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ABORIGINAL 
PLACES
IN THE ACT 



ENVIRONMENT, PLANNING AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

SCARRED TREES
Culturally, scarred trees were created when 
Aboriginal people removed bark for a 
variety of purposes such as making canoes, 
shields and containers.

Scarred trees in the ACT are old as the 
creation of scars ceased in the mid to late 
19th century. As a consequence the scars 
will have quite a large amount of regrowth 
around the outer edges.

These scars were created using stone axes. 
There may be axe marks visible in the sap 
wood, but in most instances these will be 
obscured by regrowth.

Culturally created scars are often 
symmetrical. The size will vary greatly 
depending on the purpose for which the 
bark was intended.
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FLAKED STONE ARTEFACT SCATTERS
Stone artefact scatters are mainly composed of flaked stone artefacts and 
cores. They are the most common site type in the ACT. They can be found 
almost anywhere, but are more often found in relatively sheltered, well-
drained location that have access to a water source.

Artefact scatters can range in size from two to several thousand artefacts. 
A site is defined as two or more artefacts found within 25 metres of each 
other. Artefacts can also be found in isolation

Flakes may be identified by the following characteristics:

 → Flakes have relatively sharp edges, possibly with retouch (smaller flakes 
removed from the edge to sharpen it further).

 → A bulb of percussion can usually be found on the ventral surface (the ‘front’ 
side, where it detaches from the core), just below the striking platform.

 → Flakes are usually only a few centimetres long (i.e. 1-5 cm).

 → One end of the flake will have a striking platform, which is the area where 
the original core was struck in order to remove the flake. Sometimes 
there can be a fracture mark at the impact point on the platform.

 → The dorsal surface (the back of the flake, which was exposed prior to the 
flake being detached from the core) can sometimes show evidence of 
one or more previous flake scars.

Characteristics diagnostic for cores are:

 → Cores are the original rock from which the flakes are detached.

 → These are most often identified by the presence of one or more flake scars.

Another way to help identify flakes is to look for stone types that are exotic 
to the local area.
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GRINDING GROOVES AND  
GROUND STONE IMPLEMENTS
Grinding grooves are often found close to water courses in areas with rock 
outcrops. They are formed during the production of axes or by crushing, 
grinding or pounding materials on rocks.

They are identified by one or more worn depressions on the grinding surface.

Within the depressions there may be glossy stains caused by fats or stains 
from pigment.

Grinding stones (base) were relatively large stones used to crush, grind or 
pound materials.

 → These have one or more worn depressions on the grinding surface.

 → Within the depressions there may be glossy stains caused by fats, or 
pigment staining.

The stones used to grind are usually flat or rounded. They will be worn 
smooth. Generally, grinding stones (top) will comfortably fit into the hand.

Ground-edge axes come in various shapes, including elongated forms, 
round and oval shapes.

ROCK SHELTERS  
AND ROCK ART SITES
Aboriginal rock shelters are naturally 
formed shelters that were used for 
protection from the elements and 
ceremonies. Most were used on a recurring 
basis, while others may have been used 
infrequently.

Any protected rock overhang has the 
potential to have been used by Aboriginal 
people. Within the ACT, suitable sites 
mainly occur in granite outcrops. 
Overhangs offering the most suitable 
shelter are usually situated on north-facing 
slopes. Rock shelters may contain painted 
surfaces or other artefact types such as 
stone tools. There is the potential that 
deposits within rock shelters have become 
deeply layered and therefore contain 
cultural deposits accumulated over a long 
period of time.

STONE ARRANGEMENTS
Stone arrangements were made by 
Aboriginal people for a range of purposes, 
including as a part of ceremonial sites.

Any arrangement that does not appear to 
be naturally occurring could potentially be 
of Aboriginal origin. Stone arrangements 
created by Aboriginal people range from 
simple cairns or piles of rock to more 
elaborate arrangements such as straight, 
curved or circular stone arrangements or 
standing slabs of rocks.
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ABORIGINAL QUARRY SITES
Aboriginal quarry sites are location where stone materials were obtained 
by Aboriginal people for production of stone artefacts.

Quarry sites can be identified through:

 → evidence of stone being extracted from stone outcrops

 → presence of shattered stone

 → presence of flakes, cores and/or quarried pieces that are of a suitable 
size for carrying

 → negative flake scars on rock faces

 → presence of fine-grained stone suitable for artefact production.

ABORIGINAL BURIALS
A variety of burial types have been found within the ACT. Examples include 
burials:

 → under stone cairns or rock piles

 → dug into the side of hill slopes

 → in pits dug into the ground

 → in naturally formed caves.

If a burial was placed in the ground, remains will often be found in 
relatively deep, loosely compacted soils that are generally close to water. 
Pit burials are often fired before burial; this will be evidenced by baked clay 
and charcoal.

If you suspect you have found a burial site, do not disturb anything 
in the area. It may be a crime scene. Contact ACT Policing on 13 14 44 
immediately.

LEGISLATIVE 
REQUIREMENTS
It is a requirement of the Heritage Act 2004 
that all Aboriginal cultural sites identified 
within the ACT are reported to the  
ACT Heritage Council (the Council) within 
five days. This notification can occur 
through contacting ACT Heritage. 

Contacts for ACT Heritage: 

 → call 13 22 81 and ask for the Aboriginal 
Liaison Officer or Heritage Archaeologist 

 → email heritagereferrals@act.gov.au   

It is an offence under the Act to disturb an 
Aboriginal site without prior approval of 
the Council. 

People involved in land management 
activities such as weed spraying, 
revegetation, trail construction, 
landscaping etc. often have access to  
areas away from the suburban centres. 
Many sites exist in the ACT and more are 
being discovered on a regular basis. 

If you believe you may have discovered an 
Aboriginal site or object, please contact  
ACT Heritage.
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