
FIGHTING FIRE WITH FIRE 

Supporting Information 

View comments (34)  

Broadcast: Sunday 19 February 2012 8:05AM (view full episode) 

The Black Saturday Royal Commission was the most comprehensive 

inquiry into bushfire in Australian history. It recommended a tripling of 

the annual prescribed burning in Victoria to reduce the risk of another 

Black Saturday and the enormous loss of lives and homes. This is 

now government policy, but there’s a fierce scientific debate over 

whether it will work, and the practical and ecological consequences of 

burning so much more of the state’s public land.  

Reporter: Rachel Carbonell 

Preview this episode on Breakfast 

Photo: Rachel Carbonell.  

A Victorian Department of Sustainability and Environment fire fighter 

lighting a prescribed burn off in grasslands at Bonegilla in Northern 

Victoria late last year.

Hover your mouse over the image to view the caption. 

Gallery: Fighting fire with fire

  
FacebookTwitterDeliciousRedditDigg what are these?

Download audioshow transcript

Transcript Hide

Page 1 of 18Fighting fire with fire - Background Briefing - ABC Radio National (Australian Broadcasting Co...

24/03/2012http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/backgroundbriefing/2012-02-19/3829372



Jonathan Green: This summer, like the last, has seen flood trump fire in the eastern Australian bush, although it’s been the opposite in 

the west, of course, and it’s inevitable that the fire risk will return to the east. Rain has hindered efforts to get a head start on bushfire 

mitigation in Victoria, already one of the most fire-prone places in the world and predicted to get even more so. 

The Black Saturday Royal Commission said that there needed to be three times as much prescribed burning to reduce the risk of 

another disastrous loss of lives and homes, and this is now government policy in Victoria. But there’s a fierce scientific debate over 

whether it will work, and over the practical and ecological consequences of burning so much of the state’s public land. 

Rachel Carbonell reports for Background Briefing: 

Rachel Carbonell: It’s three years since the Black Saturday Bushfires took the lives of 173 Victorians and burnt thousands of homes to 

the ground. 

Woman (archival): From the time I got my gloves and, you know, got outside ten minutes later, it was already galloping up the ranges. 

And we watched houses exploding. 

Woman (archival): A man came down with his daughter, and they were really badly burnt, and he’d lost his wife and other children. 

Woman (archival): It’s just grey, black, still smoking, barren. The most beautiful area I have ever seen has just been turned into a 

wasteland. 

Rachel Carbonell: Amidst the grief that will last for generations, Victorians are seeking assurance that nothing like it can ever happen 

again. 

(Sound of crackling fire) 

It’s late December and there’s a grassfire burning at Bonegilla in Northern Victoria. Flames from the kangaroo grass jump a couple of 

metres into the air. 

The fire was deliberately lit—not by arsonists but by staff from Victoria’s Department of Sustainability and Environment. It’s part of an 

ambitious new plan by the Victorian authorities to fight fire with fire. The Bonegilla grassfire is one of hundreds of controlled burn-offs in 

Victoria that form the basis of a new long-term strategy to burn five per cent of public lands each year, three times as much as 

authorities were previously burning. 

The target is among the 67 recommendations handed down by the royal commission which followed Black Saturday. It has the potential 

to save lives and homes. It also has the potential to radically change the Victorian landscape. 

With the assistance of seven specially assembled experts, the royal commission raked through the available evidence on fuel reduction 

and found that it was compelling, that prescribed burning could mitigate the intensity, extent, and effect of bushfires and also make it 

easier to suppress them. 

Like a number of inquiries before it, the royal commission found that Victoria’s record on fuel reduction was inadequate and needed to 

be boosted to a set figure for which the government could be held publicly accountable. But despite the extensive deliberations of the 

inquiry, the scientists at the forefront of this field are still passionately divided on the issue. 

Andrew Bennett: We don’t want to have houses and towns and people burnt, but are we actually reducing risk by burning out here? 

That’s the question I ask. Is this going to help reduce the fire risk to life and property in towns? If it isn’t, then why are we doing it? 

Alternatively, is it ecologically valuable? And if it is ecologically valuable, then why? What is the value? 

Peter Attiwill: We can’t wait. We can’t muck around while the ecologists do all their careful biodiversity studies and make plans. We’ve 

got to start now and reduce field loads, because it’s the only thing we can do to stop fires, or to reduce the impact of fires. 

Rachel Carbonell: The government has pledged the target is here to stay. 

Peter Ryan: The commission went through this painstakingly. I mean, they called evidence from anybody and everybody. The 

recommendations have been made, and we have accepted it, and we’re going to implement it—end of story. 

Rachel Carbonell: The grief over Black Saturday is still raw. People are still trying to make sense of it. And as they do, the science 

behind prescribed burning continues to evolve. A new study, done since the tragedy, is the latest to call into question the effectiveness 

of the five per cent target. 

Philip Gibbons: When you’re protecting houses and protecting lives, which is what the Bushfires Royal Commission was about, 

prescribed burning had greatest effect on house loss after Black Saturday when it was done closer to houses. It’s the location, or the 

proximity, of prescribed burning to housing which is most important. It’s not the amount of prescribed burning. 

Rachel Carbonell: We’ll be hearing from scientists who’ve told Background Briefing they fear the policy may not be protecting the 

people most at risk from bushfires, while at the same time doing potentially irreparable damage to biodiversity. 

It’s a fierce debate—scientifically and politically. We’ll also be hearing from those who argue the new prescribed burning target is the 

only way to temper the impact of bushfires, while also protecting and even stimulating bush ecologies. 

The head of zoology at La Trobe University, Michael Clarke, was one of the experts on the Royal Commission’s fuel reduction panel. He 

says the push to burn so much more bush means much of the prescribed burning is happening in big areas of remote bush rather than 

close to people, where it has the greatest ability to reduce the risk from bushfires. 

Michael Clarke: It’s very tricky to conduct safe prescribed burning in populated areas. But that was the thrust of the royal commission’s 

recommendations: that we mustn’t avoid that just because it’s hard. And that’s my primary concern at the simplistic application of a five 

per cent target: that we can burn where it’s easy and cheap—East Gippsland, the Mallee, northeastern Victoria—without achieving the 

risk reduction that the royal commission was pushing for. 

Rachel Carbonell: Michael Clarke says the drive to meet the target is skewing the result. 

Michael Clarke: My observation is there’s strong pressure on the Department of Sustainability and the Environment to meet the five per 
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cent target, which equates to something 390,000 hectares. I think that’s incredibly hard for them, I don’t think they’re adequately 

resourced to do that, and I think it creates a false impression of security in the public’s mind. If we meet this target, are the people in the 

Dandenongs and Mount Macedon that much safer? I think that will be the big question at the next royal commission, heaven forbid that 

we have one. 

Rachel Carbonell: The Black Saturday inquiry also recommended that the state significantly increase its monitoring of the ecological 

effects of prescribed burning. Dr Clarke is now involved in that monitoring, and one of his areas of expertise is the Mallee in Victoria’s 

remote northwest, which he says is now expected to come in for a lot more burning. 

Michael Clarke: We have real concern, based on our data, that this could have negative consequences for a range of wildlife. 

Rachel Carbonell: Now, when you say negative consequences for a range of wildlife, what do you mean? 

Michael Clarke: I mean there is a risk that some species may go locally extinct. And that is certainly not the intention of the royal 

commission’s recommendation. 

Rachel Carbonell: The five per cent target won’t be applied equally across Victoria; some areas will be burnt more often than others. 

Fuel reduction burning starts to lose its effect after about five to seven years, so the intent of the target is to make sure that burning is 

conducted often enough to provide good ongoing risk reduction to people and property. In places like the Mallee, Michael Clarke says 

long unburnt habitat is critical for a range of species and may be under threat from increased burning. 

Michael Clarke: I guess it’s pushing landscapes or habitats down trajectories from which they may not recover. So there will still be 

bush there, but we may have changed it in ways that are irreversible. So, for example, if you burn too often a plant like a banksia that 

requires fire to regenerate, may not have time to set seed before the next fire goes through, and so banksia goes locally extinct. 

On the contrast, plants like bracken love regular burning. Now, for the non-ecologist that may not worry them; the bush is the bush. But 

for someone who understands the detail, there’s a whole community change taking place there that we may not be able to get back 

again. 

So that really concerns me if we push landscapes with our use of fire down dead ends that they’ll never escape from. 

Rachel Carbonell: Dr Clarke says he’s not opposed to prescribed burning, he believes it’s important. His issue is with the potential 

unintended consequences of the policy and he’s apprehensive about other states following suit. 

Michael Clarke: I was at a national conference on monitoring the effect of prescribed burning and I learnt that South Australia, 

Tasmania, New South Wales, and Queensland are all considering adopting the five per cent rule. I think that’s really disturbing. It’s bad 

enough for it to be applied at a state-wide level and say, ‘Well, here’s a rule of thumb.’ To then say, ‘Well, this is applicable to Southwest 

Tasmania and also to tropical Queensland,’ is ecological madness. 

Rachel Carbonell: South Australia and Queensland have already adopted the target. Authorities in New South Wales told Background 

Briefing they don’t believe an area-based target is the right way to go. And Tasmania is looking at the policy. Western Australia has led 

the way; it already had a target of up to eight per cent for the state’s southwest. Data from WA was critical in the formulation of the royal 

commission’s recommendation and Victoria’s subsequent policy. 

Victoria’s public land estate is divided into four prescribed burning zones. The first is asset protection, burning aimed at reducing the risk 

to people, property and infrastructure in the immediate vicinity of those assets. The second is a strategic wildfire moderation zone, 

designed to reduce the speed and intensity of bushfires. The third zone is an ecological zone, where the primary purpose for burning 

should be for ecological reasons, but fuel reduction is also a factor. And the fourth is a no-burn zone, which includes areas which are 

sensitive to fire, such as rainforests. 

Many of Victoria’s big remote forests fall into the ecological zones. 

When Background Briefing asked the Department of Sustainability and Environment, or DSE, for permission to tag along on a burn off, 

it was invited to attend a small ecological burn at Bonegilla in Northern Victoria. Senior Biodiversity Officer Glen Johnson was among 

those who planned the fire. 

Glen Johnson: This is an ecological burn program, so the idea of regular application of fire is really valuable and really critical to the 

maintenance of diversity and structure of this grassland community. 

Rachel Carbonell: So what ecological benefits is this burn going to have for this grassland area? 

Glen Johnson: We’re wanting to reduce the biomass, so the mass of the bulk of the grass, so we end up making a fantastic sward of 

vibrant grasses that have got a lot of inter-tussock spaces, and that’s where all the goodies come through. So it’s the orchids, the 

wildflowers, and the lilies that come through post-burn that makes it a fantastic environment. So burning’s really critical. 

Typically we’re using the wind to light off from the windward side and it will burn back into itself. But that looks good. It looks like it’s 

burning cleanly. We can see that flame height’s two to three metres at its highest point and down to... you know, where it’s lower it’s 

only about a metre high. 

Rachel Carbonell: After the fire, Background Briefing dropped in on Associate Professor Ian Lunt, an ecologist from Charles Sturt 

University at the nearby Thurgoona campus. Ian Lunt says the Bonegilla fire is an example of a good ecological burn, because these 

grasslands respond well to regular burning, but it’s not indicative of how the target is working in Victoria overall. 

Ian Lunt: Yes, it’s a really wonderful sight, and it’s wonderful because the local staff have maintained burning there very frequently over 

the years. You could almost see it as the model example of great ecosystem management of a small remnant. It’s a real big pity we 

can’t achieve that over another hundredfold scale. 

Rachel Carbonell: He says in many other areas prescribed burning is being conducted to meet the target, under the guise of ecological 

burning. 
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Ian Lunt: There’s not a conflict there about biodiversity versus fuel reduction; the fuel reduction is being done for the purpose of 

promoting biodiversity. In the other systems we’re looking at really large scales, huge areas, where there is a very clear conflict, 

potentially, between those two agendas. 

Rachel Carbonell: Associate Professor Ian Lunt. 

Landscape ecologist, Professor Andrew Bennett, works with Michael Clarke, who we heard from a little earlier, on a range of fire 

ecology studies. They are leading a team involved in experimental burning of box ironbark forests in central Victoria. Background 

Briefing travelled to one of the study sites to learn about the research. 

On the day the program drove to Heathcote, near Bendigo, to meet Andrew Bennett, it was the first total fire ban of the year. It was 31 

degrees by ten in the morning, headed for a top of 40, in the middle of a three-day heat wave. 

(Sound of Background Briefing arriving at Heathcote) 

Andrew Bennett got out the map to show where we were headed. 

Andrew Bennett: So Melbourne’s down here, and this is the Hume Highway coming up here, up to Sydney and so on. So we’re inland 

of the Great Dividing Range, so this is all the Great Dividing Range forests, and this is the box ironbark country. So this is... you can see 

these blocks of land are the remaining areas of public land. 

But the point I’m making showing you this is how fragmented it is. This is all the goldfields country, so massive changes with the 

goldmining. Then you can see the clearing, and we’ll drive out through here—so here we are in Heathcote—we’ll drive out through here.

You can see all along the creek lines, where the valleys are, has all been cleared and the forests remaining are primarily on the dry 

slopes and the rocky hills and the poorer land. 

Rachel Carbonell: And some people might say, ‘Well, what’s so precious about it if it’s such degraded forest? 

Andrew Bennett: Oh, it’s distinctive. It’s fascinating forest in its own right. So it’s part of... you know, we can talk about heritage as well. 

This is where golden wattle comes from and this is the country of the bushrangers and that part of iconic Australia. But it also has a 

whole distinctive suite of plants and animals that occur, because this is inland of the Divide, so as I said the golden wattle and things like 

brush-tailed phascogales and yellow-footed antechinus and squirrel gliders are species that occur primarily in this kind of system. So it 

has a distinctive set of plants and animals in its own right. 

Rachel Carbonell: All right, well let’s go and have a look at it. 

Andrew Bennett: Sure. 

Rachel Carbonell: About 20 minutes out of town we turned off onto a dirt track. One side was recently burnt and the other was unburnt. 

You can see pictures showing the difference on the Background Briefing website. The forest is recovering from years of drought, so 

even the usually sparse box ironbark country was looking relatively colourful, with everlasting blooms everywhere. 

Andrew Bennett: OK, so here we are now. So we’re at one of our survey sites in this forest. We’ll walk in about 150 metres to it, and in 

this area of a hundred hectares or so we’ve got 12 survey points. And these are sample points to characterise this area. And we 

surveyed them before the fire and then we’re following up after the fire and the aim is to be able to track that through time to say what 

are the changes, what was the change before the fire to after the fire in terms of things like the ground layer and the litter and the logs 

and the wildlife—birds and mammals—and then aim to follow that through time as the forest slowly recovers. 

Rachel Carbonell: The kind of burning being tested here is what the experts call landscape mosaic burning, which is a kind of 

ecological burning. It allows for burning of large areas of land, but in a patchy way, and it’s being used more and more. 

The purpose of the patchiness is to leave islands of unburnt bush as refuges for plants and animals, but Professor Bennett says so far 

there’s little scientific evidence of the effects of this kind of burning for risk reduction or biodiversity. 

Andrew Bennett: So part of the study design was to look at the effects of patchiness of burning and the season of burn. Half of them 

are being burnt what we’re calling sort of extensive burn like this, where in this case it’s probably around 70 per cent of it, I would say, is

burnt. 

And the other is where it’s a much more patchy burn of 30 to 40 per cent burn. So we’re interested in what’s the effect of having a 

patchy burn—what we might call ecological burning, where you have burnt and unburnt areas that might provide for species that can’t 

cope well with burning—as compared to the more typical fuel reduction burning, where the aim is to reduce fuel over a large area. 

Rachel Carbonell: And that’s a critical issue, isn’t it, because I remember from the fuel reduction expert panel in the royal commission 

there was a lot of talk about what percentage of an area you have to burn in order to get a significant amount of risk reduction. And it 

seemed to be somewhere between 50 and 90 per cent for fuel reduction, but obviously by the time you get up towards 90 per cent, 

there starts to be ecological concerns in a lot of cases. 

Andrew Bennett: That’s right. So then it comes back to the question of what are you burning for: are you burning to reduce the risk of 

fire, or are you burning for ecological purposes as well? And that’s where we need to be careful and distinguish what the reason and 

purposes for burning are in these forests. 

Rachel Carbonell: Andrew Bennett says based on the sketchy fire records of box ironbark forests, big bushfires seem to be 

uncommon. He says the box ironbark has naturally low fuel loads and one of the tensions that arises with fuel reduction burning here is 

that the limited debris on the ground is also habitat and food for the species that live here. 

Andrew Bennett: Up here we can see a large log up the slope here, or a large log here. First of all, they have to have come from an old 

tree, and that tree will take 100 or 150 or 200 years to develop. And then it falls to the ground and if it’s burnt up it’s gone and it may be 

ages before we get those sorts of large logs again. Or if we have no big trees—if you look around here it’s hard to find any large trees—

we don’t have any big trees that are going to drop logs like that. 

Hide

Page 4 of 18Fighting fire with fire - Background Briefing - ABC Radio National (Australian Broadcasting Co...

24/03/2012http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/backgroundbriefing/2012-02-19/3829372



Rachel Carbonell: And why are those logs so important? 

Andrew Bennett: Because these logs provide immediate habitat, shelter for reptiles and small mammals, and birds feed there, but they 

also have a role in catching materials coming down the slope. That’s where some of the soil can build up and get plants around them. 

Rachel Carbonell: Andrew Bennett says the fuel reduction burning in this area is set to increase substantially and the consequences of 

that aren’t yet known. 

Andrew Bennett: So that’s why I see it as really important that we learn, and that we work with fire managers to understand that. But 

the other side of it is that we have to think carefully about why we’re doing it, what’s the purpose. Reducing fire risk is essential. We 

don’t want to have houses and towns and people burnt. But are we actually reducing risk by burning out here? That’s the question I ask. 

Is this going to help reduce the fire risk to life and property in towns? If it isn’t, then why are we doing it? 

Alternatively, is it ecologically valuable? And that’s the other reason that people propose that we do it. And if it is ecologically valuable, 

then why? What is the value? How do we document, how do we know what that value is? And surely we should understand what that 

value is before we start doing this sort of large-scale change to these forests. 

Rachel Carbonell: There are scientists who are troubled by the effects of the policy on many other forest types too, from the wilderness 

areas of East Gippsland, through to the Otway ranges in Victoria’s west and the state’s alpine areas. 

Andrew Bennett: The concern is that it’s in those ecological areas where the bulk of the five per cent is going to come from and that’s 

why ecologists are concerned that the amount of area that will be primarily for the risk reduction around towns, cities, where people are 

is relatively small. But to build up the five per cent of the state, it’s going into those areas that are large, extensive areas—the Mallee, 

East Gippsland, Northeast Victoria—and the justification there has to somehow be on ecological grounds and that’s why we’re having a 

lot of talk about landscape mosaic burning. 

Rachel Carbonell: Professor Andrew Bennett from Deakin University. 

One of the recommendations accompanying the prescribed burn target stipulated that the department should report explicitly on its 

objectives, targets and area burnt. But it’s difficult to find all the figures to do a proper analysis. 

The department released the targets for each of the five regions in Victoria for the last burn season to Background Briefing, but they’re 

not publicly available. They show that the central region, which has the highest number of towns at extreme bushfire risk, did the least 

prescribed burning of any region. So the region that arguably needs the most burning has had the least. Less than 20 per cent of its 

target was met. And of that 20 per cent, only a small amount—less than a fifth—was asset protection burning. About half of the burning 

was in what could broadly be described as ecological zones. 

By contrast, in the North East region, which has much larger tracts of bush, more remote from people, one and a half times the target 

was burnt. A tiny fraction of that was asset protection burning and the bulk of the burning was in those broader ecological zones. That 

discrepancy was down to the weather, according to the Department of Sustainability and Environment’s chief fire officer, Ewan Waller. 

He says asset protection burns by their nature are smaller and the target is deliberately designed as a rolling target to balance out over 

time. 

Ewan Waller: The reason why there was such low area in the central was it was quite damp around Melbourne, as people would know. 

The northeast in the end dried out after quite a wet winter, so that’s the way it did move. So in time, we really have a focus I know 

coming into this autumn on the central area to try and get areas, particularly around Melbourne, burnt. 

Rachel Carbonell: So there’s no sense that the northeast was burnt because it was easy to burn, because there were big areas up 

there that are more remote? 

Ewan Waller: No, definitely not. It was available to burn and we grab those windows of opportunities which are fairly narrow, then it was 

available so we moved very quickly to burn quite large areas and we’ll balance that out over time. 

Rachel Carbonell: And you’re confident that those quite large areas that were burnt are going to provide real risk reduction and were in 

line with ecological management that was required? 

Ewan Waller: I’m very comfortable, very confident. 

Rachel Carbonell: Ewan Waller says prescribed burning is not a matter of burning one zone, such as asset protection, over another, 

such as ecological, but carefully burning in a combination of the zones to bring the overall risk down—and biodiversity is safe within that

strategy. 

Ewan Waller: I personally don’t believe that what we’re doing will have much impact, particularly if we can get that patchiness, that 

mosaic of burnt-unburnt and nature, the balance will come through. I don’t think we’re physically capable of doing enough burning safely

to have a major influence on the ecology. In fact, I believe we’d potentially do more damage by not burning. I believe that some of the 

bush we’re looking at now is largely overstocked with trees and debris and whatever, quite dissimilar to what it would have been pre-

European. 

And what happens in the bush, as in, let’s say, we’re burning logs and hollow trees and whatever, there’s some evidence to show that, 

you know, the fire actually enhances the number of hollows. And there’s timber coming down all the time in the bush. 

Rachel Carbonell: Chief Fire Officer with the DSE, Ewan Waller. 

The Victorian Minister for Bushfire Response, Peter Ryan, is also the leader of the Victorian National Party and the Deputy Premier. He 

bristles at the ecological criticisms of the five per cent target, which he suggests can mislead the public into thinking the environment is 

being ignored. 

Peter Ryan: I mean, I think in the public eye, there’s this notion of a match being dropped and everybody walks away. It could not be 

further from the fact. These are very, very carefully planned, they are very, very carefully conducted, and they are modified to accord 
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with whatever might be the topography, what is the biodiversity, what is the fuel load. Do we need to cool burn, which can be just lit and 

allowed to creep through? Do we need something stronger? You have to adjust all these things and let alone with the prevailing weather 

conditions. And all these things are taken into account by the experts whom we have engaged to undertake this task. 

Rachel Carbonell: Peter Ryan says the sensitivity of ecologies is well catered for under the burning regime. 

Peter Ryan: We run what are called fire operation plans and they span three years of planning. And they’re refined, continually refined, 

and so there’s ample opportunity to be able to identify these locations where people have the sorts of concerns you’re expressing. 

And the fire management zones are then designed to accommodate the very issue that you raise. Because, of course, the recovery 

rates of different areas are very, very different. So all these things do need to be the subject of ongoing examination, just to make sure 

that when you’re doing your planning for your burns, you’re having regard to the totality of the state: what hasn’t yet been done, what 

has already been done, and where they mesh together. 

Rachel Carbonell: Despite the investment in ecological monitoring of the effects of the new prescribed burning program, Minister Ryan 

says there’ll be no review of the target. 

Peter Ryan: Well, the commission went through this painstakingly. I mean, they called evidence from anybody and everybody. We had 

a very protracted and extensive all-party consideration of this by our environment and natural resources committee, who also reported 

on it. And you get to the point where... I mean, how often do you have to report before there is a fundamental understanding that this 

work needs to be done and ought to be done on a responsible basis. 

Rachel Carbonell: But as you see it now you don’t see any review in the future of the five per cent target? 

Peter Ryan: Well, no. The recommendation’s been made and we have accepted it and we are going to implement it—end of story. 

Rachel Carbonell: Victorian Minister for Bushfire Response, Peter Ryan. 

While ecologists from one side of the debate say the target is too big, others argue it is too small. Peter Attiwill is a plant ecologist, 

principal fellow in botany at Melbourne University, and editor-in-chief of the international journal Forest Ecology and Management. 

Peter Attiwill: I support the five per cent entirely, although I think it’s a bit on the small side. I’d be going for about eight per cent, which 

would increase the amount of land burnt in Victoria fairly substantially. And I base that eight per cent on some of the best prescribed 

burning that’s done in Australia, and that’s in Western Australia, where the facts are clear: the more you burn in careful prescribed 

burning, the less is the extent of wildfire. And it’s pretty obvious really. 

Rachel Carbonell: Peter Attiwill co-authored a recent book called Burning Issues on prescribed fire and why it is critical to managing 

the forests in southern Australia. He says prescribed fire will not only reduce the risk to people, but also the very ecologies that some 

fear will be damaged, pointing out that 40 per cent of Victoria’s forests have been burnt by bushfires in the last decade, doing more 

damage than prescribed burning ever would. 

Peter Attiwill: Well, let’s see. It can’t have any worse perverse outcomes than we’ve had over the past ten years in Victoria, where 

we’ve managed to burn 40 per cent of the public land. Now, that’s a perverse outcome. I haven’t seen any perverse outcome from the 

sort of prescribed burning that I look at. 

So I say we can’t wait. Climate’s getting warmer. We’re going to have more droughts presumably. I’m a firm believer that people are 

contributing to climate change; it’s going to continue. We can’t wait. We can’t muck around while the ecologists do all their careful 

biodiversity studies and make plans. We’ve got to start now and reduce fuel loads, because it’s the only thing we can do to stop fires, or 

to reduce the impact of fires. 

Rachel Carbonell: If 40 per cent of Victoria’s public land has been burnt by wildfire since 2002, wouldn’t it make sense to include that 

within the prescribed burning targets? 

Peter Attiwill: No, I don’ think so, because it was burned so badly that the nature of much of the land was changed. We had regrowth of 

grasses in huge amounts; in fact, because of these intense fires, fuel loads increased rapidly in those areas. They were thick with native 

grasses that came in after the fires. The prescribed fire wouldn’t do that. It would be much milder, not resulting in that immediate 

increase in fuel load. 

Rachel Carbonell: Dr Attiwill’s co-author on Burning Issues was the Dean of Agriculture at the University of Sydney, Professor Mark 

Adams. He was another expert on the royal commission’s fuel reduction panel. 

Mark Adams: You can’t have an exhaustive process that went on for over a year, where evidence was being called under oath, and 

have panels like the one that I was part of, with seven people coming up with recommendations that say you’ve got to increase because 

there’s a public safety issue here, you can’t dismiss that type of legal analysis. And I think that was probably the best analysis that we’ve 

had done now in Australia probably since 1983. 

Rachel Carbonell: Professor Adams, like his colleague Peter Attiwill, says the target forces the government to be publicly accountable 

for doing enough prescribed burning to protect lives and homes and also manage ecosystems properly. 

Mark Adams: Without a target, we can’t hold anybody to account. And I’m not talking here about government of one political persuasion 

or another. Without any target we will have nothing to hold governments to account and will be back in the situation we were prior to 

2009, where the stated targets had been falling behind year on year on year; the target wasn’t regarded seriously by the governments of 

the day. 

So we need to have something that’s set at a level where landscape-wide we’re going to see effective fuel reduction. Now, I can’t see 

an alternative to actually setting a target that is numeric without offering so much room that you could drive a truck through. 

Rachel Carbonell: Professor Adams says the anxieties some ecologists have about biodiversity will be taken care of by the current 

policy. 
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Mark Adams: People can always identify long unburnt, can always identify fire sensitive, can always identify their favourite species that 

they think might be adversely affected. We need to keep fairly dry-eyed about all of this and look for evidence. There’s very little 

evidence—empirical evidence as oppose to models, as opposed to ‘I thinks’, as opposed to ‘this is my little study in my backyard.’ When 

you look at the broad scale evidence, the supposed impacts aren’t there. 

If we’re really about using prescribed fire to protect lives and property, then we’re going to need to have a landscape-wide approach. 

We can’t just have, ‘Well, we’ll run a little fire around the back fences of the settlements and call that strategic and leave it at that.’ If we 

take that approach, those defences will be overcome by the next crown fire that heads towards us. 

Rachel Carbonell: He says there are certain types of forest that shouldn’t be burnt, and they won’t be under the strategy. 

Mark Adams: We’ve got to be careful against trying to make a list of exclusions where the list of exclusions will run to pages and pages 

and pages of little areas where someone thinks something might be at risk, or where someone has found one particular plant that might 

only be present without fire for 50 years. You can’t manage land in that way. 

Rachel Carbonell: Professor Mark Adams. 

Over the last ten years nearly three million hectares of Victorian bush has been burnt in just four major fire events. The biggest was the 

Alpine fires of 2003, which burnt 1.3 million hectares. 

Journalist (archival): The alpine fire jumped control lines and into town. Spot fires broke out at several points, stretching fire fighting 

crews to the limit. 

(To fire fighters) How are you guys going out there? 

(Fire fighters respond) 

(To fire fighters) Are you going to be able to catch it? 

(Fire fighters respond) 

The blaze had been edging slowly down the mountains to the north of Omeo over the past 24 hours. 

Kevin Tolhurst: The reason why those fires were so large was because we’d removed fire out of the landscape and they were able to 

continue moving across the landscape because there weren’t fire scars for those wildfires to move into. So the consequence of not 

doing enough burning in the landscape has been nature has tried to redress the balance, if you like, by having these very extensive, 

very intense wildfires. 

Rachel Carbonell: Associate Professor Kevin Tolhurst is a fire ecologist with the Department of Forest and Ecosystem Science at 

Melbourne University and was another of the fire ecology experts who gave evidence at the royal commission. 

He sits somewhere between the two extremes of this argument. He believes the five per cent target may have some unintended 

consequences, but says the need for more prescribed burning is paramount. 

Kevin Tolhurst: We do need to intervene, because we’ve already made the decision we’re going to intervene to suppress natural 

wildfires. And the five per cent, it has to be at least that sort of level to have a significant impact in that 20 year-type span to reduce the 

potential extent of these very large wildfires. So the wildfires of that sort of scale and frequency has largely been a result of the fact that 

we’ve been so successful at suppressing fires through the summer that have been caused by lightning or other causes and it’s left all 

this additional fuel in the environment. 

Rachel Carbonell: Kevin Tolhurst says those who have concerns about the effect of increased prescribed burning on biodiversity need 

to take a bigger picture approach. 

Kevin Tolhurst: The people who often have the problem with the five per cent, if you like, they want every hectare to have the same 

type of biodiversity on it. So they’re looking at too small a scale to really evaluate what the impact is. 

Rachel Carbonell: Since the Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission more scientific evidence has emerged on prescribed burning. One 

of the most recent studies has cast new doubt on the effectiveness of fuel reduction burning. 

Senior fellow at the Fenner School of Environment and Society at the ANU, Philip Gibbons led a team of ten researchers looking at 

what effect fuel reduction had in the Black Saturday fires. 

Philip Gibbons: Prescribed burning had greatest effect on house loss after Black Saturday when it was done closer to houses. Now, 

the average distance between prescribed burning and houses on Black Saturday was eight kilometres. At that distance, it has virtually 

no effect on house loss. So an important outcome of our results is that they suggest that it’s the location, or the proximity, of prescribed 

burning to housing which is most important; it’s not the amount of prescribed burning. 

Now, as we know, the Bushfires Royal Commission recommended a five per cent target, landscape or area-based target, in Victoria. 

And the danger is, because that is effectively tripling the area of prescribed burning, that the agencies will try to meet those targets by 

burning large areas distant from assets like housing, and that will have very limited effect on protecting or stopping another Black 

Saturday. 

Rachel Carbonell: You speak of houses: what does this say about the protection of human life by fuel reduction burning? 

Philip Gibbons: Well, on Black Saturday, most people—69 per cent of people—were killed either in their homes or near their homes, 

defending their homes. So the protection of houses is very, very important. 

Our research showed the most effective form of fuel reduction on Black Saturday was clearing about 40 metres from your house. OK, 

so that obviously set up enough protection from radiant heat and embers to—in the majority of cases—protect houses. Now, it’s 

important that I say the majority of cases because there were still many houses that burnt down that had that level of fuel reduction, so 

it’s not a silver bullet. But it was the single most effective fuel reduction treatment. 

Rachel Carbonell: The counterargument to these findings is that prescribed burning further afield is effective on less extreme fire days 
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and can still help with reducing the size and severity of the sorts of large bushfires that Kevin Tolhurst and Peter Attiwill were talking 

about. 

But Dr Gibbons says that ignores the fact that almost all house losses from bushfires in Australia have happened on extreme fire 

weather days. 

Philip Gibbons: Well, it’s important that we understand that we should be managing for the big fire events. And this is because virtually 

all houses that have been lost to bushfires in Australia have been lost above the 99th percentile for the forest fire danger index. In other 

words, houses tend to get destroyed in the most severe fire weather and severe fire days. This means that we’ve got to really make 

sure that we’re managing for these big flare-ups like Black Saturday. Now, they’re the most severe fire conditions and this is when fuel 

reduction, or prescribed burning in particular, has reduced effects. 

When you’re protecting houses, and protecting lives, which is what the Bushfires Royal Commission was about—the Bushfires Royal 

Commission was about avoiding another Black Saturday—now, if you’re protecting lives and protecting houses with prescribed burning, 

it’s the location of prescribed burning relative to houses, or the proximity of prescribed burning to houses, that’s the critical thing. 

Rachel Carbonell: Philip Gibbons from the ANU. 

The Victorian Government acknowledges that prescribed burning far away from people and property has a reduced effect on extreme 

fire days, but says fuel reduction burning further out from populations does help to mitigate bushfires. 

(Audio from Bonegilla) 

Back at the Bonegilla grassfire where we began the program, there was an accident which highlighted one of the dangers of prescribed 

burning. One of the fire trucks reversed into a fire fighter and pinned him against a ute. It knocked him unconscious and crushed his 

arm. His colleagues administered first aid at the scene and he was later taken to hospital by ambulance. 

(Sound of ambulance and ambulance officers) 

No one at the burn site could speak to Background Briefing about the accident. A WorkSafe investigation found that the DSE should 

change its practices in relation to large tracks to reflect army practices, and always have someone acting as a spotter when a big 

vehicle is reversing. 

In a statement, the department told Background Briefing the injured fire fighter isn’t back at work yet but he’s recovering well. It’s a 

reminder that people do get hurt doing this job. In 2000, four national parks employees died when a controlled burn off in Ku-ring-gai 

Chase National Park in New South Wales got out of control. 

The risk is not just to those involved in conducting the prescribed burning, but to those who live and work near to where fires are lit. In 

Western Australia late last year, more than 30 properties were lost when a controlled burn off near the Margaret River escaped. 

The chief fire officer with the DSE, Ewan Waller: 

Ewan Waller: What happened with the escaped burns and the Margaret River issue showed how high risk the work we do in burning 

[is]; when you’re allotting over 750 fires like we did last year, that all of those had a certain amount of inherent risk. So burning is 

inherently risky. So it is high risk for reputation for an agency like, in Western Australia, DEC, and for us here in Victoria, DSE; it’s a high 

risk all the time. And for government, I mean, it is something that could bring a government down. 

Rachel Carbonell: Ewan Waller says the department loses control of very few of its prescribed burns. But he acknowledges with more 

burning comes more risk. 

Ewan Waller: We lose very few. It’s somewhere around two per cent, and even those two per cent, very few do damage. But when they 

do, you know, it’s always high profile and straightaway you hear, ‘They’ve lost another burn.’ Actually we lose so few and generally they 

do very little damage. It’s very hurtful to our people that take that responsibility. And when I looked at Western Australia and what 

happened there, I say, ‘There [but] for the grace of God go we.’ 

And that will happen one day in Victoria. I mean, we will potentially lose—even with all the best care in the world—we will potentially 

lose burns and do damage to housing or to people, heaven forbid. And we’ve got to, you know, shore governments up and shore our 

own department up to make sure we are prepared for that. 

Rachel Carbonell: One of the most prominent burn offs to jump control lines was in 2005, when a huge area of Wilson’s Promontory 

National Park was scorched. 

This is what one woman who was camping at the park at the time told ABC Radio’s The World Today: 

Alison Hetherington (archival): Standing on Norman Bay Beach we could look up to Mt Oberon and look to where the campground 

was, and you could see flames coming up. And it was also terrifying because we didn’t know exactly what was going on, there’d been 

no announcement. 

We were very angry when we found out it was a controlled burn... And as everyone was saying on the night, who in their right mind 

would decide to burn off on a hot, windy day which was the start of the school holidays? It just seemed to defy any sensible explanation.

Rachel Carbonell: It’s a topic I know more about than I would like. A couple of years before that, a burn off in the bush near to my 

family’s farm blew out of control. Teams of fire fighters in tankers and helicopter water bombers saved the house. This is how that fire 

was reported on ABC TV news that night: 

Journalist (archival): It was meant to stave off bushfires but by this morning, what started as a controlled burn off was roaring out of 

the state forest towards homes. The fire was left unattended overnight; unexpected weather conditions sent it raging out of control. 

Fanned by strong winds the blaze engulfed a thousand hectares of forest scrub and grazing land, fire fighters frantically battling spot 

fires on the forest edge as smoke drifted as far as Melbourne. 

Rachel Carbonell: Victoria is still ramping up to the full 390,000 hectares a year, and the amount of burning will increase substantially. 
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Further Information 
The Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission

Burning Issues

Ewan Waller says communicating this to the Victorian people will be a high priority. 

Ewan Waller: It’s really critical we have that strong communication with particularly the rural community, but also right through in 

Melbourne, because at certain times there’ll be heavy palls of smoke over Melbourne and the people have got to understand what is 

happening and why, and understand the justification for it. So that will be a big part of it. One will be working with stakeholders—people 

directly affected, like wine growers and beekeepers and farmers—but the other will be the greater population, to say, ‘OK, you will have 

smoky conditions for a lot of autumn.’ 

Rachel Carbonell: There are some health issues that go with that, aren’t there? 

Ewan Waller: Oh, there are, there’s no doubt. And we fully respect that, that the smoke will affect asthmatics. And one of the 

stakeholder groups we are working with is the asthmatics and people with breathing problems, that we make sure that they are aware of 

when we have bad smoke days, working with the EPA so the warnings are out there. But it’s part of living with fire in Victoria. There will 

be smoke, either from bushfires or from burning. 

Rachel Carbonell: Not surprisingly, many people are nervous about prescribed burns near to them. 

(Pre-meeting noise) 

Background Briefing attended a community meeting at the small town of Deans Marsh in Victoria’s west. It sits in the hills behind the 

Great Ocean Road. Two controlled burn offs in the area have escaped in recent years. 

(Sound from meeting) 

There’s an 850-hectare burn planned here this autumn. It’s close to where a handful of residents live—and to where the Ash 

Wednesday fires of 1983 roared down to the coast. 

Resident: If it gets into Midway’s plantation, then it’s directly across the road from our house. These people’s lives might be in danger, 

but ours will be in danger too if there’s a sudden southerly breakthrough. 

And do we enact our fire plan for the day? I mean, do we stay at home manning our fire pumps? 

Rachel Carbonell: There were also worried families there with children who suffer from asthma. 

Local vineyard owners feared not only for their safety but also their livelihoods—smoke taint can ruin entire vintages. 

Winemaker: Secondly, as I said, the timing about smoke taint.: You’ve got two vineyards—mine and another one, Newman’s—on 

Parkers Road and you’re proposing to do it right in the middle of our vintage. 

Rachel Carbonell: A handful at the meeting wanted the burn cancelled outright; others just wanted reassurance it was safe. 

Resident: There’s one question up there which says, ‘Cancel burn.’ If we deal with that first, if it’s positive we can all leave. (Laughter 

and agreement) 

Just to mitigate that a little bit, I believe that one day that bush will burn. I would much rather there were people around with tankers and 

aeroplanes and some knowledge when it was burning than nobody around at all except me and my wife and my pump... two pumps. 

Rachel Carbonell: The local Country Fire Authority representative told the meeting he’d be far more likely to consider sending fire 

fighters into the area in the event of a bushfire if he knew the area had been fuel reduced. 

(Background noise from meeting) 

After two hours, a small team of department staff still hadn’t addressed the full list of community concerns, and had promised to get 

back with more answers. 

This whole debate over how to avoid another disaster like Black Saturday eventually ends up in a tradeoff in values. The highest value 

is, without doubt, human life. But after that, what do we value? How much are we altering what we love in our forests by trying to keep 

ourselves safe from them? It’s a conversation and a conflict that’s here to stay. This argument raged after the 1939 Black Friday fires. 

It’s an issue which is supposed to be scientifically based but which has always been as political, ideological and emotional as it has ever 

been scientific. 

One of the things that’s been difficult in this debate is the intense grief of Black Saturday. Talking about the value of the environment 

against the backdrop of so many lives lost is fraught. 

Deakin University’s Professor Andrew Bennett: 

Andrew Bennett: Yeah, I think grief is a good word, that as a community we were in grief at the consequences of the fire and the way it 

affected communities and people. And so it’s been very hard for ecologists to raise concerns and be taken seriously. No ecologist that 

I’m aware of is saying we shouldn’t protect property. Of course we must protect property; of course we must reduce risk; of course we 

have to look after communities. But we also have to ask what is important to us? What is valuable to us as a society in our 

environment? The forest systems, the grasslands, the rainforests, our wildlife: these are important, too. So we need to understand how 

fire is affecting those, and we need to be careful that we don’t, in a kind of knee-jerk reaction to what has affected us as people, go too 

far and affect the ecological systems as well. 

Jonathan Green: That was Andrew Bennett ending Rachel Carbonell’s report for Background Briefing. Coordinating producer is Linda 

McGinnis, research by Anna Whitfeld, technical production by Phil McKellar, and the executive producer is Chris Bullock. 
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Add your comment 

mick weiss : 
19 Feb 2012 9:03:12am 

Rachel Carbonell needs a quick grammar class on the preposition; "near" does not need "to" appended. 

 

Reply Alert moderator

JR newcastle : 
19 Feb 2012 9:08:29am 

Good program, on a big question. 

 

2 points: 

1. Bill Gammage's recent book takes a historical look at aboriginal use of fire to make landscapes to suit people. Successful and dynamic burn 

patterns based on knowledge & prompted by Law.  

 

Gammage or sources should have been consulted or at least referred to. At least read his book. 

 

 

2. No aboriginal people seem to have been consulted about fire use; they never get consulted about anything except obvious 'Aboriginal issues'.  

 

Aborigines still burn country in remote Australia: they ought to be interviewed by RN, and also consulted by powers-that-be re fire use. 

 

 

Best wishes, 

JR 

 

 

Reply Alert moderator

Catherine Gough-Brady : 
19 Feb 2012 10:03:59am 

I really enjoyed this programme and the debate about prescribed burns.  

 

But, if you are interested in Aboriginal fire techniques listen to The Fire Myth at 1pm today.  

 

Please note The Fire Myth does not include a discussion of Gammage's book. 

 

Cheers, 

Catherine 

Reply Alert moderator

MDW : 
19 Feb 2012 11:14:49am 
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Thanks for the program, and thank you for sticking (apart from Attiwell) to the peer reviewed science and for from steering clear of value laden 

historic views such as Gammage's 

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
21 Feb 2012 11:34:31am 

Nice value laden comment there MDW. 

 

Do you discount the descriptions by the early colonists of the landscape that they encountered? Were they all a romantic fiction? 

 

Gammages book is an historical account of the landscape as encountered and it is churlish and devious to suggest otherwise.  

 

However there is no going back to the way things were and fire is the clumsiest tool imaginable to use on the urban/forest interface. Let the 

ecologists have their spats and debate their management tactics away from the built environment where it wont impact on the built environment.  

 

Broad buffer zones are the go. Oaks and clearings work a treat. Plenty of good science to back that up. 

Reply Alert moderator

mdw : 
22 Feb 2012 12:37:37pm 

Hi Ross, Not churlish or devious. I'm merely pointing out that historic views, and the selection of bibliographic material that they are based on (while 

interesting) are invariably biased and value-laden. Early settler's accounts tell us little more than - Aboriginal people deployed fire in the environment 

and their motivations were varied. They are a non-random collection of (albeit fascinating) anecdotes. In SE Aust details around such things as the 

frequency and seasonality of fire-use is essentially unknowable. Historians are unable to ruminate on the endless stretches of undocumented time 

and space where there is no mention of aboriginal burning or wildfire. We have many accounts of the exceptional, few or no accounts of the 

unexceptional. Just as the contemporary news doesn't report on all un-burnt houses/factories - or the un-flooded farms and suburbs. Gammage's 

book is interesting but replete with such bias.  

 

I guess I agree with you otherwise. My relief about Gammage not being introduced into the program (and there is a tendency to frame debates 

around contemporary controlled burning in the context of Aboriginal use of fire) is that I don't believe it to be relevant. Past aboriginal burning 

practices - undoubtedly, nuanced and sophisticated - are not pertinent to the fire-risk in peri-urban areas. In such places the permanent solution is to 

either remove settlements from the forest or remove the forest from around the settlements.  

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
23 Feb 2012 12:52:26pm 

Howdy mdw. The take home message I got from the early settler/explorer accounts is not so much about how the landscape was achieved, but the 

fact that it was parklike. The most common expression that laces the accounts is how the land "so closely resembles a gentlemans park".  

 

Can't see how such a description reflects any kind of bias or is value laden. Such accounts, I would think, also best resemble the best template or 

baseline model for bushland restoration projects and forest management. However, the rules that govern native vegetation in this country - state, 

federal and local promote a landscape that is the antithesis of this early, safe landscape that we see in Gammages book.  

 

How to achieve such a low fuel load model is the fraught issue. I can only picture an army of D9's doing the dirty work, then getting the mega fauna 

back to keep it nice and trim....where are those giant wombats when you need them? 

 

Wholeheartedly agree with you on your last point. 

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
19 Feb 2012 9:22:56am 

We truly do live in the Idiot Landscape. How is it possible to satisfy all the voices in this debate?  

 

Europeans came to a country that could not be less suited to our ways of life. We inherited an explosively volatile landscape that had been very finely 

tuned and sophisticatedly managed by the first inhabitants (see Bill Gammages fine book 'The Greatest Real Estate on Earth'). 

 

Sensible humans create a safe landscape to live in, but now we have chosen not to. It's extraordinary that we have allowed the cultural values of one 

group (environmentalists)to overide the commonsense desire to feel safe in our homes. 

Reply Alert moderator

Chris Woods : 
19 Feb 2012 9:47:23am 

No matter how much is burnt in fuel reductions there will always be wildfires. 

 

The fuel reducers (whoever they may be) will always take the easy option when burning the 5% because they are woefully under-resourced, and it 

will end up being the same 5% every year in remote areas. This will result in no reduction in loss of life or property, and a huge reduction in the 

myriad of species we share this planet with. 
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Going ahead with this policy before the environmental reports are done is government-sponsored arson on an unprecedented scale. 

 

I can only hope the future proves me wrong. 

 

On the question of Aboriginal fire management, the impact of 220 years of white settlement in South East Australia has destroyed almost all 

knowledge of their practices in this area. What may work in the far north is simply not directly applicable to here. 

 

I live on the edge of the bush, and I accept the risks involved. So should anyone else who chooses to live similarly. Take responsibility for your own 

actions for once. 

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
19 Feb 2012 11:17:16am 

You are in the minority Chris.  

 

If you choose to accept the risks that are based on your particular prism of environmental/cultural assumptions - well and good. Trouble comes when 

the less aware (majority) are caught up in the consequences of your values. 

 

Picture the 15 year old girl frantically trying to get hold of her pet horse as a 1200 degree crowning fire storm approaches. She has probably not been 

sufficiently informed and lacks your finely tuned environmental awareness that has seen you evacuate the day before. 

 

She dies in the most horrible way imaginable. I assume you consider that her failure to take responsibility for actions is all her fault.  

 

If you live within a fire dependent eco system you will one day lose everything. This no easy thing to contend with and if your beliefs are so strong as 

to suppress the normal human desire to be safe....you are so far in the minority as to be marginal.  

 

Strangely though, your views are astonishingly enough written through a vast swathe of our environmental management laws - federal, state and 

local. 

Reply Alert moderator

Ken : 
19 Feb 2012 3:43:39pm 

Another marginal here Ross ! 

Life's tough and you make your choices and take your chances and hope the planet doesn't get taken out by an asteroid in the meantime. 

Ken. 

Reply Alert moderator

Peter : 
19 Feb 2012 10:12:17am 

With climate change aleady here why not try some new approaches. Fire resistant rain forest species could be used to plant buffers. There are plenty 

of such species growing naturally in south east Queensland and northern New South Wales. 

 

The time and money spent on control burns could be spent planting buffer zones. 

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
19 Feb 2012 12:35:23pm 

Peter - A most excellent book on new thinking in environmental matters is Emma Marris 'The Rambunctious Garden'. Came out last year. Slim 

volume, superbly written and she is a editor of 'Nature' so her creds are huge. 

 

Brief synopsis is that we have to accept the footprint we have had on our poor old planet and now make the best of it. Rewilding, the unseen benefits 

of exotic species etc. Her chapter on 'Novel Ecosystems' is worth the price alone.  

 

I'm all for reinstating nature as the central plank in our lives, but the version many environmentalists and ecologists use as their template or baseline 

is no longer possible. 

 

I like oaks. It's botanical fascism to think that just because it's native it somehow contains greater attributes. Couldn't agree with you more on the role 

of buffer zones. 

Reply Alert moderator

abcian : 
19 Feb 2012 10:49:16am 

Burning forests any where in the world destroys both the forest and everything living in the forest. 

For the first time we have a comprehensive record of fire in Australia over the past 70k years. This research clearly shows that Aboriginal Traditional 

burning never happened.  

There is no trace of any increase in fires after their arrival about 46k years ago. 

Instead it shows a massive increase in forest fires that started with the arrival of Europeans and continues to this day. 
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Here in North Queensland we never get natural fires yet QPWS burns huge areas of forest in the wet tropics with disastrous results. Typically 

regularly burnt forest here contain less then ten native plant species and are covered in masses of weeds. Typical forest in this area contain an 

average of about 200 species in any one area. 

The vast majority of native animals in our forets are very small, frogs, skinks, lizards, geckos, all incapable of outrunning fire. The kill rates for most of 

these animals is 100%. 

Perhaps the most important aspect is that controlled burning has never been properly scientificly tested, despite the ease with which this could and 

should have been be done. 

Controlled burning relies entirely on opinions, usually emotional and usually far removed from fact. 

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
19 Feb 2012 11:26:02am 

Abcian. You can't be serious that you think aboriginal fire stick farming is a myth. You'll need to back that one up. 

 

Try reading Bill Gammages book 'The Greatest Real Estate on Earth' It's an account of what this country looked like according to the early colonists 

and exporers. Big book, faultless reasearch though he does repeat himself a bit. A one word summary would be 'parklike'. 

 

Vastly different country than the one we now have. It's beauty then would break your heart. 

Reply Alert moderator

abcian : 
19 Feb 2012 3:38:29pm 

This is the first comprehensive detailed study of the history of forest fires in Australia. I note your comments but these early fires were not necessarily 

lit by Aboriginal people. Best not to believe the folklore and read the facts. 

 

http://www.abc.net.au/unleashed/42088.html 

 

This is part of what happens to wildlife in these fires. Most people are not aware that QPWS, the people given the task of caring for our wildlife, are 

exempt from all cruelty to animals law in Queensland. QPWS are now the biggest killers of wildlife in this state, by far. 

 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-09-26/20110926-bushfire-animal-pneumonia/2942394 

 

This exposes another myth about smoke from fires and the extreme health risk the smoke poses. This kind of airborne pollution carries for thousands 

of kilometres from the burn site and has a latency of five to ten years for extreme health effects to occur. Make no mistake this stuff kills. Bushfire 

smoke is almost all made up of Pm.2.5 particulate popllution. This will kill far more people than the fires they are supposed to stop. 

 

http://www.epa.gov/pm/health.html 

 

This details another National Parks myth, that most Australian plants are fire adapted, read this in every states garbage on controlled burns and how 

wonderful they are. 

Turns out that when studied, there are no Australian plants with any adaptations to fire.  

 

http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2011/02/110218111711.htm 

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
19 Feb 2012 4:48:24pm 

Sorry abcian. You are confusing me with someone that thinks that our forest managers are the capable and relevant authorities to care for our 

forests. Clearly they aren't. 

 

I also think fire is a dreadful way to manage fuel reduction, but I can think of no other way...unless we import some elephants. 

Reply Alert moderator

abcian : 
19 Feb 2012 6:46:21pm 

Sorry Ross.  

By far the best way to reduce fire risk is to leave all the forests alone. The intact canopy of an unburned forest keeps the understorey cool and damp. 

By contrast destroying the canopy which all fires do, heats up the air in the forest, dries out the understorey, promotes the growth of weed grasses 

and native grasses and opens up the forest.  

The wind which normally does not penetrate below the canopy now exposes the whole forest to hot dry winds, and as most know the best way to get 

a really good fire going is to blow on it. 

In the Kimberley for instance the almost complete destruction of the forest that used to cover the entire area has resulted in much greater extremes of 

temperatures.  

In the summer all of the ground is now exposed, most of this is rocky. These rocks heat up in the full sun and don't cool down until abut 3am. 

This raise summer temps to very high levels.  

If you look around the world, forests in similar lattitudes have average daytime temps of around 32 degrees C. In the Kimberley its not uncommon for 

summer temps to be well into the 40s and conversely in winter, without the blanketing and insulating effects of the forests, nightime temps are far 

lower than they would noramlly be.  
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These forest have been looking after themselves with no help from man for hundreds of millions of years. Suddenly man turns up and now they need 

to be fuel reduced and burnt for this and that reason. 

It must never be forgotten, fire is the most extreme and most destructive element on this planet. Everything that all these government funded bodies 

are doing increases the risk and severity of fires and needlessly burns countless numbers of wild animals alive avery year.  

We and all of Australias forests would be far better off if all National Parks Authorities were disbanded, such is their incompetence. 

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
19 Feb 2012 9:29:09pm 

Think we are on the same page in a lot of respects abcian. Your last point on how hamstrung and inadequate our forest authorities are is well taken.

 

Shame about the Kimberleys. Was this the fires of mid september last year? I have no idea about the regions previous fuel management, but clearly 

it has been inadequate. The country we have inherited post 1780 unfortunately did not come with a manual. Burrows says when we came to this 

country it was like we had bought a vast and resplendent garden estate then promptly sacked the gardeners. We are still clueless and conflicted 

about what to do. The result being 'The Idiot landscape'.  

 

Obviously every region is different, but your argument does hold true in some situations. In others it is a recipe for disaster. An intense raging 

firestorm will sterilise the landscape for generations. Ill considered conservation policies can eat itself.  

 

Proper land management is the result of deep knowledge and intimate enmeshment. Our civilisation lacks both. I would urge you to get hold of Bill 

Gammages book. The early accounts of what the landscape looked like (every part of Oz is covered) are compelling.  

 

Should point out this is just a pet topic of mine. Started of an impassioned Green and supporter of various Wilderness groups, but then after the fires I 

realised they are well off track to establishing any coherent and meaningful relationship with the natural world.  

 

I'm just a citizen/gardener/naturalist type with a red hot chip on his shoulder. 

Reply Alert moderator

abcian : 
19 Feb 2012 3:45:00pm 

In addition to the comments provided, both phrases;  

"Fire stick farming" &  

"Aboriginal traditional burning" are the inventions of Europeans. 

The myth of Aboriginal traditional burning has never been supported by any factual evidence and has been very successful in supporting the myth 

that Australian forests need to be burned.  

Can you explain how thse forests survived for so long prior to mans interventions which started 46k years ago. 

Did the Aboriginals arrive, look at the forest and say, these forests really need a good burn every few years and they will be in much better condition. 

Reply Alert moderator

betty : 
19 Feb 2012 11:44:30am 

If you read ANY contemporaneous accounts of early European settlement you will hear that the environment was park-like, with blackened trees and 

distant smoke. There were more 'Black Forests' than you could poke a stick at. 

To say that there is no evidence of fire clearing is... well, it seems to be blatantly ignoring facts. Why do that? 

The question is, what is to be done? 

It's difficult to set fires so freely as was done in the past, but we can't ignore the fact that the local-government-sanctioned build up of scrub will kill us 

all. It makes controlled burning riskier and it's ugly. 

I for one am not planting fire prone plants in my garden. 

Reply Alert moderator

abcian : 
19 Feb 2012 10:59:11am 

Three years ago we did a 42 day walk in the very remote KImberley. 

This area is promoted as unspoilt wilderness. Nothing could be further from the truth. The whole area has been almost completely de-forested by 

annual deliberatly lit fires. Wild life has been vitually eliminated. In the first 26 days of very quiet walking we saw six kangaroos when we expected to 

see thousands. 

There are countless millions of fires killed trees every where. We did a count in one area, there were forty fire killed trees for every living tree. 

Areas that were permanently wet and would normally be rainforest instead contained millions of year old saplings all of which would be killed in the 

next deliberate fire. 

The Kimberley is a man made disaster and an appalling example of the destructive effects of fire on our precious continent. 

Reply Alert moderator

Toni McLean : 
19 Feb 2012 11:40:00am 

I know nothing about the management of fire risk and hence cannot comment on the various positions and considerations put forward in this 
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program. However, a number of points did strike me as I listened. 

1. There appeared to be an underlying assumption by all concerned that we can and should control our environment. I'm not advocating for doing 

nothing. I'm just noting that it appears to be an unstated assumption of all concerned in this morning's program, and things that remain unstated and 

unaddressed tend to have a great effect on discussion and outcomes. 

2. I heard no mention by anyone of people taking responsibility for choosing to live in fire-prone areas. They can be given assistance with how to do 

that as safely as possible, safety measures can even be legislated if necessary and effective, but ultimately we all must take responsibility for our 

choices, and remember that sometimes our choices involve our children. 

3. As someone whose initial training was in science, I was gobsmacked to hear one speaker whom, I think, is a scientist, say we can't afford to wait 

while the ecologists fiddle around. This history of this country alone is riddled with disasters brought about as a result of not being sufficiently 

informed about the science. The ecology of the bush is not separate and distinct from life in townships. The environment of the planet is the original 

"World Wide Web", in which every aspect is interconnected with all others. 

Toni McLean 

Reply Alert moderator

Peter : 
19 Feb 2012 12:50:52pm 

Here here! 

 

The promoters of control burns seem to advocate: "Burn now do the science later. We can't afford to wait." 

 

The truth is the opposite. Fire safe shelters can be built until other measures of controlling or prevent fires are found. 

 

The other thing that is overlooked is the different climates in different parts of Australia. If a solution is suitable for Victoria it is does not follow that the 

same solution should be applied in Queensland or Western Australia. 

Reply Alert moderator

Ken : 
19 Feb 2012 2:40:56pm 

Right on Toni. 

I think there's a connection between the attitude of 'Australia' to sharks , snakes and the way they think of bushfire. If something is dangerous it must 

be destroyed or controlled. These attitudes just don't have a place in a balanced ecology. 

The results of the misdirected attempts to control the environment are many and lamentable (rabbits,cats,foxes, dogs, cane toads, the death of the 

Murray and bitou bush the list goes on......) and just because it is thought the natives were responsible for an amount of this destruction doesn't 

convince me that this environmental vandalism should be emulated nor indeed mandated by law. 

It is well acknowledged that increased burning promotes the fast growing,fire promoting species such as grasses and some Eucalypt types that 

increases the risk of catastrophic events.  

However, ignorance and stupidity continue to be the driving force in 'The Australian Way' and so I will wish you all the very best of 'British Luck'. 

Ken Gillett 

Reply Alert moderator

abcian : 
19 Feb 2012 3:59:28pm 

Toni, clever, down to earth, well thought out and written reply. For your information, this is the latest from QPWS who control about 8.5 million 

hectares of forest. 

 

"Fire is an essential part of every ecosystem in Australia. QPWS now has an up to date fire management plan for all of the forests it maintains" 

 

What this means, QPWS will at some stage burn all of the forests it controls. This is by far the most incompetent and dangerous statement I have 

ever read by a department completely out of control, . 

Incidently QPWS deliberatly destroys large areas of rain forest every year. They call this "Invasive rainforest" 

This means it is growing in an area where QPWS say it must not grow. Dangerous stuff this rainforest. 

Reply Alert moderator

ross : 
19 Feb 2012 5:12:09pm 

You conflate the issue Toni. It's about living in a safe environment. Conflating the ecology of our forests with safety in our towns and the rest of the 

planet is so much of a stretch as to be absurd. 

 

You clearly have had no training in environmental issues. There is no place on earth now that does not show the hand of man. Nature is ours (suck it 

up hippies:) and the outcomes we want from it are in our control. Now more than ever.  

 

Your second point is criminal in effect and dooms a vast portion of the great unwashed to a miserable death. I attend the various firesafe meetings. 

Thousands do not. They are exceptionally poorly attended affairs. The expectation is that our authorities will protect us. The 'Stay or Go' policy 

amounts to an abrogation of our authorities to provide a safe environment. 

 

Try living in an environment that has been described by one our best authorities on fire ecology as "a bomb waiting to go off". The next fire major 
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event (if things remain the same...and they probably will given the degree of inertia) could conceivably see thousands dead. 

 

There is no time to waste over marginal niceties. 

Reply Alert moderator

PeterH : 
19 Feb 2012 6:18:04pm 

http://www.csiro.au/Outcomes/Safeguarding-Australia/BushfiresOverview.aspx 

 

Not sure if this CSIRO report has been referenced - worth a look. 

But the program hit on a few truths whatever one's view about the best balance.  

Namely: governments will set arbitrary targets and a lot of burning will be done for no real increase in human/settlement safety. 

As a result, a lot of needless damage will be inflicted, and we'll still have the Dandenongs and other regions vulnerable when the next big drought 

comes. 

I'm not entirely convinced by the "Estate" argument - but regular, small, cool burns seems like the best hope, especially when the climate warms 

further. 

Finally, I'd like to do a bit of burning on our own bush block - there hasn't been a fire in decades - and when it does come through, everything will go 

up. It's not a decision we'll take lightly (excuse the pun), since we have the block solely for its conservation values. Guess we'll have to ask CFA or 

DSE to assist. 

Reply Alert moderator

Wendy Radford : 
20 Feb 2012 9:30:20am 

Thank you Background Briefing team for this long overdue discussion of the hysteria that has followed on from the Black Saturday fires, and some of 

the consequences of the knee jerk Royal Commission recommendations. 

 

As Andrew Bennett said, the deaths on Black Saturday, which are lamentable and tragic for friends and family, make it hard to put the side of the 

environment. But we should remember that humans are not the only ones to suffer in ANY fire: all the creatures of nature suffer and die. And our 

diminishing biodiversity makes it particularly urgent that we create no more fires - for any reason - to disrupt natural ecosystems. 

 

What we see happening around here is the sensless, heartless burning and subsequent partial destruction of natural areas in National and Regional 

Parks, and State reserves, even in Reference Areas (many of which are just recovering from 11 years of drought in the Bendigo Region where I live) 

in the name of protecting assetts, and human life. To hell with any other forms of life. 

 

Any burns which might destroy amenity around buildings, farms, properties and other 'assetts' (as if parks are not 'assetts' of great value) are not 

undertaken for fear of angering the populace. Nobody wants to look at a blackened landscape. Better to achieve the quotas for burning required by 

politicians in the wake of the Royal Commission in remoter areas where the creatures incinerated don't have funerals, and don't tug at the 

heartstrings of the public through media coverage. 

 

Not only does this senseless policy destroy and diminish biodiversity, it does not protect built up areas either. Fires around here are mainly started by 

humnas in some form or other, and often go into National and Regional Parks from rank or overgrown areas. Fire is not the only way of guarding 

against future fires. Slashing, mulching, community fire guard where the whole community watches out for suspicious activity or gives early warning, 

are all excellent ways of protecting from wildfire. I also applaud all the efforts to get people to leave early on extreme fire days as this is the only way 

to protect human life in the bush in those exceptional conditions.  

 

Finally, I say if you choose to live in the bush, as I do, you should also be aware that you have chosen to accept the risks of fire whiping out your 

property. You should safeguard your own life by leaving early on extreme days. You should not expect the beauty and bounty of nature to pay for 

your choice to live closer to our wonderful natural areas. 

Reply Alert moderator

valerie yule : 
20 Feb 2012 5:04:37pm 

Inventions are needed – not just going ahead with burning everywhere. 

Experiments in small locations are needed for alternatives to burnoffs. Burnoffs contribute to greenhouse gases, pollution and reduction of diversity. 

They cannot be a permanent solution, because each one makes the likelihood of worse fires later, thru the emissions and destruction they cause, 

and increased danger with the likelihood of winds getting stronger with climate change. 

 

1. What happens in countries with similar climates to Australia? 

2. Should we be reducing eucalypts and developing more greenery that is not flammable? Here's a way to employ more people usefully. At present 

the burn-offs lead to the survival only of what seeds through fire. 

 

3. We need ways to catch and utilise all the valuable ingredients of smoke that currently contribute to pollution and greenhouse gases, and spread 

problems among human populations and crops. 

Reply Alert moderator
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Laurence Gaffney : 
21 Feb 2012 8:45:11am 

It is interesting to note the work of David Cheal from the Arthur Rylah Institute. In particular Cheal presents two maps of the Post Fire Growth stages 

in Victoria that compare the situation in 2002 with that of post Black Saturday 2009. 

http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/101205/Growth_Stages_Map2a_small.pdf 

http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/101206/Growth_Stages_Map2b_small.pdf 

There have been three major fires since 2002 (as might be expected during El Nino drought related periods) burning in excess of 2.5 million 

hectares. Surely a priority for the Biodiversity Conservation effort in the current Growth Stage context must be about preserving the small amount of 

the older Growth Stages that remain? 

At a local level, Prescribed Fire has been applied to the Kurth Kiln Regional Park (KKRP) in the Yarra Ranges very heavily over the last 25 years. If 

Burns continue as proposed by the current DSE Fire Operations Plan for the next three years then there will be essentially no area of the Park 

remaining that will not have been burnt in relatively recent times. This means that the older age classes of the different types of vegetation 

communities present will no longer be represented. Additionally some of these burns are proposed over Wet Forest & Rainforest which according to 

both the DSE & Professor David Lindenmayer (ANU) is an inappropriate management strategy in those ecosystems.  

At least 95 % of the Kurth Kiln Regional Park is zoned as an Ecological Fire Management Zone. This means that burns should be chosen and 

planned in accordance with the 17 steps outlined on page 43 of the following DSE publication. 

http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/100881/ARI_Technical_Report_192_-

Towards_a_process_for_integrating_vertebrate_fauna_into_fire_management_planning.pdf 

It is difficult to comprehend the biodiversity conservation objective of an Ecological Burning program for the KKRP that has effectively removed the 

older age classes from the Reserve. The older age classes are quality habitat for many species. Local extinction of these species will be occurring. 

The Land Manager of the KKRP (Parks Victoria) has been unable to provide any rationale or Ecological Strategy that underpins this burning program 

for the KKRP. It is recommended it cease immediately and be the subject of a competent review. 

Reply Alert moderator

jack : 
21 Feb 2012 2:50:23pm 

1. A lot of responses here seem to accept Bill Gammage's book as gospel. Actually, this book is highly contentious: Gammage rejects without real 

argument the carefully developed positions of most serious environmental historians. Why? Because,though they accept the reality of Aboriginal 

burning,they don't accept that indigenous people burned every inch of every ecosystem in the country. He trashes their view by calling them 'deniers'. 

2. It's a pity that Peter Ryan was allowed on this program to get away with saying that 'fuel reduction burns' are carefully planned and modified in the 

light of detailed research. Everyone who's acquainted with the practice knows that in most cases [especially large area burns], DSE operators don't 

have the resources or knowledge to work this way. Try asking one this question: 'How did you modify your approach to control burn X in the light of 

the previous burn history of that particular patch of land?' The example in the program of Bonegilla is the exception, not the rule. 

Reply Alert moderator

Simon : 
25 Feb 2012 9:01:40am 

There is a elephant in the room. Those advising in favour of proscribed burns earn money from performing or planning those burns. Is this not a 

conflict interest?  

Reply Alert moderator

Deb Foskey : 
05 Mar 2012 10:01:05pm 

I have just read the transcript of this program along with the comments made by listeners, following up with the links some contributors suggested. 

Radio National, supplemented by internet comment from (mostly) informed listeners, is a handy educational experience for rural and remote listeners 

and I thank the ABC and Background Briefing for providing it. 

 

Far East Gippslanders know about forest fire, the sort started by lightning and the sort begun by DSE officers as so-called fuel reduction or 

regeneration burns which would normally be conducted right now, continuing into winter when weather conditions are right.  

 

Of course, they are not 'right' this year as they weren't last year and the year before if I recall correctly. Due to wetter than usual summers and 

autumns, DSE's burn plans are lagging well behind schedule. I expect this gives the officers charged with meeting the government's targets sleepless

nights but it means a reprieve for trees and understorey vegetation which are growing well in the wetter conditions and a largely smoke-free autumn. 

My unscientific observation of burned roadsides in a nearby national park is that weeds quickly colonise burnt areas and the debris of burnt trees and

subsequent regeneration looks like fuel to me. But as the scientists on the program said, our land managers are not putting much effort into 

researching the impacts of mosaic fuel reduction/'ecological' burns. 

 

Most Victorians won't gain confidence from Minister Ryans' and Attiwell's assertions that getting on with it is so important that it doesn't matter 

whether it works or not. Especially when there is so little being done to find out. 

 

Why not train local people in scientific observation of post-burn developments to develop a body of evidence for the scientists to work with? We need 

more jobs in the bush and people living in and near forests would like to contribute to evidence-based policies that better protect them and their 

environment.  
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Reply Alert moderator
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