Members of the Connecting Country – The archaeology and past climates of the Australian Alps Project team
undertaking initial site investigation and assessments near Yarrangobilly Village in Northern Kosciuszko National
Park.

ALPS- COUNTRY TIME- TRAVEL
At this moment in time, more is known about deep- time cultural- connections in the subAntarctic Tasmanian landscapes than their climactic equivalents in the Australian Alps. Luckily
that’s about to change, thanks to an archaeological project* that’s looking to help us gain an
informed picture about Aboriginal Australians and the Alps’ landscapes they’ve inhabited, in a
way, forever…

Dr Georgia Stannard, archaeologist and palaeoecologist, is a neat fit for this new project.
She’s worked both on mainland Australia and Tasmania, gathering information about how past
people have lived in these landscapes. As a palaeoecologist she looks at plant and animal
clues from the past asking, “What were these landscapes, and their climates, like in the past?”
And as an archaeologist, “How did people interact with their environment and adapt?” To put it
simply, what did the Australian Alps look like back in the day: what plants and animals formed
those ecosystems? And how did humans live in these settings over time?
Before the project began, Georgia’s first steps were to find and establish relationships with the
Traditional Custodians who have cultural knowledge of the areas in this study. This was key as
the project is taking its direction and focus from the Traditional Custodians themselves. But
that’s not the only reason it’s so special. The last big scale research done in the Southern

Highlands was 50 years ago by Dr Josephine Flood. Archaeology has developed many new
techniques and approaches since this time so there’s much more to explore. This is one of the
many reasons why it’s likely this project – building a picture of human life in the Alps – will
become a lifetime’s work.

Members of the project team investigate potential occupation sites near Yarrangobilly Village (far above, and just
above); recording a new artefact scatter site found near the Yarrangobilly River (below).

As to where the project is currently at: initial discussions with Elders took place in late 2019
just before COVID arrived; the call for collaborators – with cultural knowledge in the areas
being studied – to register to be part of the project took place in September 2021. Georgia then
spoke with the team, including Traditional Custodians, researchers and Parks staff. “I
explained the type of research I do and how the collaboration could work: that they’d decide
the focus of the project, co-design the methodologies, collaborate in the analysis and then copresent the findings.” Then in April 2022, the first survey of Country took place over two days,
around Yarrangobilly, Cooinbil and Blue Waterholes in Kosciuszko National Park. Sites were
identified where archaeological investigation will take place, both in caves and in the open.
And as permits are sought to get going, the focus of the project has firmed up. The Traditional
Custodians are hoping the project will produce a body of knowledge which will inform better

management of this landscape: protection both for the living, shifting landscape, as well as the
cultural sites that predate European settlement by many thousands of years.

ARCHAEOLOGY: TRIVIA
Archaeologists are like time detectives – they investigate the lives of people in the past from
the things - their material culture – that they leave behind. This can be anything from stone
tools (below), animal bones and campfires, to pottery, baskets and artwork.
Palaeoecologists use evidence of past landscapes – like pollen, charcoal, insects and soil – to
investigate what plants and animals were in a region many thousands of years ago, and what
the climate was like at the time.

Limestone is the archaeologist’s friend: it helps preserve organic materials, which can then be
dated to work out when sites were occupied.
Combine archaeology with palaeoecology and you can create someone’s food journal from
30,000 years ago. Studies1 in Tasmania show that wallaby was eaten most (70%), followed by
wombat (25%).
Analysing organic plant material can help scientists reconstruct past landscapes, both in and
around the study site and more broadly.
Artefacts – those out in the open and even those beneath the soil – are still able to be
damaged by radiant heat from very hot fires. Hence the need for protective management.
*supported by the Australian Alps Program
1.Cosgrove, R., Allen, J. and Marshall, B., 1990. Palaeo-ecology and Pleistocene human occupation in south central
Tasmania. Antiquity, 64(242), pp.59-78.

A WALGALU GATHERING ON COUNTRY

An important part of the Alps Program is to help people to return to Country, where Traditional
Custodians gather on their cultural lands: the most recent in a series of these gatherings
focussed on the Tumut Brungle area at the northern end of Kosciuszko National Park. Elder
Aunty Sue Bolger (at left above, pictured at Cave Creek at Blue Waterholes) extended an
invitation to the Walgalu community who then decided what sites they’d visit. Enjoying
Yarrangabilly’s Cave House as a base for a few days, they went out to Blue Waterholes,
Coolemon Mountain, Long Plain and the upper reaches of the Murrumbidgee River. Given the
mix of generations, the gathering was an opportunity for grandparents to introduce new
generations to Country. More Australian Alps gatherings are in the pipeline: keep an ear open
in the community.

100 EXPERTS GATHER TO TALK DIEBACK
It’s a confronting fact that Eucalypt dieback is affecting Snow Gums in the sub-alpine forests of
the Australian Alps through to the Ribbon and Manna Gums across the Monaro woodlands of
south-eastern NSW. It’s a significant, landscape-shifting process: one that we’re working to

understand quickly to better manage these affected landscapes. We need to know what are
the drivers of these dieback events? What is being done in response to dieback and forest
decline?
Which is why 100 participants gathered in April at the National Eucalypt Dieback Symposium
in Canberra so that researchers, land holders and managers, volunteers and Traditional
Custodians could share what they know in workshops and discussion sessions: on control and
management options; policy considerations; restoration; field studies and community action.
Underlying all is the role climate change is playing, leading to altered hydrological and fire
regimes, insect attack and other disturbances.

This is what dieback looks like – this former snowgum forest is near Mount Gingera in Namadgi National Park.

For some time, Traditional Custodians have flagged dieback with concern and they’re part of
the active response – from the Welcome to Country (from local Ngunawal Traditional Owner
and Elder Uncle Wally Bell) to contributing knowledge to the symposium** sessions.
A positive came from a post symposium visit to the Australian National Botanic Gardens
seedbank and nursery areas to see the co-operative work on the Survive and Thrive Project
which is designed to ensure the survival of threatened sub-alpine plant species impacted by
bushfires and climate change. Partners are working to locate surviving populations and to
collect seed and cuttings to create conservation collections as an insurance against extinction
in the wild.
**The symposium was hosted by the NSW Natural Resources Commission and the Australian National University in Canberra.
Participation in the symposium of Aboriginal Traditional Owners and local aboriginal communities has been part of the
Australian Alps Traditional Owner Led Bushfire Recovery Project: where Traditional Owners are being engaged in the
management, getting back on and ‘healing country’ of the Australian Alps national parks. This project has been made possible
through the Australian Government’s $200 million Bushfire Recovery for Wildlife and Habitat.

TELL US YOUR STORY: We are always looking for stories to include in this newsletter.
What’s happening in your part of the Alps? If you’ve built a new bridge, cleared a track,
managed pests, done vegetation restoration works or worked on threatened species recovery,
why not send Rob Gibbs a photo and a quick line and he’ll take care of the rest. Maybe you
just went for a particularly fabulous walk and would like to share your experience. We’re
always happy to hear from agency staff members, volunteers and members of the general
community.

SUBSCRIBE: WWW.THEAUSTRALIANALPSNATIONALPARKS.ORG
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