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Wildfires 
in Australia
Wildfire is a significant hazard for people and 
property in many parts of the world. At the 
same time it is important in ecology and is 
used in land management. This Centrepiece 
focuses on Australia, a nation that has had to 
live with wildfire for generations

You can download a pdf of this 
spread from our website to print 
as a poster. See back cover.
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What is wildfire?
Wildfire burns in areas of vegetation 
such as forest, bush, scrub or grassland. 
Weather, together with topography 
and the availability of fuel, creates the 
unpredictable, uncontrollable and fast-
moving behaviour that defines most 
wildfires (called ‘bushfires’ in Australia).

An ecological 
necessity?
Many ecosystems and plant species in 
Australia evolved with fire and depend on 
it for germination, reproduction and habitat 
renewal. Eucalyptus, which dominates many 
Australian forests, has followed the spread 
of fire across the continent for millennia 
(evident in geologic records). Its growth is 
triggered by fire.

Suppressing wildfire has a negative 
impact on plants and animals that depend 
on it and results in a build-up of fuel that 
causes less frequent but more intense and 
destructive burning.

Fire has been an essential land-
management tool for Aboriginal Australians 
for many centuries and is still used today.

Recent wildfires
The 2013 ‘Red October’ wildfires, which 
burnt vast swathes of New South Wales, 
were the latest in a long list of dramatically 
named wildfires (see Figure 1).

‘Black Saturday’ in February 2009 killed 
an unprecedented 173 people and damaged 
or destroyed 3,059 buildings.

The forested, hilly landscapes through 
which both these wildfires passed once 
housed dispersed rural settlements. Today 
they are the rural–urban interface where 
many new residents have no experience 
of wildfire.

Living in wildfire-prone 
landscapes
Wildfire becomes a threat when people 
build their homes in fire-prone landscapes, 
especially on the rural fringes of larger 
towns and cities. These areas are popular 
because of their ridge-top views, peace and 
quiet, plant and animal life — often within 
commuting distance of urban areas.

They offer people the chance to buy 
affordable property, build community 
bonds, find tranquillity or fulfil lifestyle 
aspirations, such as a safer environment for 
children to grow up in.

Why do people fail to 
deal with fire risk?
Gender, age, disability, class and ethnicity 
all affect how people engage with wildfire 
safety issues. For example, women may 
deprioritise wildfire preparation because 
of the pressure of everyday tasks. Social 
pressure may lead men to take on 
protective roles that they do not have the 
experience to fulfil.

People may be highly aware of the risk 
of wildfire but do little to prepare because 
of other everyday priorities, environmental 
values, financial constraints and perceptions 
of responsibility.

Factors such as a sense of community can 
provide strong incentives to engage with 
and prepare for wildfire.

How can coping 
capacity be increased?
Australian emergency management services 
recognise that being ‘well prepared’ for 
wildfire comprises:
•	physical preparation (to provide 
protection from the threat)
•	mental preparation (including adequate 
planning and developing a psychological 
capacity to respond)

The ability to coexist with wildfire 
depends on a life cycle of continual learning 
and development — a ‘resilience loop’ (see 
Figure 2). 

Christine Eriksen is	a	social	geographer	
researching	disasters	resilience	at	the	
University	of	Wollongong,	Australia.
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Figure 2 Disaster resilience loop


