
Bruce and Bev Storer - a decade of 
growing, observing and learning about 
Sandalwood 

Tree Planting Program
Been planting since: 2001

Species planted: Biodiverse sandalwood 
mix including a range of Acacia species.

Most recent tree planting project: In October 
2010 Bruce and Bev received funding through 
the Wheatbelt NRM Soil Conservation 
Incentives Program to plant 40,000 sandalwood 
hosts over 2.5 years.  So far 16,000 hosts have 
been planted with another 6,000 to 8,000 to be 
planted in 2012. The sandalwood nuts will be 
planted in every second row 1 to 3 years after 
the hosts depending on host growth rate.  So 
far 80 – 95 % of the hosts have survived and are 
doing well.

This project is supported by Wheatbelt NRM, through funding from the Australian Government's Caring for our Country.

Above: Di Haggerty inspecting a shrub belt along a fence line after sheep have been put in for grazing, March 2012
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Project Snapshot

Land Managers:  Bruce and Bev Storer

Location: Gabbin in the Mount Marshall Shire

Property Size: The Gabbin property is 387ha and 
the Storers reside on another 687ha 
property in Cunderdin

Soil types: There are a range of soil types on 
the property including gravel over 
clay, gimlet, salmon gum, red loam, 
clay, deep wodjil sands, and duplex 
where the sand meets the clay.

Annual rainfall: Annual rainfall: Supposed to be 
300mm but its erratic!

Enterprise mix: A mixture of wheat and barley 
crops and sheep and, of course, the 
trees!

Northam
Merredin

Southern Cross



What sparked the interest in tree 
cropping?
Bruce started his journey with sandalwood over a decade 
ago when he began harvesting and selling the wild 
sandalwood growing on his property.   Feeling it was 
wrong to harvest the wild trees without replacement, 
he began using the income to fund his own sandalwood 
plantations.  Bruce then got to know other people 
interested in sandalwood, among them Tim Emmott who 
founded the Australian Sandalwood Network (ASN), of 
which Bruce became the founding chairman.  

The journey over the years
In 2001 the Storers put in their first 
sandalwood plantation, planting 2,000 
hosts, of which only 800 survived.  
Bruce puts this down to drought and 
inexperience and, taking these lessons 
on board, they put in another 2,000 
hosts the next year, this time with much 
greater success.   Around 2005 they did 
some experiments on species survival, 
planting mostly Acacia acuminata to research the survival 
rate, while in 2007 another Wheatbelt NRM grant was 
received and another 7,000 hosts planted.  In this manner 
they have been experimenting, researching and learning 
as they go which has been “a steep learning curve”.  Each 
year Bruce cuts some sandalwood out of the bush, sells 
it and invests the money in growing sandalwood again.  
He often recommends to new growers to “start with a 
small amount of trees and see how you get on, because if 

you hit a bad season and that happens to be the year you 
ordered 100,000 trees and they all die, you can’t afford to 
do that too often”. 

Some thoughts on plantation density 
and ratio

The Storers have been mostly working on a density of 1,000 host 
stems per hectare, however Bruce says the jury is still out as to 
what density to plant and nobody has any conclusive data on 
the best host to sandalwood ratio.  The sandalwood plantation 
industry is still young but with a decade of planting under his belt 
and his keen observations of the wild sandalwood he harvests, 
Bruce has a good idea of what works and what doesn’t, at least 
on his own property.   Hence one of his key messages is the 

importance of trial, observation and learning 
when getting involved in sandalwood.  

Through his involvement with the ASN, Bruce 
has seen a lot of plantations and feels that 
people can sometimes overestimate the 
density of their plantation.  They might be 
concerned about thinning, which is important, 
however a plantation may not be as thick as 

one thinks.  Looking back on this earlier plantations, Bruce can 
see that the density is a problem, however this is mainly in 
regards to harvesting, as it will be almost impossible to get into 
these dense thickets and he may have to basically clearfell once 
the time for harvest comes.  The density does not seem to be 
a problem as far as tree growth, and in fact replicates what he 
sees in the bush, but it is just not practically viable.  

The Storers keep going back to plantations and doing infills in 
order to try and maintain the density on average over the whole 
plantation.  This is why they prefer to plant fairly densely to 

”
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“It is important to 
trial, observe and learn 
when getting involved 
in sandalwood.”

One year old host trees are protected within old crop stubble.



begin with, as its much easier to watch a few die cause they’re 
too thick than to try and come back and infill.  

How are the tree planting projects 
designed and implemented?

To achieve a density of 1,000 host stems per hectare, rows are 
planted 3 metres apart with a tree planted every 2 metres.  
With this latest SCIP planting, the Storers used a GPS to get a 
very accurate planting, while in the past Bruce always estimated 
the spacings when making his run lines.  

In April 2011 they deep ripped on the GPS line in order to 
capture some moisture down the bottom of the trench.  Bruce 
emphasises that you need deep ripping prior to planting, 
especially in this environment, as it makes a huge difference to 
the survival rate.

They went on to plant the hosts in June and will wait for at least 
a year, possibly two, before planting the sandalwood.  This gives 

the hosts time to really establish.  The Storers like the host trees 
to be knee high to a metre, whether that takes 1,2 or 3 years 
to happen.  “That’s just our theory, lots of people say plant the 
sandalwood in year 1 regardless”   

Since their first plantings in 2001, they have learnt to plant the 

sandalwood a bit further away from the hosts to give it room 
to come through. The roots will travel and attach to the hosts.  
Sometimes sandalwood seeds come up years later so you have 
to keep an eye on the plantation.  Once the sandalwood get 
a hold, and the seedlings are big enough, you can do your 
thinning.  If there are three sandalwood to one host, two of 
them will come out once you can be sure that one of them will 
take.  You would take out the smaller ones and let the bigger 
one take hold.

The Storers have also learnt some lessons about plantation 
design.   By planting in twin line GPS rows, Bruce has ensured 
that if seed were ever to become a mechanically harvested 
viable by-product, there is plenty of room to go up and down 
the rows with a street sweeper collecting seed. 

Bruce has also been able to trial different hosts and their 
effectiveness with sandalwood.  Four of the species he used 
for this latest SCIP project are Acacia acuminata, A. lasiocalyx, 
A.neurophylla and A. assimilis and these have been great. A. 
resinomarginia would be his first choice for wodjil soils but are 
not always available. 

What benefits have the trees brought 
to the property?

According to Bruce, the most important change has been 
reducing wind erosion.  “The wind used to tunnel around 
and you couldn’t drive across some of the country with a ute 
because the soil was all carved up”.

The land that is prone to blowing doesn’t grow good crop, so 
trees are the best option to grow on that soil and much more 
economically viable.

www.wheatbeltnrm.org.au

“The land that is prone to blowing 
doesn’t grow good crop, so trees are the 
best option and much more economically 
viable.”

Healthy host trees in well spaced rows provide ease of acces.
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“It’s really a question of saying, that land is not productive 
wheat growing country so what else can I do with it that 
will make an income.  Sandalwood can be established for 
minimum input and you do it once if you get it right and 
you shut the gate and all you’re waiting for is return on 
your capital land.  There are thousands of acres of wodjil 
land around here and lots of people have gone broke 
trying to farm this land.”

Bruce is also doing a range of revegetation work on 
the property “I’m going to try and put some remnant 
vegetation here to increase the buffer zone and protect 
this native vegetation.  My mother is a bit of a plant guru 
and has done a lot of work identifying all these species.  
The local nursery will come and collect seed here and 
grow it for us to plant”

The Storers have also seen evidence of lizards (sand-
dragons) and echidnas in the plantations, great signs of 
the wildlife coming back into the area. 

Tips and lessons learnt along the way

• Get to know your species and what works best for your 
particular soil types.  Bruce has found that some species 
just don’t like sandalwood on them, they just won’t grow, 
for example Allocasuarina huegeliana.  With some soil 
types it may be almost pointless planting sandalwood, 
for example in red loam over gravel the Storers have 
tried many times and got very little survival.  

• Choose your soil type and species very carefully.  
Each area and property has its own specific soil and 
characteristics, so sometimes the only way to learn is 
by experimentation and observation on your own soil.  

• “Don’t have great expectations if the soil conditions are 
not right - do everything you can to time planting with 
the right soil conditions, because that’s critical”

• Be very careful with how you handle your seedlings 
once you pick them up from the nursery. If you are 
planting all day and leave the trays out in the sun, they 
will be dry by the end of the day and this will affect your 
survival rate. 

• Stay connected to funding opportunities and information 
through the ASN.

• There is great value in checkerboarding, i.e planting 
some trees and then harvesting at different points, to 
spread the risk.

• Try new things but only try a little bit at a time.  Share 
what you’ve learnt so everyone can benefit and the 
industry is not constantly reinventing the wheel. 

• When it comes to harvesting, think long term, “I think 
you’re kidding yourself if you think you can grow 
commercial sandalwood in anything under 25 years”

• Know your layout and your plan before you start, even 
if you mark it out with something, like dragging a tyre 
behind the ute along your run lines.

• Put your fence up afterwards, not before and leave 
room for access.

• Be aware of fire, and take steps to insure yourself.

Be quite clear about what you want to achieve, look around 
at what others have done as there are a few do’s and don’ts. 
Go and see someone planting some seedlings for example, get 
in touch with the peer mentoring network to connect with 
people who have done it and get as many tips as you can.  
Everyone starts off making the same mistakes so learn from 
others.

Some people like to try and plant sandalwood on naturally 
occurring vegetation.  While Bruce has not found much 
success with that, others have and it may be worthwhile to 
experiment.

Future plans
Bruce plans to continue to expand his sandalwood 
plantations into the future.  Acknowledging that wheat 
farming is becoming more and more difficult with the 
rising costs of production, Bruce feels it is really time to 
focus on sandalwood for the alternative income source 
and all the benefits it brings to the land.  “With the wheat 
farming you don’t go far enough forward in the good year 
to make up for the giant leap backwards in bad years.  But 
there is a ready market for sandalwood right now”.  

Bruce has refined his sandalwood growing methods over years 


