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This SBMP review process is a good opportunity to finally put aside reliance on 
ineffective, impracticable and costly practices which have been a feature of some media 
coverage in both the local and national press. These practices include: 

• emphasis on (prescription) burning of large areas of the landscape and  

• dependence on heavy plant access to all areas of the NNP. 

These practices offer scant and dubious protection to the ACT community and have the 
very real potential to seriously damage all the environmental assets of the NNP at a 
time when the impact of climate change is already being felt.  

A bushfire management plan must be based on sound fire physics, a good 
understanding of the pattern of fuel/vegetation dynamics across the landscape and 
clearly enunciate achievable management objectives including environmental 
outcomes.  The environmental outcomes should include an accounting of contributions 
to greenhouse gases and climate change through prescription burning. 

Purpose of the Namadgi section of the SBMP 

• The plan should provide high level planning for fire management in Namadgi 
National Park which: 

o aligns with the Namadgi Plan of Management and recognises the 
purposes, values and strategies of park management set out in that plan. 

o aligns with the fire planning and management strategies for the Australian 
Alpine National Park particularly the fire management principles which 
have already been agreed to by the ACT. 

o aligns with fire planning and management across the ACT and with fire 
planning in surrounding areas of NSW 

• The SBMP should set out the principles, information and strategies which will 
inform and co-ordinate planning and implementation of more detailed plans and 
strategies. The current SBMP is too prescriptive at this detailed level to maintain 
its effectiveness eg: 

o the fire management zones do not accurately reflect the vegetation, 
geology, slope and soil types at their level of detail  so  applies wholesale 
fuel reduction targets across complex and strongly differentiated 
ecological zones. The maps need to be significantly upgraded and this is 
best done at a more detailed level of planning e.g Plans of management 
and the Bushfire Operational Plans (BoP’s).  

• The SBMP needs to recognise the role of fire in a national park as opposed to a 
built or rural environment (where hazard assessment and risk mitigation focus on 
built assets). The plan needs to outline the different thinking required for fire 
management in protected areas  eg: 

o prescribed burning in a rural zone is designed to protect built assets; in a 
national park, the assets being protected are the ecological communities 
being burnt. 



o all fires in a built environment are suppressed whereas in a national park 
natural fire is part of the cycle. Yet too-frequent fires can kill off a species, 
reduce a community’s fire resilience and even promote growth of a more 
flammable understorey. Fire management therefore requires careful and 
accurate tracking of fire regimes across the park and withholding or 
suppressing fire according to this record, rather than artificial (dubious?) 
fuel load estimations. 

• The SBMP objectives and outcomes must include environmental goals and must 
monitor the sustainability of fire management activities over the life of the plan.  

Fire Management Principles 

These should be based on the fire management principles for the Australian Alpine 
National Park which have already been agreed to by the ACT and recognise that: 

• while protection of life and assets are fundamental to any bushfire plan, 
Namadgi’s assets are its natural and cultural heritage. The plan should ensure: 

o its ecological communities are protected as is its role as the primary 
source of Canberra’s water supply; 

o the built assets of the park and its cultural heritage are protected; and 

o the strategies designed to manage fire within the park include mitigating 
the risk of fire from the park impacting on the park’s neighbours and vice 
versa. 

• accurate records must be kept of all fires within the park, particularly noting the 
impact of prescribed burning and back burning. Regular assessment must be 
made of the efficacy of such techniques and training provided to avoid continuing 
damage from planned fire. 

• fire management in Namadgi  is aligned with  sound environmental management 
strategies supported by scientific research and proven park management 
expertise. 

• the SBMP should be based on flexible, minimum impact strategies and  permit 
the more detailed plans to adapt to new strategies when and as they become 
available.  

• training for all departmental and RFS staff, from management to volunteers, 
should include appropriate training on the ecological and catchment values of 
Namadgi. 

Natural Fire Management strategies 

• Fire management strategies to suppress natural fires need to expand beyond 
prescribed burning and reliance on heavy vehicle access to deliver fire fighting 
capacity to remote areas.  

• Namadgi is sufficiently well served with public roads, management roads and fire 
trails to be able to now focus on fast, flexible, minimum impact techniques as the 
preferred response to natural fires.  

• The SBMP needs to respond to current  and emerging techniques of which 
remote area fire fighting, lightning strike detectors and  sophisticated aerial 
response facilities have already been proven.  



o Our neighbouring national parks have developed effective fire responses, 
often with more limited resources, which provide good examples of such 
strategies.  

Prescribed burning strategies 

The current draft of the SBMP has set up unsustainable standards for prescribed 
burning, particularly in the Landscape Division zone of Namadgi National Park. It also 
maps out a fire trail plan which relies unduly on heavy vehicle access thereby 
compounding the long term damage to the park.  

• The current plan relies on establishing low fuel areas through frequent prescribed 
burning to ‘calm’ natural fires when they do occur. This has been an article of 
faith for some decades yet there is clear evidence that the role of prescription 
burning in reducing the impact of wildfires is heavily dependant on the type of 
fire, weather and state of the vegetation at the time of the fire rather than the 
history of prescribed burning.   

• The plan needs to adopt relevant research already available, which ranges from 
the work done by Professor David Lindenmayer on the role of forest floor litter in 
retaining moisture in forests and so reducing flammability, to that done by Paul 
Zborowski and Ted Edwards on the breakdown of leaf litter by moth larvae which 
are destroyed by prescribed burning and the consequences for fuel build-up as a 
result of their loss. 

• The new plan needs to incorporate new research as results become available, eg 
current work to establish more detailed understanding of the flammability of 
different ecological communities under different weather and fire circumstances 
being carried out by Phil Zylstra. 

• Prescriptions of hazard reduction need to be more flexible than the current plan 
which defines extremely low tolerance levels for fine fuels and ignore work such 
as that done by Dr. Roger Good which correlates slope stability with the level of 
fine litter. If carried out as specified in the current plan, prescribed burning in the 
park would cause serious erosion of the many steep ridges which are only kept 
stable by low vegetation and litter. 

• It is essential that the current definitions of “target overall fuel hazard and fuel 
break standards” are referred to the more detailed planning level which then 
takes account of: 

o detailed mapping of geology, soil type, slope, vegetation, riparian areas and 
possible erosion zones; 

o recent research which more accurately predicts fire intensity than older 
modelling; and 

o a more sustainable time dimension to prescribed burning – the current 
prescriptions do not allow for the effect of frequency of burning on different 
vegetation types and the capacity to either promote more fire fuel with the 
growth of woody weeds or destroy species with too-frequent burning. 

• Prescribed burning needs to be carried out only where it is appropriate to the 
ecological values of the area, where it contributes to the development of 
sustainable vegetation communities and is significant to the overall goals of fire 
management.  

• The plan should build public confidence in more effective fire management 
strategies which are not so heavily reliant on prescribed burning. The current 



plan actually supports public perception that prescribed burning is the only 
effective weapon to reduce the impact of wildfire and so sets up a continuing 
‘blame game’ in the event of an unplanned fire.  

Fire trails 

In various enquiries into the 2003 fires heavy emphasis has been placed on increased 
access to all areas of Namadgi by tanker or float standard fire tracks. An extensive 
network of such roads have been built, re-opened or upgraded throughout the park over 
the past four years. The new bushfire management plan now needs to leave planning of 
additional access to the more detailed planning level, taking into account that: 

• Tanker and float standard fire tracks have a specific but not exclusive role to play 
in fire fighting. They cannot provide access to all areas of the park and there are 
other tested strategies available for using on-ground fire fighting personnel in 
remote areas of the park. 

• Evidence gathered by NPA over the past four years shows we have reached the 
point at which the cost/benefit relationship of new fire tracks has ceased to 
benefit the park.  

• These tracks are more likely to be used for fire lighting, not fire fighting. They 
provide such easy access that they become the default area for prescribed 
burning and so work against the more effective pattern of mosaic burning. 

o An assessment of fire track impact on an area therefore must go beyond 
the issues of erosion, feral plants and animal access etc to consideration 
of the impact of this additional fire burden on communities in proximity to 
the proposed new roads. 

• Fire tracks should be maintained in a manner which limits weed spread, 
erosion/sedimentation and illegal access. It is not necessary to keep all tracks in 
a  mineral earth state at all times and the plan should allow for certain tracks to 
re-vegetate with grasses and low herbs so they may be re-opened for use 
quickly. 

• Some tracks should be re-classified into less invasive tracks which can still 
provide access for vehicles which are more appropriate to the terrain, eg small 
graders and quad bikes. 

Recommendations of the Coronial enquiry 

Recommendations 32 – 37 from the Coronial enquiry made specific reference to a 
review of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan. The government’s response to 
those recommendations made clear that it considers that most of those 
recommendations have already been met and that the remaining issues would be 
examined in the context of the proposed review. There is no government commitment to 
building new fire tracks in addition to those already built, nor to controversial proposals 
such as imposing Landscape Division Zone burn strategies on the Land Management 
Zone.  


