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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and Indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding from 
the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ) and the Norwegian Agency 
for Development Cooperation (NORAD), awarded the 
Equator Prize 2019 to 22 outstanding local community 
and Indigenous peoples initiatives from 16 countries. Each 
of the 22 winners represents outstanding community and 
Indigenous initiatives that are advancing nature-based 

solutions (NBS) for climate change and local sustainable 
development. Selected from 847 nominations from across 
127 countries, the winners were celebrated at a gala event 
in New York, coinciding with UN Climate Week and the 
74th Session of the UN General Assembly. The winners are 
sustainably protecting, restoring, and managing forests, 
farms, wetlands, and marine ecosystems to mitigate 
greenhouse gas emissions, help communities adapt to 
climate change, and create a green new economy. Since 
2002, the Equator Prize has been awarded to 245 initiatives.

The following case study is one in a growing series that 
describes vetted and peer-reviewed best practices 
intended to inspire the policy dialogue needed to 
scale nature-based solutions essential to achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize winner 	 Founded

2019	 2017

Location 

West Kalgoorlie, State of Western Australia, Commonwealth 
of Australia

Beneficiaries

580 beneficiaries

Thematic areas 

Forest conservation/sustainable development; 
Preservation of Indigenous or traditional knowledge; 
Women’s empowerment

Fields of work

Ecosystem conservation; Sustainable forestry; Drylands 
conservation

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2019 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
Dutjahn Sandalwood Oils (DSO) Proprietary Limited 
(Pty Ltd) is an innovative partnership involving the 
Martu people and other Central Desert Aboriginal 
communities in the Commonwealth of Australia. 
The company produces sandalwood oil for export 
to the global luxury perfume and cosmetics 
markets. The partnership provides a unique 
avenue to create a value-added product from 
sandalwood, a sacred plant for the Martu people 
and a key part of the spiritual identity of the Central 
Desert Aboriginal peoples in the State of Western 
Australia. This innovative economic model is 
redefining how society can engage with Aboriginal 
communities by providing both industry and 
governments with a best practice approach for 
natural product sustainable supply chains. By 
embracing sustainable harvesting, promoting 
traditional knowledge and cultural practices, 
and ensuring socioeconomic independence for 
the Central Desert Aboriginal communities, DSO 
provides a powerful new economy model for 
sustainable development.

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information shown 
on maps or included in text of this document are not guaranteed to 
be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance or recognition 
by the United Nations. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qpXcfzPYOTQ&list=PL4yHLnNwn91PsFs4_2dotXY8bnJVZmHpb&index=5
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Withstanding scarce water and often scorching heat, 
the Martu Aboriginal people in the Commonwealth of 
Australia (Australia) have lived for nearly 40,000 years 
in the heart of Western Australia’s Central Desert. Being 
traditionally nomads, they were one of the last of the 
world’s First Contact generation to be drawn out of 
isolation between the 1950s and 1970s. Since then, the 
Martu people gradually established their first settlements 
in their homeland, which they call Birriliburu Country.

While the First Contact elders have passed away, their 
legacy lives on through their children, who make up 
the Second Contact generation and have taken on the 
cultural responsibility to safeguard their homelands. This 
includes conserving unique native sandalwood (Santalum 
spicatum) forests that grow in this isolated desert and are 
sacred to the Martu Aboriginal people.

The natural range of this sandalwood spans the medium 
and low rainfall regions of Western Australia between 
Carnarvon, in the north, and Albany, in the south. The 
range includes the Wheatbelt and the Goldfields, as well 
as some small areas of South Australia. 

Part of the species’ range is located within the Southwest 
Australia Biodiversity Hotspot identified by the Critical 
Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF). More than half of the 
5,570 species of vascular plants that grow in this region 
are found nowhere else in the world. The hotspot is also 
home to unique animal species facing population threats, 
including the western swamp turtle (Pseudemydura umb-
rina), one of the most threated freshwater turtle species 
in the world and listed as critically endangered by the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
Red List of Threatened Species. The region also provides 
habitat for the numbat (Myrmecobius fasciatus), a diurnal 
marsupial categorized as endangered by the IUCN Red 
List. 

As a result of the expansion of the agricultural frontier and 
land clearing for cropping, Western Australian sandalwood 
is now mainly found in on Crown land, which is managed 
by the state.  Other threats to this species include illegal 

harvesting and theft of sandalwood, which negatively 
impact the sustainability of the resource. 

Sandalwood has been a protected species in Australia 
since 1929. The Biodiversity Conservation Act, which was 
passed in 2016 and became fully operational in 2019, 
replaced the former Wildlife Conservation Act 1950 
and Sandalwood Act 1929. The new legislation greatly 
increases deterrent penalties for unlawful activities 
involving sandalwood. Current maximum penalties for 
illegally harvesting wild sandalwood are AU$200,000 
(approximately US$145,388) for individuals and AU$1 
million (approximately US$726,941) for corporations.

Sandalwood is one of the oldest and most popular incense 
and perfume ingredients in the world. However, the best-
known species is Santalum album, found mostly in India, 
Nepal, and Indonesia. That species is considered the 
highest quality sandalwood species, but it is endangered 
from over-harvesting. 

West Australian sandalwood is a small tree that grows up 
to 4 metres tall under harsh environmental conditions, 
including low-nutrient soils. Despite being deemed 
lower quality than Indian sandalwood, West Australian 
sandalwood is still attractive to the global perfume and 
incense industries, and it has increased in importance in 
Australia’s foreign trade following its first export in 1845. 
Since then, the country has become a major exporter of 
sandalwood to Asia. Essential oil from this tree was first 
produced in the 1920s. Australian sandalwood oil was 
used as an antiseptic by pharmaceutical companies in 
several European and Asian countries until it was replaced 
by antibiotics. The oil is found in both the stem and roots. 
As a result, trees are uprooted as part of harvesting. 

Inclusion of the Martu Aboriginal people into the san-
dalwood market has been slow, largely as the result of 
ancestral land losses. Most Martu lands are classified as 
unallocated Crown land. Attaining titles for Martu ances-
tral territories has required lengthy legal battles. However, 
in 2008 and 2016, they achieved the determination of 
several areas by National Native Title Tribunal. 
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The creation of the Birriliburu Indigenous Protected Area 
(IPA) in 2013 has been a boost for the Martu people, as 
it recognizes them as traditional owners of 6.6 million 
hectares of desert country, approximately the same size 
as Tasmania. Sand dunes, sandstone mountain ranges, salt 
flats, claypans, and ancient rock art sites are among the 
varied landscapes encompassed by this IPA, which covers 
three Central Desert regions: the Little Sandy Desert, the 
Gibson Desert, and the Gascoyne. 

Native title rights and interests afford the native title holders 
of Birriliburu land exclusive possession, occupation, use, 
and enjoyment of the Birriliburu determination areas, 
representing the highest form of native title recognised by 
law. In most cases, entry onto the Birriliburu determination 
areas will require the consent of the native title holders, the 
Martu and other Aboriginal peoples living in the Central 
Desert of the State of Western Australia. These areas are 
administered by the Mungarlu Ngurrarankatja Rirraunkaja 
(MNR) Aboriginal Corporation. 

Origin and structure

Dutjahn Sandalwood Oils (DSO) Proprietary Limited (Pty 
Ltd) is a partnership established in 2017 to process and 
export sandalwood oil. DSO’s ownership is split evenly. 
Half of the company is owned by representatives of 
Aboriginal communities, while the other half is owned by 
non-Indigenous investors. 

Aboriginal sandalwood harvesters

The Martu Aboriginal people’s involvement in the sandal-
wood industry began in 1977. At that time, a First Contact 
Elder founded the Kutkabubba Aboriginal Community, 
represented by the Kutkabubba Aboriginal Corporation 
(KAC), to gain formal recognition of traditional owners’ 
right to farm their homelands with equitable access to 
their forests. The original founder’s son eventually took 
over as KAC Chairperson, advocating for the government 
to allow his people to sustainably harvest their sandalwood 
resource. In 2016, a number of family members along with 
two additional Aboriginal leaders from the adjoining lands 
to the south founded Dutjahn Custodians. Based upon an 
Indigenous commercial structure, Dutjahn Custodians’ 
charter is to act as a holding vehicle to distribute funds and 
stimulate alliances. By using dutjahn, the Martu word for 
sandalwood, in the company name, the Aboriginal found-
ers acknowledge and celebrate their heritage.

Non-Indigenous sandalwood producers

Parallel to this process, DSO’s non-Indigenous partners 
were also taking actions that would lead to the business’ 
establishment. WA Sandalwood Plantations (WASP) was 
created in 2001. Today, WASP owns and manages on behalf 
of investors more than 19 million Australian sandalwood 
trees grown on 13,000 hectares located in the central 
Wheatbelt of Western Australia.

Merging companies and cultures

In 2014, the Martu entered the sandalwood industry. During the 
following three years, Dutjahn Custodians was able to secure a 
1,000-tonne sandalwood oil processing contract and establish 
a processing joint venture with WASP. Dutjahn Sandalwood 
Oils (DSO) was established in 2017, with Dutjahn Custodians 
holding half ownership and WASP’s founders holding the other 
half ownership. DSO is led by a Board of Directors comprised of 
two Indigenous and two non-Indigenous directors, as well as 
an alternate third Indigenous director position.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Depletion of wild sandalwood

Global demand for sandalwood has grown rapidly 
during the last century, driven by increasing population 
and income. This has led to a significant depletion of all 
sources of naturally occurring wild sandalwood. Most 
countries, including Australia, have responded with stricter 
regulations governing the harvest, trade, and processing 
of wild sandalwood, such as the Sandalwood Act 1929 and 
the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016.

However, despite its increased protection, West Australian 
wild sandalwood continues to face regeneration chal-
lenges due to several threats. These include overgrazing, 
drought, and the disappearance from the area of the woylie 
(Bettongia penicillate), a small marsupial that is key for 
sandalwood seed dispersal, but has been heavily predated 
upon by feral cats and foxes. The species is listed as critically 
endangered by the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. 

Unequal access to resources

Sandalwood is an important component of the State 
of Western Australia’s timber industry and is spread 
throughout traditional Aboriginal lands. Given their 
nomadic nature and connection to sandalwood in culture, 
healing, and sustenance, the Martu people only began 
organizing themselves to participate in the Western 
Australia sandalwood industry in the 1970s. This was more 
than a century after the country’s first exports to Asia by 
European settlers. Therefore, the Aboriginal Martu people 
were at a significant disadvantage in terms of both land 
and financial resources to harvest and market native 
sandalwood from their territories.

Due to sandalwood’s protected status, sandalwood 
harvesting, including by private business, individuals, and 
government agencies, requires a licence issued by the 
Department of Environment and Conservation. The Forest 
Products Commission (FPC) is a government trading 
enterprise established to develop and market Western 
Australia’s renewable timber resources. As such, it is also 
responsible for the commercial harvesting, regeneration, 
marketing, and sale of wild West Australia sandalwood 
from Crown land. This occasionally involves lands claimed 
by traditional owners that have not been titled to them.

Between 2000 and 2007, the industry was encouraged 
by the Government of Australian to establish plantations 
in Western Australia with a view to transition from wild 
sandalwood harvesting to plantation timber in 2016. The 
rationale was that the evolution of a plantation industry 
would provide an environmentally sustainable supply for 
the long term. However, since growth rates were slower 
than anticipated, in 2014, a state parliamentary inquiry 
supported ongoing harvesting from the wild, but reduced 
the sandalwood harvest licence quotas from 3,000 tonnes 
to 2,500 tonnes per year, starting in 2016. 
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Sustainable management of wild and planted sandalwood 

Dutjahn Sandalwood Oils produces sandalwood oil for 
the global luxury perfume market by harvesting both wild 
West Australia sandalwood and trees from plantations. 
DSO’s equal shareholders, Dutjahn Custodians and WASP, 
both contribute knowledge and resources to help the 
company grow through this unique partnership between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous investors.

The wood sourced by DSO comes from three different 
stocks:

	■ Kutkabubba Aboriginal Corporation (KAC), through 
Dutjahn Custodians, has a three-year licence from 
the Western Australia State Government to harvest 
premium Central Desert wild wood in the Birriliburu 
Indigenous Protected Area (IPA).

	■ Forest Product Commission (FPC), through a 10-year 
supply agreement between DSO and the Western 
Australia State Government, harvests 100 tonnes of 
wild wood per year.

	■ Western Australian Sandalwood Plantations (WASP), 
which owns and manages 13,000 hectares of 
Santalum spicatum plantations with more than 6 
million sandalwood trees.

To ensure the sustainability and regeneration of this 
sacred desert resource, a management plan was prepared 
for KAC, which currently has an approved area of 377,000 
hectares of desert forests farmed traditionally via 
sustainable wild harvesting. Following traditional Martu 
knowledge, there is an emphasis on salvaging dead wood 
before harvesting green trees. This is especially important 
ecologically, as sandalwood trees usually reach maturity 
at 50 years. The wood is purchased from KAC by DSO at 
transparent market prices, ensuring a fully realised return 
to KAC for their timber. 

WASP’s plantation was certified under the Australian 
Standard (AS) through the Responsible Wood Certification 
Scheme (RWCS) (previously Australian Forest Certification 
Scheme) in 2010. RWCS provides its own legal verification 
and chain of custody certificate under the Programme 
for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC). DSO 
also works closely with the Western Australia State’s 
Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions 
(DBCA) to ensure all wood processed by the company is 
compliant and legally verified. 

After it is processed into a pre-grind material, all harvested 
wood is taken to DSO’s Kalgoorlie-Boulder distillery. There, 
the oil is processed, refined, and blended to ISO standards 
for domestic and international customers. In 2019, new 
equipment and systems were introduced to refine, batch, 
and consolidate all oil processed on site, saving time and 
resources. 

DSO and KAC also manage a Ranger Programme to protect, 
nurture, and regenerate the vast desert sandalwood reserve. 
The Ranger Programme works to combat illegal harvesting, 
which is associated with several environmental impacts and 
the disturbance of culturally significant Aboriginal sites. The 
Ranger Programme also involves development of new skills 
and technology from the plantation industry for wild seed 
collection and propagation in WASP nurseries. This helps 
overcome ecosystem disturbances in wild sandalwood 
regeneration, such as constrained seed dispersal as a result 
of declining marsupial populations and grazing by native 
and introduced herbivores.

At the same time, DSO’s Ranger Programme engages 
Indigenous youth, encouraging their role as custodians 
of the sandalwood species. The ability to scale up this 
successful initiative requires ongoing focus and resources 
provided by DSO and KAC.
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KEY IMPACTS 

Sustainable management of wild  
and planted sandalwood

	■ KAC has achieved a three-year licence from the Western Australia State Government to harvest 
premium Central Desert wild wood in the Birriliburu IPA.

	■ DSO has competed on equal terms with the private sector and won a supply contract from the FPC to 
supply 1,000 tonnes of wild sandalwood over 10 years to complement its plantation reserves and the 
vast desert forests of Western Australia.

Fair and equitable sharing of benefits 

Many Aboriginal Martu people live in poverty and 
have no access to revenues other than sandalwood. 
The DSO initiative is empowering them by building key 
environmental resource management skills that are 
rewarded economically with a 50 percent profit share. 

In addition, DSO has created a royalty flow from all exports and 
established an Indigenous-controlled sandalwood foundation. 
In consultation with Aboriginal communities, the K. Farmer 
Dutjahn Foundation (KFDF) identified several objectives, 
including coordinating Indigenous unity and resource sharing, 
maintaining capacity-building for Indigenous harvesters, and 
developing new products that showcase the unique blending 
of ancient wild-harvested sandalwood with a fresh and more 
modern plantation product.

DSO’s business and outreach activities are enhancing 
socio-economic progress of Central Desert Indigenous 
Australians through access and resource-sharing of 
sandalwood. The aim is to transition ownership back to 
Aboriginal communities with the right to sustainably 
manage sandalwood from their lands. 

The DSO model is redefining how Western Australia can 
engage with Central Desert Aboriginal communities. By 
doing so, it is also providing industries and governments 
around the world with a best-practice approach to a natural 
ingredient supply chain that ensures socio-economic 
independence for Aboriginal people. By building Indigenous 
equity, DSO has also built the resource base to facilitate other 
communities to be mentored in a cooperative approach, 
stimulating Aboriginal community unification. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Fair and equitable sharing of benefits

	■ In 2004, the Indigenous communities obtained AU$1,100 per tonne whereas pastoralists received 
AU$11,000 per tonne. At present, the Martu people obtain an average price across all wood grades 
of AU$15,000. 

	■ DSO has established an AU$2,000 (approximately US$1,458) per-tonne royalty on all wood purchased 
from the State Government. Royalties will be distributed by the KFDF to support social projects 
among the Martu people.

	■ Royalties received by the KFDF amounted to AU$135,000 for the 2018-2019 period, and AU$221,000 
for the 2019-2020 period. Revenues will increase as DSO gradually builds market share and is able to 
process more wood and pay higher royalties.
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Women’s empowerment 

By having an Indigenous woman as the business’ first 
chairperson, DSO has demonstrated that glass ceilings 
can be broken. With the support of traditional Indigenous 
community elders, DSO, KAC, and senior members of the 
Western Australia business community, DSO’s Chairperson 
has been able to collaborate with diverse stakeholders 
to help create a nature-based cultural economy. 
Empowerment of a woman leader took time to gain 
acceptance within Aboriginal communities. DSO has now 
built a powerful precedent for the traditionally patriarchal 
society, leading to increasing women’s empowerment 

flowing down through the supply chain. For example, 
the Kutkabubba Aboriginal Corporation’s (KAC) Board is 
composed of six women and three men. 

The role of Aboriginal women in the oversight of the 
Native Title sandalwood resource is now embedded into 
the operational structure of KAC and DSO. Branding 
is identified as a major area of Indigenous women’s 
employment going forward, and the KAC Board of 
Directors has embraced the development of the Dutjahn 
brand for cosmetics, toiletries, and fine fragrances.

KEY IMPACTS 

Women’s empowerment

	■ DSO’s Chairperson was recognized as a finalist among Western Australian women in the 2018 Western 
Australia Industry and Export Awards International Business category. During the same year’s award, 
DSO received the prize for Emerging Exporter.

	■ At present, three women work in the wild harvesting of West Australian sandalwood for DSO.
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DATA, MONITORING, AND REPORTING

DSO’s initiatives support the goals of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD), which Australia signed in 1992 
and ratified in 1993. DSO’s work contributes specifically to 
report on multiple goals outlined in Australia’s National 
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), the national 
policy instrument that supports the implementation of 
the CBD and the Aichi Biodiversity Targets. 

Both DSO shareholders, Dutjahn Custodians through KAC 
and WA Sandalwood Plantations (WASP), conduct forest 
monitoring activities and report tree regeneration results 
to Western Australia State’s Department of Biodiversity, 
Conservation and Attractions (DBCA). The data collected by 
these studies can also be used to support the preparation of 
national reports on the implementation of the CBD, which 
are requested periodically from the Parties to the Convention.

Following traditional landowner stewardship practices, 
harvesters working in the KAC sandalwood Resource 
Area within the Birriliburu Indigenous Protected Area 
(IPA) leave approximately 30 percent of the sandalwood 
trees and replant seeds in every harvest site. Monitoring 
harvesting and regrowth validates a  natural biodiversity 
management plan consistent with more than 40,000 years 
of harmonious Aboriginal life in the area.

With financial assistance via DSO, KAC harvesters use 
Global Positioning Systems (GPS) to monitor tree harvest. 
These data are input into a Geographic Information System 

(GIS) with remote (field) recording capacities linked to 
a central location for data analysis. At the same time, 
plant regeneration through seed planting at previously 
harvested sites is photographically recorded. By helping in 
the management of their rightful land and resource, KAC 
harvesters also contribute to reduce illegal harvesting, 
which has been a persistent management issue in the 
Australian sandalwood industry, and overharvesting, a 
practice that is also widespread within the industry.

In addition, as part of its management review process to 
maintain RWCS certification, WASP evaluates its Forest 
Management Plan (FMP) by conducting an annual internal 
review of results from its field monitoring and an internal 
audit. WASP and DSO monitor stocking rates, timber growth, 
projected yields, and nut yields. The company also holds 
discussions with communities and stakeholders, conducts 
policy reviews, and sets annual objectives and targets.

Although DSO was not directly involved in the develop-
ment of Australia’s Sixth National Report (6NR) to the 
CBD, its monitoring efforts provide a rich source of data 
that could be highlighted in future national reports. DSO’s 
monitoring initiatives could specifically enrich Section I 
of Australia’s 6NR on National Targets (NTs). At the same 
time, DSO’s monitoring efforts can enrich reporting within 
6NR Section VI, related to the contribution of Indigenous 
Peoples and Local Communities.

“Indigenous culture transcends the conventional approach to ingredient 
supply chains. Providing sustainable methods for Native Title Holders 

to care for their country in a respectful and sustainable manner is 
fundamental to the survival of this desert society . . . Dutjahn[’s] vision 

[is] a desert nature-based cultural economy.” 

Clinton Farmer, Chairman, K. Farmer Dutjahn Foundation

https://www.cbd.int/
https://www.cbd.int/
https://www.australiasnaturehub.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-11/Australia_s_Strategy_for_Nature_%20web.pdf
https://www.australiasnaturehub.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-11/Australia_s_Strategy_for_Nature_%20web.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
https://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/international/sixth-national-biological-diversity-report
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

DSO’s work is influencing policies at the local, state, and 
national levels. At the local level, it is advocating for the 
Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions 
(DBCA) to implement a trial for a three-year licence for KAC. 
In line with its support of Indigenous Peoples’ fair and equal 
rights to build a sustainable nature-based cultural economy, 
the DSO has presented a series of strategic papers to the 
Western Australia State Government seeking to transition 
ownership of wild sandalwood to Central Desert Aboriginal 
communities. This proposal involves the suggestion of 
providing a royalty from sales of sandalwood, using the 
Kutkabubba Aboriginal Community as a case study.

At the state level, two representatives of DSO Indigenous 
shareholder Dutjahn Custodians have participated 
in the Western Australia Sandalwood Taskforce since 
2019. This taskforce has five objectives: exploring 
opportunities to use the Western Australian sandalwood 
resource to drive economic development opportunities 
for Aboriginal communities and to grow Aboriginal 
businesses;  identifying barriers to Aboriginal economic 
development in the wild sandalwood industry; ensuring 
that the development of new business opportunities 
is ecologically and economically sustainable for both 
government and Aboriginal stakeholders; coordinating 

and aligning government agency actions and resources; 
and providing recommendations to government to 
support these objectives.

In 2020, the Western Australia Sandalwood Taskforce 
released a report outlining eight recommendations 
to government that will support increased economic 
opportunities for Aboriginal communities using 
Western Australia’s wild sandalwood resource. The 
recommendations cover the most pressing issues, 
including industry entry barriers, licencing, capacity-
building, government support, and Aboriginal 
empowerment.

At the national level, DSO is also helping Australia further 
implement a range of goals and objectives in its updated 
NBSAP for the 2019-2030 period. For example, DSO’s 
sustainable management of wild and planted sandalwood 
supports Australia’s goals to respect and maintain 
traditional ecological knowledge and stewardship of 
nature. Additionally, DSO’s activities support Australia’s 
efforts to reduce risks to nature and build resilience, as 
well as to develop natural resources in an ecologically 
sustainable way.

Contributions to the global agenda

At the global level, DSO’s efforts support the implementa-
tion of several multilateral agreements that promote the 
conservation of natural resources and sustainable devel-
opment, including the CBD, the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda).

DSO’s work offers key contributions to the CBD’s Strategic 
Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020, including the ABTs. For 
example, DSO’s sustainable management of wild and 
planted native sandalwood contributes to reaching goals 

related to sustainable production and consumption 
(ABT 4), habitat fragmentation and degradation (ABT 
5), sustainable resource management (ABT 7), genetic 
diversity (ABT 13), ecosystem services (ABT 14), climate 
resilience (ABT 15), and traditional knowledge (ABT 
18). Although Australia is not a signatory country to the 
Nagoya Protocol on Access and Benefit-sharing of the 
CBD, DSO’s efforts to promote fair and equitable sharing 
of benefits with Indigenous Australians help achieve  ABT 
16 linked to the protocol. 

https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.cbd.int/abs/
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Additionally, DSO’s work is in line with the UNFCCC, which 
Australia ratified in 1992. By conserving native forests, DSO 
is helping the country achieve its 2030 target of reducing 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 26-28 percent 
below 2005 levels, as stated in its Nationally Determined 
Contribution (NDC) for the  Paris Agreement, ratified by 
Australia in 2016.

Likewise, by fostering sustainable management and 
production of Western Australia’s sandalwood, promoting 
greater equality and fair sharing of benefits with Aboriginal 
communities, and championing women’s empowerment in 
the industry, DSO’s efforts help achieve several Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda. These 
include the goals of no poverty (SDG 1), gender equality 
(SDG 5), decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), 
responsible consumption and production (SDG 12), climate 
action (SDG 13), and life on land (SDG 15).

Given its privileged position for being connected with 
leading companies in the luxury sector, including Estée 
Lauder, Givaudan, and Aveda, DSO is also contributing 
to promote the Central Desert sandalwood forests and 
build global consumer awareness of their journey for 
the recognition of the rights of the region’s Indigenous 
peoples to this natural resource. According to DSO, this 
is the first pillar in pioneering a nature-based cultural 
economy for the Central Desert communities. 

As part of its strategy, in 2019, DSO organized a summit 
between the Martu people of the Kutkabubba Aboriginal 
Community and Western Australia’s Forestry Minister. 
The meeting was witnessed by the United Nations 
and representatives of Estée Lauder. The Kutkabubba 
Aboriginal Community welcomed the Minister during a 
visit to the community to consult on steps to improve the 
well-being of the Central Desert communities through a 
nature-based cultural economy. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

DSO has set up a unique model that brings together non-
Indigenous and Indigenous investors. Although it has not 
been replicated yet, it can be adapted across other global 
natural ingredient supply chains. It offers an opportunity 
to open dialogues linked to the United Nations Nagoya 
Protocol on Access and Benefit-sharing, as well as access 
to an improved standard of living for traditional owners. 
Other Australian plant species that could benefit from this 
scheme, according to DSO, include the gubinge or Kakadu 
plum (Terminalia ferdinandiana), the Geraldton wax 

(Chamelaucium uncinatum), the brown boronia (Boronia 
megastigma), and the mountain pepper (Tasmannia 
lanceolata).

The Ranger Programme also has the potential to be 
replicated in adjoining Indigenous Central Desert 
communities. This programme could also be adapted 
to other natural resources internationally, opening 
the possibility of replication across large nature-based 
revenue streams. 

Scalability

The KAC harvesting model is being developed as a case 
study for possibly scaling up across other Central Desert 
communities wanting to enter the sandalwood industry. 
According to DSO, the policy changes that the government 

of Western Australia is consulting with representatives of 
Dutjahn Custodians and other stakeholders through the 
Western Australia Sandalwood Taskforce will contribute to 
achieve a larger scale. 

Sustainability 

Given the experience each shareholder, Dutjahn 
Custodians and WASP, brings to DSO, this joint venture 
successfully entered the global fragrance market at 
a very early stage. This is evident both in its revenues 
and the recognition it has received from important 
trade associations that have highlighted the unique 
value proposition DSO presents. The future supply of 
wild sandalwood managed by the traditional owners, 
complemented by the WASP’s plantation resource, offers 
a path to long-term sustainability.

Despite having been in the market for only three years, 
DSO has already been highly praised and recognized by 
government and industry stakeholders. The Australian 
Export Awards awarded DSO with the Emerging Exporter 
Award in 2018 and with the Small Business Award in 2019. 
DSO also won the Best Collaborative Effort Prize at the 2019 
Sedex Responsible Business Awards and was highlighted 
as a keynote speaker at the Sedex Conference 2019 
about achieving the SDGs by empowering Indigenous 
communities through business and making sustainability 
part of business ethos.
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FUTURE PLANS 
In the future, DSO aims to increase the breadth and depth of sandalwood data collection by increasing the 
number of Aboriginal people who carry out resource recording, counting, and mapping available trees. 
DSO also hopes to establish specific programmes to protect sandalwood regrowth and increase education 
of younger Aboriginal people who want to ‘work on country,’ thereby connecting with traditional practices 
and helping themselves physically, mentally, and spiritually.

PARTNERS 
	■ Aesop: Melbourne-based skincare company and 

subsidiary of Brazilian company Natura. Partners with 
DSO to source sandalwood oil based on shared values 
and commitment to positive social, economic, and 
environmental development. Highlighted DSO and 
its supply chain credentials in the Aesop Sustainability 
Report 2019 and supports DSO’s efforts to distribute 
sanitation products to Western Australia’s Indigenous 
communities affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

	■ Aveda: An Estée Lauder company. Partnered with the 
Kutkabubba Aboriginal Community and DSO for the 
sustainable and equitable wild harvest of Australian 
sandalwood trees for essential oil production used in 
Aveda’s natural hair products. 

	■ Givaudan: Fragrance company cooperates with DSO 
as supplier for most of their essential oil of Santalum 
spicatum. 
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