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Ever since European settlement, the Mountain Cattlemen who ran their cattle in the 
Victorian High Country have been strong advocates of fuel reduction as one vital 
management tool to reduce the impact of wildfire and encourage diversity and sustainability 
of native flora and fauna.  
 
¢ƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƛǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭŀƴŘΦ  aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 
the land is different from the management of visitors where most of the Parks Victoria 
budget appears to be allocated. 
 
ά¢ƘŜ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ǿŀǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜrience must be given due recognition.έ 
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THE LINKS BETWEEN CATTLE GRAZING AND FUEL REDUCTION IN THE 
GRAZING ZONES OF THE HIGH COUNTRY 

 
 
 

Ever since European settlement, the Mountain Cattlemen who ran their cattle in the 
Victorian High Country have been strong advocates of fuel reduction as one vital 
management tool to reduce the impact of wildfire and encourage diversity and sustainability 
of native flora and fauna.  
 
The well documented devastating environmental outcomes for the high country as a result 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлло !ƭǇƛƴŜ ŦƛǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ нллт DǊŜŀǘ 5ƛǾƛŘŜ ŦƛǊŜǎ άǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ 
ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎέ 1(.ABC Radio 774, 2009) before conservation values are restored.   
 
Never in 170 years of continuous alpine grazing has low intensity grazing caused the level of 
impact to conservation values as that caused by poor public land management witnessed 
since the creation of the Alpine National Park. 
 
άCƛǊŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊƴŜǊǎǘƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘέ (Stretton, 1939)2 in 
Victoria, the most fire-prone state in the world.  Low intensity, controlled cattle grazing is 
one of the management tools available to public land managers. 
 
Arbitrary exclusion of an important fire management tool that comes at no cost to the fire 
ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ Ŧƻƭƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ άŦƛǊŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅέ3 of 
public land managers in Victoria. 
 
Early Beneficial Management of the Environment 
 
When the cattlemen first came to the High Plains after 1835, they followed on from the 
ancient fire practices of the Aborigines and lit cool fires in the autumn after mustering.  
 
It is widely accepted that Aborigines lit regular fires when they left the High Country after 
the summer moth season.  These fires, plus those created naturally from lightning strikes, 
meant the land experienced continual fires, but at low intensity, because the fuel was 
burned regularly.  This meant that even on the sensitive snow grass plains and in the 
Mountain and Alpine Ash, where hot fires cause extreme damage, deleterious 
environmental impact rarely occurred.  
 
In the early days the country was similar to open parkland and this is confirmed by reports 
from the early explorers and settlers, writing, painting then later photographing the 
!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ōǳǎƘΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ƭƻƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ 
observed fires were alight throughout the country, particularly in autumn but also in other 
seasons.  
 

                                                 
1
 ABC 774 Fuel Reduction Forum, comments by Kevin Tolhurst 23 November 2009 

2
 Comment by Judge Leonard Stretton at the 1939 Royal Commission 

3
 Personal communication from Andrew Graystone, Parks Victoria Manager, Fire and Emergency 

Services November 17
th
 2009 to Max Rheese Victorian Lands Alliance 
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Extract from William IƻǾŜƭƭΩǎ Journal - Lake George to Port Phillip 1824. 

άThe plain I before spoke of I think is of some extent but the grass has not been 
burned and appears brown and dry. In every direction the grass is on fire, and by 
what we can see by their signals one to the other, by their different fires, the trees 
which have been barked, and occasionally coming across their tracks, I think they 
(the blacks) must be very numŜǊƻǳǎΦέ (Hovell, unknown) 

 
Over the early years the cattlemen continued with the Aboriginal fire regimes and kept the 
grass trimmed down on their selections and very importantly on their runs. Grazing cattle 
did this in the higher altitudes and the cattlemen concentrated their burning on the lower 
scrubbier sections of their runs.  The grazed grass lands therefore remained short and green 
throughout the summer and the cool fires reduced fuel loads and kept the land as open as 
they had found it left by the Aborigines.  This in turn reduced the intensity of inevitable 
wildfires which cattlemen knew had the potential to threaten the grasslands with hot 
damaging fire events if fuel loads were not well controlled.  
  
Howitt (1891) observed the changes that occurred after European settlement of Gippsland:  

The influence of settlement upon forests has not been confined to lands devoted to 
agriculture. From the day the first pioneers drove their herds down the mountains 
any cause which would lessen the force of annual fires would alter the balance of 
nature, and thus produce new and unexpected results. The annual crop of grass was 
burnt off by aborigines, this tended to keep forests open and prevent open country 
from being overgrown. Sheep and cattle lessened the annual crop, and settlers 
(protected) their improvements. The valley of the Snowy River and the mountains 
were in many parts clothed with grass and but a few large scattered trees. After 
some years of occupation whole tracts of country became overgrown by forest and 
arborescent shrubs. The Black Thursday fires of 1851 followed from and reinforced 
ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΣ άƻǇŜƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘέ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ōȅ ŀōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 
άŘŜƴǎŜ ǎŎǊǳōέΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŘ ƎǳƳ ǿƻƻŘƭŀƴŘǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŜŘ.  (Howitt 1891) (Jurskis, 
2006) 

 
About 1920 ΨǇŀǘŎƘ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎΩ ǿŀǎ ōŀƴƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ CƻǊŜǎǘǎ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΦ  This was 
ignored for some years by the cattlemen who knew the directive was not sound 
management.  9ǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƴƻ ŦƛǊŜǎέ ǊǳƭŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ cattlemen 
gradually ceased the practice.  Many abandoned their runs as the land άǎŎǊǳōōŜŘ ǳǇέ ŀƴŘ 
became impractical, overgrown and dangerous. 
 
Those who lived and worked in the High Country have always known that under ΨmodernΩ 
management (which began arguably in 1920), some areas became unsuited to even cool 
burning because they had increasing fuel loads.  Hot fires in those areas would destroy the 
environment.  In the absence of the Aborigines, the cattlemen knew the answer was grazing. 
 
The areas not particularly suited to cool burning under modern management include most of 
the higher snow grass plains and the Mountain and Alpine Ash country.  Where those areas 
were grazed however, they enjoyed reduced fuel loads in the event of a wildfire.  As 
outlined earlier, before settlement, these higher sensitive areas were burnt regularly, but 
mostly only with cool fires. 
 
Now that the lower areas do not have regular cool burns, (as the Aborigines carried out, or 
were done by nature) the higher areas need intervention management of fuel.  It is needed 
because hot wild fire from the lower altitudes in the middle of summer will carry across the 
upper level grasslands that are not grazed, with disastrous environmental results. 
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After 1920, the buildup of fuel began, especially in the non grazed areas of the High Country.  
The lack of patchwork burning and cattle grazing meant that vegetation grew unchecked and 
gradually choked the forests with scrubby understory which shaded out the grasses and 
changed the viable landscape and environment forever.  Wildfires, which still occurred 
regularly, increased in intensity, causing increased environmental damage because they 
were too hot. 
 

Grazing and Fuel Reduction 

Some thousands of years ago, the mega fauna became extinct in Australia so altering the 
fauna/flora/fire balance.  We are unable to return mega fauna but some eminent people in 
this field have raised the possibility that cattle could be a good surrogate. 
 
Grassland that is not grazed by cattle quickly becomes long and rank. The grass forms mats 
of dead material which is highly inflammable.  It has been observed that on many of the 
ungrazed parts of the High Plains, grass mats encourage erosion when there is rain which 
makes deep runnels under the dead grass canopy while it is draining away. 
 
It is instructive that in late summer, on the forest roadsides, where the grass is short and 
green, kangaroos, wallabies and wombats can be found, chancing their life against fast 
driven vehicles, rather than further back on the unpalatable grassland where it is safer for 
them. 
 

   
Caption: This photo was taken in Kosciusko national park where grazing had been prevented for more than 20 
years at that time. The snow grass is long and matted and rotting. A wildfire would cause extreme environmental 
damage to the land.  Grass mats of dead material are avoided by grazing animals because they know all the 
protein has leeched away. 
 

 
Caption: The photos above were taken of Watch Bed Creek in the North Bogongs after the 2003 Alpine fires. 
The North Bogongs were closed to grazing in the early 1990s.  Note the utter devastation of the area. Experienced 
cattlemen say that if the area had still been grazed, the effect on Watch Bed Creek would have been minimal. 
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Caption: Nunniong Plateau - Photo Commins family.  The fenced plot (ungrazed) demonstrates that grazing 
reduces fuel loads.  The visual evidence is indisputable.  These plots are very important and different to the 
Bogong High Plains plots.  The Nunniong plots are fenced with netting thus preventing grazing by rabbits and 
hares.  The various trial plots on the Bogongs over the years have only been fenced with wire to exclude cattle but 
not other grazing animals.  Therefore for many years, the MCAV has questioned the veracity of the Bogong trial 
work.  

 
Areas in the High Country that were grazed by cattle over summers until 2005 remained 
short and green.  It is documented and has been photographed, that Alpine wildfires in 
2003, 2006 and 2009 were reduced in their intensity or actually went out when they reached 
grazed areas.  Some scientists with a personal interest argued against these actual facts after 
the 2003 fires to achieve their aim which was to remove all grazing. 

 
Caption: South Bogong High Plains - these 2 photos clearly demonstrate how the 2003 alpine fires went out when 
the fire reached the grazed Alpine grassland. (Simon Turner photo) 

 

 
Caption: Alpine fires 2003.  South Bogong - This photo clearly demonstrates how the fire only burned in the lower 
forest and in the fenced non grazed grassy area.  The fenced plot which had excluded cattle for ten years is 
burned, the fire clearly stopped at the fence and the grazed area is not burned. (Simon Turner photo) 




















