
Planning for and 

recovery from severe 

wildfire in production 

native forests

Presented by:

Dr. Tom Fairman

FLARE Wildfire Research, School of Ecosystem and Forest 
Science, University of Melbourne



2

Focus for this talk

• ‘Recovery’ – multiple meanings.

• Ash forest recovery – reseeding

• From a production management perspective - salvage 
harvesting

• Environmental impacts of severe fire and salvage

• Case study of Victorian forests

• Regulations and prescriptions developed to protect 
environmental values during salvage

• Reflections and points for consideration
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What do we mean by ‘salvage harvesting’?

• Recovery of merchantable timber 
from fire killed production 
forests.

• For native forests, this typically 
means ash eucalypts –
vulnerable, fire sensitive species.

• Evolved from a wood production 
perspective – ‘salvaging’ a 
potentially lost asset.

• Some well-known historical 
examples in SE Australia
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Historical context (Victorian) of salvage harvest

• Severe impact to the ‘ash 
resource’ from the 1939 fires

• Prolonged and extensive 
salvage harvest – continued 
for 10+ years

• 1983 Ash Wednesday fires

• 2009 Black Saturday fires  

• Shift in focus of forest 
management (from wood to 
multiple values) 

• Reducing extent, increasing 
focus on environmental 
aspects

1983 Fire Salvage

2009 Fire Salvage
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Climate change, fire and forests

• Salvage harvesting not 
‘business as usual’ –
emergency response to 
disaster.

• South-east Australia likely 
to see general increase in 
fire weather 

• Fire likely to be more 
prevalent and hence impact 
production forests

• How to approach salvage 
harvesting?

Clarke et al (2019)
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Regulating salvage harvesting and protecting 
environmental values

• Generally regulations and 
prescriptions work in the 
context of ‘green forest’

• Ecological context of a post 
fire system; needs different 
approaches

• Post-fire prescriptions –how 
are these made, and what 
do they cover?
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How does the post fire forest differ from ‘green’ 
forest?

• Streams and water quality:
Erosion and combustion of 
riparian buffers may increase 
run-off risk and impact

• Fauna habitat: Damage/loss of 
hollows and/or forage

• Vegetation: Seedling 
regeneration and understorey 
resprouting

• Different approaches to protect 
environmental attributes in the 
post-fire environment
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Case study: management of salvage in Victoria

• Series of large wildfires since 2000

• Many severely impacted fire-killed 
forests like mountain and alpine 
ash

• Prescriptions and guidance has 
evolved in the 2000s

• Increasing knowledge on potential 
impacts of salvage

• Reduction in hollow bearing trees

• Reduction in long-lived understorey 
plants (eg. tree ferns)

• Mechanical damage to resprouters

• Run-off risk to waterways



9

Regulation of timber production in Victoria

• Current Victorian Code approach 

outlines specific management for 

salvage operations

• These prescriptions operate until 

the third winter after the fire; revert 

to ‘green forest’ prescriptions.

• Can generally consider two types of 

prescriptions

• Species specific or stand level 

• Landscape context considerations
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Examples of coupe-level prescriptions

• Machine-exclusion zones for understorey 
recovery 

• 15% of coupe; min. 20m width; tree ferns

• Increase filter widths for streams where 
sensitive aquatics occur

• +10m for Barred Galaxias streams

• Increase in retention rate of habitat trees

• Hierarchy of habitat trees 

• large live habitat tree > small dead

• Specified minimum distance between 
habitat retention patches (200m)
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Examples of landscape level prescriptions

• Coupe size and aggregation 
limits relaxed

• ‘Green ash retention’ approach
• Considers landscape severity 

patterns across impacted ash
• Severely impacted, smaller 

(0.5ha) patches of green ash 
must be retained

• Moderate impact, larger patches 
for protection (5ha)

• In essence, the rarer the 
patches of green ash in the 
block, the greater the 
protection.
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Reflections and observations of salvage 
harvesting prescriptions

• Proactive vs. reactive 
prescription development

• For example – many of 
current Victorian salvage 
regulations came into place 
after the 2009 fires

• Discernible “Central 
Highlands” flavour
• focus on mountain ash, barred 

galaxias, and Leadbeater’s 
Possum habitat attributes.



13

Reflections and observations of salvage 
harvesting prescriptions

• Black Summer 2020 fires

• How transferable were prescriptions 
when the landscape impacted - and 
values at risk - change?

• Existing salvage prescriptions relevant, 
but some notable points:
• Very large fire, majority of landscape was 

‘non-ash’

• Different species assemblages and forest 
disturbance history

• Reliance on other measures

• Outcome is uncertainty and lack of clarity

• Ideally, proactive and whole of 
landscape approach may ameliorate 
some of this.
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Final points for consideration

• Recovery, post-fire and salvage –
importance of terms

• Post-fire harvesting does not 
necessarily just occur in fire-killed 
stands – what standards apply 
here?

• How long do additional measures 
last for?

• Landscape context

• Species specific vs general 
principles

• Post-fire landscapes, communities 
and social licence



Thank you for listening

thomas.fairman@unimelb.edu.au


