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PART 1

01/00:01
FM
Yeah, no about 15 years ago we, we decided to pump a billabong that was two kilometres. And just to see what would happen, we had no science or anything around us, but we just allowed the billabong to, to demonstrate it’s natural, you know, forces. And then, as I said, when it, when it awakened well, then, nature seemed to understand that, that, that something was happening here. So birds and all the appropriate wildlife around billabongs started to, started to get involved again. Then I wanted to pursue it more then, and then it dawned on me that billabongs were a part of the, a very important part of the river system. And from an instinctual background of aboriginality I’m saying that it actually develops antibiotics for the rivers’ immune system. So that the river has a chance to, should the billabongs be activated, then the river’s immune system will, will have a chance to, to develop and get stronger and, you know, then we have a healthier river. So, yeah, and, and as I say, we have a plan of management. I’m trying to encourage investors to invest in this project and it has a number of streams that it achieves around just people in general in the northwest, not just aboriginal people. Because the younger, non-aboriginal kids too are realising that, that they’re a part of this whole system. And that they, there’s particular principles that they’ve got to adopt so that, so that they can have a future with their natural resources. So, yeah, so..

INT
So the billabong that you’ve got, that’s nine kilometres out of town? So that’s upstream?

01/02:39

FM
Yeah, its upstream. Yeah and then we’ve identified ten between here and Bourke. But this is the major billabong within a couple of hundred-mile radius. But if we can activate those others too on a, on a timescale and, and that will develop over a number of years. But at least we’re working towards a healthier river in actual terms. And the aboriginal people are participating and in, like I said, in Australia’s future well being. And, which, needs to happen to aboriginal people. They can’t be seen with the old draconian view of that they just are, are freeloaders on the Australian economy. They’re far from that. And the sooner we, we have employment that’s culturally appropriate, then that’s really the serial killer for aboriginal people is, is unemployment. All those issues are side effects of that. And, like I can speak from experience at 50 now, for me to survive I’ve had to adopt another identity, which I’m conscious of and at times I get very, very isolated. And I, and sometimes you need to go home, which is where the walkabout theory comes from. Because you are culturally isolated. And we do have a big problem with, at the present time, with representation. And I've been criticised of it because I’m saying that mainstream representation is letting, or is giving misinformation to government decision makers. Because they don’t have that contact with, they’ve lost their contact with their instinctual knowledge.

INT
So there’s a layer between.

01/04:50

FM
Yeah, yeah, there’s a gap. So if Mrs Macklin want to close the gap, she must understand that there’s been a, the gap is, is that instinctual knowledge has been taken out of the, the equation. That’s what the gap, that’s, that’s left the gap. So it’s got nothing to do with education and these types of things. It’s instinctual knowledge. And..

INT
And bringing back the billabongs into the system can play a big role in that process?

01/05:31

FM
Yeah, it will naturally do it because it’s, it’s, our people don’t have to practise it. It’s already instinctively in them, in their inner being, that they’re natural custodians. So, you know, and probably talking, say, in mainstream terms, they probably would become environmental architects and engineers in their own instinctual way, but using the best of two worlds. But having this inner passion to, to persevere.

INT
So what sort of work would you be doing in the billabongs, if you got this management plan up?

01/06:17

FM
The things we will be doing is re-vege’ing, a lot of native bush tucker, restocking, allowing the billabong, monitoring the water process and looking at- we’re trying to find that particular weed that was lost from the rivers. And we’re in, we instinctively know that it is developed within the billabongs, and once it’s flushed out it goes in. But some people say the carp eat it, but these theories need to be, be put to the test.

INT
So you’re working with CSIRO scientists and the Murray Darling Basin authority to work out some of these issues?

01/07:04

FM
Issues, yeah, yeah. It’s a very, it’s intense, in terms of, but we’re, like I said, at least we’re doing something positive towards water for life. And, and that’s where we need to be at this point in time, because of the critical need that water, as, or what water’s put on the table for us to consider, you know, how we’re going to manage it in the future. And the billabongs will play a significant role. And, as I said, you know, farmers will need to have healthier practices, work with the indigenous people, look at the riparian zones, limit the stock access to rivers because of the riparian zones, things like that. So, and clean energy can be used to migrate water from the, from the rivers to watering points for their stock. There’s no real need for stock to be in billabongs or anywhere near the river. And should there, should there be a need well that can be limited. They don’t have to have this open, open river frontage. So, and for me, as a man, black man, now that’s 51, that has lived in both worlds, is that these things we need to do now if, if Australia’s to have a future. And, because we’re such an arid country, you know. And we have to have really, really clever water management practices. And water’s got to be the priority. 

INT
So what role do you see fish playing in the billabongs?

01/09:17

FM
I think that fish will have their natural role. We’re still to define what that is, but like anything, the swallows, the rainbow birds, frogs, the trees and the weeds, and the grasses, well fish fits in with that whole, whole process. And they’re an integral part. If one little bit’s missing, then, then the billabong isn’t complete. So we need to make sure that everyone is, is dancing, you know, to the billabong’s tune, you know. So, yeah.

INT
So do you envisage that when you go down there you’ll do a bit of fishing in the billabong?

01/10:11

FM
Yeah, I think that we could do a little bit of like, sort of, fly-fishing. Because, yeah so. I-I envisage that, yeah. And I think there’d be a bit of restocking and different other things that we need to do. We need to look at, you know, some foreign fish like the carp, and I believe there’s another one coming on board that we need to look at. But, but it’s just wonderful to have this six kilometre laboratory. And, and then we have 1800 hectares of, so we’re, we’re decontaminating it so that we can have a, a level playing field so that we can study. And I’m hoping that it will be a Mecca for scientists and environmentalists and everyone that’s interested in billabongs and, and riparian zones and, and the river itself, because we have all that over this 18 hectares, 1800 hectares, sorry.

INT
So is that Land Council land, or Crown Land?

01/11:36

FM
It’s just been declared IPA, Indigenous Protected Area, and it does have a heritage significance with the old mission being on there. So it, it has a multiple ownership type, type situation. So there’s a number of stakeholders in it, but, but no, it’s, it’s to add this virgin laboratory to work with and that’s, and I think that, that’s in everyone’s interest. Yeah.

INT
It’s a really exciting project.

01/12:10

FM
Oh, yeah. No, it is. Yeah, I’m excited about it and I won’t be there to, you know, maybe another ten years I can work there, but at least it’s something there that, that, that, like I say, people can come and study and learn and connect, and to understand how we need to fit it with, with water.

INT
Did you have any questions for Feli, Scott?

SN
When you were growing up did you used to go down to the river?

01/12:47

FM
Yeah I spent all the summer, we, as children we had that water connection. We swam, we fished, we drank straight from the river.  We took it for granted at that time and, and, but when we look back on it, it was a, it had a wonderful role in our lives, it, it developed us. Yeah it was all, it was a part of our development. Strong connection.

SN
In Bree?

01/13:26

FM
Yeah, in Brewarrina. Yeah and, and, you know, we fished it. We got a lot, we’d always see crayfish in it, along the banks. So..

INT
So when you say crays, are you talking about lobsters or yabbies?

01/13:51

FM
Yeah I’m talking about sort of the northern, Upper Darling type crayfish, which are a smaller, probably, version. But very similar in-

INT
But different from the yabby?

01/14:01

FM
Yeah, yeah, could be different. I can’t be sure on that. But I know that we, we used to get a lot of, in the clay country, on the riverbank, the white clay country, we’d get a lot of crayfish.  We’d just put our hands in the holes, yeah, as kids.

INT
Did you get bitten?

01/14:25

FM
No, no, not really, no, no. Not really, no. And yeah, so, so the river played a hell of a part in our, in our, my generation, and the generation prior to that. I think just after our generation was the sad, there started to be a sad loss in, in the relationship between our next generation and the river. And, yeah.

SN
Why do you think that’s the case? Because the river changed? Or peoples habits changed?

01/15:01

FM
Yeah, well I think dramatic physical change within the river, but, you know, you just couldn’t swim in it and dive down a metre and have a cold drink. You couldn’t, instinctively we knew that something had gone amiss with it, and therefore it was sort of, with the contamination, we knew that. We don’t go near it, you know what I mean? And so yeah. 

SN
Did the colour of the water change over time?

01/15:44

FM
Yeah, yeah. Yeah, definitely from generations, like, from my generation to speaking to my son who’s 18, he goes down and does a bit of fishing. But he doesn’t know any better, that. And he doesn’t realise that’s a river, or he has an instinct that the river is getting worse, in his own mind at 18, and but he doesn’t really understand that the river is dying. And whether we like it or not, the river is dying. And, and it was performing at this level say 30 year ago and now it’s performing at this level, you know. And that could be costed in at say a 12 billion dollar drop, in costings, if you want to talk about money. Yeah, so, yeah.

SN
You’re talking about the last 30 years. Do you think that is the real changeover point?

01/16:58

FM
Yeah, I think over the last 30 years, yeah I think that that’s been, I don’t know exactly when, but 30 years would capture that, that, those changes. And I know someone did some costings what is was worth 30 years ago to what it’s worth now and it’s certainly de-valued in the billions. And it’s going to get worse.

INT
It’s hard to put a figure on some of it, though. Some of it’s about environmental loss and it’s more than just the money. It’s like you said it’s about community.

01/17:35

FM
Exactly and, and not, and maturity. You know if we, we learn to value our assets, our natural assets, well then we start to mature, you know, and we perform at this level instead of this level. So it’s empowering that way, you know, for us and is that, that magic to do that. And if we don’t allow it then we’re always going to be at this level of performance. And so, so hopefully from the billabong like I’m, like I’m saying I’m hoping that we can bring credible evidence and that evidence will not bring fear to the decision makers, that they’ll make confident, environmental decisions to say yes, this is where we’re going to spend the tax payer’s money because this, we know that this will work. And really that’s the bottom line for me, is to bring non-, credible evidence that don’t frighten decision makers, that they can make a decision in confidence.

SN
Which is probably going to benefit them because then they’ll feel better about themselves as well.

01/18:50

FM
Well, well, you know, like I, it’s really hard at that level to make major decisions on those issues because there’s a lot of money at stake and, but, but if the evidence is ok and it’s strong then they’re confident, you know, our parliamentarians. That’s what we vote them in for to make decisions. But then we have to give them, you know, you know, well at this point in time it has to be credible. We haven’t, we don’t really have time to be mucking around. And I think that, my point is, is the elections, the way Australia as a whole is thinking, they were lost. And they were looking for solutions in the elections and, and our current crises with what we’ve had to do with the national water plan, in terms of just saying, look, we just can’t let you continue your practices. We’ve got to change somewhere and you can’t be soft about that. Otherwise at the end of the day we’re not leaving our grandchildren any natural resources. You know, without water there's nothing. And, so, so yeah. So hopefully that’s there, so..

SN
When you were a kid and you did go fishing what were the sorts of fish you were looking for?

01/20:34

FM
We mainly, well, black bream was, was just a fish that was readily available, but not so now. Yellowbelly is still caught, catfish was plentiful, cod was sort of seasonal.. and.. I think that’s just about, was it. Yeah, up this, well as far as I know. And, and then we had sort of a silver fish that migrated at a certain time of the year, in the, in the millions. Yeah they were little silver and, and the fishermen used to catch them for bait for the cod. Yeah. 

INT
So we got some pictures here, I wonder if you might recognise. These are the little fish in the system, and these are the big ones.

01/21:36

FM
Yeah well, I wouldn’t, with the little ones I..I ..But there weren’t..There weren’t..Yeah, well the cod and what’s this? This, is that the black bream? 

INT
That’s the black bream.

01/21:55

FM
Yeah, and the yellowbelly eh? Where’s the yellowbelly?

INT
The yellowbelly is the next one on.

01/22:00

FM
Yeah, that fella, and yeah, well these fellas were the, yeah, they were the ones. And then you had shrimps and crayfish and-

INT
You talked about mussels before?

01/22:13

FM
Mussels and then you had the water spiders and you don’t see them much now, you know? 

INT
The water spiders?

01/22:19

FM
Yeah, no, you don’t see them a lot, they were everywhere, yeah.

INT
There’s an amazing number of butterflies out here today from the rain, I assume.

01/22:28

FM
Yeah well they’ve sort of, you know, they’ve just come into, come into their own, whatever way they come out of that little, little cocoons, sort of thing. I was looking at them out at the golf course on.. We had a tree at home there where it would just look like the tree was alive, you know. You get butterflies and that would happen every year. But with this rainfall it seems like it’s, nature still has a bit of a, bit of a, yeah, bit of a pulse, yeah. And  that’s the wonderful thing about nature, it, you know, I think at the end of the day it’s far bigger than us. And, and, and that’s speaking too, say, as an elder of aboriginal people to the younger community that don’t think you’re bigger than nature because nature will down you every time. And you just have a small role to play in it and but you’re just one, one, one little thing in that process. But an important thing. And it’s more a caretaker position. Yeah, custodian, exactly. And when I say that it’s with our non-aboriginal brothers, too. They have that, that- I think the younger generation are connecting more with that than the older, older say, yeah. Yeah, just people in the 70’s and 80’s well, they, they sort of forgot about that for a while. Then the next generation sort of got caught up in materialism and now we have a very conscious awareness of our environment with the next generation. And, like I said, I think that’s reflected in the elections. And-

INT
With all the younger people going to the green vote.

01/24:28

FM
Yeah, well I think, I think, you know, that they’re looking for, they’re very concerned about their environment and, and that’s a natural instinct. That’s got nothing to do with an academic, political decision. That’s instinctively, yeah. 

INT
I was just interested in the fish.

01/24:53

FM
Yeah, no, well the fish and we’re doing a restocking of stuff with Industries and Investment. And so, 

INT
So is that through the billabong project?

01/25:06

FM
Yeah, through, through the billabong project. We did, we did a carp muster and we’re trying to get people on board, the Festival of the Fisheries here to raise that awareness as well.

INT
We saw a sign in the café about that. What’s that about?

01/25:22

FM
Well, that’s got-
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02/00:00

FM
-now, and, and of course it got away from the Festival of the Fisheries itself and it started to get very like, bit bizarre, you know. Like it started, you know, Mardi Gras, whatever. It got away from-

INT
From the fish.

02/00:19

FM
Yeah, from the fish. So what I’m trying to do is say well, look, let’s resurrect the Festival of the Fisheries and, and get that awareness of the, our native fish, you know, and have this, this festival as the icon, where, where fishermen can come and whatever, you know. And they have the floats and you know, a dance, and but it’s all, has that connection to, to our native fish strategy. And..

INT
So when it started, the Festival of the Fisheries, what was it?

02/00:54

FM
It would have started in the early 80’s and then it died off around mid 90’s, yeah. And they haven’t had nothing actually-

INT
But it was like a weekend event, with..?

02/01:06

FM
Yeah it was a weekend event and people came from all over the place, lifesavers, different lifesavers came from different clubs in Sydney. And they had  a lifesaving race and you know, all this. They might have went in the four mile and then ended at the weir. Then they had  fireworks down at the fish traps and then they had sporting events like wool rolling and all that. But look I was young then but they took them back-

INT
Sounds like a lot of fun.

02/01:35

FM
Yeah it was a lot fun and but looking back at it now I can see if we done this, this and this I think, you know, it would have went from strength to strength, yeah. It was just a little.. But hindsight’s always a good, good, good educator though isn’t it? But, but, you know, if you don’t learn from it and you don’t practise it well then obviously it’s useless. But, but, yeah, so. So I’m asking DPI to, or Industries and Investment to invest in the Festival of the Fisheries, help us with that. And also the Native Fish Strategy at the billabong with first of all just, maybe, looking at what’s in the, in the billabong and then seeing what we can restock it with and different other things: weed and ..

INT
And what about putting things like snags in? Like habitat rehabilitation for fish?

02/02:39
FM
Yeah well they had a re-snagging program from here to Bourke. But I don’t know how successful it was. There was.. But, like I say, all those things are coming about, you know? And but it just needs to be continued, you know. You just can’t leave it off there. But I, one of the things we did support as the traditional owners of this nation, the Ngiyampaa people, is we supported the native, or the fish ladder. That was, that was bogged down for, for ten years and it didn’t look like it was- So we, we intervened and said no, we’ll go  ahead with this. But at the same time we have a native fish strategy too. So how about we complement one another? And DPI, the  first task was to look at the carp muster, which they did, and the kids got involved. They got different things, that was good. And the next step I think is to look at the Festival of the Fisheries and to, and just have them as a partner in the billabong. And, yeah, so. So I’m pleased, you know, that something’s happening, you know, something positive, like on a fairly large scale. That it’s not just, you know, a little, little itsy-whitsy thing. And, and, yeah, I’m hoping that, you know, corporate people can come, from the private sector, here and spend the weekend and, and, and talk about Australia as a whole, it’s, it’s future well-being. And I have passed that on to some of my business people I know and they said they’d love to come up and just sort of unwind and at the same time talk about the environment. And because-

INT
That’s what we’ve found about fishing, it’s capacity to get people out of their routine. Do you think it will have that effect if you can get people out here?

02/04:53

FM
Yeah, well I think like, it will and it has. That process that’s happening there. But I think, you know, with a little bit of..sort of advertising in the appropriate way, especially the corporate people, I think, because once again, outside of politicians, the corporate people make some important decisions in regards to the environment. And they need to connect out here with the side effects of some of their decisions. Because they’re not, they’re certainly not innocent to some of the negativity. And at the same time they do have grandchildren, these people that make decisions. They’re not, they’re not some mythical creature at the top of the, the private sector ladder.

INT
They’re part of the environment as well.

02/05:49

FM
Exactly and, and when, when I spoke to David Masterton and, and different other ones when I was working in the building industry and doing that billabong back then, they were quite keen to, to echo that message in the corporate world, that, yeah, we’ve don’t mind coming up. And, and having the whatever, weekend and just getting away from it all and talking about things. So, yeah.  So there’s a bit of a management plan in there, yeah. Or a plan of management.

SN
Plan of attack.

02/06:26

FM
Yeah and it’s something that, that is going to take a while and it’s something that we’ve developed and left with the next generation to continue it and to make sure, and try and make sure that they don’t deviate from, from responsibilities to the environment. And, yeah, so. So, yeah, it’s, it’s great.. I’m very fortunate to, to, to have that break-through.. Yeah, and I know that, I think they’ll get a better expression of cultural flows out of the information here and then they can put that into the water plan.

INT
So can you tell us again about what your views of cultural flows are?

02/07:23

FM
Well, I think cultural flows for me at this stage is the borrowing of water for us and, and that’s what I mean. The word “borrowing” means something in different in Latin but it’s just taking water and then putting it back. And that, that’s sort of a cultural flow at this stage.

INT
So it’s a real flow? It’s not a flow and trap

02/07:48

FM
No it’s not a, and it disappears somewhere. It-it’s some- and actually once it’s, we-we take it, it’s improved. It’s, it’s, it’s in, in, it’s healthier. And then it’s put back in the river. That’s a cultural flow. But I’m sure as we work along that the cultural flow will, will be self-explanatory through the work that we’re doing. And then people can get their head around it and.. But it’s certainly not threatening in terms of, some people would see it as, oh, you know, you’re taking water from the irrigators or whatever. It’s certainly not that. And, and  it’s different too an environmental flow or sustainable diversion limits. It’s different to that. And like I said, it has this whole range of, not just for the billabong, but it’s, it’s also has, it allows us as human beings to, to mature. 

INT
I’m going to turn the tape off now Feli but thank you very, very much.
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