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Executive Summary 

The Anindilyakwa Land Council contracted the consultant to undertake a survey of Akwamburrkba, Winchelsea Island. The survey 
was initiated in response to a proposal to conduct exploration and potentially, mining of manganese resources on the island. 

Winchelsea Island is approximately 50 km2 and, forming the western boundary of Northwest Bay, is a part of the Groote Eylandt 
Archipelago. It has geological and landform features consistent with the Groote Eylandt mainland including manganese formations. 

A survey was designed to take account of the five Land Systems on Winchelsea Island, to document all historic, proto-historic and 
pre-historic cultural heritage sites. The survey was conducted over 13 days in November 2017 with the assistance of Anindilyakwa 
Land Council staff and Traditional Owners and Dungkayi for the island. 

A total of 37 sites were located including shell middens, a burial and rockshelters with art. Several extensive shell midden sites 
were identified in the west and south of the island. Sites range in size from very small (2x2m) to very large (80,000m2). 36 of the 
sites recorded occur within 600m of the coast. 

Sites range in significance from low to high, with a number of sites containing a complex of different cultural values, including 
significance according to Aboriginal tradition and a concern of the Warninidilyakwa owners of the island. 

10 sites are located such that they may be directly affected by any exploration or mining proposal. Of these four are rated as 
having high significance.  

Management recommendations include the establishment of a 300m coastal buffer and the development of detailed plans to 
mitigate the impact of mining and exploration activities on the 10 sites identified as vulnerable. A range of recommendations are 
made to mitigate the extent of several potential indirect impacts including increased coastal erosion and blasting. 
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1  Background 

Akwamburrkba (Winchelsea Island) is part of the Groote Eylandt archipelago and lies only a few kilometres to the north of the 
main island. Winchelsea covers an area of around 50 km2 and is wholly owned and managed by the Warnindilyakwa people 
through the Anindilyakwa Land Council (‘ALC’). 

The island has a rich cultural heritage including a pre-colonial history which is well understood and cherished by Warnindilywakwa. 
While there is no permanent occupation of the island now, this has only become the case in the recent past and residents of Groote 
Eylandt have fond memories of the lives of relatives who lived (and died) on Winchelsea Island. 

The geology of Winchelsea Island is an extension of that of the Groote Eylandt mainland and recent studies have indicated that 
the manganese deposits which have been mined on the mainland since the 1960’s have corollaries on Winchelsea. These occur in 
the western and central lowlands of the island. A proposal, not yet at the stage of a Notice of Intent, has been developed to mine 
these manganese deposits. 

The Anindilyakwa Land Council engaged SHIM Consulting to conduct a cultural heritage survey as the first step in assessing the 
potential impacts of the proposed manganese mine, should it proceed. The proposed area of impact of the mining activity (Figure 
1) covers the central and western lowlands of Winchelsea Island. This ‘footprint’ provides for access to the mining area via the west 
coast and assumes some form of infrastructure will be required to extract the quarried ore from the island for export. 

1.2  Project Description 

The consultant was requested to “conduct a comprehensive archaeological survey that will record indigenous cultural sites as well as 
non-indigenous sites. This survey encompasses rock art so it needs to include areas of stone country in the north of the island.”  A 1

map indicating the area of interest which includes “the area of exploration potential”  was provided by the ALC and was 2

subsequently modified at the time of the survey (Figure 1.). The exploration licence for the project covers the entire island.  

The mining proposal envisages systematic quarrying of the low-level plains in the centre and western margins of Winchelsea Island. 
Woodland vegetation will be removed and top soil set aside to allow quarrying of the Cretaceous laterite sediments. These hard 
strata will be fractured by blasting, sorted and shipped to barges or transport ships. Access to barge loading will be on the 
western side of the island. 

1.2.1 Study Objectives 

As discussed, the ALC contracted SHIM Consulting to undertake a cultural heritage survey of Winchelsea Island in anticipation of a 
future manganese mining operation. The objectives of this report are therefore to provide an assessment of Winchelsea Island’s 
cultural heritage which satisfies the requirements of the cultural heritage component of a future Environmental Impact Statement 
(‘EIS’). The cultural heritage assessment requirements for an EIS consistent with the NT Environmental Assessment Act 2013 are 
established by the Northern Territory Heritage Branch of the Department of Tourism and Culture. The generic terms of the report 
have kindly been provided by Heritage Branch and appear at Appendix 1.  They state that “Generally the information contained 
in the consultant’s report should be detailed enough to permit an independent assessment of the results by Heritage Branch. The 
consultant’s report should, without infringing academic freedom, contain” … a suite of information set out in Appendix 1. 

 Email from Hugh Bland, Anthropologist Anindilyakwa Land Council 30/08/20171

 Email from Wesley van Zanden, Mining and Environment Officer, Anindilyakwa Land Council 12/02020182
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Figure 1. Akwamburrkba (Winchelsea Island) Project Area of Interest 

This report anticipates a requirement for a cultural heritage assessment as part of an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) for the  
proposed mining operation on the island. In general terms, a proposal is being developed to mine manganese using a quarrying 
extractive process similar to the existing mining leases on Groote Eylandt. In addition to meeting the requirements of Appendix 1, 
this report includes: 

▪ A description of the archaeological setting of Winchelsea Island in the wider context of Groote Eylandt and the project area; 

▪ A summary of the methodology and results of an archaeological survey of the project site; 

▪ An assessment of the significance of the archaeological finds based on the cultural values of the Burra Charter; 

▪ An assessment of the potential direct and indirect impacts of the project on the archaeological finds; 

▪ A summary of potential mitigation and management measures to avoid significant impacts on the cultural heritage of the 
island. 

▪ Addresses the potential requirements of an EIS for the project (Northern Territory Environment Protection Authority), 
specifically matters of historic and archaeological significance. 

2.0 Physical Environment 

2.1 Setting 

Winchelsea Island is part of the Groote Eylandt archipelago located in the west of the Gulf of Carpentaria of which the largest is 
Groote Eylandt itself. With a land surface area of 2,285km2, Groote Eylandt is effectively ‘the mainland’ and can be accessed 
from Winchelsea via a water crossing of less than 1km. Winchelsea Island itself covers an area of about 50km2 and is a 
geological extension of Arnhem Land, with which it shares landscape features as well as faunal and floral assemblages (Pietsch et. 
al. 1997, Lynch & Wilson 1998). 

The physiography of most of the north and east of Winchelsea Island is rugged. Forty percent of the island is dominated by 
dissected sandstone outcrops.  Deeply incised narrow gorges, often filled with dense scrubby vegetation or, in some places, monsoon 
vine thicket dominate the north east coast. Large areas of the north of the island are dominated by stony plains with monumental 
outcrops of sandstone to 10m high.  Like the extensive sandstone outcrops on the Groote mainland the formations on Winchelsea 
exhibit differential weathering of bedding planes, leading to the formation of rock shelters and overhangs. Tunnel formation seems 
to be a common feature and a high proportion of rockshelters are in fact tunnels. Unlike much of the Dalumbu sandstone to the 
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south, which is characteristically ‘white rock’ much of the sedimentary rock on Winchelsea Island has a red colouration and in many 
places is coarse grained.   

In the centre and west of Winchelsea the rocky outcrops slope down to form coastal plains with sandy substrates and only 
rudimentary soil development. The coastal plains extend up to 5km inland at their widest point, coming to within 1km of the east 
coast from which they are separated by the outcrop of Dalumbu sandstone. These plains rarely exceed an altitude of 17m AHD 
and are dominated by extremely dense Eucalypt, Acacia and Melaleuca woodlands. The western coastal margins of Winchelsea 
Island are lined by an extensive dune fields, up to 300m wide at its maximum. In some locations the woodland of the coastal plains 
are truncated by low cliffs (to 10m high) with a narrow beach and fringing mangrove.  

2.2 Regional Geology 

Winchelsea was formed on a stable base of Proterozoic quartzite,. which forms elevated outcrops in the northeast of the island. A 
blanket of Cretaceous marine sediments was subsequently deposited over this palaeosurface  and reworked base materials in the 
south and west of the island. The distribution of the Cretaceous marine sediment is generally confined to the western plains and 
valleys of the island. The upper Cretaceous sediments contain the manganese ore. The manganese ore is a sedimentary layer, 
consisting of manganese strata occurring between clay and sand beds (Pietsch et. al. 1997). 

Much of the Cretaceous sediment profile (including some of the manganese ore) has been extensively modified by a long period of 
tropical weathering (or laterisation) during the Tertiary period. This has resulted in the development of thick laterite profiles up to 
25 m thick(Pietsch et. al. 1997). 

In summary, the surface geology of the project site broadly comprises lateritic deposits between Proterozoic basement outcrops (i.e. 
exposed quartzite). Localised areas of quaternary sediments are also present across the island. 

2.3 Landforms 

The broad landscape features of the island include rugged sandstone plateaux and hills, sandy coastal plains with woodland, and 
littoral zone environments including dune fields and salt flats. These three broad landforms were refined by Lynch and Wilson 
(1998) using the Land Systems model developed by CSIRO (Christian and Stewart 1953, CSIRO 2014). Lynch and Wilson (1998) 
identified five Land Systems on Winchelsea Island characterised by specific associations of slope, soil and vegetation (Figure 4). Of 
these 5 Land Systems, five are within or near the project site boundary (Figure 2). The following descriptions for the Land Systems 
of Winchelsea Island derive from Lynch and Wilson (1998). 

Blue Mud   Comprises 18.4% of the surface area of Winchelsea Island. It is characterised by beach ridge plains and chenier 
(sandy or shelly beach) plains; Orthic Tenosols and Shelly Rudosols; variable-mid to high open woodland (Acacia auriculiformis. 
Acacia hemignosta, Melaleuca nervosa and Casuarina equisetifolia) 

Groote  Comprises 40.5% of the surface area of Winchelsea Island. The landforms are typically rugged dissected plateaux on 
quartz sandstone; bare rock and Leptic Rudosols; mid high to tall open woodland of E. tetrodonta and E. feruginea 

Keefer’s Hut  Comprises 14.2% of the surface area of Winchelsea Island. It is characterised by gently undulating to undulating 
rises (on laterite/ferricrete); Orthic and Leptic Tenosols and Leptic Rudosols; mid high to tall open woodland of E. tetrodonta 

Littoral  Limited to the coast, as the name implies, this Land System comprises only 7.7% of the surface area of Winchelsea Island. 
It is dominated by mud flats and coastal floodplains with channels and estuaries; Supratidal and Intertidal Hydrosols; mostly bare 
areas with isolated clumps of Melaleuca acacioides and halophytic forbs. Mangroves fringe the shoreline and tidal channels 

Queue  Comprises 19.2% of the surface area of Winchelsea Island. It is characterised by gently undulating sandplains; Orthic 
Tenosols; tall open woodland of E. tetrodonta and E. miniata with E. blesseri and Callitris intratropica 

2.4 Climate and weather 

Winchelsea Island and the Groote Eylandt archipelago experience a tropical climate, which is characterised by hot humid summers 
during which most rainfall occurs (approximately 97% of the annual rainfall), and dry winters. Rainfall on Groote Eylandt is often 
intense, with significant falls derived from tropical cyclones. The Gulf of Carpentaria typically experiences an average of 3 
cyclones per year, and annual average rainfalls of 1,326.4 mm, with annual average temperatures typically ranging from 32.1°C 
to 20.7°C. 

The prevailing winds in the region are from the east, however, during the active monsoon season (from November to April) north-
westerly winds draw in moist air from the ocean, leading to heavy rainfall periods. The island predominantly experiences moderate 
winds, with these occurring 45.4% of the time, with strong winds occurring for 11.5% of the year. This strong pattern of weather has 
influenced land use and occupation patterns of Indigenous Australians for millennia and has implications for the nature and 
distribution of archaeological sites (Levitus 2009). 
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3.0 Cultural Heritage Conservation 
Several pieces of legislation establish lists or registers which offer protection to places and objects that are considered to have 
cultural value and are therefore provided statutory protection. The location of the Eastern Leases Project means that it is subject to 
both Australian and Northern Territory legislation and the registers established therein. The Australian government registers are 
established in the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act). The Northern Territory Heritage Act 
covers all places and objects of heritage value in the Territory.  

  
Figure 2. Winchelsea Island Land Systems 

3.1 Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999  

The Commonwealth EPBC Act provides for the protection of a hierarchy of heritage places and objects in three Registers. These 
include the World Heritage Register, the National Heritage Register and the Commonwealth Heritage Register. The World Heritage 
Register was established by UNESCO and has enabling legislation in Australia. The EPBC Act took on this function in 1999 and is 
Australia's mechanism for protecting Australia's places of outstanding universal value. The World Heritage Register is administered 
by UNESCO with the Australian Government Department of the Environment (DofE) processing nominations for listing or delisting, 
developing management plans, and monitoring compliance with those plans. An action that will have an impact upon a World 
Heritage Property triggers the EPBC Acts processes which require the matter be referred to the Minister. 

There are no places listed on the World Heritage Register in the vicinity of the project site. The only two places listed on the World 
Heritage Register within the Northern Territory, are Kakadu (over 400 km from the project site) and Uluru/ Kata-Tjuta National 
Parks (over 1,300 km from the project site). 

3.2 National Heritage Register 

The National Heritage Register provides protection to places of outstanding natural, Indigenous or historic heritage value to 
Australia. Items nominated to the Register are assessed by the Australian Heritage Council and recommended to the Minister for the 
Environment for listing. The Register is administered by DofE. Listing on the National Register requires that all matters potentially 
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affecting a place or object be referred to the Minister. There are no places listed on the National Heritage Register on Groote 
Eylandt. 

3.3 Commonwealth Heritage Register 

The Commonwealth Heritage Register is a list of places and objects with natural, Indigenous and historic values which are either 
entirely within a Commonwealth area, or outside the Australian jurisdiction and owned or leased by the Commonwealth or a 
Commonwealth Authority. The Register is administered by DofE and any action regarding an item on the Commonwealth Heritage 
Register triggers the approval process established under the EPBC Act. There are no places listed on the Commonwealth Heritage 
Register on Groote Eylandt. 

3.4 The Northern Territory Heritage Act 

The Northern Territory Heritage Act provides protection for the following two classes of cultural heritage: 

• All places and objects formally assessed and added to the NT Heritage Register; and 

• All Aboriginal and Macassan places and objects (whether previously documented or not), as listed in the Aboriginal and 
Macassan Sites Database. 

The NT Heritage Register and the Aboriginal and Macassan Sites Database are maintained by the Heritage Branch of the NT 
Department of Lands, Planning and Environment (DLPE). Places on the NT Heritage Register are formally assessed by the Heritage 
Council and included on the Register by the Minister and may include natural features or places of historic, Aboriginal or Macassan 
cultural features.  

With respect to Aboriginal or Macassan sites, it is an offence to damage or destroy any item that meets the definition of an 
Aboriginal or Macassan place or object, as provided within the legislation, regardless of whether it has been identified and added 
to the Register. Section 72 of the Heritage Act requires that a Work Approval be obtained by DLPE prior to any disturbance of a 
heritage place or object as declared or protected under the Heritage Act. The requirement for any work approval under the 
Heritage Act to be obtained for the project is discussed in Section 10.1.  

3.5 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act 1984 

The Commonwealth Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act 1984 (ATSIHP Act) provides protection for areas 
and objects that are of significance to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The ATSIHP Act puts in place a system that 
provides an opportunity for Indigenous Australians to seek the protection of items of cultural heritage that they believe are under 
immediate threat, including removal, sale or export. The Act does not establish a formal register. The ATSIHP Act allows the 
Environment Minister, on the application of an Aboriginal person or group of persons, to make a declaration to protect an area, 
object or class of objects from a threat of injury or desecration. 

3.6 Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 

Although sacred sites are not the subject of this survey, any archaeological sites found that may be a part of a sacred site, will be 
protected by the following legislation: 

The Commonwealth Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 (ALRA) provides protection for all sacred sites which are 
“sacred to Aboriginals or [are] otherwise of significance according to Aboriginal tradition, and includes any land that, under a law 
of the Northern Territory, is declared to be sacred to Aboriginals or of significance according to Aboriginal tradition”. 

Northern Territory Aboriginal Sacred Sites Act 1989 establishes an Authority and a process for theday to day documentation and 
management of sacred sites that are protected under the ALRA. This Authority, known as the Aboriginal Areas Protection Authority 
maintains a register of sites throughout the Northern Territory. This includes recorded and registered sacred sites. This register is not 
exhaustive and an examination of the sacred sites register does not provide a definitive assessment of all sacred sites in an area. 

In the case of land subject to the jurisdiction of a Land Council established under the ALRA, such as all of the lands of the Groote 
Eylandt Archipelago by the Anindilyakwa Land Council, the Land Council will be responsible for the management of sacred sites 
under the Act, on behalf of the Land Trusts. 

At the time of the survey, the copy of the AAPA register held by the Anindilyakwa Land Council maintained only one previously 
recorded sacred site.  
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Figure 3. Previously Recorded Sacred Site, East Coast of Winchelsea Island 

3.7 ICOMOS Burra Charter 

The Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Significance, the "Burra Charter", is the national (and internationally 
recognised) standard of practice for those who provide advice on, make decisions about, or undertake works to places of cultural 
significance, including owners, managers and custodians. The Charter sets out definitions and processes for making decisions about 
all types of cultural heritage that comprise the Australian heritage estate and is based on the knowledge and experience of 
Australia ICOMOS members. 

Importantly the Burra Charter provides definitions for important concepts such as cultural significance and provides a guide to 
making decisions which should be based, first on a determination of what the cultural significance of a place is. The Charter sets out 
a rationale for the conservation of places of cultural significance; "to enrich people’s lives, often providing a deep and inspirational 
sense of connection to community and landscape... Places of cultural significance reflect the diversity of our communities, telling us 
about who we are and the past that has formed us and the Australian landscape. They are irreplaceable." This view is consistent 
with the position of the Anindilyakwa Land Council (ALC) with respect to the cultural heritage of the islands and its people (H. Bland, 
pers. comm.). 

4.0 Historic Setting 
Today, the Groote Eylandt archipelago can be designated as a remote part of the Australian polity, but it has nevertheless 
featured in historical themes at the core of the nation’s history. Clarke (1994:37) provides a handy table of the main historic events 
(Appendix 2), but the occupation of the islands begins well before written records were available. Despite concrete scientific 
evidence of the first occupation being limited to archaeological remains dated to less than 3,000 years old (Clarke, 1994:166) it is 
certain that the area was occupied during the first phase of human occupation of the continent 50- 60,000 years ago (Jones & 
Allen 1985, Hamm et al 2016).  For much of the period from the initial occupation until the mid-Holocene (say 6,000 years ago), 
the inhabitants of Winchelsea Island looked east over a vast brackish Lake Carpentaria and could walk to the mainland, or indeed 
to New Guinea Torgersen 1983). Rising sea levels restricted human access to the lacustrine plain and caused the formation of the 
island and its coastal habitats (Shulmeister & Lees, 1992, Bourke et al, 2009). These environmental changes were managed by 
ancient Warnindilyakwa by adapting and developing technologies to minimise the associated risks (Hiscock, 1994). 
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One traditional means of risk management is to develop relationships with external groups to obtain information and resources 
(Minc 1986, Godwin 1992). Much of the more recent history of the Groote Archipelago including Winchelsea Island reflects this.   

For hundreds of years prior to the first Europeans sailing into the waters around Winchelsea Island, people from southeast Asia 
paid regular visits to the region to hunt for marine resources and trade with locals. While the standard view has been that these 
visits of ‘Macassans’; entrepreneurs from Makassar in south Sulawesi, started in the 1700s with the initiation of a market for the 
coelenterate ‘beche-de-mer’ or trepang (Macknight, 1976), more recent studies indicate a much greater time-depth to the trips 
(Wesley, 2014). The Macassan heritage encompasses a wide range of human interactions including trade between 
Warnindilyakwa, who provide food, water, trepang, pearls, pearl shell and other marine products and the Macassans who brought 
cloth, tobacco, metal tools and beer (Theden-Ringl, Fenner, Wesley, & Lamilami, 2011). Aboriginal people occasionally travelled to 
Makassar, learned the language, some stayed for many years and some did not return (Tindale, 1925:130, Macknight, 1976). In 
these circumstances intimate relationships were formed leading to a mixing of races still seen in both places (Martins et al., 2012; 
Spillett, 1989). This interaction continued until 1909 when the new Federal government passed legislation to stop it, among other 
things (Macknight, 1976). 

While there has been some suggestion that the presence of Machado-Joseph Disease on Groote Eylandt is attributable to a 
putative arrival of Portuguese sailors in the 1500’s, the primary sourcing of the genetics for the ailment in southeast Asia (Martins et 
al., 2012:750) re-asserts the primacy of Dutch navigators as the first Europeans in the region. The land was probably first sighted 
by Van Coolsteerdt in the Arnhem in 1623 on his return to Batavia from the south eastern side of the Gulf of Carpentaria. Van 
Coolsteerdt may not have known it was an island and did not pause to give it a name (Jack, 1921). Abel Janzoon Tasman, having 
sailed around the southern gulf in 1644 believing Mornington, Maria and Vanderlin islands were all promontories, did manage to 
identify that Groote Eylandt was indeed an island and provided the name it retains today. According to Jack (1921) the East India 
Company were not pleased that Tasman had not further explored the lands he saw or that he had failed to identify any further 
rich sources of trade and largely abandoned voyages to the area. 

Into this strategic vacuum the British established the colony at Port Jackson and recognising the potential of the continental whole of 
Australia in supporting their colonial efforts in island southeast Asia sought to create an accurate chart of the entire coast. Matthew 
Flinders was commissioned to perform the task and worked across the north of Australia in 1802 (Brown, 2009; Flinders, 1814). 
Flinders sighted Groote Eylandt on 4th January 1803 and began a program of surveying the coast. On the 14th of January Flinders 
and a group including botanists came ashore on Chasm Island, 6km to the northeast of Winchelsea. They noted a range of cultural 
features, including rock art, some of which Flinders had artist William Westall record in a watercolour now held by the National 
Library of Australia . This picture portrays “a kanguroo with a file of thirty-two persons following after it. The third person of the 3

band was twice the height of the others, and held in his hand something resembling the whaddie, or wooden sword of the natives of 
Port Jackson…” (Flinders 1814:189). They also found several burials with human bones in upright painted logs within a rockshelter. 
In some cases individual bones within the burial cylinders were themselves painted with striped designs (Brown 2009:27).   

Later that day (14 January 1803) Flinders noted that the bay he named “North-west Bay” was formed “on the west by a separate 
piece of land, five or six miles long, which, in honour of the noble possessor of Burley Park, in the county of Rutland, I named 
Winchilsea Island.” (Flinders 1814:189). On 16 January the botanists went ashore on Winchelsea Island, although Flinders makes no 
record of their collection, and then on the 17th they sailed westward to Connexion Island and the rest of their journey. 

For the next one hundred years the visits of the Macassans form a regular part of the social and economic seasons for 
Warnindilyakwa up to and including the formation of the Commonwealth of Australia. After passing the White Australia policy and 
banning incursions from fishermen and traders from Indonesia (as it is now) the Commonwealth Gazetted Groote Eylandt as part of 
the Arnhem Land Aboriginal Reserve.  

In 1921 Missionaries ventured to the island and established a base on the west coast of Groote Eylandt near the mouth of the 
Emerald River. This in turn led to the presence on the island of a young Norman Tindale, then an assistant entomologist at the South 
Australian Museum, to conduct some collections in the region. Tindale stayed on and around Groote Eylandt for 15 months and, 
noting the “practically untouched” nature of the lives of Aboriginal people in the area, felt that there was an opportunity to study 
the local people (Tindale, 1925:60). Tindale did in fact made an extensive collection of insects and added four genera and sixteen 
new species of mantids to the Australian taxonomy in an extensive two-volume report (Tindale, 1923, 1924), but his two-volume 
report on the Warnindilywakwa was an early step in the development of a national and international profile as an anthropologist 
and archaeologist.  Tindale makes specific reference to “Winchilsea” Island and notes the presence of extensive tamarind groves 
and other signs of occupation by Macassans. Figure 53 of his report (Tindale 1925:109) depicts a Macassan cemetery under some 
tamarinds on Winchelsea Island. “Each grave is indicated by a low platform of coral and shells about six feet long and three wide, 
with remains of a stage or carved grave-post at one end.” (Tindale 1925:131) 

During the 1930’s another trepang fisherman, an Englishman named Fred Gray, established a community on the east coast of 
Groote Eylandt. Named Umbakumba, this ‘mission’ incorporated Gray’s strongly secular views regarding self-reliance (Rose 1980).  

 Call Number: PIC Solander Box B26 #R43563
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In 1938 a Qantas Flying Boat base was established on the same bay opposite Umbakumba as a refuelling stop-over for flights 
from Sydney to London via Singapore. This facility was used as a RAAF base during WWII. 

During the War the Emerald Mission moved to a site on the Angurugu River to provide a suitable separation between the mission’s 
occupants and the RAAF base that was established at the Mission air strip. Rudimentary defensive positions were established 
around the airstrip and the prominent sandstone outcrop called Castle Rock was used as an observation post. Castle Rock is also 
known as Dadirringka and is significant for Warnindilyakwa as well as being an archaeological site (Sutton, 2014). 

In the 1960’s the authorities for the mission at that time, who held a lease for the northwest corner of the island settled an 
agreement to establish a manganese mine. The mine has been operating since 1965.  

In 1976 the Commonwealth Government assented to the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (ALRA) which established the Aboriginal 
reserves of the Northern Territory Aboriginal Freehold land under the management of Land Trusts comprised of Traditional Owners. 
Land Trusts for Groote and Winchelsea Islands were initially managed with the support of the Northern Land Council, until the 
establishment of the Anindilyakwa Land Council in 1991.   

In 2006 Groote and Winchelsea Islands were incorporated into the Anindilyakwa Indigenous Protected Area, part of the Australian 
national system of conservation reserves. 

5.0 Cultural Setting 

5.1 Anindilyakwa Land Council (ALC) 

Under ALRA, Land Councils are statutory bodies which represent the interests of Aboriginal persons in relation to their land. The 
ALC is the Land Council for the Groote Eylandt Archipelago. The ALC is the principal voice of the Aboriginal community on Groote 
Eylandt, and is responsible for supporting the protection of sacred sites on the Groote Eylandt Archipelago including Winchelsea 
Island. 

5.2 Traditional Owners 

The Traditional Owners of the Groote Eylandt Archipelago are an amalgamation of two  intertwined cultural groups, the 
Warnindilyakwa, and the Nunggubuyu (ALC 2014). The Traditional Owners are made up of 14 clan groups, divided into two 
moieties, united by a common culture of kinship, ceremony and language. Both cultures speak Anindilyakwa as their first language, 
and the land, people and culture are also referred to by this term. Advice from the ALC indicates that Winchelsea Island belongs to 
the following clan groups: 

In addition to ownership, Anindilyakwa land is managed through a series of traditional statutory entities whose identity is also 
determined through heredity. The most important of these is the djungkayi. The Bara Clan are the djungkayi for Winchelsea Island  

The remote location of the Groote Eylandt Archipelago has fostered a strong attachment to traditional culture among the 
Anindilyakwa people. Almost all Anindilyakwa people speak the language as their first (and sometimes only) language. Ceremony 
and spirituality play a central role in Anindilyakwa life on the Groote Eylandt Archipelago and traditional practices and cultural 
norms are still prominent on the Archipelago. Anindilyakwa people are proud and protective of their culture and all traces of their 
cultural heritage. This includes historic and Macassan material remains. 

6.0 Cultural Heritage 

6.1 Search of Cultural Heritage Databases 

Searches of cultural heritage databases were conducted to establish a background for this survey. The databases searched include: 

▪ The World Heritage Register; 

▪ The (Australian) National Heritage Register; 

▪ Commonwealth Heritage Register; 

▪ The NT Heritage Register; and 

▪ The Aboriginal and Macassan Sites Database. 

There are no places within the proposed project area on the World Heritage Register, the Australian National Heritage Register, or 
the Commonwealth Heritage Register. 

For the NT Heritage Register, the nearest listed places to the project are the Angurugu Mission House #2 and the Angurugu 
Heritage Precinct both of which are on Groote Eylandt. 
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Figure 4. Location of Site in Heritage Branch Database Relative to Named Places, SW Winchelsea 

At the time of the survey, only two sites were reported on the Heritage Branch Aboriginal and Macassan Sites Database.  Table 1 
provides an extract of the Heritage Branch site record for these two sites. Their location at the southern and western margins of 
Winchelsea respectively is associated with places previously identified as having significance to Warnindilyakwa people and with 
a specific place name (see Figures 4 & 5). (Waddy 1988, Leeding 2010).  

  

Figure 5. Location of Site in Heritage Branch Database Relative to Named Places, SW Winchelsea 
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In the case of the Heritage Branch Site named Abenamanja it is possible to speculate that this is a variation of Arrkburnumanja, the 
name recorded for the area by both Waddy and Leeding. This site is almost certainly that recorded by Tindale (1925) who notes 
the presence of three Macassan graves marked with headstones.  

There is no similar compelling corollary for names previously recorded sites at the western tip of Winchelsea Island. However the 
proximity of the locations with that of the named places and the site recorded in 2017 are indicative of the importance of the 
place to Warnindilyakwa.  

  

Table 1. Sites on Heritage Registers in force in the Northern Territory 

6.1.1 Register of the National Estate 

A search of the Register of the National Estate (RNE) was also conducted. The RNE is a legacy of an earlier national legislative 
regime but was closed in 2007. The RNE contains a large number of sites that, although not afforded any statutory or legal 
protection, are maintained as a ‘flag’ for consideration if any action or development is proposed which may impact a significant 
site. The RNE has since been replaced by the Australian National Heritage Register and the Commonwealth Heritage Register. 

There are five sites noted as ‘indicative places’ on the RNE. These are: The Emerald River Mission (now Yedikba Outstation), the 
Emerald River Sawmill Site and the Emerald River Cemetery (both located near the Emerald River Mission), the Umbakumba Church 
and Fred Gray’s House; are all located on Groote Eylandt.  

Angurugu township on Groote Eylandt is also noted as on the RNE. As indicated above, these sites do not have any legal status or 
protection. 

6.2 Previous Archaeological Work 

Studies of the archaeology of the Groote Eylandt Archipelago prior to the current assessment are provided below.  

6.2.1 Flinders, 1802 

Matthew Flinders first documented Aboriginal art in a rock shelter on Chasm Island (Figure 6), off the north coast of Groote 
Eylandt, in 1802 (Flinders 1814:188). Flinders describes the art at some length and sets out an image that is immediately 
recognisable to us today as a feature that is entirely consistent with images occurring in rock shelters throughout the Groote Eylandt 
Archipelago. “In the deep sides of the chasms were deep holes or caverns, undermining the cliffs; upon the walls of which I found 
rude drawings, made with charcoal and something like red paint upon the white ground of the rock. These drawings represented 
porpoises, turtle, kanguroos, and a human hand…[the] kanguroo, with a file of thirty-two persons following after it. The third person 
of the band was twice the height of the others, and held in his hand something resembling the whaddie or wooden sword of the 
natives of Port Jackson; and was probably intended to represent a chief.” 

Site Name Easting Northing Site Type

Abenamanja 663198 8475300 Grave with stone arrangement, 
tamarind tree, well, isolated nonstone 
artefact, shell midden.

Arriyanguwa 658498 8480800 Tamarind tree, stone arrangement
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Figure 6. Rock art recorded on Chasm Island 14 January 1803 (Westall 1803) 

6.2.2 McCarthy, 1948 

Fred McCarthy from the Australian Museum in Sydney was a member of the American Australian Scientific Expedition to Arnhem 
Land in 1948 (McCarthy and Setzler 1960). As part of a multidisciplinary team he documented 45 rock shelters with art on Chasm 
Island and Groote Eylandt, including the 'Cave Paintings' site which is sign posted and interpreted for tourists, near Angurugu. 

With Frank Setzler from the Smithsonian Institution he excavated a number of sites including Macassan graves on Winchelsea Island 
(off the northern coast of Groote Eylandt) and a shell midden on Hempel Bay (on the north eastern coast of Groote Eylandt) 
(McCarthy and Setzler 1960). McCarthy attempted to sequence the art based on the style and nature of the ochres and their 
colours. While he found that motifs in silhouette and with striped infill tended to be at the bottom of the sequence (oldest) there was 
no chronological structure in the application of colour.  

6.2.3 Macknight, 1966 

Campbell Macknight recorded a suite of sites on the coast of the archipelago as part of his major study into the processing of 
trepang (sea cucumber) by seasonal Macassan visitors to the north Australian coast (Macknight 1969, 1976). He excavated 
trepang processing sites on islands he identified as “Yilakwamanja Island” on “Yarranya Island” to the north of Groote Eylandt in 
1966-67. 

6.2.4 Chaloupka, 1988 

George Chaloupka from the Northern Territory Museum and Art Gallery in Darwin recorded 169 sites around the coast of the 
archipelago in 1988 (Chaloupka 1989). Chaloupka’s report contains numerous illustrations of art motifs consistent with the marine 
habitats of the Groote Eylandt Archipelago. Access to the report is limited by the MAGNT. The ALC holds a hard copy, but the 
report does not provide site coordinates, being limited to rather general descriptions of their locations. 

6.2.5 Clarke, 1994 

In the 1990’s a more comprehensive archaeological assessment of Groote Eylandt was undertaken by Annie Clarke (Clarke 1994). 
Clarke conducted surveys to identify suitable sites containing cultural deposits that might provide an archaeological sequence to 
better understand the occupation of the region over time. Clarke excavated 18 sites and used the archaeological evidence 
obtained to develop a tripartite sequence of land use for Groote Eylandt, namely of the Pre-Macassan, Macassan and Missions 
periods: 

The Pre-Macassan Period (Prior to 1700) begins more than 2000 years ago and includes a: "broadly based, seasonal subsistence 
and settlement system. Food was obtained from both terrestrial and marine habitats...with a greater emphasis on terrestrial fauna. 
Turtles and dugong were hunted on an opportunistic basis...A wide range of shellfish species were collected from all available 
habitats in the immediate vicinity of campsites. Trips across the sea between Groote Eylandt, Bickerton Island and the mainland 
were infrequent occurrences, and only occurred when sea conditions were particularly calm." (Clarke 1994; 97-98). 

The Macassan Period (1700 -1921) was associated with the seasonal forays of Indonesian trepang fisherman and led to a change 
in behaviour of the island's inhabitants: "There was an increase in exploitation of marine mammals (turtle [sic] and dugong) 
facilitated by the introduction of the dugout canoe, metal artefacts and harpoons...There was a decrease in the frequency of the 
occupation of inland sites ... as a result of ... reorientation towards the exploitation of marine resources, both for subsistence 
purposes and to stockpile commodities for trade with Macassans. ... The introduction of dugout canoes also facilitated an increase in 
trade with the mainland. This is seen in an increase in imported ochres and stone" (Clarke 1994; 98). 

The Mission Period (1921 – 1966) saw the establishment of an Anglican mission near Yedikba on the Emerald River in 1921. The 
mission was relocated to Angurugu during the Second World War. An additional mission site was established in Umbakumba 
following the end of the Second World War. The missions had a significant impact on the Aboriginal people, where subsistence 
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became: "based on introduced food items, supplemented by bush foods. Staple bush foods, such as cycad, which require a lot of 
processing are gradually replaced by flour-based products such as damper and bread. In the early mission period there is a 
greater reliance on bush foods because of the unreliability of the Mission food supplies. The areas of the island most distant from 
the mission and Umbakumba are abandoned first. In the early days of the Mission settlement people make frequent trips back into 
their traditional country. With prolonged contact, people become increasingly sedentary and settle permanently at the Mission and 
Umbakumba. With prolonged contact people make only periodic forays into their country for traditional activities and today 
camping is restricted to weekends and school holidays." (Clarke 1994;99). 

6.2.6 Welch, 2013 - 2016 

The ALC contracted rock art survey specialist Dr David Welch to conduct several surveys for rock art. The first study was conducted 
contemporaneously with Sutton 2014, below. Welch’s accumulated surveys have identified 217 rock art sites and 11 open sites on 
the Groote Eylandt mainland with most of these situated in the Groote Land System in the southwest of the island that consist of 
naturalistic portraits of humans, plants and animals (2013:11). Welch notes that although much of the art in this survey is located on 
rock surfaces exposed to the weather, some panels hold superimpositions giving a preliminary impression of a possible art 
sequence. From this he proposed a four-part sequence of art including Archaic, Pre-Marine, Marine and Contact periods. 

6.2.7 Sutton, 2014 

In 2013, the ALC initiated a cultural heritage assessment of the southwest of the island. This survey (Sutton 2014) was the first 
systematic assessment of the archaeology of the interior of Groote Eylandt and resulted in the location of 22 sites. Predominantly 
rock shelters with art situated in the Groote Land System, this survey also documented two stone arrangements and a number of 
shell middens. 

6.2.8 Martin-Stone 2014 

This study of a relatively small area at the southern margin of Groote Eylandt identified 9 sites includes five scarred trees 
(“culturally modified trees”) at least one of which had been marked in the recent historic period with a metal axe. The survey also 
identified a stone arrangement. 

6.2.9 Sutton 2015a & 2015b & 2015c 

This series of surveys for South32 Pty Ltd examined the archaeological material potentially impacted upon by mining of 
manganese in the so-called “eastern leases”.  These surveys made a concerted effort to conduct a representative sample survey of 
the Land Systems within the Eastern Leases and found a very high relationship between the Land System and the presence of 
archaeological material. In effect, 99.9% of all archaeological sites were located in the Groote Land System, despite extensive 
surveys being conducted in the lowland coastal plains Land Systems. 

The surveys also undertook a baseline survey of the condition of rock art in sites at the margin of the Eastern Leases. These sites 
have the potential to be impacted upon by blasting, dust and indirect impacts including fire and increased site visitation. The 
baseline survey documented the art in detail and recorded specific colour reference points. 

6.2.10 Martin-Stone 2016  

The ALC contracted an extensive archaeological survey of the southeast section of Groote Eylandt. Conducted over several months 
and incorporating visits to sites by Traditional Owners and rangers, the surveys identified 242 sites in a range of habitats. This 
included 123 rock art sites, 13 burials, 72 open sites and 30 isolated artefacts.  The burials included a number that have a high 
profile in the Warnindilyakwa oral history of the region. Interestingly, only two sites were recorded as ‘occupation shelters’, that is, 
sites indicating a more intensive level and multiple types of use.  

Appendix 3 provides an indication of the location of all sites with known localities for Groote Eylandt, including Winchelsea in 
December 2017. This record now comprises 615 sites, the majority of which are art sites. 

5.3 Location of Known Archaeological Sites 

Prior to 2013 the primary documentation of archaeological site records for Groote Eylandt were derived from the Register of 
Aboriginal and Macassan sites (the Register) held by the Northern Territory’s Heritage Branch. This register contains a total of 50 
sites on Groote Eylandt and Winchelsea Island with sites principally recorded by Clarke and Macknight. Only two of these on this 
register on Akwamburrkba. Importantly, the Register does not contain the 169 sites recorded by Chaloupka in 1988.  

Since 2013 the number of recorded sites, that is sites with location details held by the ALC, has increased to 615. More information 
on this marked increase in sites during a four-year period can be found at Appendix 3. 

7.0  Methodology 
7.1 Site Types and Site Boundaries 

Many definitions exist for what constitutes an archaeological site, but there is a trend within these to incorporate several key 
characteristics including i) evidence of past activity ii) preservation of that activity and iii) evidence of human modification of 
elements of the natural world. Articles falling within the definition are frequently the subject of research into the nature and 
distribution of people and ways of life in the past. 
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Archaeological material is legally protected in most of the world's jurisdictions and this protection brings its own set of definitions. In 
the Northern Territory, the Heritage Act provides the following set of terms for the suite of archaeological remains it protects. 

In accordance with Section 6 of the Heritage Act: 

Meaning of archaeological place and Aboriginal or Macassan archaeological place 

(1) An archaeological place is a place that: 

(a) relates to the past human occupation of the Territory; and 

(b) has been modified by the activity of the occupiers. 

(2) An Aboriginal or Macassan archaeological place is a place that: 

(a) relates to the past human occupation of the Territory by Aboriginal or Macassan people; and 

(b) has been modified by the activity of those people. 

In accordance with Section 8 of the Heritage Act: 

Meaning of archaeological object and Aboriginal or Macassan archaeological object 

(1) An archaeological object is a relic that: 

(a) relates to the past human occupation of the Territory; and 

(b) is in an archaeological place. 

(2) An Aboriginal or Macassan archaeological object is a relic that: 

(a) relates to the past human occupation of the Territory by Aboriginal or Macassan people; and 

(b) is: 

(i) in an Aboriginal or Macassan archaeological place; or 

(ii) stored in a place in accordance with Aboriginal tradition, including, for example, in an 

Aboriginal keeping place. 

These definitions encompass the notion of natural features or objects that have been "modified by the activity of the occupiers." 
Similarly, a contemporary text on Australian archaeological methods defines an archaeological site as “any place that contains the 
physical evidence of past human activity” which may include an “enormous variety of forms” (Burke and Smith 2004:63). 
Importantly, archaeologists have developed techniques including ethnographic observation, replication and experiment to 
categorically identify the key element of human modification of the natural world. For example, more than 100 years of extensive 
archaeological research into stone artefacts has been able to establish a clear and demonstrable separation of natural and 
archaeological features (Dibble & Whittaker 1981; Shipman & Rose 1988). This is an important consideration in the current study 
as numerous items appear in the landscape that appear to mimic archaeological material but are in fact natural features (Sutton 
2014:27). In addition to skill in defining artificial from natural features, archaeologists also make distinctions between dense, 
localised concentrations of archaeological material and sparsely distributed background materials. Dense localised concentrations 
of artefacts and artificial features are nominated as ‘sites’ while the general distribution of material over a landscape is called 
‘background scatter’. The definition of a ‘site’ therefore is a relative concept. The determination of the existence of ‘sites’ versus 
‘background scatter’ is important in understanding past patterns of land use, human adaptation to climatic variation and cultural 
change through space and time. Different analytical approaches are applied to sites and background scatters, and efforts to 
record all traces of archaeology are therefore crucial. (Foley 1981; Burke and Smith 2004:220). Consequently, archaeologists 
commonly seek to understand the 'background' archaeological material in order to first determine what constitutes a site, and 
second, to gauge what archaeological sites or features might be considered regionally significant. This context-dependent 
assessment is particularly relevant for the current survey where archaeological assessment has been limited to coastal areas and 
virtually no extensive surveys of terrestrial habitats have been undertaken (see Faulkner & Clarke 2004). 

As well as variations in the distribution of archaeological remains due to prehistoric human behaviour, variations in geomorphology 
(the characteristics, origin and development of landforms) and taphonomy can each have a direct impact on the distribution of 
archaeological remains that also needs to be considered in any analysis. For example, soil type can have a marked impact upon 
the preservation of sites or background scatters on the land surface. Cracking clays or self-mulching soils that have high internal 
mobility tend to disaggregate materials deposited on the land surface. Similarly, very sandy soils with high bioturbation (a feature 
of much of the study area) will tend to distribute archaeological material in the soil profile rather than on the surface. By contrast 
deflating land surfaces tend to aggregate artefactual material on the surface, amassing materials that may have been deposited 
over long temporal spans to create extensive scatters of archaeological remains. 

Taphonomy is: “Literally, ‘the laws of burial’; in archaeology it refers to the study of the processes by which animal bones and other 
remains are transformed by human and natural processes during their incorporation into archaeological deposits, their subsequent 
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long-term preservation within those deposits, and their recovery by archaeologists. The aim is to separate out and understand those 
characteristics of an assemblage that reflect past social actions in contrast to any patterning that might be the product of selective 
preservation or sampling biases” (Darvill, 2008:448). It includes the study of the soil characteristics mentioned above, but also other 
elements such as soil chemistry, geomorphology as well as the material nature of the archaeological objects themselves. Acidic soils 
for example tend to be very poor in the preservation of bone and organic material. On the other hand, sites that contain large 
amounts of shell will have alkaline qualities due to the presence of high levels of calcium carbonate and will tend to preserve bone 
etc. quite well. In some instances, the chemistry of the artefacts themselves can lead to their chemical weathering within the soil 
profile leading to their eventual destruction (Hiscock 1985). 

Archaeologists also tend to seek out those geomorphological situations that tend to preserve archaeological material. Caves and 
rock shelters are the best-known examples. These unusual landscape features often create sediment traps that concentrate 
archaeological material into a small area. The accumulation of sediment preserves artefacts, charcoal and organic remains largely 
in their primary context. Continuing sediment deposition creates new surfaces that are occupied and the platform for further 
discarded archaeological materials. The fact that these features provide shelter from the elements means that they are also highly 
favoured occupation areas for humans and that they are always a priority for archaeological surveys. In addition to rock shelters, 
shell middens (for the reasons indicated above) and areas of sediment deposition such as river deltas and confluences are all 
considered opportune areas for archaeological surveys because of the natural features’ propensity to conserve archaeological 
material. According to Bird and Hallam (2006:11) there are areas of the Australian environment that should be considered as an 
integrated cultural landscape where there are local variations in the density of cultural material; but the distribution of cultural 
material is effectively continuous. The term or concept “site complex” is used in this study to group a number of site features owing 
to the high density of archaeological materials in particular geomorphologic zones. For instance, around saline and freshwater 
drainage catchments, the density of archaeological materials may be such that grouping these materials would be a more efficient 
method to deal with the management of the cultural heritage. A site complex in this report does not necessarily imply a common 
temporal or occupational linkage between the sites. However, it defines sites that are linked by a geomorphologic environment and 
erosion landscape. 

Current best-practice according to McDonald (2005:172), incorporates assessing archaeological traces in the context of a whole-
of-landscape approach rather than a series of disconnected and individual sites. This holistic approach recognises that multiple 
archaeological features will be present in the landscape and that those features will be functionally and temporally related to an 
ancient land-use pattern imbued with cultural meaning. Previously archaeology and cultural heritage management focussed on the 
discrete ‘site’, omitting the importance of the landscape context and the scientific value of the ‘background’ to preserve a place’s 
cultural heritage. This new approach, which considers the importance of a site’s setting and any background material, also 
conveniently fits with Aboriginal world views which recognise geographic separation, but only within the context of the 
interconnectedness of the land, the travels and actions of ancestral beings and current human activity (Bird-Rose 2000). 

In northern Australia, these archaeological traces can be categorised into a range of types, discussed further in Section 7.2. 

7.2 Archaeological Site Types in Northern Australia and Groote Eylandt 

Over the last 200 years of archaeological survey and assessment, a large suite of site types has been documented in northern 
Australia, and more specifically in the Northern Territory. These site types are described below. 

Artefact Scatters 

These may contain flaked or ground artefacts and hearthstones. Artefact scatters may occur as surface scatters of material, as 
stratified deposits where there have been repeated occupations, or as knapping floors (see below). These scatters do not 
necessarily imply that prehistoric people actually camped on the site; rather, they may only indicate that some type of activity was 
performed there. The rock that is the source material for the artefacts may be found on-site (in which case the site may be 
characterised as a quarry or procurement site - below) or may be transported to the site. Rock is usually transported after 
receiving some modification. These artefacts may be used repeatedly during their transport from the quarry to their final discard 
site, reducing in size along the way. Sites that are a long way from a source will tend to have small artefacts, few artefacts or both 
(Byrne 1983). 

Knapping Locations 

These are discrete scatters of artefacts, anywhere in the landscape, resulting from stone being worked or reduced at that spot. The 
criteria for a knapping floor are that the original block of stone can be at least partially reconstructed from scattered flaked stone 
pieces (Hiscock and Mitchell 1993). A knapping floor exists as a feature within the context of an open site or archaeological 
deposit. However, there are certain methodological problems in identifying such features arising from post-depositional processes. 
High levels of soil disturbance by biological processes can disaggregate knapping locations. 

Stone Quarries 

These are sites where stone for flaked or edge-ground artefacts has been extracted from an outcropping source of stone. This is a 
broad definition of a stone quarry and there are further subdivisions of this site type (Hiscock and Mitchell 1993). According to 
Hiscock and Mitchell (1993) most surface hard stone quarries have associated reduction sites (sites where artefacts were 
manufactured by knapping). The nature of the material being flaked may vary considerably, ranging from very hard mafic igneous 
rocks used in the manufacture of hatchets to fine-grained and cryptocrystalline sediments used to create sharp edges for cutting 
and woodworking. The key requirement these rock types have in common is their predictable conchoidal fracture. These 
characteristics provide for the rock to be flaked in a controlled fashion to manufacture specific functional edges on stone tools. 

  18



Stone Arrangements 

These can range from simple cairns (mounds of stones) to more elaborate arrangements. Some stone arrangements were used in 
ceremonial activities and represent sacred or totemic sites. Other stone features were constructed by Aboriginal people as route 
markers, territory markers, and walls of huts, animal traps, hides, or seed traps. While they may be manufactured by aligning 
stones carried some distance to the site, more generally they are made by realigning stones strewn naturally on a rock platform or 
soil surface. Within the Groote Land System, the Dalumbu sandstone can outcrop as flat sandstone pavements, often strewn with 
rocks and boulders. These areas provide suitable locations for the manufacture of stone arrangements. Recently documented stone 
arrangements include cairns, stone lines and enclosures made by rearranging naturally occurring stone situated on the sandstone 
pavements. 

Shell Middens 

These are deposits containing shells, usually in association with a source of shellfish, a beach, estuary or rocky shoreline or inland 
lake or river. The shells have accumulated through the repeated discard of shell remains following the exploitation of the shellfish 
by people. The length of time a midden was occupied, and the scale of predation will affect the size of the site which ranges from 
thin veneers of shell or the remains of a few discrete meals, to dense shell mounds many metres thick. 

Previous archaeological work in the archipelago indicates that shell middens are quite common and can be expected in coastal and 
riparian settings around the island. 

Rock Art Sites 

Rock art sites typically include two main types of rock art (Clegg, 1983) - engravings/poundings where the pattern is one of relief 
and the pictures were apparently produced by removing material from the rock surface; and drawings/stencils/paintings where the 
material was added to the rock surface. 

Rock art sites can also include wax designs. 

Recent archaeological work has recorded a large number of rock art sites, principally paintings and stencils, in rock shelters 
situated in the Groote Land System around the archipelago.  

Macassan Sites 

The north Australian coast has a well-documented archaeological record of contact between the inhabitants of Ujung Pandang in 
south Sulawesi (then called Macassar) and the Aboriginal inhabitants (Macknight 1976, Wesley 2014). Macassans sailed to north 
Australia with the onset of the northwest monsoon to collect and process trepang, a coelenterate that thrives in the shallow coastal 
waters of the Top End. Trepang continues to be a valuable food in China. The Macassans set up wet season camps along the coast 
where trepang is abundant and where they could access water and wood (for fuel). Typical processing of trepang included boiling 
and drying and to achieve this, lines of large bowls were established at certain locations, stabilised with local rock. Bark-roofed 
sheds were established to dry the boiled product. These activities have left archaeological traces along the coast and around 
Winchelsea Island. 

Macassan sites are typically identified by the presence of Tamarind trees.  

Contact Sites 

Rather than a form of site, this class refers more specifically to sites that contain materials relating to the first period of contact 
between indigenous Australians and foreigners. This may include contact with Macassans which is evinced by many sites containing 
foreign materials, such as glass, ceramics or metal that exhibit modification by Aboriginal people. Alternatively, a contact site may 
be identified by the presence of European objects which may be unmodified but are the result of transportation to that locality by 
Aboriginal people. Contact sites represent the interface between Aboriginal, European and others (i.e. South East Asian peoples) 
during early forays to Northern Australia. 

7.2.2 Archaeological Characteristics of Groote Eylandt Region 

Typically, any survey for archaeological sites is likely to encounter a subset of the site types that have been identified in the wider 
region. Based on the studies to date, Groote Eylandt's archaeological characteristics display important differences to those of the 
wider Northern Territory region. The most striking feature of the islands is that artefact scatters are very rare. Most stone artefacts 
themselves only occur in the context of other archaeological features, such as rock shelters with art and are generally infrequent 
even in these contexts. This is unusual insofar as stone artefact scatters are the most common site type found nationally and 
internationally (Fagan 2001). The fact that relatively few have been recorded on Groote Eylandt to date warrants more 
consideration within the context of the past lifestyles of the Warnindilyakwa people. 

8.0  Field Survey 
8.1 Survey Strategy 

A field survey was undertaken from 13 to 24 November 2017. The survey was initiated by the ALC who coordinated permissions to 
access the island from Traditional Owners (TOs) and arranged for TOs to accompany the survey. The surveys were extensive and 
non-invasive, and designed to seek and document Indigenous and non-Indigenous archaeological sites and remains, including rock 
art. 
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The weather conditions reflected the onset of the Wet season. Days were hot and humid with occasional storms.  

The surveys were conducted by SHIM Consulting personnel, with assistance provided by the Traditional Owners. Silas Bara and Eric 
Jaragba who attended in the field and an Anindilyakwa anthropologist. 

The assistance provided by the Traditional Owners is gratefully acknowledged. The Traditional Owners provided invaluable 
knowledge regarding the cultural heritage of the project site and were able to offer significant insight into the local traditions, the 
artwork and their connections to dreamtime stories as well as consideration of the significance of different sites encountered in the 
survey. 

All site locations were recorded using a GPS set to the UTM grid and GDA94 coordinate reference system. 

8.1 Survey Transects 

Survey transects were devised prior to the field survey taking into account the Land Systems (and associated predictions of site 
distribution) and the boundaries of the proposed project area. The proposed transects were modified in the field, a) as 
circumstances changed and new information became available; b) as accessibility varied; c) as and when the availability of TOs 
warranted a variation; and d) when other information about the project became available.  

The transect design included several considerations. A base, proportional sampling approach was used as the starting point for 
transect design. This was designed to provide sufficient information to allow for the extrapolation of the characteristics of 
archaeological finds to other areas across the project site within similar Land Systems (Lynch & Wilson 1998, Figure 2).  

The proportional survey design was modified with a purposive sampling approach to provide an intensive assessment of those 
areas which, on the basis of previous archaeological studies and the experience of the project personnel, are likely to contain 
archaeological material. As discussed in section 5.3 and Appendix 3, this now includes over 600 sites. The distribution of these sites 
is skewed toward certain habitats and away from others.  Table 2 sets out length and proportion of the final transects as conducted 
for each Land System.  Figure 7 indicates the location of transects and survey method. 

Table 2. Survey Transect Length and Proportion by Land System 

A preliminary inspection of the island was undertaken by helicopter and prospective areas fixed with a GPS. These sites were then 
relocated during follow-up pedestrian traverse. Twelve pedestrian transects were conducted within and across the various Land 
Systems (Lynch and Wilson, 1998) that are known to occur in the project area (Figure 5), incorporating a combination of purposive 
and predictive sampling transects. 

Land 
System

Landsystem Area 
(Km2)

% Total 
Area

Length of 
Transects

% Transect Length

Blue Mud 2.78 5.6 54.1 18.4

Groote 17.9 36.4 119.2 40.5

Keefers Hut 12.7 25.8 41.7 14.2

Littoral 1 5.9 12.0 22.7 7.7

Queue 9.9 20.2 56.6 19.2
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Figure 7. Transect location and survey method. 

9.0  Results 
9.1 Overview 

In total, 37 sites were located during the survey including a range of site types but dominated by a) shell scatters or middens and 
b) rockshelters (Table 3). Detailed site records are set out in Section 9.2. Site contents were recorded including the main structural 
features and the range of cultural components comprising the site. Site location was recorded using a Global Position System device 
set to GDA94. Where it was clear, the Land System within which the site was situated was also recorded. Site size and conservation 
status were also documented and where available, some assessment was made of aspects of cultural significance through dialogue 
with Traditional Owners or Djungkayi. 

Twenty-three sites (or 62%) were found to be either entirely composed of shellfish remains or to contain a significant proportion of 
shell in their structure. A small number of other site types were also identified including one knapping floor (Win17005) and a 
burial (Win17034). A total of eight sites containing rock art were recorded in the north and east of the island. 

A number of features identified in the historic record and discussed extensively by Traditional Owners were not able to be 
relocated in the field. 

Recognising that the survey area is an island and the centre of the Akwamburrkba is only 2.5km from the sea, it is still the case that 
most sites are in fact oriented to the coast with most located within 600m of the shoreline. Only one site was found further inland; 
site Win17019 is 1.5km from the nearest high tide mark. The coastal orientation can be seen in the dominance of sites containing 
shellfish remains. Table 4 provides a breakdown of the number of different types of sites. While shell scatters are the most 
abundant, 23 of the 37 sites contain a significant proportion of shell in some form or structure (rockshelters for example). Even the 
manuport site (Win17027) is a natural arch containing fragments of clam shell that have been brought to the site. 
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Table 3. Sites Recorded on Akwamburrkba / Winchelsea Island 2017 

Site ID Easting Northing Site Type Land System

Win17001 665120 8483218 Rockshelter with art and deposit Groote

Win17002 665211 8483410 Shell midden Groote

Win17003 665372 8483173 Open Site/Earth Oven/Shell Scatter Groote

Win17004 665266 8483177 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Groote

Win17005 665890 8482720 Open Site/ Knapping Floor Groote

Win17006 665755 8482236 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Groote

Win17007 665756 8482182 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Groote

Win17008 666203 8480965 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Groote

Win17009 666254 8480893 Open Site/ Shell Scatter/Dinnertime Camp Groote

Win17010 666190 8480103 Open Site/ Shell Scatter/Artefact Scatter Groote

Win17011 665120 8483218 Open Site / Shell Midden Groote

Win17012 663903 8482762 Open Site / Shell Midden Groote

Win17013 663992 8482312 Rockshelter with art Groote

Win17014 662039 8475974 Open site / shell midden / tamarind trees Queue

Win17015 661908 8476137 Open site/ Shell Scatter Queue

Win17016 662309 8475935 Open site/ Shell Scatter Blue Mud

Win17017 662563 8476039 Open site/ Shell Scatter Blue Mud

Win17018 663244 8475520 Shell midden Blue Mud

Win17019 664122 8478703 Open site/ Isolated artefacts Groote

Win17020 658630 8480950 Shell midden Littoral 1

Win17021A 669530 8482566 Rockshelter with Art and Deposit Groote

Win17021B 669530 8482556 Rockshelter with shell scatter Groote

Win17022 660086 8479257 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Blue Mud

Win17023 660334 8479278 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Blue Mud

Win17024 659577 8482550 Rockshelter with Deposit Groote

Win17025 659553 8482550 Rockshelter with Deposit Groote

Win17026 659546 8482546 Rockshelter with Art and Deposit Groote

Win17027 659707 8482587 Manuport Groote

Win17028 660576 8482350 Rockshelter with Art Groote

Win17029 665336 8482767 Stone Procurement Site Groote

Win17030 665420 8482811 Rockshelter with Art Groote

Win17031 664981 8483374 Rockshelter with Art Groote

Win17032 664998 8483333 Rockshelter with Art Groote

Win17033 665259 8483287 Open site/ Shell Scatter Groote

Win17034 665263 8483350 Burial Groote

Win17035 661947 8483046 Open site/ Shell Scatter Groote

Win17036 661310 8478211 Open site/ Shell Scatter Blue Mud

Win17037 660997 8487825 Open site/ Shell Scatter Blue Mud
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Table 4. Site Types Recorded on Winchelsea Island 2017 

Table 5. Archaeological Sites by Land System and Survey Transect Length 

9.2 Site Descriptions 

Site Name:  Win17001  Date Recorded: 13/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with art and deposit 

Grid Reference:  665120E 8483218N  

Size:   Height: 1.1m Maximum Breadth: 7.7  'Effective' Breadth: 3.4m Depth: 2.97m 

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Type Count

Burial 1

Isolated Artefact 1

Manuport 1

Open Site/ Knapping Floor 1

Open Site/ Shell Scatter 16

Rockshelter with art 5

Rockshelter with art and deposit 3

Rockshelter with Deposit 2

Rockshelter with shell scatter 1

Shell midden 5

Stone Procurement Site 1

Land System Number of Sites Sites per Km Transect

Blue Mud 7 7.7

Groote 28 4.2

Keefers Hut 0 0

Littoral 1 1 22.7

Queue 2 28.3
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Site Description: 
A low east-facing arched rockshelter in conglomerate/sandstone with two hand-stencils and deposit. The deposit has no visible 
artefacts, but contains a range of shellfish remains including: Crassostrea sp., Anadara sp., Nerita sp. and Terebralia sp. Exposed 
deposit near the dripline displays a rich dark sand. One split quartz cobble, potentially derived from the conglomerate forming the 
shelter, shows signs of having been used as an anvil, displaying ring cracks on its flat surfaces. The shelter is in fact formed from the 
junction of two tunnels, or perhaps a fallen section of a natural arch. A small natural arch exists in front of the shelter and another 
larger arch is situated behind the shelter/tunnel complex to the west. 

Two hand stencils in red ochre occur at the central rear of the shelter. The art is on coarse friable sandstone.  

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17002  Date Recorded: 13/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell midden 

Grid Reference:  665211E 8483410N  

Size:     Length (N/S): 40m Width (E/W): 30m    

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 
A low-density shell midden scatter over a domed dune 70m west of the beach. The dune is lightly covered with tussock grass and 
shells and rock materials are exposed in patches between these. Rock fragments, consistent with having been burnt, outcrop with 
shell.  

Shell species include: Anadara sp., Terebralia sp., Telescopium sp., Crassostrea sp., Geloina sp.  

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17003  Date Recorded: 14/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site/Earth Oven/Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  665372E 8483173N  

Size:     Length (N/S): 6.5m Width (E/W): 13.5m    

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Low    Significance:  Fair 

Site Description: 

An open site with a stone pile, consistent with remains of an earth oven and an associated scatter of shell and stone artefacts. 
Situated on dune just above the high tide level the site contains artefacts manufactured on high quality quartz flakes with a 
maximum density of 5m2. 

Several pits occur in the sand at the southern margin of the site, around 30cm deep and around 1m in diameter. Indistinct 
(weathered) tracks in the sand consistent with a turtle lead from the pit. 

Shellfish species represented include: Nerita sp., Marcia sp., Terebralia sp., Anadara sp., Geloina sp., Telescopium sp., Melo sp. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17004  Date Recorded: 14/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site/ Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  665266E 8483177N  

Size:     Length (N/S): 25m Width (E/W): 95m    

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

A scatter of shell and fist-sized rocks on a gently undulating sand surface in the lee of a high sandstone bluff. Low density shell with 
occasional tighter clusters. A slight mounding of sediment with shell occurs just inside the narrow area between the dripline and the 
sandstone bluff. The site is to the northwest of Win17003 with a creek between the two sites. 

Shellfish species represented include: Nerita sp., Terebralia sp., Anadara sp., Crassostrea sp., Geloina sp., Telescopium sp., Melo sp. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17005  Date Recorded: 14/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site/ Knapping Floor 

Grid Reference:  665890E    

Size:     Length (N/S): 2m Width (E/W): 2m    

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

A smaller cluster of artefacts dominated by a large sandstone  core and flakes scattered over an area of 3x3m. The core 4

measures 160 x 225 x 87mm with red iron stained cortex on a flat surface. A platform has been created by splitting the parent 
cobble and thereby removing less well silicified sandstone. Flakes have then been systematically removed from the flat red-cortex 
surface; which is the area which has the most silicified material.   

Flakes from the core (indicated by having the same red cortex on their dorsal surface) were scattered over an area up to 1.5m 
from the core. Two of these flakes were able to be conjoined with the core while another two were able to be fitted together, but 
not to the core. These latter two flakes had the same platform angle and cortex as the refitted flakes and were certainly removed 
from the core in the same knapping event. 

Discussion 
Raw material for stone artefact manufacture is not abundant in the Groote archipelago and the use of case-hardened sandstone 
has been identified (Sutton 2013) as one means of addressing this shortage. This core has a proportion of case-hardening where 
the sandstone has been silicified with a fine matrix binding individual crystals. These crystals are quite coarse (between 1 and 5mm) 
and the tool maker has demonstrated skill in the selection of the raw material and the creation of a series of functional flakes using 
the best material available within the core.  

Representative Photographs: 

   

Case Hardening : The raw material derives from the local sandstone. However, case hardening has further silicified the surface of 4

the rock making the area targeted by knapping appear more like silcrete than sandstone.
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Site Name:  Win17006  Date Recorded: 14/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site/ Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  665755E 8482236N  

Size:     Length (N/S): 40m Width (E/W): 32m    

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

The site occurs on a flat dune surface with low open shrubland and tussock grasses. The margins of the site are determined by 
geomorphology; the dune begins to slope and thick closed shrubland surrounds it. 

This site consists of a scatter of broken shell. Shellfish species represented include: Telescopium sp, with Anadara sp., Crassostrea sp. 
and Nerita sp. 

Representative Photographs:  
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Site Name:  Win17007  Date Recorded: 14/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site/ Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  665756E 8482182N  

Size:     Length (N/S): 20m Width (E/W): 17m    

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

Very similar to site WIN17006, situated on a level dune surface with low open shrubland and tussock grasses. The margins of the 
site are determined by geomorphology; the dune begins to slope and thick closed shrubland surrounds the site. 

The site consists of a scatter of broken shell. Shellfish species represented include: Telescopium sp, with Anadara sp., Crassostrea sp. 
and Nerita sp. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17008  Date Recorded: 14/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site/ Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  666203E 8480965N  

Size:     Length (N/S): 81m    Width (E/W): 22m    

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

An extensive scatter of shell on a dune within 100m of the seashore. Clusters of shell dominated by a single species are exposed in 
deflating depressions in the dune. The site is truncated at its northern and southern ends by small ephemeral creeks. A narrow fringe 
of mangrove occurs between the high-water mark and a reef in front of the site. 

Shellfish species represented include: Terebralia sp., Anadara sp., Crassostrea sp., Geloina sp., and occasional Volugalea sp. 

Representative Photographs: 

   

  32



Site Name:  Win17009  Date Recorded: 14/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site/ Shell Scatter/Dinnertime Camp 

Grid Reference:  666254E 8480893N  

Size:     Length (N/S):3m Width (E/W):3m  

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A discrete scatter of mostly Anadara sp. shells  

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17010  Date Recorded: 14/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site/ Shell Scatter/Artefact Scatter 

Grid Reference:  666190E 8480103N  

Size:     Length (N/S):120m Width (E/W): 60m    

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A series of shells clusters, each less than 3x3m and each dominated by a single shell species within a narrow (predated) size class. 
A scatter of indurated sandstone artefacts occurs in an area of 1x1m. The site also contains a small cluster of sandstone hearth 
stones. 

Representative Photographs: 

   

Representative Photographs Site Win17010 Cont… 
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Site Name:  Win17011 Date Recorded: 15/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site / Shell Midden 

Grid Reference:  665120E 8483218N  

Size:     Length: 670m    Width: 120m  

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A series of discrete shell middens scattered along dunes between 60m and 100m from the shore. Most of the midden clusters 
comprise high density scatters of Andara sp. These clusters typically are spread over an area approximately 10m2 (specific 
examples include 9 x 16, 13 x 16, 7 x 9). Subsidiary areas of broken shell occur in flat areas where sediment appears to wash 
from higher dune sediments where the in situ shell is exposed. 

The dune field behind the beach in this part of Winchelsea Island comprises light coloured sand and undulates with distinct 
hummocks consolidated with low shrubs and grass. Shell material appears to be eroding out of remobilised dune hummocks. At least 
10 clusters of shell midden material outcrop from mounded dunes along the length of the site. Most of the midden features are 
dense clusters of Anadara sp., trace amounts of Nerita sp., Telescopium sp. and Marcia sp. 

In addition to the Anadara sp. clusters, two small features include a sandstone anvil and a scatter of Nerita sp. adjacent to the 
creek that bounds the northern end of the site. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17012 Date Recorded: 15/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site / Shell Midden 

Grid Reference:  663903E 8482762N  

Size:     Length:110m    Width: 47m 

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A low-density shell scatter with heat-retaining stones. The site is on a buff-red dune between two branches of a creek. Few shells 
are complete and most of the material is fragmentary. The predominant species is Telescopium sp. with minor Andara sp, Marcia sp. 
and Geloina sp. 

Site Name:  Win17013 Date Recorded: 15/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with art 

Grid Reference:  663992E 8482312N  

Size:     Height: 2.2m Width: 1.6m Depth: 1.9 

Art surface:  Height: 1.7m Width: 1.25m 

Land System:  Groote  

Conservation Status:  Poor    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Description: 

A single faded motif in red ochre in a shelter under a protected ledge. The shelter is on the side of a sandstone tor in open 
woodland. 

The art is very faded and consists of a single figurative motif, perhaps a turtle. Sheet wash and mineral deposition have contributed 
to the art's deterioration. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17014 Date Recorded: 15/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell Midden 

Grid Reference:  662039E 8475974N (Centroid)  

Size:     Length: 404m Width: 38m  

   (From 661941E 8476065N to 662270E 8475855N) 

Land System:  Queue / Blue Mud 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

An extensive midden complex comprising more than 50 distinct shell clusters set in a general low-density shell scatter on a dune 
between mangroves at the south west corner of Winchelsea Island. The site extends the length of the dune. The shell clusters 
comprise (mostly) a single species of shell, typically Telescopium sp within a 2 x 2m area. Small pieces of laterite and sandstone 
are interspersed amongst the shells and the cluster often has a compact matrix that has retarded erosion such that it sits slightly 
higher than the surrounding dune. That is, the shell clusters form slight mounds across the dune. A single flake of high-quality quartz 
was located at the east end of the site (662253E 8475852N). 

The dune itself is asymmetrical, it has a gentle slope on the seaward margin, becoming nearly flat at its highest about two thirds of 
its width and then a relatively steep landward slope down to the mangrove billabong at the rear. Shell clusters are not distributed 
randomly across the dune but appear at or about its highest part, two thirds of the way from the coastal margin. Stone and shell 
are eroding out of the exposed shell clusters and a light scree of laterite pisoliths are scattered downslope from the midden 
material. 

While most shell clusters are comprised of Telescopium sp., trace amounts of Nerita sp., Anadara sp., and Marcia sp. also occur. 
Some large discrete clusters comprising exclusively Geloina sp. also occur on the site, notably at its western margin and along the 
less dense eastern end of the site.  

At the western end of the site the dune abuts outcropping laterite with eucalyptus woodland while at the eastern margin mangroves 
envelope the dune. To the north the mangroves are fringed by a series of small bands of various habitats including paperbark 
swamp, monsoon vine thicket and woodland. 

The site is associated with two previously recorded named places (Waddy 1981); Dinburnumanja and Mungwurrukwayinmanja. 
Large tamarind trees are prominent near the densest part of the site and are abundant in the woodland at the western end of the 
site. Traditional Owners indicated that the area was frequented by Macassans and was the site of trade interactions between 
Warnandilyakwa and Macassans.  

  38



Representative Photographs WIN17014: 

  

   

  39



Site Name:  Win17015 Date Recorded: 16/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell scatter  

Grid Reference:  661908E 8476137N 

Size:     Length: 7.5m Width: 6m  

Land System:  Queue  

Conservation Status:  Poor    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A scatter of large Anadara sp. shells associated with a collapsed / abandoned scrub fowl mound. The site is situated on a high 
ridge with a laterite base; the western end of the ridge is truncated by a cliff approximately 7m high and overlooks the beach. 
Large tamarind and ghost gum trees grow along the ridge and one abuts the scrub fowl mound.  

Discussion: 

While orange-footed scrub-fowl (Megapodius reinwardt) have had a massive impact on this site, the presence of Andara sp. in 
significant numbers, on top of a ridge which proceeds from a cliff at the coast indicates the shells have been deposited in the 
vicinity of the mound by humans. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17016 Date Recorded: 16/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell scatter  

Grid Reference:  662309E 8475935N 

Size:     Length: 7m Width: 9m  

Land System:  Blue Mud 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A discrete scatter of Anadara sp. shell. Considered a separate feature (from Win17015) as it is more than 100m away with a 
band of woodland between the two.  

Site Name:  Win17017 Date Recorded: 16/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell scatter  

Grid Reference:  662563E 8476039N 

Size:     Length: 4m Width: 6m  

Land System:  Blue Mud 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A discrete scatter of Anadara sp. shell. 
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Site Name:  Win17018 Date Recorded: 17/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell Midden  

Grid Reference:  663592E 8475626N (Eastern End) 

   662795E 8475663N (Western End) 

Size:     Length: 868m Width: 60m  

Land System:  Blue Mud 

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

A large elongated midden scattered along nearly 900m of sand dune at the southwest corner of Winchelsea Island. The midden 
can be classified in three sections; the core or central section with a very high density of shell, adjacent to a paperbark swamp 
associated with a Dugong dreaming site. This central dense area extends over a length of 277m. To the east the dune forms a 
finger with the tip poking into salt flats and shell densities gradually decline moving away from the Dugong dreaming area. To the 
west the density of shell decreases sharply as one moves away from the paperbark swamp.  

The midden is comprised of large amounts of Anadara sp. with considerable amounts of Telescopium sp. and smaller amounts of 
Nerita sp. and Marcia sp. Occasional Melo sp. and Volugalea sp. 

Representative Photographs Site Win17017: 
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Site Name:  Win17019 Date Recorded: 17/11/17 

Site Type:  Isolated find 

Grid Reference:  664122E 8478703N  

Size:     Length: 2m Width: 1m  

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Description: 

Two artefacts manufactured on very fine-grained white-yellow quartzite. Both artefacts have a distinct patina covering all surfaces. 
The smaller artefact is a bending flake while the large piece is a broken elongate flake with bifacial retouch, consistent with the 
point reduction sequence proposed by Hiscock (1994). 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17020 Date Recorded: 17/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell Midden  

Grid Reference:  658630E 8480950N  

Size:     Length: 60m Width: 10m  

Land System:  Littoral 1 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Description: 

A series of shell clusters on a high point with a large Tamarind tree at the westernmost point of Winchelsea Island. Midden material 
is eroding out of a dune sitting on a rocky substrate and consists of discrete clusters of a single shell species. On the landward side 
the dune slopes steeply down to vine thicket and then paperbark swamp which hugs a creek line that runs sub-parallel to the coast 
towards the north. 

Representative Photographs: 

   

Site Name:  Win17021A Date Recorded: 18/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Art and Deposit  

Grid Reference:  659530E 8482566N  

Size:     Width: 14.9m  Depth: 3.8m Height: 1.8m  

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Description: 

A large south-facing rockshelter at the level of the sandplain with potentially deep (+1m?) deposit and a range of art motifs. The 
shelter is one of many scattered through a series of sandstone outcrops that run NE/SW. Few sections of the wall of the shelter 
provide suitable surfaces for painting, with the substrate generally formed of a coarse-grained red sandstone. 

Two prominent motifs in solid red infill depict the same form of animal, perhaps a dingo, occur on the main shelter wall. The smaller, 
eastern image motif has its lower portions obscured by the shelter floor sediment, indicating that it may have been painted at a 
time when the shelter floor was lower. The shelter floor slopes down toward the rear. The deposit contains a scatter of shell and 
hearth stones within the dripline and is covered with a dense layer of dry leaves, indicating the dry status of the shelter. 
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Representative Photographs: 

  

   

Site Name:  Win17021B Date Recorded: 18/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  659530E 8482556N  

Size:     Width: 4.3m  Depth: 3.3m Height: 2.2m 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

A rockshelter facing north approximately 10m south of Win17021A. Formed in the same coarse red sandstone no art is visible, but 
a dense scatter of shellfish prey species including Anadara sp., Geloina sp., Terebralia sp., Telescopium sp., Nerita sp., and Volugalea 
sp. is present.  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Site Name:  Win17022 Date Recorded: 20/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  660086E 8479257N  

Size:     Length: 25m  Width: 17m  

Land System:  Blue Mud 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A discrete and dense cluster of Anadara sp. shell. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17023 Date Recorded: 20/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  660334E 8479278N  

Size:     Length: 18m  Width: 17m  

Land System:  Blue Mud 

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Description: 

A midden on a prominent rounded mound of sand at the landward margin of the dune field. Comprised of reddish sand, the mound 
is approximately 1.5m high and 15m across. An annular depression surrounds the mound. Two large (>2m) cycads are growing 
obliquely out of the top of the mound, slightly offset the apex. The shell is predominately Anadara sp.  

Discussion: 

The interaction between orange-footed scrub-fowl (Megapodius reinwardt) and archaeological sites in northern Australia has been 
discussed at some length (see REFs Stone et al). Other sites identified in this survey include the presence of the mound-building bird 
(see Win17015). In the case of Win17023 it can be speculated that the general structure of the mound, informed by its prominence 
and the ring depression around it, was created by a scrub-fowl in the distant past. Organic material typical of and required by the 
bird to incubate eggs has disintegrated and sandy sediment has remained. Cycads, reputedly a slow-growing genus, have 
propagated on( the mound and the Warnindilyakwa occupants of Winchelsea have subsequently used the mound as a camp site.  

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17024 Date Recorded: 21/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Deposit 

Grid Reference:  659577E 8482550N  

Size:     Width: 6.4m  Depth: 4.1m Height: 1.2m 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Description: 

A rockshelter with deposit at the level of the sand plain. The site has a tunnel through to the other side of the rock outcrop, but 
contains no art. A scatter of shell dominated by Marcia sp., Anadara sp., and Terebralia sp. extends from the rear of the shelter to 
beyond the dripline. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17025 Date Recorded: 21/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Deposit 

Grid Reference:  659553E 8482550N  

Size:     Width: 9.2m  Depth: 2.42m Height: 1.14m 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

A low rockshelter at the level of the sand plain with a scatter of shell in deposit.  

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17026 Date Recorded: 21/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Art and Deposit 

Grid Reference:  659546E 8482546N  

Size:     Width: 8m  Depth: 6.6m Height: 1.3m 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

A large and complex rockshelter which wraps around and tunnels under a sandstone outcrop projecting prominently from the sand 
plain. A moderately dense scatter of a wide variety of shell species tops potentially deep (>1m?) deposit. Shell species include 
Terebralia sp., Anadara sp., Marcia sp., Geloina sp., Tridacna sp. Melo sp. and Trochus sp. Macropod bone also occurs in the shelter 
sediment. 

The art includes a range of motifs including marine mammals and possibly marine craft. Anthropomorphic figures are superimposed 
with curvilinear designs in red and yellow ochre. Techniques include simple lines, solid infill and solid infill with contrasting linear 
outline. 

Representative Photographs: 

  

   

Representative Photographs Site Win17026 Cont. 
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Site Name:  Win17027 Date Recorded: 21/11/17 

Site Type:  Manuport in Natural Arch 

Grid Reference:  659707E 8482587N  

Size:     N/A 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Good    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Description: 

Two pieces of Tridacna shell in a prominent natural arch 150m inland in a complex series of weathered sandstone outcrops. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17028 Date Recorded: 21/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Art 

Grid Reference:  660576E 8482350N  

Size:     Width: 16.5m  Depth: 10.2m Height: 1.6m 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Poor    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

A long rockshelter facing southwest, perched above a broad flat-bottomed watercourse filled with paperbark trees. The stream is 
incised in a shallow (+7m) gorge. This rockshelter was initially identified during helicopter reconnaissance and was subsequently 
relocated by pedestrian survey. 

Art consists of hand stencils, marine craft and curvilinear designs in a range of ochres. Much of the art is faint and hard to 
distinguish.  

Representative Photographs: 

  

   

Representative Photographs Site Win17028 Cont. 
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Site Name:  Win17029 Date Recorded: 22/11/17 

Site Type:  Stone Procurement Site 

Grid Reference:  665336E 8482767N  

Size:     Width: 14.2m  Depth: 10.3m Height: 2.2m 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A small number of flakes struck from the case-hardened edge of a sandstone boulder at the front of a large rockshelter. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17030 Date Recorded: 22/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Art 

Grid Reference:  665420E 8482811N  

Size:     Width: 8m  Depth: 5m Height: 2.4m 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Poor    Significance:  Moderate 

Site Description: 

A natural arch with sandy floor and shallow deposit. A range of badly deteriorated motifs in red and red/orange ochres occurs on 
a north-facing art panel. Motifs are indistinct but include faunal figures and possible serpent. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17031 Date Recorded: 22/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Art 

Grid Reference:  664981E 8483374N  

Size:     Width: 8.7m  Depth: 6m Height: 2.5m 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Poor    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A single faint hand stencil and a single quartz artefact in a magnificent natural arch at the eastern end of a sandstone ridge 300m 
from the shoreline. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17032 Date Recorded: 22/11/17 

Site Type:  Rockshelter with Art 

Grid Reference:  664998E 8483333N  

Size:     n/d 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Poor    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A single faint hand stencil in a low rockshelter facing east.  

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17033  Date Recorded: 22/11/17 

Site Type:  Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  665259E 8483287N  

Size:     Length: 25m (NS)  Width: 12m (EW) 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description:  

A low-density scatter of shell on a level area of dune at the rear of the dune field where it abuts sandstone outcrops. 

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17034 Date Recorded: 22/11/17 

Site Type:  Burial 

Grid Reference:  xxxxxxE xxxxxxxN (Refer ALC Digital Data)  

Size:     n/d 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Poor    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

Partial remains of a child's skeleton eroding from a ledge in a crevice in a sandstone cliff 40m from the shore. It is assumed that the 
original ledge (that is, the original siting of the skeletal remains) lies about 2m above the ground level on the left as one enters the 
crevice. A rock wedged in the crevice at ground level provides an easy 'step' to access the ledge.  

Several bones including frontal and temporal bones and a fragment of maxilla lay on the ground outside the crevice. It is likely that 
these have been washed out or tossed out by animals or birds from the ledge. A single long-bone occurs on a lower ledge in the 
crevice consistent with the bones falling from the higher ledge. 

Un-erupted teeth and the size of the remains, including ribs indicate a juvenile, probably less than 5 years old. Additional remains 
were found on a ledge approximately 2m above the level of the ground, with an easy 'step' providing access. 

A fragment of manganese ore with striations on one surface, consistent with what Clarke (1994) refers to as 'crayons' lay with the 
bones on the ground outside the crevice. It is speculated that this was originally deposited with the bones as grave goods. 

The remains are incomplete, and the remains probably represent a secondary burial. 
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Representative Photographs Site Win17034: 
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Site Name:  Win17035  Date Recorded: 22/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site / Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  661947E 8483046N  

Size:     Length: 11m (NS)  Width: 22m (EW) 

Land System:  Groote 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  Low 

Site Description: 

A scatter of Terebralia sp. and Telescopium sp. close to the coast. The site is truncated to the north and the south by ephemeral 
streams.  

Representative Photographs: 
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Site Name:  Win17036  Date Recorded: 24/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site / Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  661208E 8478359N (Northern End) 

   661387E 8478037N (Southern End) 

Size:     Length: 387m (NS) Width: 94m (EW) 

Land System:  Blue Mud 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

An extensive midden comprising multiple discrete scatters of shell. Typically, the scatters are clusters of single species (see Table 
below) a pattern that is common around the island, but is here concentrated with a large number of clusters eroding out of 400m of 
dune. The site is delimited by an ephemeral stream at the northern end. To the south the shell scatters disappear where the dune is 
cramped between a band of mangrove and a low cliff of ironstone which marks the beginning of the woodland.  

At the northern end of the site Tamarind trees are abundant and beside the largest of these an edge-ground hatchet was found 
lying on the dune. The hatchet (axe) head is comprised of fine-grained mafic material. It has been bifacially flaked leaving a thick 
area for hafting. Greater than half of the surface area of the hatchet has been ground to provide an effective cutting edge. 

A very recent cluster of oyster shells occurs at the southern end of the site, indicating a continuum of use of this area from the distant 
past to the 21st century. 

Representative Photographs: 

   

# Dominant species Length Width

1 Telescopium sp. 2.5 1.5

2 Anadara sp. 2 2

3 Anadara sp. 3 2

4 Telescopium sp. 1 1

5 Telescopium sp. 2 1

6 Anadara sp. 7 11.5

7 Anadara sp. 2 2

8 Anadara sp. 2 3
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Table 6: Site Win17036 Shell Scatter Species and Size 

Representative Photographs Site Win17036  Cont. 

   

9 Anadara sp. & Telescopium sp. 3 4

10 Anadara sp. & Terebralia sp. 16 7

11 Anadara sp. 21 8

12 Anadara sp. 4 3.5

13 Marcia sp. & Geloina sp. & Anadara sp. 21 6

14 Marcia sp. 5 7

15 Marcia sp. 9 4.5

16 Marcia sp. 4 12

17 Marcia sp. 1 2.5

18 Marcia sp. & Anadara sp. 9 3.4

19 Marcia sp. 1 2

20 Marcia sp. 3 8

21 Marcia sp. 4 5

22 Marcia sp. & Anadara sp. 3 4

23 Marcia sp. & Anadara sp. 7 17

24 Marcia sp. 3 2

25 Anadara sp. 3 1.5

26 Anadara sp. 3 5

27 Anadara sp. 2 1

28 Marcia sp. 1 2

29 Marcia sp. 8.5 12.5
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Site Name:  Win17037  Date Recorded: 24/11/17 

Site Type:  Open Site / Shell Scatter 

Grid Reference:  660882E 8478811N (Northern End) 

   661908E 8478615N (Southern End) 

Size:     Length: 287m (NS)  Width: 68m (EW) 

Land System:  Blue Mud 

Conservation Status:  Fair    Significance:  High 

Site Description: 

A series of discrete clusters of shell along the top of a high dune at the landward margin of the dune field (see table below). The 
dune is at its highest at the southern end near the ephemeral stream that drains a broad paperbark swamp. The rear of the dune 
slopes steeply down to the swamp. The crest of the dune has a dense layer of Spinifex together with low trees and shrubs. At its 
northern end the dune steadily slopes down to a salt flat. 

Table 7: Site Win17037 Shell Scatter Species and Size 

9.3 Discussion of Results 

Collectively, the sites located on Winchelsea Island during this survey constitute an important cultural resource. The sites indicate the 
extensive presence of people exploiting the islands resources and confirm assertions Warnindilyakwa Traditional Owners make 
about the nature and use of the island. The sites are assessed for their individual significance below but taken together the island 
forms a very significant part of the heritage of the Groote Archipelago and efforts to ensure its conservation need to be 
incorporated into any future management plan for the island, regardless of the presence of a manganese mine. Should the mining 
venture proceed, specific measures should be put in place to minimise the direct and indirect impacts on the Akwamburrkba cultural 
heritage.  

The 37 sites located during this project include a range of site types, some of which are common and others rare. Together they 
provide an opportunity to gain a better understanding of occupation and use of the region in the prehistoric, contact and colonial 
period. For example, the abundance of sites with the remains of shellfish, including in the coastal zone on the western side of 
Akwamburrkba which may be subject to some form of development, warrants some discussion. Shellfish have been identified as a 
key staple in the diet of Aboriginal people in coastal northern Australia (Bailey, Chappell, & Cribb, 1994; P Bourke, 2002; Patricia 
Bourke et al., 2009; Meehan, 1982) and Tindale (1925) notes that the people he encountered relied on the sea for food which was 
‘easily obtained’. Art sites around Groote Eylandt depict a wide range of marine fauna that appear to be favoured in the diet of 

# Dominant Species Length Width

1 Marcia sp. & Anadara sp. 6 4

2 Anadara sp. 7 5

3 Geloina sp. 3 2

4 Anadara sp. & Geloina sp. 12 20

5 Anadara sp. 4 5

6 Marcia sp. & Anadara sp. 3 2

7 Anadara sp. & Geloina sp. 20 15
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Warnindilyakwa, with motifs depicting dugong on their back (‘dead’) appearing regularly. However, it is likely that the day to day 
lives of the inhabitants of Akwamburrkba were supported by shellfish. This is not to say the diet was inadequate, as Tindale notes 
food was plentiful and the people were “well nourished, with a tendency to fatness in some of the men of middle 
age…” (1925:76). 

Table 5 sets out the number of sites identified within each of the Land Systems on Winchelsea Island and provides the ‘rate of 
discovery’ of sites within each Land System per kilometre of survey transect. The majority of sites were located within the Groote 
Land System, however, nearly twice as much surveying was required to find each of these sites on average. This is in part a 
reflection of the rugged terrain of the Groote Land System and the fact that travelling from ‘A to B’ often requires substantial 
detours around rocky outcrops, cliffs or chasms etc.  

Two sites are recorded in the Queue Land System (Win17015 and Win17017). While technically correct insofar as the sites 
definitely occur within the area mapped as Queue by Lynch and Wilson (1998) and they are located in ‘gently undulating 
sandplains with tall open woodland of E. tetrodonta  etc’, they are in fact coastal sites. In this locality at the southwest corner of 
Winchelsea Island the Queue Land System ends abruptly in a low cliff, approximately 10m high, at the base of which a narrow 
beach effectively links areas of the Blue Mud Land System to the north and the south. Both sites are within 50m of the sea. 

As indicated, most sites on Akwamburrkba are located in the Groote Land System. This is consistent with the findings of previous 
archaeological surveys (see section 5.3 and Appendix 3). A number of the sites found on Winchelsea Island are rockshelters with 
art. However, unlike the records for the Groote Eylandt mainland, art sites are not the most abundant form of archaeological 
remains on Winchelsea Island. This raises interesting considerations regarding pre- and proto-historic land use and the role played 
by sandstone outcrops as human habitats. While the widespread sandstone does provide surfaces for art in many situations, it also 
provides a variety of forms of shelter (including actual rockshelters) and windbreaks. The deeply incised valleys also create micro-
habitats that may support a relative increase in the range of flora and fauna and the structure of canyons may facilitate the 
hunting or trapping of these.  

Water is also available in natural cisterns formed by cavernous weathering throughout the sandstone. Deep sandy creeks at the 
base of the chasms may also provide ‘soakages’; shallow groundwater sources that can be obtained after removing some depth of 
sand. The net effect of these interactions between sandstone outcrops and sediment is the creation of a tight network of micro-
environments that are attractive to hunter-gatherer people for the purpose of shelter, obtaining food and water and making art.  

9.3.1 Site Conservation Status 

An assessment of the conservation status was made for each site. The assessment used a four-tier categorisation for the condition of 
each site that took account of two factors relating to the state of preservation and potential future condition. Each site was assessed 
for its current condition and a broad evaluation was made of the nature of any destructive processes that could be identified which 
would impact on the sites’ future condition. A range of factors could potentially affect the conservation status of a site. For example, 
a high percentage of sites recorded were shell scatters. These consisted of accumulations of shell in various densities situated on 
sandy sediments. Generally speaking, the shells were visible on a surface where it was apparent that sand was being removed, 
either by sheet-water wash or by deflation. That is, at some stage in the past the shell was located within a stratum of sand that is 
now eroding. Areas of un-eroded sandy deposit with vegetation could often be seen near the exposed shell.  

In these circumstances it might be speculated that the visible presence of the shell is a result of erosion of the sandy topsoil in the 
recent past. Had the erosion not occurred, the shell may not have been visible, and the site would remain undocumented. The fact 
the erosion has exposed the site, is also likely in the long term to lead to its disaggregation. 

Other processes that cause site deterioration include exfoliation of the surfaces of rockshelters, sheet-water run-off and salt 
deposition on art and so on. 

The assessment of site conservation status factors in any and all of these and other processes is presented in the four-stage 
gradation in Table 8. The conservation status assessment for each site is indicated in Table 9 and represented in the map at Figure 
9.  None of the sites identified were considered to be in an ‘excellent’ state. For example, even the large shell middens site 
associated with the Dugong Dreaming and the Macassan cemetery in the southwest of Winchelsea Island (Win17018) have 
deteriorated over time, such that neither TO’s nor the archaeological survey team were able to identify all the site features 
recorded in the past. 

Rating Description of Condition

Poor Material has substantially deteriorated and the destructive process is strongly in evidence and 
continuing.

Fair There is some deterioration but the process is slow or may have recently altered.

Good There is minor deterioration and the destructive process has been suspended or appears very 
slow.
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Table 8: Rating of Conservation Status Assessment Criteria. 

  

Figure 9. Indication of Site Conservation Status, Winchelsea Island Archaeological Sites 2017 

Excellent There appears to be no deterioration and there is little evidence of destructive processes.
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Site ID Site Type Conservation Status

Win17001 Rockshelter with art and deposit Good

Win17002 Shell midden Fair

Win17003 Open Site/Earth Oven/Shell Scatter Fair

Win17004 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Good

Win17005 Open Site/ Knapping Floor Good

Win17006 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Good

Win17007 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Good

Win17008 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Fair

Win17009 Open Site/ Shell Scatter/Dinnertime 
Camp

Fair

Win17010 Open Site/ Shell Scatter/Artefact 
Scatter

Fair

Win17011 Open Site / Shell Midden Fair

Win17012 Open Site / Shell Midden Fair

Win17013 Rockshelter with art Poor

Win17014 Open site / shell midden / tamarind 
trees

Fair

Win17015 Open site/ Shell Scatter Fair

Win17016 Open site/ Shell Scatter Fair

Win17017 Open site/ Shell Scatter Fair

Win17018 Shell midden Good

Win17019 Open site/ Isolated artefacts Good

Win17020 Shell midden Fair

Win17021A Rockshelter with Art and Deposit Fair

Win17021B Rockshelter with shell scatter Good

Win17022 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Fair

Win17023 Open Site/ Shell Scatter Good

Win17024 Rockshelter with Deposit Fair

Win17025 Rockshelter with Deposit Good

Win17026 Rockshelter with Art and Deposit Good

Win17027 Manuport Good

Win17028 Rockshelter with Art Poor

Win17029 Stone Procurement Site Fair

Win17030 Rockshelter with Art Poor

Win17031 Rockshelter with Art Poor

Win17032 Rockshelter with Art Poor

Win17033 Open site/ Shell Scatter Fair

Win17034 Burial Poor
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Table 9. Conservation Status of Winchelsea Island Archaeological Sites, December 2017 

10.0 Assessment of Significance 
The assessment of cultural significance presented below is based on the results of the survey and consideration of the character of 
the sites collectively and individually. The assessment was guided by the Burra Charter (described in Section 3.2). 

10.1 Defining Cultural Significance 

The Burra Charter provides the following definition for cultural significance: "Aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value for 
past, present or future generations. Cultural significance is embodied in the place itself, its fabric, setting, use, associations, meanings, 
records, related places and related objects. Places may have a range of values for different individuals or groups." The concept of 
cultural significance is nuanced and complex. Australia's cultural diversity and the very different cultural traditions displayed across 
the continent and through time have created a national heritage that is diverse and complex. This does not merely mean the varying 
sub-cultures or mores within the dominant modern 'western' European-based culture, but also the fundamentally different values 
held by Aboriginal people whose vital relationship with both natural and artificial features in a landscape is well documented 
(Povinelli, 1993; Bird-Rose, 2000). The assessment of cultural significance often requires comparison of very different sorts of 
places and objects and the establishment of a ‘conclusion’ regarding significance. 

10.1.1 Aesthetic Value (Places and Objects) 

Aesthetic value includes aspects of a person’s sensory perception towards a place or object. Such criteria may include consideration 
of the form, scale, colour, texture and material of the fabric, and the smells and sounds associated with the place and its use. The 
assessment of aesthetic value undertaken for the purposes of this study considered both the aesthetic values of the site in its entirety 
and, where appropriate, the values of any objects or features within the site itself. Aesthetic value was attributed to separate 
categories of 'community', including the wider or general community, the Warnindilyakwa Aboriginal community and specialists 
including researchers and artists. While it may seem presumptuous to speculate on what the wider community may consider 
aesthetic, in practice these matters are settled in popular culture. Sunsets, ocean views, cliffs and waterfalls all comfortably match 
wider community conceptions of aesthetic value. 

10.1.2 Historic Value 

Historic Value encompasses the history of society and its many subcomponents. A place may have historic value because it has 
influenced, or has been influenced by an historic figure, event, phase, or activity. It will commonly be the case that there will be one 
or more historic themes attaching to a place (Australian Heritage Commission, 2001). 

10.1.3 Scientific Value 

Scientific Value or research potential of a place will depend upon the importance of the data involved, its rarity, quality or 
representativeness, and the degree to which the place may contribute further substantial information. Generally speaking, 
archaeological assessment of significance revolves around a refinement of consideration of scientific value as it relates to 
archaeological sites. According to Sullivan and Bowdler (1984) archaeological significance means that it has scientific, 
archaeological or research value. That is, it has the potential to assist current or future research into events of human history or 
other areas of enquiry. The ability of a site to do this relates to two key characteristics. The first is the extent to which the 
archaeological material in a particular site is representative of other sites of the same type in the region. Sites that are unusual or 
unique are defined as having higher archaeological significance than sites that are common (Bowdler 1984:2). The second 
characteristic used to assess significance is research potential, which refers to a site's capacity to provide information which may 
contribute to archaeological research questions. Well preserved sites with structural integrity that incorporate a range of well-
preserved cultural materials contextually arranged to provide for their (potential) interpretation to explain past human activities. 

Gregory (1996), who conducted an assessment of shell middens in the Darwin harbour area, composed the following set of criteria 
for assessing the scientific significance of those sites: 

▪ little or no disturbance; 

▪ unusual size; 

▪ presence of stratified deposit; 

▪ presence of other cultural materials such as stone artefacts, bones, and charcoal; 

▪ unusual species composition i.e. Anadara granosa not the dominant species; 

▪ high densities of cultural materials; 

Win17035 Open site/ Shell Scatter Fair

Win17036 Open site/ Shell Scatter Fair

Win17037 Open site/ Shell Scatter Fair
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▪ unusual structure; 

▪ unusual environmental location i.e. some distance from mangrove areas; and 

▪ location within the wider region. 

These criteria have been adapted and modified in order to apply to a wider range of archaeological features and incorporated 
into the scientific assessment that is presented in Section 9.2. 

10.1.4 Social Value 

Social Value embraces the qualities for which a place has a sense of attachment to a community for recreational, sporting, 
entertainment, political or other activities over a period. Commonly these values will be manifested by a sentiment of admiration or 
pleasurable reflection. 

10.1.5 Spiritual Value 

Spiritual value refers to the transcendent or immanent significance that heritage places have that give individuals a sense of 
connection with a reality that is greater than themselves, that also establishes feelings of reverence and inspiration that may give 
meaning and vitality to their lives. Often spiritual values are culturally-based, deriving from a specific cultural association with a 
place or object. 

10.1.6 Future Generations 

A future generations assessment, which involves the potential for future change in cultural significance is of course a risky business; 
“prediction is very difficult, especially about the future" and this applies equally to cultural significance. However, given that future 
generations are canvassed in the Burra Charter definition, some effort is made here for completeness. 

It is argued that some parameters can be placed around the future cultural significance of a place. The poor condition or 
deleterious context of a site or object can obviously lead to its deterioration and destruction such that its future cultural significance 
can at least be considered unlikely to improve. In contrast, a prominent and well-liked feature might be expected to continue to 
accrue social value by the community into the future. In this sense then enhancement of opportunities for the community to 
appreciate the nature and aesthetics of a place, such as through the development of interpretive material is likely to lead to an 
increase in the place's social value. 

10.2 Assessing Significance of the Identified Archaeological Sites 

The 37 sites located during the survey were reviewed and assessed against the cultural significance values (aesthetic, historic, 
scientific, social and spiritual) as discussed in Section 9.1. These values are as defined in the Burra Charter (Australia ICOMOS 
2013), with refinements of consideration of these matters by Bowdler (1984), Sullivan and Bowdler (1984) and Gregory (1996). 

A review of each of these criteria was allocated a score (Low, Moderate, High) in order to generate an overall score for each site. 
Each attribute for each cultural value was rated and scored using a nominal four-point rating, ranging from "None" (score of 0), 
meaning no value, to "Low Value" (score of 1), "Moderate Value" (score of 2) and "High Value" (score of 3). The scored ratings for 
each attribute were then summed and averaged for each cultural value, to provide a total accumulated score for that cultural value 
for that site. The attribute criteria and assessment table is provided in Appendix 4. The resulting relative significance ranking 
indicated in the chart in Figure 10.   

The assessment of significance was augmented by discussions of sites and content with TOs. An ongoing dialogue about sites, their 
location in the landscape, and the connection to them felt by the TOs, was conducted. This was largely as an informal interview, 
often including direct questions about ‘how important this place is’. The degree of connection for TOs, their expressed knowledge of 
the sites, and any Dreaming associations were noted and used as a guide to the significance assessment. 

TOs expressed a general affection for Winchelsea Island and stressed their connections to the place. These include relatives and 
ancestors who lived on the island in the past as well as current family visits to the island. These visits (which are visible in some 
archaeological remains) include foraging for yams, hunting for native honey and fishing for both shellfish and pelagic species. 

The TO’s spoken to during the survey make a distinction between the different sorts of archaeological sites and sacred sites. They 
indicated that they felt that sacred sites, such as the dugong dreaming site in the southwest of the island, were the most important 
sites on the island. However, archaeological sites were not unimportant.  

The large midden adjacent to the dugong dreaming site for example, was felt to be very important for its associations with the 
dreaming site. It represents the campsite of people attending the sacred site for ceremonial purposes. Other sites were also felt to 
be important. These included art sites that depict creatures that were associated with dreaming stories and tracks. Again, dugong 
feature in this art, but also serpents. Even small shell scatters were deemed to have some significance, although this was at a lower 
end of the scale. 

Some localities were considered important in general (Figure 11), for example an area on the west coast was favoured as a place 
to collect yams and people still travel from Groote Eylandt to Winchelsea during the appropriate season to harvest yams. During 
these visits they also access the littoral shellfish beds and take advantage of the other marine resources in the area. This keeps their 
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traditions alive and in conversations with TOs there is a sense that the connection with the island, its dreaming, its past and its future 
is strong. 

The range of other scientific value criteria can be seen in things like rarity, with site Win17005, an otherwise small site comprising 
less than a dozen artefacts, ranking as having “High” significance due to the fact that there are no other records of knapping sites 
in the 600+ sites so far recorded on the island. 

The burial site (Win17034) is also ranked as having ‘High’ significance. Much of this is clearly related to the nature of the social 
significance; most burials would receive a similar ranking nationally and internationally. However, the site is also moderately rare. 
Numerous burials are described by TO’s and in the literature (Flinders 1814, Tindale 1925) but for reasons not yet understood, 
many of those described are no longer visible. Certainly at least two burial sites were described for Winchelsea Island by TO’s, but 
neither could be relocated despite repeated efforts. The net effect of these observations is that burials are becoming rarer and 
their significance is likely to increase into the future. 

  
Figure 10. Relative Significance of Winchelsea Island Archaeological Sites, December 2017 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Figure 11. Map of Sites Recorded on Winchelsea Island, indicating relative significance.  

Table 10. Site Significance Ratings by Land System 

11.0  Impact Assessment 
This section discusses the potential impacts that the project may have on the culturally significant sites 

identified within the project site. Table 10 summarises the significance and condition of each site and characterises the potential 
impacts the proposed exploration and mining may have. 

High Mod Low

Blue Mud 3 1 3

Groote 8 4 15

Keefers Hut 0 0 0

Littoral 1 0 1 0

Queue 1 0 1
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Site ID Significanc
e

Conservatio
n Status

Potential 
Impacts 

from 
Mining

Direct Impacts Indirect Impacts

Win17001 Moderate Good Very Low  - Blasting Vibration

Win17002 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17003 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17004 High Good Nil - -

Win17005 High Good Nil - -

Win17006 Low Good Nil - -

Win17007 Low Good Nil - -

Win17008 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17009 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17010 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17011 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17012 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17013 Moderate Poor Very Low - Blasting Vibration

Win17014 High Fair High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17015 Low Fair High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17016 Low Fair High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17017 Low Fair High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17018 High Good High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17019 Moderate Good Nil - -

Win17020 Moderate Fair High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17021A High Fair Moderate - Blasting Vibration / Fire

Win17021B High Good Moderate - Blasting Vibration / Fire

Win17022 Low Fair High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17023 Moderate Good High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17024 High Fair Moderate - Blasting Vibration / Fire

Win17025 High Good Low - Blasting Vibration

Win17026 High Good Moderate - Blasting Vibration / Fire

Win17027 Moderate Good Very Low - Theft

Win17028 High Poor Moderate - Blasting Vibration / Fire
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Table 11. Potential Type and Degree of Mining Impacts on Winchelsea Archaeological Sites 

11.1 Direct Impacts 

The survey of the Eastern Leases (Sutton 2015) found that there was a strong pattern in the distribution of archaeological material 
in the area of interest for proposed manganese mining on Groote Eylandt. That distribution comprised relatively high presence of 
sites in the Groote Land System dominated by sandstone outcrops and virtually no archaeology in the coastal plains. This pattern 
fortuitously coincides with the prospective areas for manganese ore. That is, prospective geological formations occur on the coastal 
plains where archaeological material does not occur.  This reflects the geological relationships discussed in section 2.2 (above). 

The same situation appears to be the case on Winchelsea Island. Figure 1 indicates the area of interest for manganese mineral 
exploration. This area is confined almost entirely to the Keefers Hut and Queue Land Systems and excludes the Groote Land 
System. In practical terms, therefore, there should be little direct impact from the quarrying for manganese ore on the cultural 
heritage of the island.   

There will be direct impacts from ancillary activities, starting with exploration, proving the resource through drilling and including 
the establishment of worksites, accommodation and transport.  Each of these will require access to the interior of Winchelsea from 
the coast, with the west coast being the most readily accessible. 

These impacts will need to be managed. It is not possible to conduct the work without disturbing the land surface. The management 
of the impacts should therefore be focused on: 

• Limiting the areas affected by mining and related activities to those with low or no cultural heritage, and 

• Minimising the area of impact wherever possible. 

11.2 Indirect Impacts 

A range of indirect impacts have the potential to affect the long-term conservation of the archaeological sites on Winchelsea 
Island. These include increased visitor access, dust, port development / dredging and blasting. Appropriate mitigation measures are 
therefore required to be considered and put in place to avoid indirect impacts. 

11.2.1 Access 

Increased access or visitation to sites often leads to a deterioration in the key cultural features. Increased visitation is associated 
with a range of deleterious processes: art is rubbed or touched or dampened (for photographs) leading to increased fading and 
loss of clarity and colour; artefacts are ‘sampled’ and removed from site; archaeological deposit is trampled and in the worst of 
cases, sections of the site removed. To ensure this does not occur the proponent must: 

• Place restrictions on access by mining personnel to the areas where archaeological sites occur.  

• Regular monitoring of the art sites to assess the compliance with these restrictions will also be implemented. 

11.2.2 Dust 

The impact of dust from mining activities may indirectly impact a number of sites, particularly art. Dust emissions from mining 
activities is a recognised problem for rock art conservation (Lau et al 2007; Cole and Buhrich 2012). There is a possibility that dust 

Win17029 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17030 Moderate Poor Very Low - Blasting Vibration

Win17031 Low Poor Very Low - Blasting Vibration

Win17032 Low Poor Very Low - Blasting Vibration

Win17033 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17034 High Poor Low - Theft

Win17035 Low Fair Nil - -

Win17036 High Fair High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion

Win17037 High Fair High Clearing for Coastal 
Access

Coastal Erosion
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caused by mining may settle on the rock art and add to existing natural factors leading to its deterioration (such as exfoliation of 
the art surface).  

• A dust management plan must be produced for the mining operation to ensure dust does not escape the project area and 
impact upon sites. 

11.2.3 Port development / dredging 

Access to Winchelsea Island for exploration and ultimately ore transport will require the development of some form of port or 
docking facility. Depending on the location of this facility excavation of the shoreline and possibly dredging of a channel will be 
required. Even minor works such as construction of a groyne for protection of vessels or erection of a jetty can affect the 
sedimentation regime along the coast. Changes in sedimentation can in turn increase deposition of sediments in some areas and/or 
cause erosion in others. Given the importance of sites situated in coastal settings on the southwest and west of Akwamburrkba, care 
needs to be taken to ensure that the integrity of the cultural heritage does not deteriorate as an indirect result of changes to 
coastal sediment transport. It is therefore recommended that: 

• A coastal sediment transport model be developed to establish long term impacts of port development on coastal cultural 
heritage sites.  

11.2.4 Blasting 

Blasting is another aspect of mining that may potentially impact any nearby archaeological sites occurring in rock shelters. Ground 
vibration due to blasting could cause disaggregation of the substrate of the rock shelters and art. A Blast Management Plan must 
be developed that includes: 

• A clear map of the acceleration rate of rock surfaces due to blasting across the island. 

• Clarity around designing blasts that may impact upon rock shelters to ensure compliance with the nominated ground 
vibration limits for individual sites. 

• Monitoring the rock shelters periodically to confirm the integrity of the sites. 

11.2.5 Fire 

An increase in activity on the Winchelsea Island is likely to trigger an increase in ignitions of bushfires. As most of the island does 
not now have an active fire management program, wildfires are likely to be intense and severe. A number of rockshelters with art 
recorded during the current survey were found to have high levels of vegetation in and around them. In some cases, dense 
accumulations of leaf litter were found on the rockshelter floor. Wildfires encroaching on these situations are likely to lead to fire 
within rockshelters themselves and potential destruction of rock art. It is recommended that: 

• A fire management plan be implemented for the project area. 

12.0  Mitigation Measures 
This section describes the proposed mitigation measures, including methods to manage any unexpected 

cultural heritage finds discovered during mining operations. 

12.1 Management Plans 

A Cultural Heritage Management Plan will be prepared that will: 

• Document the footprint of impact of the project, including exploration, in relation to archaeological sites. 

• Document the restrictions that are to be placed on access to archaeological sites; 

• Incorporate a ‘cultural heritage buffer zone’ to extend inland from the high tide mark for 300m around the whole Island. 
No action will be taken within the buffer zone with exemptions for the development of a dock or port, which will in turn 
require a detailed impact management plan. 

• Document a program of awareness training, including employee inductions, to ensure all mine employees and contractors 
are informed of their obligations in relation to archaeological items. 

• Oblige all personnel to comply with the access restrictions described in Section 10.2.1, as well as the procedures to be 
adopted in relation to any unexpected finds (Section 11.4). 

• Provide a review of the Coastal Sediment Transport model to identify the nature of any potential changes in sediment 
rates on coastal sites on the west and south of Winchelsea Island. 

• Provide a review of the impact of blasting on rock outcrops adjacent to the area of mining. 

• Outline a program of annual monitoring of the art for changes that may be due to mine related dust. 
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• Establish a fire management plan. 

• Identify all sites to be affected by the project and outline a mitigation response for each site. Any sites directly affected 
will require, a) consultation with Traditional Owners and (subject to TOs agreement to proposed actions) b) permits to be 
issued consistent with the Northern Territory Heritage Act from Heritage Branch of the Northern Territory Government. 

12.2 Unexpected Finds 

The proposed disturbance footprint encompasses areas within the Blue Mud (beach ridge plains and chenier plains), Keefer’s Hut 
(gently undulating to undulating rises (on laterite/ferricrete), Littoral (Tidal mud flats and coastal floodplains) and Queue (Gently 
undulating sandplains). The Queue and Keefer's Hut Land Systems are consistent with the provenance of the Manganese Ore 
described by Pietsch et al (1997); The outcrops of Dalumbu sandstone that comprise the Groote Land System do not have overlying 
layers of manganese and consequently there is no proposal to extract minerals from those areas. Consequently, these Land Systems 
will be those targeted for mining. No archaeological remains have been identified in these two Land Systems. This is consistent with 
the survey of the Eastern Leases and Southern Leases on Groote Eylandt (Sutton 2015, Martin Stone 2016). It is therefore unlikely 
that unexpected finds will occur within the mining footprint. 

Access to the mining area, haul roads, jetties and so on, will however disturb Land Systems known to contain archaeological material 
and are likely to contain additional cultural heritage not yet identified. For example, should access to the mining occur from the 
north it will be necessary to traverse the Groote Land System. This Land System contains complex outcrops of weathered sandstone 
which includes rock shelters and crevices that may contain art and/or burials. 

The ‘softer’ coastal Land Systems, Littoral and Blue Mud, contain an abundance of archaeological material in the form of shell 
middens. While some areas of these have been surveyed intensively, significant areas remain to be surveyed in detail and it is 
expected that additional middens will be identified. Further, soft sediments such as dunes have been used throughout antiquity for 
human burial. Consequently, it is possible that skeletal material remains to be found in coastal sediments around Winchelsea Island. 

Care should therefore be taken during development. It is recommended that a cultural heritage monitor be on site during all 
earthmoving works in the coastal zone. In the event that the cultural monitor or any other project staff or contractors suspect that 
they have uncovered an archaeological object or place (including a burial), the following measures will apply: 

▪ Immediately cease disturbance of any areas surrounding the find; 

▪ If it is considered that the find is at risk of being inadvertently damaged by mining activities, a temporary fence/
barricade will be erected around the find; 

▪ The ALC will be notified of the discovery of areas of potential archaeological significance immediately following the 
discovery and prior to any disturbance; 

▪ The ALC, and if necessary, a suitably qualified archaeologist, will be requested to inspect the find and determine its 
significance; and 

▪ Should the find be of archaeological significance, the NT Heritage Branch will be notified, and appropriate mitigation 
strategies will be developed in consultation with the ALC and the NT Heritage Branch. 

▪ These measures will help mitigate impacts in the unlikely event that previously unrecorded sites of cultural heritage 
significance are located during disturbance associated with the project. 

▪ If the material contains skeletal remains it is a requirement of the Coroner’s Act that the NT Police be informed. 
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13.0  Conclusions 

This archaeological survey of the project site identified 37 sites of varying levels of cultural significance. The majority of sites found 
were shell scatters and middens in the Littoral and Blue Mud Land Systems. The second most common site type is rock shelters 
containing art and or deposit within the Groote Land System. 

The only sites likely to be directly impacted upon by the project are situated within the coastal zone on the west and south of the 
island.  

A management plan consistent with the requirements set out in section 12.1 needs to be put in place for the conservation of all sites 
located during the survey. It is also possible that additional archaeological sites are found during the development of the project. In 
the event that archaeological sites are found a procedure will be in place to minimise the impact of the operation on those sites. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Scope of Works for an Archaeological Survey  

HERITAGE BRANCH Department of Tourism and Culture  

The survey will:  

1. Be undertaken by a qualified archaeologist (or equivalent qualifications) and will produce  
a report, the general headings and contents for which are provided below.  
2. Incorporate a strategy for locating sites which takes into account the results of previous  
research in the area.  

The Report  

Generally the information contained in the consultant’s report should be detailed enough to permit an independent assessment of 
the results by Heritage Branch. The consultant’s report should, without infringing academic freedom, contain the information 
described below or its equivalent in the following or similar format.  

The archaeological consultant shall provide Heritage Branch with a digital copy and a bound hard copy of the report.  

While the report remains the property of the client, the report will be incorporated into the library of Heritage Branch. The report 
or sections of the report may be provided to other clients of Heritage Branch for the purposes of background research for future 
archaeological studies. Archaeological data within this report shall be entered into the Archaeological Resource Database 
maintained by Heritage Branch.  

1. Cover page  

This should include title, who the report was prepared for and their contact address, who prepared the report and their contact 
address, and the date. Other leading papers should include:  

•   Table of contents  

•   List of figures if appropriate  

•   List of plates if appropriate  

•   List of tables if appropriate  

•   Executive summary and recommendations  
 
2. Introduction:  
Should contain the location of the survey area, who commissioned the consultancy, the scope of works, report structure, who carried 
out the survey and report preparation.  

3. Physical Environment  

Should contain a map of the survey area, description of the physiography, geology, hydrology, land systems, vegetation, current 
land use and integrity where appropriate.  

4. Cultural Setting  

Should contain a brief description of ethnographic/ethnohistoric data describing Indigenous occupation relevant to the survey area 
where appropriate. This section should also contain a brief historical overview of non-Indigenous occupation and activities relevant 
to the study area prior to and including the Second World War where applicable. This overview will provide an appropriate 
context in which the significance of non-Indigenous sites may be assessed.  

5. Previous Archaeological Research  

Should contain an overview of previous archaeological research in the general area (if any) and also descriptions of any 
previously recorded sites on the Archaeological Resource Database held by Heritage Branch which may be in the survey area.  
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6. Methodology  

Should contain a description of the survey methodology including when the survey was carried out, over what time period, and the 
survey strategy employed; site recording methodology including definitions of “site” and site types as appropriate; artefact 
identification methodology defining criteria used in the recognition of artefacts. An indication of the survey coverage including area 
actually traversed (indicated on a map) together with an estimate of the effective coverage should be included in the results 
section.  

7. Results  

Should contain a description of ground visibility in the survey area at the time of the survey, the survey coverage achieved by the 
survey methodology. Site descriptions should provide data for the following:  

• Site Location: 13 digit easting and northing, compliant with the GDA94 Datum, and map  
sheet reference.  

• Site Setting: biogeographic zone, geomorphology, vegetation mapping unit, distance to  
water.  

• Site Contents: the nature of archaeological materials found, a detailed description of  
archaeological materials, site size (length, width, height if appropriate), artefact densities (minimum, maximum, average), raw 
materials and artefact types, type of faunal remains (if any) and NISP and MNI counts where appropriate.  

• Site Disturbance (if any).  

Results should also include photographs and a sketch map of each site and its location. Photographs and sketch maps do not need 
to be included for isolated artefacts or background scatters unless otherwise appropriate.  
The degree to which the actual distribution and nature of archaeological sites conforms to predictive model(s), if any, should be 
discussed. Convergence or divergence should be considered in detail and where appropriate incorporated into the assessment of 
significance.  
8. Assessment of Significance and Discussion  
Should discuss the significance and heritage values of Indigenous and non-Indigenous archaeological materials and places located 
during the survey, and should define the criteria by which significance is assessed.  

9. Summary and Recommendations  

Should contain a summary of the survey results together with recommendations concerning:  

a)  whether or not permission should be given to disturb the archaeological materials (if any),  
 and  
b)  mitigative procedures and suggested management options where appropriate.  

This section should also clearly indicate those archaeological materials, if any, for which a permit to disturb under the Heritage Act 
2011 will be required.  

10. References  

Should include references in accordance with the Harvard System.  

11. Appendices  

To be included where appropriate.  

12. Deliverables  

Required is :  

•   One hard copy report;  

•   One CD copy  

•
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APPENDIX 2 
Summary History of Groote Eylandt (after Clarke, 1994) 
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 NOTES 

APPENDIX 3:  
Increase In Archaeological Sites Between 2013 And 2017 

Before 2013 only 50 archaeological sites were officially registered for the Groote Eylandt archipelago on the Heritage Branch 
Archaeological and Macassan Database (AMD. These sites were recorded by a during a range of surveys including Clarke’s 
(1994) PhD work and Chaloupka’s (1988) art site project. Unfortunately, the Chaloupka records in the AMD are patchy or 
incomplete at best. For example, the report that Heritage Branch funded for the work contains 169 site records. Conducted for 
Heritage Branch during the Bicentennary the report is held by the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory (MAGNT). 
MAGNT has provided a copy of the report to ALC. The ALC copy includes records for the 169 sites, with each record incorporating 
a black and white drawing of the art motifs and many records include colour photographic plats. No grid references or latitude/
longitude data are included in the report.  

Consequently, despite the fact that it is known that nearly 200 sites have been documented in the 1980s and 90s, the location of 
only 50 can be ascertained. Figure A3.1 shows the distribution of these sites around the island. While there is a heavy bias toward 
the coastal fringe, some sites, such as those recorded by Clarke do in fact occur inland. (The location descriptions provided by 
Chaloupka indicate that most of his sites occur near the coast). 

  
Figure A3.1. Recorded Sites on Groote Island prior to 2013 

It is clear from Table A3.1 that the predominant site type relates to evidence of Macassan visits to the beaches and bays of the 
archipelago. Apart from seeking marine products like trepang and pearl shell, the wayfarers needed wood and water in a 
protected harbour, among other things. The interests of the archaeologists of the time, particularly work relating to and following 
from Macknight is likely to have skewed the site distribution toward Macassan sites. That and the fact that, as they are invariably 
occupied by tamarind trees, they are relatively easy to pick out along the coast. And of course all this leaves out Chaloupka’s 169 
art sites. 
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Table A3.1. Site Type for sites recorded prior to 2013 

In 2013 the ALC determined to begin a program of documentation of the cultural heritage of the island for posterity and the 
benefit of current and future generations of Anindilyakwa. In part this work may have anticipated possible future expansion of the 
footprint of the manganese mining. Reserves of manganese ore on the currently operated leases are due to expire in the near 
future. South32 has identified other reserves that may be mined at some stage in the future and it makes sense to get a broad 
documentation of the cultural heritage (and natural) resources of the island prior to this expansion taking place.  

One important aspect of this would be to provide a context for any cultural heritage material that might be found in an area of 
future impact. By surveying more broadly across the island, the ALC will be able to develop an accurate picture of what the cultural 
heritage of the island actually looks like. Dispelling biases caused by the specific or fashionable interests of archaeologists at a 
given period of time. 

Table A3.1. Site Type for sites recorded as at December 2017 

As the ALC survey of the island began, coincidently South32 began to firm up its plans for the eastern leases. Consequently within 
three years five additional archaeological surveys were undertaken (see main report), either for South32 or the ALC. 

Site Type Count %

Macassan Site 25 50

Rockshelter with art 13 26

Unknown 3 6

Shell Midden 7 14

Anthropolgical Site 1 2

Isolated Artefact 1 2

Site Type Count %

Historic Site 1 0.2

Anthropological Site 1 0.2

Burial 14 2.3

CMT 5 0.8

Isolated Artefact 34 5.6

Macassan Site 25 4.1

Manuport 2 0.3

Occupation Shelter 2 0.3

Ochre Quarry 1 0.2

Open Site 103 16.9

Rockshelter with Art 394 64.5

Rockshelter with Deposit 5 0.8

Shell Midden 14 2.3

Stone Arrangement 4 0.7

Stone Artefact Scatter 5 0.8

Stone Quarry 1 0.2

Unknown 3 0.5
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Notwithstanding their different methodologies, they contributed to a dramatic increase in documented archaeological sites on the 
island. The ALC commissioned a number of surveys by a renowned rock art survey specialist (Welch) to simply find art sites. At or 
about the same time, the ALC initiated an extensive field survey campaign in of the southeast of Groote Island. In combination over 
four years these contributed nearly 500 additional sites to the record for the region (see Figure A3.2). 

Together with the current survey of Winchelsea Island, this intensive period of archaeological study has dramatically changed the 
understanding of the archaeology of the region. It is now apparent that there is a clear patterning of site distribution of the island, 
reflective of millennia of movement and resource use across the islands. While Clarke’s (1994) sequencing of the broad patterns of 
land use may still have basic validity, the sheer number of sites warrants a reconsideration of the detail of the sequence. For 
example, the apparent correlation between prominent dreaming stories and rockshelter art motifs (Sutton 2015) may contribute to 
a more understanding of, say, the Macassan phase, as there is good evidence for ongoing occupation of inland terrestrial habitats 
that is tinged with marine art motifs. At the same time, sites in extremely maritime contexts contain evidence of concerns for 
terrestrial habitats (Westall 1803, Flinders 1814, Chaloupka 1988). 

  

Figure A3.2.  Known Archaeological Site Locations for Groote Island, December 2017 
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The sheer number of art sites and their visual documentation presents an opportunity for additional nuance to be added to the 
understanding of the preoccupations of the island’s ancient inhabitants. At least there is an opportunity to seek to harmonise the art 
sequence developed by Welch (2013) with its four periods (Archaic, Pre-Marine, Marine and Contact periods) with Clarke’s 
sequence. Again, given that Welch’s surveys are almost entirely conducted in inland terrestrial contexts, it is worth asking what a 
marine period means, apart from a preoccupation with painting marine animals. 

Finally, the most obvious feature raised by observation of Figure A3.2 is the lack of sites occurring in the central-east section of the 
island. This area is dominated by the deeply incised Dalumbu Sandstone. As described above, this rock formation is the key feature 
of the Groote Land System which in turn has the number of archaeological sites of any Land System on the islands. The formation of 
rockshelters and water sources makes the landform an ideal place for a) humans to occupy, b) art surfaces and c) for their remains 
to be preserved. It is certain that a detailed survey of the ‘central massif’ of ‘white rock’ on Groote Eylandt will markedly increase 
the number of sites recorded on the island. 

  87



Appendix 4 

  88



  89



APPENDIX 4. 

1 Indicative Place: A place in which data was provided to or obtained by the Australian Heritage Council or the former Australian 
Heritage Commission for a particular place, and was entered into the RNE database, however a decision on whether the place 
should be entered in the RNE itself was not made before the RNE was closed in 2007. 

2 Registered: A place entered in the RNE prior to its closure in 2007. The existence of an entry for a place in the RNE does not in 
itself create a requirement to protect the place under Commonwealth law. Nevertheless, information in the register may continue to 
be current and may be relevant to statutory decisions about protection. 

3 It is not clear from Macknight’s work as to which island within the Groote Archipelago is “Yilakwamanja Island”, as there is no 
current island with this name. It is possible Macknight was referring to Connexion Island (Yilikamurra), or Bickerton Island 
(Yalyukwumanja). 

Bailey, G., Chappell, J., & Cribb, R. (1994). The origin of Anadara shell mounds at Weipa, north 
Queensland, Australia. Archaeology in Oceania, 29(2), 69-80.  
Bourke, P. (2002). Shell mounds and stone axes: Prehistoric resource procurement strategies at Hope 
Inlet, northern Australia. Bulletin of the Indo-Pacific Prehistory Association, 22, 35-44.  
Bourke, P., Brockwell, S., Clarke, A., Crassweller, C., Faulkner, P., Guse, D., . . . Sim, R. (2009). 
Radiocarbon dates from the top end: a cultural chronology for the Northern Territory coastal plains. 
Australian Aboriginal Studies, 2009, 54+.  
Brown, A. (2009). Matthew Flinders in the Gulf of Carpentaria. Australian Heritage(3), 33-62.  
Darvill, T. (2008). Concise Oxford dictionary of archaeology: OUP Oxford. 
Flinders, M. (1814). A voyage to Terra Australis : undertaken for the purpose of completing the discovery 
of that vast country, and prosecuted in the years 1801, 1802, 1803 in His Majesty&#039;s Ship the 
Investigator. Adelaide, S. Aust.: Adelaide, S. Aust. : Libraries Board of South Australia. 
Hamm, G., Mitchell, P., Arnold, L. J., Prideaux, G. J., Questiaux, D., Spooner, N. A., . . . Stephenson, B. 
(2016). Cultural innovation and megafauna interaction in the early settlement of arid Australia. Nature, 
539(7628), 280.  
Jack, R. L. (1921). Northernmost Australia: Three Centuries of Exploration, Discovery and Adventure In 
and Around the Cape York Peninsular. Simpkin, Marshal, Hamilton, Kent & Co: Londone. 
Lynch, B. T., & Wilson, P. L. (1998). Land Systems of Arnhem Land. Retrieved from Darwin:  
Martin-Stone, K. (2014). An archaeological assessment of part of GEMCO's ELA2455 southern lease on 
Groote Eylandt, June 2014. Retrieved from Unpublished Report to Anindilyakwa Land Council: Alyangula, 
Groote Eylandt:  
Martin-Stone, K. (2016). An archaeological assessment of south-east Groote Eylandt, July 2015 - March 
2016. Retrieved from Unpublished Report to Anindilyakwa Land Council: Alyangula, Groote Eylandt:  
Martins, S., Soong, B.-W., Wong, V. C., Giunti, P., Stevanin, G., Ranum, L. P., . . . Coutinho, P. (2012). 
Mutational origin of Machado-Joseph disease in the Australian Aboriginal communities of Groote Eylandt 
and Yirrkala. Archives of neurology, 69(6), 746-751.  
Meehan, B. (1982). Shell bed to shell midden: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies. 
Minc, L. D. (1986). Scarcity and Survival:  The role of Oral Tradition in Mediating Subsistence Crises. 
Journal Of Anthropological Archaeology, 5, 39-113.  
Spillett, P. (1989). Aboriginal - Makassar Relationships: Groote Eylandt. Paper presented at the State 
Archives Seminar 4 July 1989.  
Sutton, S. A. (2014). A report on an archaeological survey of the south west of Groote Eylandt including 
the Southern Leases. Retrieved from  
Theden-Ringl, F., Fenner, J. N., Wesley, D., & Lamilami, R. (2011). Buried on foreign shores: isotope 
analysis of the origin of human remains recovered from a Macassan site in Arnhem Land. Australian 
Archaeology, 73(1), 41-48.  
Tindale, N. B. (1923). Review of Australian Mantidae, Pt 1. Records of the South Australian Museum, 3.  

  90



Tindale, N. B. (1924). Review of Australian Mantidae Part II. Records of the South Australian Museum, 4.  
Tindale, N. B. (1925). Natives of Groote Eylandt and of the west coast of the Gulf of Carpentaria. 
Records of the South Australian Museum, 3(1), 60-135.  
Torgersen, T., F., H. M., E., S. D., & A., N. H. (1983). General bathymetry of the Gulf of Carpentaria and 
the Quaternary physiography of Lake Carpentaria. Palaeogeography, Palaeoclimatology, Palaeoecology, 
41(3), 207-225. doi:10.1016/0031-0182(83)90088-3 
Wesley, D. L. (2014). Bayini, Macassans, Balanda, and Bininj: Defining the Indigenous past of Arnhem 
Land Through Culture Contact. (PhD), Australian National University,  
Westall, W. (1803). Chasm Island, native cave painting, 1803 [picture] / [William Westall]. Westall, 
William, 1781-1850. Drawings. 

  91



  92



DR
AF

T

  93


	1.0Introduction
	1.1  Background
	1.2  Project Description
	2.0 Physical Environment
	2.1 Setting
	2.2 Regional Geology
	2.3 Landforms
	2.4 Climate and weather
	3.0 Cultural Heritage Conservation
	3.1 Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999
	3.2 National Heritage Register
	3.3 Commonwealth Heritage Register
	3.4 The Northern Territory Heritage Act
	3.5 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act 1984
	3.6 Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976
	3.7 ICOMOS Burra Charter
	4.0 Historic Setting
	5.0 Cultural Setting
	5.1 Anindilyakwa Land Council (ALC)
	5.2 Traditional Owners
	6.0 Cultural Heritage
	6.1 Search of Cultural Heritage Databases
	6.1.1 Register of the National Estate
	6.2 Previous Archaeological Work
	5.3 Location of Known Archaeological Sites
	7.0 Methodology
	7.1 Site Types and Site Boundaries
	7.2 Archaeological Site Types in Northern Australia and Groote Eylandt
	8.0 Field Survey
	8.1 Survey Strategy
	8.1 Survey Transects
	9.0 Results
	9.1 Overview
	9.2 Site Descriptions
	9.3 Discussion of Results
	10.0 Assessment of Significance
	10.1 Defining Cultural Significance
	11.0 Impact Assessment
	11.1 Direct Impacts
	11.2 Indirect Impacts
	12.0 Mitigation Measures
	12.1 Management Plans
	12.2 Unexpected Finds
	13.0 Conclusions
	14.0 Acknowledgements
	15.0 References
	APPENDIX 1
	APPENDIX 2
	APPENDIX 3:
	Appendix 4



