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Introduction

Document overview

This document outlines the activities and outcomes of the Great Victoria Desert
Indigenous Fire Project (GVD Indigenous Fire Project) from January 2023 to July 2023. A
grant agreement between the Indigenous Desert Alliance (IDA) and the Great Victoria
Desert Biodiversity Trust (GVDBT) forms the basis for the report’s content. In accordance
with this agreement, this Final Report provides:

e A brief background of the project.
e An overview of:
o Engagement techniques used for the program.
o The groups that participated in fire management and training activities.
o Fire management activities undertaken.
o Some specific outcomes/findings, including but not limited to:
- Location and size of burns conducted.
- Maps of fire management actions.
e Adiscussion, including but not limited to:
o  Successes and accomplishments.
o Issues and knowledge gaps identified.
o Lessons learnt.
e Recommendations

Project background

Indigenous led landscape-scale fire management is critical to the health and resilience of
biodiversity and threatened species in the Great Victoria Desert (GVD). The IDA is a
member-based organisation made up of Indigenous Land Management Organisations
(ILMOs) representing desert ranger groups. IDA supports Indigenous land managers
working on desert country through advocacy, capacity building and the establishment of a
ranger network and is therefore well-positioned to develop an Indigenous-led fire
management program in the GVD. In 2021, the two ambitious landscape scale Indigenous
land management programs, 10 Deserts Project and Right Way Desert Fire, were
incorporated into the IDA. This significantly increased the organisation’s operational
capacity and opportunities for regional collaborative projects, especially those relating to
fire management.

In 2022, the GVD Indigenous Fire Project set out to build Indigenous desert rangers’ long-
term ability to restore threatened species habitat in the bioregion through collaborative,
ecosystem appropriate, landscape-scale fire management. Over this initial 12-month period
of the project, IDA fire management staff built strong relationships with ILMOs in the region,
identified and fostered on-ground capacity, and initiated engagement with TOs from
multiple organisations in coordinated fire management across the GVD. At the start of 2023,
the project was extended for additional 6 months to continue providing support to the fire
management programs that were initiated in 2022, with some specific fire management
activities scheduled for the cool season’s optimum burning period.
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2.3. Objectives
The GVD Indigenous Fire Project initially set out to achieve the following objectives:

e Anincrease in the extent of threatened species habitat managed with “right-way” fire
in the GVD.

e Anincrease in the number and cumulative extent of cool season burns in targeted
management areas.

e Anincrease in the number of TOs trained and engaged in fire management in the
GVD.

e Elders engaged with, and supervising, fire management activities whenever possible.

e Anincrease in the number of ranger groups consistently undertaking planned burning
activities.

e All activities comply with regulatory requirements.

As a result of significant investment in relationship building and On Country engagement
with project partners in 2022, IDA has managed to deliver on all these objectives by
undertaking multiple on-ground burning activities that benefited for the extension of the
projectinto 2023.
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3. Project delivery

In 2023, IDA has engaged in On Country fire management activities with three ILMOs in
the GVD:

o Yilka Heritage and Land Care (representing Yilka Traditional owners)
e Spinifex Land Management (representing Spinifex and Pilki Traditional Owners)
e Ngaanyatjarra Council (representing Ngaanyatjarra Traditional Owners).

Figure 1. ILMOs in the GVD

3.1. Spinifex & Pilki

In June 2023, the IDA piloted a Ground Burning Training Course with the Spinifex rangers
that has been in development since early 2022 in collaboration with the DFES Bushfire
Centre for Excellence. It provided an opportunity for the Spinifex rangers to develop
ground burning skills aimed at protecting important sites and assets. The training was held
in the area surrounding llkurlka roadhouse on the Anangu Tjutaku IPA; the ranger team
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developed a burn plan and implemented ground burns to protect identified cultural sites
and infrastructure.

Figure 2. Spinifex rangers planning a ground burn at llkurlka, June 2023.

Figure 3. Spinifex rangers undertaking ground burning at llkurlka, June 2023.
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3.2.
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The following week, the IDA supported the Spinifex rangers in undertaking five days of
aerial fire management. Based on consultations with the ranger team in late 2022,
planned activities included aerial-assisted ground burning and cultural site visits. However,
as the activity progressed it quickly became apparent that further clearance of cultural
sites was needed prior to any fire management taking place. This therefore became the
focus of the trip with senior TOs and rangers visiting and mapping cultural sites to
ascertain whether fire management in surrounding areas was appropriate.

Figure 4. Spinifex rangers undertaking fire clearances, June 2023.

17 Spinifex rangers (11 men, 6 women) participated and although many sites were visited
further work is needed. As a result, an activity planned for August 2023 has been
rescheduled for 2024 to allow comprehensive pre-planning to occur. The aim for 2024 is
to bring together senior TOs, anthropologists who have worked with the Spinifex TOs
previously, and the IDA to map cultural sites and burn areas with a view to developing a
fire management plan for the ATIPA. Information and data relating to the June 2023
activity has not been provided at the request of Spinifex Traditional Owners.

Yilka

In May 2023, IDA supported 11 Yilka rangers (6 men, 5 women) in undertaking two days of
aerial and ground burning activities based out of the community of Cosmo Newbery; this
was Yilka’s first opportunity to utilise an aircraft for burning activities. The aerial burning
activities were supervised by IDA fire staff Ed Muir and Dan Johanson who also undertook
the incendiary machine operator role due to a lack of trained rangers. To address this
capacity gap, the IDA staff provided informal training on the use of R3 Incendiary machine
to the Yilka rangers to familiarise them with its use. They have shown a strong interest in
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receiving formal, accredited training so they can undertake more aerial burning in the
future with less external support. After one cultural clearance flight, the activity produced
3 dedicated burning flights, where 6646 incendiaries were dropped on Yilka the Yilka
Native Title Determination for a cumulative 6 hours of aerial prescribed burning. Despite
some small fires being observed during the burning flights none of these resulted fire scars
substantial enough to produce satellite captured fire scar data. See Appendix 1.

Figure 5. Yilka rangers at a ground burn, May 2023.

During the week, Yilka rangers also undertook ground burning on Country. The primary
aim of combined ground and aerial burning activities was to target the large areas of
“middle-age” fuel (fuel last burnt between 2011-2017) to break these large areas into a
finer scale fire mosaic. This strategy was developed through a fire planning process
facilitated by IDA in 2021 and 2022 with Yilka rangers, TOs and Elders. Despite favourable
winds and conditions for prescribed burning, most ignitions struggled to produce large
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enough fires to break up these large areas of homogenous middle-age fuel. For Yilka,
aerial burning is likely to remain a marginal activity until this middle-aged fuel receives
sufficient rainfall to carry cool season fire. That said, the Yilka rangers have indicated a
keen interest in continuing to build internal capacity for fire management. IDA recognises
the value in maintaining support for Yilka in developing their fire management capacity, as
this will not only better prepare them for a more fire prone landscape in the future, but
also position them as leaders in contemporary fire management for the region.

Figure 6. Yilka rangers undertaking an inspection flight, May 2023.

In July 2023, IDA delivered another pilot of the Ground Burning Training Course to the
Yilka rangers. The training pilot was facilitated by fire consultant Rohan Carboon, took
place on Yilka Country and involved undertaking some fine scale asset protection burns
around important mulga stands containing sandalwood. The course had been developed
at the request of ranger teams across the desert, including Yilka, and aims to provide
these rangers with support to improve their fine scale fire management skills, specifically
those skills which allow them to safely and confidently undertake controlled ground burns
that protect important cultural and ecological sites as well as community assets.
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Figure 7. Yilka rangers preparing for a ground burn, July 2023.

Ngaanyatjarra

In May 2023, IDA supported 4 days of aerial prescribed burning with Ngaanyatjarra
rangers from Warburton and Warakurna. The activities were based out of two separate
camps in the northern part of the Ngaanyatjarra IPA, one at Milpiltjarra (in collaboration
with the Warnpurru rangers, who manage the adjacent Pila Nature Reserve) and the other
at Lake Christopher. Consultation for undertaking an aerial burning activity with
Ngaanyatjarra was conducted at the IDA Conference at Yulara in November 2023 and
initiated through a discussion between Elders and rangers from Warburton, Warakurna
and Patjarr, who continued to drive the activity with IDA’s and member ILMQ’s support.
The activity provided an opportunity for 24 Ngaanyatjarra Traditional Owners and rangers
to engage with the process of aerial prescribed burning, many of whom were being
exposed to this fire management technique for the first time.
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The activities for the duration of these two camps comprised of inspection flights to map
cultural sites and attain cultural clearance for burning, ground based site visits, aerial
burning, ground burning and other cultural activities. The activities resulted in 6 dedicated
burning flights, dropping 17,870 incendiaries for approximately 10 hours of aerial burning,
all under the cultural supervision of Traditional Owners. According to the fire scar data
downloaded from Northern Australian Fire Information (firenorth.org.au), 4062 hectares
burnt throughout this week of operation, with an average fire scar size of 59.74 hectares.
A map of these burning activities is provided in Appendix 1.

There was a high level of engagement from the TOs and rangers involved, many of whom
showed a keen interest in utilising the various fire management tools and techniques
showcased to manage their country in the future. Informal training in the use of the R3
Incendiary machine was again delivered to the rangers, who showed interest in receiving
accredited training in the future also.

In the windy yet cold conditions that prevailed over the week, the effectiveness of the
prescribed burns was limited. This outcome could be attributed to the low connectivity in
the spinifex on the ground, even in areas that had not burn in 10 years or more.

Figure 8. Ngaanyatjarra rangers and senior Traditional Owners planning aerial burning,
May 2023.

In recent years, there has been limited coordinated and strategic burning undertaken on
the Ngaanyatjarra Lands; the 2023 burning activities are a significant step towards
landscape scale fire management in the broader desert region. While these activities took
place in the Gibson Desert and Central Ranges bioregions, they fostered strong TO
engagement and the development of rangers who also manage a large portion of the
GVD. As a result of this activity, Ngaanyatjarra TOs and rangers have proposed a similar
burning activity for the area south of Warburton (within the GVD) for 2024, which the IDA
hopes to support.
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Figure 9, Ngaanyatjarra rangers and TOs receiving a pre-flight briefing, May 2023.
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Discussion

In the 2023 reporting period, IDA supported a total of four on Country burning activities
with ILMO's that operate within the GVD. These activities took place at four separate
locations and utilised both aerial and ground burning techniques. Throughout the process
of planning and implementing these activities, IDA has promoted growth in the landscape
scale burning capacity of three GVD based ranger teams by delivering both formal and
informal training, all in an on-Country context. While the overall increase in the GVD
landscape managed with cool season burns in 2023 may be considered relatively small,
the significant increase of TOs and Elders engaged and trained over the course of these
activities ought to be highlighted.

Figure 10. Location of GVD Indigenous Fire Project activities, 2023.
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Over the course of this project, IDA has encountered several challenges that limit the
short-term impact of landscape scale fire management in the GVD. Firstly, there is still a
significant deficit in capacity the of ILMO’s to deliver regionally coordinated and culturally
motivated fire management. This predominantly stems from the historical lack of
dedicated resources for fire management but could also be linked to the absence of
regional Indigenous land management organisation with strong cultural governance and
legitimacy. If you compare the GVD to other regions of the Australian desert where there
are successful, regionally coordinated, and contemporary fire management programs, one
can clearly observe these key distinctions. Large swathes of Great Sandy, Little Sandy,
Gibson, and Tanami deserts have benefited from around a decade of regional fire
programs coordinated by large and established ILMQ’s such as the Kimberley Land
Council, Central Land Council, Desert Support Services and Kanyirninpa Jukurrpa, all of
which have maintained dedicated regional fire management positions over most of this
period.

There are also key cultural and environmental differences between these diverse
landscapes that influence the initial effectiveness of a regionally coordinated fire program.
A significantly lower fire frequency compared to the wetter desert regions to the north
has led to circumstances within many communities and Indigenous land management
programs where consistent landscape scale fire management is not considered the
highest priority amongst other, more pressing issues. Furthermore, there is an occasional
perception within these communities that landscape scale fire management which utilises
contemporary tools, such as aircraft, is not culturally respectful, safe, or appropriate. This
perception has been perpetuated by programs that fail to effectively integrate traditional
knowledge, cultural leadership, and community perspectives into their process.

The low flammability of most the landscape over the course of this project has in many
ways provided an excellent opportunity to invest much needed time and resources into
meaningful engagement. This period of cross-cultural work, relationship growth and
capacity building may prove to be critical in future years, which will inevitably demand
more substantial burning activities to mitigate fuel growth and protect threatened species
habitat against the looming threat of destructive, uncontrolled wildfires.

Over the course of this initial GVD Fire Management Project, IDA has established a much
deeper understanding of the region’s complexity and in so doing gained clearer vision of
what support is required to increase landscape scale burning operations within this
culturally and ecologically distinct part of the desert. Specific and considered directives for
future fire management in the GVD are provided in the Recommendations section of this
report.
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Recommendations

The recommendations of this report reflect the success of the GVD Indigenous Fire Project
to date and the desire of the IDA and ILMOs in the GVD to continue the project. However,
they also consider the uncertainty posed by context-specific variables such as ILMO
capacity and climatic conditions in the region.

Therefore, the report makes two sets of recommendations. The first outlines the
requirements for continuing the project for a further 12 months ensuring the success of
the project is maintained; these recommendations would come into effect immediately.
See 5.1 Primary Recommendations.

The second details estimated maximum operational funding requirements for fire
management in the GVD in 2024 that may be needed dependent upon variables such as
climatic conditions and ILMO capacity. These recommendations would be finalised and
come into effect in February 2024 once operational needs are clear. However, the IDA
recommends the GVDBT commit to supporting these recommendations to ensure
consultation and planning can be undertaken in preparation for 2024. See 5.2 Secondary
recommendations.

Primary recommendations

1. For the GVDBT and the IDA to continue the GVD Indigenous Fire Project for an
additional 3-year period, from 31/08/2023 to 31/12/2026. The project will
maintain the same objectives, focussed on fire management for threatened
species protection, and reporting requirements as the previous project contract.

2. For the project to have the following reporting schedule:

e  Status Report due 31st March each year, allowing for an update on
consultation and pre-season planning.

e Final Report due 30" November each year, allowing for reporting on fire
management activities post-season.

3. For Dan Johanson, the IDA Desert Projects Operations Manager, to become the
project manager for the GVD Indigenous Fire Project and the principal contract
for all matters relating to the project.

4. For the GVDBT to continue funding a 0.5 Fire Officer role, hosted by the IDA, to
the value of $70,000 annually.

5. For the GVDBT to continue commissioning the delivery of Landsat fire scar
mapping for the GVD region annually, inclusive of 2022. If the GVDBT are unable
to continue to coordinate the delivery, then it is recommended that the GVDBT
fund the IDA to coordinate the delivery to the value of $17,600 for each year
mapped.

6. For the GVDBT to provide funding to the IDA for the development of innovative
fire-related training tools for rangers. For example, the IDA has developed a
prototype computer game for asset protection burn training that could be
expanded to include landscape-scale fire management for threatened species.
Once completed, the resources could be made accessible through GVDBT website
and be used as a learning tool for rangers and those interested in better
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understanding Indigenous desert fire management. This funding will be to the

value of $20,000.

Secondary recommendations

For the GVDBT to commit to funding fire management activities as outlined in Table 1. The
actual funding would not exceed the estimated budget and may be significantly lower
depending on need. However, committing to the funding allows consultation and planning

to occur in the knowledge that the activities can be undertaken.

Table 1. Estimated annual operational budget.

Expense Total

Field operations (Consultations, planning, | $163,750.00
ground burning, aerial burning)

Ranger professional development (IMO $20,000.00
training, on-country fire camps, ranger

exchanges etc.)

Full-time Female Fire Officer (0.5) $70,000.00
Full-time Male Fire Officer (0.5) $70,000.00
Fire management insurance $25,000.00
Admin (10%) $34,875.00
Total $383,625.00

Page 16
Last amended: 07/08/2023



6. Appendix 1: Maps of aerial activities

Figure 11. Yilka aerial burning flight lines, 2023.

Figure 12. Ngaanyatjarra aerial burning flight lines and fire scars, 2023.
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