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THE WERAI PROJECT
In 2020, a group of students from Deniliquin High School volunteered to be 
part of the Werai Project. This project was aimed at investigating the Werai 
Forest as a local place of environmental and cultural significance. Students 
interviewed a range of community members caring for this Country to 
extend their knowledge of natural resource management. They were given 
leadership and mentoring roles at a round-robin-style gala day, working 
with students from a local primary school. This book is a collection of their 
photographs and reflections from the project.

This program is supported by the NSW Government through the Stronger 
Country Communities Fund, with additional funding from the Australian 
Government.

PETAURUS EDUCATION GROUP
Petaurus Education Group identifies, develops and delivers a range 
of learning and curriculum experiences, resources and initiatives for 
schools and community groups to connect with land, water, productive 
farming, sustainability and cultural issues at the local level. The group was 
established by Wirraminna Environmental Education Centre in late-2014 to 
support its operations and education activities.  
petaurus.org.au
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Werai is an important place about 40 minutes out of Deniliquin. Many students 
involved in this project had driven past the forest to visit family in the area, 
including at Moonahcullah and at adjoining Moona properties. 

Werai is currently managed by the NSW National Parks & Wildlife Service for 
conservation, in partnership with Traditional Owners. The vision of the Werai Plan of 
Management by the Werai Land & Water Aboriginal Corporation includes: 

"… a place for our future generations to take on  
the responsibility of looking after culture and place.”
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Our mentors at Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre, in Deniliquin, have been 
collecting and storing knowledge about Werai for many years, and have played 
a key role in the production of the Werai Plan of Management. They became our 
teachers for most of this program and helped us to appreciate that Werai always 
was, and always will be, Aboriginal land. 
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Each day of our program, we met 
in town at the rotunda to focus and 
allocate team roles. This was a 
good place to start our program as 
we realised this was an extension 
of Deniliquin High School's Year 8 
Sustainability project and all the things 
we had learnt working on the lagoons. 
This was the first time we saw a photo 
of the Australasian Bittern and talked 
about 1080 fox baiting – two things we 
would hear a lot more about through 
the project.

Our roles each week were: Safety 
Officer, Photographer, Videographer, 
Map Reader, Biodiversity Recorder and 
Question Keeper.
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AUSTRALASIAN BITTERN
CREDIT: PETER MERRITT
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Day 1 
Our first day was exciting as we headed out to Werai on the bus. We realised most 
of us had been out there at one time or another. 

That day we spent lots of time learning from Aunty Jeanette Crew. She talked about 
how people had been living in Werai for thousands of years and still have strong 
knowledge of the cultural importance of the place today. She told us about burial 
mounds, oven mounds, scar trees and the maps that some of the old people have 
made showing where they hunted, fished and camped around Werai. Tracy also 
told us about Werai's plants and animals and what is being done to manage these, 
like 1080 baiting and monitoring turtle populations. It was great to listen to Tracy 
from Yarkuwa and Mick from National Parks & Wildlife Service talk about what it is 
like to work in Werai and how different groups work together to manage this land. 

The Werai Project has enabled me to understand the cultural and environmental significance 
of the Werai Forest. It has been a privilege to listen to local Indigenous members explain 
their connection to the land and the devastating impact of European contact. 

I have a deeper appreciation and understanding of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
culture and land; Always Was, Always Will Be. I eagerly await the Werai Forest officially 
being handed back to the Traditional Owners so they can protect the area’s biodiversity and 
culture.

BY BRENDA NORMAN
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Day 1 
That first day, we also drove into Werai to the sign and realised how hard it is to get 
around Werai if the tracks are wet after rain, or if you don’t have a 4WD. 

Aunty Jeanette said she and Yarkuwa are working to make sure Werai can be 
managed by Traditional Owners through the Werai Land & Water Aboriginal 
Corporation. This will mean that in the future, an Indigenous ranger group will work 
together with National Parks & Wildlife Rangers, and then eventually alone, to 
manage Werai and care for Country. 

Werai: Always Was, Always Will Be.

For me the Werai Project was an amazing experience. I would go past the forest weekly 
without thinking anything of it. However, after learning about Werai, how it's maintained, the 
natural system there and what it means to people, I have truly realised its importance. 

This project has made me understand the land, not just view it. The view from a 
conservation, cultural and natural perspective has really broadened my knowledge of 
my surroundings and endangered species in our area, such as the Superb Parrot and the 
Australasian Bittern.

BY CORMAC WITTY

OLD MAN WEED 
Tracy told us about this medicinal 
plant. Narelle told us that her 
family still use it on their hair.
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Day 2 
On our second day to Werai, we were privileged to learn from Liticia Ross from 
Yarkuwa. Some of us knew her as she teaches us dancing at school, but it was 
great to sit down with her on Country, under the trees and next to the river. She 
greeted us in language:

“Puthekaty larnangurruk telkuk-min”

She very generously showed us her possum skin that has her story etched into 
it and it was great to hold it and feel it. She told us about the baskets she makes 
and other weaving she does, which takes a long time and lots of quiet moments. 
We also learnt about the grinding stones and how ochre and stones were traded 
across the country – something Aunty Jeanette had mentioned in our last lesson 
on Country.

I thought the Werai Project for me, as a Student Learning and Support Officer, would be 
a few weeks of fresh air, sunshine and supervision. Boy, was I wrong. Learning of the 
significance of the land, flora, fauna and water systems to our Indigenous heritage was such 
an eye-opener.

The many groups involved to maintain and manage the forest and surroundings, and the 
way they all work in together, is an absolute credit to them. The knowledge gained was 
overwhelming and I was left thirsty for more. I am determined to learn more.

BY HELEN MILLS
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Day 2 
Liticia showed us pictures of a burial mound she helped to protect – it was a big 
area with a tarp and fencing laid over it to stop rabbits and other animals from 
disturbing it. We also learnt there are mounds still being discovered and protected 
in this way around Deniliquin.

We got to ask questions of Liticia, Tracy and Luke, from National Parks & Wildlife 
Service, about their jobs and what they like about Werai. 

This program gave me knowledge about the land, like burial mounds. It was good to get 
out and about and learn about culture and my heritage. I enjoyed the gala day the most 
because I was able to help kids learn a bit about land management.  

BY SHANIQUA MITCHELL
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Day 3 
The next time we went out to Werai we were joined 
by lots of different people who all research and work 
to manage the place. Sarah and Ali from Murray 
Darling Wetlands Working Group talked to us about 
what they do in the wetlands of Werai, and made sure 
we understood how important waterbugs are to the 
foodchain. We were impressed with how they could 
recognise a bird just from its call! 

Luke and Chris entertained us with stories about their 
job looking after Werai, and Keisha and Josh told us 
more about the threats to Trout Cod, including carp.

I have enjoyed the Werai Project as it has given me knowledge about the lands, both past 
and present, from an Indigenous perspective. 

I met people who help to manage Werai. We learnt that Murray Local Land Services help 
with pest control and they help to rehabilitate native animals in the area. In regards to wild 
pigs and deer, they were talking about aerial shooting and that interests me. 

I really enjoyed learning different things from all the different people. I loved everything 
about the program.

BY JESS HILLIER
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Gala Day 
Our program was facilitated by Jen from Petaurus 
Education Group. They have organised lots of gala 
days before, which are about bringing together 
schools and experts in a fun event for kids. Our focus 
was Werai, of course, and we had all the experts 
we had met during the project so far, plus some of 
their colleagues, to join us on the day. We all had 
leadership roles on the day. Some of us had family 
there too, which made it even more special, and we 
proudly wore our NAIDOC Week t-shirts.

The most valuable things about the Gala Day was watching the high 
school students prompt the primary school students. It provided 
confirmation that the students had clearly been listening throughout the 
last few weeks.

BY HELEN MILLS
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The Werai Project gave me knowledge to respect our forest. I learnt about the animals, 
plants, different kind of trees, and about our river systems and the damage that the carp 
cause to our waterways. I also learnt that some of our native animals are endangered; these 
include the Bunyip Bird, the Superb Parrot and the Trout Cod. The Gala Day involved Edward 
students coming down to the Werai Forest and joining us to celebrate NAIDOC Week. We 
had different activities like finding water insects, forest art, Murray Local Land Services and 
we had a Deniliquin High School student taking photos of all the activities. We had Auntie 
Jeanette, Auntie Tish and Auntie Tracy from Deniliquin Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge 
Centre come and help us learn about the Werai Forest. I really enjoyed the time I spent out 
at Werai and the opportunity to learn from all our local Indigenous community members.

BY AMY WEIR 
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The Werai Project enabled me to learn that they get possum skin and now my uncle is 
getting me one. 

We went for lots of walks. We learnt about plants that we didn’t know about. They taught us 
about how old the trees were and they taught all of us a lot more than we thought we knew. 

The Gala Day was so fun, I liked it a lot. Auntie Liticia told us about weaving and how to 
count to 10. Auntie Pat taught us about the Aboriginal totems that we had. I hope we get to 
do it again because it was fun. 

I really, really liked it because I got a break from the teachers and if I was angry because of 
something, when we went out there it calmed me down a lot. Thank you to everyone who 
helped and who did it.

BY SEAN RICHARDS
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Puthekaty larnangurruk telkuk-min
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