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Investigation 4 has shown clearly the destructive power of bushfires in Australia 
over time. This would seem to lead to a clear-cut conclusion: bushfires need to 
be controlled to protect people’s lives and property.
But Investigation 3 has shown that bushfires are a natural and necessary element 
of the Australian environment, and are needed to maintain our ecosystems.
How do we balance these two apparently competing elements? How do we 
manage bushfires in Australia?
The key word here is ‘management’. Management is about control. But it is 
also about choices. So, do we manage bushfires for the benefit of people and 
property, in which case the environment will change; or do we manage it for the 
environment, which means that people have to change the way they live?
Here are some ideas to help you consider that issue.

Traditional Aboriginal management
Aboriginal people have been in Australia for perhaps 60,000 years. For all that 
time they have had to live with fire. 
We do not know exactly how fire has been used by Aboriginal people over time 
in different places. However, we do know that Indigenous people used it for 
thousands of years for warmth, hunting, communication, ceremonies, cooking, 
warfare, encouraging regrowth, and providing a fire-safe environment. Different 
patterns were used in different places, and probably at different times.
Most historians describe Aboriginal use of fire as ‘firestick farming’ — the 
deliberate use of fire to control the nature of an environment. This appears to 
have been to create a patchwork of different stages of regrowth in different 
areas.
1  What would be the advantages of having different stages of growth in 
different areas?
2  What knowledge or expertise would be required for this to be achieved?
When Europeans invaded Australia they disrupted these traditional burning practices. Except in areas 
where Europeans cleared the land for crops and animal grazing, this led to the creation of a denser 
bush, a different environment. 
3  Why would Europeans have wanted different fire regimes to those of the Aboriginal people?
4  What impact would the creation of denser bush have had on bushfires?

Tropical savanna management today
Traditional Aboriginal management techniques are still used in parts of northern Australia today. When 
undertaken under Indigenous custodianship, burning today is concentrated in non-pastoral, relatively 
high-rainfall regions. Traditionally, fires are set in the early to mid-dry season, so that frequent low-
impact burning keeps fuel loads low — the ‘clean up burning’ that Bill Neidje refers to in his earlier 
statement.
Where traditional burning in the north has been disrupted by European 
settlement the situation is different. Where burning was largely controlled in 
the past, today it is caused by lightning strikes. There is a trend towards more 
frequent and larger, hotter fires. The increase of monsoon rains creates more 
vegetation, which in turn fuels larger fires. This is seemingly tied to climate 
change: four of the 10 highest annual rainfalls for the region have been recorded 
in the last 10 years. As much as half the area is currently burnt every year, or 
two years.
These newer fire patterns differ from traditional Aboriginal burning, where small 
patches were burned as people moved through the country, creating smaller 
and less intense fires. This tended to create a mosaic or patchwork, rather than 
a single environment. Studies in the area concluded that too frequent burning 
had the worst impact on the ecosystem. For optimum maintenance of current 
biodiversity and ecosystems the need was for burning every three to five years.
A problem is that there are now several different sets of demands on the  
environment: the demand of some Aboriginal people to maintain their  
traditional practices; the demands of many conservationists to reduce the  
impact of ‘artificial’ management processes; the demands of pastoralists for  
the maintenance of an environment that suits their grazing animals, rather  
than the natural environment; and the demands of tourists for a smoke-free,  
unburned, ‘undestroyed’ environment.
This issue of competing management demands also affects areas where the 
bush meets the city or farms in southern Australia.
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FARMERS TO SUE GOVERNMENT FOR 
FIRE ESCAPES FROM NATIONAL PARKS

Management of bushfires at the  
urban-rural-bush interface
One big issue in management is the question of fuel reduction 
burning — controlled periodic fires to reduce litter so that later 
natural fires will be less intense and extensive.
The newspaper headline below shows one of the reasons why that 
issue is important — many fires start in national park areas, and 
escape to neighbouring farms. 

If the nature of the fires can be controlled within the national park, 
the chances of it escaping can be reduced.

Imagine that a meeting has been called in a town in a fire-
prone area. Over 10,000 people live in the town and surrounding 
countryside. The town is surrounded by a national park, containing 
small populations of several rare animal and plant species in the 
area, and a state forest, where there is logging and a sawmill. These 
areas border farms and vineyards. The local area has its own water 
supply from the local catchment area, and has various aquatic 
recreation facilities. The area is also popular with tourists, particularly 
in summer and spring, who enjoy forest walks, local vineyards and 
the general beauty and tranquillity of the place. Five years ago the 
area was threatened by a major bushfire, and conditions are building 
for a high fire probability this coming summer.
A proposal has been put that there needs to be several controlled 
hazard burns. Hazard reduction burning involves periodic low-scale 
and low-intensity fires to ‘clean up’ vegetation. The aim is to limit 
the amount of vegetation in the bush if a fire does break out, and 
therefore lessen the intensity of that fire.

1  Allocate the characters to different class members, and prepare 
a short statement by each to put at the meeting, best explaining 
their view.
2  Select appropriate ideas from the following list to create each 
statement.
Included in your statement must be a management plan or strategy 
that suits your view. Use these to help create the arguments from 
the different characters.
Some aspects of a fire hazard reduction burn:
• It creates pollution — smoke and ash.
• It keeps an area relatively clear for the entry of emergency vehicles.
• It can affect sensitive soil.
• It is a traditional management method used in Australia by 

Aboriginal people over thousands of years.
• It is costly, labour-intensive.
• Burning creates nutrients in the soil.
• Different areas need to be studied to discover the best regime for 

that area.
• Burning increases plant germination in fire-dependent species 

such as eucalypts.
• It requires access tracks that can harm wilderness values.
• Not all plants are fire-tolerant, so burning will change the natural 

balance in an area.
• People must learn to live with fire, it is a natural element.
• Research suggests that major fires in extreme conditions will 

rage despite any previous hazard reduction burning.
• Large scale burning is not sustainable. Too frequent fires can 

change plant ecology.
• Burning creates smoke that can harm some people’s health.
• Fires disfigure the landscape.
• Controlled burns can only be held a few days a year.
• Research has found that doubling the fuel load in an area will 

double the rate of spread and quadruple the fire intensity in an 
uncontrolled burn.

• Most fires are started either by lightning or deliberately by people.
• Each area is different and has specific requirements that must be 

understood.

3  After all characters have presented their ideas, vote on what you 
think is the best management plan (but you cannot vote for your 
own one!). Then see if the class as a whole can come up with a 
better plan that suits all people’s needs.
Bushfire management and citizenship
While bushfire control is about management, values and choice, it 
is also about ‘citizenship’ — being responsible for every action you 
take that has an impact on others in your community.
Bushfire management involves governments and individuals. What 
are ‘good citizenship’ actions that can be taken by governments and 
individuals in relation to bushfire management?
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Here are eight different people at that meeting, and their major  
concerns:

Person Main management position

Park ranger Wants to conserve the environment

Government official Burns are costly and difficult

Logger Needs access to good timber for logging

Wilderness Club member Nature must be allowed to find its own way

Tourist operator People want to enjoy the area

Town resident Wants safety and clean air

Farmer Wants safety from fire escapes from the national park and state forest

Bushwalker Wants access to all areas

Volunteer fire-fighter Wants to be able to get to fires quickly and safely to fight them

Ecologist Wants both fire-dependent and fire-vulnerable plants to be able to survive
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