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Introduction

Fire and Biodiversity WA (FaBWA) is a community group concerned by the environmental, health
and economic harms caused by prescribed burning in the southwest of Western Australia. FABWA's
central goal is the implementation of ecologically responsible fire management practices that are
transparent, accountable and responsive to community concerns. This submission is therefore
primarily concerned with Fire Management in the Forest Management Plan.

A petition initiated in 2021 by FaBWA to the Legislative Council calling for an independent review
into prescribed burning received 2,601 signatures and led to hearings by the Standing Committee on
Environment and Public Affairs Committee Details (parliament.wa.gov.au). FaBWA was awarded
funding by Humane Society International (HSI) to investigate and document the harm to wildlife by
prescribed burning in the southwest (Runham et al., 2022).

FaBWA has a Facebook page and group with over 2,600 members at
https://www.facebook.com/FaBWesternAustralia
https://www.facebook.com/groups/fireandbiodiversity

Purpose

FaBWA is concerned that there have been many adverse impacts of frequent fires, most of which
are prescribed burns, on biodiversity across the planning area. Some of the most damaging
prescribed fires have occurred during the current FMP (2014-2023; Fig. 1) and have impacted
ecosystems including:

e Peats

o  Wetlands

e Granite outcrops

e Habitats of threatened taxa including quokka, numbat, ringtail possum, sunset frog,
Granite banksia, woylie and cockatoos.

Community and professional ecologists have informed DBCA and government of many of the
adverse effects of prescribed burning on the health, structure, and biodiversity of ecosystems within
the planning areas during the current plan period. Despite this, DBCA has failed in the draft plan
2024-2033 to acknowledge that current prescribed burning practices and policies are not
appropriate for many of the diverse landscapes and ecosystems of the planning area.
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Fig. 1. Above: Denbarker block prescribed fire FRK_072, Mt Lindesay National Park, November 2019. Below:
The town of Denmark during prescribed fire FRK_072 on November 8", 2019.

In its current form and scale, which includes a policy of an annual target of at least 200,000 hectares,
prescribed burning represents the management activity with the potential to have the greatest
negative impact on biodiversity within the planning area. Documentation by ecologists shows that




these negative impacts are cumulative. It is urgent that this be acknowledged, but there is little or
no indication in this draft plan that any warnings have been heeded. Fire regimes that cause
biodiversity decline are now recognised as a key threatening process under the Federal Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act.

We note that the stated purposes in most prescribed fire plans are 1) Bushfire Risk Management,
and 2) Biodiversity Management. While both are valid objectives, recent research and observations
demonstrate that the current use of prescribed fire to achieve them is highly questionable, excessive
and lacks justification.

We note that the Invitation to Comment in the draft FMP (p. iv) states that modifications to the draft
plan may be made in response to a submission which:

Provides additional information of direct relevance to management.

Indicates a change in (or clarifies) government legislation or management policy.
Proposes strategies that would better achieve management objectives.
Indicates omissions, inaccuracies, or a lack of clarity.
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References to these points are noted throughout this submission as A, B, C, D. Our
recommendations for amendments to the draft plan are presented below.

Recommendations

1. The draft plan is inadequate and although aspirational does not provide a roadmap
with substance to achieve its aims.

This makes it difficult to provide a robust commentary, particularly with regard to prescribed fire,
which is a complex topic. The plan must include specific detail on commitments to review and adapt
prescribed burning targets and objectives during the next plan period (points A, B, C, D).

2. The plan should include far more provision for research and mapping of ecosystems,
both within DBCA and in collaboration with external organisations (points A, B, C, D).

Analysis of DBCA reports, publicly available geographic information system data and prescribed burn
plans obtained through Freedom of Information indicate a lack of corporate knowledge, leading to
inadequate burn planning and unwanted outcomes from prescribed burns. Research and monitoring
must inform adaptive management, but no specific commitments for research and monitoring are
made in the draft. We note the substantial reduction in the numbers of qualified scientific and
nature conservation staff within DBCA and therefore question the ability of the department to meet
its objectives and stay up to date with current research. There is a considerable body of scientific
research which has been published during the life of the current FMP (e.g., Bradshaw et al., 2018;
Zylstra et al., 2022).

3. The assumption that native fauna escape prescribed burns is flawed and post-burn
observations repeatedly demonstrate that fauna have been injured or perished (points A,
C, D).

DBCA claim that prescribed burns are conducted using mosaic patterns to create native fauna
refuges (e.g. minimum of 10% unburnt for fauna refuge and movement). However, it is questionable




whether this is sufficient, given the increasing pressure on fauna survival from predation by feral
animals and from climate change. In some cases, these burn patterns are not achieved, as shown in
Fig. 1 and confirmed by DBCA’s evaluation of that burn (only approximately 2% remained unburnt).
Some burns are planned so that whole forest blocks are completely burned out, so that the mosaic is
made from adjacent unburned blocks. Given the large scale of these blocks (typically thousands of
hectares), this demonstrates a lack of consideration for the welfare of fauna and habitat, with
priority instead given to achieving greater area coverage and meeting annual targets of prescribed
burns.

The assumption that fauna move back to their territory after prescribed burns is also problematic.
Fauna moving out of an area on fire cannot always move fast enough and can be trapped. If they do
escape, they will likely find adjacent areas are already inhabited and lack sufficient food and shelter.
If they return to their burnt home area more often than not their food sources are depleted, and
their shelter is destroyed. In some cases, fauna starve to death or suffer predation. The FMP must
include a thorough assessment process to determine the impacts of prescribed burning on the
welfare of native fauna. All areas subject to prescribed burning should have both pre-burn and post-
burn reporting conducted on the status of fauna, and this should be made public.

4. The objective stated in most, if not all, prescribed fire plans of 'biodiversity
management' is neither properly assessed nor substantiated (points A, C, D).

No specific information about how proposed burns will assist biodiversity management is provided
to the public. When questioned senior DBCA personnel have informed us that the biodiversity
management component is simply the theoretical reduction of the likelihood of a catastrophic
bushfire. This means that biodiversity management is a downstream effect of the bushfire risk
management, and not a distinct purpose at all.

Even within Prescribed Fire Plans, which can only be obtained through Freedom of Information or
consulted during office hours at DBCA offices, there is minimal detail on how biodiversity is
‘managed’ or would benefit from a prescribed burn (e.g. Denbarker burn FRK_072, Figs. 2, 3). These
plans also demonstrate the lack of consideration for the variety of ecosystems present within a burn
cell and although they state recommended lighting patterns, it is clear that these are seldom
sufficient. For example, a large area of peat swamp was destroyed in the FRK_072 burn (Fig. 4). In
the ‘Lessons learned’ section C3 (p. 60), the only learning was to reduce burn intervals and to
maintain younger fuel ages. For Surprise block burn FRK_087, which was conducted in November
2021 (Fig. 4), the post-burn evaluation states all objectives were met and ‘Lessons learned: no
lessons identified’.

There is little or no accountability for management actions that have adverse impacts on
biodiversity. No adverse impacts of prescribed burning on biodiversity values have ever been
publicly acknowledged.
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Section A5 - Prescribed Burn Complexity Analysis Summary

TLOTIAA

Factor Comp
Rating
Burn Objectives and Success Criteria
Complexity of Objectives Medium
Criticality of Burn Medium
Technical Feasibility Low

Objectives to be met across heath and jarrah fuels.

If the burn is not completed there will be a continued risk to the local community from bushfire. Program
building.

Minimal monitoring required to achieve objectives

Internal Values Requiring Special Treatment

Presence Low
Implementation Problems Low

Planning and Preparation Low

No special internal features are present
No implementation problems associated with this burn

No special skills or operating procedures are required.

Constraints to Burning

Access and Scheduling Low
Burning Opportunities Low
Duration Low

No access restrictions to the burn and no other restrictions apply.
Burn can be implemented whenever in prescription.

Constraints do not increase the difficulty of completing the burn.

Ignition Methods and Procedures

Sequence and Timing Low

Implementation Issues Low

Ignition sequence and timing are not critical to meet burn objectives

Ignition methods do not pose a szfety concern or compromise burn objectives.
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Management Complexity Medivm Size of the burn dictates the use of both hand and aerial ignition using different ignition devices and techniques.
Some complexity in the UMR/UCL cell due to the shape of the boundary along the northern boundary.

Fire Behaviour

Specialist Resources Low No other specialist resourcing required to complete this burn

Safety

Fig. 2. Excerpt from the Denbarker block FRK_072 Prescribed Fire Plan, p. 13, showing complexity analysis.
Note that while this burn is used as an example in this submission to highlight inconsistencies and
inadequacies in planning and execution, these factors apply to many other prescribed burns.
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Section A6 - Prescribed Burn Risk Register

biodiversity assets.

Description Consequence | Likelihood | Level Treatments Consequence | Likelihood | Level
of Risk of Risk

Burn escape resulting in infrastruc- Unlikely Medium | No treatments required 5 Unlikely Medium

ture damage, closure of important

road networks or requiring consid-

erable resources to contain.

Burn results in negative impact to Possible Medium | - Drakea micrantha to be excluded | 3 Possible Medium

if not burnt between 15 October
and 30 April. (Day of Burn Action)
- OPS to ensure foams and retar-
dants are not applied within 100m
of any standing water body or to
habitats where amphibians may be
present, Also that foams and retar-
dants are not mixed within 200m of
any water body or wetland. (Day of
Burn Action)

Fig. 3. Excerpt from the Denbarker block FRK_072 Prescribed Fire Plan, p. 14, showing the only entry under
potential negative impacts.




Fig. 4. Destroyed peat swamps. Top photo: Denbarker block, burn FRK_072; lower photo: Surprise block,
burn FRK_087, conducted Nov. 2021, photo June 2022.




Recent observations of very negative impacts of prescribed burns include the Weinup burn
DON_100 in March 2021, which has resulted in significant loss of wandoo forest and prime numbat
habitat. Individual burn cells typically contain a range of ecosystems that have differing fire
sensitivities and habitat types, yet individual burns are conducted across these cells regardless. It is
clear that under current practices and burn targets, which includes aerial ignitions, prescribed fire
cannot be controlled at the scale of these ecosystems. As pointed out in Item 2, in many cases
available mapping to inform practitioners of what they are burning within these large cells is
inadequate. This is hardly biodiversity management and would appear to be far more closely aligned
with bushfire mitigation objectives (see Item 6).

This draft FMP seems to confirm the reluctance of DBCA to practise adaptive management with
respect to fire. As long as poor outcomes are not owned or acknowledged, no processes will be
instigated for improvements in performance, especially regarding biodiversity values. Year after year
during the last plan period peatlands were irreversibly damaged in prescribed fires because most
prescribed burns had been ‘ticked off’ by operational managers as ‘successful’. Success criteria
appear to have been developed in different regions in an ad hoc way.

For all the planning as outlined on page 73 of the draft one can only wonder why the outcomes of
prescribed burning are so different to what is ‘promised’ and described on the web pages associated
with publicising this draft. Many of the prescribed burns of the last decade in the high rainfall zone
have caused massive changes to habitats and the structure of ecosystems. Recently we have
witnessed another large, severe prescribed burn of 14,801 hectares within core wilderness of the
Mount Frankland National Park (burn ID FRK_092) which on November 30t 2022, escaped to the
south. This was preceded by two days of intense aerial ignition with a known forecast for hot and
windy conditions on the day of the escape. DBCA’s strategy to contain this prescribed burn escape
was to burn a further 10,000 hectares of core wilderness (Fig. 5). Conservationists are asking
whether intense forest and woodland prescribed burns which result in massive areas of tree crown
scorch and increased densities of understories really helping to protect anything?

4.1. Sections 5.5.1 on Climate mitigation: carbon storage and 5.5.4 on Fire Management in
the draft plan contains misleading and inaccurate statements (point D).

Points from the draft plan are in bold italics.

“Proactive fire management through the implementation of the department’s prescribed burning
program and maintaining a rapid bushfire detection and response capability are essential
mitigation measures to protect carbon stores by reducing the risk of large-scale bushfires emitting
significant quantities of carbon.” (p.64)

Given the very high proportion of fires that are prescribed burns, the claim that prescribed burning
reduces the amount of carbon released to the atmosphere is untenable. Moreover, the frequent
burning of peat systems, which have stored large quantities of carbon over thousands of years, is a
significant source of carbon emission.

“Fire regimes that are sympathetic to the ecological requirements of forest ecosystems are
essential for their effective functioning.” P. 72.

Current fires regimes are not sympathetic to the ecological requirements of forest ecosystems. It is
well known that many species of flora and fauna need long unburnt habitat, but little is left long
unburnt, and such areas appear to be targeted for burning.




Fig. 5. Prescribed burn FRK_092, late November to early December 2022. Above: Wetlands near Thompson
Rd. Below: View west from the base of Granite Peak, with ongoing burn in the distance.




DBCA manages 2,253,350 ha vested in the Conservation and Parks Commission in the three south-
west forest regions and some other Crown-owned and DBCA-managed land. Fires in up to 99% of
this land are PBs, not wildfires. With 45% of the land managed by DBCA targeted to have a ‘fuel age’
of less than 6 years, species that require long unburnt forest ecosystems are being deprived of
essential habitat and are at increasing risk of extinction.

“Fire regimes that are characterised by an appropriate range and diversity of fire intensities,
seasonality, frequency (burn intervals) and spatial heterogeneity will promote ecosystem health
and vitality, thereby providing greater resilience to climate change.” Page 72.

On what basis are the “appropriate range and diversity” determined?

It is an admirable position statement, but it is not implemented. The requirement to burn 200,000
ha a year on the land it manages leaves DBCA little ability to adopt an appropriate range and
diversity. Furthermore, it seems that for some burn boundaries, DBCA uses the old Forests
Department’s Forest blocks, which contain a range of vegetation types which may all get burnt at
the same intensity, seasonality, frequency and spatial heterogeneity.

“Fire regimes must also accommodate requirements for bushfire risk mitigation and facilitate the
provision and protection of various values, such as water and forest produce.” Page 72.

Fires can result in soil erosion and pollution of dams and water courses through silt and smoke
pollution. What is the “forest produce’ that fire regimes now protect?

“Burning mainly occurs over autumn and spring. These burns are mostly low or moderate
intensity, and often include many unburnt patches.” Page 72.

Spring is the main breeding season for many fauna species and the presence of fire at this time is
unnatural. Most wildfires occur during the summer months, after breeding. While spring may be
more favourable for milder burn conditions, its impact on the ability for fauna to breed successfully
needs to be considered.

Many current prescribed burns are high intensity and leave few or no unburnt patches. In some
cases whole blocks are used as part of a mosaic, rather than having a mosaic within them. The
extensive use of aerial ignition may make it difficult to practise mosaic burning.

“Prescribed burn planning typically intends to avoid some parts of the planning area, such as
wetlands, riparian vegetation, and rocky outcrops. The mean return fire interval in the south-west
forests is around 10-18 years.” Page 72.

Under current fire managements, wetlands, riparian vegetation, and rocky outcrops are regularly
burnt, deliberately or accidentally.

“Each planned burn has management objectives, burn strategies and success criteria.” Page 73.

There is no independent monitoring of DBCA’s prescribed burns so there is no way of knowing if the
objectives and criteria have been met or the burn strategies followed. This is the task of the
Conservation and Parks Commission, which has failed to fulfil its statutory obligations.

“The protection of life (people and communities) is the primary consideration in the planning and
implementing of fire management activities.” Page 74.

With protection of life DBCA’s primary consideration, it is a tragic irony that the Government’s and
DBCA'’s preferred method of wildfire mitigation is prescribed burning, yet the smoke from prescribed
burns kills people. More people attend their doctors or Emergency Departments, need
hospitalisation, or die from prescribed burn smoke than do from wildfire smoke or wildfires




themselves. Smoke Management Guidelines seek to minimise this risk, at least for the residents of
Perth. Prescribed burning also carries the risk of smoke damage to property and important
industries such as wine and honey production, tourism and recreation.

There is always potential for prescribed burns to escape, which carries the risk of death and injury to
humans, pets and livestock, and severe damage to property and assets.

5. Greater protection of environmentally fragile zones should be given across the
conservation estate as well as in State Forest and Timber reserves (points A, B, C).

One of the most detailed tables in the Draft plan is Appendix 1D, Disturbance Avoidance Zones. The
types, purpose of and criteria for disturbance avoidance zones include old growth forest, river and
stream zones, diverse ecotype zones, travel route zones, less well reserved vegetation complexes,
and more. These zones replace mature habitat zones of previous plans but, significantly, only relate
to State Forest and Timber reserves.

Such a system urgently needs development for other land categories covered by the plan and
prescribed fire should also be considered as a disturbing management action for some of the
category’s zones. Pre-burn operations such as roading, fire breaks and scrub rolling require the use
of heavy machinery, and damage to soil, drainage patterns and trees along the boundaries is always
evident.

Many of the management activities associated with prescribed burning are disturbance activities
which can affect a range of ecologically sustainable forest management (ESFM) values. We believe it
would be possible to immediately commit to such a system for all categories of land covered by the
FMP. This should include areas of long unburnt forest, of which very little remains.

We note that although the still current Walpole Wilderness Management Plan committed to Fire
Exclusion Reference Areas across all landscape management units, thus contributing to landscape
scale mosaics of differing ‘fuel ages’, no mention of them is made in the draft FMP.

To protect their ecological scientific values, along with their relatively low flammability and fuel
volumes, in the immediate term a moratorium on any further burning of long unburnt forests of all
species types should be put in place. This would allow their low fuel asset to survive and time to
conduct scientific research in these remnant examples of WA forests free of current prescribe burn
policy. Within the WWNP there are only two remaining long unburnt forest blocks, last burnt in
1937; these are Douglas Hill and FRK 058, of which the latter is planned to be prescribe burnt this
summer (Fig. 6). It is vital that these areas are excluded from any planned prescribe burns or we will
not only lose a most valuable repository of biodiversity but will also put at risk our iconic heritage
tingle trees.
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Fig. 6. Long unburnt tingle forest, Walpole block, scheduled 2022-23 summer burn FRK_058.

6. There is a distinct lack of detailed, robust risk assessment relating to wildfires and best
practice mitigation (points A, B, C, D).

The FMP, and planning of prescribed burns more generally, should include a thorough risk
assessment for the potential for and effects of wildfires of all areas covered by the FMP that are
subject to the indicative 3-year and annual burn programs. This risk assessment must look at all
types of bushfire mitigation options, not just prescribed burning, and factor in costs and resources,
efficiency, environmental damage, and long-term effectiveness. Long-term effectiveness
assessments must consider recent research and observations which show that forest flammability
may increase with disturbance, especially from fire (Zylstra et al., 2022). Such disturbance typically
leads to growth of a dense understory that becomes highly flammable after 5—7 years, thereby
forcing a cycle of requirement to maintain burn programs of frequent fire — far more frequent than
naturally occurring wildfires (Zylstra et al., 2022; Campbell et al., 2022). Such a cycle greatly impedes
a forest’s ability to naturally mature (Fig. 5) and our FMP needs to address this issue as it applies to
much of our forest wilderness areas.

Prescribed burns as currently practised kills the natural 'fuel reducers' i.e. the microbial, invertebrate
and fungal decomposers in the litter and soil (Gibb et a., 2022). They also severely limit the actions
of digging mammals such as bandicoots and raking birds such as mallee fowl, important for
biopedturbation and forest health (Valentine et al., 2013). Due to the scale and frequency of
prescribed burns most do not return, and never will. The loss of natural processes that aid ‘fuel
reduction” must be included in any risk assessment and demonstrate the importance of considering
the effects of prescribed burns over many years.
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Bushfire (or wildfire) mitigation should include property preparedness (is it defendable?), ability to
access and suppress fire in adjacent open areas such as farmlands, use of existing firebreaks and
roads, and sufficient mitigation controls around and within towns and communities, including
slashing and mulching where appropriate.

Currently, indicative burn program assessments are focussed on ‘fuel age’ or ‘time since last fire’,
which are not necessarily good proxies for potential fire intensity, and in some cases the opposite
may be true. There are cases where prescribed fire is applied to the landscape in areas of sparse
accumulations of flammable material, particularly in some long unburnt forest types or forest types
where natural accumulation is slow. This equates to a waste of resources.

The justification that prescribed burning is required to protect country from wildfires based on Boer
et al. (2009), with little acknowledgment of increasing community concern about frequent fires on
biodiversity during drying times, is hard to accept (p. 72). The analysis of Boer et al. (2009) has
limited regional application, is outdated and has been shown to be invalid (Campbell et al., 2022). It
should not be the basis of current policy.

The fundamental position of the prescribed burning policy is to attempt to avoid wildfire, yet
attempts to achieve this require forests, wetlands, peat swamps and coastal heaths to be
repetitively set on fire to temporarily reduce fuel until it regenerates to near its maximum and is
then burnt again. Many animal and plant species are unable to withstand this systematic and cyclic
management process.

This FMP, and the State Government in general, should review its mitigation strategies and
investigate the use of rapid detection and suppression as a key priority. Biodiversity and community
assets can be protected with a vastly more reliable and sustainable management plan, whereby a
large portion of the prescribed burning budget would be transferred to establish a world leading,
highly effective rapid suppression capability using improved surveillance and fast response
techniques. This would include aerial and heavy plant equipment being readily available to provide
access and protection for ground crews in well-equipped fire trucks enabling fires to be extinguished
when they are small, well before they develop into a major bushfire.

We suggest that our nation should become a world leader in rapid detection and suppression as best
practice to mitigate large bushfires, rather than its current position as world leaders in deliberate
firing or hazard reduction. The prescribed burn policy is one of accepting defeat. It assumes that we
are unable to succeed at getting to bushfires when they are small to extinguish them, but instead
choose to burn our forests prior to the event, a policy not used in any aspect of modern society
where a more optimistic position is taken. The disastrous fires of 2019 and 2020 make it clear that
the current bushfire protection system is a total failure.

7. The effects of climate change in relation to prescribed burning needs to be addressed
(points A, B, C, D).

Prescribed burning releases carbon into the atmosphere, much of which would otherwise have been
retained in the soil. The FMP should provide annual data on carbon emissions, forest carbon stock
losses and reduction in sequestration potential that result from prescribed burning (including
escaped burns and burns that run hot).

All prescribed burn management plans and policies must take climate change into consideration as it
is clearly affecting weather patterns, moisture levels, accumulation of forest debris, forest health
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and resilience, the ability of fauna to cope with prescribed burns, and the reduction in the length of
‘windows of opportunity’ for safe burning.

8. We need an independent review to look at all of the above and ensure we are using
government resources wisely.

Are we offering communities the best protection possible from wildfires and are we really looking
after our environment? We need to determine whether prescribed burning is damaging to the
interests of the community, rather than being of social utility.

Conclusions

The draft FMP 2024-2033 is forestry centric without adequate commitments to biodiversity
conservation and maintenance of natural heritage across the broad range of ecosystems
represented in the area. With the shift away from exploiting the forests for sawn timber, a shift in
management emphasis to biodiversity conservation was to be expected. The plan disappoints in this
regard.

It would seem that the intent of the plan is to make no binding commitments to do anything. There
is no clear statement of key performance indicators for biodiversity conservation. Biodiversity is
covered by foundation 3 with the strategic goal of maintaining forest health and enhanced climate
resilience. It is not evident what goals will inspire nature conservation of, in the words of the
Chairman of the Conservation and Parks Commission, “our beloved” forests.

The Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions’ priorities in the fire regimes it
manages must include protecting fire-sensitive ecosystems and wildlife and conserving
biodiversity. Give biodiversity protection equal importance as the protection of life. The purpose of
the Conservation Estate is clear.
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