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LOCAL ACACIA SEEDS FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION
Chris Robinson qnd Lincoln Motlon

\ t r ITH a f lora as d i \erse as ours
Y V in southem Weslem Australia,

there must be some plant specles
which could be commerc ia l ly
adapted to produce food forhumans.
Aft er all, theNoongars survived here
for tens ofthousands ofyears eating
the local plants and animals. All the
plants that provide food for modem
humans came from the wild, and
most ,  l ike wheat ,  have been
developed for human use liom
humble beginnings over thousands
of years. Development of wheat still
continues, and in WA wheat yields
have risen 100%o over the last 70
years and half of that increase
occurred in the last ten years!

Narrow leaf lrrpin (Lupinus
qngust i /b l ius)  however ,  is  an
example of a species adapted from
thewild to amajorproductionvariety
in less than one human generation.
The work to select non-toxic seeds
and non-shattering pods was carried
out here in WA! The attitude of
sc ient is ts  at  the Agr ic  u l ture
Department in Albany was that
select ion and breeding would
achieve huge improvements rn
production from wild plants if
enough research effort was applied.
They suggested if we wanted to
develop native seed producers for
agriculture, we should look for
characters such as non shattering
pod, suitable form, non toxic seed,
high protein, high oil, large seed,
consistent fruiting, desired life span,
harvestable form and disease
reslstance.

Traditional agricultural specres
are dominated by grasses and
legumes. Our acacias are legumes
and are conspicuous in the landscape
and many species visibly produce
masses of seed from time to time.
We have or er 500 species o[',4cacla
in southem WA. It seemed wofih a
look to see if we could eat any of
them.

So, in 2002, a small Chemistry
Centre WA.A{HT fundedproject was
undefiaken to look at the possibility
of using our own native species of
Acacia to produce seed for human
consumption. We were aware that
cer ta ln specles o l  centra l  Austra l lan
wat t les were explo i ted by
Aboriginal people for food and that
some of these were actually being
used commercially in the bush food
industry. However, very little
information could be found about
the use and edible seed value ofour
south \ esl species. Only .4cacra
acuminata, A. microbotrya and A.
saligna have received published
mentlon.

The poorknowledge of-the south-
westacacias as food maybe because
Noongar knowledge has been lost.
Houever. grinding stones that may
havebeen usedto grindlcacla seeds
have been found in the south west.

The project began by asking a
group of experienced seed collectors
which of our local species they
recognised as having potential for
commercial harvest. The result was
a short list of A. microbofia, A.
redolens, A. cyclops, A. saligna, A.
hanteyi, A. acuminata. The species
selected could be considered thc
"obvious" ones as they are most
frequently used in revegetation and
are more l ike ly  to  be avai lab le for
seed collection than other less well
known species. This initial selection
did not imply thatother species were
not suitable but it was important to
stsrt the investigation somerrherc.
The next step was to simply go out
into the field and collect some seed
of these species for nutritional
analysis and also gather some rough
base-line data on production per
tree, so that some soft ofscale could
be placed on er enlual production in
tonnes or kg per hectare.

In January 2002,  wi ld
populations ofall species except l.

saligna were located between the
Porongorup andNorth Stirlings area.
Seed from selected plants was
harvested and possible production
estimated (based on densib' of 1250
plants per ha). Percentage ofplants
within the population producing
seed, and seed drop were taken into
account  when calcu lat ing
production. A stand of A. saligna

) i
estlmates were:

A. microbotrya 87 .5 kg/ha
A. redolens 187.5 kg/ha
A. cyclops 206.25 kglha
A. saligna 33.8 kg/ha
A. haneyi 55 kg/ha
A. acuminata 2l .45 kglha

Al though some of  these
production fi gures appearquite low,
this data is from non-selected,
unimproved wild plants which have
hadno agronomic development and
were harvested in a poor season.
Breeding could make them
competitive with current luprn
production. Bruce Maslin's book 0 )
on Edible Wattle Seeds of Southem
Australia identifies a potential yield
of 1.25 tonne per hectare under
cultivation.

Samples ofthese seed collections
were then sent to Chemistry Centre
WA for analysis. Seeds were also
analysed at Melboume University
for cyanogenic glycosides (toxins).

The resul ts  for  a l l  species
investigated are, on all counts, very
encouraging. Generally the protem
is high in comparison with existing
legume crops, a little behind Lupins
except l. snligna. This is a positive
sign, as it provides evidence that
improved Acacia species may rival
lupins as a protein source.

Our acacias appear to be slightly
higher in oil content on average
compared to existing legume crops

cultivated
harvested.

Borden was also
rough production
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