
Bushfires and forests are almost
synonymous in modern Australia,

as exemplified by the tragic wildfires in
February 2009 – the worst in history for
lives lost and houses damaged. These and
similar catastrophic wildfires often trigger
acrimonious debates about how forests
should be managed to reduce the risks of
fire. 

Understandably, much discussion
focuses on how to best protect human
lives and built assets. But management
also needs to counter the effects of past
forestry activities on fire regimes. 

A prominent question is how much
fuel or hazard reduction burning is
needed to reduce risk. However, wide-
spread fuel reduction burning is not an
option in Australia’s moist forests and
rainforests as they are generally too wet
to burn in a controlled manner. 

Conversely, past forest management,
particularly logging operations, may have
significantly increased the fire risk. A
review of research in moist forests suggests
that past logging has made them more
prone to subsequent wildfires due to: 
• changed microclimatic conditions; 
• altered structure and composition of

forest stands;
• modified fuel characteristics;
• increased fire ignition points; and
• altered patterns of forest cover. 

Microclimatic conditions in forests
are changed by logging, and this can
increase drying of understorey vegetation
and the forest floor. Research in tropical

rainforests suggests that logging reduces
the number of dry days needed to make
a forest combustible from 30 to less than
8 days. 

Logging also alters the density and
spatial pattern of trees, the spacing
between crowns, and other forest attrib-
utes in ways that increase their suscepti-
bility to fire. 

In moist forests in south-eastern
Australia, logging has shifted the vegeta-
tion toward a composition that is more
characteristic of drier forests that tend
to be more fire-prone. Clearfelling of
moist forests in southern Australia has
produced dense stands of regrowth
saplings, thereby creating more available
fuel than if the forest was not clearfelled. 

Large quantities of debris created by
logging operations can sustain fires for
longer than fuels in uncut forest. Roads
required for logging can increase the
number of ignition points for wildfires,
in part because most fires are of human
origin. 

Research in Canadian moist forests
indicates that even ignition points initi-
ated by natural lightning may be influ-
enced by logging, and that fire following
lightning strikes is more likely in logged
areas because of increased fine fuels from
logging slash. 

Finally, logging changes the natural
spatial patterns of forest. This can alter
the spread of wildfire, with areas tradi-
tionally characterised by a long absence of
fire becoming more susceptible to fires

spreading from adjacent, more flammable
logged stands. 

Fire management is a major issue in
Australian forest landscapes and will
become increasingly important with rapid
climate change. However, fire manage-
ment is more complex than previously
recognised, particularly in landscapes
dominated by moist forests where past
logging influences the risk of fire and
widespread hazard reduction burning is
impractical and environmentally inap-
propriate. 

New management strategies are
needed. For example, there may be value
in creating extensive buffer areas that
exclude logging near human settlements
within landscapes dominated by moist
forest. There is also a strong case for
excluding logging from areas where
human disturbances (like timber
harvesting) have been limited, such as the
old growth wet forests in Tasmania and
eastern Victoria. This would ensure that
these areas are not made more fire-prone
in the near future.

These innovations for the world’s
most fire-prone continent need serious
consideration by politicians, policy-
makers, natural resource managers and
the general public. 
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Decades of industrial logging in Australia’s wet forests have made
them more fire-prone, raising urgent fire management issues. 
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