
 

1. What are the values (environmental, social and cultural) you associate or 
identify with in and around Exmouth Gulf? 

2. What activities do you engage with in and around Exmouth Gulf? 
3. What environmental pressures do you observe in and around Exmouth Gulf? 
4. What environmental pressures in and around Exmouth Gulf affect you/your 

sector or business? 
5. Are there other activities that are proposed (or likely to be proposed) that you 

are aware of, which will impact the Exmouth Gulf? 

 
 
Heritage values Exmouth Gulf – a preliminary assessment. 
 

 
 
We write with respect to Point 1 above - on the cultural values of land and heritage in and 
around Exmouth Gulf. 
 
While the significance of Aboriginal sites and most particularly cave sites in the foothills of 
the Cape Range Peninsula is well established (Morse 1993a,b;1996; 1999; Pryzwolnik 2005, 
Veth et al. 2017 ), very little is known about Aboriginal and cultural heritage values of the 
eastern margin of the Cape Range Peninsula and of Exmouth Gulf itself. No systematic 
archaeological research has been undertaken on the eastern side of the Cape Range 
Peninsula or on the coastal margins on either side of Exmouth Gulf.  It is worth noting 
however that in sailing into and naming both Exmouth Gulf and the Bay of Rest, Philip 
Parker King (1887:29) noted numerous fires and concluded that these must have related to 
the activities of Aboriginal people on the nearby peninsula.   
 
Very few Aboriginal sites are known or have been recorded in and around Exmouth Gulf. A 
number of sites recorded and unrecorded are known around the town of Exmouth on the 
northern end of the Gulf. These include Department of Lands, Planning and Heritage (DLPH) 
registered sites at Qualing Pool south of Exmouth, at Point Murat on the tip of the Peninsula 
and at Mowbowra Creek. The majority of these sites are small artefact and shell scatters. 
The DLPH Aboriginal Site Inquiry System also lists sites recorded in response to proposed 
developments on or near the shores of Exmouth Gulf.  A series of small artefact and shell 
scatters was recorded during survey work undertaken as part of the proposed development 
of Cape Seafarms at Heron Point (Morse and Jackson 2000).   Despite recent re-survey (SJC 
Consultants 2018, 2019) no current evidence of these sites was identified, but various 
pastoral access tracks and previously cleared areas were noted. It is unclear if a section 18 
permit under the Aboriginal Heritage Act (1972) to clear the land on which these sites were 
recorded was obtained by Cape Seafarms or whoever has evidently cleared the area.  
 



The only sites recorded on the eastern side of the Gulf are listed as man made structures on 
Kurt and Terminal islands. No other information is available and the heritage values of this 
eastern side of the Exmouth appear not to have been investigated. There is anecdotal 
evidence, however, from fish biologists and biodiversity teams that middens are 
commonplace and that some of the shoreline is currently prograding.  
 
The Heron Point and other sites document the presence of Aboriginal people along the 
western margins of Exmouth Gulf prior to settlement of the area by Europeans. The 
predominance of evidently humanly transported mangrove mollusc shell at some of these 
sites (Morse and Jackson 2000) contributes to research indicating that at times in the past 
mangroves, and a greater diversity of littoral to shallow sub-littoral habitats, were present 
on the margins of the peninsula, including Exmouth Gulf (Hesp 1986; Kendrick and Morse 
1982; 1990, Morse and Jackson 2000).   There is substantive evidence documenting the 
presence of extensive mangrove swamps on the north western coastline during the early to 
mid-Holocene (Woodroffe et al. 1985, 1988; 1990, 2018; Allen 1987, 1996), and 
geomorphological, palaeontological and archaeological evidence from Cape Range 
Peninsula and more recently from archaeological sites on Barrow and the Montebello 
Islands, suggesting that mangroves were a more common environmental feature on the 
northwest coast than they are today (Ditchfield et al. 2018; Hesp 1986; Kendrick and Morse 
1982; 1990; Manne and Veth 2015; Veth et al. 2017). These sites, together with a number of 
shell and artefact scatters recently recorded during survey work near the base of Exmouth 
Gulf (Annie Carson, WA Museum pers.com 2019), and others likely to be discovered on the 
western margin of Exmouth Gulf, contribute to this emerging picture and are relevant in the 
context of understanding the potential impact of  any development, as well as sea level rise, 
on mangrove communities  and associated  heritage sites (cf. Saintilan et.al 2015; 
Woodroffe 1990, 2018). 
 
The presence of buried human skeletal material at Exmouth Gulf station (DLPH AHIS Site ID 
17192) and at Point Murat and other locations to the north and east of Exmouth should also 
be noted (DLPH AHIS Site ID 6311; 6312,6116) . A number of Aboriginal burial sites have 
been identified in coastal dune locations within the Ningaloo region and any development 
within and around Exmouth Gulf must be aware of the possibility of uncovering further 
buried skeletal material during any ground surface disturbance. Skeletons can be buried 
with grave goods such as perforated shell beads, ochres and artefacts of especial 
ceremonial significance. The likelihood of new burial contexts becoming exposed is high in 
this previously densely populated area and high precautionary standards are required.   
 
Aboriginal archaeological sites have recently been identified on a number of islands in 
Exmouth Gulf. A reconnaissance survey of gulf islands by DBCA, UWA and the WA Museum 
(ongoing since 2014) has identified archaeological material relating to Indigenous and 
maritime historical heritage on both small and large, nearshore and offshore islands 



(Paterson et al 2018). Identified archaeological material is dominated by shell scatters with 
stone artefacts. Shellfish include a range of edible and economic species, as well as intact 
and fragmented baler and syrinx shell. These sites then, are similar to midden sites 
documented on the western coastal margin of the Cape Range peninsula (Morse 1996, 
1999;  Pryzwolnik 2002) and on the Abydos coast more generally (Veth et al. 2014). Stone 
artefacts made on cherts, quartzite, partially silicified limestone, chalcedony, and fine 
grained volcanics confirm the transportation of highly curated raw materials to some islands 
from stone sources presumably in Cape Range (Ditchfield and Ward 2019). Significantly, 
flaked bottle glass on nearshore Tent Island, near the base of Exmouth Gulf demonstrates 
continued use of islands in historical times (Paterson et al 2018).  Only preliminary recording 
of these newly discovered sites has been undertaken. 
 
The Muiron islands, today some 18 km from the tip of the Cape Range peninsula, are a 
continuation of the Cape Range anticline and formed as rising seas created Exmouth Gulf 
during the early Holocene (Hesp 1986). Historical records indicate that early in the contact 
period Aboriginal people were accessing the Muiron islands by boat to hunt sea birds and 
turtles and collect eggs. Recent archaeological reconnaissance (Paterson et al. 2018) also 
points to the use of these islands by pearlers or whalers. Significantly, archaeological sites 
recently discovered, including artefact and shell scatters, suggest the possibility of 
occupation of the Muiron Islands prior to the formation of Exmouth Gulf (Paterson et al. 
2018). Recent archaeological research on Barrow Island (Dortch et al. 2019, Veth et al. 2014, 
Veth et al. 2017, Ditchfield et al. 2018) the north eastern extremity of the Cape Range 
anticline, clearly demonstrates the remarkable link between these areas and the potential 
significance of archaeological sites on the Muiron Islands.  
 
The only available radiocarbon dates from the Exmouth Gulf region are from a series of 
small artefact and shell scatters located in the extensive longitudinal Pleistocene dunes at 
the base of Exmouth Gulf some 20-25 km from the shoreline. Recorded as part of an 
archaeological survey of the then proposed route of the Bullara-Giralia road (Morse and Fry 
1993, 1993b; Morse 1993), these sites which include a baler shell dish and large fragments 
of baler shell presumably used for the transportation of drinking water, have been 
radiocarbon dated to  late Holocene times some 1500-1600 years ago. Clearly associated 
with a string of claypans located in the interdunal swales at the base of the Gulf, occupation 
of these sites presumably occurred following seasonal rains when a profusion of plants 
flourished (Morse 1993:271). The presence of baler shell indicates the transport of shell 
resources presumably collected in Exmouth Gulf to use at sites some 20-25 km inland. 
Recently baler shell was located in the Kennedy Ranges a distance of over 150 km from the 
coast, with some specimens occurring at spring sites on the Canning Stock Route dating 
back to over 1,500 years ago (Smith and Veth 2004).   
 



Together these sites on the islands, and on points along the western gulf coast are starting 
to extend our understanding of the nature of Aboriginal occupation of the Cape Range 
peninsula, the Exmouth Gulf and chains of connection that extended to the Canning Stock 
Route.  Cave sites known in the eastern side of Cape Range have extensive scatters of stone 
artefacts, marine shell and other material but have not yet been investigated.  It is 
important that the heritage values of this area are not underestimated. Many poor planning 
decisions have relied on partial and incomplete surveys and inventories. That is 
unquestionably the case here. Traditional owners are keenly invested and engaged in the 
heritage values of Nyinggulu and it is essential that comprehensive recording and 
assessment of heritage is undertaken before any development plans are confirmed. 
Proactive planning should feed heritage values into a risk and knowledge matrix at the start; 
not towards the end of the planning process as has occurred in places like the Burrup 
Peninsula and most recently at Juukan in the inland Pilbara.  
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