
Human fire maintains a 
balance of nature 
 

 

Vic Jurskis  Forests NSW  



Alleged impacts of burning 

 depletes nutrients 

 simplifies vegetation structure 

 depletes biodiversity 

 doesn’t reduce fire risk 



 
infrequent lightning fires 
mesic vegetation 
browsing megafauna    

 before man came to Australia: fire, flora and 
fauna fluctuated with climate 



arrival of man 50,000 years b.p. 
relatively stable climate 
 
 
increased fire  
grasses and hard leaved trees dominate 
megafauna extinct    



Aboriginal fire 

favoured 

 herbs, grasses 

 old trees 

 discontinuous fuels 

controlled 

 shrubs 

 saplings, arbivores 

 fire risk 

Fire sensitive biota restricted to physical refugia 



Howitt’s observations 

 these annual bush fires tended to keep the forests 

open, and to prevent the open country from being 

overgrown, for they not only consumed much of the 

standing and fallen timber, but in a great measure 

destroyed the seedlings which had sprung up since 

former conflagrations”. 

 
 white man appeared in Gippsland and dispossessed 

the Aboriginal occupiers to whom we owe more than 
is generally surmised for having unintentionally 
prepared it by their annual burnings for our 
occupation 



 after some years of occupation whole tracts of 
country became overgrown by…arborescent shrubs 

 and to the same cause we may assign the increase 
of the leaf eating insects which…threaten the very 
existence of the red gum 

 the memorable black Thursday when tremendous 
fires raged 

Howitt’s observations 









false assumptions 

 reactions to high intensity fire 

 plants reproduce or die 

 most plants die 

 sensitive plants in fire prone habitats 

 ‘undisturbed’ areas are natural 

 prescribed fires are homogenous  
 





false assumptions 
 closed scrub/scrub heath/woodland/open woodland 

 floristically homogenous 

 2 megafires, several wildfires over 25 years 

 fire interval < 7 yrs changes ‘floristics’ 

 favours 2 short lived semi woody shrubs 

 disfavours 5 long lived woody shrubs  

 these 5 are most abundant in dataset (top 10%) 

 dominant/characteristic species over 15,000 ha 



false conclusions 

 low intensity fires < 7 yr intervals will alter 

shrublands/woodlands   

 clear conflict between hazard reduction burning 

and conservation of biodiversity 







they ran their heads very hard against 
wrong ideas, and persisted in trying to 
fit the circumstances to the ideas, 
instead of trying to extract ideas from 
the circumstances  





symptoms of chronic decline 

 arbivores 

 parasites 

 predators of arbivores or 

parasites 
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trees’ root environment changes 

 

 more litter and understorey   

 

 
 

 

 increased N, exchangeable Al, Mn  

   

 lower C:N and pH 
 

 

 less radiation and oxygen 

 
 

 

 cooler and damper 

 
 

 

 consequent nutrient imbalances 



mycorrhizae 

fire excluded 

 localised  

 closely woven 

 deformed roots 

 occluded root tips 

burnt 

 ubiquitous 

 loosely woven  

 well formed roots 

 clear root tips 











prescribed fire intervals 

 biodiversity 3-4 years 

 nutrient cycling 5 years 

 fire safety 6 years 




