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WILD FIRE RISK IN CENTRAL AUSTRALIA 
The frequency, intensity and reach of 
wildfires in central Australia is 
increasing
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WILD FIRE RISK IN MPARNTWE 
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WHY ARE WILD FIRES IN 
CENTRAL AUSTRALIA 

GETTING WORSE? 
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Seasonal Bushfire Outlook for Autumn 2024

“Above-relative surface fuel loads, continuity of grass fuels and high densities of 

invasive buffel grass, (Cenchrus ciliaris) in Central Australia and the Barkly regions contributed to 

large, landscape-wide wildfires over the last six months. In these regions, wildfire frequency is 

typically once a decade following a series of high rainfall events in the semi-arid to arid regions. 

However, recently burnt areas are carrying fire with average wind speeds due to buffel grass 
regrowth and curing.”

Seasonal Bushfire Outlook Winter 2023

“Much of Central Australia is showing above normal fire potential for this outlook due to reduced 
rainfall, higher temperatures, and higher fuel loads, including of the invasive Buffel Grass.”
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CLIMATE CHANGE
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FIRE MANAGEMENT

Since invasion and occupation / colonisation fire regimes and fire 
management has changed dramatically in central Australia10.



FIRE MANAGEMENT

Aboriginal peoples’ opportunities to manage fire have been 

significantly constrained through impeded access to knowledge 

and country11.



FIRE MANAGEMENT – LAND ‘USE’ CHANGE

Large parts of the country are now 

leased for ‘pastoral purposes’.

Management objectives are often one 

of fire exclusion12 or burning to clear 

land and promote growth of ‘pasture 

grasses’13.



FIRE MANAGEMENT –
FUEL LOAD CHANGES

Introduction of high fuel load invasive plants such as buffel grass that respond well to fire 
has meant fire management strategies like burning for fuel reduction are:

• Harder to control - increased risk of dangerous, unplanned spread and intensity 
that can result in widespread death, destruction and accelerates ecosystem 
collapse14

• Often counterproductive without follow up treatment (such as herbicide 
application) so ineffective in many invaded areas15.



FIRE MANAGEMENT - ECOSYSTEM DESTRUCTION

• Reduces number of native fire retardant plants16

• Reduces numbers of native animals that process fuel loads17

• Buffel grass invasion reduces natural wind and fire breaks18,19, 20



Buffel grass infestation increases the frequency, intensity and spread of wildfires20.

• Creates an extremely high fuel load21

• Burns very hot (900°C)22

• Covers large areas with uniform intensity23

• Responds very well to fire (has a positive fire feedback loop)24, 25

BUFFEL GRASS



BUFFEL GRASS - FUELING WILD FIRES AROUND 
THE WORLD
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WHAT IS BUFFEL GRASS & WHY ARE WE 
SURROUNDED BY IT?

Buffel grass (cenchrus ciliaris, c. 
pennisetiformis) is a perennial tussock grass 
native to parts of Africa, the Middle East and 
India32.  

It has been widely planted to support 
colonisation and beef production33.

Buffel grass is highly invasive and continues to 
spread far beyond planted areas34.
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GRASS FUELLED WILD FIRES  

Standing grass is:
Surrounded by oxygen 
• can ignite easily 
• grow rapidly 

Directly affected by wind speed and direction
• can spread very quickly over many kilometres.  
• slight wind change can steer the fire in many different 

directions.  

37



SMOKE



BUSHFIRE SMOKE IN THE BARKLY 2023 38



BUSHFIRE SMOKE IN MPARNTWE 2023

FROM THE AIR

SKY IN ALICE SPRINGS

FEROCITY OF FIRES – GLENN HELEN
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“Alice Springs Hospital has seen a significant number of presentations to ED 
as a result of respiratory distress due to smoke from fires in the region. The 
poor air quality and particle concentration will be affecting all areas including 
remote locations.

Many of the patients presenting with respiratory conditions are improving 
much more slowly than under normal conditions. It is expected that length of 
stay, bed occupancy and patient flow may be affected as well as attendance to 
ED and remote community clinics.

NT Health staff are encouraged to consider the risk of smoke inhalation to 
themselves and their patients and take appropriate precautions. Health Clinics 
should also plan for increased presentations43.”

HEALTH SERVICE IMPACTS IN CENTRAL AUSTRALIA 



BUSH FIRE SMOKE 

The smoke generated by bushfires can affect health 
over large geographical areas.

Particulate matter represents the main component of 
bushfire smoke and poses the primary threat to 
health44. 

PM10 – particles smaller than 10 microns 
in diameter45

• Contributes to visible smoke haze 
• Can irritate the eyes, throat and lungs



BUSH FIRE SMOKE 
PM2.5 – particles smaller than 2.5 microns in diameter
• Too small to be seen
• Can cross

• from lungs into blood stream 
• from nasal mucosa into the central nervous system 

• Trigger oxidative stress in organs and systemic inflammation 46, 47, 48



HEALTH IMPACTS OF BUSHFIRE SMOKE
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VULNERABLE GROUPS
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HEALTH SERVICE IMPACTS 
A large body of evidence54,55 indicates 
that bush fire smoke increases rates of:

• Respiratory medication use
• Ambulance calls

• Emergency department visits 
• Hospital admissions

• All-cause mortality
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NATURAL PROTECTION 
FROM BUSH FIRE SMOKE

Natural ecosystems with a diversity of 
ground, mid and upper storey vegetation.

• Decreases particulate dispersal57

• Filters particulate matter58

A LANDSCAPE IN CENTRAL AUSTRALIA 
WHERE BUFFEL FUELED FIRES HAVE WIPED 

OUT NATIVE VEGETATION
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INJURY
Wild fires can cause serious 
injury and death

Physical injuries can occur 
when people:
• Are trapped
• During firefighting efforts
• During evacuations
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MENTAL HEALTH
Wild fires can trigger new, and exacerbate existing 
mental health problems 

Lived experience of bushfire has been found to 
increase the occurrence of psychological and 
behavioural disorders such as:
• Anxiety
• Depression
• Post-traumatic stress disorder 
• Substance misuse

The effects can persist for years after the impact
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CULTURE

Culture and country are inseparable.

Increased frequency, intensity and spread of wild 
fires:
• Incinerates country
• Disrupts, and in some cases discontinues, 

cultural practices including caring for country 
activities such as traditional burning64,65,66
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ECONOMIC IMPACTS

A recent estimate of the burden of bushfires in Australia over 10 years 

from 2021 to 203067 predicted:

• Healthcare costs arising from deaths for smoke-related conditions, 
hospitalizations = $110 million.

• The impact on gross domestic product = $17.2 billion. 



PREPARATION
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PREPARATION

EXAMPLE LOCAL PLANS
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PREPARATION
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MANAGING RISK
In December 2023 John Patterson, Chief 
Executive Officer of the Aboriginal Medical 

Services Northern Territory stated:

“Buffel grass is destroying our people’s 
health, our culture and our country. We 
have an opportunity to change this…The 

fires earlier this year are a demonstration of 

the danger buffel grass poses to our whole 

community, and particularly those with 

respiratory conditions like asthma72”
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MANAGING RISK

Healthy Country = Healthy People75

Functioning natural ecosystems, 
with a diversity of native plants and 
animals provide critical defense 
against many health risks. 



MANAGING RISK - BIOSECURITY 76- 79
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