
WORKING WITH COUNTRY TO HEAL: 

A Transformative 
Murray-Darling Basin 
Billabong & River 
Ranger Initiative

5 November 2025

Australian Water School Webinar 

Presented by: Uncle Feli McHughes, Geoff Reid, Prof. Troy Meston, & 

Birri O’Dea, One Basin CRC First Nations Research Program

“The Billabong Project”



Acknowledgement of Country

We acknowledge and pay respect to the Traditional Owners of the 

Murray–Darling Basin and their Nations. 

We pay respect to the Traditional Owners of the lands and the waters 

upon and around which our organisations are situated. 

We acknowledge their deep cultural, social, spiritual, environmental 

and economic connection to their lands and waters. We pay respect to 

their Elders, past and present.
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Panel Discussion will run for approximately 60 minutes

Recording link will be emailed to you, uploaded to our website and YouTube channel 

Short 1 minute survey will pop-up at the conclusion— help shape our future training 

Click Q&A to:

• Ask questions and make comments

• Upvote or comment on other attendees' questions

Click Chat to:

• Talk with other attendees

• Ask AWS staff for assistance

Housekeeping
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Introductions

Uncle Feli McHughes, Ngemba

Chair, First Nations Management 

Advisory Committee

One Basin CRC

Mr Geoff Reid, Gomeroi

First Nations Engagement Lead

One Basin CRC

Prof. Troy Meston, 

Yuwaalaraay & Gamilaroi

First Nations Program Lead

One Basin CRC

Ms Birri O’Dea, 

Gungalu & Birri-Gubba

First Nations Research

One Basin CRC



Our Partners

End-user Organisations Commercialisation Partners Knowledge Agencies
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Our Regional Hubs
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Our Challenges in the Basin

Wide-spread 

degradation & poor 

water quality

Climate Volatility Biodiversity Loss Embedding First Nations-led 

caring for Country & 

Community Solutions
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Project Beginnings
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Project Beginnings
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Health, 

Trauma & 

Healing

Environmental 

Monitoring & 

Land/Water 

Stewardship

Education & 

Training

Digital Literacy 

& Data 

Sovereignty

Monitoring, 

Evaluation & 

Learning

Enterprise 

Development

Project Overview
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Mistrust Ethics

Governments 

historically have done 

wrong by First Nations 

peoples

There has been a history 

of doing research on First 

Nations peoples, rather 

than with them

Representation

Aboriginal entities hold 

only 0.2% of available 

surface water in MDB*

*Hartwig et al, 2020

An overwhelming 

‘no’ vote increased 

racism and distrust

First Nations peoples are 

often framed in deficit 

language

Closing the Gap targets 

not met - failure to 

address root causes of 

disadvantage (e.g., 

colonialism & systemic 

racism)

Polarisation Discourse Disadvantage

Context We Work Within
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Environmental Monitoring 



Climate Change – Global
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C.1 Urgency of Near-Term Integrated Climate Action

• There is a rapidly closing window of opportunity to secure a 

liveable and sustainable future for all (very high confidence). 

• The choices and actions implemented in this decade will have 

impacts now and for thousands of years (high confidence).

Equity and Inclusion

• Adaptation outcomes are enhanced by increased support to 

regions and people with the highest vulnerability to climatic 

hazards. 

• Many options are available for reducing emission-intensive 

consumption, including through behavioural and lifestyle 

changes, with co-benefits for societal well-being (high 

confidence).

SOURCE: IPCC, AR6 Synthesis Report Headlines,2023 

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/resources/spm-headline-statements

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)



Climate Change - Australia
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“Recognising and 

integrating Aboriginal & 

Torres Strait Islander 

peoples’ knowledge into 

climate adaptation 

strategies, particularly 

across the extensive 

Indigenous estate, can 

help mitigate climate 

change impacts and 

support the resilience of 

both natural 

environments and 

Aboriginal & Torres 

Strait Islander 

communities.”
(Australia’s National Climate Risk 

Assessment: An Overview 2025, 

p. 43.)

SOURCE: https://www.acs.gov.au/pages/national-climate-risk-assessment



MDB Specific Issues
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Health, Trauma, and Healing



Closing the Gap Targets
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Neuro Mapping
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SOURCE: https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/ace/trauma.html

*See discussion paper on neuro dimension of project

*

**See John Henry for more details.

**
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Enterprise Development



The Economic Divide
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SOURCE: https://humanrights.gov.au/education/stats-facts/statistics-about-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-people



Economic Opportunities 

21

Circular 

Economy

SOURCE: Photograph: Tourism Australia / Oliver Strewe

Barkindji Wiimpatya Murra Centre (Bmeet)

Bush Foods



The Digital Divide
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SOURCE: Featherstone & Ormond-Parker, 2023, ‘Digital Inclusion’ and closing the gap: how First Nations leadership is key to getting remote communities online, The Conversation.

Nationally, we found a “digital gap” of 7.5 points between First Nations people and others in Australia. In remote Australia 

the gap is 24.4 points, and in very remote communities and homelands it is 25.3 points.“
”



The Digital Economy
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INDUSTRIAL 

REVOLUTION

5TH 
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Land & Water Stewardship



Project Overview
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Continual neuro mapping to see the effects on overall health, wellbeing and 

participation from connection with Country, Elders, community, health support, 

education, self-determined data collection and translation, and economic opportunity.

Creation of Knowledge Hubs
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Knowledge Hubs
Billabong Project Restoration Eco-System



Current Ranger Programs
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Project Preparation
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WE ARE HERE NOW



Timeline – Phase 1: Year 1
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Timeline – Phase 2: Year 2
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Timeline – Phase 2: Year 3
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Partner With Us
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The Billabong Project responds to shared challenges that affect us all 

- declining water quality, biodiversity loss, climate extremes, and the 

need to restore Country through First Nations leadership.

Together, we can explore 

how evidence-based, culturally 

grounded approaches can drive 

positive change across the 

Basin.

E: billabong@onebasin.com.au



Recording link will be emailed to you and uploaded to the AWS website
and YouTube channel.

As a live attendee, you will receive a Certificate of Attendance within the
next two business days. This may count toward your Continuing
Professional Development hours.

A short 1-minute survey will pop up at the webinar’s conclusion
or complete it on your phone now by scanning the QR code.

See you at the next month’s One Basin Webinar on 3rd Dec: 

Public First Nations Data: is it Data Nullius?

Challenging “data nullius”: Restoring Indigenous sovereignty in public 

data governance

Thanks for attending
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