Submission to the Victorian Legislative Council

Inquiry into Fire Season Preparedness

Friends of the Gippsland Lakes Parks and Reserves (FOGL)
PO Box 128, Bairnsdale 3875

Prepared for FOGL by Nancy McMurray
secretary@fogl.org.au

17/06/16

FOGL has a broad base of supporters throughout the Gippsland Lakes and hinterland region who care
deeply about the environment, biodiversity and ecosystems. Our Mission is to strive to protect and
enhance the natural environment and biodiversity of the Gippsland Lakes area through research,
evidence-based submissions to government bodies, initiation of on-ground projects and engaging the
community through activities and education.

FOGL would like to address in particular three of your Terms Reference and add a special note about
a recent burn in our area in East Gippsland. We attach our Position Statement on Planned Burns (also
available on our website: www//fogl.org.au). All scientific references listed below are from that
Position Statement.

Term of Reference C: Overwhelming scientific evidence indicates that burning the bush any
distance from built assets will NOT protect those assets (#10.1521,2223.24,2526.27)  |f pegple want to feel
‘safe’ then perhaps they should be burning their own gardens and their own bush, not that of the
public, as there is some evidence that burning around a building immediately before a firefront may
afford some measure of protection?®. In many instances, people are simply living in fire-prone areas
where it is inadvisable. We should not be losing fauna habitat and biodiversity because of the
personal decisions of private individuals. Burning public land under the assumption that doing so will
protect private assets raises several important issues:

1) Public assets (land and habitat) appear to be undervalued

2) Many would argue that public assets should be valued over private assets

3) Many would argue that it is the public asset that should be protected

4) Scientific evidence does not support the assertion that burning the bush will protect assets
any distance from that bush.

Term of Reference D: There is substantial evidence — see much of David Lindenmayer’s work — that
burning the bush puts many species at risk (%4567:8910.11,12,13,1415,1617,18,30)  QOften gnimals that
survive the initial burn will subsequently die because of lack of food or shelter. It can take many years
for areas that have been burned to host returning animals and birds and some species never return.
Why would we want to do this to our biodiversity when burning the bush does not protect built
assets anyway?



Term of Reference E: There is substantial evidence that planned burns put many species of flora at
risk and may even contribute to greater fuel loads than would have been there had the area not
been burned (+316:19.27.283137)  There js evidence that current so-called ‘preventive’ burn practices may be
increasing our risk of fire.

MOORMURNG FLORA AND FAUNA RESERVE in East Gippsland

Public land that is burned belongs to ALL of us, and should be protected and managed for biodiversity
outcomes and the common good. So-called ‘preventive’ burning should not be allowed on public
land for the purpose of protecting private land, as the overwhelming scientific evidence indicates
burning the bush does NOT protect built assets. But that is just what has recently happened here in
East Gippsland, where a planned burn in Moormurng Flora and Fauna Reserve incinerated 163 HA of
extremely important habitat, including destroying many-old growth trees with large hollows. These
old trees with hollows cannot be replaced within a hundred years and their loss will have devastating
consequences to our local biodiversity.

Moormurng Flora and Fauna Reserve is a very special and important parcel of remnant bush that is
surrounded by farmland. It consists of Gippsland Red Gum Grassy Woodland, which is listed as a
Nationally Threatened Ecological Community under the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act 1999. This parcel of remnant bush is extremely important for its old-growth trees
that provide large nesting hollows for many of our native birds and animals. Almost all hollows in the
area are contained within Moormurng Flora and Fauna Reserve — there are few old trees in the
surrounding area that provide nesting hollows of any size, let alone the really large ones that are
needed by some of our native species. Itis also an area of bush that is struggling because of years of
illegal grazing and firewood collection.

This small but critical bit of remnant bush, only 930 HA, needs to be protected, not destroyed, but the
recent planned burn incinerated a significant part of its total area and it must be noted that there are
no wildlife corridors leading from Moormurng along which animals could disperse or escape a fire. A
visit to the burned site indicates this was not a mosaic burn; it was not a cool burn; it was an
extremely hot burn over a large area and there were no ecological reasons whatsoever for this burn.
According to the FOP, the reason for the burn was: ‘To provide protection to the adjacent private
property and assets by creating a fuel-reduced area which will reduce overall fire hazard in the
landscape to minimize the spread of bushfires.’

It appears to FOGL that under the current regime we are destroying critical habitat and putting our
precious biodiversity at risk under the misguided and unfounded assumption that doing so will
protect private property, when overwhelmingly the scientific evidence indicates burning the bush
will NOT achieve this protection. This seems seriously flawed and will lead to increased
environmental degradation. With regard to the issues flagged above under Terms of Reference C,

e Many would argue that it is wrong to value private assets over public assets, in this case,
Moormurng Flora and Fauna Reserve. A public asset such as Moormurng Flora and Fauna
Reserve, which contains critical habitat for our native species that would take hundreds of
years to replace, should be highly valued and placed above adjacent property.

e ltis the public asset that should be protected, not the private asset. In the case of
Moormurng Flora and Fauna Reserve, fire protection, such as slashing or fire breaks, should
perhaps take place outside its boundary fences in order to protect all its habitat and old-
growth trees. We shouldn’t be destroying significant sections of a valuable asset in order to
protect it.



There is clearly an urgent need to publicly address the misconception that fuel-reduction burns
protect built assets, as overwhelmingly, the scientific data do not support this.

If people adjacent to remnant bush feel unsafe, they should move. We should not be burning
precious habitat and destroying our biodiversity because someone feels unsafe. The public needs to
be educated and the government needs to be open and honest about what is actually happening. It
should be noted that over 30 old-growth trees with nesting hollows were found to have fallen in the
days immediately following the Moormurng burn. Thirty hollow-bearing trees have been lost. For
what? It will take hundreds of years for them to be replaced. Some species that have lost their
homes may never return. We cannot keep doing this.

The government needs to act to protect our biodiversity against practices that cause harm. We
need to move employees and resources away from burning the bush and into jobs that contribute
in a positive and meaningful way to enhancing our environment and biodiversity, such as fauna
monitoring, bush revegetation, track maintenance, community engagement and environmental
education regarding positive environmental behaviour. There is so much that could and should be
being done for our environment and those currently engaged in burning it could be redeployed in
roles that will protect and enhance the environment.

The government needs to be open and honest with the public and communicate in ways that will
replace ignorance and fear with understanding.

A public awareness campaign needs to be mounted that challenges, with scientific evidence, the
belief that planned burns protect communities and do no harm to wildlife and biodiversity.
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