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Submission to the inquiry on the 2019-20 Victorian fire season. 

 

To  

VIC Inspector-General for Emergency Management 
GPO Box 4356 Melbourne 

 

 

From 

Gerard McPhee 

 

 

I welcome this enquiry which will examine Victoria’s preparedness, response, relief 
and recovery efforts. 

The terms of reference are not mutually exclusive and so some of the TOR will have 
responses that relate to other TOR. Rather than repeat my submission content, I will 
provide my submission in a set of responses and leave it to IGEM discretion to 
match them to each TOR. 

Introductory context: Climate change and fire 

Long-term climate changes combined with short term weather changes are critical 
drivers of fire. As the climate warms, the frequency of severe fire danger days 
increases. A warming climate exacerbates the wildfire risks already posed by legacy 
issues such as inappropriate planned burning regimes, logging and arson. I welcome 
the TOR from the IGEM which recognize the criticality of this fact. 

Protecting key ecological assets and unburnt refuges 

The following relates to the TOR “Consider all challenges and implications for 
bushfire preparedness arising from increasingly longer and more severe bushfire 
seasons as a result of climate change. “ My response is as follows: 

After a wildfire there will often be patches of unburnt vegetation within the burn area 
that are of critical importance for the recovery of flora and fauna. Unfortunately there 
are threats to this recovery process from ‘burning out’, ‘salvage logging’ and 
introduced weeds and predators.  
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• Islands of unburnt vegetation within burn areas must be protected from ‘burning 
out’ by fire crews, whenever possible. The burning of these natural refuge 
areas increases the ecological impacts of wildfire and inhibits the recovery of 
plants and wildlife. 

• ‘Salvage logging’ compounds the impacts of both fire and logging, and subjects 
fire-affected forests to mechanical disturbance during the critical recovery stage 
of the vegetation and should not be allowed in fire impacted regions. In 
addition, there needs to be much clearer regulation and assessment of 
hazardous tree removal to avoid the wholesale roadside clearing that happened 
in this fire season. 

• The state of Victoria (including VicForests, DELWP and Parks Victoria) should 
adopt the following policies. 

1 Recommended Policy for all parts of Victorian Government in respect of 
Salvage Logging: 

1.1 There should be no salvage logging in any conservation reserves. 

1.2 There should be no salvage logging of any burned native forest. 

1.3 Salvage logging can occur in wood fibre plantations affected by a 
disturbance, such as fire or wind storm, as long as the logging does not 
cause further ecological damage either on- or off-site. 

1.4 Salvage logging can occur in native forest affected by a wind storm, that 
is not a conservation reserve, as long as the logging does not cause 
further ecological damage either on- or off-site. 

2 Policy Basis: 

2.1 Salvage logging after bushfire in Victoria is usually ecologically damaging 
in native forests because use of heavy machinery and removal of organic 
material can – 

• impose another disturbance on an already disturbed forest; 

• lead to drying out of surface vegetation and increase fire risk; 

• disturb post-fire regrowth and compound damage caused by both 
fire and previous logging; 

• reduce the habitat value of unburnt patches of vegetation that are 
critical faunal refuges post fire; 

• remove living burnt trees which delays the post-fire recovery of 
elevated leaf areas and canopies; 

• change the composition and species richness of forests and hinder 
the natural recovery of forest vegetation structure; 

• damage wildlife habitat values (e.g. hollows, fallen logs) and hinder 
the post-fire recovery of wildlife; 

• adversely impact soil biological, physical, and chemical properties; 
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• adversely affect stream water quality, particularly sediment 
concentrations (this can happen even when prescriptions are in 
place to limit this impact); 

• increase fine surface fuel loads and wildfire risk; 

• be inconsistent with the management objectives of protected areas. 

 

2.2 There may be instances when removal of excessive numbers of trees on 
the ground can be ecologically beneficial. For example, extensive blow-
down or windfall of trees can create an area that is impenetrable to some 
species of wildlife and which has limited regeneration potential.  

3 Strategic approach to fuel reduction and planned burning 

Between 2003-04 and 2016-17 the Snowy district in East Gippsland has had 
more planned burning than any other district in Victoria. Planned burns can be 
ineffective in reducing wildfire risk when they fail to reduce risk on days of 
severe fire danger. Planned burns can be counterproductive at reducing risk 
whenever young post-fire regrowth is more flammable than long-unburnt forests 
– a situation that can last for decades. 

This comment related to TOR ‘Review of all opportunities and approaches to 
bushfire preparedness, including different methods of fuel and land 
management (for example ‘cool burning’, mechanical slashing, integrated forest 
management, traditional fire approaches) to protect life and property as well as 
ecological and cultural values’ Planned burns and other fuel reduction 
processes (such as slashing) should be directed to where they are most 
effective: close to assets such as towns in need of protection. 

• To reduce the flammability of the landscape, Victoria needs to set targets 
to protect and promote the growth of older vegetation in those forest types 
where older growth is historically less flammable than younger post-fire 
growth. 

• Broadscale planned burning can reduce the abundance of critical wildlife 
habitat features, such as tree hollows and hollows in logs. A strategically 
planned burning program that minimizes ineffective and counterproductive 
burns is also critical for biodiversity protection. 

• Victoria needs to improve pre and post-fire monitoring of flora and fauna, 
and pre and post-fire monitoring of fuel loads. Favourable ecological and 
flammability outcomes should be incorporated into risk management. 

The IGEM should consider the following media which argues that the effectiveness 
of modern european-style fuel reduction burning, or prescribed burning, is doubtful. 
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