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Abstract Sustainable commercial use of native wildlife is an
alternative economic means of land use by Indigenous peo-
ple in remote rural areas. This situation applies within large
tracts of land owned by Indigenous people across northern
Australia. The commercial use of saltwater crocodiles
Crocodylus porosus is a growing industry in Australia’s
Northern Territory. Although Indigenous people sell croco-
dile eggs and hatchlings, the majority of harvesting and in-
cubation is done by non-indigenous people from less
remote areas. One Indigenous community has been heavily
involved in this industry and now manages its own harvest
and incubation programme. We present a case study of this
programme, which has transitioned from outside agencies
managing the harvest, to complete local ownership and
management. Egg harvests and incubation success rates de-
clined by % following the switch to local management.
Income increased, as did production costs; in particular,
royalty payments made to Indigenous landowners. The de-
clines reflect the community’s motives for engaging in the
industry, which have been socially rather than commercially
driven, and damage to nesting habitat by feral animals. The
increase in royalties reflects the need to compete with
non-indigenous harvesters from outside the township,
who are strictly commercially driven. Harvesting, incuba-
tion and trade in crocodile eggs and hatchlings can form a
viable and sustainable enterprise for remote Indigenous

communities. However, efficiency needs to be improved to
fulfil the need for a reliable and dependable supply chain,
and regulatory institutions should give Indigenous harvest-
ers sufficient freedom to pursue innovative and viable live-
lihood options.

Keywords Australia, Crocodylus porosus, economic devel-
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Introduction

Indigenous people have depended on wildlife harvesting
for millennia, with hunting and gathering occupying a

central place in culture and the structure of society.
Accordingly, efforts to promote sustainable economic devel-
opment on remote Indigenous-owned lands have often
focused on wildlife resources, with products increasingly
entering a market-based cash economy rather than being
distributed according to traditional practices (Altman &
Cochrane, ). However, exploitation driven by market
demand, in the absence of appropriate management, can
increase the risk of decline and extinction of wildlife popu-
lations (Sodhi et al., ; Wilson et al., ; Eisemberg
et al., ). The Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) was
enacted specifically to counter threats of species extinction
linked directly to international trade in wildlife.

There is an increasing body of evidence (e.g. Gordon &
Ayiemba, ; Lichtenstein, ; Cooney et al., ), now
entrenched in conservation paradigms (e.g. Convention on
Biological Diversity, ; IUCN, ), that the commer-
cial use of wildlife can and should be a means for improving
rural livelihoods. The sustainable use of wildlife resources
that exploit the same productive potential of land normally
used for agriculture or pastoralism can be a building block
for both sustainable economic development and conserva-
tion (Lindsey et al., ). This form of resource use values
and depends on maintaining, rather than replacing, native
wildlife and its environment (Child, ; Hutton &
Leader-Williams, ; Cooney, ).

In the Northern Territory of Australia (Fig. ) % of the
Indigenous population live in remote areas and own nearly
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half of the land mass, mainly under communal title (Altman
et al., ). The relatively harsh environment limits the po-
tential for crop production and grazing livestock as a means
of Indigenous people participating in the market economy.
Viable arts industries (e.g. Koenig et al., ) and commu-
nity ranger (land and sea management) programmes (e.g.
Gorman & Vemuri, ) have been established, and pay-
ments for environmental services are also emerging (e.g.
Russell-Smith et al., ). Nevertheless, options for eco-
nomic development in remote areas are constrained by lim-
ited infrastructure, distance from economic centres, low
levels of literacy and numeracy, poor health, limited engage-
ment with the private sector, the inalienable conditions of
communal land title, and the need for arrangements about
resource use to be approved by Land Councils established
under the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory)
Act  (Taylor, ; Gorman et al., a). Limited eco-
nomic development means that many Indigenous people
living in these areas depend on welfare-related programmes,
plus subsistence harvesting of wildlife to supplement income.

Indigenous-owned lands and waterways in the Northern
Territory have been largely unaffected by development and
retain much of their original biodiversity (Altman et al.,

). Large tracts of these lands have been incorporated
into Australia’s National Reserve System as Indigenous
Protected Areas (Davies et al., ), and are generally man-
aged under IUCN Category VI as protected areas with sus-
tainable use of natural resources. This seems an appropriate
option for the Indigenous estate, with economic benefits
being derived in ways that connect people to country and
customary wildlife harvesting practices (Webb et al., ;
Altman & Cochrane, ; Cooney & Edwards, ).
Such enterprises, linking income to land management, pro-
vide incentives to maintain natural habitats, and localized
mechanisms to mobilize attention, energy and resources
for monitoring, management and threat control (Webb,
), and result in the generation of new management
knowledge and capacity (Cooney, ).

To this end, the Indigenous-owned and managed
Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation has incorporated sus-
tainable use programmes involving freshwater turtles Chelo-
dina rugosa (Fordham et al., ), native plants (Gorman
et al., b) and saltwater crocodiles Crocodylus porosus
(Austin & Corey, ) into the local hybrid economy
(Altman & Cochrane, ). The crocodile programme in
Maningrida, which is the focus of this study, involves har-
vesting and incubating crocodile eggs, and selling hatchlings
to commercial crocodile farms. The continuation of this
enterprise over  years stands in stark contrast to the
long history of failure of commercial enterprises on
Indigenous-owned lands in Australia (Dale, ).

Despite the longevity of Bawinanga Aboriginal Corpora-
tion’s programme and the factors that have contributed to
its comparative success (Fordham et al., ; Austin &
Corey, ), this enterprise has not reached its full potential
(Fordham et al., ). We provide a critical assessment of
the programme, in a case study of how an Indigenous com-
munity without a traditional cash economy has adapted to
the challenges involved. We track the evolution of the pro-
gramme over time, and the transition from outside agencies
managing the harvest to local ownership and management.
Specifically, we compare harvest records between the two
periods of management, and highlight lessons learnt from
the analyses of both the harvest data and management pro-
cesses, as well as the personal involvement of the authors in
various aspects of the harvest over time.

Case study

Saltwater crocodiles

Saltwater crocodile populations were depleted to c. , in-
dividuals in the Northern Territory by unmanaged com-
mercial exploitation during –, but following their
protection in  they entered a recovery phase, which is
now almost complete. The Northern Territory population

FIG. 1 The locally managed Indigenous Protected Area in the
Maningrida region of the Northern Territory, Australia, with the
major river systems where Crocodylus porosus eggs have been
harvested, and the locations of outstations occupied by
Indigenous people. The dark shaded area on the inset map is
Arnhem Land.
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is estimated to include ,–, non-hatchlings
(Fukuda et al., ). The Australian population of saltwater
crocodiles was originally listed on Appendix II of CITES in
, transferred to Appendix I in , and then transferred
back to Appendix II in  specifically to facilitate inter-
national trade based on ranching (CITES, ). Ranching
refers to the collection of wild eggs, hatchlings and/or juve-
niles, which have a low probability of surviving to adult-
hood, and growing them in captivity. Saltwater crocodiles
are .  m in length and are predators of both people and
livestock in the Northern Territory (Fukuda et al., ).
Commercial sustainable use programmes were introduced
in the early s to provide incentives to conserve crocodile
nesting habitat and to generate economic benefits for rural
landowners, to help compensate for the increased problems
the recovering crocodile populations were causing (e.g.
stock losses).

Harvest programme

The Northern Territory ranching programme involves
commercial harvesting of eggs, with landowners being
paid AUD – for each live egg (containing a viable em-
bryo), depending on location and collection costs. Up to
, eggs are harvested per year (Leach et al., )
and c. % of these come from Indigenous-owned lands
(Northern Land Council, ). With the exception of
the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation, involvement of
Indigenous people has been largely passive, and confined
to the acceptance of royalties for harvested eggs. Although
the crocodile farming industry in the Northern Territory
has grown and become more technically advanced and vi-
able, contributing c. AUD  million to the economy annu-
ally (Department of Business, ), commercial viability
had previously been constrained by a series of technical in-
efficiencies (e.g. Isberg et al., ).

Regulatory context

Northern Land Council The Aboriginal Land Rights
(Northern Territory) Act  provides the basis on which
Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory can claim
rights to lands based on traditional occupation. Land is
then granted under inalienable freehold title; it cannot be
bought, acquired or mortgaged. The Act invests power in
Land Councils (in this case the Northern Land Council)
to ensure that Aboriginal landowners have given informed
consent for any commercial activity to take place on their
lands. Specifically, section  of the Act requires that Land
Use Agreements be signed by business proponents and
relevant Indigenous landowners, detailing the activities
to take place and the benefits (usually royalties) that
landowners will receive. This process of consultation

requires a lawyer, anthropologist and biologist, as well as
other staff who manage the administrative aspects of any
contractual agreements. The Northern Land Council has
the power to influence the nature and extent of benefits
received by landowners through participation in the
market economy.

Northern Territory Parks and Wildlife The saltwater
crocodile is protected under the Territory Parks and
Wildlife Conservation Act. Section  of this Act makes it
illegal to harvest crocodiles or their eggs without securing
a permit; these are issued under a management plan, and
population monitoring also occurs as part of the harvest
programme (Leach et al., ). Under this Act,
Indigenous people have rights to harvest wildlife for
subsistence purposes without a permit, but this does not
extend to commercial sales of wildlife. Indigenous people
are not bound by hunting regulations or seasons when
taking wildlife for food or other traditional purposes.

Maningrida

Maningrida is located on the north-central coast of Arnhem
Land, c.  km from the regional capital of Darwin (Fig. ).
Arnhem Land is a c. , km Aboriginal Reserve (Fig. ),
with restricted access by non-indigenous people. Access to
Aboriginal lands in the northern region of the Northern
Territory is managed by the Northern Land Council, which,
in addition to the responsibilities mentioned above, is also
tasked with helping Aboriginal people to acquire andmanage
their traditional lands and seas (NLC, ). Maningrida was
established in  as a service and trading station. It com-
prises an administrative regionof c. ,km, with a current
population of c. , (mostly Indigenous people). More than
half of this land (, km) lies within the Djelk Indigenous
Protected Area (Ansell & Koenig, ; Fig. ). Another 
Indigenous people live semi-permanently in  outstations
in the region (Fig. ), mostly in family-based communities
of – people. Maningrida is in the wet–dry tropics of nor-
thern Australia, where . % of the mean annual rainfall
(,mm) falls in the wet season, during December–April.

The Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation was established
in  as a resource agency for Indigenous people in the re-
gion. It is responsible for the provision of various commu-
nity services and enterprises, one of which is the Djelk
ranger programme (Altman & Cochrane, ; Ansell &
Koenig, ). Although the Corporation has no legislative
powers or statutory responsibilities under the Aboriginal
Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act , it has played
an important role in advocating for land rights, outstation
development and regional Aboriginal self-determination
for .  land-owning groups in the Maningrida region
(Fig. ). It is governed by a board of annually elected
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Indigenous members from across these groups. Land own-
ership is still based on traditional law, in which a system of
managers and owners exists. Land managers have maternal
links to land, whereas landowners have paternal links to
land. Thus, all Indigenous people in the region are land-
owners and are involved in decision making processes that
affect their lands.

Indigenous people in Maningrida were involved in a
wide-ranging research programme on C. porosus during
the s and s (e.g. Messel et al., ). When the
Northern Territory Government initiated the crocodile
egg harvest programme in  (Table ), it was implemen-
ted on the Government’s behalf by Wildlife Management
International Pty Limited. The Bawinanga Aboriginal
Corporation and various rangers were closely involved
with the harvest, assisting with the collection of eggs
and the distribution of payments (royalties) to local
Indigenous landowners. When this programme was priva-
tized, Wildlife Management International continued the

harvest with assistance from the Bawinanga Aboriginal
Corporation, on behalf of the crocodile farms. Wildlife
Management International then assisted in the transfer of
harvesting and incubation responsibility to the Bawinanga
Aboriginal Corporation in  (Table ), helping to con-
struct an incubator on site, providing technical advice and
training, and initially selling hatchlings produced by the
Corporation to crocodile farms.

Egg location, collection, incubation and royalty payments

Crocodiles nest during the wet season in freshwater swamps
and along tidal river banks, laying c.  eggs per nest (Webb
et al., ). There are four river systems in the Maningrida
region (Blyth, Cadell, Liverpool and Tomkinson Rivers;
Fig. ), where the majority of egg harvesting occurs. Eggs
are harvested from an outboard-powered aluminium
dingy, or harvesters are dropped into freshwater swamps
by a helicopter. Eggs are then transported to facilities in

TABLE 1 Royalty payment rates and hatchling values for Crocodylus porosus eggs harvested from the Maningrida region in the Northern
Territory of Australia (Fig. ) by Wildlife Management International (WMI) and the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation (BAC) during
–.

Season Harvester Incubator Royalty paid on
Royalty rate
(AUD)

Hatchling value
(AUD)

Royalty
distributor1

1989–1990 WMI WMI All eggs harvested 3 Not applicable BAC
1990–1991 WMI WMI All live eggs harvested 5 Not applicable BAC
1991–1992 WMI WMI All live eggs harvested 5 Not applicable BAC
1992–1993 WMI WMI All live eggs harvested 5 Not applicable BAC
1993–1994 WMI WMI All live eggs harvested 5 Not applicable BAC
1994–1995 WMI WMI All live eggs harvested 5 Not applicable BAC
1995–1996 WMI WMI All live eggs harvested 5 Not applicable BAC
1996–1997 WMI BAC All live eggs harvested 5 Not applicable BAC
1997–1998 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 5 30 BAC
1998–1999 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 5 30 BAC
1999–2000 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 8 30 BAC
2000–2001 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 8 35 BAC
2001–2002 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 8 37.50 BAC
2002–2003 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 10 37.50 BAC
2003–2004 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 10 37.50 BAC
2004–2005 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 10 40 BAC
2005–2006 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 10 40 BAC
2006–2007 BAC BAC Each viable hatchling sold 15 45 BAC
2007–20082

2008–20093 BAC BAC 50% of each viable hatchling sold 30 60 NLC
2009–2010 BAC BAC 50% of each viable hatchling sold 30 60 NLC
2010–2011 BAC BAC 40% of each viable hatchling sold 18 45 NLC
2011–2012 BAC BAC 40% of each viable hatchling sold 18 45 NLC
2012–2013 BAC BAC 40% of each viable hatchling sold 18 45 NLC
2013–2014 BAC BAC 40% of each viable hatchling sold 18 45 NLC
2014–2015 BAC BAC 40% of each viable hatchling sold 18 45 NLC

NLC, Northern Land Council.
Harvesting did not take place during the –wet season because of a moratorium imposed on egg harvests by the Northern Land Council, a regional
regulatory body responsible for commercial activity on Aboriginal-owned land.
Since –, Land Use Agreements, which are legally binding contracts between Indigenous or non-indigenous harvesters and Indigenous landowners
on whose land the eggs are harvested (that stipulate the payment of royalties and/or other benefits), have been required by the Northern Land Council.
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Maningrida, cleaned, and assessed (for fertility and viabil-
ity) against criteria outlined in Webb et al. (). Eggs are
incubated at a constant temperature of °C, and $ %
humidity.

The Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation typically re-
ceives a quota of ,–, eggs per year. All egg harvest-
ers across the Northern Territory are allocated annual
quotas under the Northern Territory Government manage-
ment programme, which currently has a harvest ceiling of
, eggs per year (Leach et al., ). The criteria used
to allocate harvest quotas are outlined in the current man-
agement plan. The Corporation pays royalties (usage-based
payments) to the relevant Indigenous landowners for any
eggs collected (or hatchlings produced from eggs) from
their lands.

Compilation of harvest records, income and operational
costs

We compiled a chronological history of the harvest
(Table ) during – (when Wildlife Management
International managed egg harvests) and – (when
the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation managed egg har-
vests), using records of harvested eggs and payments for
eggs and hatchlings, from the Bawinanga Aboriginal
Corporation, Wildlife Management International and the
Northern Territory Government. In – Wildlife
Management International harvested eggs and the
Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation incubated them.
Harvest data were assigned to the four major river systems
in the Maningrida area, with occasional harvests outside
those areas by both the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation
and Wildlife Management International grouped as ‘other’.

Because the classification of eggs for harvest quota pur-
poses has changed over time and the Bawinanga Aboriginal
Corporation’s records were sometimes incomplete, we
based all comparisons between the Bawinanga Aboriginal
Corporation and Wildlife Management International on a
combination of the most complete data across their respect-
ive years of management and criteria defined by Leach et al.
(): () the number of live eggs harvested (those contain-
ing a viable embryo and placed into an incubator); () the
number of normal hatchlings produced (i.e. no deformities);
and () incubation success rates, which are based on the
number of normal hatchlings produced, as a proportion of
the number of live eggs incubated.

Detailed operational costs were not available for the en-
tire period of egg harvesting by the Bawinanga Aboriginal
Corporation. However, we were able to compile financial re-
cords from –, when one of the authors (BC) was
employed by the Corporation. These included staff costs
(wages for harvesting, incubation, egg husbandry, permit
compliance, reporting), helicopter hire, incubation costs
(power, water), fuel and other costs (equipment, freight).

Results

Egg harvests

Egg harvests differed between the two periods of manage-
ment and between river systems (two-way ANOVA:
harvester: F, = ., P, .; system: F, = .,
P, .; harvester × system: F, = ., P = .; Figs
 & a). Wildlife Management International harvested a
mean of , eggs per season (range = ,–,;
Fig. a), the majority of which came from the Tomkinson
(.%), Blyth (.%) and Liverpool (.%) rivers (Fig. ).
In comparison, the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation har-
vested a mean of , eggs per season (range = –,;
Fig. a), which came predominately from the Tomkinson
(.%), Liverpool (.%) and Blyth (.%) rivers (Fig. ).
The Cadell River, which is a smaller river, contributed
fewer eggs to overall harvests, particularly in the Bawinanga
Aboriginal Corporation-managed years (Fig. ).

There was an overall harvest limit for the Northern
Territory but no area-specific quotas were in place for the
period when Wildlife Management International managed
egg harvests at Maningrida. The overall limit (harvest ceil-
ing) was based on the stock needed for the farms, and for
exploring the impacts of harvesting on populations, which
were found to be negligible (Webb & Manolis, ).
Area-specific quotas were then introduced as an administra-
tive tool aimed at exceeding harvest levels, rather than
as biologically derived quotas calculated to match sustain-
ability requirements. During – the Bawinanga
Aboriginal Corporation harvested .% of its allocated an-
nual quota and did not once meet its quota; in only one sea-
son did harvests approach the quota (.% in –;
Fig. a), and in some years harvests failed to meet even
% of the quota (Fig. a).

FIG. 2 The mean (+ SE) number of live Crocodylus porosus eggs
harvested from rivers in the Maningrida region (Fig. ) by Wildlife
Management International (WMI) during – and by the
Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation (BAC) during –.
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Egg incubation

Wildlife Management International achieved higher
incubation success rates than the Bawinanga Aboriginal
Corporation (Kruskal–Wallis one-way ANOVA on ranks:
H = ., P, .; Fig. b). Wildlife Management
International produced a mean of , normal hatchlings
from , live eggs (mean success rate = .%), whereas
the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation produced a mean of
 hatchlings from , eggs (mean success rate = .%;
Fig. b).

Income and royalties

When Wildlife Management International carried out the
harvest for the Northern Territory Government, the
Government initially paid landowners AUD  per egg

found (all eggs, live or dead), and then AUD  per live egg
harvested (Table ); this amounted to a mean of AUD ,
(range = AUD ,–,) in royalties per season, and a
total of AUD ,. The Bawinanga Aboriginal Corpor-
ation received a mean annual income of AUD ,
from hatchling sales (range = AUD ,–,; Fig. ).
The royalty rate changed several times during the years
when the harvest was managed by the Corporation
(Table ) but was based on the number of hatchlings sold
rather than the number of live eggs harvested. The
Corporation paid a mean of AUD , (range = AUD
,–,) in royalties, which amounted to –% of
the total sale price of hatchlings (Table ; Fig. ). During
– the Corporation distributed royalty payments
directly to landowners; from , these payments were
made to the Northern Land Council, which distributed
them to landowners (Table ). Since  egg harvesting
has contributed a total of AUD , to Maningrida’s
economy.

Operational costs and economic viability

Until  the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation owned
and operated its own helicopter. The helicopter operating
costs were unavailable, but the use of the helicopter was sub-
sidized by other programmes within the Corporation.
During – the Corporation hired a helicopter at a
rate of AUD  per hour, for a mean of  hours per season
(range = – hours), at a mean cost of AUD , per
year.

When staffing costs (wages for harvesting, incubation,
egg husbandry, permit compliance, reporting), helicopter
charters, incubation (power, water), fuel and other costs
(equipment, freight) are averaged across this period, the
total cost of hatchling production, plus an arbitrary buffer
of %, amounts to AUD , per season, or just over

FIG. 3 (a) The total number of live Crocodylus porosus eggs
harvested from the Maningrida region (Fig. ) by Wildlife
Management International (WMI) and the Bawinanga
Aboriginal Corporation (BAC) (bars), and the number of eggs
harvested as a proportion of government-allocated harvest
quotas (dots/line). Note that quotas were not in place when
WMI harvested. (b) The number of viable C. porosus hatchlings
produced by WMI and BAC (bars), and the hatching success
rate of incubated eggs (dots/line). In – eggs were
harvested by WMI but were incubated by BAC, and there was no
harvest in –.

FIG. 4 Gross annual income from Crocodylus porosus hatchling
sales by the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation (bars) and the
proportion of this income paid to landowners as a royalty (dots/
line). There was no harvest in –.
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AUD  per live egg. This amount does not include royalties
because these are not fixed, but they are currently set at %
of the sale price of each hatchling (Table ). Thus, the true
total cost was AUD , (harvesting and incubation
costs) + AUD , (royalty costs) = AUD ,. At cur-
rent hatchling prices (AUD ) the Corporation would
need to harvest at least % of its , egg quota (,
eggs) and successfully incubate –% of these to cover
costs and royalties. At present this is not occurring.

Discussion

Our case study demonstrates that community-managed
wildlife use programmes can yield conservation benefits
and improvements in rural Indigenous livelihoods (Gordon
& Ayiemba, ; Lichtenstein, ; Cooney et al., ).
Crocodile abundance at Maningrida has been increasing
despite  years of egg harvests (Fukuda et al., ), con-
firming that egg harvests are well within sustainable levels.
Public tolerance of the increasing crocodile population in
the Northern Territory is partly based on its established
economic value (DoB, ). The programme has been
worth over half a million dollars to the local economy,
which is significant in the context of Maningrida’s very
small economy (Northern Territory Government, ),
with limited options for expansion. It has created employ-
ment opportunities that utilize local people’s skills in wild-
life harvesting (Webb et al., ; Altman & Cochrane,
). This is one of the longest running Indigenous-
managed wildlife enterprises in a remote part of Australia.
In strict business terms, however, its economic viability ap-
pears to be marginal. Perhaps of most concern is the fact
that the Northern Land Council, which has responsibility
for helping Indigenous Australians to acquire and manage
their traditional lands, may be stifling economic develop-
ment, through unnecessary bureaucracy and administra-
tion. Strategies for promoting growth in ways that
continue to benefit the local economy and environment
are timely.

Egg harvests

Harvests have declined (Figs  & a), but not as a conse-
quence of reduced population abundance; monitoring con-
firms that crocodile populations are still increasing, both
locally and across the Northern Territory (Fukuda et al.,
). Despite widespread harvesting of eggs, population
abundance has increased, notwithstanding a concurrent
increase in the total egg harvesting quota across the
entire Northern Territory (Leach et al., ). Despite a
long history of consumptive use of both crocodiles and
their eggs, and traditional knowledge associated with ex-
ploiting these resources (Webb et al., ), a shift from a

solely subsistence-based harvest to a cash-based economy
has not translated into increased harvesting pressure, nor
threatened the persistence of the exploited species, as has oc-
curred in other parts of the world (e.g. Robinson & Bennett,
; Sodhi et al., ; Eisemberg et al., ). In this case,
cash has not provided an incentive to over-harvest, or even
to maximize the permitted harvest.

Egg incubation

The Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation’s incubation suc-
cess rates were poor (Fig. b) and below those of Wildlife
Management International, which are generally accepted
as the industry standard, despite using the same incubation
methods. In our experience, locally employed people in-
volved in egg harvesting at Maningrida find the harvesting
aspect of the enterprise exciting, whereas egg incubation is
seen as more mundane, and eggs can die if suitably qualified
staff are not on hand tomonitor them daily. Incubation is an
equally important aspect of the enterprise, as it provides the
opportunity to turn the investment of harvesting into in-
come through hatchling sales. The improvement in incuba-
tion success rates in – (Fig. b) can be attributed to
an increased focus on staff training, which was provided by
Wildlife Management International. The decline again in
– suggests that training in egg husbandry and incu-
bation should be an ongoing process. Incubation success
rates did not improve during –, when half of the
Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation’s eggs were incubated
by a commercial operator (not Wildlife Management
International) in Darwin (Fig. b).

Income, royalties, operational costs and economic
viability

Income from egg harvesting has increased in recent years
(Fig. ), as a result of an increase in hatchling values
(Table ), as have operational costs such as royalties and
helicopter hire (Table ; Fig. ). It is difficult to gauge how
these operational costs compare with those of other
Indigenous-managed wildlife harvesting enterprises in
Australia because there are so few, and such figures are
not readily available. However, business costs are higher in
remote Indigenous communities (Biddle et al., ). Based
onmean harvest figures (, live eggs) and incubation suc-
cess rates (.%), and factoring in both operating costs and
royalties, the enterprise at Maningrida has not operated in a
commercially viable way.

So why does the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation con-
tinue to harvest? Crocodile egg harvesting by the Corpor-
ation was initially not profit driven, but rather socially and
environmentally driven (Austin & Corey, ). It was seen
as a way to engage people in work that utilized existing skills
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in wildlife harvesting (Webb et al., ), and financed
threat reduction for crocodile habitat. For this reason the
benefits go well beyond the purely economic, to strengthen-
ing and utilizing Indigenous knowledge and skills, building
community capacity for natural resource management,
keeping people on country (i.e. enabling them to continue
to live on their traditional estates), ensuring local ownership
and management of wildlife resources, and improving
people’s physical and mental health (Burgess et al., ;
Cooney & Edwards, ; Garnett et al., ). These less
tangible benefits may outweigh the direct financial benefits
to Indigenous communities (Austin & Garnett, ).
Nevertheless, the harvest data suggest that the egg resource
is sufficient and accessible (Fig. a) and the Corporation’s
data suggest it has the capacity to produce enough hatchl-
ings (Fig. b). Thus, one of the key factors in ensuring eco-
nomic viability could simply be consistency in supply.

Underutilization of quotas

Several interrelated factors may account for the reduction in
egg harvests and the underutilization of harvest quotas.
These include seasonality, bureaucracy, feral animals and
various social and cultural factors. For instance, above-
average rainfall and widespread flooding prior to harvests
led to the loss of nests in both – and –.
Seasonality is not a constraint, as all egg harvesters across
the Northern Territory have to deal with this, and can sched-
ule harvests accordingly. However, seasonality coupled with
the bureaucratic hurdles of drawn-out consultations with
landowners, facilitated by the Northern Land Council, fol-
lowed by lengthy delays in finalizing Land Use Agreements,
maymean that opportunities to begin harvesting prior to sea-
sonal events such as floodingmay be lost. Suchwas the case in
– and again in –. One option for remedying
this situation may be to revisit the requirements of
implementing section  of the Aboriginal Land Rights
(Northern Territory) Act ; perhaps through establishing
a streamlined process for (relatively) small-scale enterprises
such as these (Cooney & Edwards, ). However, in lieu
of an overhaul of legislation and policy, the Northern Land
Council must be better resourced to perform its important
function of supporting Indigenous economic development.

In the Blyth and Cadell River systems, where the decrease
in harvests has been most pronounced (Fig. ), invasive buf-
falo Bubalus bubalis and pigs Sus scrofa may be implicated
in reducing the abundance of suitable nesting habitat.
Damage to nesting habitat from both species is obvious
and extensive (B. Corey, unpubl. data) and buffalo densities
are high (Saalfeld, ). Pigs have also caused the extirpa-
tion of freshwater turtles and degradation of freshwater ha-
bitats in both these river systems (Fordham et al., ,
). Although numbers of non-hatchling crocodiles con-
tinue to increase (Fukuda et al., ), the long-term impacts

of reductions in nesting remain unclear. Feral animals are a
management paradox because despite the environmental
damage they cause, they form part of the diet of people in-
habiting the region (Fordham et al., ), and are a source
of income from royalties for safari hunting (Brook et al.,
) and mustering (Austin & Garnett, ). Serious con-
sideration will need to be given to the management of these
species if severe and lasting damage to ecosystem function,
not just crocodile nesting habitat, is to be averted.

In remote Indigenous communities, attitudes and prior-
ities associated with employment, and its largely economic
justifications, can be different to non-remote communities.
People use much of their labour to produce social capital as
opposed to financial reward (McRae-Williams & Gerritsen,
), with the maintenance of kinship and other relations
being critical. Poor health and education, and a legacy of
government policies that, in hindsight, have been inappro-
priate (Altman, ; Maru & Davies, ) are also impli-
cated in the dichotomy of attitudes to work between remote
and non-remote communities.

The social factors that drive species declines and extinc-
tions as a result of over-harvesting, such as extreme poverty,
population size, food supply and traditional medicines (e.g.
Robinson & Bennett, ; Sodhi et al., ; Eisemberg
et al., ) are absent in Maningrida because of welfare pay-
ments (Biddle et al., ; NTG, ) and a low human
population density (Altman et al., ). Additionally, egg
harvesters in Maningrida are employed as rangers, often
with competing workplace commitments because of their
core focus of managing fire and invasive species (Fordham
et al., ). The interaction of these factors means that
sometimes less emphasis may be placed on crocodile egg
harvesting as a means to make money (Davies et al.,
). However, cash flow is fundamental to sustaining
and improving the viability of the enterprise.

Constraints on enterprise development and challenges
for the future

The crocodile farming industry, which provides the market
for eggs and hatchlings, has itself been evolving. When har-
vests were introduced it was a fledgling industry with mar-
ginal commercial viability. The demand for eggs and
hatchlings fluctuated from year to year and in some years
the farm capacity was met so easily that the Bawinanga
Aboriginal Corporation had to sell hatchlings to farms out-
side the Northern Territory. The industry is now more re-
fined, with established markets and contractual obligations
to supply skins, which is not compatible with the historical
variation in the Corporation’s production (Fig. a,b).
Adapting to the new market demand for a more dependable
supply chain is a challenge the Corporation must meet.

Another challenge for the Corporation is maintaining an
enterprise that is both economically and culturally viable;
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one that facilitates local residents to utilize their existing
skills and maintain the ability to manage their land and
wildlife resources. This may not be easy given the high
costs of production, and in particular the high royalties
(Fig. ). These result directly from the Corporation, an
Indigenous enterprise, needing to compete with outside
business organizations that are not constrained by the com-
plexities of operating an Indigenous business on remote
traditional Aboriginal estates. For instance, locally employed
people are bound by strict cultural protocols governing who
can harvest in particular areas, and sometimes areas may be
closed for ceremonial purposes (Austin & Corey, ).

Higher royalties may initially appear to be good for land-
owners but the benefits stop there. Outside organizations
can pay high royalties because they provide little employ-
ment or training to local people, and their contribution to
the local economy is limited; staff, equipment and fuel are
mostly sourced outside the local economy. However, the
Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation sources all of these
from within the community. Furthermore, with outside in-
terests taking control of harvests, the community may lose
local ownership of the enterprise and management of wild-
life resources. Governments are actively encouraging em-
ployment in remote Indigenous communities (NTG, ;
Closing the Gap: Prime Minister’s Report, ). Royalties
(often termed sit-down money) provide a disincentive for
people to participate in the workforce (Pearson, ) and
can threaten opportunities for Indigenous employment in
regions where few such opportunities exist (Altman, ).

Royalty payments have become a contentious issue in
Maningrida, to the extent that egg harvesting did not take
place in – (Table ; Figs a,b & ) because a mora-
torium was placed on egg harvesting by the Northern Land
Council. Landowners could not reach a consensus regarding
which of three proponents (one of which was the Bawinanga
Aboriginal Corporation) would be granted access to croco-
dile egg resources for commercial purposes. When access
was granted the following year, the allocation for the region
was divided between the three proponents, and the
Corporation (the only local and Indigenous one involved)
had its harvest areas and quota reduced. The increased com-
petition for egg resources drove the royalty price up (Table ;
Fig. ), making it harder for the Corporation to compete.
During these years the business was paying % of income
as royalties (Table ; Fig. ), which prevented it from oper-
ating in a financially viable manner. This position (i.e. in-
creased royalties to landowners through increased
competition between proponents) was promoted by the
Northern Land Council officers responsible for facilitating
Land Use Agreement negotiations, despite it threatening
the viability of an Indigenous-owned and operated enter-
prise. Whether this is an official policy position that the
Council has adopted, or these individuals’ interpretation
of their mandate under section  of the Aboriginal Land

Rights (Northern Territory) Act , is unclear. Either
way, the Northern Land Council must revise its role and
adopt a more balanced local approach that aims to sustain
remote businesses that provide local Indigenous employ-
ment as well as other less tangible but equally important
capacity-building and self-determination outcomes.

Since its inception in the s the market chain con-
necting saltwater crocodile eggs in Maningrida to markets
for luxury leather items has changed significantly. Both
the markets and the supply chains have matured and now re-
quire large volumes of skins to be delivered reliably in line
with contractual obligations. Commercial operations that
buy eggs and hatchlings from the Bawinanga Aboriginal
Corporation can no longer afford to base their businesses
on a supply of eggs and hatchlings that is highly variable
from year to year (Fig. ). Hence it is understandable why out-
side operators have taken an active interest in exercisingmore
control over harvests in remote areas, and prefer to conduct
their own harvests rather than partner with local businesses.
Furthermore, as prices for eggs are driven up by market de-
mand, it is becoming increasingly feasible for crocodile farms
to conduct captive-breeding programmes, thus reducing the
need for wild-harvested products. This could undermine in-
centives for conservation of wild crocodiles and their habitats,
and any benefits to Indigenous communities.

The lesson for the Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation,
and other similar remote Indigenous businesses, is that to
sustain and build the enterprise it must find ways to be a
more efficient and dependable supplier, working with rather
than in competition with other providers whenever possible,
while increasing the benefits local people gain through
broader involvement with the industry. Working more
closely with the crocodile farming industry could be mutu-
ally beneficial, as products derived from programmes that
directly benefit Indigenous communities and livelihoods
have a special place in the corporate social responsibility
platforms of an increasing number of high-end fashion
industries.

Conclusion

The crocodile egg harvesting enterprise in Maningrida
is successful relative to many other Indigenous wildlife-
based enterprises in Australia (Dale, ). It is the only
Indigenous-owned and managed harvest in what is largely
a non-indigenous dominated industry. Despite this, it has
not reached its full potential. The enterprise was not initially
profit driven, but rather socially driven. However, it was at
that time matched to the embryonic crocodile industry,
which itself was only marginally profitable. The highly com-
petitive nature of the crocodile farming industry today has
forced farms and other egg harvesters to refine collection
and incubation methods to increase productivity and profit

Harvesting saltwater crocodile eggs 705

Oryx, 2018, 52(4), 697–708 © 2017 Fauna & Flora International doi:10.1017/S0030605317000217

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605317000217 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605317000217


margins, hence Indigenous egg harvesters will need to be
more efficient, or risk being side-lined by non-indigenous
harvesters. The Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation has de-
monstrated both the capacity and intent to achieve this.

Staff training, to ensure capacity is built and maintained,
will increase incubation success rates. Programmes that
protect nesting habitat from feral animals will benefit both
people and conservation. If participation in the broader
mainstream economy is a major government priority for re-
mote communities, then less emphasis needs to be placed on
royalties, and more on ensuring Indigenous employment,
training and capacity building within the industry.
Likewise, the Northern Land Council needs to reduce the
bureaucracy for wildlife harvesting enterprises, and give
harvesters sufficient freedom to pursue innovative and po-
tentially viable livelihood options (Cooney & Edwards,
). Commercial harvests of crocodile eggs can continue
to be sustainable, while providing both conservation bene-
fits and economic opportunities for Indigenous people in
remote northern Australia, provided harvests are managed,
marketed and supported appropriately.
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