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Background 
 
The Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre (DKCRC) is a partnership of 28 
agencies, government departments, non-government organisations, desert communities and 
universities whose research focuses on the people and communities of the remote arid regions 
– the three per cent of Australians who live on 70 per cent of the land mass.  We cover four 
States and the Northern Territory from the edge of the Great Dividing Range to the Indian 
Ocean. This means we operate across jurisdictions, within the boundaries of the desert and 
not within state or territory borders, to provide a truly national perspective on desert living.  
 
DKCRC also works across disciplines and sectors, bringing together biophysical and social 
scientists, Aboriginal people, industry representatives including resource developers, tourism 
operators, pastoralists and policy and service delivery agencies from all levels of government. 
 
Our research program is integrated, rather than strictly discipline-based. Our objectives are to: 

• Provide sustainable livelihoods for desert people that are based on natural resource 
and service enterprise opportunities that are environmentally and socially appropriate  

• Encourage sustainable remote desert settlements that support the presence of desert 
people, particularly remote Aboriginal communities, as a result of improved and efficient 
governance and access to services 

• Foster thriving desert regional economies that are based on desert competitive 
advantages, bringing together Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities, government 
and industry 

• Apply social science insights into governance, human capacity and the design of 
appropriate institutions to all of these outcomes.  

•  
The program involves scientific and technical research, which ranges from environmental 
research to appropriate housing and infrastructure design and often means applying existing 
technology to new ends or making systems work better for desert people.  At the same time, 
we apply social science insights to what makes communities work and to how we can develop 
appropriate and sustainable local-level economic activity to support these communities. 
 
Taking research into the desert community is not simply a matter of what our research 
partners bring: it is also about what they learn from the experience. The Desert Knowledge 
CRC has evolved because of its ability to develop meaningful collaborations. Clearly this is a 
feature of successful CRCs, where the collaboration between Centre Partners and Associates 
is critical to operating effectively. But the success of DKCRC in overcoming the tyranny of 
distance has taught us the true importance of collaboration for effective desert engagement. In 
our region, we take the time and make the effort to build relationships because we have come 
to understand that successful collaboration depends on those relationships.  
 
We have developed collaborations involving business and industry, between the designers 
and suppliers of technology and end-users, as a platform for research into better ways of doing 
things in, for example, improving livestock management in the pastoral industry or 
investigating factors making for success for Aboriginal business.  
 
Aboriginal people are significant contributors to our research program and we work extensively 
with people in remote Aboriginal communities on collaborative projects researching 
sustainable housing, water use, infrastructure and business development as well as natural 
resource management.  Their knowledge is integral to our research and valuing Aboriginal 
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intellectual property is embedded in our practice and philosophy. DKCRC has a Protocol for 
Aboriginal Knowledge and Intellectual Property and an accompanying Good Manners Guide 
for working with Aboriginal people1.  This relationship is reciprocal: we share knowledge and 
we learn from each other’s ways of doing things. 
 
Our Desert Knowledge – and the way we do it – is exportable, not just to other countries with 
large desert areas, but also to countries with small and dispersed remote area populations. 
The recent Desert Knowledge Symposium 2008 was attended by delegates from India and 
South Africa and we have presented our research at conferences in Mongolia, China and the 
United States and Canada. 
 
 
The Discussion Papers 
DKCRC would like to reserve comment on the papers for later discussions in this process. The 
discussion papers appear to be thorough and technically sound in their conclusions. 
 
For the time being, however, we would like to be assured that any reforms of Intellectual 
Property rights acknowledge and support Aboriginal Intellectual Property rights. As the World 
Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) notes: 
“...some traditional communities are beginning to voice concerns that sometimes activities by 
museums and cultural specialists do not take adequate account of their rights and interests; 
and that documenting and displaying, say, a traditional song or a tribal symbol may make them 
vulnerable to misappropriation.’2 
 
WIPO is still grappling with wider questions of Aboriginal IP. As mentioned earlier, we have 
spent time and effort negotiating an acceptable position on Aboriginal IP protection with 
Aboriginal people and it is now one of our operating principles.  
 
The Protocol is based on the recognition that: 
 “…there have been past instances of Aboriginal people’s knowledge and intellectual property 
being misappropriated and exploited. The DKCRC Board ... recognises that the DKCRC’s 
objectives will only be achieved by working in equitable partnership with Aboriginal people. 
Such partnerships include knowledge sharing in research and potentially the creation of new 
intellectual property. The DKCRC acknowledges that Aboriginal communities and groups have 
their own protocols and that these must be observed, understood, respected and engaged with 
as an essential, ongoing part of the research process.”3 
 
It is guided by the principles of respect for local Aboriginal ethics, confidentiality, free prior 
informed consent and benefit-sharing. It defines Aboriginal knowledge as “...the totality of 
cultural heritage of Aboriginal people, as this is defined by Aboriginal people. This is an 
inclusive and dynamic body of practices and traditions, encompassing both tangible and 
intangible elements. It allows for a diversity of situations, uses and meanings. It is based on 
collective rights and interests, is passed on through generations, and is closely linked to land 
and identity. “4 It acknowledges that background IP in our research projects will include this 
Aboriginal knowledge. 
 

                                            
1 http://www.desertknowledgecrc.com.au/socialscience/socialscience.html 
2 http://www.wipo.int/tk/en//folklore/culturalheritage/pdf/archives_museums.pdf 
3 http://www.desertknowledgecrc.com.au/researchimpact/indigenousip.html. 
4 Ibid. 
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It is this Intellectual Property that merits the most stringent protection.  Remote areas of 
Australia present a different operating environment from the conventional research arena and 
we would be happy to elaborate on this in later discussions. Briefly, attracting and keeping 
capital and resources is that much harder. Bringing together a critical mass of skills and ideas 
depends heavily on building local capacity, which means helping people apply the knowledge 
they already have. It involves capitalising on local know-how, in which Aboriginal IP is 
significant. 
 
Getting the right protection for that IP is important for fostering opportunity and this needs to be 
a major consideration in the question of exemptions. There has already been well-publicised 
legal action over the misappropriation of Aboriginal art works. This is not, however, the sole 
area in which Aboriginal IP is likely to be of economic value and may therefore face 
expropriation by outside interests. It also provides a basis for commercial development of bush 
products, particularly plants. Without adequate protections that IP will be exploited. It may 
contribute to the development of medical treatments, where patent ownership has the potential 
to deliver sound and sustained economic returns. 
 
To be sure, developing remote area economies to support small and scattered populations is a 
social question. In context, however, it is the kind of social question that grounds the law in 
real life and adds relevance for the people whose rights it is to protect. There needs to be 
further discussion of the wider questions of Aboriginal Intellectual Property rights as a key 
element in the legal reform process. 
 
 


