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Foreword

As the President of the Kombumerri Aboriginal Corporation for Culture, I am proud to support Indigenous Rules of Engagement by Shannon Best, is an important and timely contribution to the conversation around how to respectfully and appropriately engage with our communities.

Shannon has worked tirelessly across many sectors to elevate Aboriginal voices, support our cultural practices, and protect our knowledge. His experience, both lived and professional, has been brought together in this book with great care and purpose.

This work offers insight for those seeking to understand the expectations and responsibilities that come with working with Aboriginal people. It sets out, in plain terms, what respectful engagement should look like, and challenges some of the tokenistic approaches we still see today.

While this book will not and cannot speak for all communities, it provides a valuable guide, especially here in South East Queensland, where our people continue to lead in cultural knowledge, language, and advocacy.

On behalf of KACC, I commend this book to all who are serious about learning, listening, and doing things the right way.

Mathew O’Connor,

President

Kombumerri Aboriginal Corporation for Culture (KACC)



Jimbelungare

Friendship/relationship


Authors Note

Australia is home to extraordinary cultural and linguistic diversity, with more than 250 distinct Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander language groups and over 800 dialects spoken before colonisation. Each language carries its own law, history, identity, and relationship to Country.

My family are Traditional Owners from South-East Queensland, and the language spoken across our Country is Yugambeh. Our Elders and knowledge-holders, including members of my own family, have committed decades to researching, teaching, and revitalising our language, culture, and history. Their dedication has helped ensure Yugambeh knowledge endures for future generations.

Like many First Nations peoples, our language, cultural practices, and histories were suppressed following the arrival of settlers. Despite this, our people have continued to maintain and reclaim cultural knowledge with resilience and pride.

Throughout this book, I have included selected words and reflections to help readers better understand my background, my family, and the influences that shaped my decision to write this work. These inclusions are shared with respect to my community and ancestors, and to offer a small window into the lived experiences and cultural grounding that inform my perspective. In doing so, I honour the Yugambeh language and worldview — Kunga — listen — inviting readers to pause, reflect, and walk beside our story rather than simply observe it.

This book is written with deep respect for all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander nations and languages across this continent. While my perspective is grounded in my Yugambeh heritage and community experience, I acknowledge the rich diversity across our lands and recognise the strength and authority of each community in holding and sharing its own cultural knowledge.

Who This Book Is For

Indigenous Rules of Engagement is written primarily for non-Indigenous individuals and organisations who are seeking to work respectfully and effectively with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia. It offers guidance for those in government, planning, education, the arts, infrastructure, and community services—particularly those whose decisions and actions impact Indigenous communities, culture, and Country. This book is for:

• Engagement officers, policy advisors, consultants, and program managers seeking ethical, culturally informed approaches to engagement.

• Professionals responsible for designing and delivering projects on or impacting Aboriginal land and communities.

• Researchers, educators, and cultural heritage specialists striving to embed Indigenous perspectives in their work.

• New staff entering Indigenous engagement roles who need practical guidance and cultural grounding.

• Allies who want to support Indigenous peoples with integrity and clarity of purpose.

While it is written from an Australian context, we acknowledge that many readers may identify as Indigenous in the countries or territories from which their ancestors came. We recognise the diverse global definitions and expressions of Indigeneity, as well as the shared histories of colonisation, cultural resilience, and the ongoing struggle for recognition.

However, this guide does not attempt to speak on behalf of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Instead, it is a resource for those outside these communities to better understand the responsibilities of engaging with them. At its core, this book is about respect, relationship-building, and the long-term work of walking alongside, not ahead or behind.
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Yugambeh Language

The Yugambeh Language is one of the First Languages of South-East Queensland. It is part of the wider Yugambeh-Bundjalung language family and has been spoken across the region for thousands of generations. Yugambeh Country stretches from the Logan River in the north, across the Gold Coast, to the Tweed River in the south, and west toward the Scenic Rim.

Yugambeh holds cultural law, place-names, stories, kinship ties, and knowledge of Country. It is a living language, carried by Elders, families, and community, and continues to be spoken, taught, and revitalised today. Its ongoing use reflects the enduring presence, authority, and cultural sovereignty of the Yugambeh people on their land.
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Introduction

In a world where the need for genuine understanding and respect across cultures has never been more critical, Indigenous Rules of Engagement serves as a timely and essential resource. This guide stems from a journey shaped by the complexities of working in government, where I witnessed firsthand how well-intentioned actions, when lacking cultural depth and consideration, can lead to unintended harm. It is born out of the desire to bridge the gap between good intentions and respectful, effective engagement with Indigenous communities.

This book is not merely a manual but a navigator for those seeking to collaborate meaningfully, honouring the histories, cultures, and spirits of Indigenous peoples. It reframes the notion of “rules” not as rigid directives but as flexible insights, woven from lived experiences within Indigenous communities and practical applications in professional spaces. Structured to reflect strategies and philosophies tested and refined over years of work, this guide offers tools to foster understanding, build relationships, and create spaces for authentic connection.

Central to this guide is the principle of “Nothing About Us Without Us.” This philosophy underscores the critical need for Indigenous peoples to actively participate in decisions and initiatives that affect their lives. Effective engagement is not about speaking on behalf of Indigenous communities but empowering their voices and perspectives in meaningful ways. Through the chapters that follow, this book delves into the importance of cultural competency—an understanding of history, traditions, and contemporary realities—as the foundation for respectful and impactful engagement.

This book is an invitation to approach Indigenous engagement with an open heart and an eager mind. Whether you are new to this space or seeking to deepen your practices, the perspectives shared here aim to enrich your journey. Each chapter offers a blend of practical strategies and reflective insights to navigate the complexities of engagement while building respectful, enduring relationships.

The Inspiration Behind the Book

My transition into a government role was an eye-opening experience that served as the catalyst for this book. Recognising the gaps and challenges in Indigenous engagement motivated me to create a resource to help others navigate this space effectively. On a personal level, this book is deeply rooted in my experiences as an Aboriginal person witnessing the daily impacts of colonisation, including the harm inflicted on my culture, family, and community.

I recognise that most people engaging in this space act with the best intentions. However, without cultural knowledge or adherence to proper protocols, even well-meaning actions can lead to complications or further harm. This book is my effort to share the lessons I have learned, offering guidance to help others engage thoughtfully and respectfully with Indigenous communities.

The Essence of the Title

The title Indigenous Rules of Engagement was chosen to capture attention and convey the book’s purpose effectively. While the word “rules” may imply a rigid framework, this book is anything but prescriptive. Instead, it offers suggestions and insights to guide engagement efforts, recognising the fluid and nuanced nature of working with Indigenous communities. These are not commandments to follow but a compass to help navigate the challenges of fostering genuine relationships.

Structuring Our Journey

The structure of this book mirrors the approach I used in my professional roles within engagement. It is organised to reflect strategies and philosophies that have proven effective in building meaningful connections and achieving shared goals. While my focus has been on my own Traditional area, the approaches outlined here are adaptable and can guide engagement efforts in other parts of the country.

This structure allows readers to explore the foundational principles of Indigenous engagement, gain practical tools for building relationships, and reflect on how to foster inclusive, effective partnerships. The book is designed to serve both newcomers and seasoned professionals looking to refine their practices.

Recognising the Gap

One of the most striking observations during my time in local government was the glaring void in Indigenous engagement. What seemed straightforward to me — consulting communities, following protocols, and listening to Elders — was often perceived as an insurmountable challenge by others. Recognising this gap, I spearheaded the development of an engagement program tailored for council use. Its success was not mine alone but the result of collaboration with dedicated professionals who exemplified the power of teamwork in achieving meaningful outcomes.

This experience reaffirmed the importance of equipping people with the knowledge and tools to engage respectfully and effectively. This book is an extension of that work, designed to empower readers to bridge the gap between intention and action.

The Importance of Cultural Competency

Engaging with Indigenous communities requires more than a checklist; it demands a deep understanding of their history, culture, and language. Cultural competency is not just beneficial; it is essential. However, it is important to approach engagement with realistic expectations. Often, Indigenous engagement is initiated by external entities rather than by the community itself.

There isn’t a group of Elders sitting around a campfire, waiting to bestow cultural wisdom on someone’s “Ten-Year Greening Plan” or another project. Respectful engagement requires effort, humility, and a willingness to learn on the part of those initiating the process.

This book invites readers to approach Indigenous engagement with openness, respect, and a commitment to continuous learning. Through its pages, I hope to inspire meaningful, inclusive, and impactful collaborations that honour the strength and diversity of Indigenous communities.



Ina

To listen quietly / rest; pause to understand before acting


PART 1

UNDERSTANDING THE FOUNDATIONS
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1

The Starting Point

Acknowledging Australia’s History

Engaging with Aboriginal communities begins not with action, but with understanding, and that understanding must start with the truth. Colonisation in Australia did not end with settlement. It is not a chapter of history we have moved beyond. Colonisation is ongoing. Its impacts are still being felt through policy, planning, dispossession, and systemic exclusion.

Colonisation in Australia was marked by coordinated and systemic acts of violence, forced removals, cultural suppression, and legal exclusion. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were removed from their lands, cutting the connection to Country that forms the foundation of identity, spirituality, governance, and law.

The establishment of missions and government reserves, coupled with protection and assimilation policies, sought to dismantle Aboriginal autonomy and erase cultural practices. These actions were not isolated or accidental; they were coordinated, systemic, and resourced through formal government policy and funding. Their purpose was control, containment, and erasure.
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