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1. Rationale 

1.1 Context 

Most visitors to Normanton and the surrounding region come during the dry season 
and spend most of their time recreational fishing. They have little knowledge or 
understanding of how the landscape, ecology and accessibility of the region changes 
in the wet season. 

The Monsoon Centre will let visitors experience and learn more about the wet season 
and its impacts on the people and landscapes of the northern Gulf. 

It will also encourage visitors to extend their stay in the region to explore more of its 
environmental and cultural assets. 

It will link with the interpretation of the nearby Mutton Hole Wetlands. 

The Monsoon Centre will occupy about 300m2 of the existing historical Burns Philp 
Building (1422 m2) and will be accessed through the Visitor Information Centre. 

1.2 Objectives 

The objectives of the Monsoon Centre are to: 

1. expand visitorsô knowledge of the two seasons of the monsoonðthe wet and the 
dryðand the impacts of these seasons 

2. increase the number of visitors and expand the type of visitors to the region 

3. stimulate visitors to stay longer and explore the region 

4. provide a sensory experience of the wet and dry seasons 

1.3 Target visitors to the centre 

The people visiting the Monsoon Centre will include: 

 visitors to the region 

 school groups 

 members of the local community 

1.4 Name for Centre 

We recommend one of the following options: 

 Monsoon Savanna 

 Monsoon Gulf 

 EnGulfed 

 Big Wet 

 Gone Monsoon 

 Carpentaria Climate 
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2. Interpretive themes 
Figure 1 shows the major themes that the Monsoon Centre will explore. The overall 
theme is the dramatic transformations that happen between the wet and the dry 
seasons. This theme draws out ideas of constant change and the rejuvenation 
brought by the wet. 

The key interpretive ideas for each theme are described below the diagram. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Themes of the Monsoon Centre 

2.1 Weather drivers ï what causes the monsoon? 
 The monsoon is caused by changes in the atmosphere that scientists still do not 

fully understand.   

 Queenslandôs climate is mostly driven by a sub-tropical ridge of high pressure 
which moves north in winter causing the dry. 

 The monsoon forms as summer approaches and the continent heats up, drawing 
a ómonsoon troughô over northern Australia. 

 The monsoon period is usually December to March, but can be longer or shorter 
and can vary in intensity (e.g. big wets versus drier wets). 

 The weather constantly changes within the dry and the wet seasons. 

 The óMorning Gloryôða series of long cigar-shaped clouds that form in the build- 
up to the wet (late September to November)ðis seen just before daylight and 
only occurs in the Gulf of Carpentaria and the Gulf of Mexico. 

2.2 Landscape  
 diversity of landscapes in Northern Gulf ï savanna grasslands, wetlands, rivers, 

waterholes, estuaries, pastures, riparian forests (e.g. Mutton Hole Wetlands, 
Karumba flats) 

Monsoon 

Transformation 

Landscape 

People 

Fish Birds 

Plants 

Other 
animals 
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 the complex river system linked to the Norman River (including tidal flows) and its 
influence on flooding 

 vast changes in landscape between the wet and the dry ï floods and droughts 

 floods ï their magnitude, what causes them, how long they stay and the effects 
they have and the flora and fauna 

 access to the landscape ï where people can and canôt go 

 the flatness of the Gulf landscape, shaped to some extent by the nature of the 
wet and dry seasons 

 the need to protect the habitats in the landscape for biodiversity outcomes 

2.3 People                  
 Aboriginal peopleôs traditional connections with the landscape and how their 

activities change between the wet and the dry e.g. Aboriginal hunting and 
gathering bush tucker  

 commercial fishers ï where they go and the species they look for are different in 
the wet and the dry 

 recreational fishers ï where they go and the species they look for are different in 
the wet and the dry 

 graziers ï how they manage their cattle stations is different in wet and the dry 

 birdwatchers ï where they go and the species they look for are different in the 
wet and the dry 

 local peopleôs stories of floods and the impact on their daily lives (including 
children) 

 changing activities with the seasons e.g. kids ócoolô places to hang out  

 what happens when it floods ï supplying food and water 

 Council activities and how/why these are different in the wet and the dry 

 the actions local people take to protect themselves during the wet 

 the need for people to protect and conserve the unique biodiversity of the region 

2.4 Fish 
 recreational fishing in the area and how this changes between the wet and dry 

seasons 

 commercial fishing in the area and how this changes between the wet and dry 
seasons 

 Aboriginal use of fish for food and how this changes between seasons 

 Karumba ï the barramundi ócapitalô of the world 

 the diversity of fish and how their behaviour (breeding) and habitat changes 
between the wet and dry seasons 

 the need to protect threatened fish populations from overfishing 

2.5 Birds                                          
 the importance of the regionôs rivers, wetlands, estuaries and coastline for birds 

as a migratory haven and for feeding and breeding 

 the diversity of birds in the region, especially migratory wading birds, and how 
bird populations change between the wet and dry seasons 



Carpentaria Shire Council  Monsoon Centre Concept Plan 

 
 
 
Econnect Communication  Page 7  

 iconic birds of the region ï e.g. Sarus Crane, Brolga 

 local birdwatching opportunities ï link to Mutton Hole Wetlands and Karumba 
flats 

2.6 Other animals 
 crocodiles and how the monsoon affects their movements (even into town during 

the wet season) 

 frogs ï their abundance and sounds in the wet 

 turtles ï favoured bush tucker ï how they are affected by the monsoon 

 common animals ï e.g. ta ta lizard, wallabies ï how they are affected by the 
monsoon 

 rare species only found in this region and how they cope with the wet (e.g. 
Carpentarian rock gecko, spectacled hair wallaby) 

 feral animals such as pigs and toads ï how they are affected by the monsoon 

 how there is limited knowledge of much of the fauna and the need for further 
research 

 the need to protect and conserve the fauna and habitat  

2.7 Plants 
 the diversity of plants found in the wetlands, along rivers, woodlands and 

grasslands, and how these plants respond to the wet and the dry  

 diversity of grazing lands, and how these are affected by the wet and the dry  

 common plants ï water lilies, trees, marine couch ï and how these are affected 
by the wet and the dry 

 the monsoonôs effects on rare species of plants, e.g. Cycas brunea 

 weeds ï rubber vine, etc ï and how their growth and distribution changes in the 
wet and the dry 

 the need to protect and conserve the plants of the region for sustainable 
ecological communities 

 bush tucker and medicine plants, and how their availability/abundance changes in 
the wet and the dry 
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3. The visitor experience 

3.1 The dry 

Visitors enter the Monsoon Centre through the Visitor Information Centre. The first 
thing they see are huge images of the savanna landscape, typical of the dry 
seasonðburning grasslands, waterholes, low-level rivers and streams beneath a 
bright blue sky. There are some model termite mounds in the corner. The visitor is 
now entering the dry-season zone of the Monsoon Centre. 

An introductory panel on their left explains in a few lines that this exhibition is about 
the experience of the monsoon and the transformation that takes place between the 
wet and the dry. The rejuvenation that the monsoon brings to the Gulf country is 
emphasised. 

At intervals throughout this zone are four video screens where visitors can press a 
button to view the dry-season stories of: 

 commercial, recreational and Aboriginal fishers 

 local grazing families and enterprises (3 different ones) 

 Aboriginal elders and Aboriginal children 

 birdwatchers (including a child) 

These people tell what they do during the dryðwhere they catch the best fish and 
what sort they catch; how they manage their cattle during droughts and bushfires; 
what bush tucker is in season and how/where they find it; and where the best places 
are to watch birds as the floodplains shrink. Their stories are cut with images of the 
landscape and their activities during the dry. Each video will be quite brief at 
approximately 5ï6 minutes. The audio for these videos will be coming from a 
suspended sound cone. This will reduce the audio from the different each areas 
interfering with each other. 

Graphic panels explain more about what fish are available and where, and whatôs on 
the bush tucker ómenuô in the dry. Nearby is a video screen which looks like a large 
fish tank with video footage showing barramundi swimming about. 

Visitors can see true fibreglass copies of birds in an early dry-season waterhole 
diorama. Both freshwater and estuary birds are included. As they approach, they 
hear a dawn chorus typical of the dry season. They can hear the song/call of each 
bird in the diorama by pushing a button which also directs a light onto the bird in 
question. Using audio narration, a local child explains more about each bird. Visitors 
are encouraged to pick up a bird checklist and maps of where to look for birds from 
the Visitor Information Centre when they leave. 

3.2 The óbuild upô and break of season 

Moving past the bird diorama, visitors see a spectacular photo of the cigar-shaped 
clouds typical of the óMorning Gloryô phenomena spreading over the Gulf region. A 
graphic panel explains how these clouds signal the end of the dry season. A video 
screen shows footage of the clouds over the Gulf. 

Photos and newspaper articlesðhistorical and recentðdiscuss the difficult nature of 
this time of the year as the humidity builds up. 

Visitors walk onto the verandah of a typical house.  
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Graphic panels explain what happens in the Earthôs atmosphere to cause the build 
up and monsoon. Visitors can use a touch screen to drill down for more detail.  

A man is sitting in a deck chair. An audio is triggered and the man says: óHot enough 
for you today?ô and goes on complaining about the humidity. They then enter through 
a door, past the geckos on the door frame into the simply furnished living room. 
Inside it is uncomfortably hot. Looking out the windows, visitors see big dark clouds 
building up. The TV is showing the cricket, but the broadcast is interrupted by a 
weather presenter who explains the weather chart and warns that the monsoon is 
about to break, with possible flooding in the Gulf area. 

Suddenly, there is a loud crack of thunder followed quickly by lightning. Both thunder 
and lightning continue to get louder and closer. The house shakes, the TV goes on 
the blink, a dog whimpers. Visitors can smell the rain as it begins to hit the tin roof. 

As the rain hammers down deafeningly, visitors can feel the humidity. 

The TV shows the test pattern and then comes back on with a reporter and video 
footage of the hazardous conditions. Thunder and lightning increases in intensity. 
There is a loud bang. Looking out the set of double windows, visitors see that a tree 
branch has fallen on a power line near the house. The TV dies. The lights go out. It is 
humid, dark and noisy and the house is shaking even more. 

A voice from a loudspeaker tells visitors itôs now safe to evacuate through the back 
door. 

Note: The óhouse experienceô takes approx. five minutes. Entry and exit is controlled 
so that visitorsô experience is not disturbed by others entering or exiting during that 
time. An emergency button is available to open a side exit door at any time.   

3.3 The wet 

As visitors leave the house, under the fallen branches, they hear a loud chorus of 
frogs. The ground is muddy, the water is starting to rise and a crocodileôs eyes peer 
out of the water, staring at the visitor, and an audio of a grunting crocodile can be 
heard. The air is cooler and less humid. Visitors are now in the wet season. 

To the right, a diorama shows crocodiles and vegetation typical of the Mutton Hole 
Wetlands. A graphic panel and a touch screen explain how crocodiles disperse 
during the wet and tell stories of how crocodiles have, at times, been found in the 
town of Normanton. 

Through further graphic panels and simple interactive displays, visitors learn about 
how the wet season affects fish, birds and other animals. Visitors are encouraged to 
extend their experience by visiting the nearby Mutton Hole Wetlands.  

To the left is a frog ópianoô where visitors can try their hand at playing a ófrog tuneô. 
Each key on the keyboard plays a different frog sound.  

Beside a wet-season diorama of birds, graphic panels explain what happens with 
birds during the wet (movement, feeding, breeding). Visitors can again press buttons 
to hear the different bird sounds. 

In synch with the dry zone, at intervals throughout the wet zone are four video 
screens where visitors can press a button to hear the wet-season stories of: 

 commercial, recreational and Aboriginal fishers 

 local grazing families and enterprises (3 different ones) 

 Aboriginal elders and Aboriginal children 
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 birdwatchers (including a child) 

These people (who are the same people who are talking in the dry-zone videos) tell 
what they do during the wetðwhere they catch the best fish given issues of 
accessibility and what type of fish they catch; how they manage their cattle during 
floods; what bush tucker is in season and how/where they find it; and where the best 
places are to watch birds as the wetlands and floodplains expand. 

On the wall, visitors see a model of the town of Normanton and can press a button to 
see the water levels of a number of past floods (e.g. 1974, 2009 and a medium-level 
flood year). The levels are demonstrated with lines of led lights, each of the chosen 
years a different colour. Historical and recent photos show different parts of the Gulf 
region under flood. A touch screen shows local people telling their stories and 
experiences of floods (e.g. having to camp out, running out of fresh food, barging in 
supplies) and provides an animation of the southern Gulfôs river systems and 
floodplains showing how a typical Normanton flood occurs. 

A graphic panel explains how the lay of the land in the Gulf causes flood waters to 
rise slowly and recede even more slowly. The fact that Normanton can flood without 
the town itself receiving any rainfall is emphasised and explained.   

There is a seat and console with touchscreen and headphones, where two people 
can sit down and select from a range of anecdotal stories. 

3.4 Culture and conservation  

In the last section of the Monsoon Centre, the Aboriginal Dreamtime stories of the 
landscape are told to the visitor by local elders through video interactives. These 
stories emphasise the importance of the weather, wetlands, rivers and landscape to 
the local Aboriginal people for their culture, livelihoods and future.  

Before visitors exit the centre, they learn about some simple things they can do to 
protect the flora and fauna of the region e.g. what fish they should or should not be 
catching; where to walk or not to walk, how best to view the wetland birds. 

A graphic panel describes the climate change projections for the Gulf region.  

A final challenge is given to visitors: What do these projected changes in climate 
mean for our behaviours in reducing our greenhouse gas emissions and in adapting 
to inevitable climate change? 

As the visitor leaves the exhibition, they see the faces of the people involved in 
putting the exhibition together. 
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4. Interpretive strategies 
The following interpretive strategies will help to create the visitor experience 
described above. 

4.1 Photographs and graphics  

A variety of photographs (including aerial) and graphics will help the visitor to visually 
understand the differences between the wet and the dry. 

Historical photographs will show the impacts of past big weather events such as 
large floods or fires. 

Photos, graphics and text panels, as well as video screens will interact at about the 
same height throughout the exhibition in what is known as a ómosaic interpretive 
zoneô.  Small display boxes and dioramas will interact with the text and videos. At the 
lowest level of this zone, there will be simple experiences for small kids. 

4.2 Model township 

A model of the Normanton township will demonstrate visually the dramatic effect that 
different levels of water have on the town, and the people who live there. 

The model will be interactive and the flood levels of various years will be shown with 
LED lights 

4.3 Local stories ï video 

We use video to record the different experiences of local people (fishers, graziers, 
Aboriginal people, children, birdwatchers) to the different seasons. The videos will 
include footage of the people speaking as well as footage of the landscape they are 
talking about.  

We will also use video of local Aboriginal people explaining their Dreamtime stories. 

Visitors will be able to access local stories by selecting from menus on the touch 
screens.  

Table 1. List of proposed videos 

No.  Zone Talent Story 

1.  Dry commercial fisher 

recreational fisher 

Aboriginal fisher 

where they catch the best fish and what 
type of fish they catch 

2.  Dry local grazing families and 
enterprises (3 different ones) 

how they manage their cattle during 
droughts and bushfires 

3.  Dry local Aboriginal elders and children what bush tucker is in season and 
how/where they find it 

4.  Dry birdwatcher (adult) 

birdwatcher (child) 

where the best places are to watch birds 
as the floodplains shrink 

5.  Dry  Footage of barramundi in a fish tank 
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No.  Zone Talent Story 

6.  Build-up  none Morning Glory ï footage of the clouds 
over the Gulf 

7.  House weather reporter the hazardous weather conditions as the 
monsoon breaks 

8.  Wet commercial fisher 

recreational fisher 

Aboriginal fisher 

where they catch the best fish and what 
type of fish they catch 

9.  Wet local grazing families and 
enterprises (3 different ones) 

how they manage their cattle during 
floods 

10.  Wet local Aboriginal elders and children what bush tucker is in season and 
how/where they find it 

11.  Wet birdwatcher (adult) 

birdwatcher (child) 

where the best places are to watch birds 
as the floodplains expand 

12.  Wet Council workers X 3 Tell stories of floods (to include with 
touch screen) 

13.  Culture and 
conservation 

local elders Aboriginal Dreamtime stories that 
emphasise the importance of the 
weather, wetlands, rivers and landscape 
to the local Aboriginal people for their 
culture, livelihoods and future 

14.  Story station 5 local people Tell anecdotes of their experience with 
floods 

 

4.4 Dioramas  

We will use dioramas in various areas of the exhibition, which will include 

 Dry ï birds made from fibreglass at a waterhole  

 Wet ï a crocodile made from fibreglass and the head of another; birds at a 
flooded muddy wetland and in the Karumba saltpans. 

 Smaller dioramas will be inserted with a single animal where appropriate. 

 Two soft crocodiles for the smaller kids are included. 

Dioramas will include interactives where visitors can hear bird sounds for the bird 
species displayed in the dioramas. They will incorporate narration from local children. 

4.5 Touch screens 

Touch screen monitors will allow visitors to access local video stories and to drill 
down to find more information on specific topics. Information will be presented as 
maps and graphics with minimal text.  

Table 2. List of proposed touch screen content (maps and graphics) 

No.  Zone Touch screen content (maps and graphics) 
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No.  Zone Touch screen content (maps and graphics) 

1.  Build-up Weather drivers - what happens in the Earthôs atmosphere to cause the build 
up and monsoon 

2.  Wet how crocodiles disperse during the wet  

stories of how crocodiles have, at times, been found in the town of Normanton 

taking safety precautions with crocodiles 

3.  Wet an animation of the southern Gulfôs river systems and floodplains showing 
how a typical Normanton flood occurs; information on floods; 3 X council 
workers video stories 

4.  Wet access to choose  a story of 5 X local people telling their stories and 
experiences of floods  

4.6 Frog piano 

Each key on the ópianoô will play the sound of a frog species common to the Gulf 
area. Visitors can press the piano keys to try and play a frog tune of their choice. 

4.7 Graphic panels  

We will explain some of the concepts using panels with minimal text (100 words 
maximum per section) and incorporating diagrams and photos. Some panels may 
include local poetry that relates to conditions in the wet or dry.  

Table 3. List of proposed graphic panels 

No.  Zone Graphic panel topic 

1.  Entrance Introduction to the monsoon 

2.  Dry The savanna ï what is it? 

3.  Dry Grazing ï grasses, pests and weeds 

4.  Dry Grazing ï drought 

5.  Dry Grazing ï bushfires 

6.  Dry Wetlands ï shrinking waterholes 

7.  Dry Birds in the wetlands and estuaries (species, movement, feeding, breeding) 

8.  Dry Fish in the rivers, waterholes, Gulf (species, movement, feeding, breeding)  

9.  Dry Fish ï barramundi (note: source info from Barra Discovery Centre) 

10.  Dry Animals (species, movement, feeding, breeding) e.g. turtles, wallabies 

11.  Dry Plants 

12.  Dry Bush tucker ï what is available and where 

13.  Dry Morning Glory ï how it happens; when to see it; only other place it happens is 
Gulf of Mexico 
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No.  Zone Graphic panel topic 

14.  Dry The monsoon ï what happens in the atmosphere to cause it? 

15.  Dry The monsoon part 2 

16.  Wet Crocodiles  

17.  Wet Crocodiles part 2 

18.  Wet Frogs 

19.  Wet Frogs part 2 

20.  Wet Grazing ï floods 

21.  Wet Wetlands ï expanding floodplains 

22.  Wet Birds on the floodplains and estuaries (species, movement, feeding, breeding) 

23.  Wet Fish in the rivers, Gulf (species, movement, feeding, breeding)  

24.  Wet Fish ï barramundi (note: source info from Barra Discovery Centre) 

25.  Wet Animals (species, movement, feeding, breeding) e.g. turtles, wallabies 

26.  Wet Plants 

27.  Wet Bush tucker ï what is available and where 

28.  Exit Climate change projections for the Gulf area 

29.  Exit Conservation 

4.8 Simple additional interactives 

We will also use simple interactives such as lift-up panels and press buttons to 
stimulate curiosity by visitors. Through these interactives, they will learn more about 
the animals and plants and how these are affected by the wet and dry seasons. 

4.9 House experience 

The simulated experience of being in a house when the monsoon arrives is what will 
give visitors the experience of the monsoon. Noises, movement produced by sub-
woofers under the floor, lights, smell, live images and touch will stimulate all the 
senses. 

4.10 Take-away resources 

A graphic panel will alert visitors to resources in the Visitor Information Centre which 
they can take away. These will include: 

 bird species lists 

 maps ï including how to walk to the Mutton Hole Wetlands 

 fish species lists 

 tips for treading lightly on the landscape 
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 tips for travelling during the wet 
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