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FLORA & FAUNA 

GUARANTEE 

Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 

Scientific Advisory Committee 
 

  
c/- 2/8 Nicholson St. (PO Box 500), East Melbourne 3002 

Inspector-General for Emergency Management 
GPO Box 4536 
Melbourne 
Vic 3001 
c/- igem@igem.vic.gov.au 
 
30 April 2020 

 
Dear Sir, 

On behalf of the Victorian Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC), I am providing a submission in response 
to the ‘Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season’. The primary role of the SAC is to evaluate 
nominations of threatened taxa, communities and potential threatening processes and make 
recommendations to the Minister for Environment on their listing under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee 
Act. As such the Terms of Reference relevant to this inquiry in which the SAC has most interest in are: 

‘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’... 

- ‘planning and response mechanisms to protect biodiversity threatened by bushfire’  

 

The SAC provided a submission to the 2015 IGEM ‘Review of performance targets for bushfire fuel 
management on public land’ and would like to reiterate the views made in this submission, a number of 
which have relevance to the current inquiry.  

Please refer to Appendix 1 for an extract of the full submission provided by the SAC in 2015, noting that 
the key point the SAC wishes to reiterate is its continued support of the previous IGEM inquiry outcome 
in terms of maintaining the ‘risk based’ strategic approach to fire management and the move away from 
the previous  ‘hectares-based’ approach.   

This recommendation aligns with the SAC’s concerns for fire management and conservation of 
threatened species & their habitats in Victoria and a number of past fire-related SAC recommendations 
on taxa and communities. 

The SAC has an ongoing interest in this matter and appreciates the opportunity to provide a submission 
for this inquiry. Please don’t hesitate to contact me if I can provide any further information on the 
submission and we look forward to being involved in the process wherever possible. 
 

Yours Sincerely, 
 

 
 

Professor Emeritus Barbara Evans 
Convenor, Victorian Scientific Advisory Committee 

Date: 30/04/2020 
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Appendix 1: Extract of SAC submission to the Inspector-General for Emergency Management, 

March 2015. 
 

 

‘Review of performance targets for bushfire fuel management on public land’ 

 

‘I am writing on behalf of the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC), a Victorian statutory body 

established under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act (1988).  Our principal role is to evaluate 

nominations of possibly threatened species (and other taxa) and natural communities and also 

potentially threatening processes and make recommendations to the relevant Minister as to whether 

or not they should be formally listed.  Nominators are required to make a case for acceptance of their 

nomination. 

 

In dealing with such nominations, the SAC assesses perceived existing threats to the nominated 

species or community and recommends actions for their long-term survival. Each recommendation is 

then passed to the State environment department for appropriate action once it receives Ministerial 

approval and is gazetted.  In recent years a high proportion of nominations have identified fire as a 

major threat to the survival of many terrestrial plants, animals and natural communities, a threat 

exacerbated by climate change phenomena.   The 2010 recommendation of the Bushfire Royal 

Commission that 5% of public land be burnt annually has been discussed frequently in this context, 

especially when that particular recommendation — intended as a relatively straightforward and readily 

understood measure to protect human life and property — has been seen as effectively a threat in 

itself to the continuing survival of individual plant and animal species or (sometimes) whole ecological 

communities. In fact, inappropriate fire regimes leading to a loss of biodiversity has been listed as a 

threatening process under the FFG Act 

 

The distinctive flora and fauna of this State has had a long history, going back many millions of years.  

The collections of living things we have in particular places, and the characteristics that individual 

organisms have, have been moulded by that history.  Fire is known to have been part of the history.  

The available evidence indicates that bushfires have occurred with different frequencies and degrees 

of severity in different parts of the State. Due to their erratic incidence, these led to a mosaic of 

communities of different ages across the landscape in any particular district.  

 

The current natural frequency of fire has been studied in a number of different communities. For 

example, the sandhill mallee communities of the southern Mallee region seem to have a natural fire 

frequency of ±17 years, the foothill forests of the ranges that are dominated by rough-barked 

eucalypts much more frequent regimes, and others again a natural fire frequency of 50 years or more, 

up to several hundred years in some instances.  A large number of Victorian species today display 

characteristics that adapt them to the particular fire regime that they have experienced over at least 

the last few thousand years.  Their adaptations to fire differ from species to species according to their 

individual site fire histories. 

 

Any major environmental change in a particular locality has the potential to eliminate species that 

have become adapted to conditions there over the long term.  Consider, say, a eucalypt species that 

takes 25 years or more to grow from a seedling to the stage of producing its own seeds; deliberately 

introducing a much shorter fire interval can eliminate that species from that locality.  Bird and 

mammal species that are wiped out locally by a fire — as happened to some near Melbourne in the 

2009 fires — require recolonization from unburnt areas nearby if they are to survive. Recolonization is 

typically a fairly random, erratic event; re-establishing a species after a severe fire may take many 

years, if it occurs at all.    
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A policy of deliberately burning 5% of public land annually has — on paper — the appearance of a 20-

year fire cycle, provided that all public land in a district is involved and no sites are fired twice or more 

in that period.  That is unlikely to happen for a variety of reasons, resulting in a shorter interval 

between burns, with inevitable consequences.  Also, the present policy takes no account of fires 

generated in other ways, such as those generated on freehold land and not covered by the 

Commissioner’s recommendation.  That is a large part of Victoria. Together this suggests that the fire 

regime on public land is often much shorter than the 20-year interval a 5% target implies.  Given that 

public land is where we are conserving large parts of the State's biodiversity assets, this places those 

taxa and communities that are intolerant of short fire regimes at greater risk of extinction.  The 

problem will be greatest for species and communities adapted to long intervals between fires. 

 

We note the efforts of a number of researchers to seek alternatives to the present policy that take into 

account such considerations as a site’s natural fire history, its fauna and flora and other regional 

factors.  For example, some in the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning have tried 

to develop alternative fire management policies.  The Arthur Rylah Institute in Heidelberg over a 

number of years has given serious attention to fire regimes and their management.  La Trobe and 

Deakin university staff have done important work in this area, amongst others. And there are other 

sources: there is a body of expertise available.   

 

Despite the public appeal of a readily-understood statewide 5% burn policy, we therefore commend a 

more complex and research-based approach to fire management in Victoria.  Assiduous application of 

the current 5% recommendation, or any envisaged increase in the overall burn rate, run the risk of 

inadvertently wiping out a substantial part of our natural heritage, some of it permanently.  Rather, in 

the ultimate interest of all Victorians and of maximizing the opportunity for our species and 

communities to survive, we believe that fire management strategies need to be more targeted.  They 

should be flexible, varying from place to place according to such factors as the characteristics of the 

individual site, the species present, the local prevalence of wild fire, the historic time interval between 

fires, the current seasonal weather conditions and outlook and the real risk of fire posed. The creation 

of a policy that articulates this would result in fire management practices that differ across the State 

and from year to year. It would both benefit the community and help to conserve the species and 

communities that make up a major part of Victoria's Natural Heritage.   

 

Adopting a more flexible policy of course requires competent, informed and committed personnel, wise 

decision-making, appropriate (though not much) funding and, finally, very thoughtful targeting. 

Admittedly a more flexible policy might well be harder to convey to the general community, though 

that should not be a primary consideration.  Finally, we believe it particularly important that ways be 

found to take account of freehold as well as public land in future fire management policy’. 

 

Prof. David Morgan 

Convenor 

Scientific Advisory Committee  

2015 

 

 


