drinking water 
source areas, which will increase the land 
available for customary activities (as well as 
recreation and tourism). Two catchments 
– Warren River and Kent River – have had 
their by-laws removed, and a further two 
catchments – Scotsdale Brook and Deep 
River – are in the process of being abolished. 
Previous drinking water source protection 
legislation and policy that constrained 
cultural activities in these catchments will be 
lifted. The South West Native Title Agreement 
applicants support this outcome.

Case study   
Respecting traditional cultural practices: 
changing legislation in the South West
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