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Abstract

Recent publications assert that implementation of the 1970 Victorian Land Conservation Act precipitated
catastrophic bushfires in East Gippsland from the early 1970s. This argument, presented as evidence-based,
rests on three key propositions: (1) the Act prohibited forest burning by settler land holders, (2) catastrophic
bushfires occurred in the Buchan-Snowy River region following the Act’s passage, and (3) forest burning by
settlers/graziers mimicked Aboriginal practices until soon after 1970, when stopped by the introduction of the
Act. This paper examines each proposition and finds that none withstands scrutiny. The resulting conclusion
is that the ‘curse of conservation’ narrative is not supported by empirical evidence. The Victorian Naturalist

143(4), 2026, 112-121.
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Introduction
In November 2022, two on-line magazines—

The Conversation and the University of Mel-
bourne’s Pursuit—published similar articles
blaming Victorias now defunct 1970 Land
Conservation Act for catastrophic bushfires in
eastern Victoria beginning in the early 1970s
(Fletcher, et al. 2022a; Fletcher, et al. 2022b).

The Land Conservation Act (Land Conserva-
tion Act (Vic) 1970) was designed by Victorias
then Liberal government and passed by state
parliament in late 1970 to establish the Land
Conservation Council (LCC). The LCC, com-
prising public servants and private citizens,
made recommendations to successive state
governments on the tenure and use of Victoria’s
public land. It operated until 1997, when it was
replaced with the Environment Conservation
Council, which in turn was replaced with the
Victorian Environmental Assessment Council
in 2001 (Clode 2006).

The articles in The Conversation and Pur-
suit were written by palaeoecology research-
ers, including academics from The University
of Melbourne, and based on their article in the
on-line journal Fire, titled “The Curse of Con-
servation: Empirical Evidence Demonstrating
That Changes in Land-Use Legislation Drove
Catastrophic Bushfires in Southeast Australia’
(Laming et al. 2022).

The researchers (Laming et al. 2022: 14)
claimed that their data “implicate land-use
legislation changes as the root cause for cata-
strophic bushfires in the Buchan region, and
likely across southeast Australia”. They based
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this conclusion on statements by local residents

(ENRC 2007; Rothe 2007) combined with their

own interpretation of patterns of charcoal

(char) and pollen in one sediment core taken

from a small pool in the Snowy River gorge

just above its junction with the Buchan River
in eastern Victoria (Fig. 1). In particular, they
found that deposits of charcoal from unidenti-
fied fires increased and fluctuated from the late
1960s. They linked this to the passing of the

Land Conservation Act in late 1970 (Laming et

al. 2022).

The key components of the argument pro-
posed by Laming et al. (2022) are as follows:

« Colonial settlers killed and/or removed the
local Gunaikurnai people through the 1800s,
but mimicked their burning practices to
keep native forests open with high levels of
grass cover for their cattle.

o Graziers continued this burning practice
around the Snowy and Buchan river junc-
tion through the 1900s, so with low levels
of woody ground material, char deposits in
the researchers’ sediment core were relatively
low until around 1970, when the Land Con-
servation Act was passed.

o Char levels then increased and fluctuated,
while from the early 1980s, the proportion
of pollen from eucalypts and shrubs in their
core increased substantially.

o The Land Conservation Act ‘prohibited
burning by settler land holders in an effort to
protect natural landscapes), and this ‘allowed
a rapid increase in flammable eucalypts) as
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represented by a larger proportion of euca-

lypt pollen in their core.

o The higher and fluctuating char deposits
represent the ‘catastrophic bushfires (that)
first impacted the local area immediately fol-
lowing the prohibition of settler burning in
1970’

Thus, three key claims formed the foundation

of the researchers’ argument:

o Settler/grazier burning in the Snowy-Bu-
chan river junction region mimicked Ab-
original practices until approximately 1970,
when the Land Conservation Act was intro-
duced;

o The Act prohibited burning by graziers on
public land;

o Catastrophic bushfires began in the region
around the junction of the Buchan and
Snowy Rivers soon after the Act’s passage.
However, there are substantial flaws in all

three foundational claims on which the authors

based their accusation against the Land Con-
servation Act. This is because: the Act had no
power to prohibit forest burning; there were no

‘catastrophic bushfires’ in the local area from

the early 1970s; and, claims about grazier burn-

ing practices are not proven. The accusation
as presented by The Conversation and Pursuit

(Fletcher, et al. 2022a; Fletcher, et al. 2022b)

that the Land Conservation Act and Council

placed a fiery curse’ on ‘paradise on Earth’ to
create a forest ‘tinderbox’is empty rhetoric (my
italics).

What follows is a description of the main
failures in each of the three key claims that the
authors used to construct their case against the
Act.

The Land Conservation Act

A reading of the Act shows it does not pro-

hibit burning on public land; it simply estab-

lished the Land Conservation Council. It does
not contain the words ‘fire, ‘burning), ‘prohibit,

‘prevent’ or ‘land holders’ (Land Conservation

Act (Vic) 1970).

Given that the authors cited the Land Con-
servation Act in their Fire article (Laming et
al. 2022) to justify their claims, a reader would
reasonably expect that they had read the Act.
However, upon questioning, the most senior
academic author of the article replied (Fletcher,
pers. comm. 1 November 2022):
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“The quotes from the local land holders are suffi-
cient for me—they state very clearly that the LCC
prohibited burning.

Moreover, ‘The Curse of Conservation’
(Laming et al. 2022) contains no evidence that
the authors took action to confirm the locals’
statements.

In addition, Laming et al. (2022) do not dis-
cuss how the Land Conservation Council op-
erated—its impact on public land tenure was
generated through the production of recom-
mendations, which had to be accepted by gov-
ernment (Land Conservation Act (Vic) 1970).
The authors did not examine the timing of ei-
ther the LCC’s recommendations for the local
area or the state government’s implementation
of those recommendations. The LCC Final Rec-
ommendations for public land to the west of
the river junction were published in 1983 (LCC
1983). For the public land east of the river junc-
tion, the LCC Final Recommendations were
published in 1977 (LCC 1977). These Recom-
mendations were implemented over the next
few years. Hence, they could not have influ-
enced events around 1970.

Late in 2024, more than a year after two short
critiques of “The Curse of Conservation’ (Lam-
ing et al. 2022) were published by Fire (Feller
2023; Penna 2023), the authors admitted in a
response published in Fire that the Land Con-
servation Act did not prohibit burning on pub-
lic lands (Fletcher et al. 2024). They apologised,
but did not explain how they came to make such
a serious misrepresentation. The Conversation
and Pursuit made some changes, discoverable
using the internet archive ‘Wayback Machine’
(Fletcher, et al. 2022a; Fletcher, et al. 2022b).

Despite the authors’ correction, all three arti-
cles remain problematic, while the researchers’
2024 response (Fletcher et al. 2024) does not
reasonably address the other two flaws relating
to bushfires and burning by cattle graziers.

Catastrophic bushfires

The 2022 articles (Laming et al. 2022; Fletcher
et al. 2022a; Fletcher et al. 2022b) still commu-
nicate the very serious flaw that ‘catastrophic
bushfires’ began in the area soon after 1970. In
fact, Victorian government fire records show
that no such fires covered, or were close to, the
Snowy-Buchan river junction between 1970
and 2014 (Figs. 2a and 2b).
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Fig. 1. The junction of the Snowy River and Buchan River, eastern Victoria: The red star shows “The Curse’
research site in the Snowy River gorge. Cartographic data from VicMap (2026).

Checking fire history records is an important
technique for validating the timing of fires in-
ferred from palaeoecology research (Whitlock
and Larsen 2001), and would have been easy
to do as such records were publicly available
(CBC 2022; DEECA 2026). The researchers’
sediment core analysis showed that char depos-
its increased from the late 1960s and during the
1970s; deposition then fluctuated substantially
until 2020 (Laming et al. 2022). The researchers
did not give explanations as to how the varia-
tions in char levels could be robustly explained
by the implementation of the Land Conserva-
tion Act or the LCC’s recommendations, or
why the char deposits should even represent
catastrophic fires in the surrounding forests
(Laming et al. 2022).

Government records show that the only fire
relatively close to Laming et al’s research site
during the 1970s was a ‘planned burn’ for fuel/
hazard reduction about 2 km to the north in
1975. Also, there was one small bushfire close
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to the river junction in 1989, while there were
bushfires near the Buchan-Orbost road prior
to 1970 (Figs. 2a and 2b)(DELWP 2022).

Between 1970 and 2020, numerous ‘hazard
reduction burns’ were conducted by land man-
agers in the wider vicinity of the river junction
to reduce the amount of ground cover with the
aim of assisting bushfire control (Fig. 2a and
Table 1). Potentially, these burns could have
created airborne charcoal particles (Whitlock
and Larsen 2001) that fell in the broader river
junction area. They could have been sources
of char in the researchers” sediment core, but
Laming et al. (2022) did not investigate this.

In addition, the Snowy River is subject to se-
vere floods (Anon. 1978, 2021), but Laming et
al. took sediment from a pool in a storm chan-
nel that was surveyed as such in 1870 (Bruce
1870). Floods impacted this pool in at least
1971, 2012 and 2022, dramatically scouring
the site in 1971 (Figs. 3 and 4) and depositing
woody debris around the pool and storm/flood
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Fig. 2a. Total area of ‘Planned burns’ (‘Fuel reduction burns’ and ‘Ecological burns’) in 10 year periods from
1960 to 2020. Each map covers the same area as shown in Figure 1. Fire history data sourced from DEECA

(2026).

channel in 2012 and in 2022—burnt wood was
amongst the debris in 2023 (Figs. 5 and 6).
Clearly, the river could be a source of charcoal,
but Laming et al. (2022) did not investigate this
or the potential influence of floods on the pool
morphometry and its relationship with the lo-
cation or size of sediment, char or pollen de-
posits. Also, the researchers did not investigate
how plant regrowth on slopes scoured by the
1971 flood influenced pollen deposits.

Vol 143(4) 2026

Forest grazing and burning

Laming et al. (2022) did not, and possibly can-
not, explain the detailed history of cattle graz-
ing around the river junction or its links to
local uses of fire. They relied on the stories of
several local community members as justifica-
tion for assuming graziers mimicked Aborigi-
nal burning in the general area (ENRC 2007;
Laming et al. 2022). In particular, they relied
on the memory of one Gippsland resident for
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Fig. 2b. Total area of ‘Bushfires’ (not ‘Planned burn’ activity) in 10 year periods from 1960 to 2020. Each map
covers the same area as shown in Figure 1. Fire history data sourced from DEECA (2026).

the time he thought the LCC “stopped cattle
grazing [in public forests] and took the runs off
us”—about 1970 “when the Land Conservation
Council first started” (ENRC 2007; Laming et
al. 2022; Rothe 2007). However, the LCC rec-
ommendations contradict this.

The LCC’s 1983 Final Recommendations
covering public land immediately to the west
of the Snowy-Buchan river junction allowed
grazing in a new Snowy River National Park
until 1988 (LCC 1983). In 1977, the Council
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recommended that public forest immediately
to the east of the river junction stay ‘uncommit-
ted; allowing grazing to continue, while recom-
mending areas to the north-east become part
of the Snowy River National Park (LCC 1977)
created in 1979 (Wikipedia 2025). The 1986
recommendations of the East Gippsland review
put this uncommitted land into the Snowy
River National Park, halting remnant grazing
in those public forests (LCC 1986).

The Victorian Naturalist
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Fig. 3. Aerial view of Snowy River-Buchan River junction in early 1969. “The Curse’ research pool at that time
is circled in red. (CAD7011 frame 135, taken 16 January 1969).

Laming et al. (2022) fail to explain how local
graziers actually applied their theorised ‘settler
mimicry’ burning around their research site,
even if some Gippsland grazing families, know-
ingly or unknowingly, mimicked Gunaikurnai
burning practices (Spark 2023). Also, they do
not refer to any published descriptions of set-
tler/grazier burning practices in East Gipps-
land forests that might challenge their theory of
burning impacts. For example, the forester Jim
McKinty (1969: 131) explained that

large areas of forest [through East Gippsland] re-
ceived severe fire damage from the recurrent fires
that escaped from the settlers’ clearing operations
or were lit to encourage growth of cattle feed on
the floor of the forest.

Vol 143(4) 2026

Forester Murray Thompson (1952) related
the pattern that developed in the Cann Valley
area, where regular burning was required to re-
move vegetation growth stimulated by previous
burning.
With few, or no checks on behaviour, abuse of
privilege, particularly in the mismanagement of
grazing leases became, and still is the rule rather
than the exception. ..... this abuse over many
years has created terrible fire hazards now far be-
yo?d their creators’ control...” (Thompson 1952:
69).
Wakefield (1970: 153) investigated graziers’
burning activities in forests to the north of Bu-
chan. One grazier reported:
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Table 1. Total area of bushfires and planned burns
[hectares] within study area. Source: DEECA (2026).

Time Period Planned Bushfires Total
Burns
1961-1970 0 2973 2973
1971-1980 430 21 451
1981-1990 3085 717 3803
1991-2000 4846 4846
2001-2010 6807 10 6817
2011-2020 5043 29250 34292
Total 20211 32972 53182

It would seem that the long-followed practice of
regularly burning the bush in the hot part of the
year has resulted in a great increase of scrub in all
timbered areas except the box country.

Another forester who spent years in East Gipp-
sland, Moray Douglas (2007: 103; 148; 166;
149), described severe forest impacts by graz-
ing/burning in eastern Victoria from the mid-
1800s. In the early 1900s,

(f)ires lit by graziers to get a green pick were the
most common cause of wildfires in forest areas;
many were lit in mid-summer and burned under
severe conditions causing much damage to tim-
ber values. ...

During the 1950s and 60s, fires suspected to have
been lit by graziers burned substantial areas and
caused considerable damage in Bruthen, Nowa
Nowa, Orbost and Cann River Districts...
However, from the 1950s, rough bush grazing
in the densely-forested areas declined across the
region due to the rise in cattle values, improve-

Fig. 4. : Aerial view of Snowy River-Buchan River junction in February 1973 showing scouring impacts of
the 1971 flood, especially on “The Curse’ research pool (Landata: Mapsheet Photography Lakes Entrance

Foreshores Project).
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Fig. 5. Aerial view of “The Curse’ research pool in early 2017. Log piles left by the flooding Snowy River are
enclosed in red. (Buchan run, 2017, Jan 15-Mar 28 MGA55 GDA94).

ments undertaken on farms and the reduction in
the area regularly burned. In far East Gippsland
in 1977, 35 graziers held forest grazing licences
and 15% to 20% of their beef cattle were grazed
there at some time of the year. The LCC recom-
mended that this could continue but, subsequent-
ly, many previously licensed areas on both Crown
lands and Reserved Forest were abandoned. The
few graziers who persisted were believed to be re-
sponsible for a significant number of severe fires.

By the early 1980s,

there had been a marked decline in the incidence
of wildfire. The all-pervasive culture of fire use
by both the farming community and the general
public, so prevalent for most of this century, had
gone. Forest grazing had greatly declined with a
consequential reduction in grazier-lit fires. ..

Conclusions

This examination has shown that the three
foundational claims used to support the pri-
mary argument of Laming et al (2022) do not
stand up to detailed scrutiny. The 1970 Land
Conservation Act did not prohibit burning
of public forests; there were no substantial or
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catastrophic bushfires around the junction of
the Snowy and Buchan rivers from the early
1970s; and, the authors did not show that forest
graziers applied conservative, sensitive burning
regimes around the junction of the Snowy and
Buchan rivers. The researchers did not provide
empirical evidence that the Land Conservation
Act drove any catastrophic bushfire in south-
eastern Australia.

More than three years have passed since the
three articles (Laming et al. 2022; Fletcher et
al. 2022a; Fletcher et al. 2022b) were first pub-
lished. “The Curse of Conservation’ (Laming
et al. 2022) rates in the top 5% of all research
outputs as measured by the Altmetric Attention
Score (2026; MDPI 2026), and continues to be
accessed and cited in academic articles despite
the lack of a reasonable evidentiary basis for its
major claims.
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Fig. 6. Flood debris adjacent to the upstream section of the pool in the storm/flood channel between the
Snowy River and Buchan River below Balley Hooley campground, January 2023.

Acknowledgements

The support of David Dumaresq and Lisa Roberts was
valuable in gathering information for, and preparing,
this article. I thank Michael McBain for extracting
the data and preparing the maps using DEECA Fire
History Records. Several anonymous reviewers made
useful comments that helped to refine this paper.

References

Altmetric (2026) Alternative research metrics—Altmetric—
Online Attention to Research' <https://www.altmetric.
com> [accessed 7 January 2026].

Anon. (1978) From the collection of Orbost & District
Historical Society: Snowy River Mail 14 June 1978. Vic-
torian Collections.  <https://victoriancollections.net.au/
items/5b3c3de021ea6al6341a095¢> [accessed 5 May
2023].

Anon. (2021)  Remembering the devastating Febru-
ary 1971 summer floods. Snowy River Mail 10 Febru-
ary 2021. <https://www.snowyrivermail.com.au/news/

120

local-news/379-remembering-the-devastating-february-
1971-summer-floods> [accessed 5 May 2023].

Bruce EL (1870) “Plan shewing part of The Snowy River”
Gippsland 32 D. 8225. Gippsland River Surveys 1837-
1899. A subset collection from VPRS 8168 Historic Plan
Collection, Public Records Office of Victoria, available
from <https://mapwarper.prov.vic.gov.au/maps/6381> [ac-
cessed 29 March 2026].

CBC (2022) “Bushfires in Gippsland”. Community Bushfire
Connection.  <https://www.communitybushfireconnec-
tion.com.au/history/bushfires-in-gippsland-since-europe-
an-occupation/> [accessed 5 November 2022].

Clode D (2006) As If For A Thousand Years (Victorian Envi-
ronment Assessment Council: East Melbourne).

DEECA (2026) Fire History Records of Fires across Victo-
ria. Department of Energy, Environment and Climate Ac-
tion, Victoria. <https://discover.data.vic.gov.au/dataset/
fire-history-records-of-fires-across-victoria>. [accessed 4
April 2026].

DELWP (2022) Balley Hooley Campground Fire History
1960-1990. Map, Department of Environment, Land, Wa-

The Victorian Naturalist



ter and Planning, Victoria, December; presented as Figure
1 in Penna (2023).

Douglas MG (2007) A History of the Forests and Forestry in
East Gippsland. (Forests Commission Retired Personnel
Association: Melbourne). <https://www.victoriasforestry-
heritage.org.au/peoplel/author-bios/413-douglas-moray.
html> [accessed 2 December 2022].

ENRC (2007) Hearing Transcripts; Inquiry into the Impact of
Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria.
Environment and Natural Resources Committee, Victorian
Government, Melbourne; as quoted in Laming et al.
(2022).

Feller MC (2023) Comment on Laming et al. The Curse of
Conservation: Empirical evidence demonstrating that
changes in land-use legislation drove catastrophic bush-
fires in Southeast Australia. Fire 2022, 5, 175. Fire, 6, 260.
<https://www.mdpi.com/2571-6255/6/7/260>  [accessed
27 March 2026].

Fletcher M-S, Romano A, Connor S, Laming A, ... and Gadd
PS (2024) Conservation agendas and the denial of history:
a reply to comments on The Curse of Conservation: Em-
pirical evidence demonstrating that changes in land-use
legislation drove catastrophic bushfires in Southeast Aus-
tralia. Fire 2022, 5, 175. Fire, 7, 391. <https://www.mdpi.
com/2571-6255/7/11/391> [accessed 10 November 2024].

Fletcher M-S, Romano A, Mariani M, Mullett R and Connor S
(2022a) How 1970s conservation laws turned this ‘paradise
on Earth’ into a tinderbox. The Conversation, 1 November.
Originally available from <https://theconversation.com/
how-1970s-conservation-laws-turned-this-paradise-on-
earth-into-a-tinderbox-192401> but now available from
<https://web.archive.org/web/20221101064049/https://
theconversation.com/how-1970s-conservation-laws-
turned-this-paradise-on-earth-into-a-tinderbox-192401>.
[originally accessed 5 November 2022].

Fletcher M-S, Romano A, Mullett R, Connor S and Lam-
ing A (2022b) The Fiery Curse of Conservation. Pursuit:
Cutting-edge research and insightful commentary by world-
leading experts. The University of Melbourne, 1 November.
Originally available from <https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.
au/articles/the-fiery-curse-of-conservation> Now avail-
able from <https://web.archive.org/web/20221031185826/
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/the-fiery-curse-of-
conservation> [originally accessed 5 November 2022].

Laming A, Fletcher M-S, Romano A, Mullett R, ... and
Gadd PS (2022) The Curse of Conservation: Empirical
evidence demonstrating that changes in land-use legisla-
tion drove catastrophic bushfires in Southeast Australia
Fire, 5,175, October: 22. <https://www.mdpi.com/2571-
6255/5/6/175> [accessed 1 November 2022].

Land Conservation Act (Vic) (1970) Land Conservation Act
1970, No. 8008. Government of Victoria, Australia.

LCC (1977) Final Recommendations: East Gippsland Area
Study Area. (Land Conservation Council, Melbourne).

LCC (1983) Final Recommendations: Gippsland Lakes Hinter-
land Area. (Land Conservation Council, Melbourne).

Vol 143(4) 2026

Contribution

LCC (1986) East Gippsland Area Review: Final Recommenda-
tions. (Land Conservation Council, Melbourne).

McKinty JA (1969) Forestry in East Gippsland. Proceedings of
the Royal Society of Victoria. 82, 129-139.

MDPI (2026) “The Curse of Conservation: Empirical evi-
dence demonstrating that changes in land-use legislation
drove catastrophic bushfires in southeast Australia. Ar-
ticle Metrics: Overview of attention published in Fire,
October 2022”7 MDPI. <https://mdpi.altmetric.com/de-
tails/137726744> [accessed 2 January 2026].

Penna I (2023) Comment on Laming et al. The Curse of
Conservation: Empirical Evidence Demonstrating That
Changes in Land-Use Legislation Drove Catastrophic
Bushfires in Southeast Australia. Fire 2022, 5, 175. Fire, 6,
7, June: 253. <https://www.mdpi.com/2571-6255/6/7/253>
[accessed 27 March 2026].

Rothe G (2007) Inquiry into the impact of public land man-
agement practicies on bushfires in Victoria. Transcript of
Evidence: Environment and Natural Resources Com-
mittee, Legislative Council, Government of Victoria,
Bairnsdale, 31 July. <https://www.parliament.vic.gov.
au/57th-parliament/245-enrc/inquiry-into-the-impact-of-
public-land-management-practices-on-bushfires-in-victo-
ria> [accessed 5 November 2022].

Spark S (2023) Accounts and Memories of Landscape Burn-
ing Practices in Gippsland. In Fires in GunaiKurnai Coun-
try: Landscape Fires and their Impacts on Aboriginal Cultur-
al Heritage Places and Artefacts in Southeastern Australia,
pp. 21-35. Edited by Buettel J, David B, Mullett R, Freslov
], Szabo K and GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal
Corporation. (Archaeo Press: Oxford).

Thompson DM (1952) Forests Fire Prevention and Control
in the Cann Valley Forest District. (Unpublished diploma
thesis, The University of Melbourne).

VicMap (2026) VicMap Catalogue. Department of Trans-
port and Planning, Victoria. <https://www.land.vic.gov.
au/maps-and-spatial/spatial-data/vicmap-catalogue> [ac-
cessed 4 April 2026].

Wakefield NA (1970) Bushfire frequency and vegetational
change in south-eastern Australian forests. The Victorian
Naturalist, 87: 152-158.

Whitlock C and Larsen C (2001) Charcoal as a fire proxy.
In Tracking Environmental Change Using Lake Sediments.
Volume 3: Terrestrial, Algal, and Siliceous Indicators, pp.
1-23. Eds. JP Smol, HJB Birks, and WM Last., (Klu-
wer Academic Publishers:, Dordrecht, The Netherlands).
<https://www.researchgate.net/ https://www.researchgate.
net/profile/Chris-Larsen/publication/226304399_Char-
coal_as_a_Fire_Proxy/links/0c960532f77489¢2db000000/
Charcoal-as-a-Fire-Proxy.pdf?origin=publication_detail>
[accessed 1 May 2023].

Wikipedia contributors (2023) ‘Snowy River National Park.
In Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. <https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Snowy_River_National_Park> [accessed 26 Feb-
ruary 2025].

Received 9 January 2026 accepted 30 April 2026

121



