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The institutionalised development of fire management strategies in the Northem
Territory (NT) is a relatively recent activity and was originally largely based on an
element of intuition. Strategies have since evolved through the combined process
of direct management experience, input from research and adoption of new
technology.

Fire management strategies at work in the NT vary widely in the quality and
quantity of their information bases, the level of planning detail and the
complexity of management practices. Preparation of fire management plans does
not take place under a single planning model. However, all strategies in the
fire-prone Territory landscape are guided by, or have as their starting point, a few
basic principles. The comment must be made that lack of sophistication does not
squate with lack of effectiveness. Aboriginal strategies, as described by numerous
authors, lacked all the material trappings of current strategies in terms of data
bases and predictive models but were most effective in maintaining a stable
landscape over a period of 30 000 years.

This paper provides an overview of the background against which the broad
recommendations for fire management have been developed in the Northern
Territory. The second section of the paper briefly outlines the more salient
strategic fire management activities of the Conservation Commission of the
Northern Territory.

Extent of "Conservation Lands" in the Northern Territorv and the
Responsibility for Fire Management

The Northern Territory landscape has not had a complex land-use pattern. The
major land-use categories arc those related to Aboriginal activities, grazing and
conservation, with tourism superimposed over all three. All these land-uses are
either wholly dependent or closely linked in material and intangible ways to the
native vegetation cover. The dependence of major land-uses on native vegetation
adapted to fire creates a requirement for the managed application of fire over
much of the Northern Territory.

The legislative framework for strategic planning of fire management activities in
the NT is provided by the NT Bushfires Act 1980, the NT Conservation
Commission Act, and the Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 1980.
The Bushfires Act (1980) provides the authority to prcvent and control bushfires
in the NT to the NT Bushfires Council (BFC), a statutory organisation but
administratively attached to the Conservation Commission. The BFC provides
extension services to the major landholders in the NT (ie pastoralists and
Aboriginal). The Northern Territory Conservation Commission Act has the
promotion of conservation and protection of the natural environment throughout
the Northern Territory as ths initial item in its statement of functions.

The Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act, 1980 provides for the
prepamtion of plans of management to ensure proper management of parks and
reserves. While there are no specific provisions under the Act relating to
prescribed burning, any fire management activities must bo carried out in
accordance with the management plan.

Where no plans of management exist the Commission is authorised to perform
its function to preserve and protect the park or reserve. This also provides a basis
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the predominant open forest and woodland comprise monsoon forest, paperbark
and seasonal swamp forests. Descriptions of the floristics, structure and
distribution of Top End vegetation can be found in Christian and Stewart (1953)
and Storey (1969, 1976). A simple description of fuel dynamics is outlined by
Cheney (1979) and Hoare (1985).

Within the area of monsoonal influence "fire is an integral pan of the
environment for its appearance in many plant communities is annual and it
comes as surely as the rain of the wet season monsoon" (Stocker and Mon 1981).
However, information on fire patterns for the "Top End" is available only for a
few areas (Day 1985) and consequently no comprehensive annual statistics on
total area bumt or individual fire size exist. Hoare (1985) describes broad fire
patterns as dictated by climate and fuel state for Top End forests and woodlands.

Stocker (1966) recorded observations on Aboriginal and European use of fire
and the effect on selected olant communities in the NT. He also made broad
recommendations for fire management in the Top End and the lower rainfall
areas of the NT. Stocker's basic observations and recommendations are found in
all subsequent literature dealing with fire effects and recommendations for
management in the Top End.

The major determinants of vegetation distribution in coastal regions are
moisture availability in the dry season and the degree of flooding (soii oxygen
supply) in the wet season. These two factors are strongly influenced by
topographic position and soil type ie vegetation is closely aligned to landform and
soil type (Bowman 1987).

However, within the open forest/woodlands of the Top End, Hoare et al (1980),
had as one of its main aims, the provision of quantitative information on the
fire/vegetation interaction to those responsible for land management in the Top
End. The key recommendations based on their findings were:

(a) a system of planned fire management be adopted;

(b) early dry season biennial fires be adopted for large area hazard reduction;
and

(c) fires of low intensity with flame height of less than 1.5 m be applied in the
early part of the dry season and at intervals between three and five years to
obtain optimal vegetation and habitat development.

The Centre

The climate of central Australia is characterised by extreme variability of rainfail,
both seasonally and annually. Droughts occur seasonally and annually with
durations from less than one year to fifteen years. Pluvial periods occur between
droughts but are usually of short duration.

The vegetation of the NT's arid zone has been described by Perry (1960). A
simple description of fuel type, dynamics and fire pattern in four broad
fuel/vegetation areas is contained in Griffin et al (7983). Area bumt and number
of frres was correlated with three vears of cumulative antecedent rainfall. In the
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The product of this rcsearch effort is a system that rapidly accosses and collates
information for decisions on wildfire or prescription buming in spinifex areas
and to vary^ing degrees in other fuel types in the southem part of the NT beiow
latitude 20"S.

As an extension of the above collaborati're study a fire management strategy was
developed for Uluru and was published in a booklet titled "Anticipating the
inevitable: a patch-bum strategy for Uluru (Ayers Rock - Mt Olga) National
Park" (Saxon 1984). Proposed patch burns were located in concentric zones
around selected fire sensitive segments of the park. l,ocations and prescriptions
for patch burning were based on examination of fuel loading, maturity of
vegetation and fire behaviour in twenty-one land units, and an additional number
of facets within land units.

The actual implementation is left to park managers. While the strategy has been
applied on the $ound at Uluru the development of this strategy can be regarded
as a research project.

The approach certainly provides a guide for the development of strategies in
other areas. However, the resources and expertise used to assemble the data
bases on which the strategy was developed are not available to those responsible
for fire management on other lands in the centre.

The "Fire Management Manual for Parks and Reserves in Central Australia"
(Preece 1987) presents a formal framework for planning and controlling fire
management on a large number of diverse parks. The manual details planning
activities in three phases: pre-burning preparation, implementation, and
post-burning action. Planning in the pre-burning phase involves the
identification of rare and endangered species, fire sensitive communities,
communities at a desired stage of seral development and location of patch burns
to protect the above communities and prevent the loss of the entle park area in
one fire event, (usually done on the basis of fuel loads). The actual buming is
carried out under the supervision of staff with long term local fire knowledge.

Planning of patch buming activities on parks is done on an annual basis.
However, the desirability of adopting a longer planning horizon is recognised.

Fire Management Strategies in the Top End

Aerial Burning in the Top End

An annual program of aerial buming is conducted by the Bushfire Council on
pastoral properties, Aboriginal lands, and CCNT parks and reserves in
accordance with park fire management plans.

The annual program cannot be tightly prescribed because of logistical
considerations and annual variation in fuel curing rates from region to region.
The flexibility of the program is one of its main strengths. The program has been
established over a period of twenty years and staff associated with it have
developed a high level of expertise in its execution. In particular, this expertise
coupled with the local landholders knowledge of fuel curing rates, identifies the
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