








This Guide has a holistic approach that recognises deep 
history, spirit and spirituality, story and narrative, as much 
as the practical aspects of designing built environments. 
Architects are responsible for their own due diligence in the 
states, territories and local councils (First Nations and non-
Indigenous) statutory and regulatory frameworks that they 
work within. It is also not guidance relating to Designing 
with Country, which the FNAC acknowledges as a cultural 
practice that belongs to First Nations design practitioners 
and should be recognised as such. Rather, Walk Together: 
Design Guided by Country is a companion piece to existing 
legislation, policies, frameworks and guidance documents.
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PURPOSE

Djinjama: Defying the Grid.   
Installation by Dr Danièle Hromek, Robyn Hromek, Siân Hromek.
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Buru (Kangaroo) footprints. 
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Country, as outlined in Acknowledging Country, is 
sentient and alive. Country is more than the land, 
water and air, Country is holistic and incorporates 
everything that can be seen and everything that is 
not visible. Country is a complex interconnected 
network of entities–breathing and non-breathing– 
that co-exist on Country. As descendants of  
thousands of millennia of Ancestors, First Nations 
Peoples were given the obligation and honour of 
caring for Country, just as we know Country cares 
for us. To be able to care for Country it is essential 
to be able to hear and listen to the messages 
from Country and kin. Resultant from listening to 
Country, First Nations Peoples in the continent now 
called Australia have been Designing with Country 
for thousands of generations.

Walk Together: Design Guided by Country is an invitation 
to the industry to walk together with First Nations Peoples. 
Design Guided by Country is a framework to facilitate 
culturally proficient practices in architecture and the built 
environment. It enables culturally responsive approaches 
and design methodologies informed by Country, and the 
ongoing health and wellbeing of Country. Critically these 
practices holistically considers and provides opportunities 
for First Nations capacity building through respect for 
cultural authority, the protection and celebration of 
cultural heritage and the meaningful caring for Country 
stewardship.

What is  
	 Design Guided by Country?
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BACKGROUND

In 2020 the Institute created the First Nations Advisory Working 
Group and Cultural Reference Panel whose purpose was to 
“Lead … systemic change and reform that centres First Nations 
peoples, knowledges, and values across the profession and 
within the Institute.” They were tasked to scope, recommend 
and develop a range of actions that could be put in place to 
support and promote beneficial outcomes between First Nations 
peoples and the Institute. In March 2020 the Institute included 
a Statement of Recognition in the Institute’s Constitution. In 
2023 the First Nations Advisory Working Group and Cultural 
Reference Panel was transformed into the First Nations 
Advisory Committee as a permanent advisory body to the CEO 
of the Institute of Architects.

In 2020 FNAC undertook a substantial piece of work to support 
the Architects Accreditation Council of Australia (AACA) review 
the National Standard of Competency for Architects (NSCA) 
2021. The updated National Standards of Competency for 
Architects (NSCA) require architects and those studying 
and teaching architecture to respond to important baseline 
understandings of Country, community and culture. The NSCA 
2021Performance Criteria are acknowledged by FNAC as being 
the minimum requirements, rather than aspirational. This Guide 
aims to address some of the aspirations noted through the 
review of the NSCA in 2021.

State government agencies such as the Government Architect 
NSW1 have released frameworks that guide and integrate a 
Country centred approach to design. 

Nonetheless, given more than 230 years of colonial neglect of 
Country, community and culture, the architectural profession 
is largely committed to recalibrating practices. While there is 
some support and aspirations to make positive changes, there 
are also risks of inappropriate behaviour, appropriation and 
misuse of First Nations Peoples’ knowledges, cultural heritage, 
and understandings. The industry is responding, with architects 
having specific responsibilities to Country, community and 
culture by continuing their professional development. FNAC 
recognises that they need support to respond to the new 
Performance Criteria (PCs). 

Following the changes to the NSCA in 2021, FNAC engaged 
Dr Danièle Hromek to investigate how First Nations values and 
understandings of Country could be integrated into existing 
CPD, educational resources, design excellence frameworks, 
competitions and awards policies and existing Acumen notes. 
Through this process it became clear that differences in 
perspectives and worldviews required the development of a 
new guide — Walk Together: Design Guided by Country to 
support architects and allied professionals in their work.

1— Connecting with Country Framework, 
2023, Government Architect NSW.
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Ngurra: The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait  
Islander Cultural Precinct. Concept Render. 
Djinjama, COLA Studio with Hassell and Edition Office. Guidance Notes
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GUIDANCE NOTES AND ACUMEN

The Guidance Notes within Walk Together: Design 
Guided by Country operate as companions to First 
Nations Acumen. While the Acumen provides higher level 
information, the Guidance Notes are practical advice 
regarding implementing the Acumen.

ACCESS THE GUIDANCE NOTES AND OTHER FNAC 
RESOURCES ON THE INSTITUTE’S WEBSITE.

ACUMEN GUIDANCE NOTE

Indigenous matters in practice

Caring for Country*  
(Including Aspirations for Country, Health 
and wellbeing of Country, Implications for 
Country, Impacts on Country)
PC3, PC17, PC45

Cultural authorship  
(Including Cultural IP and ICIP)
PC15

Culturally responsive*
PC12, PC34, PC36

Meaningful engagement * 
(Including Inclusive project 
planning)
PC8, PC27, PC50

Indigenous protocols  
in practice*

First Nations Heritage places

First Nations attribution*

* Works in Progress

Cultural Proficiency for Architects *

Health and Wellbeing of Country 
in Architectural Projects *

Protecting Cultural Knowledge 

Responsive Practice *

Building Relationships 

Inclusive Procurement and Processes *

Responding to First Nations 
Cultural Heritage *

Design Excellence *
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Cultural Safety

ISSUE NO.2

Policy

ISSUE NO.1
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for Welcomes to Country  
and Acknowledging Country

Protocols

DRAFT

First Nations  
Communication 

Policy
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PUBLICATIONS

Additional publications authored collectively and 
collaboratively by the First Nations Advisory Committee 
and Cultural Reference Panel:

CULTURAL SAFETY 
POLICY 

FIRST NATIONS  
COMMUNICATIONS POLICY 

(DRAFT)

PROTOCOLS FOR WELCOMES  
TO COUNTRY AND 

ACKNOWLEDGING COUNTRY 

CPD
FIRST NATIONS COMPETENCY CRASH COURSE 

SEMESTER 1

SEMESTER 2

SEMESTER 3

SEMESTER 4

FIRST NATIONS KNOWLEDGE,
VALUES AND EXPERIENCE: BASIC 
BUILDING BLOCKS FOR ARCHITECTS

UNDERSTANDING FIRST
NATIONS STANDARDS OF COMPETENCY

CONNECTING, DESIGNING
AND ENGAGING WITH COUNTRY

DESIGNING WITH COUNTRY

GUIDANCE

First Nations Terminology

FN
A

C

Resource

FIRST 
NATIONS 
ADVISORY 
COMMITTEE ISSUE NO.1

Terms, Concepts and  
Shared Understandings 

FN
A

C

Resource

WALK TOGETHER: 
DESIGN GUIDED BY COUNTRY  
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COMMITTEE ISSUE NO.1

FIRST NATIONS 
TERMINOLOGY 

TERMS, CONCEPTS  
AND SHARED 

UNDERSTANDINGS 

RESOURCES 

FIRST NATIONS RESOURCE HUB
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