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Envisioning NLP for Intercultural Climate Communication

Steven Bird, Angelina Aquino, and Ian Mongunu Gumbula
Northern Institute, Charles Darwin University

Darwin, Australia

Abstract
Climate communication is often seen by the
NLP community as an opportunity for machine
translation, applied to ever smaller languages.
However, over 90% the world’s linguistic di-
versity comes from languages with ‘primary
orality’ and mostly spoken in non-Western oral
societies. A case in point is the Aboriginal
communities of Northern Australia, where we
have been conducting workshops on climate
communication, revealing shortcomings in ex-
isting communication practices along with new
opportunities for improving intercultural com-
munication. We present a case study of climate
communication in an oral society, including the
voices of many local people, and draw several
lessons for the research program of NLP in the
climate space.

1 Introduction

Central to climate action is communication – not
only among climate scientists, industry leaders, and
heads of state – but across all peoples and levels
of society, for understanding, collaboration, and
behavioural change. A common assumption is that
climate communication consists of broadcast of
information from ‘experts’ to ‘laypeople’, on the
belief that “the public are ‘empty vessels’ wait-
ing to be filled with useful information on which
they will then rationally act”, ie. the so-called infor-
mation deficit model (Ockwell et al., 2009, p321).
However, effective climate communication calls
for engagements that connect with people’s val-
ues, identities, and motivations, through culturally-
appropriate language and modes of discourse (Ner-
lich et al., 2009).

How do we meet this challenge using language
technologies? In particular, how can language
techologies support actors from diverse cultures
and standpoints to develop mutual understanding
and respect for each other’s knowledge practices,
and to work together in devising effective and sus-
tainable solutions? This is intercultural work in

that it exceeds the definition of communication as
a mere conduit for the transfer of information from
expert to layperson, and of machine translation as
mere substitution and rearrangement of word se-
quences to surmount language barriers (cf. Bird,
2024).

We, all researchers based at Charles Darwin Uni-
versity (CDU), are engaging with remote Aborig-
inal communities in the far north of Australia. In
the course of this early work, we have observed
how intercultural communication problems go be-
yond what can be addressed by machine translation
inside the information conduit (see Fig. 1). The
differences can be traced to linguistic and cultural
differences which are not well handled in NLP, as
others have also noted (Liu et al., 2021; Hersh-
covich et al., 2022).

We present viewpoints coming from local com-
munities that point to an alternative approach that
involves co-creating meaning amongst participants,
leading to new possibilities for language technolo-
gies.

This paper is organised as follows. In Section 2
we discuss climate communication as an opportu-
nity for NLP, focussing on oral languages outside
the 500 institutional languages. In Section 3 we ex-
amine the social geography of Arnhem Land, Abo-
riginal country in Australia’s Top End, including
the various institutional and Indigenous stakehold-
ers, and including our own positionality as authors.
In Section 4 we report on our field-based research
including two workshops on climate communica-
tion which brought together these stakeholders in
order to document local matters of concern and
explore new avenues for more effective intercul-
tural communication. In Section 5 we reflect on
the findings and draw out lessons for NLP which
are guiding our ongoing field-based research. Fi-
nally, Section 6 presents conclusions and future
prospects.



2 Climate Communication as an
Opportunity for Multilingual NLP

Thanks to climate change, and to the increasing fre-
quency and severity of weather events, climate com-
munication is an important opportunity for NLP.
Here, as in relief and military operations (e.g. the
DARPA TIDES and GALE programs; Liberman
and Wayne 2020), international responders typi-
cally depend on English or another major language,
and need translation in order to broadcast instruc-
tions, or to access actionable information and de-
liver tailored messages.

We assume that there is a central authority which
transmits knowledge, policies, and instructions
within a multilingual jurisdiction. The purpose is to
inform local communities concerning disaster risk
reduction and disaster response. Communities may
need to access help, which prototypically involves
an information need satisfied by a response, draw-
ing on access to a knowledge base, and mediated
by machine translation (e.g. Lewis, 2010; Lewis
et al., 2011). The central authority may analyse so-
cial media in order to sense what is going on, and
to direct a response to the best place (e.g. Anasta-
sopoulos et al., 2020). This is an obvious approach
for NLP in the case of so-called ‘standardised lan-
guages’ or ‘institutional languages’ (Bird, 2022;
Bird and Yibarbuk, 2024), where every language
has a standard orthography and long-term institu-
tional support for developing language resources,
including systems for text analysis and translation.

However, this position does not consider the mat-
ter of cultural diversity. What is the potential of
NLP for intercultural climate communication?

A key challenge is the difference in the com-
mon ground, most apparent in the differences in
which concepts are lexicalised (cf. Hershcovich
et al., 2022). For example, in traditional societies

in Australia, people do not think of weather events
in the quantitative way that is favoured by meteo-
rologists, such as: “20% risk of a category 4 cy-
clone”; “90% chance of at least 100mm precipita-
tion”. Many English terms have no counterpart in
local languages, e.g.: catchment, prediction, threat,
safety, data, vulnerable, impact, and so on. When
the lifeworlds are so different, well-translated mes-
sages can fail to communicate, and fail to prompt
the desired response. Such failures can be hard
to address from inside the communication model
in which they arise (Figs. 1(a), 1(b)), surfacing as
deficits on the receiving end, to be fixed with yet
more of the same kinds of communication.

We believe that the transaction model in Fig-
ure 1(c) suggests a promising way forward for
climate communication and for NLP in the inter-
cultural space more generally, building on the be-
lief that effective communication is “grounded in
dialogue and contextual understanding” (Nerlich
et al., 2009, p100). And so we ask: how do we
envision language technologies for supporting in-
tercultural climate communication? Here we fo-
cus particularly on the question of communication
about disaster preparedness and response for re-
mote Indigenous communities in the far north of
Australia. However, we view this as a stepping
stone towards the pressing question of intercultural
climate change communication.

This is no longer a question of mere informa-
tion broadcast or question answering. It concerns
co-construction of meaning in the climate space
spanning: housing consultations; communication
strategy; policy development; local capacity build-
ing; and so on. We see this as an opportunity for a
new kind of agency-enhancing approach which has
been called Third Wave NLP (Bird, 2024), where
we shift from mediating communication to enlarg-
ing human communicative competence (Fig. 1).

(a) Transmission Model (b) Interaction Model (c) Transaction Model

Figure 1: Models of Communication, and three ways to understand the opportunities for language technologies:
(a) broadcasting messages from experts, where machine translation (MT) is built in to the information conduit;
(b) similar to (a) but with layperson input, posing questions, or revealing comprehension or compliance; and
(c) collaboration between institutional and local experts (following Lapum et al. 2020; Bird 2024).



3 Climate Communication in Arnhem
Land

People have inhabited Arnhem Land for at least
65,000 years (Clarkson et al., 2017), developing
practices that have enabled them to live sustainably
and mitigate the risks borne by the severe weather
phenomena that are endemic to the region, includ-
ing monsoon cyclones, floods, and dry season wild-
fires (Russell-Smith et al., 2022). Weather knowl-
edge has been codified in seasonal practices which
rely on reading environmental indicators including
animal behaviour, plant growth, and atmospheric
characteristics. This enables people to anticipate se-
vere weather, and to manage the country, e.g. with
controlled burning (Narndal et al., 2015; Ansell
et al., 2019).

The changing hazards differentially impact In-
digenous people who comprise the majority of the
population in many remote areas (Russell-Smith
et al., 2022). Furthermore, the climate risks are
amplified thanks to the adoption of more western-
ised housing and lifestyles which are unsuited to
the local climate and ecology, and to the decline in
local knowledge transmission and practice among
younger generations.

Several Australian government agencies are re-
sponsible for climate and emergency communica-
tion in the Northern Territory (NT): the Bureau
of Meteorology (BOM) disseminates weather fore-
casts and warnings through news broadcasts and
digital media; the NT Police, Fire, and Emergency
Services (PFES) issue and implement emergency
plans, hold awareness-raising activites, and train
volunteer responders; and the NT Aboriginal Inter-
preter Service (AIS) provides capacity to translate
messaging into many of the widely-spoken Aborig-
inal languages in the region.

These agencies operate under western models
of governance and communication, broadcasting
climate messages to remote communities. Com-
munity leaders have repeatedly called for govern-
ment agencies to shift from delivery to participa-
tion: “The Government should not be taking more
responsibility. We know our people and we know
our land. We blackfellas mob should make our
own plan for our people. Family still strong and we
would look out for our people... Emergency plan-
ning needs to have decisions by clan leaders front
and centre when they are putting plan together;
they should plan for whole country” (Sithole et al.,
2019, p30).

There is a tendency to assume that communi-
cation issues can be solved by translation into a
greater number of languages. For example, PFES
is translating educational materials and advisories
into 18 of the most spoken Aboriginal languages
(Bellenger, 2019), even though most Indigenous
speech communities have a linguistic repertoire
that includes Aboriginal English (Butcher, 2008).
Moreover, communications between western in-
stitutions and Indigenous communities are often
hindered by more fundamental differences in cul-
tures and knowledge systems, which can only be
addressed through extended efforts to develop and
strengthen collaborative practices (Armstrong et al.,
2023).

Positionality. The authors represent diverse cul-
tural backgrounds and fields of expertise. Steven
Bird is a non-Indigenous Australian of British and
German descent, and has worked in minoritised
linguistic communities in Africa, Melanesia, Ama-
zonia, and Australia. His principal focus concerns
the design of programs for keeping Indigenous lan-
guages strong, working in collaboration with re-
mote Indigenous language centres, schools, and
ranger programs.

Angelina Aquino is a non-Indigenous doctoral
student from the Philippines with Tagalog, Bi-
colano, and Pangasinense heritage. She was a lec-
turer in electronics and communications engineer-
ing, and much of her research relates to NLP for
local and Indigenous languages.

Ian Mongunu Gumbula is a YolNu researcher
and elder from the Daygurrgurr GupapuyNu clan
in Galiwin’ku (Elcho Island), Australia. He has
worked extensively in education and community
engagement over a long career, and has served as
a cultural advisor, mediator, and consultant for pri-
vate and government sectors in northern Australia.
Ian has lived in the Northern Territory his whole
life, and has extensive personal experience of se-
vere weather events, beginning with Cyclone Tracy
in December 1974.

We have conducted this work in partnership with
the BOM Community Services Group, who bring
years of experience of engagement with Indigenous
communities in the space of weather and climate,
including on-the-ground activities in remote com-
munities.

As this is Indigenous research, we have operated
under Indigenous governance and to met the re-
quirements of the national code (AIATSIS, 2022).



4 Climate Consultations

In this section we report findings from our engage-
ment with Indigenous community leaders. We have
adopted decolonising practices (Smith, 2012; Land,
2015; Bird, 2020), and have structured our work
around the values of Indigenous self-determination,
Indigenous leadership, Impact and value, and Sus-
tainability and accountability, while “repositioning
Indigenous peoples from subjects of research to
partners in research” (AIATSIS, 2022, p4).

This work is an example of ‘both-ways’ learning
involving ‘YolNu’ and ‘Balanda’. YolNu denotes the
original people of North-East Arnhem Land, and
also Indigenous Australians more broadly. Balanda
denotes white people (a word derived from ‘Hol-
lander’), a label which we extend to refer to non-
Indigenous people in general (including Aquino),
when they are enacting western knowledge prac-
tices. Both terms also denote the corresponding
lifeworlds of these groups.

We convened a three-day workshop in Dar-
win, entitled First Nations Climate Communication
(May 2023), and six months later, a two-day work-
shop in Ngukurr, entitled Ngukurr Climate Con-
sultation (November 2023), as reported by Aquino
et al. (2024). Here we summarise the workshops
and report findings which we believe are relevant
to NLP.

4.1 Darwin workshop

The workshop brought together 30 people from six
remote communities across the top end of Australia
into Darwin, along with representatives of BOM,
PFES, AIS, and CDU. The first day was reserved
for the 10 YolNu community leaders, to articulate

the desired outcomes in community terms, to share
stories of personal experiences with severe weather
events, and to refine a set of discussion prompts for
the following day.

The second and third days included 20 additional
participants from government and CDU, 10 YolNu
and 10 Balanda, many with extensive experience
of institutional responses to severe weather events
and part of institutional planning for the impacts
of global warming. We opened by playing a string
game, where each person introduced themselves
and their intentions for the workshop before throw-
ing the string to someone they are connected to
(Fig. 2). Later, small groups selected from the dis-
cussion prompts, discussed their responses, and
reported back. The workshop concluded with in-
dividuals from institutions and from communities
articulating their personal commitments to taking
further action.

Throughout the program, the Indigenous lead-
ers stressed their connection to the land and their
knowledge about how to stay safe through reading
the weather (in the smell of the air, the behaviour
of animals, the seasonal predictors), and the local
social structures which are responsible for dissemi-
nating critical information. The institutional lead-
ers shared about their policies and procedures for
keeping people safe through pre-season training,
emergency warnings via radio stations and mobile
apps, and so on. This called everyone’s attention to
the distinct cultural assumptions about how to read
the country, how to keep people safe, and how to
communicate.

We describe these here, as important context
to guide our thinking about the place of language
technologies.

Figure 2: Opening with string game, reminding us of our interdependencies, led by Vinette Ngalmi from Ngukurr,
with members of the Emergency Services, Bureau of Meteorology, Aboriginal Interpreter Service, Elders, Academics,
and PhD students



Throughout the workshop, Indigenous partici-
pants explained how local life centres community
and country. Local decision making is the respon-
sibility of elders who derive their authority from
their ancestral connections to the land. Accord-
ingly elders must give their approval before local
knowledge is transmitted to outsiders.

Unusual weather phenomena are caused by meta-
physical events, such as occurrences in the Dream-
ing (Stanner, 1956), or disturbances at sacred sites.
This is revealed in how people talk about sensing
the country:

– We are people of the land. We are part of the
land. If the land is destroyed, we feel bad.

– If a cyclone damages a sacred site then we see
signs and we feel it.

– Something in the Dreaming causes an usual
weather phenomenon, e.g. at the time of a
cyclone there was a smokey effect in the air.

– Creation tells us and warns us.

From this place of intimate connection to
the land, people assert their sovereignty, self-
determination, and cultural continuity:

– We need to have primacy over our land.

– We need Balanda to understand that they
should not disturb the sacred sites because
this is creating problems and destroying the
country. Mother nature looks after us but she
is turning on us.

– The traditional owners need to have a good
explanation to inform the Emergency Services
when their plane will disturb sacred sites and
Emergency Services need to listen and ask us
if there are risks to sacred sites.

– We want to share about land, what the weather
is doing to our country and how it changes
the environment.

– We tell kids knowledge on country and how
country has changed.

– We told the kids the story about a plant that
was put in a pot and the roots can’t grow. We
want the pot broken so the roots can grow
and the plant can be strong. We make time to
include kids, share knowledge and culture to
kids.

Language is implicated, for each area of country
has its local language, and people have capacity

in many languages, both individually and via their
family groups:

– We have common language for our areas, e.g.,
in East Arnhem we can interpret the com-
mon languages of the islands, like Djambar-
rpuyngu, Mawng, Tiwi.

– We have different languages but we all know
them.

– There is a ripple effect, and one person inter-
prets to another.

– Your big responsibility is your own household,
and your [extended] family.

Responding to severe weather events begins with
sitting together:

– Make the right message together.

– Share to family, kids.

– Build awareness and trust.

– We need time to prepare. People have different
needs. A police person comes and tells us we
must leave. But the household needs time to
prepare.

– Need to have shelters that don’t group people
together inappropriately.

– Balanda and YolNu need to work together to
be strong. (cf. Fig. 2)

It was a learning experience for the Balanda pro-
fessionals to sit in this space without the possibility
of delivering their usual powerpoint presentations
about how their system works. Nevertheless, indi-
viduals tried. A meteorologist described the opera-
tion of satellites in sensing the weather, and the im-
provement in climate models for predicting severe
weather incidents. However, she stopped moments
into her explanation, realising that participants did
not want to listen to technological accounts. During
discussions of the recent flood and mass evacuation
in Daguragu and Kalkarindji, one of the partici-
pants from the government explained the system of
flood sensors and how they failed. However, this
technological story did not meet the needs of com-
munity leaders, which centred agency and voice,
as made clear in another report from this weather
event: “Mayor Pedwell said that one of the most
frustrating parts of the Emergency Response from
the Northern Territory Government was the fact
local decision makers were not being listened to.



‘The voices of local decision makers are not being
listened to when it comes to natural disasters, and
that has to change,’ Mayor Pedwell said. ‘We are
the people that live on Country and have first-hand
knowledge of what’s going on. Why aren’t they
listening?’”1

In responding to technological solutions, one par-
ticipant said: “We need to teach our kids about our
knowledge so they don’t just rely on technology.
When we don’t have technology, we have knowl-
edge for our survival, for example, when there is
no service on phones.”

One discussion turned on the nature of ‘threats’
and ‘safety’, and how there is no local vocabu-
lary corresponding to such generic notions. How-
ever, we can talk about particular cases: moving to
higher ground for safety from flooding or to shelter
for safety from storms. In each case there are dan-
gers invisible to Balanda authorities, such as being
transported over sacred sites which are flooded and
hidden from view, or corralled in a shelter together
with family members where there are avoidance
relationships. The institutional agenda of “keep-
ing people safe” hid complexities which were only
revealed when local leaders were included in the
conversation, and only possible when communica-
tion follows the transactional model (Fig. 1(c)).

4.2 Ngukurr workshop

Six months later, in November 2023, members of
CDU and BOM travelled 9 hours by road to the
remote community of Ngukurr to hold a follow up
workshop. We began by hearing stories about peo-
ple’s long experience of extreme weather and cli-
mate change. Our meeting venue was in its present
high ground location because of the big flood in
1944. As in Darwin, people talked about the pre-
eminence of nature and their ability to sense the
weather:

– Our animals gave us the sign, nature tells the
story itself.

– Nature tells us; we’ve got all the birds coming
in.

– Nature can take control of everything. Some-
times meteorology mob can’t predict where
it’s going.

1Emergency declared in Daguragu and Kalkrindji, 1
March 2023, https://www.victoriadaly.nt.gov.au
/emergency-declared-in-daguragu-and-kalkrindji/

retrieved 16 May 2024.

– There is a story about cleverman (healer)
standing against storm. But he ran away when
it got too strong [laughter].

People described disconnects between policy-
makers in the capital Darwin and the situation on
the ground here in Ngukurr:

– Some people don’t want to leave the house
when the police come. Maybe they want to
arrest somebody.

– The emergency message talked about torches,
but the shop is closed. We don’t just have
torches with good batteries.

– There’s a big mob of dead cars in our yards,
they can be dangerous, and we need help to
clean them up.

– The emergency services cleared some trees
that were going to fall, but we have to ask
the djungkayi (caretakers) to do that. Not just
anyone can do that.

In view of these disconnects, the research com-
munity’s focus on an MT panacea would seem to
be misplaced. This is further illustrated by a longer
story, frequently recounted by workshop partici-
pants, concerning Cyclone Trevor and the call from
PFES to evacuate the town, given that the capacity
of the town for accommodating people during a
cyclone is about 25%.

“The people of Ngukurr were preparing for Cy-
clone Trevor and the police were driving around
and letting everyone know about the cyclone ap-
proaching quickly, and how there’s going to be
buses coming from the town to pick everyone up.
Everyone waited at the shop area for hours, into
the middle of the night. But the buses never ar-
rived, and everyone was struggling to find shelter.
Some people were panicking. Everyone was rush-
ing. Some people took off with their private vehi-
cles, overloaded with people. But they didn’t know
the cylcone had changed direction. No one told
us. They were in cars that were not roadworthy,
and they could have been going into the path of the
cyclone, and without any network connection. It
was really dangerous for them. Afterwards when
everyone came back, no one came and talked to us
about what happened, or how to be organised next
time. We never had an evacuation before” (Ngukurr
workshop participants, November 2023).

https://www.victoriadaly.nt.gov.au/emergency-declared-in-daguragu-and-kalkrindji/
https://www.victoriadaly.nt.gov.au/emergency-declared-in-daguragu-and-kalkrindji/


5 Opportunities for NLP

How can we envision NLP for intercultural climate
communication? The typical NLP framing of cli-
mate communication is Eurocentric, where western
expertise is broadcast to others presumed to have a
knowledge deficit.

However, in many intercultural settings, the key
domain concepts are not lexicalised in the tar-
get language, and are passed through untranslated
(Fig. 3(a)). For example, the concept of ‘wet catch-
ment’ comes from catchment hydrology, and de-
pends on an understanding of the capacity of land
to absorb water before further rainfall runs off into
tributaries that continue downstream and impact
human settlements. This is a geophysical under-
standing of country which is not readily conveyed
into local communities through spontaneous trans-
lation of warning messages.

An alternative is to use a language model to trans-
late the scientific English source text into a plain
English target then rely on local human capacity
for bicultural work to express the message in local
languages (Fig. 3(b)).

In the Australian context, such translations are
problematic because they cross the line between
the role of BOM in forecasting the weather, and the

Figure 4: Assistive technology to help the ‘expert’ com-
municate in a variety of plain English tailored to the
local audience (avoiding risks inherent in trusting a ma-
chine, cf. Fig. 3(b))

role of PFES in directing the emergency response.
A further problem lies in the assumption that sim-
plification is a universal task, when it needs to be
undertaken relative to the knowledge practices of
a different culture. Nevertheless, this suggests a
flipping of the deficit story, from the difficulty of
communities in understanding scientific English, to
the difficulty of government officials in producing
plain English. Here is an opportunity for language
technology (see Fig. 4).

Another response to the translation difficulties is
suggested by the transactional model of communi-
cation (Fig. 1(c)). How can language technologies
support the practice of ‘working together’ in the
intercultural space, in which both western and In-
digenous knowledge practices are enacted?

We propose a task of designing for communi-
cation across a culture area – such as Indigenous
northern Australia – centering on the understanding

(a) Machine-centric solution: Language technology replacing humans in translating from scientific English into a
local language, where training data from human translations contains untranslatable words from the source

(b) Human-centric solution: Language technology augmenting humans in helping western experts to use plain
English (here showing simplification by a large language model, which includes instructions and exceeds the remit of
the weather forecaster, encroaching on the role of emergency services, a problem addressed in Fig. 4)

Figure 3: Two Designs for Translation in Climate Communication, Machine- vs Human-Centric



of key concepts in multiple languages (Fig. 5; also
Bird 2022). The goal is to collaboratively expand
the space of shared concepts, by enumerating the
concepts on both sides in a WordNet-like structure
including a central hierarchy and cross-links (Fell-
baum, 1998). The difference is that each concept
node has a label in a western language or in one of
the languages of the culture area, and it is associ-
ated with multiple oral exegeses of each concept.

This semantic network would not depend on the
artifice of hard boundaries between local languages,
and could leverage the high degree of receptive
multilingualism. If a concept like “wet catchment”
is explained in one YolNu language, the community
will be able to successively interpret it into others.

A further shift concerns the local valuing of re-
lationships, set against the institutional valuing of
scalable, technological solutions. This is most clear
in the comments like: “Build awareness and trust”
and “Make the right message together.” This con-
tinues the pattern reported during the COVID-19
response, when instructions to self-isolate were
dispatched to communities with an average house
occupancy of 17 and no food delivery services
(Wanambi et al., 2021). Crafting the right local
response to existential threats calls for awareness,
trust, and collaboration, and understanding “Cli-
mate Change as a series of complex and constantly
evolving cultural discourses” (Hulme, cited in Ner-
lich et al., 2009, p98). These are areas where NLP
may yet be able to contribute.

6 Conclusion and Future Prospects

Communication is central to climate action, and
faces challenges in oral cultures due to the lack of
common ground and the limited overlap of lexi-
calised concepts.

A popular approach in NLP is to respond to
linguistic diversity with mechanical translation to
“conquer language barriers”. Multilingual models
give the spectre of scalability, yet the effectiveness
of textual outputs for oral societies is unexamined.
We doubt that having more bilingual training data
will solve this issue, because of the lack of common
ground and common lexicalised concepts. Initia-
tives to collect more climate-specific text on the
side of institutional languages do not address cul-
tural diversity (e.g. Webersinke et al., 2021).

Instead, we have focussed on the challenge of
building human capacity for working together ef-
fectively in intercultural spaces. We have explored
several ways forward including: machine transla-
tion to assist government to produce plain English,
a multimodal semantic network containing spoken
exegesis of climate terminology; and an example
of shifting to relational, collaborative engagements.
With steps like these – and surely others to be de-
vised – we hope to see NLP shifting from deficit
thinking to strength-based engagements, respect-
ing the expertise and agency of minoritised speech
communities, and their long experience of living
on the land and reading the weather.

Figure 5: Prototype Weather Concept Map: concepts are anchors for audio and video exegesis into other languages
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Ethical Considerations

The community involvement occured during two
workshops held in May and November 2023.

The first workshop was held from 16-18 May,
2023 at the CDU Library in Darwin. The par-
ticipants in this workshop included: 12 Aborigi-
nal leaders representing 6 NT remote communi-
ties; 4 representatives from BOM; 4 interpreters
from AIS; 5 representatives from PFES; and 5 re-
searchers from CDU (including the authors). Plan-
ning and recruitment for this workshop were con-
ducted over the two months prior to the workshop,
under the leadership and guidance of Gumbula.

As part of our efforts to shift the focus of
our engagement towards Aboriginal viewpoints,
we aimed for a 2:1 ratio of Aboriginal to non-
Aboriginal participants, resulting in a total of 21
Aboriginal and 9 western participants, including
facilitators. Participants were identified on the ba-
sis of existing relationships, prior consultations,
and referral by existing community and govern-
ment collaborators. We informed participants of
the workshop objectives and expectations through
phone calls, virtual meetings, and in-person meet-
ings. We obtained participants’ consent to partic-
ipation and data collection prior to the workshop
through the provision of information sheets and
signing of informed consent forms.

Prior to the workshop, we asked participants
about their motivations for attending, information
they wished to share, and any concerns about
the nature and ethics of the engagement. Com-
munity participants including our Aboriginal co-
author wanted to ensure that non-Aboriginal partic-
ipants would listen deeply to Aboriginal perspec-
tives on weather and emergencies, and were con-
cerned about potential cultural risks if government
materials were presented to community members
using typical western methods (e.g. slideshow pre-
sentations and formal documents) which are not
conducive to Aboriginal communication and under-
standing.

After the workshop, we gathered oral feedback
from participants. We found that all participants
were very satisfied with the organisation and out-
comes of the workshop, and were keen to come
back for similar engagements in the future. We take
this as indication that the ethical concerns raised
prior to the workshop were resolved through the
workshop structure as well as open communication
with participants throughout the process.

The second workshop was held from 14-15
November, 2023 at the Guluman Child and Family
Centre in Ngukurr. The participants included: 8 tra-
ditional owners and community leaders of Ngukurr;
3 representatives from BOM; and 4 researchers
from CDU. This workshop was jointly organised
by CDU and BOM representatives. Similar proto-
cols for participant recruitment and informed con-
sent were followed here as in the first workshop.
The 2:1 Aboriginal to non-Aboriginal ratio was
also maintained (ie. 10 Aboriginal people and 5
non-Aboriginal people).

During this workshop, no ethical concerns were
raised by participants (of whom two each from
Ngukurr and BOM also participated in the previ-
ous Darwin workshop). We put this down to the
positive outcomes and trust established in the first
workshop.

The feedback gathered from this second work-
shop was similarly positive, and Ngukurr partici-
pants expressed their willingness to continue work-
ing with visiting CDU and BOM representatives in
the future in connection with this project.

We disseminated all data back to workshop par-
ticipants at the end of each workshop, as well as
video and paper summaries of the workshop pro-
gram and outcomes. All participants consented to
this data being shared publicly for research use with
proper accreditation, and no participants withdrew
the use of their data at any point.

Overall, we have followed a decolonising prac-
tice in which we do not pretend to conduct imper-
sonal research at arms length from cultures and
relationships. There is no doubt that different in-
dividuals, with their own motivations and goals,
would have come up with different responses to the
situations discussed here. Thus, we do not present
this work as an objective academic exercise where
the researcher is hidden from view, and where In-
digenous subjects are held up for examination by
western eyes (Smith, 2012). Accordingly, we have
revealed our motivations and goals (cf. Berry and
Patti, 2015, p267).
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