Aligning Western Science thinking with

Traditional Knowledge:
Agroforestry in the Wet Tropics, Far North Queensland

Introduction

Before colonisation Indigenous communities in Australia had a
long and significant inter-dependence with the lands and
environments in which they lived. These provided vital food,
shelter, medicines and Implements, as well as forming a

significant part of their cultural, religious and social systems-.
Aboriginal people in Far North Queensland have traditionally
eaten fruits and tubers (‘bush tucker’) from rainforest plants? but
Agroforestry activities to grow wild fruits, either for home
consumption or commercially, do not occur. This research
Investigates why not.

Methods

Twenty-one people from Far North Queensland were
Interviewed, 16 of whom came from different Indigenous clans
In the Wet Tropics. Five were white Australians but who had
had long experience of working with Indigenous people. The
interviews were semi-structured and open-endeds.

Results

Our results showed the following social iIssues were the primary
factors affecting Indigenous Agroforestry in the Wet Tropics:

Results cont’d

Scientists often do not understand the cultural norms and protocols of
Indigenous society, so do not know how to approach the community
nor accord the leaders the respect they deserve. They need to set
aside time to earn the trust of the community with whom they will
engage and learn to work within their protocols.

Project ideas must come from within so that they are relevant to the

community, with benefits accruing to Indigenous people. They have

« Good governance and leadership iIs often lacking In many been ‘researched’ with few benefits returning to the people for too
Indigenous community groups so they do not function well. long.

In the past, authority to make decisions was taken away from ¢ Funding deadlines are often too short, with no follow-up work for
Indigenous people. people who have been trained on the projects, which means that

* Indigenous people were traditionally hunters and gatherers there is little long-term benefit resulting from projects. Short-term
and many are still able to collect Bush Tucker from the wild, projects for iImmediate financial gain distance Indigenous people from
so have no need to cultivate It. the natural environment.

* Indigenous people have a different world view from < Few Indigenous people have access to Indigenous-owned land and
Westerners and so often do not see the relevance of a so any past agricultural activity has had to be undertaken on
scientific approach. They believe that Europeans have lost government land. This has distanced Indigenous people from project
touch with the Earth’s biodiversity. Because of its focus on successes.

economic returns, they do not believe European agriculture * Government policies and procedures dominate In Indigenous
and land management are sustainable. communities and Issues affecting people on the ground may be

overlooked. Most Indigenous employment occurs through
government-run projects.

e Leaders in Aboriginal communities often do not have enough time to
attend every meeting and thus NRM iIssues may at times be ignhored.

Concluding remarks

Any successful Agroforestry project with Indigenous groups Iin the
Wet Tropics needs to be initiated, run & documented by community
members, with only requested help from outside. Children would
work with the Elders so that knowledge Is passed down. Starting with
Agroforestry projects (such as Bush Tucker improvement) in schools
will be one way to include all ages.
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