
 
 

 

 

                                               

 
ACT Parks Murumbung rangers prepare fire for cultural burn at Gibraltar Peak, Tidbinbilla Nature 
Reserve, in 2015 – the first cultural burn brought back to Country in over 100 years.  

 

DEAN LOOKS AT FIRE TWO WAYS 
 
For anyone managing natural landscapes, the topic of fire constantly pops up. And 
that’s because the longer you work in places like the Australian Alps, the more you 
learn about fire: it can be a maelstrom-force to deal with when in the thick of a major 
bushfire event; and it can be an everyday tool to tend the same landscape. Dean 
Freeman, Wiradjuri man and Aboriginal Fire Officer with ACT Parks, is someone who 
understands this range of responses to fire, partly because he's worked with parks 
agency fire management units for a decade, but also through his indigenous 
connection to the area around Kosciusko - a landscape he’s lived around all his life. 

Talking about fire, the first thing he points out is that the term cultural or traditional burning has 
been cooked up to describe the sort of planned burning that was going on when the only 
people here were indigenous. “My grandfather would never have used these terms. He’d 
probably have said, let’s go down the back and burn.” What Dean is pointing out is that 
intentional burning in the landscape happened prior to European settlement, as it happens 
today. And Dean has a connection to both. “I started fighting fires in New South Wales national 
parks then joined the ACT Park’s Fire Management Unit in 2012. Around three years on, the 



 
 

Aboriginal Fire Management Officer position was created and around the same time Bhiame 
Williamson wrote a fire framework which was slipped alongside our existing ACT Parks 
program.” Here we have a parks management framework for fuel reduction burning, with the 
benefit of the indigenous approach. It makes sense to take past and current practices and 
morph them together. 

 
Dean Freeman lighting a cultural burn at Gubar Dhura, a significant red ochre site in north Canberra.  

Dean describes what this looks like via some highlights. “All the usual safety measures - the 
dotted I’s and crossed T’s - are the same, such as the staff training, the monitoring, the fuel 
status assessment. The biggest difference is the timing of the burns where indigenous people 
burn through the cooler months when it’s cold and moist. For example, we wait till the first frost 
kills off the grass, ready to burn. If you have 50:50 green material and dead, the dead stuff will 
burn. I’ve even burned tussock in snow: it will burn if you have enough heat.” 

The next tip echoes mainstream practice – the use of containment lines. “We identify green 
areas with a high moisture content and drive fire towards them where it burns itself out. Creek 
lines and waterways work in the same way, as do bitumen roads and concrete paths.”  

 
Cultural burns take place at the right time and the right place, using cool burns to slowly clean a 
landscape without the risk of fire burning too hot and escaping into the tree canopy.  



 
 

 
In this case a cool burn helps keep grass trees (Xanthorea australis) healthy, triggering flower spikes and 
reducing the risk of the tree toppling over from being top-thatch-heavy. 

After a cultural burn in a grass tree forest, the cool temperature burn has exposed the hot resin which 
hardens on the outside of the trunk where it is easier to harvest. 

There’s also the awareness of the risk ladder-fuel poses to a control burn – in open woodlands 
where there is no mid storey vegetation, fire is more manageable and less likely to climb up 
into the canopy or burn too hot. With that understanding, areas can be protected by removing 
or reducing the mid storey. Explains Dean, “Before the 2019-20 bushfires, we’d worked around 
some of the Rock Art sites near Canberra, clearing the mid storey back to grass height to 
protect against hot fires which can cause the granite rock to explode.” Similar pre-emptive 
clearing work took place around scar trees and ceremonial stone arrangements.  



 
 

As an aside, all survived the 2019-20 fires. As part of the fire response plan, the places with 
rock art were recorded as being no drop zones for retardant, the stone arrangement sites were 
to be water bomb free (to avoid displacement), and during the 2019-20 fires, ahead of the 
actual fire front a crew was despatched to dismantle the flammable wooden viewing platform, 
a step which is credited with saving the rock face and its 1000 year old art. “There were people 
in the incident control room looking out for all this. They made sure that crew went in as a 
priority. Seeing the value everyone put on these sites was the best feeling in the world.” 

Dean goes on to point out another type of burning – beyond fuel reduction – that’s linked to the 
indigenous approach. “In my mind there’s not much difference between an ecological burn 
today and what has been going on before. It re-establishes natives, letting them re-generate or 
germinate from seeds that are triggered by smoke and heat.”  

So here we are today, where indigenous methods with fire in the landscape are integrated with 
current ACT Parks fire management practice. But what of indigenous people gathering to burn 
the landscape, where the objective is more than a landscape burnt to regenerate it? 

“My dad’s in his 80s. To be out on the fire ground with us, to do a burn with your family and 
community on Country, it gets a light going in you.” What Dean describes is a burn when the 
crew is indigenous, not necessarily locals but welcomed. The burn might be about reducing 
fuel or triggering regeneration and a re-balancing of species, but while everyone is moving 
through the space, tending to the burn, a lot more goes on. “Fire is the common denominator. 
We’re aware of the fire and busy with it, but we’re also in a relaxed setting with opportunities 
for sharing and growing.” Clearly in this case, without artifice, fire brings indigenous people 
together on Country. 

KRISTI’S TAKE ON IT 

 
It’s July 2022 and Kristi Lee (see below) is giving the Australian Alps Program (the Liaison committee 
with representatives from Parks Australia, ACT Parks, NSW National Parks and Parks Victoria) an 
interpretive education tour. This educational site at Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve, known as Wandarawari 
or the Place of Warrriors  helps the broader community understand the importance of  cultural burning 
site practices to Aboriginal communities and the role of fire in maintaining the  health of Country. 

Aboriginal ACT Parks Ranger Kristi Lee routinely joins Dean and others on the fire ground, 
though she’s descendent of the Githabul people who straddle the New South Wales, and 
Queensland border, a thousand kilometres north-east of Canberra. “I use both cultural, or 
traditional burn to describe our traditional way to manage Country: a practice that would 
have been observed by European settlers. Though their burns would have been designed to 
reduce the hazard of fire to life and property.” This mainstream methodology puts fire on the 



 
 

ground to reduce fuel but as Kristi points out, it’s missing the cultural layers. In the past, 
parks agency maintenance schedules offered less flexibility to pick up nuanced shifts in 
plants and conditions. Now, by reading these, cultural burns offer opportunities to burn in a 
way that boosts the landscape as a resource. The aim here is not just to take out the fuel but 
to tend a landscape. For example, “If you burn Kangaroo Grass (Themeda triandra) in a cool 
fire, it promotes regeneration, and the seed is used as the basis for damper. Or if you burn 
carefully around rock art and other cultural sites, the risk of damage through lightning-strike 
fires is mitigated. Whatever the aim or outcomes – fuel reduction, cultural asset protection, 
regeneration or any combination of these – for those gathering to carry out cultural/traditional 
burning, “It’s a way to go back on Country, to revive and reconnect with your identity through 
that part of your culture.” 
 

 
That sign at Tidbinbilla sums up Cultural Burning… it’s a traditional practice developed by Aboriginal 
peoples to preserve and enhance the health of the land, plants, animals and its people. In contrast to a 
hazard reduction burn, traditional or cultural burning is a cooler, low-intensity burn that is applied more 
frequently and is more labour intensive. Cultural burns are not just conducted for fuel reduction, but 
with a focus on the continuing health of Country. They are important for: rejuvenating and maintaining 
habitat for native species; preserving a diversity of ecosystems; protecting Aboriginal people’s heritage 
sites; their access through Country; and for maintaining cultural practices. 

 
  
TELL US YOUR STORY: We are always looking for stories to include in this newsletter. What’s happening in 
your part of the Alps? If you’ve built a new bridge, cleared a track, managed pests, done vegetation restoration 
works or worked on threatened species recovery, why not send Rob Gibbs a photo and a quick line and he’ll take 
care of the rest. Maybe you just went for a particularly fabulous walk and would like to share your experience. 
We’re always happy to hear from agency staff members, volunteers and members of the general community. 

 

SUBSCRIBE: WWW.THEAUSTRALIANALPSNATIONALPARKS.ORG                                                 
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