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Acknowledgement of Country

Nura,1 or Ngura,2 are words for Country. To be 
clear, when talking about Country, it is not the 
countryside or the area outside of metropolitan 
spaces being referred to, it is the lands to which 
First Peoples belong, yearn for, find healing from 
and will return to. Country is the places from 
which Ancestors originated and still exist within 
as lifeforces. Country cannot be owned or tamed, 
as Country is also a relationship that must be 
honoured and nurtured.

Using the language for and of Country,  
we acknowledge the Traditional Custodians 
of Nura throughout Australia and abroad, 
and their continuing connection to culture, 
community, land, sea and sky. We pay our respect 
to Elders and Knowledge Holders and express 
our gratitude for their continued sharing of 
knowledge and culture. We acknowledge that 
sovereignty was never ceded, and these lands 
remain a contested space for many First Peoples.

Recognising Country, Elders and Custodians is  
a form of mutual respect between First Peoples. 
It is based on an ancient tradition which 
situates us in a living reciprocal action  
between people, narrative and Nura.

1. Uncle Noel Butler is a Budawang 
Elder of the Yuin nation and Dhurga 
language Knowledge Holder. Uncle 
Noel provided this translation for 
Country in Dhurga, the language of 
the author’s Ancestors.

2. Elder Uncle Greg Simms descends 
from the Gundungurra (water dragon 
lizard people) of the Blue Mountains 
and the Gadigal (whale people) of the 
Dharug nation, as well the Budawang 
(beach plover people) of the Yuin 
nation. Uncle Greg provided this 
translation for Country in Dharug, 
the language of the land on which the 
author lives and works.
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Summary

The objective of the Indigenous Interpretation 
Strategy for Gunyama Park and Gunyama [henceforth 
‘Gunyama’] is to act as a high-level visioning tool that 
can be used now and into the future to support the 
integration of the landscape, public art and signage 
in order to create a unique place that recognises 
and celebrates Aboriginal stories and heritage in the 
built environment. It is also designed to act as an 
underlay — guided by the Country that Gunyama is 
located within — from which culturally appropriate 
themes, narratives and resultant interpretations can 
be derived. This Strategy therefore identifies how 
Indigenous values can be interpreted, celebrated 
and honoured in meaningful, practical and culturally 
appropriate ways.

Despite colonial impacts, the site of Gunyama holds 
heritage values and narratives for the Aboriginal 
community, and maintaining those connections is vital 
to achieving a sense of place and cultural identity — 
and is therefore important to the wider community 
as well. By bringing a cultural understanding to 
place embedded in Indigenous knowings of a 
place grounded in Country, it is possible to design 
specifically for that place. In doing so Country is not 
only the materials used to construct but the guide for 
the design of the place.

The Strategy includes values and principles that 
should guide future work at Gunyama, objectives for 
any development, themes and narratives with a focus 
on Indigenous cultural heritage, and aspirational 
recommendations for future work.

While this Strategy was written for the site of 
Gunyama, it is relevant to the broader cultural 
landscape within which Gunyama is located.



Indigenous Interpretation Strategy Djinjama 7

Dreaming Up

Through our stakeholder engagements at every 
stage we have witnessed the best intentions and 
a desire to be respectful to the land and culture, to 
have an incredible outcome for the general public 
and local community. There is no doubt in our minds 
that the City of Sydney facilities for Gunyama at 
17 Zetland Avenue in Zetland will be a success in 
many respects. Yet there is always more that can 
be done for this project, future stages and other 
projects. Therefore, before we outline our strategy 
and recommendations, including an approach to 
Indigenous storytelling for places — specifically for 
Gunyama — we want to take a step back and reflect 
on alternative perspectives and ways of doing 
things. With an aim of recognising the importance 
of caring for Country as an integrated approach to 
planning for the built environment we ask readers 
to ‘dream up’ the following in relation to the design 
of places;

What if deadlines and budgets were put to the 
side for a moment? If the first question asked was, 
how can we live here in this place forever? If co-
design happened from the beginning of every 
project? If, irrespective of whether a project has 
perceived Indigenous contexts or not, Country was 
considered as being imperative to the process? If 
the co-design process included Country, more-than-
humans, non-humans and people? If Country was 
privileged in the planning of the built environment? 
If Indigenous peoples, culture and heritage were 
considered hosts of Country and as guides to the 
design of structures and buildings? If we recognise 
that after all we are always on Aboriginal land and 
sovereignty was never ceded here.

Just imagine if the City of Sydney’s ambition 
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to ‘Respond to the needs of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities through local 
programs and services — Provide opportunities for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community 
members and groups to use the City’s community 
centres, facilities and spaces’ (City of Sydney, 
2018a) was how Gunyama came into being. Imagine 
if Indigenous architects, Indigenous landscapers, 
Indigenous signage makers, Indigenous City 
of Sydney staff were all part of the process of 
bringing Gunyama to life. Imagine if Country 
were consulted as not only the materials used to 
construct but the guide for the project.

Gunyama is part of a much broader network of 
human and more-than-human activity connected 
across the city north to south and east to west. 
Storylines and key movement paths pass near the 
site and it is important Gunyama is considered 
in this larger context rather than confined to the 
boundaries of the site. 

Gunyama is also part of a longer continuum, in 
which Country holds everything created through 
the everpresence of the Dreaming. It is important 
that all planning that happens for Gunyama occurs 
in this context, with the question, how can we live 
in this place forever at the forefront of all minds 
working on the project.
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Figure 01 Possible alternative planning process
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Forewords

Language, Terminology and Acknowledging

There is no terminology that is unanimously agreed 
upon for referring to the many diverse groups who 
comprise the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples living in Australia. In this document, the 
terms ‘First Peoples’ and ‘Indigenous’ are used 
interchangeably to refer to those groups and people 
whose stories say they have always been here, whose 
Ancestors pre-date colonisation, and who identify as 
being Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander. Where 
appropriate, ‘Aboriginal’ or ‘Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander’ are also used. 

The land now known as Australia is home to 
numerous Indigenous groups with differing names 
and languages. As their names originated from an 
oral tradition with multiple dialects, and colonisers 
have not always well understood Indigenous ways of 
forming words, there are many ways of saying and 
spelling them (Foley, 2001; Tobin & Davison, 2018).3 4 5  
Now-Australia is acknowledged as contested space, 
both physically and politically. Systemic colonial 
practices of erasure and assimilation have caused 
complicated contestations between some of these 
groups triggering power struggles that disassociates 
those with long connections and belonging to place 
(Foster, Paterson Kinniburgh, & Wann Country, 2019).6  
In Indigenous knowledge systems and worldviews 
there are many ways of knowing, many truths and 
diverse perspectives. Likewise, there are many truths 
about places containing diversity in the knowledges, 
stories, histories and understandings of that place. 
Therefore, the land now known as Australia is also  
a shared space. First Peoples’ spaces had and still 
have overlaps, interstitial spaces, merged areas, 
fluidity and nebulosity. All are respected and 
acknowledged in this writing.

3 . Dennis Foley identifies as a 
Koori; his matrilineal connection 
is Gai-mariagal of the Guringah 
language group, and his father is a 
descendant of the Capertee/Turon 
River people of the Wiradjuri.

4 . Jacinta Tobin is a Borborngal 
(kangaroo) and Canamadagal 
(possum) person of the Dharug 
nation.

5. Joel Davison is a Gadigal man.

6 . Shannon Foster is a D’harawal 
Saltwater Knowledge Keeper.

Forewords
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We all stand on the shoulders of Knowledge 
Holders, Elders and Ancestors (or perhaps, in non-
Indigenous ways of understanding, other experts, 
researchers, scholars, scientists) and it is important 
to acknowledge their contributions to our ways of 
thinking and doing, and any resulting work. Many 
ideas contained in this document originate from an 
Indigenous worldview. Therefore, in this document 
in the first instance an Indigenous person’s work has 
been referenced, they are noted in the footnotes to 
acknowledge they come from a position of authority to 
share that knowledge. Furthermore, like in academic 
contexts when research or study is successfully 
undertaken one might acquire the title of Doctor or 
Professor, in Indigenous contexts those who have 
substantially contributed to their communities are 
honoured with the title of Aunt or Uncle. These are 
respectfully reflected in this writing.

Positioning

While the Gunyama Park and Gunyama Park Aquatic 
and Recreation Centre Indigenous Interpretation 
Strategy [henceforth ‘the Strategy’] is an Indigenous 
interpretation strategy, it also recognises that 
Indigenous knowledges are holistic and therefore 
draws in from a broad spectrum of perspectives and 
its outputs are more wide-ranging than simply an 
interpretation strategy. 

What is more, when working in Indigenous contexts 
it is important to contextualise and position 
those working on the project. Reflecting on and 
understanding our identity, role and purpose within 
Indigenous communities provides our position 
in regard to Country and community and how we 
associate with others within those networks. It is our 
way of indicating how we relate to and are related to 
others. It indicates to whom we are accountable for 
our actions and words, and to which lands we have 
responsibilities and obligations. It is also an important 

Forewords
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principle for non-Indigenous peoples to engage with 
when working in Indigenous contexts. Following 
this process promotes cultural safety, trust and 
recognition of our accountability for our own actions 
and intentions. 

With these understandings, the authors are  
introduced below.

Authorship

This strategy was developed by Dr Danièle Hromek, 7 
Sarah Jane Jones, Annabel Stevens, and Isabelle 
Toland.

Danièle Hromek —  Cultural Design Lead

Dr Danièle Hromek is a Budawang woman of the 
Yuin nation, with French and Czech heritage. She 
works at the intersection of architecture, interiors, 
urban design, performance design and fine arts. As 
an Aboriginal researcher and designer her work is 
grounded in her cultural and experiential heritage, 
often considering the urban Aboriginal condition, the 
Indigenous experience of Country and contemporary 
Indigenous identities. Danièle’s research considers 
Indigeneity in the built environment. It contributes 
an understanding of the Indigenous experience 
and comprehension of space, and investigates how 
Aboriginal people occupy, use, narrate, sense, dream 
and contest their spaces. Her research rethinks the 
values that inform Aboriginal understandings of space 
through Indigenous spatial knowledge and cultural 
practice, in doing so considers the sustainability of 
Indigenous cultures from a spatial perspective.

Sarah Jane Jones —  Interpretation Advisor

Sarah Jane Jones is a Lecturer at the University of 
Technology Sydney in Visual Communication Design. 
She runs a student partnership with Sydney Living 
Museums which investigates storytelling through 
experiential design, through this project she has had 

Forewords

7. Danièle Hromek is a Saltwater 
woman from the Budawang (beach 
plover) clan of the Yuin (Pacific black 
duck) nation.
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the privilege of working with Indigenous researchers/
artists/professionals including Danièle Hromek, 
David Beaumont and Leanne Watson. As a design 
researcher, she investigates ways to incorporate 
storytelling into urban wayfinding design, central 
to this is exploring the relationship between 
physical signage and digital wayfinding. Her design 
research practice works at the intersection of visual 
communication design, the digital humanities and 
urban design. Sarah Jane is completing her PhD. 

Annabel Stevens — Interpretation and Digital 
Strategy

With a background in museums and galleries 
and a special interest in the connection between 
physical and digital, immersive and interactive 
experiences, Annabel has led projects as diverse 
as entry experiences, permanent exhibitions, 
interactive installations, signage and wayfinding, 
placemaking and cultural strategies. She has skills 
in digital and creative strategy, production and 
working with multidisciplinary teams including film 
directors, animators, artists, architects, industrial 
and graphic designers, audio and lighting designers, 
software developers and engineers. In her role as 
Head of Environments at Frost Collective, Annabel 
oversaw ambitious community projects including the 
Chinatown Kiosk with artwork by Pamela See, signage 
for Sydney Park Playground, Prince Alfred Park Pool 
and an entry experience for Kakadu National Park, 
NT. More recently in collaboration with Studio MAAT, 
Annabel developed and implemented a digital and 
wayfinding strategy for HOTA: Home of the Arts, a 16 
hectare cultural precinct in the Gold Coast. Annabel is 
co-director and co-founder of AX Interactive. 

Isabelle Toland — Architectural Design Strategy

Isabelle is a co-director and co-founder of Aileen 
Sage Architects at which she has led numerous 
community-focussed projects including projects for 

Forewords
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the City of Sydney such as the recently completed 
Sydney Park Amenities (AIA NSW Small Project 
Award 2020), Sydney 2050 proposals, 119 Redfern 
Street in collaboration with Djinjama, as well as 
collaborating with Aspect Studios and Yerrabingin 
on a new Inner City Playground. She has also led 
proposals for community facilities and public domain 
works and strategies for large private developers 
including for South Eveleigh and Waterloo Metro 
Quarter Development for Mirvac, and Barangaroo 
for Lendlease. Isabelle was engaged by the NSW 
Government Architect to undertake case study 
research and writing for their Designing with Country 
Policy — through which she met and established a 
strong collaborative relationship with Danièle. Prior to 
establishing Aileen Sage, Isabelle worked at Neeson 
Murcutt Architects on other significant projects for 
the City of Sydney including Prince Alfred Park and 
Pool in Surry Hills and Juanita Nielsen Community 
Centre in Woolloomooloo.

Danièle, Sarah Jane, Annabel and Isabelle would 
like to express our thanks to City of Sydney for the 
opportunity to work on this project.

Forewords
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Introduction

Background

When colonisers arrived in the place now known as 
Sydney they found a landscape that was culturally 
managed and designed. While they may not have 
recognised it as such, Aboriginal peoples in the 
now-Sydney area have always reciprocally cared for 
Country in collaboration with Country to maintain a 
culturally healthy landscape using cultural practices 
appropriate to that place. Colonial processes have 
impacted the capacity for this care to continue in 
places that have had importance for First Peoples 
since the Dreaming to today. Despite dramatic 
changes afforded by colonisation, Country still 
requires cultural care and reciprocal relationships 
leading to healing for both people and the land. 
Gunyama holds enduring cultural values for 
Indigenous peoples and without ongoing cultural 
activation by First Peoples will hold a name that 
originates from Aboriginal culture, but not the culture 
itself.

Purpose

The Strategy has a vital role in the future community’s 
cultural identity and sense of place at Gunyama. 
The Strategy provides specific direction about the 
interpretation of Aboriginal culture and heritage values 
for Gunyama. The purpose of the Strategy is to ensure 
that the traditional, historical and contemporary 
cultural values and meanings held by Aboriginal 
people associated with Gunyama are indelibly 
integrated into the renewal area in a meaningful, 
culturally appropriate and practical way. Specifically 
the Strategy brings Aboriginal values to the forefront 
by incorporating a reading of Country and cultural 
heritage values from Knowledge Holders to the place.



Indigenous Interpretation Strategy Djinjama 18Study Area

Study Area

Figures 02 & 03 Location of Gunyama, city and suburb context



Use of the Strategy

Intention and Users

This Strategy is designed to provide guidance for  
the interpretation of Indigenous culture and heritage 
at Gunyama.

It is designed to be succinct and easy to use.
Urban renewal in Green Square is occurring across 
Beaconsfield and Zetland, and parts of Waterloo, 
Alexandria and Rosebery. Work on Gunyama 
commenced with a design competition in 2014 
with completion of the first stage in late 2020. This 
document provides guidance intended to be utilised 
throughout the remaining life of the project.

It is anticipated that the Strategy will be consulted 
and used as follows:

   State Government agencies, City of Sydney 
Local Government Authority, and any 
groups involved in managing the site will 
use the Strategy to ensure that Aboriginal 
cultural values and themes are reflected in 
developments which they undertake, resource 
or have a role in approving.

   Developers engaging with the site and 
Aboriginal culture and heritage related to the 
site, alongside consultation with Traditional 
Custodian groups or their suitably endorsed/
qualified representatives early in the design 
process.

Structure of the Strategy

This Strategy provides:

   Methodology and Approach

   Values and Principles

   Objectives 
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   Themes and Narratives

   Interpretations

   Recommendations

Each of these elements form a section of this 
document.

Policy Framework

This Strategy responds to several City of Sydney 
policies in both the engagement of Djinjama to 
undertake this work, as well as through the outcomes 
and recommendations of this Strategy, most notably:

Stretch Reconciliation Action Plan 2020-
2023

   Embed the voices of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people across a range of 
channels by representing their stories 
authentically.

   Implement the concept of Designing with 
Country, including a specific focus on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists 
and cultural expression.

Innovate Reconciliation Action Plan 2015-
2017

   Demonstrate that the engagement of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
has strengthened across an increasing number 
of projects and policies.

Innovate Reconciliation Action Plan Final 
Report 2018

   Respond to the needs of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities through local 
programs and services — Provide opportunities 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community members and groups to use 
the City’s community centres, facilities and 
spaces.

   Increase knowledge within the broader 
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community of the history, heritage, cultures 
and social values of the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities of Sydney — 
Continue to provide opportunities to share 
culture through our community programs and 
services.

Sustainable Sydney 2030 Community 
Strategic Plan 2017-2021

Strategic Direction 6 — Resilient and inclusive  
local communities

   Equitable access to community facilities and 
places, parks and recreational facilities to 
support wellbeing in daily life.

Strategic Direction 7 — A cultural and  
creative city

   The continuous living cultures of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities is 
visible and celebrated in our city.

Strategic Direction 9 — Sustainable 
development, renewal and design

   Sydney plans for the long-term and the benefit 
of future generations — the City of Sydney is a 
steward of the city for future generations and 
plans for their needs.

Sydney 2030 Eora Journey Economic 
Development Plan

   Enable connections, collaboration and 
supplier diversity — Increase opportunities for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander business 
owners to connect to other businesses, share 
knowledge and build strong networks.

   Increasing Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander control in areas such as ownership, 
leadership, and decision-making;

   Ensuring the contributions of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander residents, employees and 
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businesses are visible throughout Sydney, and 
this visibility increases over time;

   Promoting and maintaining connections 
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
and non-Aboriginal residents, businesses and 
organisations.

Green Square Town Centre Public Domain 
Strategy (Adopted 25 March 2013)

   The delivery of the public domain will provide 
a unique chance to celebrate the cultural 
heritage of the area through a range of 
initiatives, such as landscape design, water 
sensitive urban design, pavement public 
domain furniture details and public art 
programs. Public art sites and interpretation 
opportunities have been identified and 
captured in the Green Square Public Art 
Strategy 2012.

Green Square Public Art Strategy 2012

   For the City of Sydney to achieve a sense of 
place, the local community has to be directly 
engaged. It is widely accepted that public art 
can play a major role in the mediation between 
development and the community and can  
also assist to reduce crime and improve  
social networks.

   The public domain development including 
public art that relates to and highlights the 
history and significance of the site can attract 
overseas and local tourism. Integrated public 
art can enhance a sense of place and identity.

Urban Ecology Strategic Action Plan

   While biodiversity has been greatly reduced 
from its original state in the City of Sydney 
area, many indigenous plants and animals 
remain, and there is substantial potential 
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to conserve and enhance the habitats that 
support them. There is also potential to 
improve the awareness of City residents about 
biodiversity, and to promote their participation 
in activities that can contribute to biodiversity 
conservation.

Relevant Initiatives and Policies

Barani Barrabugu

Barani/Barrabugu (Yesterday/Tomorrow), as 
the first expression of the Eora Journey, a 
major project within the Sustainable Sydney 
2030 strategy, is a booklet containing details 
about key sites of significance and walks. 
The Barani website digitally presents sites of 
significance and expands on the booklet.

Eora Journey Recognition in the Public 
Domain Program

In 2008, the City of Sydney Council adopted 
the Sustainable Sydney 2030 plan to 
recognise and celebrate the living culture 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities in Sydney.

City of Sydney Naming Policy

City of Sydney’s Naming Policy was adopted 
in August 2018 and acknowledges the 
importance of using local words of Aboriginal 
origin ‘for new naming proposals for all assets, 
in particular streets, parks and buildings’ (City 
of Sydney, 2018b). 

The Indigenous word gunyama was selected 
and recommended by the City of Sydney’s 
historians and the name Gunyama Park was 
adopted by City of Sydney Council resolution 
on 14 May 2012. Gunyama is understood to 
mean ‘wind from the south west’, referencing 
the prevailing southerly wind prominent in 
the area and more broadly in Sydney. The 

Use of the Strategy



Indigenous Interpretation Strategy Djinjama 24Use of the Strategy

word gunyama, also thought to mean ‘stink’, 
references later colonial developments that 
occurred from the 1850s due to tanneries, wool 
washers, wool scourers, breweries, candle 
makers, soap makers, kerosene works, sugar 
refineries developed setting up manufacturing 
in the Waterloo area. As the location became a 
site for noxious trades and industry, it resulted 
in the area becoming known for its unpleasant 
smells.

The naming drew upon the work of  
Jakelin Troy,8 which is considered to be 
well provenanced, and includes a variety of 
sources across a number of time periods. 
Acknowledging the work of the Aboriginal 
people of this now-inner Sydney area to share 
language with the First Fleet Officers, the 
City’s historians decided to use language 
words that were from the word lists recorded 
by First Fleet Officers as it was understood 
they were most likely heard in the first couple 
of years in Sydney, and therefore most likely to 
be local language. 

Harbour Walk

The Harbour Walk is a series of curated stories 
connected alongside the Sydney Harbour 
foreshore from the Australian National 
Maritime Museum to Woolloomooloo Bay 
curated by Emily McDaniel.9

Belgravia Leisure

As facility managers for Gunyama Belgravia 
Leisure have a series of KPIs including a 
Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) for Gunyama 
within the first twelve months of occupation, 
target visitor groups that include a broad range 
of people, and the provision of local economic 
benefit including the employment of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander staff.

Innovate Reconciliation Action Plan 2015-
2017 and Final Report 2018

9. Emily McDaniel is from the Kalari 
Clan of the Wiradjuri Nation.

8. Jakelin Troy is a Ngarigu woman 
whose Country is the Snowy 
Mountains of NSW.
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The Innovate Reconciliation Action Plan 2015-
2017 and Final Report 2018 represents a call 
to action by the City of Sydney to make a 
stand for reconciliation guided by principles 
of collaboration, courage, innovation, integrity, 
quality and respect. It is a call to incorporate 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures 
and knowledge in daily work undertaken by 
the City of Sydney and aims to transform 
the organisation and communities within the 
City of Sydney with the ambition of making 
reconciliation “everyone’s business.”

Sustainable Sydney 2030 Community 
Strategic Plan 2017-2021 

Sustainable Sydney 2030 is a long term 
plan for a more sustainable, prosperous and 
liveable city. It sets out 10 targets against 
which to measure progress in working towards 
this outcome, and is updated regularly to 
ensure that it reflects the City’s communities 
and their vision for the city.

Sydney 2030 Eora Journey Economic 
Development Plan

This plan focuses on 4 main themes that 
were developed to address the challenges 
identified through a process of engagement 
and research:

1) Create an economic hub that ensures 
support and capacity building for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander business owners and 
prospective entrepreneurs; 

2) Maximise employment outcomes to ensure 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people can access opportunities, progress and 
thrive in the local economy; 

3) Enhance tertiary opportunities that 
will support Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in accessing, completing and 
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maximising the benefits of tertiary education; 
and 

4) Grow key sectors of the economy to 
support business ownership and employment 
opportunities in areas such as finance and 
professional services, tourism, retail, creative 
and digital businesses.

The plan is driven by partnership - between 
Aboriginal organisations, other levels of 
government, the business community and 
community members.

Green Square Town Centre Public Domain 
Strategy (Adopted 25 March 2013)

This strategy provides a reference document 
to achieve consistent decision making for the 
City of Sydney and developers. It establishes 
design principles to facilitate broad integration 
of the Green Square Town Centre area with 
the Sydney 2030 vision, development control 
plans, and design codes.

Green Square Public Art Strategy 2012

The Green Square Public Art Strategy 
identifies opportunities for permanent and 
temporary artworks that could explore 
historical, cultural and ecological elements 
of the area, including opportunities for 
community engagement, community benefit, 
community value, place making and identity 
building for the Green Square Area.

Urban Ecology Strategic Action Plan

The Urban Ecology Strategic Action Plan 
supports the City of Sydney Environmental 
Action 2016-2012 Plan. It focuses on the 
relationship between living organisms in an 
urban environment and how urban biodiversity 
is an important part of establishing a 
sustainable city.

Use of the Strategy



Indigenous Interpretation Strategy Djinjama 27Acknowledgements

Designing with Country

Designing with Country aims to practically 
assist stakeholders directly involved in built 
environment projects to respond to NSW 
Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 
1979 and other regulatory requirements that 
require the sustainable management of built 
and cultural heritage including Aboriginal 
cultural heritage.

Integrating the Results

While this Strategy was developed after the design 
and construction was almost complete as a response 
to the recognition that Aboriginal culture and heritage 
must be acknowledged in particular in places in which 
First Languages are used in the names of places, 
the aim is it should be relevant for future works at 
Gunyama. 

The Strategy is designed to identify and present broad 
themes across the whole of Gunyama as key inputs 
to the planning and design process, as well as future 
interpretation works, opportunities and art making  
for the site.
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Language is like the wind, it’s a living entity … 
Languages reflect their own world views, they reflect 
their own landscapes and their own beliefs. So that 
is why language is really important. It is because of 
the concepts behind the words.

Aunty Julie Freeman 



Heath Banksia
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Methodology and Approach

The methodology and approach employed in the 
preparation of this strategy is summarised below.

The Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter (2013) defines 
interpretation as, ‘all the ways of presenting the 
cultural significance of a place. Interpretation may be 
a combination of the treatment of fabric; the use of 
and activities at the place; and the use of introduced 
explanatory material.’

The general philosophy and process used in the 
development of the Strategy is adopted from 
Indigenous theoretical and methodological 
approaches developed by esteemed Indigenous 
scholars. This approach recognises Indigenous 
knowledge systems as continually establishing 
Indigenous ways of life, providing a moral code, 
rules and laws for behaviour based on the principles 
of respect, reciprocity and obligation (Moreton-
Robinson & Walter 2009).14  15 On this basis, Indigenous 
ideologies are formed and guided by cultural 
worldviews, paradigms, protocols, principles, contexts 
and behaviours – and Country. These values form an 
integral part of Indigenous methodologies and require 
those engaging with this approach to think critically 
about their processes and outcomes (Porsanger 
2004; Smith 2012).16  17 Developed by Karen Martin-
Booran Mirraboopa (2003),18 whose framework 
extends on the work of Lester-Irabinna Rigney (1999)19 
and Japanangka errol West (2000),20 and Jelena 
Porsanger (2004) are following guiding Indigenous 
methodologies: 

   Recognise Indigenous worldviews within which 
their knowledges and realities are distinctive 
and fundamental;

 Honour Aboriginal social customs as essential  
 processes through which they live, learn and  
 situate themselves; 

Methodology and Approach

14. Aileen Moreton-Robinson is a 
Geonpul woman from Minjerribah 
(Stradbroke Island), Quandamooka 
First Nation (Moreton Bay) in 
Queensland.

15. Maggie Walter is a member of the 
Palawa Briggs/Johnson Tasmanian 
Aboriginal family descended from the 
Pairrebenne people of Tebrakunna 
Country, North Eastern Tasmania.

16. Jelena Porsanger is Skolt Sami, 
originally from the Notozero region.

17. Linda Tuhiwai Smith is a Māori 
academic who affiliates to the Ngāti 
Awa and Ngāti Porou iwi.

18. Karen Martin-Booran Mirraboopa 
is a Noonuccal woman from North 
Stradbroke Island (south east 
Queensland) with Bidjara ancestry 
(central Queensland).

19. Lester-Irabinna Rigney is a 
Narungga, Kaurna and Ngarrindjeri 
man.

20. Japanangka errol West is a 
Tasmanian Aboriginal.
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   Emphasise the social, historical and political 
contexts which shape their lives, experiences 
and futures;

   Privilege the voices, experiences and lives of 
Aboriginal people and lands;

   Include or consult with Indigenous peoples not 
as objects but participants;

   Share and protect knowledge ;

   Use appropriate language and processes.

Four attributes from the relationist ethos authored 
by Aunty Mary Graham 21 that are key to developing 
genuine connections to Country:

 1. Custodial ethic

It is fundamental the Laws of the land, laws 
between people and ethical behaviours are 
daily practice and in all aspects of life. Caring 
for Country (looking after the land, waters 
and airs) is the basic foundation for existence 
on this planet and it is how people and non-
humans know how to also live with and care 
for each other.

 2. Locality

Locality refers to not only connections to 
Country and non-human entities, but also the 
region from which Indigenous peoples come, 
the characteristics of the land and the areas 
of care of their group/s. The ancient stable 
connections Aboriginal peoples have had to 
Country are fundamental to understanding 
ancient relationships between peoples, 
and for acting responsibly towards specific 
locations in collaboration with those ancient 
relationships.

 3. Autonomy

Strong foundations of autonomy, both 
individual and within Aboriginal groups, 

Methodology and Approach

21. Aunty Mary Graham is a member 
of the Kombumerri peoples.
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created an absence of hierarchy. Every person 
is autonomous, and nobody is more or less 
important than another. As such, everyone 
has a place within the group with none being 
treated as greater or lesser — also true for non-
human entities. 

4. Balance

Balance is fundamental to Aboriginal 
societies. Balance is sought in all aspects of 
lives, including between people and land, each 
other, people and more-than-humans, females 
and males, families and groups. Balance needs 
to be nurtured to ensure harmony is sustained 
within individuals and groups.

Strategy Methodology

Preparation of the Indigenous Interpretation Strategy 
for Gunyama entailed the following steps:

Inception Meeting

Site walk and briefing session, 18 December 2019

The Strategy project team completed a site walk at 
Gunyama to better understand the place, surrounding 
areas and built environment. The buildings, facilities 
and landscape areas were in construction. This is part 
of the Story Gathering and Analysis Stage of Works. 

Cultural Research and Stage 1 Workshop 
Presentation

Presentation Workshop 1, 26 February 2020

Cultural Design and Research was presented by 
Danièle Hromek to the City of Sydney. Place Definition 
of Gunyama included site definition, deep history, 
topography, geology, hydrology, flora, fauna and the 
seasonal calendar. As part of Reading Country 22 this 
research also outlined the importance of relationships, 
naming, groups and peoples, and activities. 

22. Reading Country is a process 
developed by Dr Danièle Hromek in 
which the tangible and intangible 
elements of Country are understood 
in order to bring that knowledge into 
the design of the built environment. 
It is protected by Indigenous 
Cultural Intellectual Property 
rights.
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Observations included emerging interpretive themes 
to be explored further during the story gathering and 
analysis stage:

  A Watery Place

   Tenacious Adaptability 

   Relational Movement

Online Forums

The Strategy project team conducted a series of 
online forums with departments and representatives 
within the City of Sydney, including relevant Gunyama 
partners. This included: 

   Landscaping and Ecology Session, 22 April 2020

   Facility Operations and Cultural Programming,  
29 April 2020

  History and Placenaming Policy, 13 May 2020

   Green Square Strategy and Intersecting City 
Design Projects, 20 May 2020

  Event Planning, 27 May 2020

Part of the Strategy is to understand how naming, 
design and operational decisions have been made 
to get to this point, what is planned and to identify 
opportunities and recommendations. There were 
relevant and interesting points of cross-over that 
presented themselves during these sessions such as 
changing water management, animal habitats, planting, 
event activities and ongoing maintenance.

Engagement with Aboriginal Knowledge Holders

Extensive Community Consultation was not part of 
the scope of work for this Strategy project. There was 
desktop research of existing reports and engagement 
with Aboriginal Knowledge Holders and stakeholders.

Engagement with Stakeholders

Background information sessions were held with 
Andrew Burges Architects and TCL. This included a 
meeting in person with Andrew Burges at his studio 
in February 2020 at which Danièle presented her 
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Reading Country research for the site and allowed 
the opportunity for Andrew to explain the key design 
principles and features of the project. A telephone 
conference call was held with Landscape Architect 
Alex Lock of TCL in March 2020 at which Alex 
explained the initial concept ideas, approach and 
initiatives of the landscape design for the project.

Stage 2 Workshop Presentation

Presentation Workshop 2, 24 June 2020

This presentation further developed the interpretive 
themes, design approach and proposed initial 
concepts. The visual responses included ideas for 
a temporary event outputs as well as designs which 
could be extended into permanent and integrated 
implementations. 

Storytelling Analysis

A process proceeding throughout the project of 
analysing the stories and narratives gathered from 
Country, stakeholders and others in order to gain 
comprehensive and holistic understandings of the 
place in order these can be incorporated into the 
interpretations and other outcomes.

Stage 3 Workshop Presentation

Presentation Workshop 3, 26 November 2020
A presentation of the first draft of the Strategy. 

Interpretation Strategy

Delivery of the Strategy.

Interpretive Work

The interpretation opportunities identified by the 
authors for Gunyama derive from the themes observed 
through the Strategy. The general approach for 
creating an interpretive work is to focus on creating a 
visceral experience in relation to the storytelling and 
to connect to one or many of the themes outlined in 
Themes and Narratives.



Connections for Aboriginal people are very ancient, 
they are from the absolute beginning of the world 
and our landscapes can be recreated also in 
places that are so far altered that it can bring 
back memory … Our histories are long. Our stories 
are about accurate histories of place. We were 
here when it was ice. We have stories about the 
first blooms on eucalypts. We were here when other 
things were forming along with ourselves and our 
thinking, we share this world with every other scape, 
sky, sea and land and every other living creature 
that inhabits all of those things.

Aunty Julie Freeman 



Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub
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Values and Principles

The interpretation of Aboriginal culture and heritage 
values at Gunyama should be undertaken with the 
following values relating to design being developed 
by Danièle Hromek and Jacqueline Gothe (2020) in 
consideration:

Cultural values

Responsibility and respect for place, Country 
and kin including the importance of ceremony 
and spirit, life forces and the metaphysical, 
as well as an understanding of Law, lore, and 
the Dreaming. Critical thinking and cultural 
values must be part of decision making 
that acknowledges in Indigenous cultures 
and value systems there are many truths. 
This value is inclusive of matriarchal and 
patriarchal knowledges.

Generational values 

Respect for Elders, Ancestors and ancient/
inherited knowledges and long term recall 
and memories. A reciprocal approach that 
recognises that nobody owns knowledge. 
Intergenerational observation in which the 
human experience is understood in context of 
the more-than-human world around humans.

Communal values 

Recognises the connectedness between 
each other and the agency of the non-human 
phenomena. Land is sacred to be cared for 
by all, with the focus on the wellness of the 
complete system, this value is holistic and 
integrated. Humans are not the centre of 
everything, and amassing wealth or property is 
for the good of the community, Knowledge is 
locally verified.
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Iterative values

Understands the value of learning through 
doing, understanding through practice, 
respecting overall systems, continual learning. 
Understands time as being relative to action 
and movement, in which there may be a 
lengthy period of acquisition. The process 
is as important as the end result, learning 
occurs through experience and practice while 
teaching is through example, storytelling, 
ritual, modelling and we are tested through 
everyday life.

Generative values

Open to/capacity to change to manage 
contexts in which creating and producing is 
part of the process. Knowledge stored orally, 
in objects and cultural practice, recognising 
that time is non-linear and cyclical/circular. 
Narratives/stories included in the process.

Collaborative values

Recognises the importance of working with 
others including activists, allies, advocates, 
and observers to build shared understandings.

Relational values 

Acknowledges connectivity and 
responsibilities that focus on relationships. 
Provides guidelines for behaviour, taking 
responsibility for care of Country and long 
term sustainability including ecological and 
cultural sustainability. Understands everything 
is related including people, more-than-
humans, objects, landscape and that humans 
are part of an interrelated system in which 
feeling comfortable as an individual is due to 
the quality of relationships.



Indigenous Interpretation Strategy Djinjama 40Values and Principles

From these values comes the following principles for 
interpretation:

   The interpretation of Aboriginal culture and 
heritage should be by or led by Aboriginal 
people. Knowledge Holders related to the 
Gunyama site should be involved in the 
process from the early stages of the project 
and recompensed for their time.

   The themes, stories, values and principles 
identified through the Strategy should be 
engaged with at the beginning of a project.

   Any consultation or engagement with 
Traditional Custodians must be broad, 
inclusive, integral and ongoing, and include 
consultation with Country. It is important to 
recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples are diverse and not a homogeneous 
group, therefore any engagement must 
recognise this diversity and be respectful of 
the Traditional Custodians of the land over 
Indigenous organisations who do not have that 
long heritage, or those who are Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander peoples with more recent 
links to the area but not local blood heritage to 
the area.

   Interpretation should recognise Aboriginal 
ongoing attachment to the Gunyama area, 
recognising the broader cultural landscape 
and not just single sites. To reflect the 
continuous care of Country of the Gunyama 
areas by Aboriginal peoples, Aboriginal 
cultural heritage and values should not be 
confined to specific areas, rather embedded 
throughout the Gunyama site and environment 
through a mix of background or passive design 
elements and active interpretive installations 
as well as regular programming of events and 
activities. It should be clear that Aboriginal 
people always were and always will be part of 
this place.
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   Reflecting the values relating to sustainable 
care of Country, materials used on site and 
planting chosen for the site should be durable, 
from local sources and preferably reused 
should they be removed.

   Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander artworks 
or designs for the site should include an 
interpretation from the artists or designers 
including relating to cultural values and 
heritage.

   Interpretations should reflect a diversity 
of genders, ages, collaborations, and 
relationships.

   Language or names in language used for the 
site should originate from the language/s of 
the land via those who hold knowledge of 
those languages. All language words should be 
explained through interpretative opportunities.



Dianella



Indigenous Interpretation Strategy Djinjama 43Objectives

Objectives

The objectives of development in the Gunyama area should 
include the following:

   Ensure any future work has engaged with the Strategy 
in the first instance prior to commencement of the 
work or appointment of contractors.

   Create awareness of Aboriginal culture and 
awareness, not only in Gunyama but surrounding 
areas, ensuring that Aboriginal cultural practices, 
language, tradition and ceremonies have space in the 
future of this part of Sydney and are acknowledged 
and respected.

   Create ‘a visceral experience’ (David Beaumont) and 
long term impression in relation to Aboriginal cultural 
expressions in the area, in which Indigenous identity 
is significant and celebrated.

   Ensure regular and genuine engagement and inclusion 
with Traditional Custodians of the area, with the 
inevitable aim of making them hosts rather than 
guests in the Gunyama area.

   Focus on how the Strategy works at the everyday level 
to create a flourishing future for culture. 

   Consider in what ways Country is being considered 
first rather than last in any ongoing works and 
operations of the facilities.

   Create opportunities for Aboriginal people of all ages 
to be involved in the strengthening, interpretation and 
presentation of culture at Gunyama.

   Acknowledge the responsibilities all visitors have 
towards Country and create opportunities for a sense 
of custodianship for all using Gunyama.

   Respect and encourage the presence of non-humans 
in Gunyama, recognising their Laws and enabling 
responsibilities to Country.
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   Ensure all visitors understand the meaning of the 
word gunyama and strengthen the relationship 
between language and land by re-introducing 
Aboriginal language into the interpretative work.

   Plant species that are endemic to the site as were 
present in pre-colonial times as part of the restorative 
and/or re-vegetation works to improve biodiversity. 

   Create connections with elements of the landscape 
that existed before non-Indigenous people changed 
the landscape.

   Create a cultural fund to ensure Indigenous voices 
can be appropriately recompensed for their work at 
Gunyama.

   Create spaces for cultural practices and gatherings as 
part of the ongoing care of Country.



You cannot separate Indigenous language from the 
natural world because it is rooted in landscape ... 
[All] can benefit from the protection of Indigenous 
languages because the truth about the Country is 
embedded in those languages and if we are to live, 
reproduce and die here it is a wise philosophical 
precaution to understand the soil from which we 
spring and into which we descend. 

Uncle Bruce Pascoe 



Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub
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Themes and Narratives

Through a Reading of Country, stakeholder engagement 
and practice-based research, the following key themes and 
narratives with a focus on Indigenous cultural heritage were 
identified at Gunyama:

Theme 1: Reading Country

  Aboriginal peoples know Country to be sentient and 
alive, teacher and eternal ‘land library’, and a source 
for connecting with Country in order to know and hear 
what Country needs to be healthy.

  Country, as the holder of all including knowledges, 
has the capacity to provide opportunities for a process 
of design that occurs in collaboration with Country.

  Aboriginal peoples are those who have millennia of 
experience knowing and living lightly with Country, 
and are therefore those who must be the ones to 
provide a reading of Country in order to understand 
how to design with Country. It is not appropriate 
for non-Indigenous people to read Country without 
guidance by appropriate Knowledge Holders and/or 
Indigenous technical experts.

  In order to ensure an accurate and appropriate 
reading of Country occurs, any site (not just those 
with perceived Aboriginal culture and heritage  
values) undergoing development must include a 
‘cultural fund’.

Theme 2: A Watery Place/ Giving Water a Voice

  Water moulded the forms and shapes of the Sydney 
Basin landscape in many ways, from the largest 
valley to the smallest crevice. Despite the land being 
severely changed this shaping by water is still evident.

  Aboriginal people, particularly women, were experts 
in the marine environment in now-Sydney, from 
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using boats to sourcing foods, the water sustained 
and moved them. Women have strong enduring 
relationships with water, from creating watery spaces 
within their bodies to grow life to having reciprocal 
care relationships with landscapes of water.

  Water not only sustained the local Aboriginal people 
prior to colonisation, the waterways also protected 
them as they resisted colonial forces.

  The site itself is extremely wet, being located in  
the middle of wetlands, but also bounded by a number 
of hydrological systems including rivers,  alluvial 
springs, underground waterways, creeks, marshes, as 
well as the nearby harbour, bay and beaches.

Theme 3: Seeing the Unseen/Seeing what  
the Unseen Sees

  Acknowledging a recognition of the importance of 
‘others’ in this space, ‘other’ non-human agents and 
the promotion of a healthy ecosystem at Gunyama.

  Encouraging a better awareness of using all of our 
human senses to connect with the biodiversity of 
Gunyama. Listening with different multi-sensorial 
parts of ourselves to sense the communications 
of non-humans and Country. Aiming for an 
understanding of how human activity impacts their 
worlds, i.e. listening to the sounds of the Green and 
Golden Frog choir, experiencing the way the wind 
moves through the grass at Gunyama. 

  Communicates the Cultural Calendar through 
highlighting the indicators of seasons at Gunyama and 
connections with other flora and fauna beyond this 
site i.e. The blooming of certain flowers, the migration 
of the whales, the relationship of cosmology to the 
lives of the animals.

  Revealing the invisible. The wind that gave the name. 
The smallest of microbes that contribute to essential 
ecosystems. The individual grains of sand.
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  Acknowledging that not all knowledge is stored  
in a library, on a shelf, or in a hard drive. Seeing that 
Country holds all knowledges that keep it balanced 
in perpetuity, as non-textual, un-recordable forms 
of cultural memory that need to be activated or 
performed.

Theme 4: Relational Movement

  Now-Botany Road, running past the site, was and  
still is a key movement path from the harbour down  
to Kamay (Botany Bay) and beyond enabling trade  
and custodial care relationships. The relationships 
with surrounding peoples are evident in now- 
Sydney’s roads.

  In contrast to many other groups who needed to 
move substantial distances to ensure sufficient 
food sources, Aboriginal peoples in now-Sydney are 
thought to have lived relatively sedentary lives as a 
result of the topography that provided abundant food 
sources from the ocean, harbour, rivers and bush. 
In order to live sustainably and ensure resources 
were not overused, they only needed to move small 
distances.

  The dynamic movement of water, through the path 
of least resistance, if there is a block a new path is 
found. The kinetic flows of air over and around the 
land, creating movement in flora, humans and other 
entities of Country.

Theme 5: Tenacious Adaptability

  Despite experiencing the first impacts of colonisation, 
Aboriginal peoples in now-Sydney still care for 
Country and express culture through cultural 
practices.

  The fauna in the Sydney area is adaptable; it has 
habituated (and even resisted) the changes in the 
environment yet maintained their life patterns.
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  Adaptability of and to the changing of the seasons 
and ephemerality of life.

Theme 6: A Cyclical Connection

  The short and long cycles of Country indicate time 
and pattern, from the movement of an insect or whale, 
to the vast movements of the celestial sphere.

  Non-humans have their own dynamic ways of 
expressing their own cycles, be that the winds which 
flow from certain directions at certain times of the 
year, or a blooming flower or high tide. Climate and 
geology have patterns and cycles, some lasting many 
generations of human existence.

  People have cycles in their cultural practices or rituals 
also, related to when a particular plant might be 
available, when the weather is right, or even within 
their own bodies. These cycles connect people with 
Country as intrinsic parts of Country.



First Peoples should not be treated as guests, rather 
as hosts, on their Country.

David Beaumont 



Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub
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Interpretations

Any interpretation on Gunyama should be informed 
by the themes embedded in this strategy and link 
any spatial storytelling to these themes. The general 
approach should be to focus on creating a visceral 
experience and consider the long term sustainability 
of culture in the site.

Wayfinding and Signage

Gateway

As visitors approach the facility, there is an 
opportunity to signify the importance of the 
Indigenous name, gunyama, and its relationship with 
Country. The name is part of the identity of the site 
and must appear on signage, graphics and as part 
of the entry experience. Making a highly visible and 
tangible statement of the identity creates a first 
impression and sets an expectation regarding the 
remainder of the visitor experience. It must be clear 
that the name derives from First Languages including 
the meaning/s.

The entries to the facilities should be open and 
welcoming, with consideration given to how local 
communities, in particular Aboriginal visitors, can 
access the site for cultural practice both day and 
night. This can be achieved with User Journeys and 
Access Keys. Understanding how Indigenous peoples 
experience Gunyama is important to ensuring they 
feel included on site. To address this a series of User 
Journeys (a visualisation of an individual’s experiences 
when interacting with something) and a universally 
designed Access Key (customised accessibility guides 
that provide accurate and convenient information) for 
different visitors should be developed. For instance, 
how might an Elder approach the site and find 
somewhere to pull up safely or park without needing 
to walk too far, or someone wanting to undertake their 
cultural practice on site, or a more-than-human visitor 
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seeking food or security. The Access Key must be 
broadly accessible and visible on the facility’s website 
and printed off on site.

Pathway and Accessibility

The signage should promote awareness of biodiversity, 
the habitats of fauna and endemic plants, and the 
migration paths of animals between the green spaces, 
as information displayed through wayfinding or 
interpretive signage. As part of the interpretive design 
outcomes of this Strategy, this could be done through 
carving and painting content into landscaping stones.

Also, as part of the interpretive design outcomes of 
this Strategy textual imprinting relating to the cultural 
seasonal calendar could be embedded as permanent/
semi-permanent interpretation signage on site to 
communicate the indicators of seasons and the 
directional relationship to connections beyond and 
through the site.

First Languages and Naming

It is imperative that every time the word gunyama 
is used it is made clear the meaning and origin, or 
else there is risk of falling into colonial habits of 
appropriating Indigenous knowledges without true 
meaning. Furthermore, and importantly, ensuring 
this sharing of meaning occurs contributes to the 
reclamation of First Languages through embedding 
Aboriginal language in the environment. 

Additional embedding of Aboriginal naming and 
languages in signage and digital wayfinding systems 
is key to ensuring the story is understood throughout 
the site. This could be achieved at every level to 
incorporate dual naming words and/or imagery i.e. 
words have both the local Aboriginal word and the 
English word.

Interpretations
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Digital

Website

The most important experience for visitors for 
Gunyama is the human in-person experience that 
is connected to place, with any digital playing a 
supporting role. 

People may visit the Gunyama website managed 
by Belgravia Leisure pre-, post- and during their 
visit. Therefore it provides another opportunity for 
communication, ensuring a holistic experience across 
all visitor touch points. The website should include 
information about Gunyama, history and access. 
Elements of this Strategy specifically relating to 
culture and other aspects of cultural significance 
should be included within the dedicated website. 

Similar to an Access key we recommend including 
further information for pre-visit planning. This could 
be tied into customer journey mapping, with targeted 
groups including Aboriginal people, Elders and 
Traditional Custodians. Facility booking systems and 
web content should consider the user flow for access 
to the site for cultural practice and to support other 
cultural on site initiatives. 

Digital Displays and Audio Visuals

Nearly all of us move continuously between virtual 
and physical spaces and digital engagement can play 
a valuable role in enabling meaningful connections 
to the on site experience. The more integrated the 
interpretive stories and themes the more seamlessly 
people can move between them and encounter deeper 
engagement. As visitors take a journey through the 
site and facilities, multiple points of interest can build 
a larger and more memorable impression. Allowing 
time to take in stories and interpretive themes. Our 
approach is not a didactic one. The interpretive 
outputs should be designed to be visceral experiences, 
ephemeral in nature and evolving over time. 

Interpretations
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Soundscapes help to create a multi-sensory and 
visceral experience. Considering both audio and visual 
elements through the site to encourage exploration, 
dialogue and making connections between themes. 
Audio can be a combination of storytelling and or 
ambient sound effects. It can be location specific 
to provide information and interpretation in context. 
It can also encourage visitors to look more intently 
at their surroundings, and less at screens whilst 
spending more time in a place. Unique digital displays, 
soundscapes and surprising connections can not only 
deepen engagement but attract new visitor types.

One of the benefits of digital displays and audio 
systems is that they can be updated regularly 
and remotely once the infrastructure is installed. 
Content management systems can also be developed 
to organise assets as well as streamlining the 
deployment process. For example, if Indigenous 
naming or translations are to be applied across 
all digital displays. Budget for creation of relevant 
cultural digital content and other assets such as 
audio files should be incorporated into the long term 
planning for Gunyama.

Sensors

‘Hidden’ technology, such as sensors and monitors, 
can not only provide interesting data but give us clues 
on how to enhance experiences for humans and non-
humans, flora and fauna. 

There is already a wealth of data being collected as 
part of ecologists’ reports, species surveys, mapping, 
soil testing, temperature and air monitoring in and 
around the site. Building management systems also 
offer environmental monitoring systems. There are 
scientific studies into light and noise pollution and 
its effects on wildlife and the growth of trees. It is 
imperative this research and data is used to increase 
awareness of ways to contribute to a more habitable 
and healthy site that will flourish over time, encourage 
biodiversity and regeneration by designing for the 
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benefit of more-than-human. It will also ensure 
a responsive environment in which data can be 
visualised to make information more publicly available 
and understandable.

Public Art and Design Works

It should be noted that the concept of ‘art’ as a 
subcategory of ‘culture’ is a western construct. ‘Art’ 
can equally be as much an expression of science, 
design, agriculture, cooking, gardening, and all 
aspects of life and existence. From an Indigenous 
perspective, art often encompasses ecology, site 
and community, and it is this holistic view of art and 
culture that is integrated within this Strategy.

For the City of Sydney to achieve a sense of place, 
the local community has to be directly engaged. It 
is widely accepted that public art can play a major 
role in the mediation between development and 
the community and can also assist to reduce crime 
and improve social networks. The public domain 
development including public art that relates to and 
highlights the history and significance of the site can 
attract international and local tourism. Integrated 
public art can enhance a sense of place and identity.

The commissioned public artwork on the Gunyama 
site was conceived by Aunty Julie Freeman and 
Jonathan Jones. It consists of two large bronze 
bangala (also known as galima in the local Dharawal 
language) which are bark vessels used for carrying 
fresh water. The artwork is sited in a prominent 
position near the secondary group entry into the 
aquatic centre and can be viewed from the outdoor 
pool as well as the main outdoor recreational areas. 
It sits amongst sandstone boulders and wetland 
grasses.

The work is a water feature sited within the riparian 
landscape zone of the site and speaks of the 
complex water narrative — having been an important 
site of fresh and bitterwaters; followed by the 

Interpretations
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industrialisation of the area and the establishment of 
manufacturing, and now the site of the aquatic and 
leisure centre which drew inspiration from Sydney’s 
iconic coastal saltwater pools in its design. 

The ‘bangala’ artwork is prominent, highly visible and 
strategically located. There is also a future opportunity 
to extend the Public Art and Design works to a whole 
of site approach, considering its varying conditions 
and orientations, as well as multiple perspectives, 
narratives and experiences — including the 
experiences of non-humans within our ecosystems.

Part of the ongoing public art strategy for Gunyama 
should be to improve the awareness of local residents 
about the importance of biodiversity even in the urban 
scape, and to promote their participation in activities 
that can contribute to biodiversity conservation. 
Future art and design work should include temporary, 
temporal, permanent, and evolving works that respond 
to the identified themes from the Strategy.

Biodiversity

Colonisation has severely impacted places 
including introducing pollution, removing water 
from ecosystems, introducing foreign species 
and materials from foreign places, and reducing 
biodiversity. Country, as eternal land library, holder of 
all knowledges and capacity for creation, is inherently 
biodiverse. Aboriginal peoples have always been 
respectful of this need for diversity in ecosystems, 
and retained this diversity in their actions of land 
management and care for Country. They recognise 
themselves to be part of the ecosystem rather than 
lord over it, in which more-than-humans and non-
humans are equal in regard to their rights to exist in 
places. Therefore, integral to this Strategy and the 
importance of planning for a place to enable existence 
forever is the need to ensure Gunyama encourages 
and maintains biodiverse spaces that offer habitats 
and sustenance to all who visit. 

Interpretations
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As part of this urban biodiversity, a network of 
connections across the city for more-than-humans 
must be realised in order to enable animal and bird 
migrations, in particular those who are endangered 
and vulnerable. In part this is addressed by New South 
Wales Government’s Sydney Green Grid, a network of 
high-quality green space. Encouraging collaborations 
between architects and planners with specialists such 
as ecologists is a start. However Indigenous ways 
of understanding biodiversity and sustainability go 
much further and must be considered in the planning 
processes of not only Gunyama but the broader City. 

In Gunyama the Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub 
ecosystem is important to the Dreaming of local 
Aboriginal peoples. Therefore, it must be protected 
and given spaces to flourish at all costs. This is 
particularly important as the climate changes in terms 
of providing support for climate resilient plants and 
ecosystems.

We consider biodiversity to be part of the 
interpretation of the site because it promotes the 
importance of ‘others’ in this space, specifically other 
non-human agents at Gunyama.

Interpretations
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Water

Water is a key element of Country. Gunyama sits 
within a watery place, originally wetlands, it was 
a meeting place of different waters including 
freshwaters, saltwaters and bitterwaters. Regrettably 
colonisers tend to push water into concrete, 
withdrawing it from ecosystems and removing the 
accessibility for flora, fauna and humans. This action 
of treating Country as object that can be used, 
overused and mastered has caused major disruptions 
to the biodiversity of systems, separating and in effect 
dispossessing human from nature, a form of unseen 
traumatisation for people and non-humans.

Water, in Gunyama, must be seen and free. Water 
must have a voice and the capacity to be accessed, 
allowed to seep deep into the soils and filtered. This 
could be achieved through grass surfaces, the use of 
rain gardens and avoiding concrete containment.

Microclimates and Habitats

All of Country is important, including the tiny 
creatures, the animals of the night, those that hide 
from humans, and elements such as water or winds. 
It is important these are considered in the planning 
process in order to achieve a truly biodiverse place, 
and environments are created to support their living in 
Gunyama forever also.

In particular the priority species identified to inhabit 
the wetlands — not least the Eastern Suburbs Banksia 
Scrub itself, which is an endangered ecological 
community. Priority species listed in the urban ecology 
strategic action plan, include:

   Green and Golden Bell Frog and other frogs  
such as the Eastern Dwarf Tree Frog and 
Perons Tree Frog;

   Grey-headed Flying-fox;

   Powerful Owl;

Interpretations
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   Long-nosed Bandicoot;

   Microbats such as Gould’s Wattled Bat,  
Eastern Freetail Bat, and Little Forest Bat;

   Small birds such as the Superb Fairy-wren,  
New Holland Honeyeater and Silvereye;

   Freshwater wetland birds such as the 
Australian Reedwarbler, Black-fronted 
Dotterel, Black-winged Stilt, Buffbanded Rail 
and Royal Spoonbill; and,

   Reptiles such as the Eastern Blue-tongue,  
Bar-sided Skink and Gully Skink.

These species must be actively encouraged to 
Gunyama, for instance with rock piles for reptiles, 
hollowed out logs, carefully located boxes for flying 
foxes, wet spaces for frogs, habitat for cicadas, and 
boxes for possums on the Eucalyptus citriodora trees 
along the streetscape. Healthy habitats for plants 
and plants suitable for foraging are key for attracting 
insects, a key part of a healthy biodiverse ecosystem 
as they likewise attract birds. Food sources should 
also be available for humans in the planting, as an 
important part of the ecosystem who needs to be 
sustained in Gunyama.

Planting

Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub, dispossessed during 
colonial processes from the Gunyama site, consists 
predominantly of sclerophyllous heath or scrub 
community occasionally with small areas of woodland 
or low forest that occurs on patches of nutrient poor 
windblown dune sand along the Sydney coast. It is 
characterised by the following assemblage of species:
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Acacia longifolia
Acacia suaveolens 
Acacia terminalis
Acacia ulicifolia 
Actinotus helianthii 
Actinotus minor 
Allocasuarina distyla 
Astroloma pinifolium 
Baeckaea imbricata 
Banksia aemula
Banksia ericifolia 
Banksia integrifolia 
Banksia serrata
Bauera rubioides 
Billardiera scandens 
Boronia parvifolia 
Bossiaea heterophylla 
Bossiaea scolopendria 
Brachyloma daphnoides 
Caustis pentandra 
Conospermum taxifolium 
Cyathochaeta diandra 
Darwinia fascicularis 
Darwinia leptantha 
Dianella revoluta 
Dichelachne crinita 
Dillwynia retorta
Epacris longiflora 
Epacris microphylla 
Epacris obtusifolia 
Eragrostis brownii 
Eriostemon australasius

Eucalyptus gummifera 
Gonocarpus teucrioides 
Haemodorum planifolium 
Hakea teretifolia 
Hardenbergia violacea 
Hibbertia fasciculata 
Hypolaena fastigiata 
Kunzea ambigua 
Lambertia formosa 
Lepidosperma laterale  
Leptocarpus tenax
Leptospermum laevigatum 
Leptospermum trinervium 
Lepyrodia scariosa 
Leucopogon ericoides 
Lomandra longifolia 
Melaleuca nodosa 
Melaleuca squamea 
Monotoca elliptica 
Monotoca scoparia 
Persoonia lanceolata 
Philotheca salsolifolia 
Pimelea linifolia
Pomax umbellata 
Pteridium esculentum 
Restio fastigiata 
Ricinocarpos pinifolius 
Styphelia viridis 
Woollsia pungens 
Xanthorrhoea resinifera 
Xanthosia pilosa

Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub



When our culture is practiced correctly, 
appropriately in the way it was intended,  
it has true meaning, it isn’t meaning to be true! 

David Beaumont 



Eastern Suburbs Banksia Scrub
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Recommendations

Offered in addition to the aforementioned 
interpretations are the following further 
recommendations. These recommendations are 
imperative to the successful incorporation of 
Aboriginal culture and heritage and maintenance of 
cultural safety within Gunyama.

Cultural Excellence

Like Design Excellence – understood as the highest 
standard of architectural, urban and landscape design 
– Cultural Excellence is an incentive program that 
encourages respectful behaviour towards Aboriginal 
culture and heritage. Cultural Excellence might 
include Indigenous inclusion, embedding access rights 
to Country and important places, benefit sharing 
across the project, job and training opportunities, 
ensuring those with the right cultural authority are 
involved in projects, and access to cultural property. 

Ensuring those with the right cultural authority 
– Traditional Custodians with ancient ancestral 
connections to a place – are involved in projects from 
the first project concept to the Welcome to Country 
at the opening means that the right thing is done 
according to Indigenous protocols. Also, projects 
should come pre-prepared with clauses in contracts 
that respect Indigenous Cultural Intellectual Property 
(ICIP) rights, that ensure Intellectual Property and 
Copyrights remain with First Peoples, and that have 
Non-Disclosure Agreements that specifically protect 
Indigenous Knowledges from non-Indigenous impacts.

The recommendation is to implement a program 
of Cultural Excellence for all future building works 
in the City of Sydney LGA. This would include the 
development of a new policy as part of the City of 
Sydney’s LEP (Local Environmental Plan) and/or DCP 
(Development Control Plan) that provides incentives 
or benefits, in a similar way to the existing Design 
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Excellence Policy, to encourage respectful behaviour 
towards Aboriginal culture and heritage and 
improved consideration and meaningful integration 
of Indigenous perspectives and worldviews.

Cultural Fund

Like scientists, engineers or architects spend 
many years learning their skills and building up 
their experience, so too do Indigenous Knowledge 
Holders. All sites are located on Country and as such 
need to have Aboriginal knowledges as part of their 
development and ongoing upkeep and care. Projects 
are richer with Indigenous people involved as they 
inherently bring multiple perspectives and worldviews 
to the project that are unlikely to be considered 
without their input. It is imperative to ensure 
appropriate benefits flow to not only the Knowledge 
Holders but the broader community. Therefore, all 
projects need to include a Cultural Fund (or Cultural 
Levy) to pay for this specialised knowledge, just like 
there are budgets for architecture or engineering. As 
Gunyama has an Indigenous name, it should be the 
first in line to pay a levy into the fund. 

It is also important systems and processes adapt to 
become systems Indigenous peoples can not only be 
the primary consultant on, but also be the proposers 
of projects using the Cultural Fund. Current systems 
are westernised, complex, use complicated language, 
and are often unapproachable, and therefore 
exclusive. Ensuring all schemes are approachable and 
inclusive is important to ensuring cultural safety in the 
application process.

The recommendation is to lead the process of 
launching a Cultural Fund that all future projects can 
contribute towards to ensure appropriate benefits 
flow not only to the Knowledge Holders engaged in 
the process but also to the broader community.
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Plan of Care for Country Management

To ensure the Gunyama site has an enduring plan  
for the care of Country, it is recommended that in 
addition to a Plan of Management being developed,  
a Plan of Care for Country Management is developed. 
Aligning architecture, ecological management and 
infrastructure activities with care of Country. Like a 
Reconciliation Action Plan for Country (rather than an 
organisation), a Plan of Care for Country Management 
offers a chance to develop a plan for Aboriginal 
culture and heritage in which cultural values, both 
tangible and intangible, are embedded in the process 
rather than an afterthought or addendum.

In order to develop this plan, it is imperative that 
the vision for the future of culture and Country is 
understood for Gunyama. This requires an ongoing 
engagement with First Peoples who have relationships 
with the site, in which they are provided space to 
envision their cultural futures in order that they can  
be designed for. 

The recommendation is develop a Plan of Care 
for Country Management for Gunyama and all 
future developments and progressively for all City 
of Sydney sites. These Plans of Care for Country 
Management will offer an opportunity to align 
architecture, ongoing ecological management and 
infrastructure activities with care of Country. They 
will also offer a considered framework for any future 
developments by the City of Sydney on their sites.

Cultural Facilities and Meeting Places

In order to ensure Indigenous peoples feel culturally 
safe at Gunyama, and to avoid appropriation of 
Indigenous knowledges and languages without the 
people to whom those knowledges and languages 
belong being included, spaces for First Nations 
Peoples to meet, gather, and practice culture must be 
developed. While this may not be feasible in the first 
stage of construction, it must be included in the next 
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or the City will be continuing colonial practices of 
dispossession, removal and appropriation.

Cultural practices incorporate any practice that 
Indigenous peoples carry out that connects them 
to their culture, Country and Dreaming. Cultural 
practices are part of lore and part of the role of First 
Peoples to keep Country healthy and balanced, not 
only for themselves but for those yet to be born. While 
a cultural practice may be weaving, woodcarving, or 
cultural burning, and cultural practitioners may be 
storytellers or musicians or artists, a cultural practice 
is not restricted to ‘traditional’ practices — indeed 
robotics or writing could be a cultural practice if they 
connect with culture and Country. Sandy O’Sullivan23 
confirms this, indicating that technology (multimedia 
in their case) is cultural practice and denying this 
buys into ‘primitivist ideas of Indigeneity and upholds 
the concept that Indigenous people are unable to 
participate in cultural ways in the modern world’ 
(2008, p. 53).

The recommendation is to create dedicated spaces 
for cultural practice to occur in the Gunyama site. 
These spaces should be designed in collaboration 
with the Indigenous community and Country, 
preferably with Indigenous designers, architects, 
landscapers as well as Indigenous City of Sydney 
staff as part of the process. The Stage 2 works of 
Gunyama may provide such an opportunity to occur 
through the engagement of an Indigenous design 
team to review the existing Stage 2 design with 
the landscape architects to ensure such a space is 
considered and integrated on the site.

Indigenous Sustainability in the Built 
Environment

Sustainability, as it currently happens in the built 
environment, is insufficient. The majority of materials 
and flora that have been introduced to places is 
not of that place. Places are not being constructed 

23. Sandy O’Sullivan is a 
Wiradjuri person.
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to self sustain. Waters are being removed from the 
system through metal and concrete so flora, fauna 
and people cannot access it and the water is not 
getting the natural filtration and nutrients that happen 
as a result. Too much is removed from a system 
without considering those who are coming next, our 
descendants. To answer how can we live here forever, 
key research relating to Indigenous methods of 
sustainability must be commissioned to ensure future 
built environments are truly sustainable.

Specifically for Gunyama, there needs to be further 
consideration of planting and growing and cultivating 
to create cultural spaces; designing for a flourishing 
future; interpretation work that focuses on the 
passing of time and has a lifespan that aims to exist 
over more than just one generation; embedding 
language and Aboriginal language that is ‘rooted in 
landscape’ (Pascoe 2007, p.192)24 into signage and as 
textual imprinting (permanent and semi-permanent); 
designing temporal work that responds to the longer 
narratives of place.

The recommendation is to commission further 
research in to Indigenous sustainability in the 
built environment as a trigger for developing truly 
sustainable places, specifically starting with 
Gunyama – as a review of the current ecosystems on 
the site – to consider any future planting, growing 
and cultivating to create cultural spaces and to 
design for a flourishing future for First Nations 
Peoples and the development of truly sustainable 
places for all of the community as well as the 
consideration of more-than-humans now and for 
generations into the future.

Cultural Operations

The inclusion of Aboriginal peoples in all decisions 
regarding Gunyama is imperative to this project. 
Developing genuine dialogues and affiliations with 
those with the longest relationships to places to 

24 . Uncle Bruce Pascoe is of 
Bunurong, Yuin and Punniler panner 
heritage.
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ensure they are involved in the design of places, 
architecture and the built environment. In doing 
so places are created that are respectful towards 
cultural practices, attentive towards the significance 
of places and the knowledges embedded in Country, 
and creates spaces that are responsive to Aboriginal 
culture and heritage. Opportunities must be sought 
throughout the entire project to empower Indigenous 
businesses, and create training and jobs for First 
Peoples to ensure the built environment works 
towards self-determination for Aboriginal peoples.

As part of the cultural operations it is key that an 
Indigenous person is on the interview panel for any 
new staff, and all projects that include Aboriginal 
culture and heritage pass through a process to 
determine they are for the benefit of Aboriginal people 
and Country. The process should determine there 
is substantial Aboriginal involvement as part of the 
submission, and they can demonstrate their respectful 
engagement with Aboriginal people/communities who 
informed the outcomes of the project (not just a one-
off consultation). 

Indigenous methods of learning and teaching should 
be employed for non-Indigenous staff, contractors, 
and others engaging with Gunyama including relating 
to:

   Learning to hear Country (Nura, or Ngura)

   Learning from oral knowledges — a recognition 
that we wayfind with all of our senses 

   Learning from the navigation techniques of 
songlines, storylines and celestial pathways 

   A reflection that Aboriginal naming and 
language is ‘rooted in landscape’ (Pascoe 
2007, p 192) 

   Incorporating Indigenous narratives in the 
design of the built environment.

The recommendation is to develop a Cultural 
Operations Manual for Gunyama that includes 
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Indigenous pedagogical approaches, respectful 
engagement approaches and inclusive 
decisionmaking across all operations.

Cultural Calendar

Working in partnership with appropriate Knowledge 
Holders to promote and celebrate culture all year 
round (not just at key events such as NAIDOC and 
Reconciliation Week), a Cultural Calendar should be 
developed for Gunyama. 

To bring public attention to the indicators of seasons 
that could be communicated, such as the blooming of 
the wattle, the migration of the whales, the migration 
of the eels, it is important the Cultural Calendar 
makes cultural connections beyond and through 
the site. This will increase knowledge in the broader 
community by communicating the navigation of 
cultural routes through the area and their links to 
celestial pathways. 

The recommendation is to commission further work 
into a Cultural Calendar for the Country City of 
Sydney sits within. The calendar must be guided by 
local Knowledge Holders whose ancient connections 
to place and culture ensure the calendar is 
appropriate to the land on which Sydney is located.

Cultural Land Management

Care for Country differs from parks maintenance in 
that it includes cultural knowledge by local Aboriginal 
people specific to land and places. Cultural Land 
Management offers a real opportunity to bring 
Aboriginal people back on Country as carers for that 
Country. It offers opportunities for jobs for Indigenous 
people on Country, and Indigenous businesses to bid 
on contracts specific to their knowledge base.

Cultural land management techniques differ 
dependent on the type of Country and ecosystem 
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and are therefore best undertaken by those with long 
relationships to and knowledges of places. It also 
answers a challenge that Aboriginal people have of 
being able to access Country. 

Cultural land management offers the opportunity 
for non-Indigenous people to engage with and learn 
about Aboriginal peoples and culture through care of 
Country activities.

The recommendation is to develop a practice of 
cultural land management for all parks in the 
City of Sydney LGA with Aboriginal people. The 
recommendation includes funding a team of 
Indigenous carers of Country.
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