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This project is supported by the Georges River Combined Councils 
Committee through funding from the Australian Government. 

In August 2013 the GRCCC was successful in attaining an 
Australian Government grant for a project titled ‘Building Indigenous 
knowledge and skills to restore urban waterways’. The project 
entailed assembling a team of young Aboriginal people to form 
an Aboriginal Riverkeeper Team to work on restoring Country 
in the Georges River catchment and to complement their work  
using contractors.

The Georges River is a predominantly urban waterway winding 
through the suburbs of southern and southwest Sydney and is 
characterised by remnant bushland forming corridors and stepping 
stones of vegetation along the river. This remnant vegetation and 
ecological communities support diversified wildlife and biodiversity, 
much of which is endangered by surrounding urban development.

The Aboriginal Riverkeeper Team operated within the Georges River 
catchment from April 2014 to June 2017. The project employed an 
Aboriginal project manager and a team supervisor (non-Indigenous) 
to lead a small, full-time team of Aboriginal people in conservation 
and land management traineeships. The Aboriginal Riverkeeper 
project incorporated strong Aboriginal cultural components through 
engagement with Local Aboriginal Land Councils (LALCs), Elders 
and knowledge holders. The purpose of this engagement was to 
acknowledge the continuity of Aboriginal culture, community and 
Country within the urban landscape of Sydney. 

The project fostered partnerships between government, private 

sector, the Aboriginal community and a registered training 
organisation. The project engaged directly with Metropolitan LALC, 
La Perouse LALC, Gandangara LALC and Tharawal LALC as well as 
members of the wider Aboriginal community. The Northern Sydney 
Institute of TAFE NSW provided the formal qualifications to the 
Aboriginal Riverkeeper Team trainees and ecological consultants 
Eco Logical Australia managed the team and on ground bush 
regeneration works.

The Aboriginal Riverkeeper Team conducted ecological restoration 
at 17 sites across the catchment, and included saltwater and 
freshwater Country. During this time the participants developed 
valuable bush regeneration skills and experiences, and gained formal 
qualifications. The team engaged in Aboriginal cultural activities that 
strengthened their identities through time with Aboriginal Elders and 
knowledge holders from the Sydney region learning about Culture 
and managing Country. 

The project successfully integrated on-ground ecological works, 
professional and career development for participants, and 
community engagement. There has been a legacy of ongoing 
employment of team participants in the environmental conservation 
sector post-traineeship. 

Over the course of the project 118 hectares of weed impacted 
bushland was rehabilitated and 52,250 native plants were planted 
across 2.5 hectares of revegetation.

Aboriginal people have occupied the continent for over 
40,000 years and it is through the Dreaming that Aboriginal 
people mark the beginning of time when the Rainbow Serpent 
moved across the land creating the rivers as it travelled 
and when Biame, the sky spirit, helped shape a barren and 
featureless world and gave the Aboriginal people the laws of 
life by which they live.

Over the five to eight thousand years Aboriginal people 
have inhabited the Sydney region they formed family clans 
and these clans formed nations. Boundaries were often 
geographic boundaries and the Georges River formed one 
such boundary. To the north of the river were the people who 
spoke the Dharug language, the Kameygal (Botany Bay), 
Bediagal (Hurstville/Bankstown), Cabrogal (Cabramatta) and 
the Cannemegal (Prospect and Fairfield). To the south of the 
river were the people who spoke the Dharawal language, the 
Gweagal (Kurnell) and the Norongerragal (Menai/Holsworthy).

Spiritual connection to the land was everything to the 
Aboriginal people who inhabited this land; family, plants, 
animals, sea, land and sky were all Country and as individuals 
they too were a part of Country. Their role was to care for 
Country and they learnt to do so through storytelling, song 
and sharing of Traditional Knowledge.

It was the Kameygal clan that in 1770 made first contact with 
Lieutenant James Cook and the Endeavour on the foreshores 
of Botany Bay at the mouth of the Georges River. The 
Endeavour’s stay in Botany Bay ended after 8 days and it was 
another 18 years before the British Navy returned to colonise 
the nation but for the local Aboriginal people colonisation 
became a period of dislocation and conflict. 

In the 19th century Aboriginal people were obliged to live in 
missions where family groups were sometimes separated. 
However, the missions were where the Aboriginal people 
continued to practice their culture and pass it from one 
generation to the next. There were three main missions on 
the Georges River and Botany Bay at La Perouse, Sans Souci 
(on Kogarah Bay) and Peakhurst (Salt Pan Creek).

Today the Georges River has one of the largest populations 
of Aboriginal people in Australia but while some descendants 
of the original clans live on traditional Country many of the 
Aboriginal population are displaced from their original lands 
and have forged new communities within the suburbs of the 
Georges River catchment.

The Local Aboriginal Land Councils (Sydney Metro, La 
Perouse, Tharawal, Gandangara and Deerubin) look after the 
interests of all Aboriginal people and have strong focus of 
preserving Country, Traditional Knowledge and Culture but 
their limited resources are also focused on community health 
and housing. 

Despite competing priorities Aboriginal culture lives on in the 
Georges River. You probably don’t realise it but Aboriginal 
heritage such as middens, scar trees, groove marks, 
engravings and hand stencils are spread widely across the 
suburbs. Aboriginal culture is still alive and it exists all around 
us even if we can’t see it. 

Many Aboriginal words are part of our day to day lives, 
several suburbs along the Georges River have Aboriginal 
names or are derived from Aboriginal words; Cabramatta (a 
tasty water grub), Cronulla (Kurranulla – place of pink shells), 
Janalli (moonrise), Kogarah (Kuggerah – place of many 
reeds), Gymea (small bird / gymea lily), Kirawee (Girrawee – 
Sulphur crested cockatoo) and Illawong (between two waters 
– Georges and Woronora Rivers)

The GRCCC has a long term relationship with Corrective Services NSW with Riverkeeper 
Teams conducting rubbish and litter removal at 200 sites across the catchment. In the 2015/16 
year teams removed over 108.5 tonnes, in 2016/17 over 113.1 tonnes and in total over the 
past six years teams have removed 603.7 tonnes averaging over 100 tonne per year.

Riverkeeper Teams target litter aggregation hot spots and exposed areas where littering is 
a problem. Aggregation hot spots include mangrove forests, saltmarsh and reed beds all of 
which are important ecological communities vital to the ecosystem functions of a healthy river.

The works being conducted in keeping the river clean not only benefit the environment and 
public amenity but provide meaningful activities for offender rehabilitation.

ABOUT THE GRCCC
The GRCCC represents Local Government in the Georges River catchment of NSW. Member councils include Bayside, Campbelltown, 
Canterbury-Bankstown, Fairfield, Georges River, Liverpool, Sutherland and Wollondilly. The Riverkeeper program is an initiative of 
Member Councils with a collective responsibility for the health of the Georges River. The GRCCC is currently hosted by Georges River 
Council.    © GRCCC Riverkeeper Program Report Card 2015 to 2017 

ABORIGINAL  
RIVERKEEPER TEAM

We would like to show our respect and acknowledge the Traditional 
Custodians of the Land, of the Elders past and present,of the Georges River. 

The Aboriginal Riverkeeper Team and the 
Aboriginal Culture of the Georges River. 

ABORIGINAL CULTURE 
OF THE GEORGES RIVER

CORRECTIVE SERVICES

“Aboriginal people and Country are 
inextricably linked. Aboriginal people caring 
for Country creates healthy people, healthy 
communities and healthy Country”  

Vanessa Cavanagh, Aboriginal Riverkeeper Team Manager, 
Eco Logical Australia 

Brad Maybury, Cultural Heritage Officer, Gandangara Local 
Aboriginal Land Council 

“The Aboriginal Riverkeeper project worked well 
because it included everyone … how can you 
go wrong when the project is designed to be 
inclusive and involve everyone from the start”

Larissa Cooper, Aboriginal Riverkeeper Trainee 2014-2015.

“Being part of the Aboriginal Riverkeeper Team, 
it has given us the opportunity to learn ecological 
and cultural knowledge, gain qualifications but 
most importantly has helped us all connect to 
our culture. The traineeship has helped us truly 
understand our identity of being Aboriginal”
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FAIRFIELD LGA 

AREA PLANTS 
2015 - 1216: 3.1 ha 120 
2016 - 2017: 3.2 ha 2,500

GEORGES RIVER LGA 

AREA PLANTS 
2015 - 1216: 6.2 ha 5,686 
2016 - 2017: 5.2 ha 60

This graph shows the amount of rubbish progressively collected in 2015/16 and 2016/17 as it moves down the river system Look to see which subcatchment you live in and then look at how 
much rubbish was prevented from reaching you. 
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Rubbish Collected: 108,522 kg
Bush Regeneration: 91.6 ha
Plantings:  15,432
Total Hours:  43,507 hrs

2015 - 2016 
TOTAL CATCHMENT WORKS 

Rubbish Collected: 113,139 kg
Bush Regeneration: 61.9 ha
Plantings:  10,385
Total Hours:  35,693 hrs

2016 - 2017 
TOTAL CATCHMENT WORKS 

RIVERKEEPER PROGRAM 
2015 - 2016 & 2016 - 2017

GEORGES RIVER 
SUBCATCHMENTS 
STATISTICS

CHIPPING NORTON 
LAKES 
2015 - 1216: 12,363 kg 
2016 - 2017: 15,053 kg

PROSPECT CREEK 

2015 - 1216: 10,265 kg 
2016 - 2017: 17,075 kg

MID REACH -  
GEORGES RIVER 
2015 - 1216: 15,078 kg 
2016 - 2017: 14,143 kg

CABRAMATTA CREEK 

2015 - 1216: 11,645 kg 
2016 - 2017: 14,210 kg

SALT PAN CREEK 

2015 - 1216: 12,572 kg 
2016 - 2017: 8,328 kg

TOWRA POINT 
& KURNAL 
2015 - 1216: 3,048 kg 
2016 - 2017: 1,810 kg

UPPER REACH - 
GEORGES RIVER CREEK
2015 - 1216: 5,232 kg 
2016 - 2017: 5,875 kg

BOTANY BAY 

2015 - 1216: 10,292 kg 
2016 - 2017: 8,653 kg

LOWER REACH -  
GEORGES RIVER
2015 - 1216: 15,322 kg 
2016 - 2017: 14,614 kg

BUNBURY CURRAN CREEK 

2015 - 1216: 12,708 kg 
2016 - 2017: 13,380 kg

BAYSIDE LGA 

AREA PLANTS 
2015 - 1216: 3.O ha 7,075
2016 - 2017: 2.6 ha 2,885

LIVERPOOL LGA 

AREA PLANTS 
2015 - 1216: 7.4 ha 0 
2016 - 2017: 10.2 ha 1,540

CAMPBELLTOWN LGA 

AREA PLANTS 
2015 - 1216: 67.6 ha 2,076 
2016 - 2017: 34.4 ha 280

SUTHERLAND LGA 

AREA PLANTS 
2015 - 1216: 3.2 ha 475 
2016 - 2017: 3.8 ha 700

CANTERBURY -  
BANKSTOWN LGA 

AREA PLANTS 
2015 - 1216: 1.1 ha 0 
2016 - 2017: 2.5 ha 2,420

KEY
URBAN

BUSHLAND

WATERWAYS
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