
ne of the most visible eVects of the cli-
mate crisis has been the sight of wild- 

Wres raging in the great forests of America, 
Canada, Australia and Europe. As the deva-
stating consequences of global warming be-
come clear, there is increasing interest in the 
wisdom of indigenous traditions which for 
millennia cared for the environment in a sus-
tainable way. In this article we talk to tradi-
tional Wre practitioner Victor SteVensen, who 
has pioneered the reintroduction of aboriginal 

burning methods in Australia. A Wlmmaker, 
musician, and educator, Victor is the co-foun -
der of the National Indigenous Fire Work-
shops and the Firesticks Alliance, and the 
author of two books which lay out the be-
neWts of this ancient practice: Fire Country É 
and a bright and accessible picture-book, Loo-
king After Country with Fire,Ê for younger 
people. We spoke to him by phone from his 
home near Cairns in Far North Queensland. 
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FIGHTING FIRE WITH FIRE 
Victor Steffensen talks to Rosemary Rule about his pioneering work reintroducing 

indigenous cultural burning practices in Australia 

Victor Steffensen. Photograph: Brian Lister, courtesy of Victor Steffensen

O

u

ISSUE 20 · WINTER 2021 / 22



uring the summer of 2019–20 Australia was hit 
hard by a series of raging bushWres. It was the most 
catastrophic season ever experienced in the coun- 

try’s history. Thirty one million hectares, primarily forest 
and bushland, were lost along with 33 lives and over 3,000 
homes. One-Wfth of Australia’s forests were lost and an es-
timated 1.25 billion animals killed, the impact of which will 
be felt for years to come. 

The Australian climate is generally hot, dry and prone 
to drought, so some parts of the country have always been 
vulnerable to bushWres, also referred to as wildWres, which 
historically – or at least since the arrival of European settlers 
in the 18 th century – have been an intrinsic part of the en-
vironment. But the extent and intensity of the 2019 Wres 
has been widely seen as a direct eVect of climate change 
and global warming, prompting debate between Wre ma-
nagement authorities, farmers and bureaucrats about cau-
ses, mitigation and strategies. There is an urgent require - 
ment to manage the land to minimise, if not prevent, wide-
scale and devastating Wres in the future. 

One positive response to the catastrophe is that many 
more people are referencing and implementing traditional 
knowledge practices. These constitute the wisdom of the 
First Australians, who have lived and managed the land 
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Tree fern in Bluemountain National Park, Australia. Australia has 
134 million hectares of forest – 17% of its landmass. Photograph: 
Eduardo Cabanas / iStock 
 
Tommy George (TG) conducting a burn in boxwood country. 
Photograph: Victor SteVensen



continuously for over 60,000 years. Where they have been 
re-introduced, Aboriginal Wre practices have been shown 
to not only enable the country to avoid mega Wres, but also 
to eVectively improve the health of the land, keeping the 
ground and waters clean so that the natural resources Xou-
rish. 

An articulate and passionate man, Victor SteVensen has 
been at the forefront of this movement, re-engaging tradi-
tional practices through creative community projects, and 
promoting the need for Aboriginal voices and knowledge 
to be heard. He believes that “Aboriginal cultural burning 
is not just about controlling Wre; it is about looking after 
the land better and understanding the ancient values of in-
digenous cultures world-wide.” A Wlmmaker, musician, 
author and educator, Victor’s approach is based on a ho-
listic knowledge map which includes people, the relations-
hip with the land, and our evolving culture. 

 
 

Discovering Cultural Burning 
 
Victor is a descendant of the Tagalaka people from the 
Gulf Country of North Queensland on his mother’s side. 
However his grandmother was one of the many indigenous 
children who were taken away from their families oV 
Country for ‘re-education’. She worked as a maid in Ku-
randa, north-west of Cairns, and Victor grew up there in 
an Aboriginal community. Then, as a young man in the 
1990s, when living in Laura in the far north of Queensland, 
Victor met up with two culturally respected senior Abori-
ginal men, George Musgrave and Tommy George (Poppy 
and TG) of the Kuku-Thaypan people. 

Already in their sixties and seventies, they were the last 
of their tribe to hold its ancient knowledge, and also the 
last speakers of the Awu-Laya language. They transmitted 
what they knew to Victor, teaching him how to “burn the 
country in the old traditional way to improve the land”. 

The philosophy behind indigenous burns is in direct 
contrast with most Western Wre regimes that are based on 
hazard reduction or back burning. What makes it diVerent, 
Victor explains, is that the Aboriginal people aim for a ‘cool 
burn’ which does not reach as high as the canopy of the 
forest, giving time for wildlife to move out. “We set the 
right Wre in the right ecosystem, so that we enhance the 
na tive vegetation. We apply Wre in the way which is best 
for the country.” 

Determining the ‘right Wre’ requires an intimate 
knowledge of the environment, and careful observation. 
Traditionally, when the Wre season was about to start, the 
Elders would put in their Wrst burns based on relational in-
dicators as to what vegetation was ready to burn, when ani-
mals were breeding, which plants were fruiting – ‘reading 
the land’. “If the grass feels cold, there is too much mois-
ture; if it feels warm and dry, it is ready to burn. You look 
for the right ignition point and light up respectfully, not 
putting too much Wre in – just enough to let it burn. Bur-

ning too late in the season with too much heat won’t get 
the best regrowth response and the trees will get burnt, the 
country will end up pretty bare throughout the year.” 

The Elders taught Victor that there is a narrow window 
of time to produce the right Wre: to apply the right heat for 
the soils so that the Wre burns cool and in a circle, and does 
not destroy the trees or the canopies. 

When Victor Wrst met Poppy and TG, the Aboriginal 
people had no role at all in oYcial land management. Even 
after the return of lands to them with the Land Act of 
1976, their areas were designated as national parks and 
they were not allowed to start Wres. Nevertheless, in the 
1990s, Poppy, TG and Victor embarked, without oVicial 
permits, upon a programme of traditional burning to heal 
the damage to the land which the elders had long obser-
ved. 

This initially provoked strong opposition from local 
landowners and government rangers, but within two or 
three years, the beneWts in terms of regeneration and cle-
ansing had started to become obvious. Coupled with 
Victor’s eVorts to explain what they were doing at a series 
of talks and workshops, this sparked a revival of interest in 
the practice which has now become nationwide. Indige-
nous cultural burning practices are being introduced more 
frequently, and eVectively, in Queensland, but also further 
aWeld in New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia and 
Tasmania. Many communities are engaging in workshops 
and forums led by local Indigenous Wre managers, who are 
working alongside government Wre services. 
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Capturing The Knowledge 
 
A major factor in communicating the wisdom of traditio-
nal practice was Victor’s innovative use of a video camera 
to record the teachings of Poppy and TG. “Translating, 
educating and recording indigenous and community 
knowledge is best done through visual storytelling” he ex-
plains. “I believe that Wlm is the closest way that technology 
can match traditional transfer and the passing down of 
knowledge. My dream in portraying these stories is to en-
courage and continue the oral teaching practice of indige-
nous peoples which sustained cultures worldwide over 
thousands of years.” 

A further breakthrough came in 2004, when a postgra-
duate student, Peta Standley, visited the Kuku-Thaypan 
area and set up a research project to assess the eVects of the 
burning in scientiWc terms. As part of her research, she per-
suaded the James Cooke University in Townsville, near 
Cairns, to acknowledge the value of Poppy and TG’s con-
tribution by awarding them honorary doctorates. This col-
laboration with contemporary science led not only to 
validation of the traditional ways of land management, but 
also to an increasing appreciation of the depth and com-

plexity of indigenous knowledge. Victor refers to his men-
tors as ‘walking encyclopedias’ and begs people to just lis-
ten to what the Aboriginal people have to say. “There is a 
knowledge system, an intelligence there – all the informa-
tion needed for looking after the environment.” 

He adds: “The healing of Country is crucial. Indigenous 
cultures have been practicing sustainability for thousands 
of years and we have to learn from the experience of what 
humanity has already achieved. Unfortunately so much of 
it has now been destroyed but we can still learn to read the 
landscape and look after it. Through that we will Wnd ways 
to improve areas of agriculture, education, the economy 
and even improve technology in certain ways.” 

Since 2008, the knowledge gained in Cape York has 
been extended through the work of the National Indige-
nous Fire Workshops and the Firesticks Alliance, of which 
Victor is a co-founder. They organise annual on-country 
workshops in various Queensland communities in order 
to develop the knowledge of cultural burning for diVerent 
landscapes. Since 2018, these have extended into other parts 
of the continent, where they have managed to show how 
the traditional knowledge practices can be successfully ap-
plied to a wide variety of ecosystems. 

 
 
The Wider Picture 
 
There is also interest beyond Australia, and Victor has re-
cently travelled across the world to assist with setting up 
Wre programmes in other places where mega Wres have 
swept through the country. This has involved making con-
nections with other First Nation people – such as the Sami 
people of Scandinavia, and communities in California and 
Canada. 

His work in Australia has also moved in other directions. 
“Fire is just the beginning. Nowadays I Wnd myself under-
taking projects in health, culture, agriculture, education 
and environment. By working with communities and do-
cumenting their aspirations via the art of Wlm, I began to 
see the possibility of empowerment which has the potential 
to pave a road for generations to follow.” 

To this end, he has established The Living Knowledge 
Place, a community-driven education site that showcases 
indigenous culture and the aspirations of indigenous 
people for the future of the environment and human well-
being. “What I see missing in Australia today is the oppor-
tunity to demonstrate our values, and the beneWts of them 
if they were shared by mainstream society. I have learned 
over the years that the best way to have inXuence, or make 
a diVerence, is by having fun, re-implementing activities 
we believe in, and creating education for our children. The 
common desire I Wnd in elders right across Australia and 
the world is to have indigenous knowledge taught in 
schools.” 

Dr George Musgrave and Dr Tommy George holding 
a Wre torch. Photograph: Victor SteVensen
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Asked about applying Aboriginal knowledge to global 
environment-related problems, he comments that too 
much focus is still put on artiWcial intelligence rather than 
on natural intelligence. “In relation to wildWres, we are still 
approaching the problem in the same old way – with tech-
nology. It seems that many people just don’t understand 
the knowledge values that come from our ancient cultures, 
and this absence has created a majority of humans who are 
unconnected to the natural world we live in. They still 
don’t get it, even after the worst wildWres we have ever seen 
are threatening many parts of the world.” 

In his book Fire Country, Victor explains that ‘climate 
change’ has two meanings. There is the natural change 
which is part of our ongoing life on earth and to which, 
over thousands of years, human beings have been adapting. 
And there is the man-made change to which the harmful 
traits of human action are continuing to contribute. “We 
need to be adaptive in Wnding ways to combat the human-
induced endeavors that are so focused on producing fossil 
fuels – the land clearing and deforestation and the eVects 
that this is having, such as mass extinction of Xora and cli-
mate change around the globe. We have to start being 
practical and learn to treat our natural resources and our-
selves more respectfully.” 

Acknowledging that we are now facing the biggest en-
vironmental challenges in modern history, Victor Wrmly 

believes that we need to start dealing with the issues right 
now. “Whatever the concerns and views, we need to get 
away from the debates and just get on with doing some-
thing. Climate change means the land is telling us some-
thing. It is not all doom and gloom. If we look at it the 
right way, it is an opportunity for change, but we must all 
come together to realise it.” 

An important part of this eVort is that the holders of tra-
ditional knowledge and the practitioners of modern science 
work together. As Victor puts it: “Pulling together to create 
the new wave of a human environmental evolution, hope-
fully we will escalate to the next level of intelligence.” 
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Victor at a Firesticks workshop with 
school children. Photograph: Youtube 
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California: Crews use drip torches to ignite 
prescribed burns during the 2020 Klamath Prescribe 

Fire Training and Exchange Program (TREX). 
Native American tribes in California are now 

being given permission to practice 
cultural burning in order to prevent the wildWres. 

Photograph: Stormy Staats /Karuk Tribe
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