IMPACTS OF ALTERED FIRE REGIME ON HEALTH AND MANAGEMENT OF
TUART FORESTS

Abstract
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Fire histories reconstructed from Grasstree fire scars for Tuar forests have
confirmed historical and anecdotal evidence that aboriginal burning practices
maintained the open grassy tuart savannahs prior to European Settlement in the
1800’s. The fire regimes were characterised by very frequent, patchy fires that were
short enough to kil emerging woody seedlings, and mild enough not to stimulate
germination of deeply buried seed, whilst encouraging regeneration of grasses. The
frequent burning was maintained to a variable degree by European grazing leases
until upto 1960’s when the Yalgorup National Park was declared.

The change in fire regimes has resulted in the replacement of the Tuart savannahs to
one that is dominated by more or less dense understorey of peppermint and/or
banksias, and a lack of tuart regeneration. This change appears to have begun to
occur since the 1850’s, which coincided with the demise of the Aboriginal traditional
burning. Since 1960, substantial parts of Yalgorup National Park have not been
burnt for 20 to 40 years.

The increase in density of peppermint understorey may have resulted either as a
reduction in frequent, low intensity fires, leading to a period of irregular and severe
fires in some areas. These wildfires would have promoted woody understorey
thickets. The exclusion of fire will also result in establishment and further
development of peppermint seedlings and rootstock.

The dense woody understorey impacts on tuart overstorey through increased
competition for moisture and nutrient, thereby affecting the vigour and heaith of the
standing trees, and preventing establishment of tuart seedlings.

Fire Management and understorey treatment options for the maintenance of tuart are
discussed. These include the mechanical removal of peppermint and the
regeneration of tuart seedlings without significant disturbance of standing tuart trees.
Future fire management options may depend on whether to maintain a tuart
savannah or to allow the woody understorey to re-establish to present condition.

There is a need for urgent decision-making and action because recent severe insect
attack is seriously limiting the opportunities for successful re-establishment and
maintenance of a healthy tuart ecosystem.
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