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n recent t imes, we have seen the issue
of  p rescr ibed burn ing  esca la le  in lu

one of the most divisive environmental
issues ever seen in the south west of
Western Australia. Many scientif ic
arguments have been presented both
for and againsi.

Until noN, very few people have
considered the viervs and knowledge of
the Nyungar people: the traditional
owners of the Boodja or country ln
question. But some may ask, why
should consideration be given to the
views of Aboriginal people?'.

Quite often, the misconception
arises that Nyungar people have litt le
knowledge or memory of land and its
processes, but nothing could be further
from the truth. The land of the south
west is the land that Nyungar culture
and cosmology spring from. We are of
this land, and this land is of us. It has
been that way for many tens of
thousands ofyears. Our knowledge base
and cultural identity is closely
intertwined with the land, and our
people-especially our elders sti l l
possess a vast pool of traditional

knowledge. This, combined with our
grou'ing self determination, means that
we are more able to successfully fulf i l
our obligations to care for country.
Obligations that are set out in our
Ngitting \or Dreaming, as it is more
commonly known): to care for the land
not only for ourselves, but for the sake
of the health of country and all that
l ives upon it.

We see this relationship as a
reciprocal one. If we take care of the
country and maintain its needs. it wil l
in turn take care of us-both on a
physical and spiritual level. We are
equal to u'hat exists on our land, we do
not have dominion over it, we are
simply custodians.

While the voracity of Fiuropean
settlement has destroyed much of our
land, there are sti l l  some major areas of
country (whether they are large tracts
or small but impodant sites) to which
we have a strong attachment. When it
comes to environmental issues (or, as
we term it, caring for countn,), the only
people on Nyungar land that have the
benefit of tens of thousands of years of
land management experience is us, the
Nyungar people. This is why we feel it is
important that our views are heard.

N\UNGARS AND FIRE
Before passing comment on

contemporary fire ideologies and
methods, it must be understood that
Nyungar people have used fire as one of
the main tools in caring for country for
tens of thousands of years. It has, ln
fact, been so integral to Nyungar land
management, that the land we all
inherit today is one that has been
shape,.l by us through our use of f ire.

I Preuious page

lMain: Firc has been a feature of the
I south-\a,est of Auslralia for thuusand"
of years. Intensely hot f ires can do
tremendous damage to the land, but
cooler burns (see inset) can promote
growth and protect habitat.
trlain photo Brett Dennis/Lochman
Transparencies. Inset photo - Jiri l,ochman

I Lcfl: Hol f ires such as this ov<r large
I slyelches of counlnr can have delrimental
I effects on rl l sections of the forest
depleting the seed stock and promoting
germination that is too intense, destroying
ground cover, and destroying canopy and
the fauna that is associated with it.
Photo -  J i r i  Lochman
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: : LAND MANAGERS AT  WORK

While travel l ing from the Albany Distr ict to Perth in November 1830, John Lort Stokes
wrote that:

"On our way we met a party of natives engaged in burning the bush, which they do in
sections each year. The dexterity with which they manage so proverbially a dangerous
agent as f ire is indeed astonishing. Those to whom this duty is especial ly entrusted, and
who guide or stop the running f lames, are armed with large green boughs, with which,
i f  i t  moves in a wrong direct ion, they beat i t  out .  .  I  can conceive no f iner subject for
a picture than a party of these swarthy beings engaged in kindl ing, moderating and
directing the destructive element, which under their care seems almost to change i ts
nature, acquir ing as i t  were, complete doci l i ty, instead ofthe ungovernable fury we are
accustomed to ascribe to i t  Dashing through the thi(k underwood. amidst volumes of
smoke-their dark active l imbs and excited features burnished by the f ierce glow of
the f ire-they present a spectacle which rarely fal ls to our lot to behold, and of which
it  is impossible to (onvey any adequate idea with words."

for u,allabies and quokka (\\,here they
sti l l  exist), and thickets, such as the
Wattan or spearwood thickets of the
south coast, spring to mind.

The vegetation in these areas needs
a high germination rate so that it grou's

in extremely dense siands. After around
l0 lo  l5  yer rs .  th (  s tanJs  onen and beg in
to lose their structure. At this point. a
hot f ire is required to re start the cycle
and promote ne\\' growth. The need to
protect these areas from cool f ires
during this cycle is extremely important,
because they can kil l  the thickets before
a good seed bed has re developed. If this
happens, the vegetation and habitats
they provide are lost.

These are but a brief outl ine of ftre
types and uses, and only a very small
portion of the knorvledge base that
exists. There are many other types of
fire, such as those used for game drives,
protection of upper canopy species, and
making particular root crops more
palatable. Each has its olvn set of rules
thal must be follou<,.1. AnLl each is
strongly dependent on the type of
country and its particular needs.

CONTEMPOR{RY FIRE
In all cases, when a Nyungar's

perspective is given, it is based on a
traditional l i festyle and knorvledge. We
often come under the crit icism that
these are no longer relevant viewpoints,
because we no longer l ive fully
traditionals l ifestyles and have no need
to pursue traditional methods.

There are mrny reasons rr,hy this is
not the case, but what is most relevant
here, is that upon the cessation of
Nyungar land management practices,

dramatic changes occur to the land. Up
until 20 or 30 years ago, Nyungar land
management practices, which involved
frequent cool f ires over much of the
countrl, u,ere maintained to a large
extent by the cattlemen of the south
coast. They used the skil ls shared wrth
them at the time of settlement, \\,hen a
major part of the rural work force was
Nyungar people. In the last few decades,
horvever, we have u,itnessed some parts

I A eool hurn-this lype ui l irr Llors nol
I damage Lrpper hyers o[ the forest, irnd
I if performed corre(tly, leavei seed hed,
fauna and country intact.
Pholo IJennis Sarson/ l^ , (hmJn l iJnsl ' , rencies
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