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Bart Lebbing born in the Netherlands, migrated to Australia in 1974, retired commercial beekeeper, 

mead-maker, past owner of Bartholomews Meadery. Volunteer firefighter. Currently Convenor of 

Denmark Environment Centre Inc. and Fire and Biodiversity WA. 

Melissa Howe B.Sc. (Environmental Management) is a consultant ecologist with 20 years’ 

experience working across the Southwest. Currently undertaking biological surveys assessing fire 

severity and fire impacts on some sensitive flora species in the Walpole Wilderness. An active fire 

fighter. 

Dr Joanna Young PhD a forest pathologist. Past President of the Royal Society of WA. Member of 

the Conservation Commission for 6 years. Worked as a consultant to Premier and Cabinet, EPA and 

Conservation Commission on Ecologically Sustainable Forest Management. 



Why a public independent review into prescribed burning by DBCA 

is urgently needed. 

The negative impacts of prescribed burning on the biodiversity of the 

Southwest are not being acknowledged by the DBCA or acted on to inform 

their environmental management. 

Despite the many departmental plans, protocols and guidelines in place relating to prescribed burning, 

outcomes observed in the forest and associated ecosystems are very different to what the public is 

being led to believe. Many prescribed burns conducted across our National Parks are large and 

intense.  Fires, prescribed plus wildfires, are becoming more frequent. We have observed damage 

associated with prescribed burns to many special habitats, many the home of threatened and rare 

endemic species of limited distribution. The ecosystems affected include wetlands, peatlands, 

granites, woodlands, coastal heaths in addition to specific forest types including those of the iconic 

tingles and red flowering gum. 

Many of the prescribed burns conducted over the last decade have been intense and have resulted in 

vast areas of forest crown scorch and defoliation.  When forest canopy is lost, dense understorey 

regrowth often follows. Protection afforded by the initial fuel reduction decreases rapidly. 

Many prescribed burns seem to depart significantly from planned objectives and there is evidence of 

systemic failures, not a few one-off mistakes.  Within the Department of Biodiversity Conservation 

and Attractions and aligned with a decreased budget for Nature Conservation, there seems to be little 

appetite for critical on-ground monitoring and evaluation of outcomes to inform review and adaptive 

management. Community members such as us are now volunteering to try and address this 

departmental deficiency. 

Of greatest concern for biodiversity is the planned frequency of prescribed burns across the Forest 

Management Plan area. In areas burnt three or four times during the last 30 years there is now 

evidence of cumulative damage; loss of old growth elements and habitat trees is common. The 

damage is evident everywhere not just in areas that have experienced wildfires. 

When wildfires traverse recently prescribed burnt country, species that only regenerate from seed 

after fire are lost from the landscape and we have found no environmental accounting for the long-

term sustainability of frequent planned fires to biodiversity. The main reason many plant species are 

now at risk of extinction in the Stirling Range is that two wildfires plus two prescribed burns escaped 

across the montane thicket between 1990/1991 and 2017/2018.  

The percentage of some landscapes left unburnt for more than 10 years is now low and does not meet 

commitments promised in planning documents, despite the critical dependence some native flora and 

fauna species have for longer unburnt areas. In the development of regional fire management plans 

the importance of longer unburnt refuges for many species has been negated by planning based 

almost solely on “Fuel Age”.  It is also stated that defined Fire Exclusion Reference Areas are not 

selected to meet any conservation objectives and it is doubtful if they serve any useful purpose 

because of the limited criteria used for their selection. 

Fauna is threatened by prescribed fires especially when cumulative impacts result in degradation of 
habitats. Rapid-fire aerial ignition of large areas (often over 5,000ha), the lack of refuges left unburnt, 
and the destruction of protective habitats will also contribute to decline of animal populations. We 
have evidence of maimed, dead, and starving animals because of prescribed burns. Known 



populations of fauna should be afforded a much greater degree of protection from prescribed fires. 
Methods of ignition should be reviewed to ensure inhumane outcomes for fauna are not accepted. 
The impacts on fauna from prescribed burns conducted by intensive aerial ignitions needs 
independent assessment. 

 

 

The Forest Management Plan area burn target and DBCA Departmental and 

Management Plan Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and Efficiency Indicators 

need review 

For the maintenance of biodiversity across the Southwest a number of changes should be instigated 

to prescribed burning targets and the way the department evaluates the success of its fire 

management strategies and programmes. 

• The area target relating to the FMP area of 200,000 ha per annum must be abandoned. The 
scientific paper by Boer et al 2009 is given as the basis for this target. This research used by 
DBCA to justify the hectare target was conducted within the Warren region only. There can 
be no justification for blanket approach to fuel reduction over all landscapes of the Forest 
Management Plan area of the Southwest. Research to evaluate the effectiveness of 
broadscale intense prescribed burning to reduce the risk of bushfire across a range of 
landscapes is urgently required. 

• Annual reporting on cost per hectare to burn should be abandoned. Extensive burns away 
from towns are cheaper to conduct and former land managers have admitted that large burns 
close to the centre of the Walpole Wilderness are “easy hectares”. The current KPI's and 
success criteria for prescribed burns need to be overhauled and more rigorous monitoring and 
evaluation undertaken to prevent poor conservation or safety outcomes and capture the 
lessons learned 

• An assessment of DBCA’s performance in relation to management plan commitments with 
respect to fire should inform any independent review. 

 

Transparency and the need for independent audits of DBCA performance. 

Access to burn plan documents and any assessments of burns should be readily available to the public. 

Currently, an appointment needs to be made with DBCA during their office hours to view burn plans 

or post-burn evaluations at their offices and no material is allowed to be taken away. More rigorous 

assessments of burn outcomes are required to build public trust. The staff that are responsible for 

prescribed burns should not be responsible for both selecting success criteria and the post-burn 

evaluations of prescribed burns. No independent audits of prescribed burns are conducted to our 

knowledge. 

DBCA Annual Reports are very broad and lack detail, and do not provide adequate pathways to 

information (e.g., via website links and open access references). Specialist GIS skills are required to 

analyse burn programs and fire histories. 



The final report on implementation of the current FMP has one KPI 6 a relating to fire and biodiversity. 

Our analysis of DBCA’s report on this key performance indicator highlights our concern that a high 

percentage of some landscapes have been burnt over the last 5 years. This report requires further 

analysis and independent examination. 

 

Why the need for an independent review external to DBCA? 

Despite specific concerns being repeatedly raised in numerous meetings with DBCA land managers 
and several well attended forums, DBCA authored responses justify their current systems without 
adequately acknowledging the reality of the Southwest rapidly heating and drying out.  Conditions 
have changed but the scientific papers selected to argue for the status quo are limited in their inquiry 
or analyses, frequently taken out of context and applied out of their geographical location of relevance 
and now out of date by at least a decade, with many other publications warning of the risks of 
prescribed burning to declines in biodiversity rarely cited. 

The recommendations of many past reviews have been ignored, for example, the last review by the 

EPA  2004 Bulletin 1151 “Review of the Fire Policies and Management Practices of the Department of 

Conservation and Land Management.” 

Many of the commitments of current plans such as the Walpole Wilderness and Adjacent Parks and 

Reserves Management Plan 2008 are not being met. 

We believe that the department is not heeding the warnings of scientists and others in the community 

and the department is not prepared to embrace ideas or science relating to biodiversity conservation 

or evaluating the impact or sustainability of long-term prescribed burning regimes ongoing, emanating 

from both within and outside the department. 

Over the past 10 years, highly relevant assessments and pieces of scientific research have come to 

light.  

For example: 

1) Fire spread under extreme conditions is independent of fuel load.  Thus, prescribed burning 

does not help control bushfire spread under extreme conditions (Cruz et al., 2021). 
 

2) Burning in winter and spring has negative consequences for plant seeds and seedlings.  This 

means the most sensitive groups of plants are most disadvantaged by out-of-season burning 

(Miller et al., 2019; Miller et al., 2020; Tangney et al., 2020; Tangney et al., 2021, Tangney et 

al., 2022, Miller et al., 2021). 
 

3) Yates et al., 2021 on the threats to the Granite Banksia (Banksia verticillata). 

New information and independent assessments should be embraced and applied by management for 

better operational outcomes. 

DBCA has a budget of over $100 million a year for prescribed burning and the conservation of habitats, 

species and ecological communities. An external audit of how effective these programs are in, both 

protecting human life and property and ensuring the survival of diverse species, should be an essential 

element of good government and is long overdue. 

 


