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Introduction 

The use of fire as a management tool has been has been undertaken well before the settlement of 

Europeans. The Noongar people of the South-west used fire for various reasons as part of their day 

to day lives. Fire risk and hazard reduction is the responsibility of each and every landholder in the        

South-west of Western Australia. Whether you live in a township, on a hobby farm or undertake 

large scale farming, it is possible that you may be affected by fire at some point. 

The most important part of Monitoring and managing fire risk is understanding the nature of fire 

itself and how it can be used to manage the land. 

A Brief History of Fire and the Noongar People 

Throughout history fire has been used by humans for various reasons, frequent and strategic use of fire by the Noongar 

people in many areas of Australia, including parts of Western Australia’s South-west, maintained grasslands beneath    

Tuart, Jarrah and Marri Wandoo forests and woodlands. 

Western Australia has been home to the Noongar people for tens of thousands of years. Noongar people, the traditional 

owners of Boodja (country), have utilised fire as one of the main techniques for looking after the land ‘caring for country’, 

Karl (fire) is the very heart of their culture. The South-west Noongars traditionally used fire for a number of reasons; for 

cooking, keeping warm, hunting, making tools and weapons, clearing tracks, to promote fresh green shoots, and cultural 

ceremonies.  

In general there are two types of fire in which Noongar people used; cool fire or burns of low intensity and fires of higher 

intensity. Cool fires were commonly used the most by the Noongar people, these low intensity fires were used for clearing 

smaller areas of undergrowth from forests to create easier access and movement through country. Easy movement across 

country was an important part of Noongar culture for many reasons, as 

the land itself changed with the seasons, the Noongar people needed to 

move freely to more suitable regions without the hindrance of thick under 

growth. Cool fire was also used to promote new growth, evidence         

suggested that plants germinating first after a cool burn tend to have the     

highest food value, with a more diverse range of species being present 

after a cool burn, keeping the balance within the understory layer. 

The regular use of fire by the Noongar people in their daily lives, resulted 

in a mosaic of trees and grasslands that meant the highly combustible Eucalyptus forests were less likely to create intense 

bushfires. 

In Noongar culture rules for fire and fire use vary, and are to this day, still dependent upon an intimate knowledge of the 

physical and spiritual nature of each area of the land. Without this knowledge it is impossible to ‘care for country’ in the 

appropriate way.   

 

IMPORTANT: 

The information supplied in this document is intended to assist landholders with basic background knowledge of fire 

as a management tool. More in-depth information is available to landholders via a number of official websites, please 

take the time to familiarise yourself with these other sources of information to ensure you are making fully informed 

decisions in regard to fire management and property safety. 
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General Principles of Ecological Fire Management 

 

 Fire is an environmental factor that will always influence the nature of fire 

prone landscapes, it is important for appropriate fire management for     

people to continue to reside in these landscapes. 

 No two fires are the same, behaviour of fire is dependant upon three factors; 

fuel, weather and terrain. 

 Fire management is necessary for two main reasons; for risk reduction to 

life, property, cultural and environmental values. For protection,          

maintenance and in some cases regeneration of ecological ecosystems. 

 Native flora and fauna vary in their adaptations and dependence of fire, not 

all species require fire in the same way or to the same extent. 

 The rate in which an ecosystem will recover is dependant upon the intensity 

of a fire and future rain events. 

 All landholders and managers are responsible for minimising the damaging 

impacts that wildfires have on life, property and biodiversity. 

 Fire management plans should take into consideration ecological and risk 

mitigation objectives. 

 All available knowledge, including Noongar knowledge, species vulnerability, 

fire history of area, potential environmental impacts and prevailing weather 

forecasts should be considered when planning fire management activities. 

 Smaller scale mosaic fire management in patches of vegetation throughout 

alternate seasons, will provide diverse habitat options and enable better 

post-fire recovery and re-population of an area. 

 Fire management should be planned and undertaken as part of an adaptive 

management framework, monitoring of the effects of a planned burned 

should be undertaken to ensure biological ecosystems are not  permanently 

altered or destroyed.  
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Uses of Fire for Managing Land in the South-west 

Now days all land managers have a legal and moral obligation to minimise the damaging impacts that 

wildfires have on life, property and biodiversity. This applies to all landholders and land occupiers,        

including private homes, business and government. 

Wildfire threatens properties, life and the environment, every year in the South-west over 300 wildfires 

are started by lightning, arsonist or misadventure. Many wildfires are uncontrollable and result in         

extensive damage, trained fire fighters are too often left to deal with these intense and dangerous        

situations.  

Fighting bushfires is regarded as a science, based on weather, source of        

ignition and fuel. Western Australia is unique, being the only part of the 

world that conglomerates a hot dry Mediterranean climate with tall          

combustible forests. In this type of situation the only thing that can be     

managed to reduce the risk of wildfire is fuel.  

Fire for Hazard Reduction 

The term fuel refers to ‘ground litter’; fallen leaves, twigs, bark, sticks and live or dead vegetation.   

Although ground litter is a major fuel for wildfires, many species of trees stringy or fibrous bark that 

can be blown upward as burning embers, setting spot fires ahead of the main fire. ‘Spotting’ and 

‘hopovers’ are common in forest wildfires and can leap kilometres from the main fire, occurring       

almost always where heavy, dry fuel loads are found. 

Planned burning defines measured burning within a scheduled area under appropriate environmental 

conditions to reduce the fuel load within that area. Planned burns need to be carried out under mild 

and stable weather conditions to ensure the fire burns slowly, with low flames and is controllable,   

resulting in only the understory being effected by the fire. 

Managing fuel loads through planned burning, whether in a nature reserve, agricultural setting or 

backyard will assist in reducing the rate at which bushfire can spread. By reducing the energy source 

from a fire, one of the three key factors is being eliminated, meaning the intensity at which the fire 

burns will be reduced significantly, giving property owners and firefighters a better chance of          

containing the fire and protecting property and livestock.  

One of the most effective ways you can reduce fuel loads and the risk of bushfire is planned burning 
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Fire for Weed Reduction 

Weeds can be defined as; plants that are growing in areas where they are not wanted and which 

have measureable environmental or economic impacts. Weeds are not necessarily always              

introduced species, numerous native species can become weeds in certain areas when they become 

over abundant, causing them to out compete other native species. This can alter the abundance or  

diversity of species that are important habitat and food for native wildlife. 

Numerous weed species require soil disturbance in order to establish 

in an area. The majority of disturbances within a bushland or             

agricultural area are from clearing, slashing, cultivating or herbicide 

use. However, fire, whether natural or planned can create suitable 

conditions for weed invasions. 

Although fire may seem like an excellent way to manage weeds, weed 

species are often advantaged by the burst of nutrients immediately 

available after a fire. Seeding weed species are generally annuals, compared to seeding native     

species that generally require time between each fire to set seed and replenish seed stocks, this can 

take up to several years for some native species. Frequent fire can deplete native species seed stock 

and encourage weed species to take over, thus rapidly eliminating native species from the            

ecosystem.  

There can be advantages and disadvantages to using fire for weed control: 

Advantages: 

 Selective (spot burns) 

 Removes excess foliage (for follow-up treatment) 

 Supplements other methods 

 Minimises risks to indigenous flora regeneration 

 Encourages germination of soil-stored weed seed bank (for effective follow-up treatment) 

 Inexpensive 

 

Disadvantages: 

 Non-selective 

 Usually does not eradicate weeds 

 Inappropriate for non-fire adapted areas 

 Seasonal and timing limitations 

 Encourages weed growth/germination 

 Altered nutrient/moisture availability can favour weeds 

 



 7 

 Potential for run-off/erosion at site 

 Fauna, people and property risks 

 Specialist knowledge required 

 

Fire alone will not solve your environmental weed problems, without a strategic and effective post 

fire management plan, fire to control weeds, will likely result in an increase of environmental 

weeds dominating your bushland. 

The use of fire as a weed management tool needs to be 

supplemented by a strategic management and             

monitoring plan to ensure that the fire control is effective 

rather than detrimental 

Bridal Creeper emerging after a fire 

Watsonia emerging after a fire 
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Fire and Bushland Regeneration   

Fire has been a constant visitor to West Australia’s South-west forest for millions of years, it has shaped 

the evolution of many plant species and communities. Fire is an essential part of the life cycle of many 

native plant communities within the dry and wet Eucalypt forests of Australia. 

Individual tree species can withstand the effects of fire to varying degrees, however, all eucalypt forest 

types depend on fire in some extent for regeneration. Eucalypt seed release is triggered by fire, with 

tough, woody capsules opening and empting their contents onto nutrient-rich ash seedbeds, from 

which all understory competition has also been removed by fire, allowing for sunlight to penetrate 

through to the forest floor. 

Approximately 70-75 per cent of understory, have the ability to re-shoot after fire within the drier      

upland forests of the South-west, the remaining species will generally germinate from the seed bank 

stored within the soil or on the woody capsules of the plants. Understory species will generally           

flower within three to four years after a bushfire has gone through 

the area, depending on rainfall. 

Along creek lines and in the damper areas, the proportion of species 

re-grown from seed may be higher than the species that re-shoot 

from existing vegetation. In the Jarrah forest of the South-west, some 

species within the wetter areas can take up to six years to flower after 

fire. 

Post fire seedling density and survival is dependent upon the season in which the fire took place, it has 

been discovered that the seedling density and survival of most species is greater after fire that has     

occurred in dry summer or autumn conditions, compared to fires in early spring. Abundant seedling   

regeneration and survival are predominantly important for thicket-forming species such as Melaleuca 

viminea, as these types of species are important habitat for a number of fauna species. These types of 

thickets require intense fire under dry conditions to successfully regenerate.  

Fire and Native Fauna 

Consistency, scale and intermittence of fire are important to both the immediate       

impact of fire and the ability of fauna recovering from it. Reduction of forest areas in 

the South-west since European settlement has and continues to hinder the ability of 

fauna to recolonise when large areas of habitat are destroyed by intense fire. Add to 

this the introduction of invasive and predator species such as foxes, cats and weeds,      

remnant vegetation no longer have the ability to recover as they 

once did and provide protected habitat for vulnerable native      

fauna. 
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Planned Burning Times and Regulations 

 

Planned burning for the South-west of Western Australia , on private property, is best undertaken 

from April to October each year, timeframes can alter depending on recent and predicted weather 

patterns and at the discrepancy of each local Shire. Planned burning activities should generally be    

undertaken when: 

 The weather is cool. 

 The wind is light to gentle (less than 20kms/hr). 

 There is enough moisture in the vegetation (it is ideal to burn after 2 days, but no more than 10 

days, since 5 millimetres of rain or greater). 

 

 
It is extremely important to keep an eye on the weather forecast for the following        

several days after the day of the burning activity, to ensure that the mild conditions 

All Landholders and managers are responsible for managing fuel loads in accordance 

with the regulations and requirements of your local government 

Contact your local government or visit their website for fire notice information. Legal 

requirements can be found in the  DFES Burn SMART guide which can be downloaded at 

www.dfes.wa.gov.au 
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Preparing for a Planned Burn 

 

Preparing for a planned burn is just as important as undertaking one, there is a significant             

responsibility that comes with undertaking a planned burn and in the wrong conditions, any 

planned burn can escape and become a devastating bushfire.  

The Department of Fire and Emergency Services has developed Burn SMART, a helpful and easy to 

use resource to support landholders throughout the South-west in the preparation and initiation of 

a planned burn on their property. 

A small amount of information from the Burn SMART guide has been included in this document for 

you convenience. However, it is recommended that you download the entire document from the 

DFES website to ensure you are full equipped before you begin preparation for your planned burn. 

It is important for every landholder in the South-west to familiarise themselves with 

the DFES Burn SMART document and other related documents for planned burning 

within their local shire 
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Conducting a Planned Burn and Permits 

 

All areas of the South-west have been experiencing extended drought periods,  with this less likely 

to change in the future, it is highly important that properties are prepared for the hot, dry summer 

months. As stated previously, all property owners within the South-west are responsible for            

undertaking fire prevention methods. Penalties apply for property owner neglecting these                  

responsibilities. 

Burning Permits 

Every Shire within the South-west has a certain date to which burning is NOT permitted, overall 

these date are around 30 December to 28 March. A burning permit must be obtained to undertake 

any form of burning (including rubbish and garden material) from 15 November to 29 December. 

All planned burning dates are subject to change each year, check with your individual shire for   

exact date prior to planned burning of any sort.   

Fire permits can be obtain from your local shire and all conditions imposed by the Shire’s Fire    

Control Officers and Authorised Persons must be followed. Conditions may include; 

 Three adults present at the fire at all times. 

 Neighbouring property owners and occupiers notified at least four days before burning or on 

the day if agreed. 

 Running water or a fire unit with pump and at least 500 litres of water at the fire at all times. 

 Specific time of burn 

 Certain wind conditions and direction for fire and smoke management. 

 

Fire permits are automatically cancelled on days of extreme fire danger as 

NO burning of any type is permitted on these days. 

NOTE: If you are wanting to undertake a planned burn and are not confident 

on how to prepare and/or undertake the burn, contact your local Volunteer 

Bushfire Brigade or Shire’s Fire Control Officer for assistance  
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