
Mardawi Community Project 

APPROACH
The Mardawi Community Project delivered through 
Ngarrindjeri Ruwe Empowered Communities (NREC) 
is a powerful example of how cultural practices 
can promote community connection, strengthen 
leadership and build economic opportunities. 

Grounded in the Ngarrindjeri concept of Ninkowar 
(Mothers) – the traditional role of women as leaders the 
project brings together young Ngarrindjeri and Elders 
to reconnect with culture, country and each other.

Through the practice of harvesting rushes and 
basket weaving Mardawi blends creativity, spiritual 
healing and cultural knowledge in a way that is both 
therapeutic and transformative. What began as a 
cultural connection initiative has evolved into a social 
enterprise with handmade pieces sold online and 
presented at events, exhibitions and schools raising 
awareness of Ngarrindjeri culture while building skills 
and confidence.

The Ngarrindjeri people are the Traditional Custodians of the lower 
Murray River, the Coorong and the southern coastal regions of 
South Australia. Their history spans tens of thousands of years with 
a rich cultural heritage deeply interwoven with the land, waters and 
skies of their Country.

At the heart of Ngarrindjeri spirituality 
is the concept of Ruwe, a profound 
understanding that land, 
waters and all living things 
are interconnected. Despite 
centuries of disruption 
the Ngarrindjeri people’s 
enduring connection to Ruwe 
and their cultural traditions, 
spirituality and environmental 
knowledge remain strong 
highlighting  
their vital place in Australia’s 
cultural heritage.

NREC serves as the backbone organisation for Empowered Communities 
in the Lower River Murray, Lakes and Coorong region. Established in 2019, 
NREC acts as a neutral convenor collaborating with community members, 
government bodies and corporate partners to implement the region’s 
strategic vision through a comprehensive Joint Decision-Making framework.

About Ngarrindjeri Ruwe Empowered 
Communities (NREC)

Find out more: nrec.org.au
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CASE STUDY:



THE PROJECT

Mardawi provides a space for Ngarrindjeri to come  
together to share knowledge and create art through 
culturally significant practices. These gatherings have  
both practical and symbolic impact:

•	 Harvesting rushes and weaving sessions offer 
cultural reconnection and spiritual healing.

•	 Weaving acts as a form of meditation, creating 
space for clarity, confidence and open conversation.

•	 Creation of high-quality cultural art pieces that are 
sold online and showcased locally and nationally.

•	 School programs that combine weaving with 
leadership and business skills.

•	 The initiative is laying the foundations for a growing 
social enterprise with plans for a permanent 
shopfront and gallery space.

Participants can connect with Mardawi through school 
workshops, women’s networks, cultural events and social 
media. Items can be purchased online via the Mardawi 
Aboriginal Corporation Instagram page and a shopfront 
and art exhibition space is set to open in mid-2025 on 
Wharf Road, Murray Bridge.

KEY OUTCOMES
Mardawi has delivered a range of community, cultural and 
economic outcomes:

 �Reinvigorated intergenerational knowledge sharing and 
support between Ngarrindjeri Elders and younger women 
(Miminar)

 �Empowered Young Ngarrindjeri, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders through cultural connection, leadership pathways 
and skill-building.

 �Strengthening the capacity of Mardawi Aboriginal 
Corporation as a social enterprise.

 �Created nationally and internationally recognised artwork 
including pieces exhibited in the Northern Territory and 
overseas.

 �Supported school-based workshops focused on business 
and leadership skills, with further funding applications in 
development.

 �Promoted community pride, cultural resilience and positive 
identity among participants and broader Ngarrindjeri 
community.

BACKGROUND
(Mardawi: Weaving  
Culture, Connection  
and Wellbeing) 

Mardawi emerged from the powerful legacy 
of the Ninkowar and draws inspiration by the 
once thriving Camp Coorong. Camp Coorong 
was a race relations and cultural education 
camp, run through the Ngarrindjeri Lands 
and Progress Association, now known as the 
Ngarrindjeri Lands and Progress Aboriginal 
Corporation. It played a significant role in 
promoting reconciliation, protecting heritage, 
and educating both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people about Ngarrindjeri culture 
and Country. With the closure of Camp 
Coorong and the decline of the original 
Ninkowar group, following the passing of key 
Elders, it became clear that there was a vital 
need to restore and strengthen these cultural 
and emotional connections.

Mardawi was born from this need. Built on 
the tradition of women gathering, talking and 
weaving, it has become much more than a 
cultural activity, it is a therapeutic space for 
healing, resilience and renewal.

By combining cultural expression with 
personal storytelling Mardawi reconnects 
younger women with their Elders ensuring 
the continuation of Ngarrindjeri traditions 
while fostering new opportunities for 
personal growth, leadership  
and community contribution.

With the support of the Foundation for 
Rural & Regional Renewal (FRRR) Mardawi 
continues to thrive as 
a place where cultural 
identity, emotional 
support and community 
strength are woven 
tightly together.
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Too Deadly I love  
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U all should 
be proud, Go 
Ngarrindjeri. 
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
Mardawi Aboriginal Corporation and Regional 
Development Australia Murraylands Riverland 
acknowledge that we live and work on the 
Country of the Ngarrindjeri people. We pay 
our respects to the Ngarrindjeri Ancestors 
and Elders who have come before us. We also 

honour the Elders, men, women, young 
people, and children of the Ngarrindjeri 

Nation, recognising their deep 
connection to Country, their Ngatji 
(totems), language, stories, culture, 
ceremonies, and beliefs, which 
continue to thrive today.

We acknowledge and respect 
Aboriginal people from other 
nations who live on Ngarrindjeri 
land and are a valued part of our 

community and service.

Rushes used by Mardawi: Cyperus 
Gymnocaulos & Cyperus Vaginatus.

VOICES FROM THE COMMUNITY
One memorable anecdote shared by the project team 
illustrates the calming and clarifying power of weaving:

“I was feeling frustrated during an important meeting. 
Aunty Ellen simply said, ‘Just weave.’ As I did, everything 
slowed down, and when the time came to speak, I knew 
exactly what to say. That’s what weaving and yarning do;  
it clears your mind and opens your heart.”

This practice of creating space through culture has become 
a defining strength of the project.

WHAT’S NEXT?
Mardawi is focused on scaling its impact, both as a  
cultural enterprise and a vital support structure for  
young Ngarrindjeri women. It provides a safe and 
culturally grounded space for future leaders to build 
confidence, feel connected and pursue their aspirations 
whether that’s becoming an artist a business owner, an 
astronaut or a lawyer.  

A new shopfront and art exhibition space is expected to open 
mid-2025 on Wharf Road in Murray Bridge, offering a physical 
space for community connection and enterprise growth. 
There is also potential for a café and cultural workshops, 
as well as school partnerships that would allow students to 
engage with cultural learning in an immersive environment.

Looking ahead Mardawi aims to deepen its connections 
with schools, health providers and community organisations 
to provide wraparound support not only for young women 
but also their families and others seeking stronger cultural 
connection. As it continues to grow Mardawi is building 
a model of healing, leadership and resilience grounded in 
Ngarrindjeri culture and driven by community.

This project is supported by FRRR, through funding from the 
Australian Government’s Future Drought Fund

This initiative is supported by Regional Development Australia 
Murraylands and Riverland


