Firewise Property Design

for fire-prone areas of the South West Land Division
Western Australia
Having seen the Bridgetown and Balingup area fires in 2003 and
2009 I had become concerned about the risks we face of bushfire
attack. After the Kelmscott Roleystone fire in early 2011, I attended
a community meeting as part of the Keelty Review where I met a
person who had been directly affected by the fires.
We have been corresponding since. In our research we have found
useful websites that offer sensible advice about the choice of plants,
their maintenance and the design of gardens. The Victorian Country
Fire Authority website, for example, is useful. They have an interactive Plant Guide which is educational and practical:
https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/plant-selection-key/

Lavender has fine leaves with volatile oils and
retains dead leaves in the bush - a flammable plant,
especially if unpruned.

On fringes of towns and the perimeter of the Perth metropolitan area
lie suburbs, known as being at the Rural Urban Interface (RUI) with
the key characteristic of proximity to bushland or farming properties.
Grasslands and bushland in the mediterranean climate of the South
West will experience about six months of hot, dry weather with
hardly any rain between November and April. Both grasses and
the trees and shrubs of forest and woodland areas will dry out and
become highly flammable. Many forest plant species not only burn
easily but are well adapted to fire as are many of the annual grasses.
Thus properties at the RUI can expect an increased risk of bushfire
attack, far more than those in suburban locations.
Main points to consider when designing or redesigning a garden:
Plant selection: include those with high moisture content, low
in volatile oils, eg many deciduous trees are high in moisture and
will not carry fire. Large trees such as Plane trees can act as screens
against ember attack.
Spacing of plants: including separating plants horizontally and vertically - to avoid the “ladder effect”. Paths and driveways form a role
as fuel breaks in separating groups of plants from one another.

Artemisia is fine when young and freshly growing
but over time it builds up dead material and with the
volatile oil in its leaves it becomes quite flammable.

Condition of plants: actively growing, no dead material building up;
implies needing to use water to keep plants moist (especially near the
house) and pruning/reducing, replacing and removing.
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Wide paths, lawns and
deciduous trees all help
make this Bridgetown
property firewise.
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Camellia is both
waterwise and
firewise once
established.
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