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Desert Knowledge Leader Wins First NT Research Award  
 
The Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) is today celebrating Dr Mark Stafford Smith’s win in the 
new NT Research Awards.  
 
The $6000 prize, awarded for the first time by the Northern Territory Research and Innovation Board, recognises Dr 
Stafford Smith as the driving force behind setting up the Desert Knowledge CRC in mid-2003 as well as his intellectual 
leadership in developing his idea of the “science of desert living”, on which the organisation’s research program is 
based. 
 
“Put simply, this idea links Indigenous and western science concepts together to distinguish the factors that 
allow people to live well in the desert from those that don’t”, said Dr Stafford Smith, who is the inaugural CEO 
of the Desert Knowledge CRC. 
 
“Desert Australia suffers from a fragmented approach to policy, management and research, which inhibits 
economic development in the Northern Territory and desert regions nationally. Whilst all desert dwellers are 
affected, Indigenous people are hardest hit.”    
 
Desert Knowledge CRC chairman, Paul Wand, said Dr Stafford Smith had made an exceptional personal intellectual 
contribution to understanding the challenges faced by desert Australia and inspired many with his vision of living 
successfully and sustainably in the desert. 
 
“Mark has shown outstanding skill and personal drive in building the productive partnerships that distinguish the Desert 
Knowledge movement. He has welded together a nationally coordinated approach to the science and research of 
desert living to focus on the issues of practical importance to the people and industry of the NT.  
 
“He has persuaded people from vastly different backgrounds to share their knowledge and work together for the 
benefit of all desert people”. 
 
Mr Wand said Dr Stafford Smith’s success is the reward of a career-long commitment to desert issues and to building 
public awareness and understanding about them that is now bearing fruit not just in the NT but throughout the outback. 
 
“We’re witnessing an unprecedented degree of project coordination across desert Australia. Wider links are starting to 
create critical mass for expansion, with the potential to improve the economic outcomes for the NT and beyond”.   
 
“Mark realised early on that the best outcomes for desert people will be obtained if the end-users of the research are 
actively involved in that research while it is happening”, he said.   
 
“Because he has practised this principle in his own research over many years he was able to build a credible 
base of sympathetic end-users, be they pastoralists, Aboriginal communities, businesses, service agencies or 
policy makers.  
 
“That’s why most Desert Knowledge CRC research projects are producing results of immediate practical benefit to 
their end-users in natural resource management, community and policy.”   
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Mr Wand says examples for which the virtual research network’s projects are becoming known include storage 
solutions for bush foods, bus services to town camps, regional planning priorities, small business clustering 
opportunities, tourism industry investment priorities, on-property wind erosion impacts, protocols for accessing 
Aboriginal lands, housing infrastructure maintenance priorities, regional governance systems, and many others. 
 
Dr Stafford Smith is a rangelands ecologist of international standing, who has worked in deserts around the world 
since 1975. 
 
Based for 21 years in Alice Springs and working in other desert regions during 10 years prior to this, his career in 
desert Australia has encompassed the development of desert knowledge in a variety of fields. 
 
He has worked in basic arid zone ecology, rangelands management, economics and pastoral decision making in 
variable environments, the effects of taxation and other policy instruments on desert Australia, and regional futures 
modelling in remote areas, as well as the management of global change and desertification in rangelands worldwide.   
 
Mr Wand also congratulated Ilan Warchivker, a health economist working with the Desert Knowledge CRC, 
who was a finalist in the first Desert Knowledge Innovation Award for his contribution to improving the health 
status of Aboriginal people in Central Australia and the NT. 
 
He said that while the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre nominated three researchers from its network 
of 28 partner organisations for this award, many more would have deserved nominations. 
 
“We also nominated Grant Allan from the NT Bush Fires Council, who has worked with Indigenous people to greatly 
advance our understanding of fire management in Central Australia, and Nick Gambold from the Central Land Council 
for developing the Tanami ranger movement.    
 
“It would have been easy to pick a dozen more researchers who would have been just as deserving”, he said. 
 
More Information:  
 
Dr Mark Stafford Smith, 08 89507162, 0408 852 082, mark.staffordsmith@csiro.au
 
Paul Wand, 0419 011 440, paul.wand@bigpond.com
 
Elke Wiesmann, 0427 009 240, 08 89507142, elke.wiesmann@csiro.au
 
http://www.research-innovation.nt.gov.au/
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