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Project Report 

Overview 

Talking Fire initiated two events on 29-30 November 2018, each focusing on Reviving Indigenous 
Burning Practices: 

Returning cultural burning to Country – Djandak Wi (29.11.18). 37 people attended this evening 
event – 7.30-9.15pm – held at the Newstead Community Centre, 9 Lyons Street, Newstead 

Community Search Conference – Reviving Indigenous burning in a changed landscape 
(30.11.18). 53 people attended this all-day event, also held at the Newstead Community Centre. 

Both events were supported through the Mount Alexander Community Grant Program.  

Chris Johnston coordinated both events, supported by Dr Samantha Strong and Paul Foreman. These 
events were held in the Newstead Community Centre. A number of other people assisted at one or 
both events: special thanks to Brendan Sydes, Matt Campbell, Saide Gray, Ann Berg, Erica Bear.  

Returning cultural burning to Country – Djandak Wi  

   

Mick Burke (DELWP) Scott Falconer: FFM Dja Dja Wurrung crew 

Scott Falconer, Assistant Chief Fire Officer, Loddon Mallee Forest, Fire and Regions (Forest Fire 
Management Victoria/Department of Environment, Land, Water & Planning) was the guest speaker.  

After a gap of 170 years or more, the first cultural burns in our area were undertaken in May 2017 – 
one near Maryborough and the other in the Whipstick – followed by another seven since. 

‘Cultural burn’ is one of the terms that is being used to describe traditional Aboriginal burning 
practices. Reintroducing cultural burns as part of land management is seen as a significant step in 
the recognising that traditional Aboriginal methods, evolved over many millennia and still present 
when colonial settlers arrived in south-eastern Australia, could help us today. Compared to ‘planned 
burns’, these cultural burns are cooler and patchy. 

Scott Falconer spoke about his experience in the United States and Canada where he explored the 
involvement of Indigenous people in land and fire management, focusing on how agencies are 
working with Traditional Owners to reintroduce cultural burning to Country, to establish stronger 
relationships and to create employment opportunities. Scott’s research was supported through The 
Lord Mayor’s Bushfire Appeal Churchill Fellowship. He was accompanied by Trent Nelson, Dja Dja 
Wurrung man and Parks Victoria Ranger Team Leader for part of the research trip. 

Scott Falconer has worked in fire, forestry and fisheries for more than 20 years, and was appointed 
Loddon Mallee assistant chief fire officer with Forest Fire Management Victoria in June 2016. Scott 
Falconer is working with Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation, supporting them in returning 
cultural burning back to Country.  
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The Churchill Trust aims to provide the chance for Australians to travel overseas to conduct research 
when opportunities are not readily available here, and reward achievements by providing further 
opportunity to pursue excellence to enrich Australia. 

Community Search Conference – Reviving Indigenous burning in a changed landscape  

Scope of the day 

How we manage fire is an important conversation for rural and bush communities. What can we 
learn from how Aboriginal people used fire? Are those techniques applicable today in local 
landscapes that have changed a lot over the last 200 years?  

At this one-day event we discussed how we can connect Indigenous fire traditions with current 
approaches to fuel reduction and planned burns to shape new ways to protect our landscape and 
communities.  

Three panel sessions – each with three speakers followed by questions and discussion – explored: 

• What we know about the history and traditions of Indigenous burning in our area? 

• How we might adapt Indigenous fire management practices to today’s landscape? 

• What about perceptions of risk? 

Then, small groups reflected on the key topics from the day, thinking about how the use of fire could 
be reshaped as a land management tool to better protect and enhance our landscape, ecosystems, 
people and resources. The three themes included:  

1. Building community capacity and confidence: Understanding our communities’ perceptions of 
risk? Contributing to a greater understanding of fire in land/ecological management?  

2. Learning and adapting: community and government: What would a process of learning and 
adapting look like? Who has the knowledge to do this in Central Victoria?  

3. Support and capacity building: What support is needed – funding, capacity building, legislative 
change? 

The final session focused on ‘thinking locally’, with a plenary session brainstorming specific actions 
that could be taken locally. 

  

A creative response to a small group discussion topic 
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Who participated? 

The Community Search Conference was a full day event, open to the community, with nine invited 
speakers and invited participants from key community and government agencies including: 
Newstead Fire Brigade, Connecting Country; DELWP, Parks Victoria, CFA, Castlemaine Landcare 
Group, Central Victorian Biolinks, Murrang Earth Science, Hamilton-Coleraine Rail Reserve 
Committee of Management, University of Melbourne, Environment Justice Australia, La Trobe 
University, Newstead 2021, Centre of Excellence Prescribed Burning. DH&HS, Mitchell Shire, Dja Dja 
Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation. A total of 53 people attended. 

The Search Conference was launched with a 
smoking ceremony and welcome by Mick Bourke, 
Dja Dja Wurrung Clans. 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Arriving at the Search Conference Presentations underway  

  
Matt Campbell presenting Networking 
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Speakers & facilitators 

The speakers were: 

Mick Bourke: District Planner, Forest Fire Management Vic (DELWP) 

Sarah McMaster: PhD Candidate, Federation University  

Dr John Morgan: Lecturer, Ecology, Environment & Evolution, La Trobe University  

Scott Falconer: Assistant Chief Fire Officer, Loddon Mallee Forest, Fire and Regions, Department 
of Environment, Land, Water & Planning  

Doug Richardson: Brigade Captain, Newstead Brigade 

Michael Sherwen: Statewide Cultural Heritage Adviser, CFA  

Matt Campbell: Senior Project Officer, Engagement, Policy and Planning, Forest, Fire and Regions, 
DELWP  

Dr Blythe McLennan: Research Fellow in Emergency Management with RMIT University’s Centre 
for Risk and Community Safety. 

Professor Cristina Montiel: Visiting Academic, School of Ecosystem and Forest Sciences, 
University of Melbourne. (Chair of Research Group, Department of Geography, Complutense 
University of Madrid) 

The search conference and specific panel sessions were facilitated by: 

Chris Johnston: Muckleford Forest Friends Group/Talking Fire 

Paul Foreman: Central Victorian Biolinks 

Brendan Sydes: Connecting Country, Environment Justice Australia 

Matt Campbell: DELWP 

Samantha Strong 

Apologies were received from Maree Edwards MP, State Member for Bendigo West; Bronwen 
Machin, Mayor, Mount Alexander Shire; Phil Ingamells, VNPA; Sue Moses, City and Greater Bendigo. 

Program & Outcomes 

Attachment 1: Community Search Conference program 

Attachment 2: Notes from the sessions (prepared by Sam Strong and Owen Gooding) 

Attachment 3: Small groups and plenary session. 

Promoting both events 

The events were promoted through: 

Newstead Echo – October and November 2018 – articles and calendar listings (see Attachment4) 

Talking Fire website https://talkingfire.org/ A page detailed the events and how to register - 
https://talkingfire.org/our-events/talking-fire-reviving-indigenous-burning-practices/ 

https://talkingfire.org/
https://talkingfire.org/our-events/talking-fire-reviving-indigenous-burning-practices/
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Talking Fire Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/talkingfirenewstead/ was used to direct 
people to the website. Each event was posted as an Event. Other local Facebook pages were used to 
promote both events (e.g. Newstead Community Noticeboard, Newstead Fire Brigade, Castlemaine 
Field Naturalists). The mailing list from the 2016 Talking Fire event was also used to contact people. 

A number of organisations used their direct emailing to contact their members: Connecting Country, 
Friends of the Box-Ironbark Forests; Newstead Landcare; Muckleford Landcare; Green Gully 
Community Fireguard Group; Maldon Urban Landcare Group (MULGA); Nuggetty Landcare Group; 
Natural Newstead; Newstead Community Garden; Muckleford Forest. 

Two advertisements were placed on the What’s On page of local papers – one in the Castlemaine 
mail and one in the Midland Express. 

Posters were designed for each event, and distributed widely in Newstead, Maldon and Castlemaine 
and well as used as an attachment to emails.  

Attachment 4: Publicity – fliers, articles, social media 

Feedback  

An online feedback survey was created and sent to all attendees of both events including speakers, 
organisers/facilitators and participants. The online survey posed 9 questions. An invitation to 
provide feedback was sent to the 67 attendees who provide an email address on Monday 14 January 
with one week allowed for responses. The overall response rate of 39% was excellent, given the time 
of year when many are away, and the relative short time allowed for a response. 

Responses are provided in Attachment 5. 

In summary: 

• Around half those responding were local to Newstead and surrounds and 50% from a 
broader region 

• Most of the responses came from participants 

• Asked what prompted them to attend, most picked ‘general interest in Indigenous burning 
methods’ (73.1%) followed by ‘interested in local fire management strategies’ and 
‘interested in Aboriginal culture’ (both 65.4%). Around 30% identified ‘wondering if 
Indigenous burning can help with managing my property or bush block’. 

• Participants identified a diverse range of ‘learnings’ including: the value of ‘conversations’; 
developing an understanding of Aboriginal burning practices; key challenges including 
legislation, policy and current practices, and the important of creating change. Several 
participants were intrigued to learn about traditional burning in other countries.  

• Asked about changes they would like to see to current approaches to the use of fire as a 
land management and risk reduction tool, the most popular choice was ‘combining 
Indigenous and western ecological knowledge’ (53.9%), followed closely by three other 
choices: ‘increased use of Indigenous knowledge in planned burns’, ‘strengthening 
relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people’, ‘trialling of new approaches, 
including using Indigenous knowledge’. 

• Future topics as part of Talking Fire included topics related to Indigenous burning; Aboriginal 
empowerment; fire and ecology/biodiversity; landscape health; climate change; policy, 
research and monitoring; hands-on experience of Indigenous burning; better understanding 
of community perceptions/expectations; community fire preparedness and resilience.  

https://www.facebook.com/talkingfirenewstead/
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Improvements suggested for future events included better audio-visual equipment and internet 
access; more time for discussion and networking; inclusion of a practical hands-on component; 
wider publicity.  

Informal feedback also came from participants at each event, and overall participants enjoyed the 
events and the insights they gained. 

Reporting  

The project will be reported through the Talking Fire website, and the report will be promoted to 
participants and through other local networks. 

Budget and expenditure 

Mount Alexander Shire Council provided a grant of $2400 to support the project out of a total 
anticipated project cost of $7230. The grant was used to pay for the following expenses: venue hire, 
publicity (printing, advertising), welcome to Country, catering, gifts for speakers, equipment and 
website. Donations at the two events totalled $62.95. The grant application also anticipated around 
200 hours of volunteer time in planning, organising and delivering the events.  
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Attachment 1: Community Search Conference program 

Talking Fire: Reviving Indigenous burning in a changed landscape 

 

Friday 30.11.2018 – 9am-5pm – Final Program 
Newstead Community Centre, 9 Lyons Street, Newstead VIC 3462 

 

8.30 Registration   

9.00 Welcome 
• Welcome to Country  

• Our agenda 

Smoking ceremony – Mick Bourke, DDWCAC 

Chris Johnston – Welcome & agenda 

9.30 Panel 1: What do we know from traditions, history and the landscape about fire and 
Indigenous burning in Central Victoria?  
Questions to be explored could include:  

• What do we know about Indigenous burning based on traditions, oral and 
documentary history?  

• How was fire used by Aboriginal people? When did Indigenous burning stop in this 
region? 

• How do our knowledge systems contribute to how we see fire? How are fire histories 
constructed culturally? 

• What can be learnt from reading the landscape – vegetation communities and 
patterns for example – as to how fire was used?  

Brief presentations from panellists: facilitated discussion.  
Questions from the floor 

Mick Bourke: District Planner, Forest Fire Management 
Vic (DELWP) 

Sarah McMaster: PhD Candidate, Federation University  

Dr John Morgan: Lecturer, Ecology, Environment & 
Evolution, La Trobe University  

Facilitator – Paul Foreman 

10.45 Morning tea   

11.15 Panel 2: Adapting Indigenous fire management practices to today’s landscape: 
Questions and topics to be explored could include:  

• How and why to burn, or not burn? Learning from traditional indicators and decision-
making processes.  

Scott Falconer: Assistant Chief Fire Officer, Loddon Mallee 
Forest, Fire and Regions, Department of Environment, 
Land, Water & Planning  
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• Fuel reduction strategies – why we do what we do now and how it would need to 
change? 

• What is required to adapt to today’s landscape and settlement patterns? 

• Understanding and managing risk at the local level: the view from the brigade. 
Brief presentations from panellists: facilitated discussion.  
Questions from the floor 

Doug Richardson: Brigade Captain, Newstead Brigade 

Michael Sherwen: Statewide Cultural Heritage Adviser, 
CFA  

Facilitator – Chris Johnston 

12.30 Lunch  

1.15 Panel 3: Perspectives on risk  
Questions to be explored could include:  

• How do communities understand and respond to risk? 

• How do governments – at all levels – perceive and respond to risk? 
Brief presentations from panellists: facilitated discussion 
Questions from the floor 

Matt Campbell: Senior Project Officer, Engagement, Policy 
and Planning, Forest, Fire and Regions, DELWP  

Dr Blythe McLennan: Research Fellow in Emergency 
Management with RMIT University’s Centre for Risk and 
Community Safety. 

Professor Cristina Montiel: Visiting Academic, School of 
Ecosystem and Forest Sciences, University of Melbourne. 
(Chair of Research Group, Department of Geography, 
Complutense University of Madrid) 

Facilitator – Brendan Sydes 

2.15 Quick break – stretch, cup of tea  

2.30 Drawing the threads together: reflecting on key topics from the day 

How can we reshape the use of fire as a land management tool to better protect and enhance 
our landscape, ecosystems, people and resources? Can rebuilding knowledge and the practice 
of Indigenous burning techniques assist us? 

1. Building community capacity and confidence 
Understanding our communities’ perceptions of risk?  
Contributing to a greater understanding of fire in land/ecological management?  

2. Learning and adapting: community and government 
What would a process of learning and adapting look like? Who has the knowledge to 
do this in Central Victoria?  

Facilitator – Matt Campbell  
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3. Support and capacity building 
What support is needed – funding, capacity building, legislative change?  

3.45 Taking some steps locally?  Facilitators – Chris Johnston & Brendan Sydes 

4.15 Thanks & close Dr Sam Strong 

4.30 Farewell drinks  Dig Cafe 

Talking Fire is a community initiative designed to create different kinds of community conversations about fire. 
For more information go to Talking Fire on Facebook or our website or drop us a line at newsteadtalkingfire@gmail.com.  

You can also read about the 2016 Talking Fire event. 

This project is supported by the Mount Alexander Shire Council Community Grants Program. 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/talkingfirenewstead/
https://talkingfire.org/
mailto:newsteadtalkingfire@gmail.com
https://talkingfire.org/our-events/talking-fire-event-2016/program/
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Attachment 2: Notes from the sessions 

There are two sets of notes in this attachment. The first set are key points prepared by Owen 
Gooding. The second are detailed notes prepared by Sam Strong.  

Key points (Owen Gooding) 

Forum Introduction: Chris Johnston 

• Fire is thought of/experienced primarily as scary at this time of year.  Need to establish a 

positive relationship with fire.  Living with fire. 

• What do we know and don’t know about Aboriginal fire use in this area? 

• How do we appreciate cultural fire use in deeper sense? 

• The Newstead Community Plan sets the scene for a landscape-scale approach to fire that 

respects community, landscape and biodiversity.  

• Interested in conversation about landscape, leading to conversation about fire, stories 

around the fire, fire as transformation 

• Grant from Mount Alexander Shire is supporting this event, and the talk last night by Scott 

Falconer.  

Panel 1: What do we know from traditions, history and the landscape about fire and Indigenous 

burning in Central Victoria?  

Questions to be explored could include:  

• What do we know about Indigenous burning based on traditions, oral and documentary 

history?  

• How was fire used by Aboriginal people? When did Indigenous burning stop in this region? 

• How do our knowledge systems contribute to how we see fire? How are fire histories 

constructed culturally? 

• What can be learnt from reading the landscape – vegetation communities and patterns for 

example – as to how fire was used?  

Mick Bourke: District Planner, Forest Fire Management Vic (DELWP) 

Sarah McMaster: PhD Candidate, Federation University  

Dr John Morgan: Lecturer, Ecology, Environment & Evolution, La Trobe University  

Facilitator – Paul Foreman 

Paul Forman (Panel Intro) 

• Suggest Aboriginal burning was not universal as Bill Gamage’s work might suggest 

• We can learn something by re-examining the historical records 

• What do we know about Aboriginal fire in central Vic?  Aboriginal people have been unable 

to practice for around 180 years 

Mick Bourke: DDWCAC & DELWP/FFM - Traditional Owner perspective 
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• Dja Dja Wurrung Country Plan talks about what we want for Country 

• Country is our mother, we are family 

• What’s missing in the landscape is the black fella 

• Need to work with Country the way it is now. Needs a reset 

• Cultural practice and ceremony has stopped 

• We were punished in the mission day for practicing our culture 

• Non-Traditional Owners – they are black fellas too. We need them. 

• The mobs (Aboriginal people – clans, tribes, groups) are learning. 

Sarah McMaster: PhD Candidate, Federation University - learning from settler observations 

• Why do we talk about Aboriginal fire? 

• A split.  The normal way, and the Aboriginal way 

• Why is it not singular way? 

• Picture and words from the 19th century show fire was central to Aboriginal life.   

• A difference in ethos between the settlers and Aboriginal relationship with fire. Settlers did 

not want fire to harm fences, buildings and stock –Aboriginal people did not have to worry 

about these things 

• Settlers knew they had to control fire to control the land. 

Dr John Morgan: Lecturer, Ecology, Environment & Evolution, La Trobe University – a botanist’s 

perspective 

• Eucalypts split off from rainforest ancestor 60 million years ago.  Eucalypts are paraphytes 

and came to dominate in the increasingly arid Australian climate – eucalypts hand in hand 

with fire. 

• Pollen and charcoal records from cores taken from peat bogs (etc) suggest arrival of 

Aboriginal people into Australia did not trigger a spike in fire frequency/extent.  Aboriginal 

people adopted fire, directed it, at the same time as background wildfires dominated 

charcoal records. 

• (Mick: Aboriginal people feel they have always been here) 

• Australian plants have fire cues: heat or smoke.  

• What happens when you put back fire after 200 years of European settlement? 

Panel Discussion 

• We need to describe a fire regime 

• Mobs won’t share sacred knowledge. Knowledge has been stolen in the past.  Mobs are still 

scared 

• How should we approach the problem?  Involve the mobs. 

• We need to use the settler observations of fire with caution because they were afraid of fire. 

• Settlers gave no credit to the mobs for fire technology because they were trying to take the 

land 
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• Why burn infertile areas – burning was not everywhere especially in unproductive land. 

Don’t over-apply fire use.   

• Some sites you never burn. Sacred. 

• Fire was not the only disturbance - Aboriginal people cultivated and native mammals (now 

largely absent) dug the soil 

• Soil structure has changed – Europeans dehydrated the land – our challenge now is soil 

rehydration. 

• How much do mobs know about forest burning? Mick: we burn in forest. 

• We should be self-aware and study our biases and assumptions 

• Biodiversity conservationists have been thinking about good fire for more than 30 years. 

Panel 2: Adapting Indigenous fire management practices to today’s landscape 

Questions and topics to be explored could include:  

• How and why to burn, or not burn? Learning from traditional indicators and decision-making 

processes.  

• Fuel reduction strategies – why we do what we do now and how it would need to change? 

• What is required to adapt to today’s landscape and settlement patterns? 

• Understanding and managing risk at the local level: the view from the brigade. 

Scott Falconer: Assistant Chief Fire Officer, Loddon Mallee Forest, Fire and Regions, Department of 
Environment, Land, Water & Planning  

Doug Richardson: Brigade Captain, Newstead Brigade 

Michael Sherwen: Statewide Cultural Heritage Adviser, CFA  

Facilitator – Chris Johnston 

Michael Sherwen: Statewide Cultural Heritage Adviser, CFA - Sharing fire knowledge 

• Time was brought in for trains, for my people time just happens. 

• How and why do we burn – need to acknowledge opinion and ideology influences. 

• We all have a common link – fire. We are all custodians. 

• Many Aboriginal fire stories but a different fire language to non-Aboriginal people. Our 

people have responsibilities for Wind, Water, Earth and Fire. 

• Our knowledge is passed on. We are a continuum.  

• We want to share.  Respect our elders.  Ask the right questions. 

Doug Richardson: Brigade Captain, Newstead Brigade - perspectives from the brigade 

• Newstead has not had bushfire in 50 years 

• Most of our fires are in grass –but there is no planned burning program for grass 

• If we burn around our town would it help? 

• Our brigade prioritises education, passing knowledge on. 
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Scott Falconer: Assistant Chief Fire Officer, Loddon Mallee Forest, Fire and Regions, DELWP - lessons 

from international efforts 

• A lot happening in cultural fire space in Victoria right now 

• We are probably head of many countries 

• Lesson from all the Indigenous peoples around the world: fire must be purposeful, fire has 

multiple purposes. 

• Aboriginal people must lead the cultural fire use. 

Panel 

• Walk together  

• Be kind 

• How can we (community) become comfortable with fire? 

• Cultural fire will not happen through government (it must be led by Aboriginal people) 

Panel 3: Perspectives on risk  

Questions to be explored could include:  

• How do communities understand and respond to risk? 

• How do governments – at all levels – perceive and respond to risk? 

Matt Campbell: Senior Project Officer, Engagement, Policy and Planning, Forest, Fire and Regions, 
DELWP  

Dr Blythe McLennan: Research Fellow in Emergency Management with RMIT University’s Centre for 
Risk and Community Safety. 

Professor Cristina Montiel: Visiting Academic, School of Ecosystem and Forest Sciences, University of 
Melbourne. (Chair of Research Group, Department of Geography, Complutense University of 
Madrid) 

Facilitator – Brendan Sydes 

Matt Campbell: DELWP - Lessons from St. Andrews 

• The thread of identity that binds us is our love of where we live. 

• “You are not part of us, if you want to understand us, and work with us, you have to walk 

alongside us”. 

• It’s about relationships. 

• We are hard wired for connection, our ability to cope is from our connections. 

• We meet in dialogue. Meet with people before we meet as stakeholder. 

• Focus on learning and sense making rather than decision making. Play the long game. 
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Dr Blythe McLennan: RMIT - studying interaction between people and place, people and 

government 

• Emergency Management (EM) agencies are technical experts and believe community 

knowledge is subjective – therefore we give knowledge and people will change. Wrong! 

• EM agencies are risk adverse – more than community. 

• Trust is key. 

• There must be a community voice, about what they value. 

Professor Cristina Montiel: University of Melbourne/ Complutense University of Madrid - a 

European perspective 

• European fire use goes back to middle ages. 

• Fire as a rural practice. 

• A difference between European fire use (Europeans fear fire) and Australian Indigenous 

peoples use of fire (fire as part of landscape and linked to spiritual understanding).  

• European fire has a social and political meaning/ context. 

• With the arrival of government and regulation of fire has pushed traditional uses of fire 

‘underground’ in Europe. 

• With introduction of government and forestry, fire culture has been lost (gone underground 

– become an illegal practice). 

• In Eurpoe we have rural exodus – therefore lost people, lost culture, changing landscape. 

• Attention! understand the social conflict is the first step. 

Panel discussion 

• Agency is technical professional fire = power.  A ‘Command and Control’ culture. 

• But our processes to engage community with risk – needs to be iterative not linear. 

• Nothing happens without trust between government and community. 

• Decisions made together is the only way. 

Summing Up 

• Question from the community: how do fire services expand cool burning? Barriers are 

questions of liability and lack of experience 

• A shift is required to make create an enabling environment, to give us words to be able to 

ask the right questions 

• Today is not about how to do it asking questions, giving participants confidence  

• It’s a conversation today about:  

o learning 

o finding out how we the importance of trust ad how trust is generated. 
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Detailed Notes (Sam Strong) 

Session One: What do we know from traditions, history and the landscape about fire and 

Indigenous burning in central Victoria? 

Mick Bourke, Sarah McAlister and John Morgan; facilitated by Paul Foreman. 

Mick: 1851 Bushfire created impacts for Indigenous people after dispossession. The past damage, 

now returning people to the landscape for future generations. Working on and with Country, as it is 

now, p=for people. Plants and animals. Country is family, Mother Earth. Requires respectful 

treatment and the connections, since people have been missing.  

Restoration of grasses, since the removal of fire from Country. The Country Plan- Nathan has worked 

on monitoring of grassy systems. Cultural ceremony had a huge impact on grassy ecosystems. Fire 

and healing are needed to get cultural practices back in these systems. Western Science can be 

matched to Elders’ knowledge, to pas onto the younger generation. 

They have revived cultural practice – framed as we “Walk Together”. 

Fire is used in the right conditions- depending on if there is contiguous vegetation to carry fire/ or 

create patchiness. The important element is people, having the right for the right country; Have 

partnerships, and the mobs back in the landscape to carry the messages, heal the landscape and 

look after country. 

Bush Heritage, Djandjak and DELWP partnership to get people in the landscape. The Dja have also 

worked in with Barapa, since they don’t have RAP status- it helps them work on Country with fire. 

They are visiting everyone to educate neighbouring mobs. Using the materials in the landscape 

keeps the costs low. It is a ‘relaxed’ burning. IN the past 2 years they have grown from 6 to 30 

trained Dja Warrung people in FOPs. 

Sarah: Worked in recovery and in DELWP and wanted to explore how and why Aboriginal fire was 

depicted. Gammage’s ‘singular interpretation of Aboriginal fire’ also stimulated the work, as to what 

other ways of interpreting early records- what they said that was more nuanced. 

She has researched the 19th century records of colonial observations of Aboriginal Fire in painting, 

sketches. 

The documents are Euro-centric, so the history of fire is very much as they saw fire. The records 

show what was perceived as ‘normal’ and the belief system that created these images- fire practices 

in contrast to European’s use.  

The records show that fire was central to life and used for many things, consistently and constantly 

for warmth, cooking, light (torches when fishing at night), fighting/warnings. 

The fire depictions of hunting are limited to a more masculine use (i.e. women gathered tubers from 

burnt fields and cooked). They did not flush out animals in the bush, they lured them out to grassy 

pickings. 
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Stereotypes of fire- fire is to be feared by the Europeans as they did not know the landscape and had 

only had bad experiences in Europe that were related to shifts in power (i.e. houses burning down/ 

1820-30s arson in England and then the major bushfire of 1851). Therefore, Aboriginals are to be 

feared because they are associated with fire in the environment; the ethos of treating fire as the 

enemy. The research refers to the collective relationships with the land, of imposing European 

values of cleared, settled, safe solid landscapes; of removing the forests of fire and harm, to protect 

the landscape, which is at odds to what the landscape really needed.  

John Morgan: His work uses objective scientific perspectives- ecology and fire.  

The discussion in Northern Australia- that fire has been done for a long time, and cannot be directly 

transferred to the south. The current QLD bushfire prompts us to think about fire and climate 

change. 

History – Eucalypts evolved 60 million years ago, according to fire and climate their distribution, 

prevalence and long evolution. They have a long history of adaptation; Banksias also have a similar 

evolution (65 million years). 

Scientists refer to evidence of changes by referring to sites (i.e. the Prom)- such as peat bogs, pollen 

analysis. Evidence of charcoal. They have monitored changes to fire in relation to people, extinction 

of mega fauna- the change is not constant. Need to carefully interpret the results, as it is possible to 

misinterpret results to give different reconstructions. 

Another source of evidence/information is rock art to show the migrations of Aboriginal people- use 

these places as reference points.  The charcoal in analysis shows it was there before Aboriginal 

people’s arrival in Australia. Fire has allowed Eucalypts to proliferate since 70,000+ years.  

Europeans used more big fires to remove vegetation, which ties in with more major wildfires since 

their arrival. 

Reference: Scott Mooney (2011). Orbital timescales Harness fires specifically so no long-term major 

change… Learn to use fire over time. Fire was used for many reasons- food production, promotion of 

plant growth, species distribution, smoke for seed germination, ash and heat. Fire cycles nutrients.  

Fire regimes rule: Fire regime= pattern of recurrence/ dependent on frequency, intensity and 

season. Need to ask what the goal of fire use is in systems that are no longer burnt- 

biomass/temperature/regimes/severity and the compatibility of these elements.  

Panel: 

Mobs won’t share knowledge (IP is very scary for mobs) since it was stolen from them, so how do 

you then share it with others is important. Mick said to get involved with mobs early to get answers. 

Sarah was hesitant to say the documentary evidence is instructional on how 19th Century Aboriginals 

used fire since it is an interpretation by Europeans who feared fire and the people who used it. The 

imagers are skewed and prejudicial. Not purposively done, but would have influenced the way they 

presented their experiences with fire. They needed to control fire, but couldn’t credit Aborigines for 
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this skill. The ‘vacant land’ theory was powerful and motivational. Use the records more for 

revealing the ethos around fire interps of 19th Century WHITES. It was a tool for power/political 

expression and fear. Need to read between the lines as to what is missing and how people are 

presented. 

John suggested you can read the history of the landscape via own background- ecology and the 

distribution of plants. Some areas would have been burnt often, others not so frequently. Gammage 

over-stressed the extent. John said to be wary of over-applying its presence. Resource rich areas are 

likely to have been burnt frequently for food, habitation. 

Mick: Spiritually important areas were not burnt. But they traded goods, ceremonies, developed 

resources and shared this with other mobs. 

David Cheal: How did the early records represent the disrupted Aboriginal settlements post small 

pox etc? The early settlers in the 19th century were seeing this (60% death rates in some areas). 

Exclusion occurred early, so the records refer to the past. I.e. Curr. What did he really see? If these 

people had been removed? The significance of records, when fire was NOT there, can infer what fire 

did. i.e. veg types where movement was difficult= less fire there. What aren’t they saying in the 

records (that we could anticipate being there?) 

Panel 2: Adapting fire to today’s landscape 

Scott Falconer, Doug Richardson, Michael Sherwen. 

Michael: There are different opinions and ideologies, but fire is a commonality, which is being 

respected at the forum. There is a continuum of community- resilience from being on country. 

There is truth about land management/fire methodology coming from other media sources that is 

not always observed- i.e. the Martu in the Western Desert. The desert people are working with fire 

in a time of climate change. Applying fire for achieving different responses, and adapting land for a 

purpose.  

A changing mindset is still to occur- there are now ambassadors in ACFO, Dja Warrung, so this is 

good time for sharing expertise.  

Presently it is hard to burn because people are scared of fire. There is a lack of engagement with 

local people and knowledge holders that represent a continuum. We have to deal with limitations of 

the mindsets which restricts what we listen o or refer to from history. There are generations of 

change and knowledge  

Also, legislative constraints and changing policies within and between governments.  

Another restriction- There is also outdated fire management systems, in terms of timing and use of 

fire. 

Social norms need to change- where we can learn for the future. 
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The interconnection of knowledge bases (places and people) and referring to them 

The history of major fires, i.e. 1939, 1903- and how land use change is linked. Impacts of hydrological 

changes, industry, greed- the hunting for what is for ‘now’.  

Understand the inputs and outputs of the systems 

Respect one another and each other’s knowledge. Sharing knowledge means you need to connect 

authentically to Aboriginal people- genuine. They are protective over lone held practices.  

The Joint Fire Management Plan is no longer target based- supports partnerships between the CFA, 

FFMV to achieve adaptive management goals. 

Safer Together – funded until June 30 2019, with round 2 being prepped. There is a suppression 

focus by CFA- whereas there can be fire for the right landscapes- partnerships with key people, that 

involves listening, removing biases to get mutual respect. Used the playschool windows as an 

analogy for fire approaches we traditionally rely upon- no overlap.  

Doug: Area has a history of pasture fires, but no major fires for 50 years. Does this represent good 

management, or a move away from how to deal with fire? Aboriginal grass burns have not been 

done in the area for a long time. Areas where no stock could use Indigenous burning. 

No $ for doing burns on hazardous areas, like roadsides. 

The topography is diverse in the area, in terms of the role of fire too. Suppression of wildfires- 

involves rocky access, access to land, wind direction, roads etc. Last one was at Campbelltown in 

rocky paddocks. 

Fire risk at a local level- important to understand it. In forested areas the dynamics vary- could 

Aboriginal burns be done on a trial and error basis to learn and explore the results? 

Township- access if a fire occurs; vegetation is mostly grasslands that are grazed, slashed or cropped. 

The community is responsible, but do they understand the consequences on the town from a major 

fire? So, what do we want to see done? Prevent the community being impacted? Need to identify 

the steps to take and discuss them, in terms of a common goal being needed, or stay in the current 

status quo of not knowing. 

Each is responsible for their own care of the land. It is a jig saw puzzle where each can have a piece 

to fit into a bigger whole; small fire is not used for 6-70 years- as it is too dangerous, nor do people 

want a role (?). 

The context of climate where fire can burn anything fast, depending on the vegetation and type of 

fire. 

Community needs to understand what impacts of fire are- reduction of risk, understand the real 

impacts; other forms of fire- good and protection oriented (by CFA), schools to get the young to 



 

Talking Fire: A community initiative on understanding fire in our landscape.  
Talking Fire is an initiative of the Muckleford Forest Friends Group 

This project is supported by the Mount Alexander Community Grant Program 

19 

learn and be involved, relate to fire as they won’t have the experience/knowledge of someone like 

Doug- pass this onto families. 

The brigade is progressive- take part in outcomes and ideas of the search conference to be part of 

the change and strategies for the future. 

Scott: Importance of meaningful conversations; he was aware that the community was being left 

behind. 

Have a partnership focus, as he now has- northern Australia is very different, in terms of access 

issues. We live in a fire prone area with dense populations. 

Earlier fire was Purposeful burning- what is wanted/ needed and done was nuanced, timelessness, 

specific and according to songlines. The challenge now is to work from what was in the 

contemporary context. It won’t be easy.  

Cultural Burning Strategy by DELWP has shown it must be led by Aboriginal people, with cross-overs 

with research and agencies to facilitate the cultural revival with TOs and TEK. It is important to work 

on the IP and who owns the knowledge. “Walk Together” acknowledges the threat and tension 

points- be kind/ consider ecologists’ knowledge whose knowledge is also respected. 

Panel 3: Perception of Risks 

Cristina Monteil, Matt Campbell and Blythe McLennan. 

Matt: Making sense of how people make sense- the relationships with us/one another and place/ 

fire. Ask who we are as individuals, and in terms of safety/risk across the global scale in terms of the 

range of experiences there are. 

Refer to threads that tie us together and where we love being- where we live. These threads are part 

of us- past, present and future. Uncertainty is something we live with and provides big questions. 

Concepts in the St. Andrews Conversations- of how it links to Newstead. Considering the psycho-

social recovery that is still going on in that community post 2009. That community said, “You’re not 

part of us…if you want to understand and work with the community you have to walk alongside us 

to be part of us” So, be different but part of if the walk- however- what elements are humanising (in 

the work we do?). They worked on relationships-not the type of information being ‘brought in’ by 

the agency- sharing and interpreting. It was not about activities or who were the agencies, but the 

relationships- of being people with other people. 

1. We are hard-wired for connection- physically, mentally, metaphysically. This helps us cope 

with change and risks- and this coping is linked to our connections- own it and understand it. 

2. Space to make sense- no end point in sensemaking- take on views that are not your own, to 

get closer. 

3. Meet in dialogue- face-face to make sense. Reconciling how to do it authentically; who is 

who/what. 
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The challenge for government is to create the breathing room- their/his approach is iterative/ 

cumulative conversations to find out what matters to community. Embrace the principles, create 

opportunities for the invitation ‘in’; meet as people, rather than stakeholders to explore what else 

can be offered; focus on learning, rather than decision making. Play the long game! 

St Andrews program was not educative- it was about creating a sense-making space in which to 

learn, and that naturally emerged from the relationships, as an outcome. The process tapped into 

the community’s knowledge. 

Blyth: Social context matters. Risk construction as a social construction. As a product of 

social/government interactions. Emergency Management observations of risk to compare and 

contrast risk 

Community vs. the “government” as separate entities. Whereas there is diversity across a spectrum.  

Emergency managers are ‘objective, in contrast to the ‘community’ 

Risk can be understood technically, subjectively and as constructs. Risk perspective within 

government- has a legal risk and responsibility/ reputational risk and response to risks/ public and 

political scrutiny. Government cannot be risk averse. 

Social negotiation of risks/responsibilities- the benefits and trade-offs. 

Emergency Managers- has fewer trade-offs/capacity. i.e. pets/livestock. Has to be flexible/ duty of 

care and deal with complexities 

“Agency” – consider the choices/capacity to influence something, i.e. motivation/costs/ 

restrictions/age/access/ trust & knowledge/ social groups. 

All this makes it a challenge for government and support. No one player has all the 

information/knowledge on their own. Community voices are needed along all the way, as part of the 

broader discussions/ planning. 

Cristina: There are common aspects between Spain and Australia: Rural activities in a young country. 

The cultural connections of fire and people in Spain are not as long as elsewhere. The Middle Ages 

are when fire arose as a management tool. IN the 19th century it was common practice for 

traditional rural activities.  

With the imposition of new thinking and policies/ forestry practices, considered as the ‘right’ way of 

thinking, fire was excluded. Fire was seen as problematic, so was blocked out from the land and 

social culture. Problems then arose, conflicts with on-ground practices and reafforestation (resulting 

in high biomass when left unmanaged). 

Disruption of the ecological and cultural systems; people, culture, ecology. Fire history is 

documented as being local in scale in every country across many activities. In Europe fire use is now 

but an illegal practice. Slash and burn (Nordic)/ grazing/ agroforestry. 
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While the temporal scales may differ, policy and fire use are similar to Australia in terms of the 19th 

century removal of fire.  

Referred to a scale of trust- will to learn/unlearn to reintroduce fire and a sense of responsibility 

when talking with people. Involves power. 

Discussed the interpretative process for action within a framework (Legal and planning). 

Question time: 

Matt- Indigenous Cultural Burning is a different set of questions than dealt with in St. Andrews. But it 

still required us to go outside our own worldview to be empathetic, to step outside the paradigms 

that we have, to learn, giving permission to be learners, rather than experts. View risk differently as 

a consequence.  

Blythe- A leap of faith is required /involved for volunteers/ government partnerships- where trust of 

the risks required to take; “in it together” is a shift. 

Cristina: no-one is an expert. The new reality of wildfires/ different landscapes/ climate changes- we 

all have to deal with these- so learn and talk together. 

Fritz: Risk- a world view. All assessment is human centric. Acknowledge other risks, to the 

environment, to mother earth. Biodiversity risk is not being acknowledged in the discussion. How do 

we deal with risk assessments, human absence from the landscapes? 

David C: DELWP – input for action is not two-way re biodiversity risks- it a command and control 

approach.  

Blythe: Shift to local, place-based assessments for risk. Sharing the positive learning for sifting how 

risk is assessed, to move away from a command and control approach. 

Cristina: Need to acknowledge policies of the past have been wrong, and start afresh, to then 

unlearn to relearn. 

Matt: Predetermined decisions are done, so there is no way talk can occur. Different sectors of the 

department do have different views/roles/methods, but he can see opportunities arising and that 

cultural change is occurring (away from the Command and Control). 

Owen: Agencies had it run (?). Cultural fire needs to be led by Community Trust- and relationships, 

which would be radical.  

Paul F: Perceived risk/actual risk- need resources in the right place for reduction of risk. 

Blythe: What is accepted? In terms of the subjective nature of risk acceptance. What is valued? 

Resources? Need risk planners to give their knowledge too, to inform community. 

Saide: “Participatory action”- a decision jointly made, so all voices are heard. 
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Matt: Use Methodologies to help collaborations, leveraging off who is best placed; facing challenges 

of legislative compliance to balance the separate identities within community. DELWP is a 

compliance organisation, so faces ‘dualism’- it is acknowledged, but not acted upon. 

Blythe: Citizens Juries- are existing and successfully trialled. Public Authority deal with expenditure 

and are representative voice/ decision maker is also a challenge. Who has authority? The shifting of 

staff means a loss of skills and relationships. 

Cristina: Trust – needs permanent dialogue. Policy sharing and responsibilities/ expectations of 

government are too high. Co-decision making in not really done in Europe. So hopefully here there is 

a chance to do so in Australia. We don’t wait for government to take care of us, we are our own 

decision maker. 
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Attachment 3: Small groups and plenary session 

Drawing the threads together: reflecting on key topics from the day 

How can we reshape the use of fire as a land management tool to better protect and enhance our 
landscape, ecosystems, people and resources? Can rebuilding knowledge and the practice of 
Indigenous burning techniques assist us? 

1. Building community capacity and confidence 
Understanding our communities’ perceptions of risk?  
Contributing to a greater understanding of fire in land/ecological management?  

2. Learning and adapting: community and government 
What would a process of learning and adapting look like? Who has the knowledge to do this 
in Central Victoria?  

3. Support and capacity building 
What support is needed – funding, capacity building, legislative change?  

A series of small groups formed, each group generating both ‘key questions’ and potential 
responses. Some people moved between groups, while others stayed within one group. Each group 
starts with an image of their notes. 

 

Hands on – cultural awareness training on Country – landholders and brigades 

Brigades to observe burning 

What do the broader Newstead community want? What matters to the local community? 

• Community event 

• Community leader champions 

How do we keep the momentum up? 

• Follow-up practical (on ground) workshop – link to Firestick Forum in 2019 – joint with 
CFA/DELWP to support – “to enable it to happen”. 
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Cool burns 

• mosaic – jigsaw – patchwork? 

• When? How? (year, season, day) 

 

Why aren’t there more Aboriginal cultural officers in the CFA like Mick? 

A more sensitive approach to prescribed burning – eyes to see what is there and valuable 

Why allow developments in high risk areas? CFA must take risks to help them in a fire (e.g. 
Wheatsheaf) 
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How can we adjust the use of fire to integrate an Indigenous perspective and knowledge? Fostering 
trust. 

• Talk together with open minds – including talking on Country 

• Ensure we utilize the best of current science 

• Support and foster further research – both science and Indigenous 

• Learn from the land – let the land advise 

• Recognise that fire is a tool for restoring a damaged landscape4 – amongst other tools 

How can we utilise Indigenous language(s) to understand and connect with cultural references? 

• Participate in workshops on Indigenous language. Provide opportunities above. 

Can we use fire to rehabilitate landscapes? 

 

What is required to adapt to today’s landscape and settlement patterns in relation to reviving 
Indigenous burning? 

Has anyone thought that what we may be doing with current burning practices may be making the 
situation worse? 

How to merge current science with traditional science to achieve risk reduction, ecological 
management and connection to Country across a range of landscapes & tenures? 

How do we learn about traditional knowing and the philosophies that underpin it in a respectful way 
that doesn’t violate or misappropriate Indigenous knowledge? 

What does sharing responsibility mean in an open bargain? 

• Possibly not being given designated stakeholder roles and responsibilities – offering to take 
on roles or elected to roles that are rotated, shared (etc) 

Looking for commonality of goals and values: where there are differences, dig deeper into “values”. 
Concentric circles of shared conversations to identify core values.  
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How do you have a conversation/engage with neighbours/local graziers and their fire plan when 
their land management increases your fire risk? 

• How do you learn Indigenous practice of land/fire management? (for private property and 
pastoral) 

• How do we get Indigenous led cultural burning in the grasslands? 

Is fire knowledge lost? (i.e. Aboriginal fire knowledge) 

• Where is traditional fire knowledge? How do we get fire knowledge back? 

• How do we expand thinking of traditional burning reasons (& not burning reasons) beyond 
economics to include spiritual context, cultural?  

How do we establish shared values, viewpoints, goals? 

• How do we build the capacity of community to establish shared values (etc)? 

• How do we get people together? 

• How do we live sustainably in this landscape? 

• How do we change the government – in terms of role, process, vision, goals, conscience, 
ethics? 

How do we find a common language to meet our common goals (multi-cultural knowledge) 

Creating together – best practice fire – capability & 
capacity – common language – people.  
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Taking some steps locally?  

In plenary, the following ideas were brainstormed as potential local actions: 

1. Bring together CFA/protective approach with TOs and biodiversity values – recognising 
culture, biodiversity and fuel protection – to support risk management. Obstacles: expertise 
and funding. 

2. Fire services could become “cool burn” entities during the cooler time of the year combined 
with protective in summer – this would expand the scope of their services, expand those 
interested in being part of ‘fire services’. Obstacles: resources? 

3. Change how we do burns to being “cool, on foot, nuanced” compared to “prescribed burns” 
which are blunt instruments. 

4. Do practical stuff – go out and do it locally – learn, experience and get people involved 
hands-on. Partner with Landcare for example. This would enable people to get familiar with 
this new approach and to really engage hands-on. (Noted that the CFA has done with on 
Trust for Nature properties and it was transformative for people involved. People in the 
cities are removed from fire – so hands-on learning valuable). 

5. Document techniques to use in different circumstances, progressively building up knowledge 
and practical approaches and sharing them. Issues for landowners may include confidence in 
the approach and questions about what can be achieved by such burns – for example, 
weeds may not be controlled by fire so its aligning objectives and methods. 

6. Build knowledge amongst land holders locally. For example: 

• Recognise fire as part of a spectrum of land management activities, and undertake 
activities to overcome fear of burning/of fire which is often an issue for landholders. 

• Public liability issue if a private burn gets out of control (vs if done with CFA) 

• Never burn alone – never underestimate what it takes 

7. A lot of research is needed to work out how to adapt traditional methods to today’s 
landscape: work needs to be done collaboratively with Traditional Owners and as part of a 
planned research approach. For example, comparing burnt and unburnt as tests. 

8. Recognise and work on barriers:  

• Traditional owners have traditional knowledge – do they have training needed to set up 

fires on private land? 

9. Adopt a new concept: “Right fire” = local context, local species and clear goals for the 

landscape.  
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Attachment 4: Publicity – fliers, articles, social media 

Newstead Echo: 
October 2018 

 

Newstead Echo: 
November 2018 
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Advert in the Midland 
Express and 
Castlemaine Mail  

 

Poster: Danjak Wi  

 



 

Talking Fire: A community initiative on understanding fire in our landscape.  
Talking Fire is an initiative of the Muckleford Forest Friends Group 

This project is supported by the Mount Alexander Community Grant Program 

30 

Poster: Community 
Search Conference 

 

Facebook (examples) 

https://www.facebook.co
m/talkingfirenewstead/ 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/talkingfirenewstead/
https://www.facebook.com/talkingfirenewstead/
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Webpages 

https://talkingfire.org/ou
r-events/talking-fire-
reviving-indigenous-
burning-practices/ 

 

 

https://talkingfire.org/our-events/talking-fire-reviving-indigenous-burning-practices/
https://talkingfire.org/our-events/talking-fire-reviving-indigenous-burning-practices/
https://talkingfire.org/our-events/talking-fire-reviving-indigenous-burning-practices/
https://talkingfire.org/our-events/talking-fire-reviving-indigenous-burning-practices/
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Attachment 5: Feedback Survey 

An online feedback survey was created and sent to all attendees of both events including speakers, 
organisers/facilitators and participants. 

The online survey posed 9 questions: 

1. Which event did you attend?  

2. What was your role? 

3. What prompted you to attend? (multiple choice) 

4. What did you learn? Tell us in a few words what the most important learning was for you. 

5. Thinking about current approaches to the use of fire as a land management and risk 

reduction tool, what would you like to see change? Please tick up to three changes that you 

would like to see (and there is an opportunity for you to respond in your own words against 

Other at the end of this question!). 

6. Talking Fire is about opening up community conversations on fire. What topics you like to 

see Talking Fire address next? 

7. And thinking about the event or events you attended, what could we do better next time? 

8. Last, please tell us the town or suburb or area where you live? 

9. Please include your name below if you would like to. 

Invitations to provide feedback were sent to the 67 attendees who provide an email address, with 
one week allowed for responses. The request was sent on Monday 14 January, and a reminder on 
Friday 18 January. The survey closed at midnight on 20 January. The overall response rate of 39% 
was excellent, given the time of year when many are away, and the relative short time allowed for a 
response. 

Responses are summarised below, with extensive verbatim quotes from open ended questions. 

Which event did you attend?  

All 26 respondents answered this question.  

Options Responses 

Community Search Conference: Reviving Indigenous burning in a 
changed landscape - Friday 30.11.2018 – 9am-5pm 46.2% 12 

Both the Scott Falconer talk and the Community Search Conference 38.5% 10 

Returning cultural burning to Country – Djandak Wi: Scott Falconer, 
Thursday 29 November 7.30pm. 11.5% 3 

Neither 3.6% 1 

 

What was your role? 

All 26 respondents answered this question.  

Options Responses 

A participant 80.8% 21 

One of the presenters 7.7% 2 

A facilitator or organiser 7.7% 2 

Other: unwell and unable to attend 3.8% 1 
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What prompted you to attend? (multiple choice) 

This question tested some specific reasons, plus ‘other’ which allowed respondents to add other 
reasons. Respondents were invited to tick as many reasons as they wished. All 26 respondents 
answered this question.  

Options Responses 

General interest in Indigenous burning methods 73.1% 19 

Interested in local fire management strategies 65.4% 17 

Interested in Aboriginal culture 65.4% 17 

The topic relates to my own research interests and/or expertise 34.6% 9 

Wondering if Indigenous burning can help with managing my property 
or bush block 30.8% 8 

Other (please specify) 26.9% 7 

Bruce Pascoe’s book ‘Dark Emu’ 19.2% 5 

I work in fire management 11.5% 3 

Bill Gammage’s book ‘The Biggest Estate on Earth’ 3.8% 1 

 

Other: six people gave ‘other’ reasons relevant to the topic, as below: 

• interested in the 'bigger Conversations' that shift perceptions and bring community together 
(and work towards healing trauma) 

• I work in environmental management advocacy for the NGO, Victorian National Parks 
Association 

• I work in natural resource management 

• I am very interested in how communities and governments can work better together in 
response to emerging environmental difficulties with a view to minimising social and 
environmental impacts of probable disasters while developing a culture of effective creative 
responses rather than a reactive and possibly 'disaster' based culture 

• As a Committee representative for a 37km Rail Reserve concerned with weed management. 
 

What did you learn? Tell us in a few words what the most important learning was for you. 

24 respondents addressed this open-ended question, some provided a number of specific 
‘learnings’.  

Topic area Learnings 

Conversations The power of hearing local indigenous people share their stories. 

I expected the complexity of issues, but I was surprised by some 
participants who seemed to think it was simple - so worth exposing 
them to the complexity! 

Participating in a discussion process like the Search Conference was 
insightful and aided my learning about this rather fraught issue. The 
content was also insightful and I think we shall require some high doses 
of resilience and creativity in order to meet the coming challenges of 
landscape management and increasingly high temperatures over 
increasingly longer times. More such search conferences in differing 
regions would enable targeted regional responses to specific 
geographical needs. I found the range of views to be of particular value 
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Topic area Learnings 

and would appreciate some further views being included in any future 
gatherings, e.g. rehydration of the landscape (permaculture) and re-
vegetation and fire e.g. which fire resistant/retardant vegetation types 
are adapted to this landscape region and how can these be better 
utilised for future community protection. 

Understanding That I have a lot to learn about Aboriginal land management and 
cultural burning. 

 Types of traditional burning that occurred in the area, what is 
happening now, what the future could look like. 

 Learning from the speakers about the connection with fire was really 
good. I really liked the presentation that acknowledged Aboriginal 
women and their connection to fire and how a lot of artwork from the 
past didn’t properly represent Aboriginals women’s connection of fire. 

 I also learnt a lot from Michael Sherwin’s presentation and found his 
personal story linkages powerful and engaging. 

 Aboriginal burning is very different to prescribed burning which I 
believe is not managed in an environmentally sensitive way.   

 Slow burning important for wildlife protection 

 (More about) Australian governance mechanisms for fire risk 
management at the local level. 

 I was interested in the idea that our fear of fire stems from our 
European heritage, as the colonists had no experience of fire. 

Challenges  The sessions reiterated for me the challenges to balance cultural, 
spiritual, ecological and political issues that fire represents and creates 
for our communities, land managers, traditional owners. 

 True 'Indigenous Burning' practices are better understood by some 
people of Indigenous heritage than by many in DELWP & CFA.  DELWP, 
in particular, still sees Indigenous burning as getting people with 
Indigenous heritage to burn the way white fellas tell them, with the 
white fella spreadsheets, estimates of 'fuel' and tightly structured staff 
availabilities.    

 Fire risk assessment should move from "risk to asset" to "risk to 
environment". 

 That resistance by vested western interests is endemic with little 
scientific study monitored and no actual practical contemporary 
application; obfuscation by a confusing lack of consensus even about 
what to title it. i.e. traditional, cool, mosaic or jigsaw burning. 

Recognition To see evidence of the recognition & engagement by DWELP, CFA & 
other participants of Indigenous burning as a land management 
practice. And to see how empowering this recognition is for the Dja Dja 
Wurrung community. 
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Topic area Learnings 

 The importance of burning practices, and how these things can 
empower Indigenous people, strengthen their culture and community 

 I was pleased that our local Aboriginal clans are relearning these 
practices not only for fire repression but also for the cultural 
advantages of bringing people back on country. 

 That knowledge & practice of Aboriginal cultural burning is finally being 
recognised & is looking to go mainstream--very healing & what needs to 
happen in appreciating & conserving an Australian landscape for not 
just now, but future generations. 

Creating change How our discussions and ideas can be translated into on-going changes 
to how we approach fire and the landscape- how to create the shifts, 
and to listen to others- we get very caught up in our own ways of doing, 
and working in various frameworks that are hard to change. Listening 
and respecting the differences and need for trial and error is another 
challenge that can feel daunting 

 There is work going on via coop to complete Indigenous burns with CFA. 
Very exciting and about time! 

 That there is a really encouraging movement in opening up to cultural 
burning practices and co-management of land and fire in Vic. 

Techniques Cool burning is site, weather and culturally specific, takes time and isn’t 
a one size fits all solution 

 That fire authorities could have great access to a very old resource 
(Indigenous knowledge) 

Traditions 
elsewhere  

The concept of traditional burning in Europe was completely new for 
me. 

I was fascinated by the similarities between Indigenous burning as a 
cultural practice here and in Canada. 

The similarity between North American and Australian Indigenous 
traditional burning practices and the news that we are more advanced 
than North America on the whole in the acceptance of these practices 
by the relevant government bodies. 

Local 
opportunities 

Probably the most important take away for me was that the local fire 
brigade captain would look favourably on private land burning to 
reduce fire risk 
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Thinking about current approaches to the use of fire as a land management and risk reduction 
tool, what would you like to see change? Please tick up to three changes that you would like to see. 

All 26 respondents answered this question. While the questions requested ‘up to 3’ the survey did 
not prevent people choosing more than 3.  

Options Responses 

Combining Indigenous and western ecological knowledge 53.9% 14 

Increased use of Indigenous knowledge in planned burns 50.0% 13 
Strengthening relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
people 46.2% 12 

Trialling of new approaches, including using Indigenous knowledge 42.3% 11 

A stronger focus on burning for ecology and landscape productivity 30.8% 8 
Choosing the best places to do fuel reduction – whether on public or 
private land 30.8% 8 

Extending this conversation across the whole community 30.8% 8 

Focusing on longer-term research and monitoring in relation to fire 26.9% 7 
Resourcing Aboriginal people and other researchers to discover 
more about past Aboriginal burning practices 19.2% 5 

No more planned burns in woodlands and forests 11.5% 3 

Other (please specify) 34.6% 9 
 

Other: Nine respondents added other specific changes they would like to see. 

• There needs to be site specific land management actions, and to keep in mind the resourcing 
required for involving Indigenous communities in the work. I think we have to be mindful of 
overwhelming the resources of Aboriginal communities with being involved in fire 
management- the cultural practices are very important, which may not match in with the 
extent (or scale required) of non-Aboriginal needs for risk/ecological management.  

• Reframing our approach to the environment and our relationship to the environment - so 
how we use fire isn't 'instrumental' it needs to be compassionate towards all species - which 
doesn't mean doing nothing but rather seeing ourselves as part of everything and caring 
about everything 

• Seems to me that fuel reduction burning is a western concept 

• We all have a lot to learn about fire management, especially in Victoria's much altered, and 
often imperilled, remaining natural areas. Currently, I believe, the management of fuel 
reduction is flawed, and recent science (in particular) points this out. I think an exploration 
of Indigenous burning practices can help to highlight the inadequacies of current 
management.  

• Let's all learn the Indigenous approach - which is letting the landscape tell us if & when 
burns are needed. 

• Current prescribed burning practices appear to take little account of the damage to the 
environment and wildlife.  Permits allowing people to build in areas where fire risk is severe 
needs to be reassessed.   

• I do think the increased use of indigenous knowledge in planned burns could be useful as 
both an ecological enhancement tool and a fire reduction tool, but effectiveness and 
suitability depend on the local geography, ecology and built community environment, if the 
aim remains to protect communities and assets (including environmental assets). Having 
made a cursory observation of a mosaic burn site in Sandon Forest over the Spring 2016 - 
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Autumn 2017, it became very obvious that in each burned patch, the return vegetation was 
more prolific in growth (height and width) & foliage, but less diverse in speciation, i.e. more 
woody vegetation like acacia, eucalyptus, everlasting daisies and coffee bush were present 
while observing fewer wildflowers. I am yet to do a follow up visit to these sites, but hope to 
do so some time in 2019.  

• I think the way plants interact with heat and with fire are thought to be well known but are 
in fact not well documented or understood within the public domain and are often a more 
nuanced story. For example, the Australian Grass Tree (Xanthorrhoea australis) initially 
responds to fire by multiple stemming and more profuse growth, but observing through a 
comparative study over a ten year period (phd research at Latrobe University supervised by 
one of the speakers on Friday) highlighted that Grass Trees that had been burned, while 
initially showing a growth burst were found to live shorter lives than those Grass Trees that 
remained untouched by fire. 

• Encompass the glaring contradiction in terms to counter the ecological hell we've created 
and ascend beyond utilising nature for a fiscal return to an aesthetic harmony. Respect and 
learn from the culture lived here in this once beautiful biblical Eden for millennia. 
Immediately instigate cool burning programs, employ indigenous people to assist, employ 
botanists and biodiversity experts to monitor and improve tactical progress particularly 
when dealing with the invasive weeds; elevate this approach as a priority above the 
pharmaceutical companies. 

• I would like to be able to access these practices on my own property to make it both safer 
during fires and improve the biodiversity. 

 

Talking Fire is about opening up community conversations on fire. What topics you like to see 
Talking Fire address next? 

24 people responded to this question. The responses have been clustered by topic area below.  

Topic area Suggestions 

Indigenous 
burning  
 

What is the remnant ecological signature of the pre-settlement burning 
regimes?  How can we read this remnant signature? What has changed 
in our forests and woodlands which means that we need new burning 
regimes? 

Cold burning techniques and their relevance to central Victoria. 

Introducing cultural burning methods right across public and private 
lands.   

Use of Indigenous burning practices on multiple adjacent private 
properties. 

More conversations about Aboriginal ecological knowledge, and the 
value this knowledge has for managing the environment and dealing 
with climate change. 
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Topic area Suggestions 

Fire & Aboriginal 
empowerment 

How the knowledge of landscape and fire can heal Aboriginal people 
(my people). I would love to see a session on how we use this 
knowledge to strengthen mob and build mobs resilience and 
connection to country. I feel like this knowledge would be powerful to 
be passed onto disengaged youth. How this knowledge is passed onto 
younger generations. 

Linking Aboriginal political movements to connection to country and 
the power of cultural knowledge. 

A session on how talking fire should be incorporated and within all 
current Treaty discussions in the state of Victoria and how cultural 
burning should be a major element of Treaty conversations. 

Barriers to 
Indigenous 
burning 

A session specific on the red tape that prevents cultural burning from 
taking place. how we can tackle this red tape 

Ecology & 
biodiversity 

Extend by introducing ecological considerations/knowledge about local 
requirements for biodiversity and the role of fire in that relationship. 

Botanical experts detailing the many problem introduced species 
(weeds) and how best to target them exposing the fallacy of crash 
grazing to suppress. 

There are several studies pointing out the decline in hollows, both in 
standing trees, and on the ground. This is largely a result of current 
burning practices. Recovering those important habitat structures - 
especially hollow logs on the ground - will take many decades of careful 
management. Indigenous burning practices may have answers to this 
difficult problem. 

Landscape health Use of fire for landscape health. 

links between water and air and soil health with fire issues. 

Starting to see land as a whole rather than segmented pieces. 

Climate change How to improve federal govt responses to climate change. 
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Topic area Suggestions 

Policy, Research 
& Monitoring 

Thinking about how to engage those who set policy targets & 
approaches within a community conversation, not just a consultation or 
managed community event, but an exchange of ideas and possible 
options for moving ahead.  

Practical operations combining scientific monitoring surveys with 
successful and failing methods reports. 

Results of monitoring of fire effects.  

Consideration for the long-term environmental effects of prescribed 
burning. 

More Before and After pictures/stories around regular cold burning. 

Benefits of cold burning on pastures and soils (around holistic grazing 
management). 

Community & expert partnership design of research projects that could 
document the outcomes in terms of vegetation changes before and 
after fire, of large-scale burns and of mosaic burns, both short and long-
term. Maybe linked to the regular bird watching groups, in the IBAs 
who are asked to report each year on vegetation quality in the areas 
where they play a guardianship role. 

Hands-on Hands-on with Indigenous fire.  

Would like to see an on-ground demonstration with the Indigenous 
people present and have the participants / CFA involved. 

Education with Aboriginal people as regards to the practice of cultural 
burning on site & hands on.   

Community 
perceptions & 
expectations 

Local input into community expectations around fire 

Could this question also be asked of the community who did not 
manage to get to the events? From my observations on the day, l think 
there was a desire for some focused strategic planning to get things 
happening on the ground- workshops to help this happen might be 
valuable. 

Supported community conversations about fire in our landscape in an 
ongoing way (e.g. peer learning circles); more fire stories - perhaps via 
art, writing and forest visits.  

Community understanding of bushfire risk. 

Fire risk 
mitigation & 
reduction 

Strategic burning on private land to reduce fire risk to population 
centres. 

A case study across public/private land. 

Social awareness and co-responsibility in fire risk mitigation at the local 
level.   
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Topic area Suggestions 

Community fire 
preparedness 

How to assist individuals to make their own places safe. ie. CFA, PAVs or 
alt service. 

Fire readiness of the community, ie pumps sprays, foam. Perhaps a field 
day of commercial fire retailers and groups like CFA SES, Blaze Aid. 

Further community education about heat/fire/smoke and vegetation 
interaction and/or human interaction with the same.  

Emergency service volunteering... place of emergency services within 
wider community services and community needs. 

Planning Addressing the inappropriate granting of building permits in fire hazard 
areas. 

Community 
support & 
resilience 

How to best support each other during a fire - we all have action plans, 
but that often doesn't work on the day (I know from first-hand 
experience). Being ready to help others and how to think quickly in 
crisis could be good. 

Building Resilient & Engaged Communities around emergency 
prevention and management through story and strategy. Role of the 
CFA, particularly volunteers cf role of DELWP workers in fire 
management. 

 

And thinking about the event or events you attended, what could we do better next time? 

23 people responded to this question. The responses are summarised below in terms of positive 
aspects and ‘could do better’.  

 Positive Could do better 

Overall It was fabulous and very well done 
thank you. keep up the great work! 

Great event 

Can’t think of anything. 

Hard to think of any suggestion - it 
was a very worthwhile day.   

Not a lot could be done better. It 
was a great event 

It was hard to provide enough time 
to organise and support the 
development of the event, as 
volunteers juggling work. Some 
additional support from people 
could help next time- also for 
promoting the event and contacting 
speakers. 

Venue Good location  

Program From memory, I think it all 
proceeded smoothly: open 
discussions, exchanging ideas and 
stayed well to time without trying 
to squeeze too much in 

Plenty of breaks and food enable 
people to have time to think & talk, 

Shorter sessions- all day is a bit 
tedious.  

Format good but hard to stop 
presenters running over time. 

Perhaps more opportunities for 
discussion. 

This was a great event, got a little bit 
warm towards the end of the event.  
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 Positive Could do better 

without getting overwhelmed by 
information. 

2018 Talking Fire was a big step up 
from 2016. I would like to see the 
same growth next time but at the 
moment I do not have any 
suggestions apart from the 
observation that the results that 
came from the Churchill Fellowship 
were very enlightening. Perhaps 
further funding of research in this 
area would be a wonderful thing. 

Being a long day the regular breaks 
where good to stretch the legs, and 
refocus. 

Perhaps bit better organization 
around the food and food breaks - 
but this is a decidedly minor 
suggestion.   

 

  Practical demonstrations at a time 
chosen by the indigenous and CFA 
people - so perhaps at a different 
time of year? 

Next time I would like practical 
hands on experience.  Thought 
Talking fire was a great introduction 
but need to go beyond talking too. 

Presentations Tough one... maybe meet and 
greet sessions with presenters? 

To manage panel dynamics to 
enhance dialogue between 
presenters and a more interactive 
approach    

Getting some of the presenters to 
stick to their time schedule - shows 
respect for other presenters and the 
audience.  It was a huge day and 
some people had travelled long 
distances to be there, so timing is 
critical.  

Not having a speaker talk about 
Aboriginal people traveling to 
Australia. That was disrespectful and 
contradicts/disrespects our 
dreaming stories. 

Networking An Aboriginal man to whom I 
spoke had a very sensitive 
approach to prescribed burning 
and this is good to hear for those 
who care about the environment 
rather than only their property.  
More of this please. 
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 Positive Could do better 

Audio-visual/ 
internet 

 Some improvements for audio-visual 
presentations. 

The technology was a challenge - not 
sure why - probably internet in part - 
what happened to Newstead's wifi? 

Real Internet. 

Better PA. 

Food Great catering! 

The food was excellent. 

I thought it was great including the 
food! 

 

Promotion  Advertise more widely- I live in 
Talbot and have a high interest in 
this topic but only hear about it via a 
friend who was one speaker. 

Have media involved so the message 
is spread across communities. 

Invite more mob (Aboriginal people). 

Website  A dedicated Website that doesn't 
rely on Data Miners to process 
inquiries, surveys and general 
feedback. 

 

Last, please tell us the town or suburb or area where you live? 

All 26 respondents answered this question.  

Locations Responses 

Newstead (inc Sandon, Strangways, Welshmans Reef, Green Gully, Muckleford) 26.9% 7 

Melbourne 11.5% 3 

Castlemaine 3.9% 1 

Daylesford 3.9% 1 

Maryborough 3.9% 1 
Other (please specify) 

Overseas – 1 
Tarilta – 1 
West of Newstead: Clunes, Talbot – 2 
South and/or east of Castlemaine: Chewton, Fryerstown, Tarilta, 
Redesdale, Faraday – 5  
Daylesford, Glenlyon - 1 
Other: Ballarat 1, Hamilton – 1, Glenaroua – 1  

50.0% 13 

 

Please include your name below if you would like to 

15 people left their name, 11 did not.  


