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Introduction to Australia & settlement 

•  Geologically a very old continent 

•  Very low nutrient soils & 
unpredictable rainfall 

•  Large continent with enormous 
geographical differences 

•  Settled by Aborigines 60,000 yrs 
ago? 

•  European settlement over 200 yrs 
ago 
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Aboriginal traditional foods: belief 

•  Deemed to be predominantly 
hunter-gatherers 

–  Variable & harsh environment 
–  Presumably low populations 
–  Did not practice “conventional” 

agriculture or animal husbandry 
 

•  Hunted larger animals & 
supplemented by smaller animals 
(including insects) and seeds 
ground into flour 
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Aboriginal traditional foods: reality 
•  Early observations on Aboriginal 

foods biased by European beliefs 
on what constituted food and food 
production systems 

•  Early observations primarily by men 

•  Role of Aboriginal women under-
estimated 

•  Enormous geographical variation in 
foods & wide range of plant & 
animal foods 

•  Seasonal food calendars 
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Seasonal food calendars 
Varied geographically 
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Aboriginal food sources 

•  Hunter-gatherer important 

•  Not all nomads - some forms of 
settlement 

•  Some production systems  
•  Firestick farming 
•  Eel traps 
•  Bardi grubs (similar to palm 

weevils cultivation) 
 
•  Some food preservation & storage 

•  Extensive trade across Australia 
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 Use of insect foods by Australian 
Aborigines 

•  Fragmented information 
•  Biased by negative European 

attitude towards insects 
•  Most observations by 

anthropologists without 
entomological knowledge 

•  Lack of reference material – 
compounded by different Aboriginal 
languages 

•  Geographical differences in use of 
insects, crustaceans and molluscs 

–  Insects more arid & 
temperate 

–  Shellfish coastal sub-tropical 
& temperate 
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Knowledge gaps 

•  Lots of currently under-utilised 
traditional Aboriginal foods 

•  Importance of documenting food for 
current & future use: 

–  Sustainability (wild 
harvesting) 

–  Potential for semi-
domestication 

•  Macadamia is an endemic 
Australian plant (but adopted 
internationally after planting in 
Hawaii)  
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Why is it important to address gaps? 
•  Increased interest in traditional 

Australian foods - Australian food 
identity 

•  Commercial enterprises: ecotourism 
& restaurants 

•  Maintain Aboriginal traditions 

•  Traditional Aboriginal food source 
for Aboriginal health 

•  Main Australian food production 
systems based on exotic species 
with adverse environmental issues 
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Aboriginal diversity 

•  Aboriginal “nations” (language 
groups) adds complexity (but also 
diversity) 

•  Aboriginal languages are purely oral 
(stories, songs and dances) – any 
non-oral information is through art 
and artefacts 

•  Hence oral traditions are vital to 
culture 
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Importance of myth & ritual 
 

 
•  Dreaming traditions 

•  Aborigines arose out of the land 
and therefore are part of the land 

•  Importance of looking after the land 
(country) for health 

•  Totemic relationships 

•  Increase ceremonies 

•  Sacred knowledge 
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The three ancestral caterpillars of 
Alice Springs 
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The Emily Gap witjuti grub site 
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Bogong moths: overcoming prejudice 

•  Bogongs moths were used as a 
summer food in southeastern 
Australian alps 

•  Eaten roasted or made into “cakes” 
for storage 

•  Important source of fats 

•  Important social significance 

•  Considered an agricultural & an 
amenity pest 
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Desert truffles: art & food  
•  The circles on the left are desert 

truffles; blue areas are waterholes. 
The concentric circles on the right 
represent a claypan where the 
Napanangka Napangardi women 
danced and performed ceremonies 

 
•  The U-shapes are women with their 

digging sticks.  

•  Surveys to establish small desert 
truffle industry for local Aborigines has 
resulted in discovery of new species 

•  What is the unknown diversity of 
edible insects? 
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Painting by Aboriginal artist Betsy Napangardi Lewis 



Health = healthy land – traditional foods 
 

 
•  Major health issues with Aborigines 

on “settlement” diets – obesity, 
diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 
alcohol 

•  Rapid improvement in health when 
returned to traditional foods – 
combination of diet and activity 
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Molluscs – another invertebrate food 
•  Coastal Aborigines ate lots of 

shellfish as evidenced by shell 
middens 

•  Reduced use in parts of Australia 

•  Abalone – export market 

•  Asian migrants – increased use 
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Oceania – similar issues 
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•  Insects used as food in Papua New 
Guinea 

•  Historically used in Pacific Islands 

•  Eastern Indonesia – extent 
unknown 

•  Placostylus issues  

•  Need to document information for 
sustainability & semi-domestication 



The future 
•  Insects are an under-utilised food resource in 

Australia 

•  Important for Australian Aborigines for social 
traditions and for health 

•  Need to document information on diversity of 
edible insects while knowledge is still available 

•  Diversity of species - Identify edible 
insects (invertebrates) using both 
traditional  Aboriginal names & western 
scientific names 

•  Sustainable harvesting protocols 
 
•  Dialogue on traditional knowledge, sacred 

knowledge & potential to semi-domesticate some 
species using Aboriginal and western technology 
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