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The main threat to the remaining indigenous traditional languages of northern Australia is language shift to Kriol, an English-based creole, which has been rapidly expanding its number of first language speakers particularly in the last 50 years. The young people in many communities tend to stop speaking the old languages altogether rather than becoming bilingual in Kriol. However in some communities what emerges as the language of the young people is a mixed language made up of Kriol and a traditional language. This paper looks at the nature of two of these mixed languages and the implications of this situation for our concepts of language endangerment and shift, drawing on research being carried out for the Aboriginal Child Language Acquisition project (ACLA: http://www.linguistics.unimelb.edu.au/research/projects/ACLA/).
Australian indigenous creoles descend from Pacific Pidgins which had currency in the early colonial period in parts of Australia.  A variety now known as Kriol spread into the cattle station belt across northern Australia around 100 years ago The interaction of creoles and substrates in Australia  has  resulted in the genesis of  mixed languages, from a background of pervasive code-switching between a pidgin/creole and traditional languages (McConvell 1988). The main examples here are the mixed languages Gurindji Kriol (McConvell & Meakins to appear) and Light Warlpiri (O'Shannessy to appear) in which some verbs and the tense-aspect-mood system are drawn from Kriol and much of the nominal and other lexicon and the nominal morphology (eg case-marking, including ergative) come from the substrate Indigenous language This type of split fusion occurs when substrate languages are dependent-marking in type ,or have a nominal 'centre of gravity'; other mixed languages with head-marking substrates (eg Tiwi in Australia, Michif in Canada) have the opposite arrangement (McConvell 2002).

The type of mixture in these mixed languages is compared with two other situations (Walmajarri, Warumungu) where language shift to Kriol/Aboriginal English has taken place without radical fusion, although some borrowing/switching to the old language takes place.

The mixed languages here have passed down into a second generation and  are becoming more homogeneous and stable. In Gurindji Kriol, while lexical alternatives are still available for many meanings, from Kriol and the old language,  for functional elements (system morphemes) functional differentiation is occurring between forms drawn from Kriol and from Gurindji.

This type of development poses problems for conceptualisation of, and response to, language shift. It is unclear if these new mixed languages are varieties of the old languages:. Linguists and at least some of the speakers of the old language would probably say no, but the younger people whose languages they are tend to say yes, they are a 'light' form of the old language. This is confusing for surveys and censuses, which tend to classify people as either speaking X language or not. If there are educational or language maintenance programs there is often conflict over these issues: what should be taught and supported, the old language, or the new hybrid?
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