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Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the current FOP draft for the Goldfields 
Region.

I am particularly concerned about burns planned for the Muckleford Forest. This important 
patch of bushland (3,152 hectares) is an important island of biodiversity, a habitat linking 
private land, the Muckleford Gorge and the Loddon River. Itʼs also one of the largest areas 
of public land in the region. Despite the paucity of specific monitoring and measuring, 161 
fauna species have been recorded, including the Brush-tailed Phascogale (Tuan), 
Diamond Firetail, Powerful Owl and nationally endangered Swift Parrot. Sticky Boronia and 
the rare Trailing Hop-bush are amongst 268 plant species recorded here. 

The Goldfields FOP has earmarked over 1200 hectares of the Muckleford bushland for 
burning, and this is after significant and repeated burns over several years. The FOP 
states these planned burns are “to provide an irregular mosaic of areas of  fuel reduction 
which will complement works in adjacent fire management zones and can assist in 
ecological resilience and forest regeneration”.

I am very concerned about more burns in this patch of forest and its ʻecological resilienceʼ. 
Research from your own Department has shown that Box-Ironbark forests do not respond 
to or regenerate with fire. Thereʼs no evidence that any species in the Box-Ironbark forests 
and woodlands needs fire for survival. Dr Arn Tolsma and fellow researchers from the 
Arthur Rylah Research Institute found that forests like the Muckleford are not fire 
dependent, suggesting intervals of between 20 and 50 years between burning. They state 
“frequent burning e.g. three to five year intervals will disrupt natural processes in the short 
term and may eventually lead to a depletion of soil nutrients and loss of habitat.”   Local 
field naturalists who are very familiar with the area have suggested that fires every 10 to 
20 years may lead to loss of species such as Downy Grevillea, Cherry Ballart and Daphne 
Heath. Fires every 6 to 10 years would eliminate even more plant species. Regrowth may 
occur after fire events, but there certainly wonʼt be the diversity and complexity that was 
there before.

The burning intervals and the size of the burns will make it very difficult for this forest to 
recover, especially in light of the changing seasonal conditions and unreliable rainfall we 
have seen over the past decade (and expect to experience more of in the future). 

After monitoring the impact of previous burns in the Muckleford Forest, I am also 
concerned at the potential fire risk from the many emerging weeds, the dead and and 
fallen trees (post burn) and the charred but still standing understorey. I cannot see where 
“an irregular mosaic of areas”  have been burnt in the previous operations, and that FOP 
outlined, given more is planned for this forest.



The Muckleford is one of my favorite haunts but I am distressed by the declining ecological 
value I have seen over the past 16 years I have spent time in it.  I am not aware of any 
post burn assessments (let alone pre burn planning and specific risk assessments) of this 
area, apart from that carried out by concerned community members. 

The Goughʼs Range State Forest is another area of concern to me, particularly the extent 
of burning planned. It is not clear what the basis is for such a large burn, particularly from 
an ecological viewpoint. 

It is difficult to see how burning these two areas will provide protection for specific asset 
protection and since there seems no ecological basis for it, I would welcome your 
comments on the specific burns scheduled, beyond the basic statements offered in the 
FOP.

I am well aware of the governments 5% target for planned burns across the State, but in 
this region, and the Muckleford forest in particular, I believe such a target-based approach 
will have a detrimental and long-term impact on biodiversity, soil quality and cultural 
heritage. There is flow-on to other sectors such as tourism (important for our small local 
communities). Who wants to walk, drive, or ride through a burnt-out forest, devoid of bird 
calls and plant life, and faced with the danger of falling trees, long after the burn? 

Neil Comrie, the Bushfire Royal Commission Implementation Monitor has been vocal 
about the 5% target. In 2012 he recommended that the State “reconsider the planned 
burning target and replace it with a risk based approach focused on the protection of life 
and property”; in 2013 he went further stating that the target may not be “achievable, 
affordable or sustainable” and in 2014 he says that the “area based hectare targets alone 
will not necessarily reduce the bushfire risk to life and property in Victoria and may have 
adverse environmental outcomes” and recommends a shift to a risk based approach to 
“deliver an effective long-term program of planned burning”.

The Black Saturday inquest identified flaws in the DEPI planning regime. The Royal 
Commission was scathing of fire-prevention activities leading up to Black Saturday. 
Counsel Assisting said, “it is impossible to fathom just what strategy is currently in place at 
DSE in relation to the use of planned burning. The lack of policy demonstrates ineptitude” 
and again, “the inability of DSE to provide vital information about the cost of planned 
burning programs to the successive inquiries and to the Commission was inexcusable.” 
Further, the inquest suggested the Department may even be putting vulnerable flora and 
fauna in jeopardy with its burning regimes because “the biodiversity information deficit in 
Victoria is substantial” and ”DSEʼs practice does not match its in-principle commitment to 
understanding the ecology and spatial distribution of flora and fauna populations and to 
monitoring of the effects of fires on biodiversity.”

Iʼm not confident the Department can mitigate the effects of a fire in the Muckleford Forest 
to protect specific species or areas of value. As well, the forest has not been adequately 
mapped and monitored from previous burns, let alone the ones planned to occur in the 
next season. How can we be sure that DEPI are protecting flora and fauna values in the 
forest without on-ground assessment and monitoring?  I am not confident that the 
individual large old trees with nesting hollows can be spared by the burns, let alone other 
smaller but significant plants.



I am also concerned that community concerns about the FPO process are not being fully 
heeded by departmental decision makers.

I look forward to your response to my concerns.

Yours sincerely
Janet Barker
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ecologica@bigpond.com
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