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KICK-STARTING THE
ENVIRONMENT

CALM and CSIRO sc ien t is ts ,
supported by CRAE and local Aboriginal
communities, have been investigating
techniques forrehabil itating exploration
tracks. For example, fire has the potential
to accelerate the rehabilitation process.
CALM scientists and CRAE geologists
have observed that in some instances
exploration tracks in areas burnt by
wildfire quickly revegelated after rain,
and within a relatively short time had
become virtually invisible. Scientists
believedthiswas because of the combined
effects ofthe elementalagents fire, wind
and water.

A collaborative experiment has seen
CALM, CSIRO, local Aboriginal people
and CRAE join forces to investigate the
ro le  o f  f i re  in  rehab i l i ta t ing  o ld
exploration tracks in the Rudall River
area. When the processes are better
understood, it might well be possible to
use controlled fire to restore disturbed
areas to a full community of plants and
animals in a much shorter time. As well
as conservation benefits, managing fire
in this manner provides an oppo unity
forAboriginal people to participate in an
economic activity on their own terms,
while at the same time ensuring that
important connections with the land and
t rad i t iona l  sk i l l s  a re  fos te red  and
maintained.

Assisted by a nearby Aboriginal
community, several small experimental
fires were set in September 1992 to
rehabilitate old exploration tracks. The
s t ruc ture  and compos i t ion  o f  the
ve€etationwas measured before burning.
Immediately after the fires, sand traps

Other mineral discoveries in the region include the giant Telf€r gold
mine and the rich Nifty copper deposits north of the park. Along with other
important geological cluet these discoveries indicate an emerging world-
clas5 mineral province.

In close consultation with the Department of Conservation and Land

aAboue left A l ight touch: helicopters
I are used when mineral exploration
I sampling is carried out.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

lAbooe righl: Auger rig specially
I designed to reduce machinery impact
I on vegetation and animals.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

I Rrif l: Aerial view of f ire-induced
I vegetation patterns in Litt le Sandy
I Desert-
Photo - Jiri Lochman
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In the first few weeks after the small
experimental fireswere set to rehabilitate
the exploration tracks, hundreds of
tonnes ofsandandash, and thousands of
seeds that had accumulated beneath the
spinifex hummocks, were redistributed
by the wind. There was virtually no soil
or seed movement on unburnt areas.
Wind-blown soil and seed from the burnt
areas accumulated on the exploration
tracks, and the level ofthe soil surface on
the tracks increased by up to five
centimetres. The extent of sand driftaft er
the fires varied, depending on the clay
content of the soil, with most soil and
seed movement occurring on the sandy
soils. Wthin a short time, a firm crust
began to develop over the soil surface,
reducing further wind erosion ofsoil

Seeds blown by thewind and perhaps
prepared for germination by the heat of
the fire lie buried in the sand awaiting
the third and most critical element -
warer.

THE HEALING RAIN
Rainfall in the Great Sandy Desert is

enaticand, although the annual average
is about 200 mm, long droughts are not
uncommon. The timingandthe amount
of rain are critical to the germination
and development of seedlings. An
assessment  of  seedl ings on the
exploration trac|(s after oneyear revealed
that in the unburnt area there were no
established seedlings of spinifex and
shrubs, but in the bumt area therewere
numerous seedlings ofthese species. The
density and diversity ofseedlings on the
tracks in the burntareawere not as high
as was anticipated, but the low summer
rainfall probably contributed to this.

Deliberately setting fire io rehabi litate
areas disturbed by mining exploration,
or to create buffers against severe
wildfires, or to improve habitat, requires
a firm understanding ofthe way inwhich
fi re behaves - when the spinifexwill burn,
how rapidly the fire will spread and how
intense the firewill be. Wind and rain, for
example, affect the flammability of the
spinifex fuel. Further experiments are
planned for September 1994, when slnall
fires will be studied to develop models for
predicting fire behaviour.

This unique experiment has already
demonstrated that fire could play an
impotant role in rehabilitating areas
disturbed by mining in the arid zone.

I lop: Pebble-mound mous€ emerging
I from its nest in the Rudall River
I National Park.
Photo - Babs and Bert Wells

l,46oue: The Rudall River.

I 
Photo - Jiri Lochman

Future research will examine, in more
detail, the processes of soil movement
and seed dispersal on different soil and
vegetation types. Iffire is to be used in a
safe and controlled manner, it is essential
that the behaviouroffire under different
conditions of weather and fuel is well
understood. This knowledge can be used
in the planning and implementation of
mineral exploration activities throughout
the arid zone to further minimise the
impact of these activities and to
rehabilitate old exploration tracks.
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NATURE'S MEDICINE
JIM ARI'STRONG & MTE HOOPER

BOUNTIFUL BATALLING
GOROON FRIEND, KEITH MORBIS & CAROLYN THOMSON 16

HARVEST FROM THE SANKO
ANN STORRIE & GBEG POBAR

WOODLAND WONDERLAND
DAVID IT,IITCHELL & NIGEL HIGGS

10

23

Hand in hand with nature.
This brushtoil possum is just one of the
animals studied during fauna sumegs of
the Batalling Forest.
See page 16-

Lush uegetation and a welcoming smile
greet lou as gou arriue at Mt Hart
Homestead, the 'Oasis in the Leopolds'
See page 48.

Deep beneath the Southem Ocean lies
the wreck of the Sanko Harvest. ?trs
rotting hull is nou an artifrcial reef
attracting marine life and diaers alike.
See page 23.

Plantatiotrs of brown mallet in the
early 1900's began a chain of eaents
that resulted in the 'Woodland

Wonderland' of Drgandra. See pdge 28.
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Woylies prefer clumped, relatively open
vegetation with sandy soils that are easy
to dig. They are found, among other
places, at Batalling Forest and the
Dryandra Woodland. See stories on
pages 16 and 28.

The illustration is bU Philippa
Nikul xky.
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'Fire, Wind and Water', on page 42, tells
of recent research into the
rehabilitation of erploration trccks in
the Rudall Riuer area of the Little
Sandg Desert.
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