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2020 North Australian Savanna Fire Forum
• 320 people from across Australia attended the forum in Darwin from 18-19
February
• High level of interest, tickets sold out well in advance
• Attracted a diverse audience
• Presentations by scientists, Indigenous land managers, government
representatives and carbon industry experts.
• Networking is a key driver for participation
• Building on the 2019 forum, Indigenous-led discussions and presentations by
Indigenous fire managers gave proper context to knowledge sharing and were a
key highlight for many participants.
• Nearly all (96%) participants surveyed said that they agreed that the forum was a
great success.
• Nearly all (98%) participants surveyed said that their expectations of the forum
were either met or exceeded.
• Nearly all (98%) participants surveyed said that they enjoyed the forum;
• Nearly all (98%) participants surveyed said that they would recommend it to
other people in their field.
• ICIN was proud to host the forum with the support of the working group and
sponsors.
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Opening: Willie Rioli, Tiwi Island Land Council
Forum MC and ICIN Steering Committee Member
“ICIN is proud to host the 2020 North Australian Savanna Fire
Forum on behalf of the Savanna Fire Forum working group.”
“This world-leading forum has grown from 100 people in 2018
to a sold-out event with over 320 participants today, including
fire managers, scientists and government representatives.
“We appreciate the high level of interest in savanna fire
management, particularly the lessons which can be learned
from Indigenous fire management practices.

“We welcome participants who have travelled long distances
to be here in the generous spirit of sharing knowledge and
understanding of fire management across north Australia.”

Day One:
Plenaries

Welcome to
Larrakia Country:
Aunty Bilawarra
Lee, Larrakia Elder
on Campus, CDU

Keynote Speaker:
Hon Luke Gosling, Member for Solomon
“The next two days will give you an important
opportunity to discuss emerging issues
impacting on savanna fire management; to
gain further resources, skills and knowledge to
support active fire management in the face of
a changing climate; to learn more about the
carbon industry; to share stories; network; and
to promote the vital work which you do as an
industry.

There are so many outstanding stories to hear
and I think everyone involved has a lot to be
proud of for what the incredible people in this
room have achieved so far, and what you will
achieve in the future.”

“This event acts as an
important
knowledge-sharing
forum that helps
drive forward an
already revolutionary
industry.”

Fire Weather in 2019:
Chris Kent, Bureau for Meteorology
“2019 was Australia’s warmest year on record.”
“The NT Top End and Kimberley regions experienced below
average wet season in 2019. Generally the warm, windy and dry
fire season in those regions led to above average fire danger.”

“We need to prepare for worsening fire weather conditions across
the north including increasing hotter temperatures and heat
waves, more extreme weather events and high winds.”

Fire in North Australia Overview:
Rohan Fisher, Darwin Centre for
Bushfire Research
“North Australian fire management is now
recognized as world’s best practice.”
“Our research shows that the area of hot, late dry
season fires across north Australia has halved over
the past fifteen years and the area of all fires has
dropped by a quarter. This shift has been driven
by early dry season burning undertaken by land
managers and comes despite worsening fire
weather conditions brought by climate change.”

Kimberley Fire Managers
• Tom Vigilante of Wunambal Gaambera AC introduced the
session, by showing how the success of fire management in the
Kimberley has been a result of hard work and collaboration by
Indigenous fire managers. “The reduction in area burned is
particularly significant in areas with more resources from their
carbon projects.”
Key challenges for the region are unpredictable fire weather, varying
capabilities and resources, and the need for better collaboration with
government agencies.
• Peter O’Connor from Dambimangari Rangers (pictured right,
above) highlighted the importance of fire for culture and protection
of cultural sites such as art sites.
• Annette Williams of Billiburu & Wiluna Rangers (pictured right,
below) noted that it is also possible to see changes in fire
management in their desert country but that changes take longer to
see as there are 10-20 years between big fires. “It is difficult to
manage such a huge area with limited funding and training
opportunities for rangers.”
• Pat Foley from WA Department for Biodiversity, Conservation and
Attractions highlighted the importance of tailoring burning to
weather and fuel conditions. “We had an early start to this last fire
season because we experienced a very dry wet season.”
• Both Cecelia Myers (Theda and Doongen) and Karen Young
(Australian Wildlife Conservancy) highlighted the complexity and
challenges of monitoring biodiversity to work out clear trends in
changes to animal populations as a result of fire management.

Top End Fire Managers
• Nathaniel Staniford from Bushfires NT introduced the session by highlighting that the Top
End region had experienced very dry and hot conditions over the last two years and the
need for increased efforts in rural and urban areas. “We need take the changing climate
into account and recognise that natural breaks that were previously effective may no
longer hold back fires.”
• Mark Desailey from ALFA also noted the very difficult fire season but highlighted
cooperation between neighbouring ranger groups that has helped deal with this. “It is
time to think about new approaches such as night-time fire fighting and where to focus
our limited resources to decrease fire frequency.”
• Dean Yibarbuk from Warddeken Land Management highlighted the importance of
recognising the immense value of Indigenous knowledge and the ‘’two-toolbox”
approach which brings together traditional knowledge and modern science to tackle new
challenges such as weed management.
• Otto Campion (above left) of Arafura Swamp Rangers highlighted the importance of
respecting cultural protocols and of ensuring that fire programs are driven by Traditional
Owners and support the transfer of traditional knowledge to younger generations. “It is
important to understand country by listening to stories.”

• Anna Pickworth from Kakadu National Park described the impact of delayed early dry
season burning due to a helicopter crash that grounded their helicopter access. “Sadly
this resulted in big late dry season fires, with many fires so hot they went right through
long unburnt areas.”
• Ben Lewis (left) focussed on the need to understand lightning strike patterns and balance
risks of long-unburnt areas being more likely to catch fire from strikes due to their high
fuel load.

Cape York Fire Managers
•

Daryl Killin of Natural Carbon presented an analysis of fire scar mapping of
Cape York. This showed significant increases in early season burning since
carbon projects were first established there in 2012 as well as increased
patchiness – particularly on Indigenous lands. Areas with more late-season
fire generally tended to be areas without carbon projects. “Challenges for
Cape York include a need for more cooperation and more efforts on
biodiversity monitoring.”

•

Clinton Holroyd of Pormpuraaw Rangers (pictured right) talked about the
enormous benefits they achieved through their savanna carbon project,
including a new ranger base and infrastructure to support homelands. “We
have seen more Grey kangaroos, Emus, Blue-tongues and Frilled-neck
Lizards, because now we have a lot less late-season wildfires.”

•

Sarah Barkly of Mapoon Land and Sea Rangers (pictured right) presented
their carbon project, which has generated just under 40,000 carbon credits
since 2014. "We have difficulties with doing our burning on the northern
Cape if the wet season hangs around, as it tends to rain later in the
season over our way. Pig hunters and arsonists are also a problem,
especially around well-known camping areas.“
Sarah worked with AbCF on their Core Benefits Verification Program

•

Sandy Whyte from APN Cape York described challenges to managing their
fire projects as; the historical impact of colonisation causing Traditional
Owners to be disconnected from their country, lack of access to Country for
much of the year due to wet season inundation and lack of infrastructure as
well as the loss of outstations which enabled people to get back on country.
“It is important to support good communication between Indigenous
ranger groups and their communities as well as recognition of Indigenous
rights by other land users.”
APN is working on a model Indigenous Land Use Agreement (ILUA) for firecarbon projects to help open up opportunities beyond Indigenous freehold
lands.

Mythbusting Savanna Carbon Farming
Jennifer Ansell, ALFA NT and Kristina Koenig, KLC
This presentation assessed 10 common myths about registered savanna burning carbon projects:

• Myth 1: All savanna burning projects are the same – No. They are diverse. BUSTED
• Myth 2 : Carbon accounting methods are perfect – No. But they are the best estimate we have
based on available science. IT’S COMPLICATED (but conservative)
• Myth 3: The method prescribes how to burn - No. You can burn how/when/where you need to.
BUSTED (it’s only accounting)
• Myth 4: Savanna burning must stop on 1st August - No. BUSTED
• Myth 5: Projects get paid more to burn so more area of land is burnt – No. Actually LESS total
area is generally burned. BUSTED (and more fire doesn’t equal more money)
• Myth 6: Savanna burning projects harm biodiversity - No, they generally IMPROVE biodiversity,
but more research is needed to show evidence of this. IT’S COMPLICATED
• Myth 7: Savanna burning projects are not traditional burning – Fire managers bring together
traditional knowledge with modern technology, tools and science. IT’S COMPLICATED
• Myth 8: Projects need to prevent fires to engage in sequestration methods – Not true. BUSTED
• Myth 9: All fires within a project are part of savanna burning project operations – Not true.
BUSTED (it’s only accounting)
• Myth 10: Fire scars tell the complete story – No. Fire scar data can mask the detail. BUSTED

Keynote Speaker:
Victor Steffensen, Mulong
“By working together, by sharing Indigenous fire
knowledge and learning we can get the right fire
back into Country and heal the land.”
“Lessons and experience from northern Australia
are important for the south but we can’t just apply
burning from the north in the south because of
different conditions, vegetation, weeds and
landscapes.

“It is important for agencies to support Aboriginal
people in the right way to learn from each other
and engage with all land managers and
communities to heal the land.”

Fire on the World Stage
• John Connor, CEO Carbon Market Institute highlighted global carbon
market opportunities.
“There are greater opportunities to support carbon markets – including
higher prices – if the Australian government provides the right kind of
support to engage in these markets.”
• Nolan Hunter, CEO Kimberley Land Council highlighted the priority of
cultural connections and relationships to Country that underpins the
carbon farming industry.
“Carbon projects help create the opportunity for people to do what they
need and want to do to keep their Country and communities healthy by
generating income and jobs. ”
• Sam Johnson of United Nations University spoke about the
international Savanna Fire Management Initiative knowledge exchange
between Indigenous groups from Botswana and the Kimberley region.
“The north Australian experience in fire management is leading the
world and there are opportunities to share knowledge and also benefit
from the exchanges – this project shows the power of people being able
to see and be part of fire management activities.”

Fire Ecology and Biodiversity
Facilitated by Ricky Archer, NAILSMA

“The story about how fire management can protect and manage biodiversity is complex,
not easily understood, and requires more work and research. But there is strong evidence
to suggest that Indigenous fire management improves biodiversity. It is increasing
patchiness and decreasing widespread hot wildfires despite worsening fire weather.”
Ricky Archer

Women and Fire Talking Circle
Facilitated by Mimal Women Rangers

“As women we have something to offer to our
country. We want to work together and seek new
opportunities to grow and learn and to increase
our capacity to contribute to healthy country.”
Annette Miller

Carbon Market Workshops
Facilitated by Anna Boustead, ICIN and Taegan Calnan, CDU

• Introduction to the Carbon Market
• Engaging in the Carbon Market
• Valuing the true benefits of fire management
projects

“It is important to understand the risks and
opportunities of engaging in the carbon market; but to
also be aware that the industry has developed best
practice standards and guidelines to help you navigate
these whilst protecting your own rights and interests.”
Anna Boustead

Outdoor Workshop: Know Your Grass and When to Burn It
Facilitated by Bushfires NT

Making Decisions: Knowing How and When to Burn
Facilitated by Mark De Saily, ALFA NT

“We need to be flexible and responsive to the variable conditions we get every year.
Constantly evolving our practices.”
Forum Participant (Sli.do)

Closing Comments

“It is important to work together, learn from
each other and talk to Indigenous people, we
understand our country. Indigenous
knowledge, cultural values and laws underpin
everything we do.”
Dean Yibarbuk, Chair Warddeken Land
Management

Key Lessons of the 2020 Forum
1. Indigenous fire managers are collaborating with scientists, conservation groups and government
agencies to lead world’s best practice savanna fire management across north Australia. The strong
collaboration across the savanna fire management industry remains a cornerstone of its success.
“Continued collaboration is key to progressing fire management across tenures.”
2. We all seek to continuously improve fire management across Australia and the world by working
together to learn from each other.
“We are making progress even if it's hard sometimes; we can learn so much from each other;
government needs to support us more!”
3. Listening to Traditional Owners and supporting the capacity of Indigenous groups to manage fire is
critical to ensuring fire management programs are successful.
“It is important to work together, learn from each other and talk to Indigenous people, we
understand our country. Indigenous knowledge, cultural values and laws underpin everything we
do.”
4. Women have an important role to play as fire managers and should be included in fire management
planning, research and practice. Indigenous women ranger networks are forming across north
Australia to support this.
“As women we have something to offer to our country. We want to work together and seek new
opportunities to grow and learn and to increase our capacity to contribute to healthy country.”
5. Climate change presents a risk to fire managers and fire programs as more extreme heat events and
higher average temperatures drive worsening fire weather.
“Fire management is more important than ever and climate change needs more recognition.”
6. Collecting evidence to show the impact of fire management upon biodiversity that is scientifically
rigorous is complex, expensive and intensive, but scientists can support this by working together
with Traditional Owners to ensure traditional knowledge and cultural protocols are properly
recognized.
“There are major research gaps across northern australia that are not yet being addressed
adequately.”
“We need more long-term research.”
“It is important to understand country by listening to stories.”

Key Lessons (continued)
7. Resourcing Indigenous-led scientific research and tools such as the NAFI Fire North website is critical
to measuring the success of fire management and monitoring outcomes. Peer-to-peer training
between different Indigenous ranger groups provides an opportunity to share understanding and
build the capacity of rangers.
“A combination of Indigenous and Western science toolboxes is powerful.”
“The direction we need to take into the future - more focus on traditional burning.”
8. There are diverse and significant challenges in managing fire on such vast areas of land in very remote
areas, however the carbon industry offers opportunities to offset the cost of fire management and
potentially generate other benefits for communities through savanna carbon farming.
“Carbon funded projects are enabling a more consistent funding stream, which is creating landscape
scale changes and widespread employment/research/capacity opportunities.”

9. There are some common misconceptions about savanna carbon farming – it is important that we all
strive to increase awareness so that our conversations are properly informed. The carbon market is
complex which can make it difficult to understand or access, however there are a range of
communication tools and best practice standards which can assist. It is important to understand what
the costs, benefits, risks and opportunities are, as well as your rights and responsibilities.
“Greater understanding of Carbon farming, why, what for & how.”
10. Savanna fire management is currently under valued in dollar terms, but by demonstrating the benefits
of your work and linking these to an established framework, you can attract investment to support
your fire program.
“For Aboriginal land managers what western science thinks of as co-benefits are most likely the key
outcome of fire management.”
“The importance of cultural engagement in fire management and the need to monetarily value these
co-benefits.”
11. The savanna fire management industry is strong and growing, as demonstrated by the huge level of
interest in this forum.
“There are many great minds on the issue of fire management with so much to offer.”
“Interest in the industry is strengthening, and the forum needs to start prioritising what it wants to
talk about.”
“We're going to need a bigger boat!”

Nearly all (90%+) participants surveyed agreed that
the 2020 North Australia Savanna Fire Forum was:

Evaluation
Feedback

• Well organized
• Enjoyable
• A great success
• Presentations were interesting and informative
• The program was diverse
• The venue was suitable
• The food was delicious
• It supported good networking between participants
• It would be recommended to others

Evaluation Feedback
Key highlights for participants
1.

Networking opportunities
“Networking and meeting people. Listening to people's stories and journeys in the
industry.”

2.

Presentations by Indigenous ranger groups
“Seeing the Indigenous Rangers speak of their work and the impact it has had on their
lives and the environment.”

3.

Learning about the Indigenous cultural context of fire management.
“Great to see increasing Indigenous representation and leadership.”

4.

Learning about the latest research and policy updates
“Discussion about research being undertaken to improve fire management outcomes.”

5.

Discussions about what this means for savanna fire management
“See how others were doing their work and mix of on ground knowledge, management
and science.”

6.

Growth and maturity of the Industry
“Seeing how far the carbon burning sector has come in a relatively short space of time,
and the momentum.”

Improvements for next year
1.

Support greater discussion by decreasing the number of
presentations. Focus program on providing a space for
presentations on day one, then break into workshops around a
particular issue affecting fire management on day two.

2.

Limit technical presentations and support presenters to put
research outcomes into context for practical fire management.

3.

Plan program to encompass all “Savanna Fire Forum” week
events, including training opportunities and expert meetings.

4.

Continue to positively support Indigenous fire managers and
Indigenous experts to present and lead discussions, particularly
Indigenous women.

5.

Continue to support informal networking opportunities in
breaks and at the evening event.

6.

Investigate opportunities to host the forum in Cairns in 2021.

Thank you to all the Working Group members and Sponsors, including:

