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Indigenous Cultural Significance of the Great Barrier Reef 

The Great Barrier Reef (GBR) holds profound cultural, spiritual, and historical significance for the Indigenous 
peoples of Australia, particularly the Traditional Owners whose sea country spans the length of the reef. 
These include over 70 Traditional Owner groups, each with unique languages, customs, and knowledge 
systems deeply connected to the marine environment (GBRMPA, 2021). For these communities, the GBR is 
not merely a natural wonder - it is a living cultural landscape, integral to identity, lore, law, and livelihood. 

Sea Country and Cultural Connection 

Indigenous Australians have lived along the GBR coast for more than 60,000 years, maintaining complex 
relationships with the land and sea. The concept of “Sea Country” refers to the interconnectedness of land, 
sea, sky, and all living things, governed by cultural laws handed down through generations (Smyth, 2001). For 
Traditional Owners, Sea Country is inhabited by ancestral beings whose actions shaped the landscape and 
created the laws for sustainable living. Stories of these beings are encoded in songlines, ceremonial 
practices, and totemic relationships that guide fishing, hunting, and land management activities. 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) 

Embedded within Indigenous culture is Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)—accumulated 
understandings of environmental patterns, species behaviour, and ecosystem dynamics. TEK has enabled 
Traditional Owners to sustainably manage marine resources for millennia. Practices such as seasonal 
harvesting, marine totems, and customary closures (temporal restrictions on use of areas or species) reflect 
sophisticated systems of resource stewardship (Ens et al., 2012). This knowledge continues to oWer valuable 
insights into contemporary conservation and climate resilience strategies. 

Cultural Practices and Sacred Sites 

The GBR contains numerous sites of cultural significance, including story places, ceremonial areas, and 
burial grounds, many of which are located on islands and along the reef itself. These places are often 
associated with creation stories and are protected under cultural law. Rituals and practices such as song, 
dance, and art remain vital expressions of connection to these places and are often performed to honour 
ancestors and maintain harmony with the natural world. 

Indigenous Co-Management and Recognition 

In recent decades, there has been increasing recognition of Indigenous rights and roles in managing the GBR. 
Co-management initiatives, such as Traditional Use of Marine Resources Agreements (TUMRAs) and 
Indigenous Land and Sea Ranger programs, enable Traditional Owners to engage in decision-making, 
compliance, monitoring, and education activities (GBRMPA, 2021). These partnerships are vital in integrating 
TEK with Western science to enhance reef management and ensure culturally appropriate conservation 
approaches. 

The Reef 2050 Plan and GBRMPA’s Traditional Owner Heritage Strategy highlight the importance of Indigenous 
voices in reef governance and the need to uphold cultural rights, knowledge, and obligations. This includes 
supporting Indigenous aspirations for autonomy, cultural transmission, and intergenerational equity. 

Conclusion 



 

ABN: 50 620 004 748 | PO Box 7188 Cairns QLD 4870 AUSTRALIA | https://rrf.org.au | info@rrf.org.au 

For the Traditional Owners of the Great Barrier Reef, the reef is far more than a biodiverse ecosystem—it is a 
sacred, living entity embedded in culture, law, and identity. Recognising and empowering Indigenous 
leadership, knowledge, and cultural rights is essential not only for social justice but also for the long-term 
sustainability and spiritual health of the reef. 
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