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Sandalwood is an integral part of the history and ecology of Western Australia. 

In addition to its inherent biological value, the tree is prized for its beautiful , fine 

grained, perfumed wood. 

The wood was first shipped abroad in 1845 and soon became a lucrative income 

earner, its main use being in the production of incense (joss) sticks for the Asian 

market. At present, the sandalwood industry is stable and profitable, operating 

under strictly controlled, environmentally acceptable conditions. 

The natural distribution of sandalwood is from just north of Carnarvon, 

through the Wheatbelt and Goldfields into South Australia, then westwards 10 

the dri er fringes of the Darling Scarp. Clearing for agriculture and harvesting 

for commerce over the years have reduced sandalwood ' s natural occurrence 

in the Wheatbelt to occasional remnants. Throughout the remaining area of 

its range, sandalwood is widespread although patchy . 

Meekatharra • eWiluna 

Yalgoo 

• Leonora 
• 

Paynes Find 
• 

Kalgoorlie 

• • 
Southern Cross 

Albany 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

'" l g_ 
16 
13 

:r :~ ," 
I 
I 
I , __ _ 

' I 
I 
I 
I 

:g> 
-------,1 ~ 

Sout/1ern Ocean 



Four types of Santa/um species occur in Western Australia. Western 

Australian sandalwood (Sa111al11111 spicatwn) is found only in WA and South 

Australia and is the main species with scented wood. The other three species, 

quandong (S. acumi11atu111), plumbush (S. lanceolatwn ) and bitter quandong 

(S. murrayanum), are widely distributed across Australia. There is a small 

industry based on plumbush in Queensland and the Northern Territory. 

Western Australian sandalwood is a small tree or shrub, growing from two to 

occasionally eight metres tall , with a trunk diameter of I 00 to 300 millimetres 

when mature. It has irregular, spreading branches and dull , grey-green, 

fleshy leaves. It is well adapted to drought and is very slow growing, taking 

between 50 and I 00 years to attain a harvestable size. Sandalwood is an 

obligate semi-parasite that uses the roots of other plants, known as hosts , to 

supply some of its nutrition. 

Flowers are small and produced in clusters all over the canopy. They are green 

to palest red on opening, turning progressive ly deeper red as they age. Fruits 

ripen over a number of months, mostly between September and December in 

the Mediterranean climatic zones, although flowering and fruiting are very 

dependent on rainfall and can occur at any time of the year or not at all. Fruits 

are large with a red-brown , leathery outer covering surrounding a smooth, 

hard, round nut, which may be up to 20 millimetres in diameter and weigh 

about three grams. The nutritious and palatable kernels are eaten by humans, 

but further study is required to assess their suitability for widespread 

consumption. 

The germination rate of planted nuts is variable, and survival of germinants 

is usually very low except in years of above average rainfall. These factors, 

combined with loss of land to human activities, a susceptibility to fire, grazing 

by introduced and native herbivores, and minimal coppicing, mean that natural 

regeneration is low outside conservation areas. 
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CoLJ,ECTING AND STORING SEEDS 

Seeds may be bought from the CALM Seed Store in Manjimup or Como. You 

can also collect them from your property or nearby land. However, a licence is 

required from CALM to take fruits or seeds from Crown land and it is not 

permitted to collect from conservation reserves, public road verges and other 

specified areas. Fruits may be gathered from the ground or picked from trees if 

ripe and loosely attached. The outer covering, which becomes browner and 

drier with time, should be removed and the nuts (seeds) stored in a dry, cool, 

well-ventilated place. They are best used in the first or second year after 

collection. 



SEED PREPARATION FOR PI.ANTING 

Nuts can be planted without further treatment, they can be cracked in some 

way, the hard shell can be removed altogether or the seeds can be soaked in 

water. However, in larger scale planting no treatment is given to seeds prior 

to planting. It is easier and cheaper to plant seeds whole. There is less 

likelihood that they will deteriorate and, if they do not germinate immediately, 

they will survive and remain viable l011ger, possibly into future seasons. 

From left to right: 
Whole sandalwood 
fruit; fruit with 
outer covering 
partially removed 
to show the 
enclosed nut 
( seed); and the 
hard-shelled nut. 
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LOCATION 

Sandalwood grows on a broad range of soils , preferring lower s lopes and loam 

or sanely loam soils, with best st;.111ds occurring where there is a mix of vegetation 

types and the widest se lec tion of hosts . If sandalwood occurred or occurs 

naturall y in the area, condit ions are like ly lo be favourable . The s ites should be 

water gaining, but well drained. Waterlogged or heavy c lay soils are not suitable. 

Sandalwood can be grown in remnant bush areas, on land which has been 

withdrawn from production, a long accessways, in reclamation areas or in tri a l 

plantations. 

Ho.w P1.;1N-rs 

It is necessary lo have suitab le hos t trees in su fficient numbers on the site . 

Wattles (Acacia spp.) and sheoaks (A lloca.rnarina spp.) are gene ra ll y 

considered among the best hosts. These include jam (Acacia ac11111i11aw ), 

mul ga (Acucia aneura) , manna wattle (Acucia 111icroborrva), curara (Arncia 

retragonophyl/a), Acacia .rn li gna , Alloca.rnarina campeS! ris , and 

Alloca.warina huege/ia11a. Wandoo (Eucalvp111s wandoo) , York gum 

(Eucalrp1u.1· lo.wphlelm) and variou s species from other famil ies. inc ludin g 

trees, shrub s, herbs and weeds. are also co mm o nly associated with 

sandalwood . Planting areas with a varie ty of host species is best, and there 

should be al leas t as many hos ts and sand a lwood trees. 







Once sites have been selected and prepared, sow seeds directly into the ground 

in time for the first substantial rains (April-May) when soi l temperatures are still 

relatively high. Seeds should be buried 15-30 mm deep. Between four and ten 

seeds should be planted per spot, because not all seeds will germinate and some 

deaths can be expected among young seedlings. Planting spots should be three 

to four metres apart. When planting in rip lines with one or two year old host 

trees, sandalwood seeds should be placed about a metre from the host on the 

most shady side. 

Germination can be expected anything from two weeks to several months after 

the first good rains. Some seed may not germinate until the following year or 

even longer. Seedlings will appear above ground a few weeks after 

germination. 

DIRECT 
SEEDING­
PLANTING 
ONTHE 
LAND 

Germinating nuts 
( seeds). The 
emerging radicle 
(root) is brittle and 
would normally be 
making its way 
down into the soil. 
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The young 
sandalwood 

seedling continues 
to draw 

nourishment from 
the kernel in the 

nut for many 
weeks. 
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Seeds (cracked or uncracked) can be germinated by burying them in a tray of 

moist , coarse sand , or placing them on a tray of vermiculite covered by hessian. 

They should not be allowed lo dry out and are best kept in a shed, glass house 

or shade house. Plant at least four or five times as many seeds as will be needed 

lo allow for mortalities al different stages. 

Between two and six weeks or longer, a white root (radicle ' will emerge from 

each germinating nut. Be very careful not to cause damage when looking for 

germinating seed. When the radicle is about IO mm long each germinanl should 

be planted into a pol. Use a fairly deep container ( 150 mm or more). The potting 

mix should be of good quality and firm enough 10 hold together when the 

seedlings are eventually planted out. This is particularly important for sandalwood 

since the radicles are brittle and break easily. A mix or one part fine sand, one 

part coarse sand and one part peat has been successfully used in many trials. 

Make a vertical hole the width of a pencil in the surface of the soil in the pol 

and gently poke the radicle down into it. Allow the nut lo sit on the surface or 

cover it with soil. Firm the soil around the radicle and waler in. 
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The Department of Conservation and Land Management 's Wildlife 

Management Program No 8. The Management of Sandalwood, provides a 

detailed program for the conservation and management of sandalwood in 

WA for the ten-year period 1991-2001. This program aims to conserve 

sandalwood as a species and to maintain the industry by setting up a reserve 

system throughout the range of sandalwood, controlling herbivores, making 

inventories, continuing research , developing plantations, managing 

harvesting and sale of wood appropriately, and by promoting public awareness 

of the need for such a program. 

Further information can be obtained by contacting: 

The Manager 
Sandalwood Business Unit 
PO Box 10173 
Kalgoorlie WA 6430 

Tel: (08) 9021 2677 
Fax: (08) 9021 7831 




