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1. An introduction to the Howitt Society 

The Howitt Society is a group of experienced land and fire managers, fire scientists and acknowledged 

bushmen who are concerned for the health and safety of the Australian bush and in particular fire 

management. The group formed a little over 12 months ago.  A key focus of the group is the increasing 

fuel loads in the forests and the consequent increased number of large and intense wildfires with their 

severe impacts on the communities, community assets and the environment.  

    

2. Introduction 

The forests of Victoria are a national asset but many have been badly degraded by repeated high 

intensity large fires over the last twenty years. With the prospect of a hotter and drier climate, together 

with drought impacts, without a change in management the outcome will be more mega fires with their 

inherent disastrous impact on our communities and all environmental values.  

 

In a previous submission the Howitt Society put forward the case for improved fire preparedness in 

Victoria by managing fuel loads. This submission proposes a way forward for the management of fuel 

using East Gippsland as a model for the rest of Victoria. 

 

3. Previous Inquiries 

There have been numerous inquiries after fires in the past including Royal Commissions.  One of the 

common recommendations from those enquiries is the need for fuel management and additional fuel 

reduction burning. 

 

Recommendation 56 of the 2009 Royal Commission was that “The State fund and commit to 

implementing a long-term program of prescribed burning based on an annual rolling target of 5 per cent 

minimum of public land.” This recommendation was initially accepted by government and DELWP 

commenced the process to achieve those targets.  However in 2016 there was a change in policy in 

favour of a risk based approach to fuel reduction burning resulting in a drastic reduction in overall fuel 

reduction by area.  

 

4. The science behind fire and fire intensity 

The most important thing to understand about fire is that Intensity is proportional to fuel quantity 

squared according to the formula  I = Hwr  where : 

        I = Intensity 

        H = Heat yield of the fuel 

        W = fuel weight 

        r = rate of spread of the fire 
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Twice the fuel quantity equals 4 times the fire intensity, 4 times the fuel load equals 16 times the fire 

intensity.  Of course the formula also works in reverse when fuel loads are reduced. 

 

The other important thing to remember is the fire triangle – for a fire to occur there is a need for a fuel 

source, heat and oxygen.  The only one of those factors that fire managers can influence if fuel quantity. 

 

5. Fuel Management 

Fuel quantity can be reduced by mechanical means, grazing or on a broad area basis by fuel reduction 

burning. 

 

Mechanical means can include physical removal of the fuel or slashing to change the distribution of the 

fuel – generally to remove the elevated fuels.  Mechanical means of fuel management are appropriate 

for some small scale localised areas.   

 

Grazing is another effective method of reducing fuel loads in some areas and has the advantage that the 

reduction of fuel quantity can continue throughout all seasons. 

 

This submission assumes an acceptance that a broad scale FRB program to create a mosaic of burnt and 

unburnt fuel of varying ages over large areas of the bush is an important part of preparedness for fire 

and the best way to cover the broad forest area. Further this submission will focus on the need for a 

changed approach by land management authorities, particularly in the management of the forests of 

East Gippsland as they recover from the recent fires and the fuel loads gradually increase. 

 

Whilst it must be accepted that fuel reduction operations will not necessarily stop wildfire, they will 

reduce the intensity of wild fire and facilitate easier suppression operations. 

 

6. The Impacts of large high intensity bushfire 

High intensity bushfires have many impacts including impacts on : 

 Community  

 Community assets 

 Flora and fauna 

 Water 

 Soil 

Whilst the Australian bush is adapted to wildfire and many species reshoot through seed stored in the 

ground, lignotubers etc, the bush is not well adapted to extremely intense fires which destroy much of 

the seed bank in the soil.  

The impact of a second intense fire before species have set seed again is disastrous to some species. 

Over the past 20 years there are large tracts of forest in Victoria which have been burnt twice by intense 

mega fires and the ecology of those forests has been changed forever.  This is not a good outcome and 

there is a need for active management to prevent more damage.  

7. The need for change  

Clearly there is a need to change current fire/fuel management practices.  If current management 
practices continue then there will be large intense mega fires at regular intervals with their impacts on 
communities and assets and additionally there will be irreparable damage to the environment.  
 
The arguments against a broad scale FRB program need to be weighed up against the option of doing 
nothing and having whole ecosystems destroyed and lives and assets lost. The only part of the fire 
triangle that can be altered by land managers is the fuel loads. If management practices are not changed 
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to actively manage fuel loads and hence fire intensities the question needs to be asked “ what is going to 
be done to improve preparedness for wildfire?”   
 
To continue with the status quo is to accept more of the same outcomes with the same impacts on 
communities, community assets and the environment.   
 

8. A plan for change – the East Gippsland project 

The Howitt Society believe that there is an opportunity to use East Gippsland as model for how to 

conduct a broad scale FRB program to create a mosaic of burnt and unburnt forest of varying ages.  

However for such a program to be developed there needs to be some significant policy change in land 

management policy and practice. 

      The Situation in East Gippsland 

 A large proportion of East Gippsland (of the order of 70%) has been burnt during the 2019/20 fires. 

 Burn intensity varies from extreme to what would be regarded as good fuel reduction intensities. 

 A large part of the DELWP planned burning program for the next 3 years has been completed by 

default but at a huge environmental, social and economic cost. 

 Unless there is a significant change in approach, fuel quantities will build up over a period of years 

and the forests of East Gippsland will be subjected to another similar large high intensity fire in the 

future. 

The Opportunity 

 With a large proportion of the forest in East Gippsland burnt (fuel reduced or fuel eliminated) there 

is an opportunity to effectively “develop a burning program from zero.” 

 As the areas recover there will be a dense regrowth of shrub species. 

 There is a need to manage the fire regrowth and control the forest structure by burning early across 

the landscape. 

 If burning is not started early to start to create a mosaic of fuel ages, then in a few years time almost 

all of East Gippsland will have a fuel build up and be of the same age since last burnt.   

 All aspects of fire management need to be re-examined for adaption to the changes in the working 

environment. 

Key requirements 

 Recognise the need for improved forest fire management particularly forest fuel management. 

 There will be a need for changes to policy frameworks on issues such as  : 

 Burning targets 

 The size of burn units 

 Burning approval processes 

 Support for those in charge of burning programs – particularly when mistakes are made 

 Delegation to operational personnel in the field 

 Co-operative burning with other fire agencies and landholders 

 There will be a need to  for changes to operational procedures on issues such as : 

 Investing in and developing staff capacity 

 Training and accreditations for burn OICs 

 Training in burning procedures, burning patterns etc 

 Delegations to field staff 

 Allowing locals to make decisions about local burns 

 Working with landowners at the interface with public land 

 Communications and engagement with other land management agencies and landowners 

 A range of projects would be required with some suggestions set out below 
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The East Gippsland Project - A pathway to better fire management  

Recommended sub - projects 

Project 
# 

Project Detail Timing Comments 

1 Develop a 
Short term 
(2020) 
burning 
program 

Plan for burning the critical areas 
that did not burn across East 
Gippsland in 2019/20 with particular 
emphasis on key interface areas. Use 
these burns to illustrate improved 
practices such as improved lighting 
patterns and traditional owner 
burning principles to protect values.  
Stronger involvement of the CFA and 
land owners. 

Immediate Involve CFA/community in 
the identification of 
priority interface areas and 
where possible, in the 
burning. 

2    Analysis of 
2019/20 burnt 
area  

Assess burn intensity from the 
2019/20 fires and set the interval 
when burning should commence in 
various areas. 

3-6 months Plan for a large proportion 
of the burnt area to be re 
burnt as a burn mosaic and 
within five years. 

3  Tracks and 
trails 

Assess and map all emergency 
control lines from the 2019/20 fires 
and which ones should be 
maintained as FRB/Fire suppression 
boundaries for the future. 

Immediate Decisions need to be made 
on the form of 
rehabilitation where trails 
are to be kept open. 

4 Existing 
firebreaks  

Assess and map all pre existing 
firebreaks (powerlines, pipelines, 
roadside clearing etc) and ongoing 
maintenance requirements so that 
they are effective FRB/Fire 
suppression boundaries for the 
future. 

6 months Involve utility companies 
and roads authorities. 

5 Develop a 
medium term 
(3 year) 
burning 
program 

Plan for the burning in other areas 
that did not burn across East 
Gippsland in 2019/20 with 
continuing emphasis on key 
interface areas not burnt in the short 
term 2020 burning program. 
Develop permanent burn units 
utilising existing roads, tracks and 
breaks. 

9 months Involve CFA/community in 
the identification of 
priority interface areas and 
where possible, in the 
burning. 

6 Mechanical 
fuel 
management 

Commence the use of thinning and 
other mechanical fuel management 
as a tool in reducing fire intensity 
particularly along firebreaks, key 
roads and near communities. 

6 months The thinned forest must 
extend for many 
kilometres back and a 
program of regular burning 
(less than five years).The 
long term aim is for a 
“park like” forest with 
trees well spaced. 

7 Grazing Assess the role of areas subject to 
grazing in the overall mosaic of fuel 
reduced areas. 
 

6-12 
months 

Particularly applicable in 
the high country. 
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8 Burning policy 
in the longer 
term (post 
2023) 

Set a policy framework for initially re 
burning a large proportion of the 
burnt area over the first 5 year 
period and then at least 10% of the 
East Gippsland forest estate each 
year after this is completed.  
 

12-18 
months 

Establish and maintain a 
system of permanent burn 
units based on the 
established road, track and 
firebreak network.  
Develop large burn units 
up to 50,000 ha. 

9 Extending the 
“window” for 
burning  
operations 

Develop options for burning during 
different seasons, at different times 
of day etc to “extend the window of 
opportunity” for burning. 
Incorporate a multi stage burning 
approach for large burn units  ie 
burn ridges and North and West 
slopes late autumn and South and 
East  slopes early in subsequent 
seasons. 

6 months Multi stage burning will be 
a major change from the 
current policy of 
consolidating burns in one 
operation. 

10 Local 
management  

Develop structures for co-operative 
burning at the interface and on 
private land and with local 
implementation. 

6 months Local management of the 
project including directing 
actions. 
 

11 Training Train and accredit personnel as 
burning leaders including those from  
the local CFA and other land 
management agencies. 
Training of all personnel in key 
principles of lighting patterns etc. 

9 months Emphasis on the principles 
of traditional burning. 

12 Legal support 
policy 

Develop policy to support those with 
the responsibility for conducting 
burns – government indemnity for 
individuals etc.  

9 months  

13 Liaison and 
community 
engagement 

Develop structures for better 
community liaison particularly at the 
interface and during co-operative 
burning. 
Empower locals to make decisions 
on local burns. 

9 months Burn units would be set up 
so that the burning can 
done by or with the local 
community. Much more 
interaction and 
involvement of local CFA 
and landowners in 
planning and conducting 
the actual burns. 

14 Communications Communication and engagement 
plan to carry and explain the 
program to all (government, 
agencies, stakeholders, community). 
The plan will build on local 
knowledge and explain to 
newcomers what to expect based on 
‘living with fire if you live close to the 
bush’. 

6 months An initial communication 
plan to expertly explain 
intent followed up with 
longer term engagement 
plan to bed the initiative 
into the regional and 
community attitude. 

     
 
 
 



6 
 

Summary 

 There is a unique opportunity in East Gippsland to actively manage the structure of the bush as it 

recovers from the recent fires – a thicket of regrowth is not what is wanted and will only fuel the 

next mega fire. 

 Potentially East Gippsland could become a model for burning across the State. 

 Policy change will be required to achieve the outcomes required. 

 If there is no policy change the outcome will be more of the same in the future. 

 We are not protecting any forest values with current processes and we are putting lives and 

community assets at risk. 

 Change is required. If we do not try to modify fuels in the East Gippsland forests as they build up 

following the recent fires to achieve a change fire outcomes, then what are we going to do?   

 To continue with the status quo is to accept more of the same outcomes with the same impacts on 

communities and community assets and to accept irreparable damage to the ecosystems. 

  We need to act because more of the same is not acceptable. 

 


