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FIRE MANAGEMENT IN THE WESTERN AUSTRALIAN ENVIRONMENT 
Motion 

MR P.D. OMODEI (Warren-Blackwood) [5.48 pm]:  On behalf of the member for Vasse, I move -   

That this House calls upon the Government to accept that - 

(a) fire is a natural part of Western Australia’s environment; 

(b) fire is an essential management tool in virtually all WA ecosystems; 

(c) the exclusion of all fire from natural areas, as supported by some environmentalists, 
poses serious threats to life, property and environmental values if implemented; and  

(d) adequate funding for the appropriate use of fire as an environmental management and 
hazard reduction tool must be provided as a high budget priority. 

The issue of fire control and management in Western Australia is a matter of great importance.  For a number of 
years now I have been involved in the fire brigades and I have fairly intimate knowledge of the Department of 
Conservation and Land Management and of how fire brigades work in the south west of Western Australia.  The 
responses we have received from the Government have done nothing to alleviate my fears about the potential fire 
danger in the forests of Western Australia.  It was interesting to note an article on page 3 of today’s edition of my 
local paper under the headline “Water bombers will be stationed in Manjimup”.  As the Premier said yesterday, 
the Government will provide a further two bombers, which will cost $400 000, and two Dromader M18A fixed-
wing aircraft.  Manjimup and Bunbury will then each have two aircraft and Perth will have three.  The article 
stated - 

There would also be $900,000 for two helicopters for use in the metropolitan area. 

Dr Gallop said the aircraft would be available from early next month and would add to the three fixed-
wing bombers based in Perth and the two in Bunbury. 

There is a place for fixed-wing aircraft to control fire. 

The Minister for the Environment and Heritage, Hon Judy Edwards, is concerned about the fire situation in 
Western Australia and shows that concern.  However, I do not believe she understands how a fire can get out of 
control.  I urge her to visit the Department of Conservation and Land Management’s next controlled fire burn 
and witness at first hand the behaviour of that fire.  I tell her it is frightening. 

I have visited Carnarvon when the Gascoyne River was in flood.  The middle of the river was two metres higher 
than it was on the sides.  It was like a raging animal; fire is exactly the same.  A fire going through tall timber 
country with a bit of a breeze goes up the back of a tree in about five seconds.  As the fire hits the front of the 
tree, it goes “swoosh”, straight up the back of it; the twigs on the top catch alight and away it goes. 

Members would have heard about the 1961 fire at Dwellingup and the royal commission that followed that fire.  
They would have also heard about the 1937 fire that started at Donnelly River and finished up in Denmark.  The 
crown of that fire was three kilometres ahead of the fire on the ground.  Every now and then the fire crowned; in 
other words, everything underneath combusted and exploded.  The damage is still evident today, more than 50 
years later.  Members should go down there and have a look at it. 

I will give members an idea of what must be done.  I have with me a letter that was sent to the Premier on 30 
December 2001 - I also wrote letters to the Premier - from a public servant who was involved in the forestry 
section of the Department of Conservation and Land Management and whose knowledge is based on his 40 
years’ experience in CALM, the past 27 years as a district and regional fire officer.  The fellow in question is 
John Evans.  I am sure he will not mind my mentioning his name.  He is a well-known and well-respected citizen 
of Pemberton who has a great knowledge of fire.  Part of the text of the letter to the Premier explaining the 
situation fairly well reads - 

I am extremely concerned with the potential for major wildfires which would devastate our State 
Forests, National Parks, and private property.  Only last week - 

Members should bear in mind that this was in December 2001 - 

a serious electrical storm caused 60 fires between Mundaring and Walpole.  It was very fortunate that 
sufficient following rain prevented many lightning strikes from becoming wildfires, they were 
extinguished relatively quickly by CALM and volunteer crews, and that high temperatures and strong 
winds did not occur immediately after the storm. 

The exception to this was the 7000 ha fire near Lake Jasper in the D’Entrecasteaux National Park which 
roasted vegetation not burnt for 18 years.  In doing so it devastated the peppermint woodlands . . .  
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The letter goes on to refer to the devastation.  It continues - 

. . . the equally devastating wildfire in March 1988 . . . killed large areas of mature yate trees. 

The letter continues - 

The vast majority of the coastal area of this and other parts from Black Point to Denmark is in a similar 
long unburnt condition and ripe for a fire storm not seen since white man settled in W.A.  Magnificent 
open Peppermint woodlands are being decimated in infrequent hot fires and being converted to 
peppermint scrublands with mallee form. 

The letter continues - 

A similar situation exists in the jarrah and karri forests. 

The letter continues - 

It is not only the damage to the forests (and fauna) that really concerns me but the huge cost (to 
taxpayers) of suppression, and risks to fire fighters lives, and the potential for huge litigation actions 
being taken against the State of W.A. 

The letter then refers to the fires in New South Wales, and states - 

A good percentage of CALM’s fire fighting resources were allocated to the Lake Jasper fire last week.  
What if there were another 20 lightning caused fires in our states forests or parks at the same time? 

He goes on to say - 

I also have very serious concerns regarding your public consultation policy.  Whilst I agree with it in 
principle, people who have no scientific or practical experience with fire are likely to derail the 
intention of the process and use emotion to influence outcomes . . .  

The letter also refers to the delaying tactics that are occurring. 
In The West Australian a couple of weeks ago it was stated quite clearly that last year only 75 000 hectares of 
forest was burnt, compared with 174 000 in 2000-01.  A statement was made by CALM that we must burn at 
least 200 000 hectares a year.  Many excuses are being made. 
I will return to lightning for a moment.  John Evans gave an example of 60 fires caused in a week last December.  
Last week South Australia had serious electrical storms over three days.  The media reported that it had 20 000 
lightning strikes in those three days.  The State managed those strikes and was able to extinguish the fires.  South 
Australia’s seasons are similar to those in Western Australia, but most of our fires come from the north west, for 
some unknown reason, and usually before a cold front.  We have dozens of days with hot easterly winds in 
summer.  Every member in this House knows what that weather is like.  I am sure many a country member, 
particularly those in the jarrah area, has thought about what they would have to do if WA got a spark on a day 
like that.  We have never had that kind of fire.  The heat generated by that kind of fire is 7 000 to 10 000 
kilowatts per metre; that is, hotter than a napalm bomb.  Can members imagine what that would do to everything 
in its path?  It is inevitable that a large fire like that in big timber country would destroy everything in its path. 
One need only look at what happened in the United States a couple of years ago to see what could happen in 
WA.  A letter from the BBC News under the headline “Mother Nature’s wild fires” states- 

Since May the fires have destroyed four and a half million acres of so-called wild lands - mostly vast 
stretches of preserved national or state forests. 

It continues - 

As I speak now there are 90 fires roaring away in 13 states and by now one million acres have been 
consumed. 

It continues - 

 . . . the despairing governor begged the president to declare the whole state of Montana a disaster area 
. . .  

It continues - 

When the fires started . . . 400 marines were sent out . . .  

And pretty soon they were followed by 400 soldiers and then 1500 and on Thursday by a thousand 
more. 
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There were 25 000 so-called firefighters trying to fight these fires.  The letter gives graphic examples of what 
happened.  That was not information from a right-wing, pro-timber lobby; it came from the BBC.  An article in 
The Boston Globe of 22 August 2001, under the headline “Calif. fires roar; rain cools Northwest” states - 

The Virginia Lake fire on the Colville Indian reservation in eastern Washington grew from 13,000 acres 
to 71,000 acres since Monday, and residents were poised to evacuate 50 homes some 3 miles from the 
flames. 

With eight large fires ignited since Monday, fire officials reported 42 large fires burning across nine 
Western states, covering a total 356,000 acres, nearly half the size of Rhode Island. 

More than 29,000 firefighters were battling the blazes, including a contingent from Mexico. 

On and on the article goes, giving graphic details of what happened in the United States.  We know what 
happened in Sydney last year and what is happening this year.  Do we really think that will not happen here?  It 
will happen here no matter how many resources we apply and no matter which party is in government.  We must 
ensure that the resources that are in place are appropriate so that there is no loss of property or people’s lives.  A 
group has been set up in the lower south west called Fire For Life.  It is concerned about the lack of prescribed 
burning in Western Australia.  Foresters have talked about that time and again.  Bruce Beggs, a former 
Conservator of Forests, said to me that when the Dwellingup fire broke out, 200 people were missing.  It was 
very fortunate that only two people lost their lives - although that was two lives too many.  The same 
Conservator of Forests, who is now a member of the Institute of Foresters of Australia, has said time and again 
that he is fearful about the level of litter on the ground in Western Australia.  Many members will know 
Professor Syd Shea from the University of Notre Dame in Fremantle.  He wrote a letter to the editor of The West 
Australian that referred to the 23 fires that were caused by lightning strikes, the Department of Conservation and 
Land Management’s lack of resources and the conservation movement’s campaign.  The final paragraph of his 
letter states -  

It is inevitable that, if the constraints on prescribed burning are maintained, we will have massive 
wildfires and for the first time in 40 years we will suffer the loss of human life.  

Have we not had enough warnings?  At a meeting that was attended by senior bureaucrats from CALM about 18 
months ago, they said that significant areas of the south west had not been burnt since 1930 and that there were 
significant threats to the Bibbulmun Track.  I do not want to be alarmist and stop people from using the track 
because it is a great ecotourism asset for Western Australia; it has a lot of pluses.  However, with its access being 
limited these days, there could be a serious problem.  During the Point Nuyts fire, everything went up in smoke.  
The locals had been warning for ages that the Point Nuyts area, which was regarded as a wilderness area, would 
be like a bomb if it went off; and it did go off.  CALM has graphic slides that show heath land and forest that 
was burnt to the sand dunes.  Large numbers of quokkas, kangaroos and native animals washed up on the shores 
in that area.  We have had problems in the Fitzgerald and Scott Rivers near Lake Quitjup where 7 000 hectares 
has been lost.  As I have said at least twice before in this Chamber, I have been there and have seen the reeds 
burnt to the top of the water.  That is how hot the fire gets on the wetlands.  Members can imagine the heat 
generated by that fire.   

Currently, there is a policy of fire prevention and education, but presuppression and prescribed burning is not 
being carried out to the extent that it should be.  I can sympathise with the bureaucrats.  Rick Sneeuwjagt and 
Terry Maher are people with whom I grew up and played football.  I know them very well.  They must work 
within the parameters provided to them by the Government and do the best that they can.  The proposal to create 
30 new national parks will add 300 000 or 400 000 hectares of national park, and consequently there will be very 
little activity in those forests.  What is the logical conclusion?  Sooner or later there will be a disaster.  The 
Minister for the Environment and Heritage has responded to the questions that I have asked her.  She has said 
that adequate machinery to combat fires is available for hire.  However, right down to volunteer fire brigade 
level, people have said to me - and I have heard it said by other people - that they will no longer attend a fire 
because it will be too dangerous.  They are saying, “You can give me all the equipment under the sun, but I am 
not going to go out there and leave my wife and kids behind; I will not do it.”   

The policy in the United States has turned 180 degrees, and we should take note of that.  There is a dire need for 
mosaic prescribed burning; that is, hazard reduction burning.  I clearly recall the last forestry ministers’ 
conference that I attended, which was under the chairmanship of Hon Wilson Tuckey who was the then federal 
Minister for Forestry and Conservation.  Every member who has been to a ministerial meeting knows that a 
communique is released at the end of the meeting and is agreed to by all the parties.  All the state ministers 
attended that meeting and the draft communique prepared by the federal minister said that the use of prescribed 
burning and hazard reduction burning would be encouraged across the nation.  However, the Labor ministers 
chose to disagree with that.  They said that at that time it would be inappropriate for them to agree to more 
burning - albeit controlled burning - because a coronial inquiry was occurring into the deaths of four fire fighters 
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at Lynton.  Four deaths occurred at one place and five deaths at another.  From a humanitarian view, the timing 
was not very good; but how long should we have waited for the coronial inquiry to finish?  In the end, the federal 
minister said point blank that the Western Australian minister was going to agree with him and that they would 
release a communiqué.  If the ministers of the other States did not want to agree with it, it would be on their 
heads.  I thought that was not a bad tactic.  It was typical of the federal member for O’Connor, who plays the 
game hard.  He is passionate about the issue of prescribed burning.   

Recently, my very good friend Rick Sneeuwjagt used the excuse that the bush had dried out very quickly and 
therefore could not be burnt with a controlled fire.  If the bush is drying out quickly, CALM should conduct 
controlled burns closer to the winter months.  I live in the middle of the bush.  There is a highway on one side of 
my property and marri, karri and jarrah bush on the other three sides.  In some days in May after it has rained 
three or four inches, the fire trickles through the bush and it is a good time to burn.  However, guess what?  
CALM does not have the resources to burn large areas.  It can burn only a certain amount with the number of 
staff it has.  Some of the reasons for the reduction in controlled burning over the past four years has been smoke 
management, unusual weather - including dry winters - and the 95 percentile.  In other words, CALM says that it 
can control fires for 95 out of 100 days.  Another problem about which it is concerned includes very high winds.  
On six days of the year there are ideal conditions for fires that would create crown fires that would be more 
intense than we have seen for the past 30 or 40 years, going right back to 1961 and 1937.   

I have been informed that there about 10 units in Western Australia with about 20 or 21 fire fighters who are fit 
and trained, which means that there are about 240 fire fighters in Western Australia.  CALM tells me that for 95 
out of 100 days those firefighters will do the job.  I gave members the figures of how many people fight fires in 
the United States.  I do not believe CALM.  During 1998, 10 bushfires burnt at once.  At one stage, the fire burnt 
from Quinninup to Lake Muir, which is about 60 or 70 miles, before it was stopped.  The fire spread right 
through the middle of a regenerated area that the people from CALM, who were fighting the fire, had planted in 
1978.  Beautiful 20-year-old trees were turned into black sticks across the landscape.  To add insult to injury, the 
conservation movement shot footage of it and said that that was how CALM was clear-felling the forest.   

Mr C.J. Barnett:  When I went down there, the person to whom you referred said that some of the areas were 
almost beyond our control to burn.  He said that it was too dangerous to do that.  Is that your view?   

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Yes, it is.  Recently I was at the Shannon River basin.  Members must understand that when 
an area is regenerated for karri - and large areas of bushland, up to 1 000 acres, were clear-felled and regenerated 
in the 1950s - it cannot be burnt until about year 20 because the fire damages the trees; so the litter builds up.  
The litter in the Shannon National Park is above my waist.  It is suspended among all these young trees, and if a 
fire breaks out there will be a massive impact on that area.  The bureaucrats in the Department of Conservation 
and Land Management are too apologetic.  I know that smoke haze over Perth is an issue.  However, if that were 
contrasted with what would happen in a major fire, the haze would not cover Perth for a couple of days but 
would remain for a month.  It would be heavy smog trapped between the ocean and the Darling Ranges.  

People were calling for a controlled burn at Point Nuyts.  It has burnt all right - right to the ground!  It is 
regenerating, but a lot of those old peppermint trees are 50 years old and they have been devastated.  The 
proposed burn at Mt Douglas, just outside Walpole, has been delayed time and again.  I worry about when it 
does burn.  There are fuel build-ups at Lake Maringup, which is another pristine area on the south coast, and 
Two Peoples Bay, and west of Caves Road is also a huge fire hazard.  I do not know the WorkSafe regulations 
relating to a safe working environment for firefighters.  In 1961 the royal commission into the Dwellingup fire 
was strongly in favour of hazard reduction burning.  Dr Syd Shea and Bruce Beggs have said fuel loads are 
higher now than they were at the time of the Dwellingup fire in 1961, which says it all.   

I need to address a number of issues.  I will give my views on the Dromader fixed-wing aircraft.  I saw them 
operating in a trial conducted at the Bunbury airport.  They drop 800 litres of water mixed with foam and they 
can hit a target very well.  A Dromader can extinguish 60 metres of fire in one hit.  They could be used in the 
foothills in the early stages of a fire to protect houses.  They have been proved to be effective in those 
circumstances, as have the smaller helicopters.  The Elvis helitanker, which the federal Government is talking 
about, was used in the eastern States.  It was designed in 1952, so is based on old technology.  Helitankers can 
deliver more water than the Dromaders, but they can cover only a 15 to 20 kilometre radius.  It is time that the 
Government looked seriously at the Neptune aircraft.  The United States has 27 Neptunes.  They are a very big 
aircraft.  One was brought to Western Australia and its proponents have tried to talk to the Premier and the 
Minister for Emergency Services about it.  The Neptune is a Lockheed P2V-7 and can carry 10 tonnes of water - 
that is 10 000 litres.  The Neptune has a flying range of over 20 hours, so it could be used for aerial fire 
suppression, sea rescues, oil spillages and those kinds of things.  I encourage the minister and the Government to 
talk to the people who have developed this plane.  It is a Western Australian company that is involved in the 
petroleum industry and it knows its business.  I hope my mentioning them does not cause the Government not to 
talk to them. 
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Mr B.K. Masters:  What sort of airstrip do they need?   
Mr P.D. OMODEI:  The Neptune can land on any regional airstrip in Western Australia - Bunbury and probably 
Busselton.  At 400 knots it could get to a fire in Manjimup in quick time.  It carries a helluva lot more water than 
a Dromader or Elvis helitanker and has been used effectively elsewhere.  As I said, 27 Neptunes are in use in the 
United States.  We should give them a trial.  Why not?  We have nothing to lose.  If this company does not 
manage to get a contract in Western Australia it will take the aircraft back to the United States and sell it there.  
The Government could conduct a trial in a controlled burn situation. 
Mr J.P.D. Edwards interjected.   
Mr P.D. OMODEI:  It carries 10 000 litres, but the take-up depends on the pump size.  There are pumps that can 
deliver 400 litres-plus a minute.  We should examine everything and we should not scrimp on this.  I am 
concerned about a big fire.  We now have something like 300 000 hectares of plantation forest, which is the 
lifeblood of the pulp industry in Western Australia.  At the moment Hansol Australia Pty Ltd and WA Plantation 
Resources are talking about building chip mills in Bunbury and there is scope for a couple of pulp mills in 
Western Australia in a short time.  It is an important potential industry for Western Australia.  However, if a fire 
gets away, it will burn the plantations.  In hot weather eucalypts will explode and we do not have enough 
manpower to control a major fire.  We no longer have the same machinery and equipment on call that we used to 
have.  Some equipment is still around, but a lot of it is too far away.  When the timber industry was in its heyday, 
there was activity in the forest and all the roads were maintained.  There were regeneration and clear-fell areas.  
There was plant and equipment and men and they could get to a fire quickly.   

The time to stop a fire is when it is just starting up.  CALM has predicted the heat could reach 7 000 to 10 000 
kilowatts per metre of power.  That information is provided by CALM; it is not my information.  I have seen fire 
and the damage it does.  I am concerned that many of our small towns could be destroyed if we have a big fire 
front.  It is a shame that the member for Stirling is not here because I am referring to a fire at Mt Barker a few 
years ago.  It was pure luck that the wind came up and the fire went straight down the back lanes and all the wild 
oats in the town were burnt.  If the wind had been at a slightly different angle and one house had caught alight, it 
would have burnt half of Mt Barker.  That was a near miss.  I am very concerned about that happening and about 
the safety of firefighters.  I am concerned that, while the Government is making the right noises, it is not aware 
of the scope or the gravity of this issue.  I implore the Government to look at the evidence.  CALM has all the 
evidence.  Our volunteer firefighters joined the Americans in fighting their wild fires.  They have film and 
overhead presentations to show the minister.  However, nothing can replace being present at the time of a fire to 
gain an understanding of the intensity of the heat, the noise, the wind and the danger from falling trees and tree 
limbs.  I am gravely concerned about the future of our forests, particularly in the wake of this Government’s 
decisions on forest management in Western Australia.  The Government needs to make a conscious decision to 
place significantly more resources into fire control and prescribed burning in Western Australia.   
MR B.K. MASTERS (Vasse) [6.17 pm]:  I asked the member for Warren-Blackwood to move this motion, even 
though the motion stands in my name on the Notice Paper.  When resources are limited - in this case in relation 
to fire - there is no choice but to attach the highest priority to the protection of life and property.  I wanted the 
member for Warren Blackwood to emphasise the dangers and the problems that arise when we have restricted 
funding and a history of fire management in our forests that is a long way from being able to properly protect our 
physical assets and the human lives that might be put at risk by uncontrolled wild fire.  I will then follow up by 
talking about the environmental aspects of fire management in the Western Australian environment.  If funding 
is limited, life and property will always be protected first.   
In Western Australia, the south west corner is one of the biodiversity hotspots in the world.  We are actively 
trying to encourage ecotourism; and to encourage people who holiday or live in the south west to place a high 
value on the natural features of the south west ecosystems.  If we do not put enough resources into using fire in 
the best possible way to protect not only life and property but also the natural values of the south west, we will 
start to lose some of those important environmental values.  I will give two examples of the consequences of 
both good and bad past fire management practices.  In the early 1960s my family used to go to the Porongorups 
during the August school holidays.  I remember climbing to the top of Devil’s Slide, Nancy Peak and a few other 
areas and looking down at a closed canopy of dense, tall karri forest.  It is a beautiful area that is wonderful to 
walk around.  I did not go back to that area for more than 20 years.  When I went back in about the mid-1990s 
and climbed to the top of those same peaks to look down at the view, what I saw was a dead crown of karris.  It 
turned out that in 1967 or 1968, a year or two after my last visit to the area as a teenager, an uncontrolled fire 
went through the national park and killed all the karri trees.  I do not know why severe loss of life or significant 
property damage did not occur.  It was probably because of the good fire management practices that were 
applied at that time by organisations such as the old forest department, fire crews and bush fire brigades.  An 
entire national park was almost devastated by one uncontrolled fire.   



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 6 November 2002] 

 p2702a-2712a 
Mr Paul Omodei; Mr Bernie Masters; Mr Colin Barnett; Mr Terry Waldron 

 [6] 

The second story relates to 4 April 1978 when Cyclone Alby went through the south west.  I was working for the 
fisheries and wildlife department at that time.  In the afternoon before the night when Cyclone Alby hit the south 
west and caused severe damage to Busselton Jetty and other problems that we are all aware of, I recall seeing a 
fire starting to get away on a farming property that adjoined Caves Road and stopping to assist the farmer.  The 
paddock was poorly covered in straw - the fire occurred after a summer of grazing - yet the strength of the wind 
blew the flame horizontally for about two-thirds of a metre, so that only an occasional piece of straw was needed 
for the fire to be carried almost one flame at a time across the paddock.  Even though there was virtually no hay 
or grass cover, I could not keep up with the spread of the fire as it was blown across that paddock.  It was 
fortunate that it came to a truly bare patch, where it died and went no further.  That evening, as a result of 
Cyclone Alby, there were some 300 fires in state forests and surrounding areas in the south west region of the 
State.  Not one of those fires got away to the extent that they posed a serious risk to life or property, because at 
that time - 1978 - the forest department had been pretty well funded to conduct a good program of prescribed 
burning.  That was only 17 years after the fire that devastated Dwellingup and huge areas -  
Dr J.M. Edwards:  Is that true?  I was taken to a place near Balingup where I was told that, as a result of Cyclone 
Alby, there had been a fire on a huge front.   
Mr B.K. MASTERS:  Yes, there were 300 fires, most of which escaped from farms where farmers had been 
burning off in preparation for the first winter rains.   
Mr T.K. Waldron:  They were burning stubble.  When the wind started they thought it was a great opportunity to 
get the stubble burnt; that exacerbated the problem.   
Mr B.K. MASTERS:  The fire got away from the paddocks into adjoining state forest.  However, because so 
many areas of state forest had been burnt according to the prescribed fire program that resulted from the 1961 
Dwellingup fire and the royal commission that followed, the end result, if I remember correctly, was that of 
those 300 fires, all bar two or three had been put out within 24 hours.  The two or three that continued to burn 
posed some risks, but were put out within 48 hours because the forest had been adequately protected from 
wildfire through the prescribed burning program.   

The message is that in the absence of an appropriate fire management program, a wildfire could devastate an 
area like the Porongorup National Park.  Of course, nature is very resilient and will normally come back to its 
pre-existing condition, but not always.  In the interim it looks terrible and potentially there are significant short-
term environmental impacts, which should be avoided if possible.  The other message is that because of the very 
good prescribed burning program conducted by the old forest department in the 1960s and 1970s, Cyclone Alby 
did not cause the devastation that might otherwise have occurred.   

The message I want to get across is that we are barely putting enough money into protecting life and property at 
the moment.  If the minister listened to what the member for Warren-Blackwood said, she would know that he 
believes that we are not maintaining the same level of fire management that occurred in the past.  I have no 
reason to disagree with his view.  If another Cyclone Alby or some other extreme weather event occurred - I will 
not start talking about climate change caused by greenhouse gas emissions and so on - and areas that should have 
been burnt have not been burnt either because of restrictions placed on smoke coming over Perth, because there 
were not enough suitable days in the spring, summer or autumn to allow a safe burn to be conducted, or because 
of inadequate funding from the State Government, a fire similar to the Dwellingup fires of 1961 could 
potentially occur.   

I will spend the next few minutes discussing the environmental needs of the ecosystems of the south west and the 
implications that fire poses to the short and long-term maintenance of our environment.  When I wrote the 
motion I tried to start at the beginning and then take every reader of the motion through a logical explanation of 
where we are and where we want to be.  Part (a) states that fire is a natural part of Western Australia’s 
environment.  I do not think anyone will argue with that.  However, the issue is whether we understand it well 
enough to know what sort of fire regime has applied in the past and what sort of regime should therefore apply in 
the future.  To highlight the complexity of understanding fire in the Western Australian environment, it is 
probably appropriate that I provide a couple of quotes.  Unless adequate money is provided to the Department of 
Conservation and Land Management and other government agencies to understand the issue of fire in the natural 
environment, I regret to say that we will make some bad mistakes over coming generations.  In addition to short-
term environmental losses, there will be medium to long-term losses.  An article appeared in the Australian 
Journal of Botany earlier this year titled “Regeneration by three species of Banksia on the south coast of Western 
Australia in relation to fire interval”.  It is a longish article, so I will simply quote from the abstract - 

All three species - 

Of banksia - 
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regenerated only from seed released from the canopy seed bank after fire.  They did not start to flower 
until 6 years after fire and seed set took even longer.  

The normal rule of thumb is to assess how long it takes for a plant to set seed and then double that time before 
even thinking about putting a fire back into that area.  The research shows that there should be an absolute 
minimum of 12 years between fires in this south coast ecosystem.  The abstract continues -  

Even plants over 40 years old were still increasing their overall canopy seed bank or replacing seeds 
that had been released or were no longer viable.  The vegetation studied appeared to be little affected by 
humans historically and to have burnt only at intervals of 30-60 years or more. 

It concludes - 

. . . all three Banksia species studied were extinguished from one area burnt twice at an interval of 9 
years. 

In other words, this article gives an indication of the complexity of the fire needs of just one ecosystem, which is 
a Mediterranean heath land-shrub land ecosystem on the south coast of Western Australia.  Clearly, the burning 
must be at no greater frequency than once every 12 years; yet the article states that the research shows that the 
species in the ecosystem will still be very viable and vigorous as long as 60 years after the previous fire.   

I will give the second example.  Last year I attended a one-day postgraduate course at the University of 
Wollongong.  After that I had to write a two-page article.  I chose to write about fire and its use in ecosystem 
management.  I will not bore the House with all the details; however, I highlighted the fact that in the reasonably 
recent history of Western Australia, there have been three fire regimes, each of which has been significantly 
different.  Since 1788 on the east coast of Australia, and since 1826 on the west coast of Australia, fire has been 
dominated by European fire management practices.  Since 1826 there has been a gradual withdrawal of 
Aborigines from the bushland of Western Australia; therefore, their fire management and fire use of that 
bushland has diminished.  As the member for Warren-Blackwood highlighted, we are now undertaking a certain 
type of fire management, primarily to protect life and property. 

For some 40 000 to 60 000 years prior to European settlement, there was Aboriginal use of fire.  I do not think 
that I, as a European person who has been living in this environment for only a few decades, really understand to 
any significant degree the way in which Aborigines used fire.  They used fire to flush game, to create easy 
walking areas, to remove woody vegetation and to encourage the growth of grasses for animals to feed on, and 
so on.  There was 40 000 to 60 000 years of Aboriginal use of fire.  However, prior to Aborigines coming to this 
continent, for millions of years the pre-Aboriginal fire regimes applied.  At a seminar, Dr Kingsley Dixon from 
the Kings Park and Botanic Garden reported on some research that was particularly relevant to this topic.  At that 
seminar, he advised that scientists are now looking at a meteorite crater in the Gingin area, I understand.  In the 
sediments that have washed into that meteorite crater over the past six million or eight million years, scientists 
are looking at all the evidence of fire history and are finding, for example, that over millions of years, the fire 
frequency was 20 to 25 years.  That fire frequency is significantly different from that which applied for 40 000 to 
60 000 years of Aboriginal habitation of this continent and which has applied for the past 200 years since 
Europeans have come on the scene.   

As the final example to highlight the complexity of the issue, the member for Warren-Blackwood talked about 
the Nuyts wilderness fire, which occurred in March 2001.  At the time, statements were made that the Nuyts 
wilderness area was absolutely devastated.  I believe that some time ago I gave the minister a copy of the 
newsletter of the Walpole-Nornalup National Parks Association.  I urge the minister and other people who are 
interested in this subject to read it.  Some 14 months after the fire, members of the Walpole-Nornalup National 
Parks Association went into the Nuyts wilderness area to look at the area that they feared had been devastated by 
this very hot and intense wildfire.  What did they find?  I will give a few quotes.  Grant Wardell-Johnson, who is 
an ex-employee of the Department of Conservation and Land Management, said in his two-page report - 

I saw abundant seedling regrowth wherever bullich occurred. 

He went on - 

The vibrancy of the regrowth was as impressive as the variable effects of the fire on the dominant plants 
of the area.  Jarrah, peppermint and yate were all killed to ground level amongst the dunes, all-
resprouting vigorously from lignotubers.  Banksia illicifolia was either killed or resprouting from 
epicormics. 

[Leave granted for the member’s time to be extended.] 

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  The article continued - 

In general, resprouting of marri and red tingle was vigorous . . .  
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Further on he said - 

. . . the stand - 

That is, of karri - 

will soon include another cohort, for the seedling regeneration was vigorous . . . 

Further on he said - 

Data presented at the Fire Symposium by Neil Burrows and myself the week before demonstrated a 
substantial increase in species in karri forest soon after fire due to the influx of annuals, ephemerals and 
short-lived legumes. 

In other words, biodiversity increased significantly.  He also commented - 

On the way back, I observed the great vigour of the pitcher plants in the burnt swamps around Boggy 
Lake and the abundant seedling regrowth of Anthocercis viscosa thriving on the recently burnt 
vegetation of the granite outcrops. 

Finally, he said - 

One thing is certain.  It is not going to be so easy to walk off the track in the Nuyts Wilderness next 
year.  The vigorous growth and rapid regeneration will see to that. 

A person by the name of Mick Dewing, whom I do not know, also wrote an article on some of his impressions of 
his visit to the Nuyts wilderness area.  In his opening paragraph, he states - 

Clearly we faced being quite depressed by the sight of the severe devastation that we knew had 
occurred in the incredibly hot burn of last year. 

He went on to say - 

In reality, we were bowled over by the vigour, beauty and success of the regeneration efforts of every 
one of our favorite species, and even some we were completely unaware of.  The first highlight was 
along the Nuyts track - seeing bullich seedlings by the hundred per square metre powering out of the 
ground.  Kangaroo paws . . . were thick and lush, flowering at head height . . .  

The sheoak grove that I love was looking unhappy but many mature trees were alive and reshooting and 
we did find sheoak seedlings. 

Further on he said - 

 . . . Banksia ilicifolia.  The mature trees looked dead, but there was plenty of regeneration from seed 
and from shoots at ground level. 

Finally, he said - 

I have never seen the like of the damage to the bark of the standing karris.  Nevertheless regeneration 
was amazing.  There were masses of karri and tingle seedlings up to 2 and 3 feet high and abundant 
epicormic growth on all of the standing trees. 

Bill Jackson referred to the fire and orchids, and he concluded by saying - 

. . . the fire appeared not to have any serious adverse effects on the known orchid populations and most 
flowered as expected. 

The final set of quotes is from various members.  The newsletter states - 

Gary Muir reports increasing quokka activity around the Shelly Beach track.  (The vegetation to the east 
of the track was protected from the wildfire.) 

In other words, that was the area in which the quokkas survived, and they were starting to move into the 
surrounding areas.  It continues - 

Regular fox baiting by CALM ranger Isaac Hatch has clearly encouraged these movements.  Shortly 
after the fire foxes were tracking quokkas down to beach refuges leaving signs of scuffle marks in the 
sand.  Cats remain a threat. 

Another member contributed the following words - 

The rapid rate of patch development of karri and red tingle seedlings observed to date, some karri as 
high as 3m . . . compares to karri-tingle areas subjected to cooler prescribed burns at Mt Clare in 
December 2000.  Seedlings there are far fewer and growing more slowly to heights around 30cm.  This 
may be explained on two counts. 
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1. Nutrient availability . . .  

2. The lag in the establishment of competing understorey species . . .  

The publication also states -  

Chamaexeros longicaulis -  

I have no idea if that is an orchid.  It certainly is not a tree.   
Mr T.K. Waldron:  He played for West Perth!   
Mr B.K. MASTERS:  Did he?  He was a good player.  I think he then moved to Claremont!  The publication 
states that this species - 

is listed as a rare taxa priority 5.  Since the fire it has been discovered to be widespread over forested 
areas of the wilderness including Rocky Point and the karri-tingle forest. 

The reason I have gone to some trouble to quote from that document is that I am trying to emphasise the 
ecological or environmental needs of our natural ecosystems in relation to fire.  Everyone on this side of the 
House generally agrees that the dollars given to CALM for fire management are limited.  That means that 
ecological fire management will be reduced.  I refer to the very good work of Neil Burrows from the Department 
of Conservation and Land Management, whom I think the minister knows.  He has done decades of research into 
jarrah forests.  Over the years he has conveyed to me the message that some areas of our natural ecosystem 
should rarely, if ever, be burnt.  For example, some of the swamps in the south west forests are home to quokkas.  
Most people know the quokka as an animal that is found on Rottnest Island.  It is so common as to almost be an 
annoyance, especially when people are trying to keep food in their tents or whatever.  However, there are also 
quokkas on the mainland of Western Australia.  I understand that that particular variety of quokka is officially 
classified by the Department of Conservation and Land Management as rare and endangered.  It lives only in 
dense vegetation within wet areas.  If CALM does not get it right when it burns its areas of state forest, or if it 
does not have enough money and resources to adequately protect those swamps, all the swamps will be burnt.  It 
was only about 20 years ago that the mainland variety of quokka was discovered by CALM.  That created an 
enormous buzz in the voluntary conservation movement groups with which I was associated at the time.  When 
CALM resurveyed those swamps a few years later, it could not find any of the quokkas.  They had not been 
wiped out through disease.  Each and every one of the swamps that was surveyed a second time had been burnt.  
It was not the fire that killed the quokkas.  The fire had removed all their habitat and opened up the vegetation so 
that foxes could come in and eat the quokkas.  Fortunately, after 10 years most of those swamps were 
recolonised by quokkas from the few swamps that were not burnt in the previous fires.  The very strong message 
is that if we want to protect that particular rare and endangered species, we must be far more careful about the 
way we use fire in the natural environment.  That does not mean that CALM should not drop its incendiary 
tablets from planes within 500 or 1 000 metres of those swamps.  The fire will travel to those areas.  Instead, it 
means that CALM should burn cooler fires, put more people in those areas to create firebreaks around the 
swamps so that the fires cannot get in, or have people on the ground adjoining those swamps so that if there is 
any risk of the fires going into those areas, they are able to do something to keep the fires out.  Some of the 
rocky outcrops around our south west forest are home to the greatest biodiversity within the karri and jarrah 
forests.  As I have previously said in this place, the karri and jarrah forests are relatively monotonous.  They have 
a low biodiversity.  However, in areas such as rocky outcrops, the severe environmental conditions - thin soils, 
low nutrients and so on - have created a diversity of plant species that must be protected if we are to truly look 
after the biodiversity of those areas.  In the central and northern jarrah forests, the watercourses and their 
fringing vegetation are home to the red-eared firetail finch.  The species was once considered vulnerable or 
endangered.  I do not think it is any longer.  Most of the time, that bird lives in the dense vegetation surrounding 
watercourses and comes out to feed in the more open uplands of the forests.  I have talked about fire-sensitive 
species such as banksia, which will die out if burnt more often than once every 10 or 12 years.   

Obviously, some environmental imperatives need to be taken on board to protect our biodiversity and 
environment.  However, the issue becomes even more complicated.  I apologise to the minister for throwing yet 
another spanner into the machinery.  Researchers within CALM are looking at the fire histories of individual 
grasstrees - blackboys or balgas - to determine the fire history of pre-European times.  The indications are that 
our south west forests were burnt frequently - every two to four years - but that they were very low-intensity 
burns.  If that is true, it will have some significant funding implications for any Government.  There is also some 
uncertainty about whether that research is telling the correct story.  The Kingston study showed that the balga is 
the home of the ring-tailed possums that the Aboriginal people used to love to eat.  A group of people say that if 
the balga is as important a food source for Aboriginal people as it appears to be, it is possible and quite likely 
that the balga was burnt preferentially by Aboriginal people to scare those animals so that they could then be 
caught.  It is possible that although the balga was burnt frequently, the surrounding bush was not burnt on such a 
frequent basis.  There is a need for more information.   
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Members will be happy to know that I am about to finish.   

Several members interjected.   

Mr B.K. MASTERS:  I have already had an extension.  I do not know if I can get an extra few minutes.  My 
understanding is that CALM can find only between 10 and 20 days each year when it can safely carry out the 
prescribed burning program.  I hate to say it, but if CALM cannot burn all the areas it needs to burn in those 10 
to 20 days to meet its fire management objectives - I have pointed out that those objectives do not include too 
many environmental aims - it needs more resources to allow those burns to be done properly and to cover a 
greater area than they have in the past.  If we are to protect our environment, we need more dollars for ecological 
fire management.  If we are to protect life, property and the other human values that we believe are so important, 
we must increase the areas burnt in our forests by probably 300 per cent.  That also will require more money.   

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe - Leader of the Opposition) [6.48 pm]:  The speech by the member for Warren-
Blackwood was one of the best I have heard in this Parliament for a long time.   

Mr B.K. Masters interjected.   

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  The member for Vasse also made a good speech.  The member for Warren-Blackwood 
lives in the timber country.  He knows it intimately and is experienced with the damage fire can cause.  We in 
this House should not ignore that.  Every now and again an issue arises in this Parliament about which someone 
has personal experience and knowledge.  All members of Parliament should listen to that.  

The member for Warren-Blackwood spoke with knowledge, passion, and a fair degree of apprehension about the 
issue.  If what he foretold happens, it will probably happen in his electorate and his communities.  The Minister 
for the Environment and Heritage has a background in country areas.  I know she recognises the danger of fire.  
She must realise that when a person is a minister, he or she has a lot of privileges.  One gets to do a lot of 
exciting things but, unfortunately, every now and again one is confronted with a situation.  It happens to most 
ministers and it will probably happen to most ministers in this Government.  They will be confronted with a 
situation in which they will have to accept responsibility.  It is not a personal responsibility, and it is not about 
accepting blame.  The minister has the responsibility to make decisions in a situation, and the minister must have 
the confidence to know that he or she has done everything that could be done leading up to the situation.  During 
my time as a minister, I faced two such situations.  The first was when we had a general blackout throughout the 
south west of the State because of storm damage.  Life was not directly at threat, but hospitals and individuals 
were at risk.  The State could have had a catastrophic collapse of its energy system, which could have cost 
hundreds of millions of dollars and put back the economy of the State.  As Minister for Education, I faced the 
tragedy of Cowaramup.  When issues like that arise, one generally does not know the extent or the cause of the 
situation, or the deployment on the ground.  Nevertheless, one has to act, make decisions and give authority.  
Most ministers, if they hold a position for any period, will experience situations like that.   

I feel concern for the minister because she is facing a very difficult potential situation.  Hopefully, during this 
summer we will not have the type of fire tragedy that occurred in 1937 and 1961.  Members opposite will recall 
the Dwellingup tragedy and have probably spoken to people involved.  I may have been with the member for 
Warren-Blackwood when some years ago I spoke to Bruce Beggs, who, at the time, was the manager of the 
Department of Conservation and Land Management - or whatever its name was at the time - in Dwellingup.  He 
described to me the situation when the fire was raging towards Dwellingup.  As the man in charge he could not 
account for 80 to 90 firefighters.  Imagine that situation.  One is in a town surrounded by fire and unable to 
account for almost 90 people fighting the fire.  A couple of people died.  It was tragic.   

We have a very serious situation in the south west of this State.  It is probably the most serious fire situation this 
State has faced since the 1960s.  I pray that there will not be a fire.  The member for Warren-Blackwood is right; 
sooner or later a fire of those proportions will happen.  Conditions are dry; the amount of fuel is at disastrous 
levels and has been for successive years.  If we get hot conditions and a raging wind and a fire alights, 
commonsense and experience - such as outlined by the member for Warren-Blackwood - tells us that firefighting 
planes will not be able to control that fire, no matter what sort of planes they are.  It will not be able to be 
controlled.  That will place property and people at risk.  There will be a potentially chaotic situation.  I hope it 
does not happen this summer but the minister is on notice, because the issue has been repeatedly raised in this 
Parliament.  She cannot say that she is unaware of this issue.  She cannot say that her advisers from the 
Department of Conservation and Land Management did not alert her to this.  It does not matter how many planes 
are flying around, because if the prescribed burning is not done and the risk is not minimised, there is an element 
of negligence on the part of the Government of the day and the people responsible for making decisions.  CALM 
burnt 75 000 hectares last year and 88 000 hectares the year before; that is, in 2000-01.  That is way down on the 
174 000 hectares burnt in 1999-2000.  My understanding is that CALM usually burns about 200 000 hectares a 
year. 
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Dr J.M. Edwards:  Talk about the year before. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  Okay.  I am not apportioning personal blame.  The level of burning over recent years has 
been too low.  I hope we get through this summer without a fire.  The minister needs to ensure that prescribed 
burning is undertaken at an accelerated level.  We have to minimise the risk.  Everyone hopes that a tragedy does 
not occur and no-one will point the finger or talk about blame.  When one is a minister, one has to take 
responsibility.  If a fire breaks out, the minister will have to take responsibility at the time.  She has the 
responsibility now to undertake an accelerated burning program at the end of this summer.  If it causes haze 
across Perth, the minister will have our support.  We will support the Government on the issue of air quality 
around Perth.  We recognise it will cause discomfort to some people.  The minister will not find members on this 
side of the House criticising the Government for undertaking prescribed burning, even if it does disadvantage 
and discomfort people in Perth.  That is important; the commitment is there.  Let us get through this summer 
without a tragedy or fire damage and then do the prescribed burning.  Otherwise, the minister will place the State 
at risk. 

MR T.K. WALDRON (Wagin) [6.55 pm]:  I will make a few points in support of the motion.  Fire is an 
essential management tool for ecosystems and fire prevention.  The member for Vasse mentioned the indigenous 
inhabitants of Western Australia in the past.  They utilised fire for many reasons: hunting, regeneration of 
vegetation and fire protection.  I am extremely concerned about fire protection in many areas of Western 
Australia, particularly in the forest country.  The member for Warren-Blackwood has covered that very well.  
Since many forest areas have been closed, a lack of plant, equipment and manpower has become evident.  I am 
not very experienced in fighting fires in forested areas, but if fires can be tackled in the early stages with 
sufficient people and equipment, they can be nipped in the bud.  If a fire gets hold, it is a major problem.  There 
is also a lack of passable roads and quality firebreaks in those areas.  

I will talk about plantation timber.  I previously had my own real estate business and I sold a lot of land around 
Rocky Gully, south of Kojonup, and over to Boyup Brook.  Since those times a lot of the land has been sold for 
timber plantation.  All the farms that used to have firefighting equipment are now gone.  The land is now 
covered with plantation timber and there are no firefighting units, as there were in previous years.  There is a 
lack of on-the-ground equipment and manpower to tackle a fire, should one break out.  There is also a lack of 
firebreaks because farmers would create their own by burning around houses etc.  The number of firebreaks in 
those areas is very limited. 

I will also mention the Fire and Emergency Services Authority.  My old home town of Kojonup has a volunteer 
fire brigade.  Many farmers with good firefighting equipment will question whether they should upgrade their 
equipment or buy new equipment because they will be paying a levy to FESA to buy equipment for the town 
brigade.  That could see the downgrading of firefighting units in that area.  There are not as many farmers these 
days.  When I was involved in real estate I was with Elders for five years.  About 75 per cent of the farms we 
sold were to farmers who lived within a 40-kilometre radius of the farm for sale.  That means that there are not 
as many people in the region, not as much manpower and not as many firefighting units.  That is the reality. 

I will also speak on road verges.  Road verges are becoming a real fire hazard throughout country Western 
Australia, particularly in areas of my electorate on Albany Highway, where burning off no longer takes place.  
Main Roads only sprays along the edge of the road.  Overhanging trees are cut back.  Obviously, that has to 
happen.  When the material cut is very heavy, it is carted away.  However, in a lot of cases, the vegetation is 
thrown onto the verge, thus creating a further fire hazard.  It is of real concern.  A person cannot go in and burn 
those areas, many of which need to be looked at.  They need burning to reduce the hazard.  A highly respected 
shire counsellor in my region highlighted this to me recently.  We will shortly look at the situation, assess the 
road verges and determine what can be done.  We are approaching the holiday period when holiday-makers will 
be travelling, many of whom are not aware of the fire hazards.  Somebody might throw a cigarette out of a car 
window or stop and light a barbecue, and the next minute the verge will be on fire.  The farmers’ firebreaks will 
not cope with that because of the density of vegetation on the road verge.  It is a real problem, which has been 
overlooked and which grows as time passes.  This applies not only to Albany Highway.   

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders.   

House adjourned at 7.00 pm 

__________ 
 


