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Broad leaf tea-tree woodlands (BLTW) in high rainfall coastal north Queensland
are an endangered ecosystem. They have a canopy of Broad leaf tea-tree
(Melaleuca viridiflora) and a diverse ground layer including native grasses, sedges,
ferns and forbs. In the Wet Tropics, Tully to Ingham is a BLTW hotspot.

Tea-tree or Melaleuca trees are adapted to fire. ‘Melaleuca’ means ‘black and
white’; the ‘black’ referring to the burnt bark and the ‘white’ referring to the
unburnt bark.

Fire is natural and necessary for healthy BLTW. The right fire at the right time for
the right reason has many benefits for hazard reduction, production and
conservation. Conservation benefits include:

Keeping healthy BLTW in good condition
Restoring degraded BLTW
Managing weeds
Maintaining threatened species habitat
Reducing fuel loads to prevent uncontrollable fire

This flyer is for general information only. Please obtain professional advice from fire authorities.

Fire planning
Fire can be a very useful tool. However, if used inappropriately, fire can endanger
lives, properties and the environment.

Note: To legally light a fire in Queensland, you must first obtain a 'Permit to Light
Fire' from your local Fire Warden, ensuring compliance with local laws and safety
regulations.

Landholders considering fire in BLTW should ask themselves:

What are you trying to achieve with fire?
What type of fire would best achieve that?
What would be the indicators of a successful fire? (Indicators for BLTW could
be high native diversity and density in ground layer vegetation, with an open
canopy dominated by tea-tree.)

Beneficial fire in small BLTW patches and wildlife corridors may be different to fire
in larger patches. Fire in BLTW near urban areas and roads is more complex and is
not discussed here.

Cultural burning
Girramay people are the Traditional Owners in the Cardwell area.
“There are a lot of weeds. Introducing fire into caring for this country means
less chemical and less disturbance. Fire is a good tool to control a lot of things.
It's good to use fire now.”



A mosaic of burnt and unburnt areas is the desired outcome, with <30% of the area
burnt. Fire spreads easily in BLTW so fire breaks are essential, unless the soil is
sufficiently moist. Use natural topography as a firebreak if practical, e.g. waterways. 
If constructing firebreaks by clearing vegetation, ensure the clearing is permitted and
that fire breaks don’t introduce weeds, change natural drainage or fragment
mahogany glider corridors.

Mosaic of burnt and unburnt
areas

Timing
Fire management in BLTW requires careful timing and planning as there may only be
a small window when the environmental conditions are right. The ground needs to be
dry enough to carry a fire but wet enough to contain the fire and keep flames and
heat out of the tree canopy. Soil moisture helps to prevent underground peat from
catching on fire. Calm weather is crucial.

In average years, burns in BLTW are best conducted from March to May, while wetter
years allow for burning from March to September.

Intensity
Fire in BLTW should be at a low to moderate intensity.

High-intensity fires can have several negative impacts. They create fast-moving
fire fronts that are hard to control and more likely to jump over firebreaks. These
fires also produce thick black smoke and generate higher flames and heat, which
can damage or kill canopy trees, tree orchids, rare ant plants, and butterfly larvae
that depend on them. Additionally, they can destroy native seed banks, resulting
in poor natural regeneration, reduced plant diversity, and changes to vegetation
structure, such as dense whipstick tree regrowth.

High-intensity fires are often caused by factors such as hot, dry, or windy weather,
areas that haven’t been burned for a long time and have high fuel loads, or the
presence of highly flammable vegetation. This includes grass trees with dead leaf
skirts, invasive plantation pine with flammable leaf litter, or dense grass weeds
like Guinea grass. The condition of the understory plays a major role in
determining how intense a fire will be.
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Frequency
Fire that is too frequent or too infrequent are both threats to BLTW.

Too frequent fire can simplify the vegetation structure; convert the diverse ground
layer to a simple grass layer; burn plants before they can set seed; stop young trees
getting tall enough to host ant plants and tree orchids; and reduce nutrients in an
already nutrient-poor ecosystem.

Too infrequent fire can disable mosaic burning; increase the risk of high intensity
fire; prevent germination of native seeds triggered by fire heat or smoke; reduce
diversity in the groundcover flora, which fauna depend on; thicken vegetation so
mahogany gliders can’t glide through; and lead to a transition to rainforest,
reducing woodland species diversity including rare ant plants and ground orchids.
It may be difficult to reintroduce fire into these changed forests.

Burning intervals may range from 5 to 15 years, although more frequent burns may be
beneficial in some circumstances.

Some current projects
Cassowary Coast Regional Council, Queensland Parks & Wildlife Service and others are
currently working with fire and other tools to improve the condition of BLTW in the
Cardwell area. The project is funded by the Australian Government’s Saving Native
Species Program and is being delivered by Terrain NRM.

For more information
Regarding the Permit to Light Fire System, please visit Lighting Fires in Queensland | Queensland Fire Department.
BLTW is made up of several Regional Ecosystems (REs) and many have their own ‘Fire management guidelines’.
See the Regional ecosystem description for RE 7.3.8 for example. See Terrain’s BLTW booklet and BLTW video.


