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Fire in the bully

by Katherine Wilson

Endangered greater glider. Photograph by Justin Cally

Does a macho culture of bush use influence policymakers
to override science and safety concerns, and ignore
Indigenous counsel, in bushfire management?

Five women saw it in tandem: a black box in the understorey of Wombat State Forest in
Dja Dja Wurrung Country, central Victoria. In their years surveying wildlife, the women
had been shot at and found weird stuff, but nothing like this.

Schlepping lure baits and infrared cameras, they approached the box, whose dimensions
looked sinister. A gun safe, maybe? Nah, more like a coffin.

The women checked GPS coordinates and discussed calling police. “But reception was
weak,” recalls environmental scientist Robyn Tarrant. That sun-drenched Tuesday in
autumn 2024, she was monitoring tree hollows in the area, which was slated for a state-
sanctioned burn. Recurring court judgements had found that the state was flouting laws
protecting near-extinct species, and here by Dales Creek these included brush-tailed
phascogales, marsupials that “have state government money allocated to save them, but
the state’s own departments are burning crucial habitat”, says Tarrant.

The box was heavy. “No one was game to open it,” Tarrant says. If they disturbed it,
would they contaminate a crime scene? Grabbing a stick, she prised open its lid, and the
women held their breath. Sunlight illuminated two feet, clothed in white Bonds socks.
“We’re going: ‘It’s a body!’” Its legs were lifeless but tanned, its fingernails French-
manicured. The body’s small-waisted, naked torso had oddly protruding breasts and
vulva. Wedged between the body’s thighs and placed atop three wigs (blonde, red,
brunette) was its decapitated bald head, along with assembly and operating instructions.

Among conservationists, the dumped animatronic sex doll provoked a salvo of double
entendres about a sector known as “bush users”, who hold powerful sway over Australia’s
bushfire policy. Union-affiliated and sovereign-citizen-hued, bush users assert offroad
rights to “free camping, dogs (as companions, dog sleds etc), horse and motorbike riding,
4WD, hunting, fishing, prospecting, firewood collection”, according to the “Bush Users
United” Facebook page. Another bush user group of 70,000 on the climate-denying “No
Greens” Facebook page, declares: “It’s about protecting our Bush, with REAL
Conservation initiatives, NOT RADICAL GREEN LIES, for Political gain.” Bush user
groups have sought to include females with events such as “Boars & Babes” competitions,
run by Bacon Busters magazine and promoting bikinied women holding guns over
trophied pig carcasses, but members remain mostly men. Vocal ones can be verified as
logging and fire-management workers for state bodies.

In policy and on the forest floor, bush user entitlements routinely ride roughshod over
nature enthusiasts: wildlife rescuers, birdwatchers, community walking and Landcare
groups, researchers, tourists, First Nations land stewards and 80 per cent of polled
Australians who support national parks.

There is, for instance, the Yorick Piper connection. He’s Victorian Premier Jacinta Allan’s
husband, a game hunter and a former Construction, Forestry and Maritime Employees
Union official, credited with introducing fishing kits into every Grade 5 classroom, and
blamed for influencing hunting laws that scientists say increase bushfire risk.

There is union boss Michael O’Connor, who claimed loggers were “victimised” by green
elites, and whose CFMEU reportedly funded a decade-long “elaborate covert campaign to
spy on and sabotage environmental groups” and “infiltrate political parties”. There’s Troy
Gray, the Victorian Electrical Trades Union secretary who reportedly “threatened to halt
major infrastructure projects if hunting restrictions are introduced”. 

There are celebrity proponents such as Mick Harrington, a Gippslander who competed in
Channel 7’s The Voice. To Harrington, proposals to turn state forests into national parks –
which are kinder to wildlife and sterner on hunters and loggers – amount to warfare. “We
will not stand by while our communities and families are attacked” by “agenda-driven
‘science’ … that threatens [our] existence,” Harrington wrote on Forest & Wood
Communities Australia, a site urging bush users to “fight against malicious workplace
activism… funded by corporate activism”.

There are gerontocrats in major political parties, including former federal Liberal forestry
minister Wilson Tuckey, who turned 90 last year. “Iron Bar” Tuckey reportedly earnt his
nickname for bashing an Aboriginal man with a steel pipe, and continues to blame
“greenies” for causing Australia’s bushfires – a disinformation campaign maintained by
bush users.

The only evidence suggesting bush users were responsible for the sex doll was its off-road
circumstance. Yet to land justice advocates, its dumping typified bush user provocations.
More, its discovery by wildlife advocates revealed a paucity of surveying by Forest Fire
Management Victoria (FFMVic), which burned this site based on a belief that broadscale,
state-planned forest burns reduce the spread of bushfire. It’s a belief that sits uneasily with
a large body of evidence showing the opposite.

Having spread like the proverbial wildfire, the sex-doll story was first shared with me in
Toolangi State Forest, east of Melbourne, where Wurundjeri and Taungurung countries
meet, by a woman named Aawa, who said: “You may be noticing a gender issue in the
forest space. Forest-destroying jobs are predominantly male and paid; forest care is
predominantly female and unpaid.” Her forest literacy included parsing distinct patterns
of “scuffing” on trees which signpost their animal inhabitants – but Aawa’s university
training was in classical music. “Masters of flute performance,” she told me, which may
account for her skill mimicking the call of a yellow-bellied glider – convincing enough for
one to respond in kind.

She’d invited me to this forest after she happened upon “The fire cult”, my 2019 essay
published in Overland, which documented the violent, kink-inflected narratives inscribed
into Australia’s forests, exemplified in the official names loggers had assigned to Victoria’s
burnt logging coupes: Teen Spirit. Blowhard. Harpie. Cougar. Dirty Days. Party Thrills.
Bone Crusher. Browny. Get Lucky. Gun Slinger. Big Fella. Whopper. Muffin. Poke.
Lucifer. Wicked. Satan. Warhead. Commando. Ducks Guts. Party Nuts. Troll. Dagger.
Slingshot. Catapult. Bullet Proof. Mixed Crystal. Junker…

Aawa wasn’t the first to contact me about the essay – a senior fire ecologist told me that a
term it described, “pyrowanker”, had entered the research sector lexicon. The term refers
to the sexual gratification some state-employed or contracted fire managers are alleged to
enjoy from lighting forest fires. Some had deployed incendiaries from helicopters onto
highland logging coupes and photographed their exploding plumes, comparing the size of
their smoke columns on Facebook. I’d collected screenshots of these for the Overland
essay: “a catalogue of money shots. ‘Look at mine,’ boasts one; ‘I’ll raise you mine,’ another
replies; ‘Look, you can see my column all the way from Melbourne!’”

Aawa met me with two other women from Kinglake Friends of the Forest: president Sue
McKinnon and secretary Rosie Storey (who showed me the soft Calochlaena dubia fern,
which, unlike its doppelganger bracken, struggles to find purchase in forest that has been
degraded by state-managed burns). McKinnon and Storey are important figures in
Australia’s volunteer force of citizen scientists, whose work has enabled a series of
successful litigations against the state. These cases concern forestry practices including
burning and logging (the two are practised in conjunction).

Toolangi State Forest. Photograph by Katherine Wilson 

Such lawsuits are continuing in Victoria, and similar ones in New South Wales recently
saw 29 charges laid against the state’s Forestry Corporation. “We hold the highest
standards in our data collection,” Aawa said. “The Supreme Court found no fault in our
data. By contrast, the government’s data is often shit.” In a 2023 injunction that
community groups won to protect gliders, Justice Richards found that Victoria’s scientific
evidence was “at best, preliminary hypotheses” based on “no more than a data dump” that
“didn’t correspond” with its other evidence.

So far, the women have run four David versus Goliath forestry cases, and have informed
many others across Australia. Bush users frequently blame these cases for causing
bushfires and closing down the native logging industry, though demand for its leading
product, pulp for white copy paper, tanked with the ascent of digital documentation.
New South Wales’s loss-making Forestry Corporation is in crisis and the equally
profligate VicForests is defunct, but lawsuits continue to mount as assaults against
Australia’s forests have escalated to “a whole new level of shitfuckery”, one litigant told
me. Victorian advocates say the logging industry’s missionary zeal has transitioned into
FFMVic, which overrides nature laws to conduct stealth-logging in the name of bushfire
management.

How so? The women explained two categories of felling and clearing: Strategic Fuel
Breaks (SFBs) and Other Fuel Breaks (OFBs). By July 2023, Victoria had around 1500
kilometres of SFBs planned, but when the state claimed to halt native logging in 2024, six
years before its 2030 deadline, it scheduled another 6000 kilometres of SFBs for felling.
Each up to 40 metres wide, snaking through forests like epic wind-tunnel autobahns,
these expanses are equivalent to those six years of logging areas allocated to VicForests,
whose contractors had been assured by Environment Minister Steve Dimopoulos that
“similar volumes of forest and fire management work as previous years will be made
available” with “new funding”, according to East Gippsland Nationals MP Tim Bull.

The government didn’t respond to questions about this, but ministerial diaries reveal
that, in December 2023, Dimopoulos held meetings on successive days with VicForests,
FFMVic and Australian Forests Contractors Association, and his office confirmed that
support for native wood pulp and downstream industries – representing up to 16,000 jobs
– to transition to other industries had reached $1.5 billion so far. This is in contrast to the
$380 million in federal funds for around 40,000 workers who transitioned out of
Victorian and South Australian car manufacturing jobs.

The state is also logging undocumented expanses of OFBs. In Warburton Environment Inc v
VicForests, a 2022 case that ruled the state had illegally logged areas that were home to
endangered tree geebungs, Victoria’s Department of Energy, Environment and Climate
Action admitted documentation of OFBs had “not been maintained” nor had the clearing
of these fuel breaks been “formally recorded”. DEECA estimated that there were
“approximately 350 OFBs in the Central Highlands”, but “the full number of OFBs is still
unknown”.

The government didn’t respond specifically to questions about whether such clearing
continues to an unknown extent, but a spokesperson said: “Fuel breaks enable firefighters
to get access to the forest to respond to fires and carry out backburning in the event of a
major bushfire and are a critical part of FFMVic’s strategy to protect local communities.”

To McKinnon, these breaks are the Allan government’s “perpetual mowing program
keeping the contractors busy, the unions on side and the community tricked”.

Then there are routine forest burns. In an incident filmed on Wurundjeri Country last
year, McKinnon, a chemical scientist who moved into regeneration, approaches an
FFMVic crew of high-vis, hard-hatted men wearing wraparound sunglasses. She finds
their supervisor and summarises a year of attempts to procure scientific rationales for
“bushfire management” burns. She tells him FFMVic hasn’t responded to independent
assessment finding that the plot on which they are working held a “moderate” hazard risk
(the more dangerous being “high”, “very high” and “extreme”). The supervisor tells her the
risk is “high”, but won’t show his assessment. In moments, the crew will ignite habitat of
the endangered greater glider.

McKinnon can be heard asking the supervisor: “Will they be protected? The trees with
greater gliders in them?” The supervisor responds: “The trees that are marked protection,
we will make every effort to protect.” McKinnon: “But the greater glider trees aren’t
marked?” Supervisor: “No.”

The video went viral, prompting FFMVic chief fire officer Chris Hardman to write to
McKinnon requesting she “remove this from your social media posts” and “refrain from
doing so in future”. Later, under cross-examination in the “Hollows Case” (Warburton
Environment Inc v DEECA, a federal test case currently awaiting judgement), Hardman
admitted that FFMVic’s destruction of habitat trees relied on “desktop assessment” and
didn’t heed DEECA advice, nor data collected by citizen scientists. When I asked FFMVic
for evidence supporting burns and fuel breaks, Hardman said its practices are “supported
by a robust evidence base drawing on our deep knowledge of the Victorian bush and our
communities, world-leading science and continued investment in monitoring and
improvement”.

Yet a body of peer-reviewed studies debunks “fuel load reduction” as an effective strategy
to protect people and wildlife against bushfires. Universities across Australia have found
that planned burns change ecologies, increase wind, dry out forests, and exacerbate the
likelihood and severity of catastrophic fires.

The fuel load reduction theory leans on outdated modelling including a 1950s hypothesis
of American pine plantations that remains foundational in land management doctrine,
explains Philip Zylstra, an adjunct associate professor at Curtin University. In the 1960s,
the hypothesis was imported to Australia and became “double the fuel load, double the
rate of spread”, but Zylstra says there is “not a single study that supports the fuel load
claim”. Light fuel load can be likened to a piece of newspaper, he says, which ignites easily
because of airflow, and heavy fuel load can be likened to a book – harder to ignite and
keep alight. There are mixes and dynamics within Australian forest biomass systems of
barks, shrub layers and surfaces. Wind, not “fuel load”, Zylstra tells me, is responsible for
spreading bushfire in hot, dry conditions.

Before his doctoral studies, Zylstra was a fire manager and remote-area firefighter, and
what he saw on the ground didn’t square with fire management theories. Backburns used
as a suppression tool in fire breaks don’t behave as theorised, and “can spot firebrands for
tens of kilometres, even creating winds to amplify the energy of the main fire front”. They
can be useful as a “last resort” strategy, he says, but because SFBs and OFBs must be
perpetually maintained, they make bushfire more likely.

Victoria’s bushfire risk audit in 2020 confirmed that some of the datasets and models that
inform fuel reduction simulations “have limitations including examples where data should
be more up to date”. The audit also stated that “models would benefit from academic
validation and peer review” and that the state department’s modelling “relies on a range
of assumptions” and has not “systematically or comprehensively verified the effectiveness”
of predictions “against real fire events”.

“It gets worse,” says Zylstra. When trees and understories are thinned for fire breaks, “any
fire that does cross one of these breaks will now be accelerated by a wind tunnel created
under the tree canopy that, until now, slowed the understorey wind”.

Moreover, Zylstra says, there are inevitable budget cuts affecting maintenance of fire
breaks. “Once they have been cleared, the fuel hazard in the regrowth will create zones of
maximum fire risk.”

The weight of evidence finds that scrubby regrowth from burns increases bushfire risk for
a few years, but will naturally self-thin over many, if left unburnt. From studies led by
Zylstra and other world-leading ecologists including David Lindenmayer, a professor at
Australian National University, it’s now accepted in ecology science that south-west
Australian forests hold the lowest bushfire risk when they haven’t been prescribed-burnt.
Moreover, some mature forests protect against the spread of bushfire. Other studies
confirm that long-unburnt mountain forests in south-east Australia are much less fire
prone than recently burnt ones. Zylstra says that state burns have increased risk by
“killing tall midstories that calm the sub-canopy wind which fans fires and replacing those
tall plants with new regrowth that ignites easily”.

DEECA’s own research also shows hollow-bearing trees routinely collapse from planned
burns. According to Lindenmayer, the impacts of burns means that “the vast majority of
animals actually die on site” during or following such a burn. In 2025, more than 100
scientists prepared a landmark study published in Nature. Led by Deakin University
biodiversity expert Professor Don Driscoll, it integrated datasets covering approximately
1300 species and 810,000 records from eastern, southern and western Australia. It found
that prescribed burns worsen impacts of bushfire on biodiversity, and that frequent fuel-
reduction burns often left ecosystems vulnerable to major disruption when the next
wildfire hits.

A wide chasm now separates the systems understandings of ecology science from the
managerial understandings of forestry science. “There’s a disconnect,” explains forest
scientist Tom Crook, who is deputy mayor of East Gippsland Shire Council, which
adopted a position paper that includes “protection of the unburnt” over Gunaikurnai,
Ngarigo Monero and Bidawal countries. He says agencies “acknowledge the ecological
impacts of planned burns”, but “an industrial mindset still prevails in their decision-
making. Agencies are largely dominated by old-world thinking.”

“The evidence is clear that you can’t burn your way to safety,” says Crook. But he adds
that, “in my council, we regularly hear claims that the reason for those fires is there isn’t
enough burning. So we have a culture war happening.” Articles disputing the evidence,
published largely outside respected journals, are publicised in rural press and bush user
forums, where they provoke violent ideations against ecologists. Lindenmayer – who says
evidence supporting burns is “remarkably thin” – has reported physical threats and “rafts
of hate mail and threatening phone calls”.

Crook says royal commissions and rigorous research all say similar things: “fire mitigation
measures are most effective when undertaken in close proximity to the assets they seek to
protect. So this notion that they should be burning huge swathes of public land, miles and
miles from settlements, is really questionable.”

The women from Kinglake Friends of the Forest toured me through Toolangi’s damp
foothills. A biodiverse system on one side contrasted with the other, which had endured a
state burn in 2021. As studies warn, the burnt side has degraded to a monoculture of
flammable acacias, known to “ladder” fires up into tree canopies where they can generate
firestorms. By contrast, the side left to mature hosts midstorey diversity that moderates
winds and maintains cool, damp forest floors. As I write, this side is scheduled for a state
burn.

One hundred kilometres east of Melbourne, the patriots living at the foothills of the
Great Dividing Range display a bunting of Australian flags on fences from Powelltown to
Noojee, with signs objecting to people “invading” forests and threatening their rights.

I traverse these Yarra Valley townships, where Gunnai and Wurundjeri countries meet,
with two “invaders”. Driving the ute is Jordan Crook, an arborist and campaigner for the
Victorian National Parks Association. Despite sleep-deficit haze from the previous night’s
AC/DC concert in Melbourne, he gives encyclopaedic analyses of Victoria’s forests. The
other passenger is Jake McKenzie, whose bush regeneration background informs his
surveying with the citizen science network Wildlife of the Central Highlands, a twice-
litigant against the state for its forestry practices.

Placards in Powelltown. Photograph by Katherine Wilson

Both men support the Great Forest National Park, a proposal linking central highland
forests that would be jointly managed with First Nations stewards. And both wish to see
hunting reform, in part for bushfire prevention. Wedged by bush users, Victoria protects
deer for game hunters in native forests where, according to Zylstra, they amplify bushfire
risk by ringbarking trees, which weakens the overstorey, changing wind behaviour and
thickening flammable regrowth.

A populist anger is inscribed into the Yarra Ranges National Park, whose steel signage is
shot through with bullet holes. As we drive through, Crook and McKenzie recall being
shot at or navigating shooting parties during their fieldwork. We discuss news reports of
bush violence – fugitive alleged cop-killer Dezi Freeman; Greg Lynn, a deer hunter who
shot and incinerated two campers in Alpine country. Such reports outnumber those of
the well-documented public health benefits of forest immersion, and research suggests a
bush user menace discourages other types from enjoying forests. In Parks Victoria polling,
“illegal activities” ranks as second in the top 10 threats to visitor experience.

The top threat – a lack of maintenance – would soon present when we hike off a vast
cleared expanse, a fuel break named Forty Mile Break, which cuts through towering
monuments that Wurundjeri custodian Stacey Piper later tells me are “our baban darrang,
our grandmother trees, our ancient ones”. Here we retrace the crimes alleged in the
federal “Hollows case” currently awaiting judgements. Litigants allege that FFMVic
illegally killed around a thousand of these giant trees; many were hollow-bearing homes
to populations of near-extinct critters. The hollows can take centuries to form, explains
McKenzie, who is among the “stagwatchers” (stag refers to an old tree) who monitor this
forest after dark, over months, amassing a repository of datasets, including 4000
photographs filed as court evidence. Warburton Environment president Nic Fox would
later show me colossal court book spreadsheets, a complex of video casefiles with GPS
coordinates and timestamps – administrative detailing of lost lives. “It took thousands of
hours” to collate these, Fox told me. “It’s outrageous that community groups are forced to
take legal action to stop the Victorian government killing endangered wildlife.”

“Dumping is a big problem,” says Crook, scooping up a discarded beer bottle. The men
knew the sex-doll dump story and share their own: headless deer, asbestos, chemicals,
ammunition shells, a car, a KKK costume… “Inadequate maintenance of assets or
facilities” is how it’s described in the list of threats to forest visitor experiences. Among
flammable dumps reported in fuel break clearings are gas bottles, aerosol cans and tyres.
Chris Taylor, an Australian National University forest systems analyst, tells a story about
a bloodied beagle he rescued after a blizzard in Rubicon State Forest, one of four dumped
by a hound-hunter. Warburton Environment secretary Jenny Conway, a GP, tells a story
of a dildo retrieved in one forest. “I’ve retrieved many toys out of body cavities, so I’ve
seen it all,” she said, but this was implausibly “oversized”. Conway has filed police reports
after threats from bush users. Comments about her, posted on the “No Greens” Facebook
page, include: “Shoot the bitch”; “lead to the head”; “hide [her] body in that bushland”;
“fucken maggot”; “Push The Cunt Off The Edge”; “maybe it can fall over and hit its head”.

The beer bottle that Crook retrieves is at the base of a 2.5-metre-wide stump. This felled
mountain grey gum had lived through Shakespearean times, Crook says, and would have
witnessed Wurundjeri or Gunnai ancestry. Such stumps now serve as plinths for bush
user target-practice bottle line-ups. Smashed remains used to be cleared by rangers, but
ranger jobs are depleted in Victoria, and so the sites are routinely cleared by citizen
scientists, as glass shards can wound animals and start fires. 

There’s a surge in jobs felling fuel breaks like this one, but no one can say where the
removed logs are going. The mills didn’t get back to me, and the government avoided the
question. FFMVic stated: “When debris needs to be removed, it is used for highest and
best uses, including free firewood for communities.” In Wombat State Forest alone, the
volume of logs removed since 2021 is “mind-boggling, 10 to 15 thousand cubic metres per
year,” says Victorian National Parks Association campaigner Ben Gill. Logs are stockpiled
around the state, but if locals are right, the carbon stored in many is combusting into
greenhouse gases in domestic fireplaces. Fingers keep pointing towards the “woodhounds”
– a bush user group that assembles in trailer-trucks around fire-break-felling sites to
gather and load their bounty. Reportedly, “an escalating number” of woodhounds is
“dealing in black market firewood”. Over a two-year period, the state’s Conservation
Regulator, which oversees “the regulation of fire prevention, use of public land, wildlife
and biodiversity in Victoria”, issued 540 charges against these black-market dealings.

As we spot lyrebirds and the shells of carnivorous snails, McKenzie shows me a fell site
where Wildlife of the Central Highlands surveyors found a dead but still-warm greater
glider, which became part of evidence against the state. “It seemed the glider survived the
felling, but the swig machine drove over him when he left his hollow,” says McKenzie.
“We didn’t trust FFMVic would take it seriously, so we called Wildlife Victoria,” whose
vet took the body to Healesville Sanctuary, part of Zoos Victoria, where a necropsy was
performed. “DEECA still won’t accept that they killed the glider. We had to get the
necropsy report through [a freedom of information request].” It finds death by “blunt
trauma”.

Forty Mile Break cleaves two different forest tenures, and McKenzie points out how the
“managed” side, state forest, hosts a thicket of flammable pioneer species, plus invasive
blackberries in the fuel break. The protected national park side harbours tree hollows,
threatened flat-peas and rare musk daisy bushes within tree-ferned midstories and open
glades. That resplendent side has self-thinned – commensurate with Zylstra’s and other
scientists’ findings.

Months before he died, fire ecologist Michael Feller, an associate professor emeritus at
the University of British Columbia, emailed me about a “very poorly conducted” FFMVic
burn ignited in 2021. Feller wrote that the burn “seems to have permanently killed an
inordinate number of trees” at Healesville Sanctuary, generating colossal black plumes. It
remains unrecovered.

In contrast to practices in North America, prescribed burning in Victoria “has no
sophisticated methodology or computer models for determining appropriate times to
burn”, wrote Feller. Responding to questions for this essay, a Victorian government
spokesperson reiterated FFMVic chief fire officer Hardman’s statement verbatim, that
FFMVic strategies are “supported by a robust evidence base”.

Mischa Herman, a frequent bushwalker on Dja Dja Wurrung Country, recalls a day in
April 2025 at the Old Tom Track near Daylesford, where a planned burn started a
bushfire that killed wildlife and threatened homes. Revisiting the same sites recently, he
described a “complete destruction of the shrub layer, all understorey, deepening erosion
gullies [and] canopy scorch. Sadder still is the number of dead trees. This is not a planned
burn, this is deforestation.”

Kinglake Friends of the Forest’s Sue McKinnon sent me a death-catalogue of FFMVic
blunders. One file contains DEECA minutes describing destruction at Strathbogie where,
in 2024, locals took unsuccessful court action to stop burning. A document obtained
under freedom of information laws shows FFMVic’s hazard assessments consistently
ranked the area “low-risk”, but they burnt anyway, killing old, critically endangered grey
grass trees.

Years of court rulings have ordered the state to perform rigorous ground surveys, but
these orders were towards VicForests, which was dissolved in 2024, not FFMVic – though
this was mere rebranding, say litigants. Louise Crisp from Gippsland Environment Group
says FFMVic is now felling trees in what were VicForests protection buffers for
endangered species, and documents released under FOI show Zoos Victoria has implored
FFMVic to protect such zones. “There’s no accountability,” says Crisp, adding that
thousands of hectares have been torched in East Gippsland, destroying habitats and food
sources of listed glossy black cockatoos, owls and gliders, and “grevilleas that only occur in
[an] 11-kilometre area near Nowa Nowa – some of those were taped for protection, but
crews went in with bulldozers … It’s just a mess.” A roadside clearing along Lake Tyers
State Park is “horrendous, the amount of damage. It’s worse than logging.” Cabbage tree
stands have “been decimated”; heathland locations of rare New Holland mice
“obliterated”.

In April 2024, citizen scientists with Goongerah Environment Centre found FFMVic
sprayed herbicide and backhoed over protected breeding sites of the listed Watson’s tree
frog. Over months, GEC submitted reports to authorities, and FFMVic eventually
accepted responsibility. But appeals to the state’s Conservation Regulator are routinely
met with emails advising it “does not regulate DEECA’s response to fire or fuel
management activities on public land”.

Planned burn near Mt Baw Baw. Photograph by Chris Taylor

In central Victoria, Wombat Forestcare was granted a 2023 injunction to stop “salvage
logging” (the removal of damaged trees) when the state claimed this was “necessary to
reduce fire hazard”. The court found “the evidence does not support [the state’s] claim”,
and that such logging would leave behind flammable “fine fuels”. Yet after VicForests
ceased operations in 2024, FFMVic “continued to salvage the area by removing nearly
every big log”, says convenor Gayle Osborne. Under the Forests Act, FFMVic chief fire
officer Chris Hardman has discretion to override protections, even in national parks. He
can override advice from his own department – where hundreds of biodiversity
assessment jobs were shed in November 2025, increasing the burden on citizen scientists.

Despite recent changes to the federal Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation
Act, logging continues to be exempt from federal protection until July 2027, which will
“make them go in now like cut cats”, says one litigant. As I write, FFMVic has applied to
the Commonwealth for exemption from other federal instruments of successful
litigations against the state. If successful, this exemption would make FFMVic “essentially
lawless and unaccountable”, Warburton Environment’s Nic Fox tells me. She says it’s a
scenario of “the fox guarding the henhouse when the same agency is responsible for
delivery, assessment, compliance and assurance”.

Meanwhile, on the ground, citizen scientists are having some impact. At the site where
the sex doll was dumped, and where NatureWatch coordinator Sera Blair returned to
retrieve equipment, FFMVic had estimated “extreme” fuel levels, but not because of
ground surveys. “Mainly [it was] because it last burnt in 1983 in the Ash Wednesday fires,”
says Blair. Her surveyors could see the forest “had naturally thinned since then – there’s
virtually no shrub layer. To prove this, we used the same methods the government uses.
These confirmed only low to moderate fuel levels.” 

It was evident the state hadn’t ground-surveyed. Blair had notified police about the sex
doll after being surprised to find it still at the burn site weeks after its discovery. “Had
FFMVic conducted their own pre-burn fuel assessments, I expect they would have seen
the sexbot … But I ended up cleaning it up with help – it was heavy – and handed it in at
Kyneton police station.”

Blair’s team helped in reducing the planned burn to a fraction of its original size and
returned afterwards to find extra effort had been put in to protect phascogale habitat. “I
think our work helped improve the level of care,” she says. “They knew we were watching
and measuring. It’s too risky for burns to be planned by computer models based on
research done overseas a long time ago, without understanding how Australian forests
work, and without ground-truthing [verifying data on the field].” 

During volunteer days at the Coranderrk reserve in the Healesville region, Wurundjeri
land steward Uncle Dave Wandin sometimes yarns about Cultural burns: so fine-scale
and cool that a film of ash remains black, not white. You can walk barefoot about a metre
behind the fire as it wends its passage, slow enough for insects and lizards to migrate,
gentle enough for birds to circle and pick at them. Cultural burns have universal
principles but are nonetheless governed by Country’s specificities – a complex of local,
micro-seasonal variables of “indicators”, as Fire Country author Uncle Victor Stephenson,
a Tagalaka knowledge-holder, calls them.

Government agencies recognise Cultural burns as a method to lower bushfire risk and
regenerate trees, and all states and territories engage with the Indigenous-led Firesticks
Alliance Indigenous Corporation (where I have worked as a contractor). Yet broadscale
industrial scorchings bear no resemblance to rigorous Cultural burns. In a recent paper in
Ecological Management & Restoration, 10 First Nations researchers write: “We do not ‘use’
Country, we live in it. We depend on it. We care for it. We love it.” Cultural burns are
routinely reduced to mere “fuel reduction”, or are conflated with “land management” and
shoehorned into bureaucratic calendar schedules. 

Cultural authority over fire – in the custody of white men since colonisation – is often the
traditional responsibility of women, who remain dispossessed of it. A movement to
rematriate fire was founded at the Firesticks National Women’s Fire Workshop in 2025, in
which 100 Indigenous women shared knowledge. Anthropologists have also noticed that
Cultural burn practitioners tend to be regarded not as authorities, but as stakeholders
who must endure the indignities of high-vis oversight. Two Aunties – one Gunnai and
one Yorta Yorta – told me about the tensions when men in their mobs work for
government agencies that regard Country as a threat and fire as a weapon. “Cultural
burns are communions with Country; prescribed burns are warfare against Country,” is
how one, an academic, contrasted the two world views.

And acceptance of Cultural fire becomes more complicated in landscapes where Culture
has fragmented, meaning practitioners must endure suspicion about whether their
practices are “traditional” and “authentic” (both being problematic ideals). One Aunty
explains that revival practices can remain rigorous because: “Mate, Country is calling the
shots, so if you learn how to listen, you can’t fuck it up.” You “listen” with all your senses,
using a method Awakabel practitioner Aunty Jessica Wegener Ngiyampaa
Wangaaypuwan Mayi describes as “presencing”. Fire knowledge isn’t “lost”; it’s held
within Country’s indicators, precision instruments to which you become attuned, and
which can be much more reliable than abstract modelling. For Philip Zylstra, one way to
help whitefellas comprehend the rigour and integrity of Cultural burns is to liken them to
precision surgery using a scalpel. He likens state-prescribed burns to whackers wielding
machetes.

Aunty Jessica, a savant of transdisciplinary knowledge, describes the nutrient-enriched
ash as conferring with wildlife and microbes through molecular signals within its spectral
smoke, which also enacts spirit-cleansing and tickles overstorey leaves into biochemical
“dances”, releasing volatile oil compounds that “seed” the atmosphere to promote rainfall
(a process now recognised in mainstream climate science). The ash seals in soil moisture
and promotes mycelium growth that drives carbon into the subsoil – a benefit recognised
in whitefella agricultural science as “biochar”. To practitioners like Aunty Jessica, if you
don’t ignite using firesticks crafted from Country – if you’re so impatient or disconnected
that you need to deploy incendiaries – then you’re not in the liminal state for right
practice. 

None of this accords with FFMVic signage in the 60,000-hectare area scheduled for
scorching in the Snowy River National Park of eastern Victoria, on which broadacre
burns are claimed to be: “RETURN OF FIRE”. Treaty developments and the landmark
Wurundjeri native title claim in Victoria, filed recently in the Federal Court, are opening
exciting possibilities for Cultural burns, but what is “right fire, right Country” remains
contentious. Right-practice is often “no fire”. Popular books and research papers about
First People’s land “use” are contested by researchers – both blackfellas and whitefellas –
who find it implausible that precolonial burns were practised in certain south-east
Australian landscapes, scorched by colonists to make pasture. Wiradjuri custodian
Richard Swain, a researcher at the ANU’s Fenner School of Environment and Society,
believes changed conditions mean decisions to burn need to go “hand in hand with the
best of regenerative science”. 

Reconciliation remains messy: Indigenous-state partnerships involve only officially
sanctioned First Nations stakeholders, and mob outside this complex often accuse
agencies of “Blak-cladding” their colonial projects. In The People’s Forest, historian Gregg
Borschmann observes how First Nations workers have always been “strange bedfellows”
with land authorities. Destruction of ancestral Country has imposed ongoing injustices,
yet “when it was almost impossible for Aboriginal people to get a regular job … cutting
timber was one of the few industries open to [them]”.

The resulting mess still plays out. In 2022, the Victorian government undermined
Wombat State Forest’s promised national park status with a “historic” deal with a Dja Dja
Wurrung corporation (DJARRA). It involved “reducing fuel loads and reducing the fire
risk to communities” by removing windswept logs. Critics pointed out that the state’s
own hazard assessments exclude logs from the category of “fuel”, because logs resist fire
and typically remain unburnt (merely charred) in bushfire fronts. But the deal involved
the state making undisclosed payments to DJARRA for the logs, and DJARRA faced
accusations of corruption. In turn, it accused critics of racism. The state was accused of
Blak-cladding as a tactic to foreclose objections.

In the end, a non-Indigenous crew pushed a bulldozer, two track loaders, a log hauler, 30-
tonne trucks and a harvester into the forest and denuded a vital ecosystem of trees, ferns
and sedges and rare fungi – leaving only compressed tracks. Gary Murray, a Dja Dja
Wurrung Elder, told me: “Seeing that devastation is like looking at images of Ukraine
bombed.” DJARRA stated: “We are doing today what our ancestors had done in caring
for Country.”

“It’s bullshit,” Murray responded. “I call it ‘recent-invention practice’. Our ancestors
didn’t use bulldozers. It’s not custom. A tree, living or dead, has thousands of living
species in it. It’s habitat, and we’re clearing it out.” 

Perhaps unknowingly, some bush user groups maintain the political campaigns of a
cluster of shadowy think-tanks and lobby groups, one of which is the fancifully named
International Concatenated Order of Hoo-Hoo (recently rebranded Hoo-Hoo
International), a historically “racist, sexist club for men associated in some way with the
lumber industry”, according to Canadian journalist Cory Doctorow. Allies include alleged
astroturf (faux grassroots) front groups such as the Healthy Forests Foundation, staffed by
timber industrialists and led by an ex-VicForests chief executive; and the Australian
Environment Foundation, founded by the right-wing Institute of Public Affairs.

Historically, allies also include the Mountain Cattlemen’s Association, the Rivers and Red
Gum Environment Alliance, Forest & Wood Communities Australia, Victorians Against
National Parks, Australian Forest Contractors Association and, most significantly, The
Stretton Group, named after Leonard Stretton, the 1930s bushfire inquiry commissioner.
Stretton pioneered Australia’s prescribed burn tradition in 1939 after asking key
questions, such as: has colonial burning made forests more flammable? His finding was
yes. So, what can we do about it? His conclusion was: Australia is in “a cycle of
destruction which cannot be arrested”, and so fighting fire with fire was the best available
option.

New technologies have now made better options available. Professor Marta Yebra, who
heads the ANU’s Bushfire Research Centre of Excellence, says instead of burning, states
should invest in early detection technologies. Integrated systems of drones, remote-
sensing, remotely piloted aircraft, satellite data and tower cameras are being adopted
globally because they can detect fires before they become uncontrollable. Automated
surveillance and open data systems can monitor millions of square kilometres, with some
reportedly detecting and reporting fires within a minute of ignition. 

Speaking in February for a Saturday Paper article, Yebra told me that the first 10 to 20
minutes of firefighting response “is roughly the most crucial”, and beyond this, “fires can
become unmanageable, particularly under extreme weather conditions”.

Complementary approaches include proforestation: growing forests and allowing
remaining ones to mature to low-flammability conditions. Victoria is Australia’s most
cleared state and one of the most fire-prone regions globally, but could be world-leading
in proforestation and rapid response, says Philip Zylstra. “When we looked at south-west
Western Australia, we found that by ageing the forests into their low flammability, long-
unburnt state, it’s possible to have less wildfire in 2100 than there is today, even under
worst-case climate projections. We have to run the numbers for Victoria, but there are
many of the signs present that it could work.” He says if only we could heed the evidence
and, as he says, “decolonise fire science”, there remains hope for safeguarding Country and
finally seeing the forest for the trees. 
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