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Timber and bark from floodplain trees were, 
and continue to be, vital material resources for 
Aboriginal peoples of the River Murray, being 
used for a variety of implements such as dishes, 
boomerangs, spears, shields, together with 
structural materials, watercraft (canoes) and in 
place marking.1

The decline in floodplain health due to less 
frequent flooding has seen river red gum and 
black box scar trees (the species predominantly 
used by Traditional Owners) placed under extreme 
stress. Since 2012, a collaborative project between 
the First People of the River Murray and Mallee, 
The Living Murray staff and the Riverland National 
Parks team has been undertaken to monitor the 
health of the remaining living scar trees on the 
Chowilla Floodplain.

The program aims to provide data for the 
management of the Chowilla icon site including 
informing the delivery of water for the 
environment. The project team monitor the health 
status of culturally modified trees, commonly 
referred to as scar trees, on the Chowilla 
floodplain, applying the same methods used by 
ecologists to monitor the red gum and black box 
population across the floodplain.

Teams of two, usually involving a park ranger and 
a Traditional Owner head out on the floodplain 
on foot or in an all-terrain vehicle. The teams 
have the GPS locations of the identified trees 
mapped on a tablet. On locating the scarred 
trees their health is assessed visually for a range 
of parameters including tree crown cover and 
crown density. The scores are recorded using an 

app called ArcGIS Survey123 
on the tablet with the data 
later uploaded into a data base. The 
monitoring is repeated annually for all of 
the living scar trees that have been identified 
on the floodplain – any newly identified scar 
trees are mapped and added to the database. An 
archaeologist has also been engaged to complete 
site cards for each verified tree for inclusion on the 
Aboriginal Affairs and Reconciliation’s Register of 
Sites and Objects.

In addition to the annual monitoring, a number 
of workshops have been held so that interested 
community members can learn about the program. 
The workshops aim to provide training in the 
visual tree health monitoring method to enable 
Traditional Owners to undertake this monitoring 
more broadly across the region. The training covers 
a range of visual parameters including tree crown 
cover and density, epicormic growth, die back, 
mistletoe load, flower, buds and seeds and bark 
condition. The workshops have been well attended 
with plenty of information sharing between the 
Traditional Owners, ecologist and park rangers.

1 Westall, C and Wood, V (2016). Chowilla Scarred Tree Recording and Health Monitoring Project.
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This collaborative monitoring project provides 
valuable data to further build our understanding 
of the cultural significance of Chowilla and to 
inform the delivery of water for the environment 
to conserve remaining scarred trees. The program 
is continuing to provide insights into the scale and 
range of wood and bark use within the broader 
picture of Aboriginal occupation of the floodplain. 

The continued efforts and work done on ground 
has seen some great bounce back in tree 
condition. The collaborative effort gets people 
out on Country helping to inform environmental 
watering activities.

Fiona Giles, RMMAC Ranger Coordinator said most 
of the documented scar trees along the River 
Murray in South Australia had either died or are 
dying, and much of the long-lived vegetation is in 
unhealthy condition and in severe distress.

“An incident happened recently with a scar tree 
that we always went past,” Fiona said.

“My mother is 73, and as she was driving past, she 
noticed the scar tree had suddenly disappeared.

“She quickly stopped, tied a heavy weight to the 
end of a rope and dragged that part of the river 
to try and locate it, but the remainder of the scar 
tree couldn’t be found.

“The tree had suffered from severe rot at the base 
of the tree and fell into the river.

“The determination from my mother in retrieving 
this lost scar tree, made me realise how vital it is 
that we preserve and protect our history, culture, 
and connection to country.

“We need to protect our environment to ensure 
that our documented history from our Ancestors 
is preserved and protected for future generations 
to remember their stories of survival.”

Traditional Owner Ena Turner with scarred black box 
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Fiona Giles ‘Image of the scar tree that my Elderly 
mother tried to drag the river for, could you imagine 
how heavy that would be for her to lift this out of the 
water on her own if she did locate it in the river?’ 
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