






Buffel grass is recognised by 
the Australian Government 
as a key threat to native 
biodiversity in Australia’s 
arid heartland. 

As an aggressive colonizer it rapidly 
transforms landscapes causing 
significant losses of native flora and 
fauna and negatively impacts on 
Indigenous cultural practices, including 
the availability of bush tucker.

The relatively untouched Great Victoria 
Desert (GVD) has been identified as 
one of the few landscapes where 
broad-scale Buffel grass invasion could 
potentially be averted. 

With the GVD spanning the South 
Australia, Western Australia border, 
close cross-border collaboration is key 
to effective Buffel grass management 
of the region.  Buffel grass does not 
recognise borders.

The Ten Deserts Initiative, started 
in 2014, supports cross-border 
collaboration to improve arid zone land 
management outcomes. 

Although a number of Indigenous land 
management groups are currently 
undertaking Buffel grass management 
programs in and around the GVD, the 
Ten Deserts Initiative proposes bringing 
these groups, and other stakeholders 
together in a coordinated and targeted 
way to develop and implement a 
strategic Buffel grass eradication plan.

All about Buffel 

Buffel grass, Cenchrus ciliaris, is a 
deep-rooted, perennial grass which is 
believed to have originally arrived in 
Australia with the import of Afghan 
camels in the 1860s. 

It is a native of eastern Africa and 
Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, Pakistan and 
India. Buffel grass was also planted in 

Early camel expedition using Afghan camels in 1896 
Photo courtesy of State Library of South Australia

the 1960s across central Australia as a 
pasture grass and dust suppressant. It 
has since spread across large areas of 
Northern Territory, Queensland, South 
Australia and Western Australia.

South Australia is the only state or 
territory so far to have officially 
identified Buffel grass as a weed.

Buffel as pasture

Buffel grass is widely considered 
the species of choice by pastoralists 
because of its wide adaptation ability 
and tolerance of drought, fire and 
over-grazing. Being high yielding and 
easy to establish and maintain, it has 
financially benefited many pastorally-
based rural communities. 

Why keep the GVD free of 
Buffel grass

The Great Victoria Desert is one 
of the last deserts in Australia that 
maintains its precolonial biodiversity. 
The importance of ensuring this 
pristine habit remains unspoiled is 
immeasurable.

Cattle feeding on Buffel grass in the APY Lands

Buffel Free GVD

Buffel growing near Oak Valley Community
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Buffel Free GVD
Working together to save the Great Victoria Desert



Buffel grass takes nutrients out of the 
ground and displaces native grasses 
along water courses, expansive 
rangeland grasslands and arid land 
ranges. It transforms arid landscapes 
into a monoculture destroying native 
grasses, shrubs and fire-sensitive trees.

Being significantly more flammable 
than native grasses, Buffel grass 
produces high-intensity fires which 
damage ecosystems never previously 
exposed to such extreme temperatures. 
Such fires also present a risk of damage 
to valuable infrastructure and property 
as well as threaten the well-being of 
people in the region.

Currently Buffel grass is only found in 
a few isolated locations in the GVD 
and in larger abundance in some 
surrounding areas.  It is imperative 
that action be taken now to prevent it 
from forming monocultures that, once 
established in the GVD, will be almost 
impossible to eradicate.

The Ten Deserts Initiative

The Ten Deserts Initiative supports 
collaboration between Northern 
Territory, South Australia and Western 
Australia arid land management 
groups. See http://www.tendeserts.org 
for more information.

The Ten Deserts Initiative supports 
bringing groups together to collate 
cross-border data, assess cross-border 
resources and develop a single action 
plan that can be effectively undertaken 
across the GVD.

The Buffel Free GVD vision is long term 
total eradication of Buffel grass in the 
Great Victoria Desert through the 
development and implementation of a 
collaborative strategic plan.

At present, a working group made 
up of representatives from cross-
border land management groups and 
interested parties, is in the process 
of developing the plan as well as 
leveraging resources and support.

Bringing knowledge and 
resources together
The integration and collation of 
relevant cross-border information will 
be invaluable to the development of a 
Buffel Free GVD eradication strategy.

In SA a Buffel Task Force (through 
Biosecurity SA, and funded by the Native 
Vegetation Unit of the Department 
of Environment, Water & Natural 
Resources) was established in 2013 to: 

yy gather base data about the spread 
of Buffel grass 

yy develop management plans to 
minimise the inadvertent spread of 
Buffel grass by human activity

yy regulate use and movement of Buffel 
grass across all SA land tenures 

yy develop and maintain early 
detection and eradication 
mechanisms.

This program finished on 30 June 2016. 

In South Australia, Natural Resources 
Alinytjara Wilurara (NR AW) is taking 
the lead on working towards a Buffel 
Free GVD, while in Western Australia, 
Spinifex Land Management supported 
by Rangelands NRM are playing a 
crucial collaborative role.

To add your support behind making the 
Buffel Free GVD vision reality, please 
contact Ten Deserts Coordinator, Jimmy 
Cocking on 0423 511 931 or email 
coordinator@tendeserts.org
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Country: working together

Friends of the Great Victoria desert undertaking research into rare insect species

Giant nest building Mallee Fowl

Spectacular lizards of the GDV: Bearded Dragon 
(below) Thorny Devil Moloch horridus (below right) Above: Blind marsupial mole Notoryctes typhlops

Photo: Brett Backhouse
Photo:  
Nathan Williams

Photo: Harald Ehmann



Along the railway tracks that carry 
travellers across the Nullarbor on 
the famous Indian Pacific comes 
an unwelcome visitor that has no 
intention of a taking a return trip.

Trains travelling east to west along the 
line inadvertently carry and distribute 
Buffel grass seed from infested areas 
into relatively untouched landscapes in 
the Alinytjara Wilurara region. 

Monitoring and managing outbreaks 
on the track verges and Community 
roads is regularly undertaken by 
DEWNR staff to keep potential 
infestations from occurring.

In May this year, a crew from the Ceduna 
Natural Resources Centre, together with 
a four-man work crew from Ceduna 
Aboriginal Corporation (CAC) set out 
to inspect 250km of road and rail tracks 
for signs of Buffel grass. This included 
road and rail verges and areas around 

the rail sidings between Ooldea and 
Malbooma (approx. 250kms).

Using experience and initiative, Senior 
Ranger Robbie Sleep had a custom  
dual hose reel carrier made and then 
mounted on the all terrain vehicle (ATV) 
before setting out on the trip. It proved 
highly effective, significantly increasing 
efficiency and reducing time in the field.

Buffel grass, in varying stages of 
growth, was found across scattered 
locations.  

Mobile backpack units were used to 
eradicate isolated hard-to-see plants 
spreading away from rail and road 
infestations. Some of these were 
up to 200 meters from road and rail 
associated sites. 

“The movement of maintenance 
equipment and machinery associated 
with the railway line still seems to be 
the main reason for the continued spread 
of Buffel in this area. It’s important that 

plant operators are really clear about 
how to minimise spread from the work 
area” said Robbie.

Tarcoola, (the nearest occupied 
siding) to the East of Malbooma was 
particularly infested with Buffel grass 
after recent localised rain, extending 
well into surrounding paddocks from 
the roads and railway line. 

“We currently spray 30kms east of the 
AW region’s border, between Lyons 
and Malbooma sidings, to ensure a 
buffer into our region and particularly 
into Googs track” said Robbie.

All the Buffel grass sites are recorded 
to provide comparison data for future 
control strategies.

Buffel grass monitoring and 
management 

ON TRACK

14  Natural Resources     Alinytjara Wilurara   

The dual hose reel carrier mounted on the ATV

Setting up camp after a long day spraying along the rail line       Photography: Andrew Sleep

Mature Buffel grass growing along roadside

Photography: Andrew Sleep



Although First Nation people have 
claimed that there are approximately 
20-30 different edible larvae in 
Australia, only the witchetty grub 
(Endoxyla leucomochla) has been 
formally classified as edible. 

Aboriginal man Conrad Bilney is 
however, hoping to change this 
through his PhD research by locating 
and identifying edible larvae from 
across the country. 

He has already successfully 
uncovered 22 of the species known 
to Aboriginal people.

As a scholar at La Trobe University, 
he is applying a scientific approach to   
his research, locating, collecting and 
DNA barcoding as many of the ’20-
30’ edible insect larvae as possible.

Endoxyla leucomochla is a species of 
cossid moth endemic to Australia. 
The larva of the moth is commonly 
known as the "witchetty grub" or 
“Maku” in Pitjatjantjara language, 
and was widely used as bush food 
by the first people. The caterpillar 
grows to a length of about 7 cm, 
and pupates underground inside its 
tunnel. 

Scientist’s research 
brings him back to  
the Far West Coast

Maku “witchetty grubs” (photo by Kevin Chan)
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Norman Tindale (1900-1996) 
scientifically classified E. leucomochla 
as the first, and so far, only edible 
insect species in Australia. 

Conrad’s research is about matching 
adult Lepidoptera and Cossidae specimens 
to larvae collected so far. This has 
never been done before in Australia. 

The viability and sustainability of 
edible insect larvae will play a part 
in predicted food shortages in future 
years. Conrad’s findings will contribute 
to addressing this need and help to 
retain important Aboriginal knowledge.

Conrad has been invited by NR AW 
to give a talk at the Ceduna NRC to 
explain his work and findings to the 
broader community, both Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal. The opportunity for 
discussion on Bush Foods, Traditional 
knowledge and how to keep this 
knowledge alive will undoubtedly be of 
great interest the FWCAC and AW NRM. 

A date for his talk has not yet been set.

Natural Resources Alinytjara Wilurara  
(NR AW) currently has a number of 
staff studying Cert 3 in Conservation 
and Land Management. Conrad’s 
research will be of particular interest 
to them when they undertake one of 
the required competencies - to Collect 
and Preserve Biological Samples.

“Not only will this research produce 
important scientific outcomes but 
my undertaking these studies clearly 
demonstrate to the region’s younger 
generation that gaining scientific 
expertise can be achieved by one of 
their own” said Conrad.

Country: sharing knowledge

National first 
for Aboriginal 
governance in SA

A nation-leading approach to 
Aboriginal community governance is 
set to deliver significant benefits for 
Aboriginal people throughout South 
Australia.

After extensive consultation with 
Aboriginal communities and 
groups, the State Government has 
formalised the Aboriginal Regional 
Authority (ARA) Policy.

Aboriginal Affairs and Reconciliation 
Minister Kyam Maher said the new 
policy marked a major shift in the 
way Aboriginal South Australians and 
governments do business together.

First Aboriginal Regional 
Authorities recognised 

Three Aboriginal organisations have 
been recognised as South Australia’s 
first Aboriginal Regional Authorities, 
under the state’s landmark 
Aboriginal Regional Authority policy.

The Far West Coast Aboriginal 
Corporation, Adnyamathanha 
Traditional Lands Association, and 
the Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority 
will form a new partnership with the 
government to enhance the voice of 
Aboriginal people in decision-making 
and driving regional priorities and growth.

The announcement was made during 
national NAIDOC Week, the annual 
celebration of the history and culture 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people.

The new Aboriginal Regional 
Authority policy delivers on a State 
Government commitment to work 
more collaboratively with Aboriginal 
communities, and to strengthen 
the relationship between the 
government and all Aboriginal South 
Australians.
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Country: caring for parks

DEWNR’s Fire management unit are 
responsible for undertaking prescribed 
burns in SA’s parks and reserves 
for the protection of life, property 
and environmental assets. A burn is 
planned for three sites in the Yumbarra 
Conservation Park where recent 
wildfires had left untouched zones of 
fire dependant trees and shrubs.

In April this year, a ‘ramble survey’ was 
undertaken across the Park to assess 
the flora and fauna species in the area 
prior to undertaking a prescribed burn.

On considering the limited number 
of access roads through the park and 
the distance of the Park from Ceduna, 

it was decided to do the survey using 
a helicoptor to transport Natural 
Resources Alinytjara Wilurara’s Leah 
Feuerherdt and vegetation expert Phil 
Barron (Barron Consulting) to, and 
across Yumbarra. 

“Although Yumbarra Conservation Park 
(on the west coast of SA) is only about 
two hours drive north of Ceduna, using 
the helicopter to survey the site cut four 
days off the time it would have taken us 
to do the survey on the ground.

“The day was clear and unseasonably 
warm which gave us perfect visibility 
of the Mallee and Spinifex woodlands 
that stretched as far as the eye could 
see” said Leah.

Flying at 20-50m above ground 
level Leah and Phil were able to 
clearly identify different vegetation 
associations and species.

Yumbarra Ramble Survey
We didn’t see much fauna, but then 
again the sound of the helicopter was 
probably enough to send them into 
hiding” said Leah. 

As spinifex dies off in the centre as it 
spreads outward the large Spinifex 
rings in some areas indicated that a fire 
had not gone through those locations 
for some time. 

Fire is the trigger for many species to 
release their seeds and spurs regrowth. 
The survey determined that a number 
of controlled burns would benefit the 
area and reduce the chance of higher 
temperature wildfires occurring.

Large spinifex rings

Yumbarra Rockhole

Healthy quandong trees growing on Park



The need for improved public 
infrastructure and park maintenance 
within co-managed parks of the 
Far West Coast Native Title area 
was raised at the November 2015 
Yumbarra Co-management Board and 
Nullarbor Parks Advisory Committee 
meetings. 

With toilet facilities identified as a 
priority, new units were purchased 
that would minimise the impact 
of increased visitation while also 
attracting more people to enjoy the 
Parks’ unique environments.

Co-management meetings held 
earlier this year determined that the 
most appropriate locations to erect 
the new facilities would be those 
areas with the greatest visitation. 

yy Koonalda Homestead
yy Googs Lake
yy Mexican Hat

After gaining permission from the Far 
West Coast Aboriginal Corporation 
Board to construct the installations 
at the 3 locations mentioned above 
excavation works were able to begin.

Excavations were undertaken 
by contractors and included the 
installation of .4 meter deep x 1.5 
meter wide tank. 

The works were completed over a 
10 day block starting with Koonalda 
Homestead progressing to Mexican 
Hat and Scott’s Beach and finishing at 
Googs Lake.

This undertaking exemplifies the 
South Australian (SA) Government’s 
commitment to engaging community 
in decision making and to delivering 
resources that support SA tourism.

Above: Wooden toilets for Googs Lake and  
Mexican Hat

Metal toilet for Koonalda Homestead
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Country: caring for parks

Business in the bush

Of the 50 billion tonnes of 
greenhouse gases added to the 
atmosphere each year, about 2 billion 
tonnes (4%) come from wildfires. 

Getting wildfire emissions under 
control will be a vital part of 
combating climate change. The 
occurrence of large destructive 
wildfires in fire-dependent 
ecosystems can be significantly 
reduced through carefully planned 
fire management practices. 

Well considered fire management 
can reduce wildfire emissions by 
as much as a third, and improve 
biodiversity and biosequestration.

In Australia, research has shown 
that burning early in the dry season 
when there is less undergrowth 
rather than after rains, can reduce 
emissions by as much as half. This is 
in line with Indigenous fire practices.

Through the Australian government’s 
Emissions Reduction Fund, Australia 
is leading the world in reintroducing 
traditional fire practices.

Much of the fire-dependent regions 
are Indigenous-owned or have 
significant Indigenous involvement.

Previous fire management projects 
have created jobs in remote and 
vulnerable communities, improved 

Planned 
Burning...
Why it is so important

biodiversity, 
reinvigorated 
Indigenous 
culture and 
improved food 
security and 
better health 
outcomes. 
Sam Johnston, Senior Research Fellow, United 
Nations University: The Conversation

Jennie Robin
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Country: NRM on the Nullarbor

One of the ways Natural Resources 
Alinytjara Wilurara (NR AW) and the 
AW NRM Board seek to maximise the 
impacts of their programs, and cost 
effectiveness, is to develop projects 
which complement each other.

The integration of two projects into 
the highly successful Marine Debris 
Art Program in 2014, exemplifies 
what can be achieved through careful 
planning. This program supported 
West Coast Aboriginal artists to take 
part in a two-week workshop to 
create sculptures using marine debris 
collected during AW NRM beach 
surveys and clean-ups. 

The artists involved in this program, 
based at the Ceduna Arts Centre, 
produced Jidirah the whale (see pages 
8-9, Jidirah meets Monaco’s Prince 
Albert), along with numerous other 
amazing sculptural pieces.  The key 
driver behind this program was to raise 
awareness about the destructive impact 
that marine debris has on marine life.

The collection of raw materials (marine 
debris) undertaken by Aboriginal Rangers 
and women from the Yalata Women’s 
Centre for the art works was funded by an 
Australian Government grant: Conserving 
Alinytjara Wilurara’s coastline through 
enhanced Indigenous capacity. 

2016  
Successful integration of 
three AW projects

This year, the scope of integrated 
projects was expanded to include skill 
development of NR AW’s School-based 
Trainee, Latisha Richards.

With support from AW’s Community 
Engagement Manager Bruce Macpherson, 
and staff from the Ceduna Natural 
Resources Centre, Latisha was given 
responsiblity for managing the Beach 
Clean-up project and delivery of the 
Marine Debris Art Program.

Integrating Programs
Marine Debris Arts Program, School-based Trainee and Beach Clean-ups

Written by Bruce Macpherson

Above and below: Setting off to collect marine debris at beaches between Mexican Hat and Head of Bight
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Water: Beach surveys and clean ups

Work kicked off in May with teams 
scanning the beaches at number of 
locations between Mexican Hat and 
Head of Bight.

“I was really happy to see that less 
marine debris was found on our 
beaches than in previous years. Pretty 
hopeful, but maybe the message is 
beginning to get through” said Latisha.

To ensure that there would be enough 
materials for the artists to work with, 
NR AW contracted Yalata Youth Group 
to carry out several more Beach Clean-
ups in areas previously missed. 

Artists from GhostNets have inspired 
and supported Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander artists Australia wide 
in creating eye-catching marine 
sculptures from marine debris.

The GhostNets artists contracted by 
NR AW to facilitate the Ceduna Marine 
Debris Art workshops, will be staying 
at Ceduna’s Natural Resources Centre 
for the two-week duration of the 
program’s delivery.

Tjutjana (Ceduna) Arts will manage the 
production side of the enterprise and 
host the workshops. 

A number of community meetings 
have already been held at Tjutjana Arts 
with possible themes for the workshop 
sparking lively discussion. 

As a budding artist herself, Latisha is keen 
to see the next phase underway.

“I’m looking forward to supporting 
and working with the artists and excited 
to see what amazing sculptures we can 
come up with” she said.

AW Trainee Latisha Richards at Mexican Hat with her 
proud mum (and co-worker) Amanda Richards

Planning the day with co-workers: Taylor Bowden, Latisha Richards, Nathan Williams and Jamal LeBois

Jamal LeBois collecting marine debris

Above: Yalata lads pack up another load of debrisKeeping beaches free of man-made material, with 
a little help from Yalata Youth Group members
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NR AW: People 

Codee Spitzkowsky
My name is Codee and I’ve just 
started as the Alinytjara Wilurara 
Project Officer in Ceduna.

I spent the first few years of my life living 
in the remote Aboriginal community 
of Angatja in the Anangu Pitjantjara 
region. My family later moved to our 
current home on 9,500 acres of coastal 
property just south of Penong. 

On deciding a university degree 
wasn’t for me, I worked in Qld for 
a while before moving back to the 
West Coast to work with Iluka in their 
exploration department.

After completing a Commercial Diver 
traineeship I worked for 3 years all 
around WA. A couple of highlights include 
installing the world’s first wave powered 
energy generator off Garden Island Naval 
Base and completing cyclone mooring 
inspections on the Kimberly’s Buccaneer 
Archipelago. 

After an injury that stopped me from 
diving, I gained a position with SANTOS 
as Cultural Heritage Field Supervisor. 

Over the next 3 years I developed 
amazing friendships and trust with 
various Traditional Owner groups 
working with them in the field to 
identify Cultural Significance sites.

Wanting to escape the FIFO 
lifestyle and contribute to the local 
community that had given me so many 
opportunities over the years, I was 
very happy to have won this position.

I’m really enjoying my new role and 
genuinely look forward to seeing what 
skills and experience I can bring to 
what promises to be a very enjoyable 
work environment.  

Brett Backhouse
I’m an Adelaide boy and have 
been involved with animals and 
conservation for the past 16 years, 
starting out as a bird keeper with 
the Adelaide Zoo. 

Working there ignited a passion 
for wildlife conservation, not only 
of native birds, but also of native 
mammals and reptiles and the 
issues they have common in relation 
to introduced pest, weeds and 
landscape changes. 

During my time at the zoo, I spent 
12 months overseas working on 
conservation projects based in New 
Zealand, Ecuador, Brazil and Peru, 
including a five week stint camping 
in the Amazon.

Back in SA I was involved in feral 
animal control in the northern 
Flinders as part of the Yellow-footed 
Rock-wallaby recovery program.
After 12 years at the zoo I became 
a Senior Ecologist with EBS Ecology. 
Although I worked primarily as an 
Ornithologist, I was also involved in 
terrestrial fauna and flora and took 
part in many surveys across the 
state, including in Yellabinna. 

This experience gave me extensive 
skills in fauna monitoring, 
identification and handling which 
I’m happy to pass on to others.

I’m really looking forward to 
developing strong relationships with 
the people living in the AW region 
and to expanding my understanding 
of the area’s ecology with their help.

Leah Feuerherdt
All at AW are sad to say goodbye to 
Leah, whose contribution during her 
time with us was outstanding. 

Her enthusiastic, pragmatic 
approach was an essential ingredient 
in the successful development 
of AW’s new business planning 
methodology, the long term benefits 
of which are continuing to emerge. 

Her work on the Healthy Country 
Business Plan agenda significantly 
contributed to the development of 
a Program Tracker.  The “Tracker” is 
proving to be an invaluable tool that 
allows us to track project budget 
and activity progress from the same 
reference point as well as supports 
advanced reporting.

Leah also extended the Healthy 
Country Planning process, which 
led to AW securing contracts 
with Antakirinja Mantuntjara 
Yankunytjatjara Aboriginal 
Corporation to develop a works 
program for Tallaringa HCP initially 
focussing on Buffel grass control.

All of these achievements leave 
AW with a lasting legacy helping 
us to become a highly accountable 
organisation successfully 
undertaking, and reporting on, a 
myriad of NRM projects. 

Thank you Leah, we’re hoping that 
your enthusiasm for the people and 
the country of our region will give 
us another opportunity to work with 
you again in the future. 

W E L C O M E  T O  T H E  T E A M F A R E W E L L
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Nathan Williams
The AW NRM Region bids a very fond 
farewell to Nathan Williams, who 
has worked from the Ceduna Office 
for the past 4 years as Landcare 
Facilitator/Project Officer. Nathan has 
had a significant and deep impact 
on the work of Natural Resources 
AW and has been a key person in 
engaging  communities in the Region; 
particularly encouraging the young 
men from Yalata and Oak Valley 
communities to become active in 
NRM activities. Nathan has been in his 
element in the region’s Communities 
and loved to share his knowledge and 
skills with others. He has been a quiet 
achiever within the organisation, with 
a formidable knowledge of flora and 
fauna, traditional skills, Culture and the 
Ukulele! 

He took great delight in finding the 
connections between people taking 
great delight in introducing Friends of 
the Great Victoria Desert to the young 
workers from Oak Valley; building 
bridges by comparing traditional 
tracking techniques with the ARC 
Pad Tracking systems and finding 
them complementary. That passion for 
Connecting Country, Culture and People 
typified his approach to his work -  the 
essence of NRM.

People: NR AW News

Nathan is an initiated Western Arrernte 
man from Hermannsburg, outside Alice 
Springs. As a member of the famous 
Williams family, it is in his genes to be 
a worker and a musician and he lives 
up to both those traditions. Inevitably, 
the pull of family has finally drawn him 
home. Proudly, he is returning to take 
up the role of Work Supervisor with 
MacDonnell Shire Council. He takes 
with him a Certificate 3 in Conservation 
and Land Management and an 
impressive set of land management 
skills gained from his work with the 
fabulous AW team. It is an immense 
achievement for Nathan, a source of 
great pride for his family, and gratifying 
for the AW NRM Region that he is the 
first Aboriginal man 
to be appointed as 
Works Supervisor in 
that region.

Nathan’s presence 
on the Far West 
Coast will be greatly 
missed.

His enthusiasm for 
his work has been 
both infectious and 
inspirational.

All the best Nathan 
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