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Sustainable Wild harvest of Kakadu plum in wadeye
Background 

Kakadu Plum (Terminalia ferdinandiana) is a native 

bush fruit that grows in the Top End of Northern 

Australia. Also known as Gubinge, Murunga, Mi Marral 

and Billygoat Plum, the fruit is a traditional food source 

and medicine for indigenous people, and is highly 

sought after for its nutritional and healing properties. 

Wild harvesting of Kakadu Plum is developing into a 

significant industry, providing economic opportunities 

for indigenous people whilst encouraging a greater 

connection to country, family and culture. 

On a broader scale, demand for the fruit both nationally 

and internationally far exceeds supply, bringing 

challenges around the sustainable development of this 

growing industry. 

 

Motivation 

As harvesting of Kakadu Plum for local consumption 

moved to larger scale commercial activity in the 

Thamarrurr region, concern was raised over the impact 

that heavy harvesting might have on the health of trees 

and the sustainability of such practices.  

With over 100 indigenous people and their families 

involved in the annual harvesting of plums, developing 

good protocols and practices became vital. 

Under the National Landcare Program (NLP), Territory 

Natural Resource Management (TNRM) went into 

partnership with the Thamarrurr Rangers and EcOz 

Environmental Consultants to identify ways to improve 

the sustainability of wild harvest methods and 

encourage practice change within the industry. 

Program Activities 

Wadeye community members were engaged to research 

the potential for Kakadu Plum trees to fully recover from 

damage caused by poor harvesting practices. 

The project used this collaborative research activity as a 

way of raising issues associated with sustainable harvest 

across the community.  

Research findings provided the basis for the development 

of best practice harvest protocols, induction processes for 

harvesters and a suitable monitoring system. 

Extensive consultation was undertaken with Traditional 

Owners regarding the development of the harvesting 

protocols, and to maintain ongoing sustainable land 

management practices. 

A movie about the plum story was produced to highlight 

issues associated with poor harvest practices.  This 

was well received by the community and has been 

used as part of the induction process.  

A monitoring system was put in place to check training 

had been undertaken by pickers and that harvesting 

practices were in line with the protocols. 
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Outcomes 

The project has played an important social, cultural and 

learning function in facilitating exchange of knowledge 

and skills, as well as supporting real opportunities for 

on-ground change and implementing improved land 

management practices. Helping people to understand 

that poor harvesting practices will reduce the 

productivity of individual plants for several years has 

been a key message. The project has raised the profile 

of issues around land access and responsibility for land 

management in the region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sustainable practice change: Best practice harvest 

protocols were developed along with a training 

program. The 2016 season saw 157 pickers complete 

the induction course and harvest 5.4 tonnes of product. 

The majority of pickers have followed the best practice 

protocols, and where damage did occur Traditional 

Owners asserted their right to close some areas. 

Social benefits: Providing a purpose and an income, 

the project has encouraged family groups to go out 

together on their own country harvesting plums. This 

has created opportunities for inter-generational 

transfer of knowledge, improved connection to country 

and land management activities such as fine scale 

mosaic burning and management of weeds.  

 

Capacity development: Tree monitoring activities 

gave Aboriginal rangers an understanding of how 

scientific methods are used to answer land 

management questions and has seen some rangers 

carrying out their own pruning trials. It also provided 

opportunities to discuss the challenges of land 

management in the context of Aboriginal culture. 

 

Future directions 

With growing demand for the product, and corporate 

entities such as Qantas now featuring Kakadu Plum on 

their menus, the pressure on sustainable production is 

increasing. The current price for powdered plum is 

around $500/kg making it a very attractive commodity. 

 

TNRM, through NLP, is a partner in another project in 

the region looking at land management techniques to 

increase Kakadu Plum tree densities and yields. With 

higher economic rewards comes the incentive to 

protect landscapes in their natural state, further 

encouraging people to develop capacity in sustainable 

land management and work on their own country. 

The land and tree management techniques being 

demonstrated in this project could be applicable to a 

number of other native species with commercial 

potential. There are opportunities opening up in the 

area for other native food enterprises as the local 

women’s group, the Palngun Wurnangat Association 

who run the Kakadu Plum business, has developed a 

good working relationship with the freight company. 

Enterprises based on sustainable harvest of native 

plants can provide year round employment 

opportunities in indigenous communities. Considering 

on country activity has been demonstrated to have 

cultural, social, health and ecological benefits, this is 

natural resource management at its best! 
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Indigenous participation 
6 people have been employed in part-time roles 

The project has engaged 5 volunteers 

157 pickers have completed the best practice 

harvest protocol induction 
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