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INTRODUCTION

Restoring lost ecosystems to return their ecological functions,
economic, and social-cultural benefits to communities is a
rapidly expanding conservation concern (Gillies et al., 2017,
McAfee & Connell, 2020; McAffee et al., 2021, 2022a, b).
Coastal and oyster reef restoration aims to return lost services
and large beds of shellfish that were historically overharvested
following colonization, particularly in Australia and the United
States (Beck et al,, 2011; McAfee et al., 2021). Although many
restoration projects rightly praise the social benefits of oyster
reef restoration (McAfee et al.,, 2022a, b), these social bene-
fits are still viewed largely through a Western lens. Too often
oyster reef restoration programs lack proper consideration of
First Nations peoples who have lived on Sea Country (i.c., a
term used to describe coastal and marine environments whete
Indigenous cultural rights, obligations, authority, and biocultural
systems apply [Rist et al., 2019]) for thousands of generations
and whose cultures, generational knowledge, and lifeways have
been directly affected by the historic loss of oyster reefs.

For thousands of generations, First Nations peoples across
the world have managed coastal resources and oyster reefs
in a sustainable manner with traditional ecological knowledge
(TEK) and culturally mediated stewardship (Reeder-Myers etal.,
2022). Ultimately, colonization has prevented the generational
transfer of TEK and affected First Nations people’s stewardship
of oyster reefs (Eckert et al., 2018; Fischer et al., 2022 United
Nations, 2007), affecting the current and future state of oyster
reefs. We argue that coastal and oyster reef restoration needs
to extend beyond the ecological and bolster cultural revitaliza-
tion outcomes for First Nations peoples (Eckert et al., 2018;
Kittinger et al., 2016).

McAfee et al. (2022a) outline a blueprint to fast-track suc-
cessful oyster reef restoration in Australia. They highlight the
importance of gathering contemporary Indigenous perspectives
for restoration. Although we welcome this acknowledgment, it
is equally important to consider the enormous opportunity that
oyster reef restoration research offers First Nations to revitalize
the culture and improve health and well-being in Australia and
around the globe (Eckert et al., 2018; Hill et al., 2020, 2022).
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FIRST NATIONS ENGAGEMENT

In contemporary oyster reef restoration projects, First Nations’
engagement is often absent. Generally, the emphasis is eco-
logical (Gillies et al., 2017; McAfee & Connell, 2020; McAfee
et al., 2020; Reeves et al., 2020), there is brief mention (Howie
& Bishop, 2021; McAfee et al., 2022b) of the value of TEK,
and consultation with First Nations is well-intentioned but
too brief (McAfee et al, 2022a). These brief consultations
do not provide sufficient time to foster meaningful engage-
ment or adequately provide the information necessary for First
Nations peoples to give their free, priot, and informed con-
sent to oyster reef restoration projects on their Sea Country
(Yunupingu & Muller, 2009). Instead, oyster reef restoration
projects should go beyond the ecological and create sustained
and meaningful engagement with First Nations peoples. Var-
ious guidelines and principles on respectful engagement with
First Nations peoples and their cultural and intellectual prop-
erty rights and data sovereignty are readily available, such as
the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
peoples (United Nations, 2007), Centre for World Indigenous
Studies (2023), and Our Knowledge, Our Way guidelines (spe-
cific to Australia) (Woodward et al, 2020), to ensure that
partnerships with First Nations peoples are grounded in respect,
relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility (Kirkness & Barnhardt,
1991).

There are several advantages to meaningful community
engagement with First Nations peoples at all stages of coastal
and oyster reef restoration projects (before, during, and after).
First, meaningful engagement creates the space and time needed
to embed First Nations people’s cultural values and metrics
of success from the beginning of the oyster reef restora-
tion project rather than retrospectively (Clark et al, 2021;
McAfee et al, 2022b). Second, by clearly defining the eco-
logical and sociocultural outcomes of coastal and oyster reef
restoration projects, the project is more likely to achieve accept-
able and sustained outcomes. Third, the direct involvement
of First Nations peoples in coastal and oyster reef restora-
tion projects enables a greater understanding of the current
and future threats to oyster reefs and empowers First Nations
communities’ environmental stewardship (Kittinger et al., 2010;
Appendix S1).

Perhaps most importantly oyster reef and coastal restoration
projects provide an opportunity for the cultural revitalization
and retention of First Nations peoples knowledges, beliefs, and
cultures and ensure self-determination, economic empower-
ment, and capacity building (Alkassab, 2020a; Eckert et al., 2018;
United Nations, 2007). Despite their tremendous resilience in
the face of a plethora of continued external pressures, many
First Nations peoples report a cultural disconnect (Eckert et al.,
2018). Concerns exist about the cultural disconnection of youth
from TEK and cultural practices and the loss of Indigenous lan-
guages (Erkert et al., 2018). Coastal and oyster reef restoration
research is uniquely positioned to revive TEK, bolster the cul-
tural revitalization of First Nations peoples, and create sustained
conservation outcomes.

However, problems remain concerning how to do this. First
Nations people’s rights to manage their Sea Country lag sig-
nificantly behind traditional rights to Land Country (Alkassab,
2020b; Dale et al., 2018; Fischer et al., 2022; Rist et al,
2019). To negate the existence of mare nullins (the Sea Coun-
try equivalent of zerra nullins), cogovernance and comanagement
programs between traditional owners and conservation scien-
tists are needed. The most effective programs must privilege
First Nations peoples and TEK at all stages of the project
(including in creation, implementation, decision-making, and
monitoring) (Johannes, 2002; Thornton & Maciejewski Scheer,
2012). Importantly, this may also build on the already establish-
ing creation of Indigenous protected areas (Rist et al., 2019), and
Indigenous ranger programs (Appendix S1).

If future coastal and oyster restoration efforts are to max-
imize returns for First Nations people, comanagement of the
programs must be established on Sea Country and incorporate
a broader set of goals and values that include cultural revitaliza-
tion and economic benefits in addition to ecological scientific
objectives. Following the example set by successful comanage-
ment programs (e.g,, Girringun; Zurba et al., 2012), the result
of relentless Indigenous leadership in the collaboration process,
future reef restoration should embolden First Nations people
to assert their cultural authority over Sea Country by leading
the engagement and restoration (Rist et al., 2019; Zurba et al,,
2012) to ensure economic benefits and cultural connections can
remain with the First Nations peoples.

CONCLUSION

With First Nations peoples involved at all stages of coastal
and oyster reef restoration projects, occurring on their Sea
Country, restoration projects will be better informed by place-
based values (Wickham et al., 2022), which will bolster First
Nations cultural revitalization and well-being and ensure that
the intellectual property rights of First Nations peoples are
sustained over generations. Critically, without comanagement
and cogovernance that weaves together western and Indige-
nous knowledge systems, conservation scientists and coastal
and oyster reef restoration projects are foregoing the opportu-
nity to connect with traditional Sea Country management and
consequently invigorate their conservation efforts, even beyond
their allocated restoration time frames (Clatk et al., 2021). This
approach to restoration should not be isolated to Sea Country
alone; it can extend to Land and Sky Country.
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