Fires in GunaiKurnai Country

Landscape Fires and their Impacts on
Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Places and
Artefacts in Southeastern Australia

Edited by

Jessie Buettel, Bruno David, Russell Mullett,
Joanna Freslav, Katherine Szabo,
GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation

ARCHAEOPRESS ARCHAEOLOGY



ARC] |
—HAE
Q [P
E[SIS] ]

ARCHAEOPRESS PUBLISHING LTD
Summertown Pavilion

18-24 Middle Way

Summertown

Oxford OX2 7LG
www.archaeopress.com

ISBN 978-1-80327-481-2
ISBN 978-1-80327-482-9 (e-Pdf)

© the individual authors and Archaeopress 2023

Cover: On Country fire occurs with the right fire, at the right time and in the right way, and
in the right place (taken for the Gunaikurnai Cultural Fire Strategy). Photograph by Jessica
Shapiro, courtesy of GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation.

QO8O

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0
International License.

This book is available direct from Archaeopress or from our website www.archaeopress.com



Contents

List Of FIGUIes and Tables.......cc.ccvevervrrererecersenresensesensensssessssessensssossssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses iii
Authors and Affiliations .......ccceeeeeeeeeeseeeenieentieeeeecete ettt xi
ACKNOWIEAZEMENLS .....vveveererereirrerirnerrenreessestssesssessssessesessessssessensssssssssessssssnsssssssnssssssses xi
Chapter 1. INtrOAUCLION ...ceveeeereeeereereerrerissensseneesseessesessesessessssssessssesessesssesssssssssssssssssssees 1

Bruno David, Russell Mullett, Joanna Freslev and the GunaiKurnai Land and Waters
Aboriginal Corporation

PART 1
Background to Fires and Cultural Burning on GunaiKurnai Country

Chapter 2. Wildfires: Characteristics, Drivers and Impacts on Cultural Sites ................ 13

Grant Williamson and Jessie Buettel

Chapter 3. Accounts and Memories of Landscape Burning Practices in Gippsland........ 21

Seumas Spark

Chapter 4. Eugene von Guérard on GunaiKurnai Country 1860-1861: Reading the Story
of Fire in his Depictions of the Landscape ........coceeveeverereerenresenenrecennnrecensensessssssssessonns 36

Ruth Pullin

Chapter 5. 20th and 21st Century Wildfires and Prescribed Burning in
GUNATKUINAL COUNETY couuivriiiieiiiieiiiiiiiieisiiieeissieessseesssaesssaesssssessssssssssasessssnssssssessssssssns 53

Jessie Buettel, Bruno David and Stefania Ondei

PART 2

The Distribution of Cultural Sites in GunaiKurnai Country, and How Fires Affect
Cultural Materials

Chapter 6. Cultural Sites in GUNAIKurnai COUNLIY ......ccccceeverrererrernreereesseresseressessssesssnens 61

Jessie Buettel, Russell Mullett, Jessie Birkett-Rees, Bruno David, Jean-Jacques Delannoy,
Joanna Freslgv, Stefania Ondei, Robert Skelly and Jerome Mialanes

Chapter 7. The Impacts of Fire on Stone Artefacts........ccecvververerrervreeerrenreresresesesesesnenens 88
Jerome Mialanes, Bruno David, Joanna Freslgv and Russell Mullett

Chapter 8. The Impacts of Fires on Rock Art Sites and Ochre...........cceceevvreevrvenrererrervrnenene 98
Jillian Huntley and Courtney Webster



Chapter 9. The Impact of FIres 0N BONE .......ceveveeereeveerrereresssesssressesessessssessoessesessssssnens 109
Matthew McDowell

Chapter 10. The Impacts of Fire on Culturally Modified Trees........cccceeervervrervrrerveeenene 114
Joanna Freslgv, Russell Mullett and Bruno David

Chapter 11. Shells and Fire—Indicators and Effects........ccceceererererrrrerrrrenreresreressessssennens 132
Katherine Szabd and Annette Oertle

PART 3

Understanding the Impact of Fires on GunaiKurnai Cultural Heritage Sites:
Past, Present and Future

Chapter 12. Landscape Fires and Cultural Sites in GunaiKurnai Country ...........cc...... 145
Jessie Buettel, Stefania Ondei, Bruno David, Joanna Freslgv and Russell Mullett

Chapter 13. Archaeological Surveys in GunaiKurnai COUNtry ..........ceceeeeverererrrresreresnene 151
Robert Skelly, Bruno David, Joanna Freslgv and Russell Mullett

Chapter 14. Understanding the Distribution and Impacts of Wildfires in GunaiKurnai
Country through SUDTEZIONS ......ccceueevreerrrirrerirenereetrinreissestsessesessesessessssessesssssssssssssnens 158
Jessie Buettel, Stefania Ondei, Bruno David, Joanna Freslgv and Russell Mullett

Chapter 15. CONCIUSION ..ccuveeeeeiereerieieeeenieseeeeeessesssssssssssssssssssssssssessessessassassassassansas 191
Russell Mullett, Katherine Szabd, Joanna Freslav, Bruno David, Jessie Buettel,

and the GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation

RETEIEIICES couvvrrrerrererrvreessveeessreeessssrssssssessssesssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssese 201

ii



List of Figures and Tables

Introduction
Figure 1.1. Wildfire front burning in eucalypt forests near Buchan, East Gippsland, 2019-2020............... 2

Figure 1.2. Location of the GKLaWAC RAP area, showing excavated archaeological sites where major
findings ave DEEN MAAE .....c...cuevreeririnceiirecieceeicse ettt sssss s sanesinens 4

Figure 1.3. ‘Sketch map of Gippsland, showing approximately the positions of the clans of the Kurnai

Wildfires: Characteristics, Drivers and Impacts on Cultural Sites

Table 2.1. Fire-line intensity and fire regime intervals for common vegetation types of temperate

SOULNEASTETT AUSETALIA .cvvvvvvvevrvercrirceiiictiscvi vttt sttt 14
Figure 2.1, Fire OCCUITENCE SWILCHES vuvvuvurirenrieissiissiesississsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassans 15
Figure 2.2. Influence of a weather variable (wind speed) on fire behaviour...........oeceeevenerreneceineceineeiinenns 16
Figure 2.3. Relationship between flame height, distance from the fire-line, and heat intensity ............. 17

Figure 2.4. Comparison of North American fuel structure and Australian eucalypt forest structure.....18

Table 2.2. Field and experimental measurements of soil temperature at various depths...........cc.cveveunec 19

Accounts and Memories of Landscape Burning Practices in Gippsland

Figure 3.1. Francis MacCabe’s 1847 map shows a fire-managed 1andscape.........coccoevureeererneenerererenerinrnnne 25
Figure 3.2. Macfarlane’s Track and Flatu......c.c..oecvecceerneririneriecieiseinesisesisssisesssssssssssssssessssssssssessssssssssnns 32
Figure 3.3. Photograph of land at Nunniong, taken in NOVEMDET ..........c..oeecuevvevrieriserisnerineerinecriseerieses 33

Figure 3.4. Photograph of well-tended land on the Snowy Plain in the New South Wales High Country......34

Eugene von Guérard on GunaiKurnai Country 1860-1861: Reading the Story of Fire in his
Depictions of the Landscape

Figure 4.1. Eugene von Guérard, Junction of the Buchan River with the Snowy River. 9 January 1861

(1861), PENCIL ANA INK 11vrrvvrrerrieriesrssissiesssess sttt sssssss st s s ssssssssssssssssssssasssssssssssssssasssasssanssaneses 37
Figure 4.2. Junction of the Buchan River with the Snowy River, photographed in 2019 a few months
before the 2019-2020 Gippsland WIlALIreS ..........ovuevvreiereriinsiiniirsiiniissisrissie st sississssssisssssssnes 38
Figure 4.3. Eugene von Guérard, Junction of the Buchan and Snowy rivers, Gippsland, Victoria (1867),
colour lithograph. Plate 9 in Eugéne von Guérard’s Australian Landscapes (1866-1868)............crreenrrenn. 39
Figure 4.4. Places where Eugene von Guérard drew landscapes in GunaiKurnai Country...............e...c.... 41

Figure 4.5. Eugene von Guérard, Moroka River near Mt Kent Gippsland. 13. Dec. 1860 (1860), pencil and

INK it 42
Figure 4.6. Eugene von Guérard, View of the snowy bluff on the Wonnangatta River, Gippsland Alps,
VICEOTTIa (1864), 011 01 CANVAS eevvrveeieeieeisieeesiessisisiasstastssstssssesssstssssssssssassssasassassssassssassssassssassssssssssssssssssssssans 43
Figure 4.7. Eugene von Guérard, Snowy BIuff 19 Dec. 1860 (1860)........errrrrrerrermrssrssmrsnrssssssssssssssssssssssssenns 43
Figure 4.8. Eugene von Guérard, Mt Kent, Gippsland 20 Dec. 1860 (1860), pencil and ink ..............c......... 44

iii



Figure 4.9. Eugene von Guérard, Mt Kent and Part of the Snowy Bluff 1860 (1860) ........eveeerverrrenerennac 45

Figure 4.10. Eugene von Guérard, Mount Kent, on the Wonnangatta, Gipps Land (1873), oil on academy

L LeT: g 45
Figure 4.11. Eugene von Guérard, Wonangatta [Wonnangatta] River below the Junction of the Moroka
River, Thursday 11 Dec. 60 (1860), Pencil and inK........c.oeecumevueevuiervinerineiineiiieciiseeiisesssesiisessisessisessisssesnees 46
Figure 4.12. Eugene von Guérard, From Mr John King’s Snake’s Ridge, Gippsland, 19 and 10 November,
1860 (1860), PENCIL 0Nl PAPET ..vvrrverrrerrersrsssssssssssassssssssssssssssssssssssasssassssssssssssssssssssssssasssssssssssssssssssasssasssssssssssnss 47
Figure 4.13. Eugene von Guérard Mr John King’s Station, Gippsland 1861, oil on canvas on board......... 48
Figure 4.14. Eugene von Guérard West of Lake Wellington Rosenith [Roseneath] 2 Janner (sic) 1861
(1861), PENCIL ANA INK. 1uvrvvrrrvrrverieireeses sttt s bbbt sass s saesssssssssasssanssannsen 49
Figure 4.15. Eugene von Guérard, Mountains N.E. of Lake King, Gippsland January (1861), pencil......... 49
Figure 4.16. Eugene von Guérard, Point Metung & Exit of the Lakes to the Sea. Saturday 12 January 61
(1861), PENCIL ANA INK 11vvverivrrierieriasrisissiiss sttt st ssss s ssssssssssassssssssssssssssssssssssnssassses 50
Figure 4.17. Eugene von Guérard Mt Mac Claude [MacLeod] 8 January 61 (1861), pencil and ink........... 51

Figure 4.18. Eugene von Guérard, Buchan Station & Mt Dawson, 8 & 9 January 1861 (1861), pencil and ink ...51

20th and 21st Century Wildfires and Prescribed Burning in GunaiKurnai Country
Figure 5.1. Extent of the GKLaWAC RAP area burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930 to 1999) and 2000s (2000 to

2020) 1vvrverreersissaesssssssaesss s es ettt AR AR bbb ARt en 54
Figure 5.2. Extent of the GKLaWAC RAP area burnt (km?) each decade from 1930 to 2020 .......rvvverrrrennece 54
Figure 5.3. Location and extent of landscape fires across the GKLaWAC RAP area by decade, starting with
130T L OO 55
Figure 5.4. Fire history for cultural sites burnt by wildfires and prescribed burning..............ccocccseveuunece 56

Figure 5.5. The extent of the largest wildfire that burnt across northeastern GunaiKurnai Country in
201972020 ciuiiiiiiiiiiniiniiiiiii bbb bbb bbb b s bbb b s b s bbb e b s bbb e bbb s bR b bbb 57

Cultural Sites in GunaiKurnai Country

Table 6.1. Number of registered cultural sites in the GKLAWAC RAP Area........cvvververerenrirsisressissressisssnsinns 68
Table 6.2. List of the types of site components found in the GKLaWAC RAP area and the number of sites
11 WHICH they OCCUT ettt st 69
Figure 6.1. Location of all 2698 VAHR-registered cultural sites in the GKLaWAC RAP area...........coec.eun. 71
Figure 6.2. Location of different site component types across the GKLaWAC RAP area .........c.cecevvverennene 72
Table 6.3. Major lithologies of the GKLAWAC RAP Area.......c..cvuvuemevvunvrimerierisevsssessiessssesssssssssesssnessaneesen 73
Figure 6.3. Map showing the surface geology of the GKLAWAC RAP r€a ........ceumrueeereeeersnereneriseeiseesseenns 74

Figure 6.4. Thermoclastic exfoliation on a granite wall blackened by fires at the Chuchuwayha rock
shelter (British CoOlUMDia, CANAA) ......oceevveirierierriersiesiesie s sessissss s isssstsssstsssstssssssssssssssssssssssssssssens 76

Figure 6.5. Limestone wall reddened and scalloped by adjacent fires, Megaloceros Gallery, Chauvet Cave
(FTAIICE) cvuvverieeieeeesietstseasisistasasassssatsssssssessasassssssstassssssstssasassssssasassssssstssasassssnsasassssssatasassssssssasassssssssasssnssssssasassssoss 78

Figure 6.6. Granite boulder decorated with paintings near the town of Osoyoos (British Columbia,
Canada), degraded by wildfire in the SUMMET Of 2021 .....coovueereeeriieerieiiseriiseeiiseeeiseeesse e 80



Figure 6.7. Limestone wall and ceiling impacted by Upper Palaeolithic campfires, Chauvet Cave (France).
The entrance chamber of Chauvet Cave, now sealed by rockfall from the collapse of the cliff above the
entrance, retains traces of Upper Palaeolithic Campfires ......coocervrrrissiinrssisssssisssissississississsssisssssssssanses 81

Figure 6.8. Map showing the distribution of each of the seven broad vegetation types in the GKLaWAC
RAP area and proportion of land covered by each vegetation type and of registered cultural sites, in the
GKLAWAC RAP GI€A ..uvvvviiriviiiisiieisssiisissssssiss s st s bbb bbb bbb bbb as bbb s bs s s sasassssssasassssonen 84

Figure 6.9. Extent of each land-use type in the GKLaWAC RAP area and proportion of land in the
GKLaWAC RAP area occupied by each land-use type and proportion of cultural sites registered in each
JANAAUSE EYPE vvvrvrvrvrirnriinriiiritiitsissisieesieesise sttt sttt 86

The Impacts of Fire on Stone Artefacts

Table 7.1. Thermal effects on a range of stone raw Materials .........occoevevererrreenerinerineriseriseiseisersssisesinens 90
Figure 7.1. Example of heat-induced colour change on Silcrete .........vvnernvirsrsnrinsinsrssisssnsinssssisssnsens 91

Figure 7.2. Heat-fractured rock missing a striking platform and that contains a location on its edge that
resembles @ Point Of fOrce APPIICALION ..uvvvvvervvrreerirnrirrrirsrisssiisssisssississsississssssssssssssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnns 91

Figure 7.3. Deep surface cracks on a flint artefact following heating to temperatures between 600-650 °C..92

Figure 7.4. Potlid scar and potlid (ventral and dorsal views), and after refitting on chert artefact from

Caution Bay, Papua NEW GUINEA .....cccvuriircrriniiiseniiiseisssiiisisesssisisssssisisissssssssissssssssssisssssssssssssssssssssissssssssns 92
Figure 7.5. Crenated fracture on a limestone fragment, East Buchan site D, a site near the junction of the
Snowy and Buchan Rivers in GUNAIKUINAT COUNEEY ..uvvuuvurrrerreerinrireissiserisesssssisssisssissssssssssssisssssssssssssssassses 93
Figure 7.6. Gloss-contrast on two silcrete artefacts from Puritjarra, central Australia. Note the difference
in flake scar texture between unheated Flake A and heat-treated Flake B ........cccovvemerecenerireveeceneencrennns 94
Table 7.2. Key to assist in the differentiation between naturally fractured stone and unbroken artefacts
flaked by hand-held (‘UNIPOIAr’) PEICUSSION. .....vueverrvrrirrrirsiersiissrississsssssssssssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnns 9%
Table 7.3. Key to unipolar flaked artefact identification ..........o.vevverurerueeerreineinerineinerisseiseiseissisesisesinens 97

The Impacts of Fires on Rock Art Sites and Ochre
Figure 8.1. Cloggs CaAVe MOLIf c...vuuruuieeeereiirerieeieeiseisseisseissesisesisesisseisss e ss s s st isssssss s sisss s sssssnns 99

Figure 8.2. Lichens and other microflora on the art panel at Breakfast Creek 45 site, on the Woronora
Plateau, Sydney Basin, NeW SOULh WAleS.......c.vvuerurinirnrineirrineieiissississinsississsssisssssisssssisssssississsssssssassinss 100

Figure 8.3. The rock art motif located in the Cloggs Cave rock shelter, showing both new and old
flaking and spalling on the rock surface, as well as the locations of small samples taken for laboratory
ANALYSIS 1ovrvvnierrereriesisesises s ssse i sass it ss it s e s A 102

Figure 8.4. Detail of lichen growth following increased sunlight on the art panel from the removal of
eucalypt forest on the slope behind the sandstone boulder in Kabi Kabi Country ..............cocoveenevuecennce 103

Figure 8.5. Examples of excavated ochre pieces with use-worn surfaces, from northern Australia .....105

FIGUIE 8.6. OCHIE QUATTIES ..vvvvvvrveriitireiseiie ettt sttt s sttt 107

The Impact of Fires on Bone
Table 9.1. Typical temperatures required for burnt bone to reach a range of colours .........coecccvevrevenece. 110

Figure 9.1. Bones burned at different temperatures or durations can take on different colours .......... 111



The Impacts of Fire on Culturally Modified Trees

Figure 10.1. Important cultural trees of the Himayiu clan, Rumu cultural group, southern lowlands of
PAPUA NEW GUINCA w.vuvivrisisirriisisiniiisisessiisiissessisissessssissssssssssissssssssssissssssssssissssssssssissssssssissssssnsssssisssssssisssios 115

Figure 10.2. The Wyndham ‘prison tree’, a large baobab tree (Andasonia gregorii) artificially cut open to
lock up Aboriginal prisoners in the 1890s and SUDSEQUENE YEATS .......uuevvnevemrreereerineireisneisnerisesiseeiesisseines 117

Figure 10.3. Culturally modified trees in public places in and near the town of Bairnsdale, East Gippsland,
GUNATKUINAT COUNLTY 1ttt ssisssssssssssssssessssissssssssassssassessssisssssssssssassos 118

Figure 10.4. Culturally modified trees recorded in GKLaWAC Country since 1971 and registered on the
Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Register (VAHR), relative to forested areas ...........ovmrensrvnresrvessrsnsrennnes 119

Figure 10.5. Dense forests and woodlands in the GKLaWAC RAP area that have undergone very limited
to 1o surveying for cultural heritage SItES ........vreererneeineiireiirerieiese et sasesienes 120

Figure 10.6. GunaiKurnai woman Kitty Johnson (Brabraulung clan) in her bark canoe at the Lake Tyers

MiSSION SEALION, 1865...uuitiririrririiriiesinissssisisiissiesissssssess bbb bbb bbb bbb e aen 122
Figure 10.7. Examples of trees scarred by wildfires at Ewings Marsh, GKLaWAC RAP area..................... 122
Figure 10.8. Examples of culturally modified trees in the GKLAWAC RAP area..........cevvvvererrrrsresrirsresrinns 124
Table 10.1. Number of Scarred Trees in the GKLaWAC RAP area registered on the VAHR, by reported
25 TN 125
Figure 10.9. Culturally modified trees in the GKLAWAC RAP Area ........cvueummeveermerueriseerneessessneesssssesaneees 125

Table 10.2. Number of Scarred Trees in the GKLaWAC RAP area registered on the VAHR, by decade to

Table 10.3. Number of Scarred Trees in the GKLaWAC RAP area registered on the VAHR, by condition
when they were 1ast INSPECLed ......vuvuevuiuererireieireiesi sttt sttt sassins 126

Figure 10.10. Distribution of Scarred Trees in the GKLaWAC RAP area and registered on the VAHR,
relative to areas burnt by Wildfires ........ccvceeeruecneruerieineieinerisecsesiseeissise i saneees 128-129

Figure 10.11. Scarred Trees in the GKLaWAC RAP area registered on the VAHR, showing their distribution
ElAtIVE 0 AIEIEUAR cvvvvevrerrirricitt ettt sttt ses 130

Figure 10.12. Culturally modified tree wrapped for protection during the 2015 Snowy River wildfires ......131

Shells and Fire—Indicators and Effects

Figure 11.1. Schematic drawings of major microstructural types in mollusc shells .........cccovvererrevenece. 134

Figure 11.2. Results of controlled burning experiment of pearl oyster (Pinctada maxima) showing blocky
fracture and disintegration of the outer prismatic layer of shell .........cccvvvevrrreiinrrrinrniinrreirernsiseinnines 136

Figure 11.3. Results of controlled burning experiments with Gold-Lip Pearl Oyster (Pinctada maxima) .......137

Landscape Fires and Cultural Sites in GunaiKurnai Country

Table 12.1. Number of registered cultural sites burnt by wildfires and prescribed burns since 1930 in
GUNAIKUINAT COUNTY 1ottt bbb bbb bbb bbb bbb basis 146

Figure 12.1. Number of registered cultural sites burnt by wildfires and prescribed burns between 1930-
1999 VS 2000=2020 ..eevirririrririrririiiesininiinieiesiesississesessessssssssssessesssssss bbb as e a bbb a s e h s bbb s bs b s s s s aneneas 148

Figure 12.2. Number of registered cultural sites burnt by wildfires and prescribed burns across each
decade N GUNATKUINAT COUNLTY cuuvuurvrivmririniisrisisenisssserisisessssisessssissssesssssssssssssssssssssssssnssssssssssssssssssssssssssns 148

vi



Table 12.2. Number of registered cultural sites that were burned by the four major wildfire events ..149

Table 12.3. Numbers of registered cultural sites that were burned by wildfires and prescribed burning,
and the number of times they Were DUIMt........ovvvvervrireirseese s 150

Archaeological Surveys in GunaiKurnai Country
Figure 13.1. Hillslope near Buchan, East Gippsland, taken immediately after the 2019-2020 wildfires....153

Understanding the Distribution and Impacts of Wildfires in GunaiKurnai Country
through Subregions

Table 14.1. The IBRA subregions (Australia’s bioregions (IBRA)—The National Reserve System (NRS)
| Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment) that intersect and sometimes border the
GKLAWAGC RAP QI ..vuvurvversersisnssinisisssissistosistsssssssssssssssssssssesssssassssassasasssssssssssssssssasssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssssnes 158

Figure 14.1. Location and extent of each IBRA subregion in and surrounding the GKLaWAC RAP area...159
Table 14.2. Percentage of area each vegetation type contributes to extent of each subregion.............. 160
Table 14.3. Percentage of area each land-use type contributes to each subregion............coccveverrrrereneces 161

Table 14.4. Average elevation, mean annual temperature (MAT) and mean annual precipitation (MAP)
for each subregion within and surrounding the GKLAWAC RAP Qrea ........ccveveermmeveerirevereerseesnsrseesessnenes 161

Figure 14.2. Percentage of total area of the GKLaWAC RAP area located within each subregion and
proportion of total number of registered cultural sites (n = 2698) within each subregion, as defined by
the boundaries of the GKLAWAC RAP Qr€a.........ccvumvumeriersivisesisecsserssssssssssssssisssissssesssessssssssssssssissssssoses 164

Figure 14.3. Area of the Snowy Mountains subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999) and 2000s
(200072020) cvvvovvrrerrressnsaessessasssesssssesssssesssssessssasssessasssessasssessasssessassasssassaessssasssss s saes st sas s sansans 166

Figure 14.4. Extent of the Snowy Mountains subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the 1930s to

Figure 14.5. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Snowy Mountains subregion since 2000.
Extent of each of the different vegetation types present within the subregion. Area burnt since 2000, by
VEZELALION LY POttt 167

Figure 14.6. Extent of the Victorian Alps subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999) and 2000s
(200072020) cvovvrerrerrrerrrssessissssssesssssesssssesssssessssasssassasssessasssessasssessassasssassaessssaes st 168

Figure 14.7. Extent of the Victorian Alps subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the 1930s to

Figure 14.8. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Victorian Alps subregion since 2000. Extent
of each vegetation type in the subregion. Graphic representation of area burnt since 2000, by vegetation

Figure 14.9. Extent of the Wilsons Promontory subregion burnt (km? in the 1900s (1930-1999) and
20008 (20002020) .uvvververrerrerranssssansssssssesssssessssssssessasssessasssessasssessasssesssssssssssssssssasssessassassssssessssasssssasssassassens 170

Figure 14.10. Extent of the Wilsons Promontory subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the 1930s to

Figure 14.11. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Wilsons Promontory subregion since 2000.
Extent of each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt since
2000, DY VEZELALION LYPE .evvvrrerrerrirriseiseisesssesiesisssisssisssissssssssssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnses 172

vii



Figure 14.12. Extent of the Gippsland Plain subregion burnt (km? in the 1900s (1930-1999) and 2000s
(200072020) cvvvvrvvrrerrrerressessissssssessssssesssssesssssesssssss s sass s sasssessasssessas s s s s bbbttt 173

Figure 14.13. Extent of the Gippsland Plain subregion burnt (km?) by decade (1930s to 2010s)............ 173

Figure 14.14. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Gippsland Plain subregion since 2000.
Extent of each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt since
2000, DY VEZELALION LY. crvvvrvrivriieiiriiiireisiisissistississ it siss s sissise s ssse s s ssssssssssssnssssssnssssssnssnsssssns 174

Figure 14.15. Extent of the East Gippsland Lowlands subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999) and
20008 (20002020) .uvvvvrvererrerrsessrsanssessasssessasssessssssssssasssessasssessasssessasssesssssessssaesssssessessasssessasssessssaessssasssssassens 175

Figure 14.16. Extent of the East Gippsland Lowlands subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the
19308 £O 20T0S c.vviereririreriiirctiietesiieteist ettt eb bbb bbb bbb bbb bbb bbb bbb bbb as 175

Figure 14.17. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the East Gippsland Lowlands subregion since
2000. Extent of each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt
SINCE 2000, DY VEZELALION LYPE. cvvuvrvririrnrirnerieiseriserisseisssisseissssssesssssisssisss s issssasssssssssssisssssssssessssssssssssssnsssssssnses 176

Figure 14.18. Extent of the South East Coastal Ranges subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999)
and 20008 (2000=2020) ......cvueverrrrerssrranssessanssssssssssssssssssasssssasssessssssssssssssssesssssessssassssssassssssssasssssasssssassens 177

Figure 14.19. Extent of the South East Coastal Ranges subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the
19308 £O Z0T0S w.vvirireriiritiieteiiietetiie ittt b bbb bbb bbb bbb ae 177

Figure 14.20. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the South East Coastal Ranges subregion since
2000. Extent of each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt
SINCE 2000, DY VEZELALION LYPE. covrvrvrirrrnrirnriieiseriseristissessseissessseessesissssss s sssssssssssesssesissssssssssesssssssessssssessssssses 178

Figure 14.21. Extent of the Highlands—Northern Fall subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999)
aANd 20008 (2000-2020) ...uvucvrveerieerrierriacssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssons 179

Figure 14.22. Extent of the Highlands—Northern Fall subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the
19308 £O 20008 w.vviuircriiiciiiicisiesiissesiisse ittt bbbttt b bbb bbb bbbt b s 179

Figure 14.23. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Highlands—Northern Fall subregion since
2000. Extent of each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt
SINCe 2000, DY VEZELALION LYPE. covrvrvrurrvnersnrrierieriseriseissessesisssisessssssesssssssssssssaesssesssessssssssssssesssssnesssssnssssssssnes 180

Figure 14.24. Extent of the Highlands—Southern Fall subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999)
ANd 20008 (2000=2020) ....vucvreerrvecrricrrinessissssissssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssns 181

Figure 14.25. Extent of the Highlands—Southern Fall subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the
19308 £O 20008 c.vviurririiirciiniiicisiesiisseiisse ittt sas sttt b bbb bbb bbbt a s 181

Figure 14.26. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Highlands—Southern Fall subregion since
2000. Extent of each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt
SINCE 2000, DY VEZELALION LYPE. cevurrvrrerrirrrrnrisrssrissisrissiesississississssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssns 182

Figure 14.27. Extent of the Strzelecki Ranges subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999) and 2000s
(200072020) c.vovvvveivveirerirersssrsssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssassssassssassssassssasssssssssassasassasasssassassssassasassasassssassasassses 184

Figure 14.28. Extent of the Strzelecki Ranges subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the 1930s to

Figure 14.29. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Strzelecki Ranges subregion since 2000.
Extent of each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt since
2000, DY VEZELALION LY. srvvurerrvrirriirisriisiinsisiississsssisssssississississassisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssssssssssssssssssns 185

Figure 14.30. Extent of the Kybeyan Gourock subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999) and 2000s
(200072020) ...vorverrerrrrerreriesaessesesssessessessessessesses s s s s sas s ss s s s s s s st s s s s bbb bbbttt b bt 186



Figure 14.31. Extent of the Kybeyan Gourock subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the 1930s to

Figure 14.32. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Kybeyan Gourock subregion since 2000.
Extent of each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt since
2000, BY VEZELALION LY. vrvrerurrirrrririrrnrisisnrississsissississiesississssssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssssssssasssns 187

Figure 14.33. Extent of the Monaro subregion burnt (km?) in the 1900s (1930-1999) and 2000s (2000-
2020) cuververrirrersersessesessese s bbb bbb bbb bbbt bbb bbbt b et 188

Figure 14.34. Extent of the Monaro subregion burnt (km?) in each decade from the 1930s to 2010s....188

Figure 14.35. Extent of wildfires and prescribed burns in the Monaro subregion since 2000. Extent of
each vegetation type present in the subregion. Graphic representation of the area burnt since 2000, by
RS 1 03 4T o TN 189

Figure 14.36. Summary of non-cumulative areas burnt by wildfire and prescribed burning within and
beyond the GKLaWAC RAP area, by subregion since the year 2000 ..........ccecveverererererirerirneineissersssesserinenes 190

ix



Jessie Birkett-Rees:

Jessie Buettel:

Bruno David:

Authors and Affiliations

Centre for Ancient Cultures, Monash University, Australia.

School of Natural Sciences, University of Tasmania, Australia; Australian
Research Council Centre of Excellence for Australian Biodiversity and
Heritage, Australia.

Monash Indigenous Studies Centre, Monash University, Australia;
Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for Australian
Biodiversity and Heritage, Australia.

Jean-Jacques Delannoy: EDYTEM, Université Savoie Mont Blanc, France; Australian

Joanna Freslov:

Research Council Centre of Excellence for Australian Biodiversity and
Heritage, Australia.

GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation, Australia.

GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation: Kalimna West, Australia.

Jillian Huntley:

Matthew McDowell:

Jerome Mialanes:

Russell Mullett:
Annette Oertle:
Stefania Ondei:

Ruth Pullin:

Robert Skelly:

Seumas Spark:

Katherine Szabd:

Courtney Webster:

Grant Williamson:

Griffith Centre for Social and Cultural Research, Griffith University,
Australia.

Monash Indigenous Studies Centre, Monash University, Australia;
Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for Australian
Biodiversity and Heritage, Australia.

Monash Indigenous Studies Centre, Monash University, Australia;
Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for Australian
Biodiversity and Heritage, Australia.

GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation, Australia.
Department of Evolutionary Anthropology, University of Vienna, Austria.
School of Natural Sciences, University of Tasmania, Australia.

School of Culture and Communication, The University of Melbourne,
Australia.

Monash Indigenous Studies Centre, Monash University, Australia.

School of Philosophical, Historical and International Studies, Monash
University, Australia.

Pre-Construct Archaeology, Cambridge, United Kingdom.

School of Languages, Humanities and Social Science, Griffith University,
Australia.

School of Natural Sciences, University of Tasmania, Australia.



Acknowledgements

The research presented in this volume was funded by a grant from the Department of Land,
Water and Planning (Victorian State government) and Parks Victoria to the GunaiKurnai Land
and Waters Aboriginal Corporation, through the Bushfire Biodiversity Response and Recovery
(BBRER) program. We are grateful for their support in this.

Jessie Buettel and Bruno David thank the Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for
Australian Biodiversity and Heritage project CE170100015 (Monash University and University
of Tasmania Nodes) for support.

Seumas Spark thanks Bill Gammage for providing a copy of Francis Peter MacCabe’s map of
1847 and pointing out that it represents a fire-managed landscape. He further thanks Chris
Commins for providing a copy of the report by The Mountain Cattleman’s Association of
Victoria, and Vic Jurskis for information on the Thomas Townsend quote cited in Chapter 3.

Ruth Pullin thanks Professor Bruno David for his editorial suggestions, generous advice and
contributions to Chapter 4.

Jerome Mialanes thanks Geraldine Fiers, Fernanda Neubauer and Patrick Schmidt for their
assistance in providing figures for Chapter 7.

Kat Szabd and Annette Oertle thank Cygnet Bay Pearl Farm, Broome, Western Australia,
for the generous provision of pearl oysters used in the experimental work presented in
Chapter 11. Szabd’s research was funded by an Australian Research Council Future Fellowship
(FT140100504) and Oertle’s research was supported by an Australian Postgraduate Award.

The authors would like to deeply thank the GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal

Corporation for the invitation, privilege and opportunity to work together on this volume.
Thank you for showing and inviting us to learn about your Country.

xi



xii



Chapter 1

Introduction

Bruno David, Russell Mullett, Joanna Freslgv
and the GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation

Wildfires, often called ‘bushfires’ in Australia, are an annual occurrence in Australia, especially
in the southeast. Each year they burn thousands of square kilometres of bushland, blazing
everything in their way. Some of the physical infrastructure erected or grown by people,
such as fencelines, buildings and crops can be rebuilt and replanted, despite the devastation
wildfires leave behind for the communities whose lives are upended by their damage or
destruction. But other things cannot. Among these latter are the Aboriginal cultural heritage
places that have accumulated in the landscape through the course of history and that often
form the only material expressions of thousands of years of culture. How do these wildfires
impact on Aboriginal sites? Do some site types, or materials, fare better than others? And
how have wildfires contributed to a diminution or erasure of material culture, such as those
that would otherwise be seen in the landscape as one went about in everyday life, and that
contributes an essential, often subliminal role in cultural education down the generations?

With the above concerns in mind, this monograph examines the incidence of landscape fires
in relation to the distribution of archaeological sites across one part of southeastern Australia,
the lands of the GunaiKurnai Aboriginal clans. In doing so, we review what is known of the
region’s fire history through a number of sources: through oral histories, colonial art, and
through an examination of government fire records dating back to the early years of the
20th century. The stimulus for this work were particularly severe wildfires that raged across
much of southeastern Australia, including GunaiKurnai Country, in the spring and summer
of 2019-2020. Our aim is to better understand the impacts of wildfires across GunaiKurnai
Country’s varied environments, so as to be in a better position to find some answers for the
management of its cultural heritage sites and landscapes.

THE GIPPSLAND FIRES OF 2019-2020

November 2019 was a particularly hot and dry month across many parts of southern Australia,
Over a four-day period, 18-21 November, temperatures reached record highs. On 21 November,
150 wildfires covering 326,000 hectares were recorded across Victoria; 60 of these fires were
still burning by the end of the day, three of the largest in East Gippsland, much of which lies
in GunaiKurnai Country. The Bruthen and Gelantipy fires in particular continued to grow over
the coming days.

A month later, on 20 December, a new heatwave led to 110 additional wildfires, again
prominently in East Gippsland, with an area of 15,000km? being particularly at risk. By 30
December, a host of new fires had burst through. ‘Three fires in [East Gippsland] with a combined
area of more than 130,000ha remained active; some fires burned with sufficient intensity to

FIRES IN GUNAIKURNAI COUNTRY (ARCHAEOPRESS 2023)2 1-9
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Figure 1.1. Wildfire front burning in eucalypt forest near Buchan, East Gippsland, 2019-2020.
Photograph my Shamis Law, courtesy of Matt Holland.

create pyrocumulonimbus clouds that generated local thunder and lightning’ (AIDR 2020). The
fires continued to burn over the coming days and weeks, so that by 27 February 2020, as the
fires waned, 1.5 million hectares of land had burned. The calamitous loss of approximately 120
lives through smoke inhalation, over 1000 cases of hospitalisation, and disastrous damage to
property, resources, wildlife and habitats had reached unprecedented levels (for a summary of
impacts from the 2019-2020 Victorian wildfires, see AIDR 2020) (Figure 1.1).

While the 2019-2020 wildfires were particularly severe and widespread, GunaiKurnai Country
has suffered a number of major wildfires over the past century. The Black Friday fires of
1939 burnt 35% of GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation (GKLaWAC) lands;
the Gippsland fires of 1965, 17%; the Great Divide fires of 2007, 27%; the Gippsland fires of
2019-2020, 20%. These individual fires (wildfires in rapid succession) all burnt huge areas of
land. They had severe impacts at the time, and have had continued or cumulative effects on
people’s lives. But what has not yet been documented are the compounding impacts of the
2019-2020 and earlier wildfires—their frequency, location and extent—on Aboriginal cultural
sites in GunaiKurnai Country.

In light of these calamitous wildfires, and under the already-proven success of an established
Memorandum of Understanding for partnership research between GKLaWAC and Monash
University, a few months after the 2019-2020 wildfires GKLaWAC commissioned the
authors to undertake a desktop study of the distribution of registered cultural sites across
the geographical spread of the 2019-2020 Gippsland and earlier wildfires in the GKLaWAC
Registered Aboriginal Party (RAP) area (a RAP is a legally recognised representative Aboriginal
group with formal rights to protect and manage Aboriginal cultural heritage on their lands
and waters). At Monash University, this work was done through the Monash Indigenous
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Studies Centre and the Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for Australian
Biodiversity and Heritage. The study was undertaken in partnership with GKLaWAC as part of
the Victorian government’s Bushfire Biodiversity Response and Recovery (BBRER) program,
and as a background step in community-led on-Country cultural heritage and biodiversity
wildfire response and recovery. The study’s major aims were to understand the impacts of
landscape fires on cultural sites across GunaiKurnai Country. This monograph is one outcome
of this study, and brings together a broad range of information on fires and their impacts on
cultural sites and cultural materials. While it is designed as a one-stop resource for GKLaWAC
and cultural heritage managers in GunaiKurnai Country and Australia more generally, some
results (e.g., on the effects of fires on shell) and methodologies (Geographical Information
System (GIS) analyses of wildfires and their effects on sites) have broader, international
significance or adaptability.

THE GUNAIKURNAI LAND AND WATERS ABORIGINAL CORPORATION:
PEOPLE AND COUNTRY

The study area covers the whole of the GKLaWAC RAP area, being the Registered Aboriginal
Party that represents the GunaiKurnai Aboriginal Traditional Owners of eastern Victoria,
southeastern Australia. Comprising some 25,770km? (calculated using VicGrid94 projections),
the GKLaWAC RAP area extends from the mountains of the Great Dividing Range at Mount
Hotham (1861m above sea level) in the north to Bass Strait in the south (Figure 1.2). This is
a diverse landscape, with only 125km between the High Country and the coastal lakes. In
pre-colonial times prior to the early 1800s, GunaiKurnai Country was partly insulated from
neighbouring groups by the mountain ranges to the north, the sea to the south, and dense
temperate wet forests to the east. Many traditions and cultural practices of the GunaiKurnai
clans differed from those of outside groups, who were referred to by GunaiKurnai as brajerak,
‘aliens’ or not-GunaiKurnai (Howitt 1904: 41).

The GunaiKurnai were traditionally divided into five dialect groups or ‘clans’ the
Brayakaulung, Brataualung, and Tatungalung to the west; Brabralung in the central area; and
Krauatungalung to the east, with smaller, fluid residential groups (sometimes called ‘bands’ in
the literature) within each of these larger groups (Fison and Howitt 1880: sketch map; Howitt
1904: 73) (Figure 1.3). The five main clans each have Country that includes parts of the coast
or the large lakes system, but only Brayakaulung, Brabralung and the Krauatungalung have
mountain areas in their territories. The rugged nature of the High Country to the north meant
that there were only a few travel routes through the mountains (Howitt in Smyth 1878, vol. II:
325). In Krauatungalung Country, where archaeological research has been focused since 2018
and where the 2019-2020 wildfires were particularly severe, the Snowy River (Doorack) was a
major travel route between the coast and the mountains (Bulmer in Smyth 1878, vol. I1: 191;
Howitt 1904: 518, 693).

Understanding GunaiKurnai social relationships is key to understanding the archaeological
sites and artefacts in the landscape, because people and goods travelled at least as much to
maintain social connections and affiliations with different parts of Country as for food and
other material resources. The activities, contents and locations of camps and other frequented
places, now evident as archaeological and oral history sites and artefacts, were a product of
those connections and patterns of mobility.
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Contact with outside groups was more fluid on the outer edges of the five clan territories.
Cross-cutting clan affiliations, the GunaiKurnai were divided into two ancestral eponymous
‘sex moieties’ named after birds (totems), yiirung (Emu Wren, Stipiturus sp.) or ‘elder brother’
for the males and djiitgun (Superb Warbler, Malurus cyaneus) or ‘elder sister’ for females (Howitt
1904: 103, 148). Neither of these species could be injured, for to do so would be tantamount
to injuring kin of that sex. ‘Fights between the sexes on account of the killing of the brother
or sister totem’ were widespread (Howitt 1904: 148-149; Pepper 1980: 37). This highlights one
among many ways in which GunaiKurnai Country and all within it were, and in many cases
continue to be, socialised: fire damage to the landscape is also damage to GunaiKurnai society
and culture, encompassing not just artefacts but also the animals and the plants. They are
more than zoology and botany; they are part of the GunaiKurnai social world. Traditionally
GunaiKurnai daughters took their mother’s sex moiety and sons took their father’s, with
marriage taking place outside (i.e., exogamously to) one’s local residential group (which
consisted largely of close kin) and undertaken by arrangement, elopement or capture. Yiirung
therefore married djiitgun or outsiders (brajerak), and residence was predominantly patrilocal
(Fison and Howitt 1880: 199, 204, 227). GunaiKurnai men married GunaiKurnai women of
the opposite sex moiety, including across clans and with brajerak especially from the east.
GunaiKurnai men lived in their father’s Country and women lived in their husband’s Country,
and men could, if marrying brajerak women, access their wives’ Country to the east and to the
north (Fison and Howitt 1880: 204). Accordingly, people also travelled across the landscape
through such associations, connecting to different parts of the landscape through kinship
affiliations and relationships, spreading material goods and cultural practices along the way,
and creating and maintaining travel routes and various kinds of meaningful places in the
process. Different parts of GunaiKurnai Country were culturally interconnected in various
ways, and individual events in one area could affect GunaiKurnai or other Aboriginal groups
further away, including where to burn the landscape to maintain ‘healthy Country’ according
to ancestral and kinship affiliations and managerial rights. While some of the old ways are not
now followed, others are, including relationships to clan lands and the managerial roles that
these entail.

GKLaWAC HEALTHY COUNTRY, WHOLE-OF-COUNTRY PLAN

GKLaWAC has developed a Whole-of-Country Plan, towards the nurturing and maintenance
of healthy Country that incorporates GunaiKurnai knowledge and educational opportunities
for community members. Fire and its management is an important dimension of keeping
Country healthy.

It is important to understand what the notion of ‘Country’ means in GunaiKurnai culture.
Country includes the land, waters and sky and all the living and inanimate things such as
the rocks and soils within it all as one. But it is also more than this: Country includes the
ancestral presences, their past actions, the present peoples, and the relationships between
them and with all the things that reside or pass through the GunaiKurnai landscape.
GunaiKurnai management of Country includes the cultural ways of keeping the landscape
healthy, as passed down from the Old Ancestors together with new ways that are embraced by
GunaiKurnai Traditional Owners. GunaiKurnai Traditional Owners ‘are guided by the spirits
of our ancestors when we walk through this Country. ... We have a cultural responsibility to
ensure that all of it is looked after. ... Our spiritual connection is something that cannot be



INTRODUCTION

seen, but nevertheless exists strongly in the places we walk and in the paths of our ancestors’
(Gunaikurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation 2015).

The GKLaWAC Whole-of-Country Plan has direct relevance to the management of Country
and wildfires:

[1t] has drawn heavily from the aspirations that our mob have expressed over many years.
We have worked hard to be faithful to all of the work that was done before, and bring it
into the new context in which we are now operating. We are now embarking on a fresh
push to implement the things that our mob has cared about for a long time. (GunaiKurnai
Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation 2015).

The Plan is based on nine fundamental Principles:

We have cultural obligations. It is our inherent responsibility to look after Country—to
heal the damage of the past and protect it for future generations.

Everything is connected. All of our Country is linked. There is no separation between
our landscapes, waterways, coasts and oceans, and natural and cultural resources. All are
linked and bound to our people, law and custom.

Every bit matters. We understand the need to prioritise limited resources to where
important values are under threat, but every part of our Country remains important to us.
Our values exist even when you can’t see them—whether they are under water, deep inside
caves, covered with vegetation, they are still important to us.

Don’t wait until it has gone. When you lose a site, it’s gone forever. We need to act now
to prevent any further loss of environmental or cultural values.

Look at what was there before. When we are healing and restoring degraded landscapes,
we should try to put back the plants and animals that used to be there.

Sustainable use. Our approach to managing Country is to balance resource use with
conservation—they are all part of the same. Take only what you need—leave some for
others.

Seek collective benefits. We use our resources for the benefit of our mob rather than seek
individual gain.

We have the right to be on our Country. Traditional Owners should not be restricted in
accessing our traditional Country. At the same time, we should have the right to restrict
access to others who disrespect and damage our sensitive areas.

Our traditional knowledge is valuable. Our traditional practices and approaches
sustained the land for thousands of years. Our Country should be managed in harmony
with our traditional ways. We need to take the time to understand what natural and
cultural heritage exists out on Country. It can’t be managed properly if we don’t know
what is there. (Gunaikurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation 2015: 16).

In this context, it is important to note that GunaiKurnai cultural heritage sites—archaeological
sites and story places—are non-renewable ancestral places. They are the GunaiKurnai ‘history
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books” written in the landscape. Through time, as more and more sites get damaged or
destroyed through disasters such as wildfires and the expanding footprint of developments
such as roadworks, urban growth and the like, progressively fewer of the old ancestral sites
survive; GunaiKurnai cultural heritage sites are a diminishing ‘resource’. It is thus especially
incumbent on land managers to treat cultural places carefully, and in the event of widespread
calamities such as wildfires, to retain a sharp awareness of the special nature of Aboriginal
places during fire-management and fire-fighting planning to recovery.

After a wildfire, the GKLaWAC Bushfire Recovery Crew works across the fire’s footprint area,
monitoring the impacts of wildfire on cultural heritage sites and the broader landscape,
towards the management of the fire’s impacts such as the recovery of animal and plant
species that are significant to the community. Such management practices are also a means of
cultural learning on Country. As GKLaWAC points out:

Country heals us and connects us to our ancestors, our culture and our history. But our
mob cannot be healthy when Country is sick which is why it’s been so important to get
community out and involved in bushfire recovery—reading and healing, connecting and
sharing knowledge. (https://gunaikurnai.org/our-country/bushfire-recovery/).

GKLaWAC AND THE VICTORIAN TRADITIONAL OWNER CULTURAL FIRE STRATEGY

Articulating with the GKLaWAC Whole-of-Country Plan towards healthy Country is the
Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Fire Strategy. Its purpose is to ‘reinvigorate cultural fire
through Traditional Owner led practices across all types of Country and land tenure; enabling
Traditional Owners to heal Country and fulfil their rights and obligations to care for Country’.
‘Cultural fire’ refers to the knowledge and practices of intentionally burning parts of Country
towards its short-term to long-term management. Cultural burning is done at particular times
of the year, under appropriate environmental and social conditions, by the rightful Traditional
Owners and sometimes with their approved affiliates for that land, and using fire technologies
that are apt for the job at hand. ‘Cultural burns are used for cultural purposes—they are not
simply about asset protection. Cultural burns protect sites and clear access through Country
for cultural uses—hunting, access to fish traps, ceremony etc.”. (Victorian Traditional Owner
Cultural Fire Knowledge Group 2019).

With these aims in mind, the Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Fire Strategy is based on six
Principles:

Principle 1. Cultural burning is right fire, right time, right way and for the right (cultural)
reasons according to Lore. There are different kinds of cultural fire practices
guided by Lore applicable across Victoria’s Countries.

Principle 2. Burning is a cultural responsibility. Traditional Owners lead the development
and application of fire practice on Country; the responsibilities and authority of
Traditional Owners are recognised and respected.

Principle 3. Cultural fire is living knowledge. Aboriginal fire knowledge is shared for
continual learning and adaptive management. Traditional Owners will
work together on each other’s Country to heal Country and guide practice
development. Knowledge and practice are shared.
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Principle 4. Monitoring, evaluation and research (MER) support cultural objectives
and enable adaptive learning. MER will be used to build a body
of evidence that allows cultural burning to occur and grow.

Principle 5. Country is managed holistically. Traditional Owners manage Country holistically
to address multiple values and objectives, healing both Country and culture.
Partnership arrangements and management objectives are tailored to each
regional and cultural landscape context. This includes analysis of the tenure,
regulatory and operational arrangements to support cultural fire application,
other beneficial Indigenous management practices, together with a process of
learning to continuously improve planning, management and action.

Principle 6. Cultural fire is healing. There are substantial positive impacts to Traditional
Owner wellbeing and confidence through providing access and authority to
practice on Country.

GunaiKurnai cultural burning is about caring for Country, and helps restrict and manage a
landscape that is less at risk of uncontrolled wildfires, for example by burning dry undergrowth
and leaf litter that can act as kindling in Gippsland’s hot summers, or burning in relatively
small areas or ‘patches’ so that different parts of the landscape retain differential patches of
growth. Cultural fire is a tool for managing Country (Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural
Fire Knowledge Group 2019). Accordingly, the Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Fire Strategy,
embraced by GKLaWAC, has four major Objectives:

a) For Traditional Owners to develop and lead on-Country cultural burning pathways.

b) To build Traditional Owner governance and capacity in cultural fire knowledge and
practice.

¢) To improve landscape management through collaborative practice, to heal Country,
and build community and landscape resilience.

d) To develop and strengthen institutional frameworks that support cultural burning
practices.

While this volume is concerned mainly with wildfires, it is aligned both with the Victorian
Traditional Owner Cultural Fire Strategy’s four Objectives, and with GKLaWAC’s aspirations to
build respectfully shared knowledge and research that can add positively to the GunaiKurnai
management of GunaiKurnai Country (including to reduce current and future negative
impacts of wildfires), as expressed in the Whole-of-Country Plan.









Previous page: GunaiKurnai Ranger, Harley Finn managing Country using fire at Lake Tyers State Park,
East Gippsland. Photograph by Jessica Shapiro, courtesy of GunaiKurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal
Corporation.

12





