
 

 

 
Fighting fire with fire 
 
Rain has finally arrived but we 
arenõt out of the (grey box grassy) 
woods yet when it comes to 
bushfire. In Australiaõs worst 
bushfire season on record we may 
yet escape for another season. 
But for how long? Waite 
Conservation Reserve is long 
unburnt, highly fire -prone grassy 
woodland surrounded on three 
sides by more of the same.  
 
A bushfire in the reserve is 
inevitable. An increasingly hotter, 
drier climate will only heighten 
the inevitability and worsen the 
ou tco me .  The  U n i ve rs i t y 
undertakes routine annual 
slashing of tracks and boundaries 
to mitigate fire risk but this 
cannot hope to stave off a fire of 
any reasonable magnitude. To 
address this, the University is 
currently in discussion with fire 
management officers and fire 
ecologists from the Department 
for Environment and Water to 
potentially undertake prescribed 
burning in the reserve as early as 
spring this year.  
 
Fire is a double -edged sword. On 
the one hand it can obliterate 
infrastructure, native plants, 
animals, and human lives. On the 
other, fire can be an important 
too l  fo r  resto rat ion  and 
maintenance of biodiversity and 
managing the risk of plant and 
animal extinctions. Australian 
landscapes have evolved with it. 
Aboriginal people used fire for 
millennia including, it would 
appear, in the reserve (see FWCR 
Newsletter 23, Autumn 2012).  
 

Prescribed burns bring risks and 
controversy. Some plants and 
animals are sensitive to fire and 
may decline. Some weeds such as 
African daisy are fire responders 
and will boom. Herbivores, 
especially our abundant kangaroo 
population may suppress or kill 
regenerating plants. Heaven 
forbid, the ôcontrolledõ burn could 

escape, although careful planning 
and management should prevent 
this.  
 
But strategic use of fire also has 
its rewards and opportunities. 
Prescribed burns may:  
¶ reduce fuel loads in key 

areas to help manage the 
scope and severity of 
bushfires in the reserve and 
for surrounding neighbours  

¶ promote regeneration of fire -
adapted native plants and 
renew vigour in others  

¶ create a mosaic of differing -
aged plant communities to 
break up the landscape and 
provide resilience against a 
single catastrophic fire event  

¶ provide opportunities to 
create understorey in 
disturbed areas by pre -fire 
seeding  

¶ assist control of particular 
weeds using post - f i re 
prescriptions.  

 
Careful planning and oversight of 
any proposed burn will be 
essential to manage the risks. 
Monitoring of plant and animal 
responses will also be critical to 
maximise the benefits and inform 
possible future burns.  
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Editorõs note: For a recent discussion 

on the history of fire in Australia, lis-

ten to  the ABC Rear Vision program 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-10/fires-
bushfires-in-australia-history-lessons-for-
future/11937652 
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Since the last newsletter, Clint and Charlie 

have been working on the Waite Loop trail 
near to the Netherby Lookout.  If you were to 

walk south from the lookout, you would 
come to a very steep set of Permapine steps. 

These were a hazard especially in the wet. As 
proof of this, Clint saw a lady take a fall on 

them while he was doing the re -routing work 
nearby. Fortunately it was only her pride 

that was injured.  
 

A new alignment was chosen which follows 

the contour more closely, and thereby  
reduces the grade.  15 steps were built and 

put into place. In one place a rock wall was 
built to provide support for the new trail. 15 

metres of terracing has been done and a mix 
of dolomite gravel and sand has been carried 

in to create a more level walking surface.  
 

Beyond this area, on the north side of  
Netherby Gully, there were several points 

where the existing trail was collapsing.  
Retaining timber work has been placed and 

dolomite sand has been laid to level the 
track. Dolomite sand is used, because once it 

has been wet, it self -cements and as a result 
is much slower to erode.  Four extra steps 

Some of the new steps near Netherby Lookout.  
Photo: Clint Garrett  

 Waite Loop Works - Sheoak Loop Update 

have been built in that section to improve 

safety.  
 

On 18 th  December we received a  
Communities Environment Program Grant of 

$4063 from the Commonwealth Government. 
This money has been used to pay for the cost 

of signage and steps on the Sheoak Loop 
trail. Staff from the office of Nicolle Flint MP, 

Member for Boothby, have been helpful in 
progressing the grant and following up on 

issues where needed.  
 

This work is already proving its worth as the 
old track over Quartz Hill is re -vegetating  

because walkers now use the new trail rather 
than walking through the sensitive areas of 

Quartz Hill. There has also been positive 
feedback from walkers who have used the 

new trail.  

More than 200 metres of terracing like this has been 
done on the Sheoak Loop. Photo: Clint Garrett  
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