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OUR NEXT $ BILLION EXPORT SECTOR 
 
Desert Knowledge could become the nation’s next billion dollar export sector, a leading 
Australian scientist said today. 
 
Desert Knowledge – know-how about how to live well and sustainably in the Australian 
Outback – is experiencing growing interest and demand for its products round the world, 
says Dr Mark Stafford Smith, CEO of the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research 
Centre. 
 
“Australians are particularly good at living and producing under hot, dry and isolated 
conditions. 
 
“Up till now we’ve largely taken these skills for granted – but there are 1.5 billion people 
out there in the world, in hot, dry or isolated places, who have a growing need for the 
technologies, the food, housing, communications, healthcare, education and other 
services we deliver over huge distances. 
 
 “Things like the know-how it takes to run the Royal Flying Doctor service are now in 
demand from countries as different as Saudi Arabia and Canada,” he says. 
 
“There’s a growing demand for the organic beef, produced on clean and increasingly 
sustainably-run properties in central Australia. There is interest in the way we manage 
water, fire, landscape, design cool yet sustainable buildings and communicate over vast 
distances.” 
 
“The desert foods and medicines developed over thousands of years by indigenous 
Australians also have huge promise – and, with the active participation of aboriginal 
outback communities, promise to become a major export in their own right.” 
 
Dr Stafford Smith says that Australians have long had exceptional skills in overcoming the 
challenges of remoteness and harsh climate. The Desert Knowledge CRC is about 
ensuring the Outback is equipped with a global technological edge on which to build the 
new export industries.  
 
“Aside from its geographic immensity, Outback Australia harbours a lot of human talent – 
there are more than 570,000 people, four decent-sized cities, 860 remote indigenous 
communities, 7000 pastoral stations and a higher per capita rate of export earnings than 
other parts of Australia,” he says. 
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“As we use technology and social science to improve our own living conditions, and make 
them more sustainable, we also create products, services and new industries based on 
knowledge for the global market.” 
 
Key research in the DK-CRC aims to develop a novel communication infrastructure for 
Outback conditions, whereby every mobile phone acts as a moving “communications 
tower” and bounces calls from one unit to another until they reach their intended recipient. 
 
“We’re also putting a lot of work into studying fire regimes in the deserts – for the benefits 
they offer, not only to biodiversity and tourism, but also pastoral production and reducing 
Australia’s greenhouse impact. Lots of other arid countries face difficulties with fire, and 
can benefit from our experiences. 
 
“Likewise we’re developing ways to measure and manage dust and erosion in desert 
climates.  When you have little soil and few nutrients it is vital to conserve them in place, 
no matter where you live.” 
 
The DK-CRC is working with aboriginal communities to investigate desert plants, not only 
to preserve traditional knowledge in danger of dying out, but also to develop new food and 
medical products which can create livelihoods for remote settlements. 
 
A major program is building a global picture of Australia’s arid rangelands so they can be 
well-managed for multiple uses, such as tourism, pastoralism, indigenous needs and 
environmental protection. The approach can also be packaged for export to other desert 
countries, based on their local information and cultures. 
 
In a bid to improve the health of remote communities, DK-CRC is looking at the best ways 
to manage and maintain community water and waste disposal services, when there is little 
water available.  In a world facing acute water scarcities in many countries by 2030, such 
technologies will be in big demand overseas too, he says. 
 
“It’s sometimes said that Australians don’t recognise quite how smart they really are. 
Perhaps we’re too modest, or perhaps we take our knowledge for granted. 
 
“Suffice to say a quarter of the world’s population lives in regions that can benefit from 
Australian experience and technical know how. And this segment of the global population 
is growing strongly.  By building links with these segments, we can learn from them too. 
 
“Working with our partners in business, industry and government, our intention is to make 
Desert Knowledge an export brand that will be synonymous with Australia, and with 
quality, for this century.” 
 
The range of new technologies, services and industries will soon be accessible to the 
public and business through the new Desert Knowledge Precinct, being built through the 
partner organisation Desert Knowledge Australia on 70ha of land just south of Heavitree 
Gap in Alice Springs. 
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Initially the Precinct will house research and educational facilities, a living desert centre, 
and a business, and innovation centre working collaboratively to create a major knowledge 
community. It will form the heart of a knowledge distribution network that sends ideas 
racing across the Outback, allowing people and communities to tap into them, no matter 
where they live.  
 
“If Australia is to be the world’s leading exporter of desert knowledge, we first have to be 
extremely good at creating and sharing it among ourselves,” says Dr Stafford Smith. 
 
“We also need to understand that sharing our knowledge worldwide isn’t a threat.  It’s a 
huge opportunity and it adds value to everything else we do – because we receive other 
people’s knowledge in return.” 
 
 
More information: 
Dr Mark Stafford Smith, CEO Desert Knowledge CRC, 08 8950 7162 or 0408 852 082 
Mark.StaffordSmith@csiro.au
Katie Vargo, Desert Knowledge CRC, 08 8950 7122 or 0428 102 935 
Katie.Vargo@csiro.au
 
Media images and footage available – ring 08 8950 7122 
 
Website: http://www.desertknowledge.com.au/crc 
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