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EXTINCTION REBELLION RALLY — PARLIAMENT HOUSE 
PRESCRIBED BURNING 

Statement 
HON DIANE EVERS (South West) [5.39 pm]: Before I get to my member’s statement, I will respond to that. 
I support those people; I see them as valid constituents in our state who deserve to be represented. I believe they 
take the actions they do because they do not see that they are being represented in Parliament. They state that 
climate change exists, that humans are responsible for climate change and that we need to take action to do 
something about it. They do not see that action happening here and they do not feel they are represented here. I am 
quite happy to stand up and speak their voice in this Parliament hoping that one day some members will take note, 
step forward and take some action. My response to the vandalistic act of breaking the flower stems off the balga trees 
is that I do not condone vandalism. It is unfortunate that they did this, because it mired an otherwise quite good 
event in which there was very little disruption, other than the disruption of Parliament for the reasons I have already 
stated. But those balga trees will flower again. In fact, in the past, the Indigenous people used balga stems for spears 
and such things. The thing is, one of the ways we can stimulate them to flower is to have a fire. I explained to the 
person I was speaking with that that will be a little difficult on Harvest Terrace, so we probably will not be lighting 
them with a blowtorch to stimulate the flowers, but let us hope that we see flowers on those plants in the future. 
Regarding fire, I will continue on with my member’s statement because it is about fire. It is quite fitting that we 
move on to fire from this, because fire is how we try to control or manage the bush. During the time I have been 
here, I have tried to say that yes, the bush needs management, but what we are doing is not working. Our target of 
burning 200 000 hectares a year means that one million hectares per five years needs to be burnt. If we consider 
the south west, finding a million hectares of land that we are happy to light up in a prescribed burn, because we 
are avoiding areas such as our own pine plantations and other areas, means that we light those fires in completely 
inappropriate places. 
Earlier this month, I had the lovely experience of spending two days at a prescribed burning conference with a lot 
of scientists who are doing research into this area. I have to acknowledge that a number of staff from government 
departments were there contributing and I hope also listening to some of that research. With that 200 000 hectares, 
as I said, we have to exclude some areas, so then we have these perverse biodiversity outcomes, whereby we are 
burning areas that are not meant to be burnt and do not have that regular occurrence of fire. We need to bring in 
more evidence-based science so that we can look at what we should be burning, how often and when. Saying that 
it should all be burnt less than six years apart is outrageous for many reasons. There were a couple of speakers 
from the Walpole wilderness area. One of the areas burnt there was a peat swamp. Why would someone think peat 
would have to be burnt? If anybody understands how peat grows, they know that peat is very slow. 

Hon Peter Collier interjected. 

Hon DIANE EVERS: I know. I thought we should start up a campaign to save peat. I did not know whether 
everybody would understand. 

Hon Peter Collier interjected. 

Hon DIANE EVERS: It could be. We might have to change the spelling. 

Peat burns for a long time and we lost more than 30 centimetres of peat. The normal ground layer for those plants 
is now 30 centimetres above where the ground is, and that ground is not only dead but also could light up again. 
As everyone here must know about peat, it keeps burning and it can reignite with the new growth. It is outrageous 
that we put a prescribed burn through there. For what purpose? After all the undergrowth in the Walpole wilderness 
is gone, the pigs will move in and make further mess and it is even less likely that there will be new growth where 
it is wanted. 

In some places, we have had an invasion of banksia. Members might think that banksia is great because it is 
a native plant; however, an invasion of it creates a monoculture that stops other plants from growing. We are killing 
plants in many different ways and we do not even know what species we are losing. We have not even done the 
research to find out what species we are killing off by burning in areas that do not burn on such a regular basis. 
Plenty of research papers were presented at the conference. One of them was based on recovery intervals. Again, 
we are saying that everything should be burnt every six years, yet banksias take 15 to 18 years to recover. Banksia 
shrubland takes 10 to 14 years to recover and jarrah forest takes 80 to 100 years to get back to how it was, yet we 
think we should be going in there burning every five years. Something has to change. Animal life, such as the 
honey possums, takes 25.5 years to get back to the populations that they had prior to a burn and the splendid wren, 
more than 12 years post-fire. 

Why do we think it is right to burn 200 000 hectares every year and make sure that everything is burnt over six years? 
It makes no sense whatsoever without the science to prove it. We need more science, such as what we have had. 
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There has been testing to find out when species are more likely to survive. It turns out that in winter and spring, 
they are very unlikely to survive prescribed burns. We could continue to lose species. Once they are lost, they do 
not tend to return. Some of them are genetically prone to staying in a small geographical area. We may have some 
species moving back in, but not other species. We do not even know what we are losing, but we have to start 
thinking this way. 

A friend of mine, renowned scientist Stephen Hopper, presented at the conference. It is always lovely to listen to 
him talk, because he used to manage Kew Gardens and he has authored a lot of very important research papers. 
One paper outlines the hypothesis that fire has played a major role in plant speciation and evolution. He is saying 
that it is really just a hypothesis, because although we say that all these plants have evolved to manage fire, it could 
just be that these are the plants left after the continuous burning regime of our Aboriginal people. If we go back 
100 000 years, there was a different range of plants, and some of those are no longer there because they do not 
manage that regular recurrent burning. We are looking to scientists to learn how our plants have developed and 
what we are doing. 

Hon Matthew Swinbourn: We don’t need the science. 

Hon DIANE EVERS: We need science. 

Hon Matthew Swinbourn: Aboriginal people have been doing it for thousands of years. 

Hon DIANE EVERS: They have, for 100 000 years, but go back before that. Let me continue. 

One thing we do not realise is that there are places other than peat areas that are subject to this frequent burning 
that are very vulnerable and are losing their species. On behalf of Stephen Hopper, I would like to mention the 
species that are endemic to old climatically buffered infertile landscapes; it is a lovely term, once you have heard 
him speak, you get used to it. They are those rock formations where there are shrubs and lowlands, yet we have 
prescribed burning in those areas completely unnecessarily—we have to meet that target of 200 000 hectares. We 
do not; we have to challenge that and change that. 

I will probably continue this another day, but Dr Philip Zylstra also presented at the conference. I tabled one of his 
graphs earlier last year. He has done research over east on different forest types. He is now over here working on 
our forests. He is engaged to do some research in the tingle forest and hopefully with the karri and jarrah forests. 
I look forward to being able to tell members more about his work on that.  
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