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Bill Gammage has demonstrated beyond 

doubt that for thousands of years 

Aborigines wisely adapted and managed 

their living environment across Australia 

with cool fire so that it resembled a more 

open, ‘park like’ landscape that was both 

productive & at lower risk of catastrophic 

bushfire 
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Looking northwards across the rural/urban interface 

landscape of the Canning River valley 
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Canning River BROOKTON HIGHWAY

Banyowla

Regional Park

A view that typifies current land use at the rural/urban interface 

of the Perth Hills - with poorly managed re-growth & infilling of 

volatile native vegetation around homes and high fuel loads in 

the landscape – at risk of catastrophic bushfire in summer 
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Night of the catastrophic 2011 

Roleystone/Kelmscott Hills fire, 

northern side of Canning River valley 

– 8.5 hours after ignition
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72 homes destroyed, hundreds more damaged, 

destroyed public infrastructure, countless lives 

shattered, enduring social, environmental and 

financial impacts 

Inquiry into the efficacy of past and current vegetation and land management policy, practice and legislation and their
effect on the intensity and frequency of bushfires and subsequent risk to property, life and the environment

Submission 8 - Attachment 1



Old Coach Place -

ignition point 

Rural/urban context of 2011 Perth Hills 

(Roleystone/Kelmscott Hills) fire 
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Uncontrolled fire travelled 3.5 

kilometres from east to west, 

crossing the Canning River 

and Brookton Highway at a 

number of locations 
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Old Coach Place -

ignition point 

Land Use & Zoning Context 

2011 Perth Hills Fire
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Typical RUI fire aftermath - Greendale Place to Grade Road hotspot
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Note proximity of fire fuelling 

vegetation (predominantly 

eucalypt re-growth and 

understorey infill) to destroyed 

homes
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Typical RUI fire aftermath - Greendale Place to Grade Road hotspot
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“If you own the fuel, you own the fire”
(Mick Keelty, Perth Hills Fire Review, 2011)
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So what has changed to reduce the risk of damaging bushfires in 

established communities in WA over the last 10 years or so?
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•More and more resources have been poured into research and 

response - fighting fires and cleaning up the mess afterwards.

•More money is being spent on fuel reduction burning in WA, but there is 

a big backlog and most of the dangerous territory is close to settlements 

and is poorly managed across a mix of public and private ownership.

•New bushfire planning and building regulations should make new 

development safer, but will not fix the bigger problem of vulnerable 

existing housing, towns and farms across much of the Perth Hills and 

South West of WA – where the impact of bushfires is typically greatest.  

•Bushfire Risk Management Plans have been promised but yet to be 

implemented  as intended by the Keelty and Ferguson Inquiries. 
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Adapting Fire Prone Landscapes for Safer 

Human Habitation 

Goal:

To make it feasible and reasonably safe to actively 

defend established properties at a low BAL

Objectives:

1. HAZARD SEPARATION -To separate key assets (homes  

and infrastructure) from volatile vegetation by effective 

buffers (Building Protection Zones and Hazard 

Separation Zones)    

2. PLANTING - To select, arrange and manage vegetation  

according to Firewise principles
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Almost 90% of all the homes 

destroyed by bushfire in 

Australia have been close to 

bushland  

So how far is “close”?

QUESTION
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100 metres

“Distance between building location and bushland is not 

the only variable determining bushfire vulnerability, but it 

is demonstrably the most important.”

Source: “Bushfire Penetration into Urban Areas in Australia: A Spatial Analysis”, Chen and McAnerney, Risk 

Frontiers, January 2010.  Commissioned for the Planning and Land Use Panel of the Victorian Bushfires 

Royal Commission by the Bushfire CRC

ANSWER

So adequate separation from the hazard is critical 

to landscape adaptation for bushfires
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1. HAZARD SEPARATION 

BUFFER TO HAZARD: 

Maintain fuel load at < 6-8 t/ha

•Roads,

•Parkland clearing, no understorey

•Managed, botanical parkland

•Orchard, vineyard

•Mown paddock

•Sports fields, golf course

•Lake, dam or water feature

•Firewise windbreak plantings

Min. 80 m

DEFENDABLE SPACE: 

Maintain fuel load at < 2 t/ha

•Driveways, paved areas

•Mown & watered lawn

•Pool, water feature

•Vegetable garden

•Firewise trees, (inc. most fruiting) 

Min. 20 m
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Firewise peri-urban landscape adaptation   

Suburban “greenbelt” buffer

(notional location) 

KELMSCOTT CASE STUDY

Note:  Proposals are indicative only and subject to detailed investigation & consultation 

Brookton Highway

Albany Highway

Canning River
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Establish fire-retardant 

“Greenbelt” Buffers at 

the urban interface
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Firewise peri-urban landscape adaptation – “Greenbelt Buffers” (Indicative)

Suburban “greenbelt” buffer

Firewise tree planting
•Arterial road corridor

•Local connector road

•Local access road / lot boundary 

KELMSCOTT CASE STUDY

Note:  Indicative concept only - subject to detailed investigation in collaboration with stakeholders 

Brookton Highway
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*Source: Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, Final Documents, Volume 2, Section 6: 

Planning & Building. p.246 & 247 
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2. PLANT SELECTION & 

ARRANGEMENT

RECOMMENDATION 44

Victorian Bushfires Royal 

Commission*
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Compare the fire performance of Firewise 

deciduous trees alongside the Canning 

River with that of more volatile eucalypts 

around a home next to Brookton Highway

Red roofed house on right gutted and 

flattened, red roofed house on left 

shielded, as fire jumped Brookton 

Highway and swept from east to west 
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Contrast the fire fuelling 

characteristics of eucalypts 

with the fire buffering 

characteristics of Firewise  

deciduous trees along the 

northern side of the 

Canning River 
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Landscaping for Bushfires * 

Well-placed Firewise vegetation with low flammability 

helps to protect houses by:

a) reducing the amount of radiant heat received by a 

house

b) reducing the chance of direct flame contact on a 

house

c) reducing wind speed around a house

d) deflecting and filtering embers

e) reducing flammable landscaping materials within the 

defendable space
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*Adapted from Landscaping for Bushfires, Victorian CFA , 2011
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Landscaping for Bushfires* 

Firewise Landscape/Garden Design Principles:

a) create defendable space (min.20/100)

b) remove flammable objects (incl. vegetation & chip 

mulches) from around the house

c) break up fuel continuity

d) carefully select, locate and maintain Firewise trees 

and ground covers 
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*Adapted from Landscaping for Bushfires, Victorian CFA , 2011

Inquiry into the efficacy of past and current vegetation and land management policy, practice and legislation and their
effect on the intensity and frequency of bushfires and subsequent risk to property, life and the environment

Submission 8 - Attachment 1



Seek credible advice on 

selecting trees & shrubs 
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2004, Edition 4 “Bushfire 

Survival Manual” included 

commonsense  advice on 

selecting plants to protect 

your home
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Many “Firewise” trees are also “Waterwise”  
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Landscaping for Bushfires* 

Indicative Concept - Firewise Rural, or RUI Garden
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*Source: ‘Landscaping for Bushfires’, Victorian CFA , 2011
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Landscaping for Bushfires* 

Indicative Concept – Firewise Hills Garden, Adapted Landscape
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*Source: ‘Landscaping for Bushfires’, Victorian CFA , 2011
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Case Study 1- Firewise garden - Kinglake West, Victoria 
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Home, family and plant 

nursery business successfully 

defended against catastrophic 

2009 Victorian bushfire
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Case Study 1 - Firewise garden & property – Kinglake West, Victoria 
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A well planned and maintained 

garden consistent with Firewise 

principles facilitated active defence 

of property and family from bushfire 

attack in February 2009
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Case Study 1 - Firewise garden & property – Kinglake West, Victoria 
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The adjoining road pavement, gravel car park 

and watered lawn in front of the plant nursery 

provides a cleared parkland environment 

between the property & native forest
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Case Study 2 - A simple and proven Firewise garden in the 2011 Kelmscott Hills fire zone
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Wind driven bushfire halted at eastern 

boundary by a  combination of paving, 

stone retaining walls, mown lawn and 

deciduous trees 

Note: Critically, the street verge has been maintained as a low 

fuel space, as an integral part of the Building Protection Zone -

with no flammable native ground covers, shrubs or ember 

producing organic mulch.

Inquiry into the efficacy of past and current vegetation and land management policy, practice and legislation and their
effect on the intensity and frequency of bushfires and subsequent risk to property, life and the environment

Submission 8 - Attachment 1



Case Study 2 - A simple and proven Firewise garden in the 2011 Kelmscott Hills fire zone 
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Firewise landscaping is an intelligent and 

practical response to the risk of living in a 

bushfire prone area at the rural/urban interface 
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Case Study 3 - Firewise trees around public places & streets can act as living fire-breaks
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Firewise deciduous street trees 

helped to shield the Marysville 

Bakery & Cafe from the  

catastrophic 2009 bushfire that 

destroyed most of the town - the 

Bakery famously supplied 

bushfire survivors with food the 

following morning  
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