
 

Yes, the Australian bush is recovering from
bushfires—but it may never be the same
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Along with some eucalyptus trees, Australian flowering grass trees
(Xanthorrhoea) are pyrophytic plants – which means they are adapted to survive
in fire-prone habitats. Credit: Natalie Maguire / Flickr, CC BY-SA
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As bushfires in New South Wales are finally contained, attention is
turning to nature's recovery. Green shoots are sprouting and animals are
returning. But we must accept that in some cases, the bush may never
return to its former state.

We've all read the devastating figures of destruction this fire season.
More than 11 million hectares of land burned across the country over a
period of about six months. There is some evidence more than one
billion animals perished.

We can take some heart in the regenerative power of the Australian bush
.However, when we read of "recovery" in the media, we feel we must
clarify what that might actually look like.

While Australia's environment has evolved to adapt to fire, our research
shows we can no longer assume it will recover completely.

A fiery future

We are scientists and social science researchers who work in
transdisciplinary climate change projects, liaising with park rangers,
farmers, policymakers, emergency services and local government.

Our work involves scoping future challenges in land management and
developing a range of plausible future climate scenarios for south-east
Australia.

Our experience told us something like this catastrophic climatic event
was possible, but as researchers we weren't prepared to see such an
inferno this summer.

Although fires are natural in Australia, they're now occurring at an
unprecedented frequency and intensity in areas that, historically, did not
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https://phys.org/tags/fire/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-50951043
https://sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2020/01/08/australian-bushfires-more-than-one-billion-animals-impacted.html
https://biology.anu.edu.au/news-events/news/fire-adaptive-traits-eucalpyts
https://www.ladbible.com/news/news-photos-show-how-australian-bush-is-starting-to-rejuvenate-20200108
https://phys.org/tags/climate+change/
http://acecrc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Position-Analysis-Climate-Futures-2019.pdf


 

burn. This new regime does not allow the effective recovery of natural
systems to their pre-fire state.

Alpine ash to ashes

Fires in alpine ash forests (Eucalyptus delegatensis) are a good example
of this.

Unlike many eucalypt species which can re-sprout after fire, this species'
only means of recovery is through germination via a seed bank in the
canopy, and rapid germination and growth of seedlings after fire.

Multiple fires in quick succession kill seedlings before they reach
maturity, disrupting the tree's reproductive cycle and leading to local
extinction of the species in the landscape.

Alpine ash forests have endured repeated fires in recent years. In 2013, a
blaze in Victoria burnt more than 31,000 hectares of the Alpine National
Park.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/gcb.12433
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/gcb.12433
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/gcb.12433
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Pencil pines, widely found in Tasmania, are not fire-adapted and are killed by
bushfires. Credit: David Bowman

Vast areas have been burnt again in this season's fires in the same places.
Research reveals climate change is increasing the frequency and
intensity of fires in the Australian Alps.

This ecosystem will not recover. It will instead transition into a new,
different ecosystem, and many species which evolved to live in the
original habitat, such as the alpine ash, will no longer be supported. They
will be replaced by other vegetation types, such as other eucalyptus
woodland, shrubland or grassland.

No more refuge

To further illustrate this point, take the Tasmanian pencil pine Athrotaxis
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http://www.cmar.csiro.au/e-print/open/2007/hennesseykj_c.pdf
http://www.cmar.csiro.au/e-print/open/2007/hennesseykj_c.pdf
https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/hot-topics/fire-driven-loss-obligate-seeder-forests-alps
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378112715000109


 

cupressoides.

This slow-growing conifer native to Tasmania can live for up to 1,000
years. They are found in Tasmania's highlands and sub-alpine
regions—historically a Tolkien-esque landscape of moss and emerald
green cushion plants, studded with thousands of tiny mountain lakes,
called tarns.

But large fires across Tasmania's pencil pine habitat in recent years, 
including those in 2016, reduced hundreds of isolated pencil pine
communities to blackened skeletons. The stands of trees that remain are 
struggling to survive in a drying and warming climate.

All this is occurring in areas that historically did not experience fire,
which allowed a suite of ancient, fire-sensitive species to persist.

As climate change worsens, the pencil pine will be restricted to even
smaller areas. Higher temperatures and increased fuel loads increase the
likelihood of destruction by fire. Areas where pencil pines have
historically been protected will diminish in number and size.

Irreplaceable loss

In these cases and many others, animal species relying on these trees and
their ecosystems are profoundly affected.

Well before the latest fires, Australia had an abysmal record on
vertebrate extinctions. This summer's fires have brought some animal
species, including the Kangaroo Island dunnart, closer to extinction.

Future fire seasons will not be normal events, or even some kind of
stable "new normal", to which humans and nature will readily adapt.
We're seeing a trajectory of change in which our climate will shift faster
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https://parks.tas.gov.au/discovery-and-learning/plants/cushion-plants
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2016/jan/22/tasmanian-bushfires-worst-crisis-in-decades-for-world-heritage-forests
https://www.climatewatch.org.au/species/plants/pencil-pine
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2019/04/apo-nid228501-1348986.pdf
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2019/04/apo-nid228501-1348986.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jan/04/ecologists-warn-silent-death-australia-bushfires-endangered-species-extinction
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/inquirer/in-this-new-normal-for-bushfires-business-as-usual-will-no-longer-cut-it/news-story/b243904cc6fccc652c93b5648e8e5185


 

than most living things can tolerate.

The Australian environment evolved with fire and in past conditions,
could recover from fire. However climate change has altered the rules
irrevocably.

We can no longer rest assured that nature will bounce back, and that
knowledge should be a wake-up call for the world.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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