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DESERT PLANTS – FUTURE LIFESAVERS 
 
Health-giving foods and life-saving medications may soon be among the gifts of Australia’s 
Indigenous people to the rest of the Australian nation. 
 
At the same time, they will help to keep alive the world’s oldest living culture, preserving its 
knowledge and wisdom for future generations. 
 
In a groundbreaking partnership, desert Indigenous communities are working with researchers 
from four universities through the Desert Knowledge CRC to preserve age-old knowledge and 
understanding about the healing and health-giving properties of Australia’s desert plants. 
 
“The primary aim is to help transfer traditional knowledge to future generations of Indigenous 
people, but it is also empowering them in a quite extraordinary way to take their place in 
Australian society,” explains Professor Louis Evans, who leads the Desert Knowledge project. 
 
“It is showing everyone that traditional knowledge and modern scientific knowledge are equally 
valuable, and can work in harmony.” 
 
The “Plants for People” program is being led by senior Indigenous men and women who are 
using it to teach the children about their desert plant heritage. In particular, Mr John Briscoe, 
from the Titjikala Community, is playing a pivotal role in the project. 
 
The Indigenous participants are also helping the scientists explore desert plants for possible 
new medicines to treat conditions such as heart disease, diabetes and cancer. However the 
rules of the project ensure that ownership of the plant knowledge remains with the Indigenous 
community, and that they will benefit from any scientific advances that may flow from it. 
 
“We’re studying plants regarded by the desert people are very efficacious for certain diseases, 
and trying to discover the compounds which make them effective as medicines,” Prof. Evans 
explains. “If we do find plants which contain promising compounds for pharmaceuticals, then 
the royalties will flow back to the desert community which identified the plants for us.” 
 
“There is also great potential to incorporate health-giving desert plants or seeds in the 
Australian and Indigenous diet, in foods that will protect us against the chronic diseases of 
modern society.” 
 
“First and foremost it is about helping to preserve the culture and traditions of the desert 
people – but it is also about enabling desert communities to develop in new ways, and create 
new opportunities for themselves. 
 
“And it is about offering all Australians the benefits of desert knowledge.” 
 
Prof. Evans says all researchers involved in the project sign a confidentiality agreement which 
ensures that knowledge provided to them by Indigenous people is not published or used 
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without permission of the knowledge holders.  There is also a research ethics agreement 
between the community and the Desert Knowledge scientists. 
 
For two years the DK-CRC team has worked with the Titjikala community in central Australia 
to identify and study the plants of the region, and store the information about them in a special 
database as the Tapatjatjaka Plants. Plant names are recorded in at least four languages – 
Pitjantjatjara, Luritja, Arrente and English – so local people can use of the database.  
Specimens are stored in the Alice Springs Herbarium. 
 
Indigenous elders, children and scientists go on collecting expeditions into the desert, learning 
from the elders about native plants and their traditional uses, and bringing back samples to be 
made into traditional medicines, catalogued and studied for potential use in western 
medicines.  
 
The community has discussed possible activities associated with the plants, including wild 
harvest, seed collection, the breeding and small-scale cultivation of domesticated strains of 
the plants, their use for revegetating degraded or mining areas, and their marketing. There is 
general agreement the plants will help bring jobs and new enterprises to isolated indigenous 
communities. 
 
“The Indigenous elders are truly a part of the scientific research team, they retain complete 
control of their traditional knowledge – and they are teaching it to a younger generation, who 
are keen to understand and perpetuate the wisdom,” Prof. Evans says.  “It is turning out to be 
a wonderful collaboration.” 
 
Desert Knowledge CRC CEO Dr Mark Stafford Smith says the Tapatjatjaka Community 
Government Council is in the process of signing off as an associate research partner – a first 
for an indigenous community – and discussions are proceeding. 
 
The project is also likely to produce the first indigenous PhD in the field of transferring 
traditional plant knowledge to future generations and developing Indigenous plant based 
enterprises, Western Australian researcher, Kado Muir. 
  
“The important thing to bear in mind is that the research is driven by community concerns and 
interest, not just scientific ones.  We are very privileged to have them as our partners,” he 
says. 
 
Dr Stafford-Smith says the project serves three of Australia’s national research priorities – 
health, environmental sustainability and new industries. 
 
More information: 
Prof. Louis Evans, Desert Knowledge CRC, 0417 917 280 or 08 9266 4500 
l.evans@curtin.edu.au
Dr Mark Stafford Smith, CEO Desert Knowledge CRC, 0408 852 082 
Mark.StaffordSmith@csiro.au
Katie Vargo, Desert Knowledge CRC, 08 8950 7122 or 0428 102 935 
Katie.Vargo@csiro.au
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