
 
 
 
 
 
 
Established in 1988, FOSI is dedicated to the protection of the natural environment of North Stradbroke Island 
and its surrounding waters. FOSI also works to ensure that urban and economic development of the island is 
founded upon the principles of environmental protection and preservation of the unique urban characteristics of 
its townships. 
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Friends of Stradbroke Island, PO Box 167, Point Lookout QLD 4183. 
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Sibelco breaches bushfire prevention undertakings 

The serious risks to human life, property and to flora 
and fauna associated with out of control bushfires on 
North Stradbroke are obvious.  

¢ƘŜ ƳƛƴŜǊǎΩ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ wŜǇƻǊǘ όнл03), 
required before mining could commence under 
Queensland law at the Enterprise mine acknowledges 
the risks:- 

ά.ǳǎƘŦƛǊŜǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƻŎŎǳǊ ƻƴ bƻǊǘƘ {ǘǊŀŘōǊƻƪŜ 
Island as a result of both natural (eg lightning strikes) 
and human induced events (eg arson). Periodic low 
intensity fires are essential for the reproduction 

processes of many native vegetation communities on 
the island. However high intensity or  unnaturally 
frequent fires can result in loss of property, human 
life and significant harm to native flora and fauna 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎέ ό9{w ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ оΦнΦсύ 

Considering its enormous profits are derived from 
mining and permanently damaging an internationally 
recognised, sensitive sand island, most people are 
likely to consider that Sibelco should strictly comply 
with its bushfire obligations. Its mining leases still 
cover around 50% of the island.  
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CǊƻƴǘ ǇŀƎŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΧIncredibly, an 
examination of Plans of Operations and other official 
documents submitted by the mining companies to 
the Queensland government over the past decade 
expose Sibelco and its (now) subsidiary CRL as 
thumbing their noses at Queenslanders, yet again.  

The formal, written undertakings to the Queensland 
Government are contained initially in the 
Environmental Management Overview Strategy 
(EMOS 2003). These are repeated in the Plans of 
Operations submitted each year by the miner to 
government for approval to continue mining 
operations. Two of the undertakings are relevant:- 

UndertakIng No.2 ς "Sibelco Australia Limited will mine 
in accordance with its non-standard EA and the 
undertakings made in this Environmental Management 
hǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦέ 

Undertaking no. 21 ς ά{ƛōŜƭŎƻ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ [ƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǿƛƭƭ 
operate in accordance with, and regularly review, a 
Bushfire Management Plan specific to its operations on 
bƻǊǘƘ {ǘǊŀŘōǊƻƪŜ LǎƭŀƴŘέΦ 

Astonishingly, year after year, since at least 2003, the 
Plans of Operations have claimed that the mining 
ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƛǎ άŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎέ ŀ .ǳǎƘŦƛǊŜ 
Management Plan (BMP).  

This is an extract from the 2012 Plans of Operations 
for example:- 

άпΦнΦмм  [ŀƴŘ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ς Bushfire Management 

Undertaking no. 21 - Sibelco Australia Limited will 
operate in accordance with, and regularly review, a 
Bushfire Management Plan specific to its operations on 
bƻǊǘƘ {ǘǊŀŘōǊƻƪŜ LǎƭŀƴŘέ 

Control Strategy 
Sibelco is currently developing a Bushfire 
aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ tƭŀƴ ό.atύέΦ 

Curiously, as if conscious of the non-compliances, in 
the 2013 Plans of Operations, for the first time, 
Sibelco did not set out its undertakings or control 
strategies. InstŜŀŘΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ά9ah{ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎέΣ ƛǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ 
in section 4.2.1 :- 

άbƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 
нлмн Ǉƭŀƴ ƻŦ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘέΦ  

¸ŜŀǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ tƭŀƴǎ ƻŦ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
have acknowledged that a BMP should include:- 

ω Identification of fire risks areas; 
ω 5ŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ п²5 ΨǎƭƛǇ-ƻƴΩ ŦƛǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŀƴŎŜΤ 
ω The use of controlled burns to reduce fuel loads; 
ω Fire break management;  
ω Bushfire response procedures.  

But despite all the known facts, by their own 
admissions, neither CRL (before the takeover in 2009) 
nor Sibelco, concluded developing a BMP. Why 
ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōǊŜŀŎƘŜǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ 
by government before approving, annually, the 
ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ƳƛƴƛƴƎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ renewing 
expired  mining leases? 

 

Many other questions arise, such as:- 

1. How much did the recent fires cost the taxpayer? 

2. 5ƛŘ ǘƘŜ bŜǿƳŀƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƻǳǘ ΨŘǳŜ 
ŘƛƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΩ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŘŜŎƛŘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ǎŀƴŘ ƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΚ 

3. If so, did it discover that Sibelco did not have a 
concluded bushfire management plan in place, or 
that it has also breached its undertakings to 
eradicate pests (such as foxes) and weeds on its 
leases? If not, why not? 

4. If Sibelco had operated in accordance with 
undertaking no. 21 what was the likely impact of 
compliance on the extent and intensity of the 
recent bushfire?  

5. Will the government require Sibelco to re-
vegetate the burnt, previously mined areas to 
assist post-fire recovery in these biodiversity 
poor areas? 

6. Should there be an independent investigation 
ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘκǎ ƻŦ {ƛōŜƭŎƻΩǎ ƴƻƴ-
compliance with EMOS undertakings no. 21 and 
no.2 and the re-planting of the mined areas? 
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Recovery 

 
New leaves for koalas ς Eucalyptus robusta Conifer Podocarpus spinulosa ς regenerating 
  

 
Mallee gums sprouting ς Eucalyptus planchoniana 

 
Blackbutt forest survives 
 

Fire adapted Banksia aemula 
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Bushfire ς The Aftermath 

Stradbroke is no stranger to bushfire. We all have our 
recollections of fires of past years, power cuts and 
close shaves. Many an interesting conversation on the 
island gets on to how different areas are recovering: 
Blue Lake regenerated quickly after the ŦƛǊŜ ƻŦ ΩфрΣ ōǳǘ 
the slopes near the S-Bends had bare trunks visible for 
many years. But the fierce 2014 fire will go down in 
history and will, we hope, be a turning point in the 
adoption of proper fire management strategies for the 
island. 

Although the bush looks devastated in parts, the 
natural processes will in time bring it back. In areas 
where the natural biodiversity has been replaced by 
ƳƛƴŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǾŜƎŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƘ ƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ 
severely damaged and will likely need human 
intervention to replant and keep weeds under control. 

Some plants of the coastal bushlands on Stradbroke 
Island have developed defences to survive fire, for 
example: pale reflective bark helps the ubiquitous 
scribbly gum hang on, while the thick insulating layers 
of warty-barked banksias and rugged ironbarks and 
blackbutt eucalypts help them tough it out, a 
multiplicity of delicate layers protect paperbarks. 
Survival of wetland species is high as long as there is 
standing water, but if the swamps are dry, peat fires 
can ignite and do immense harm. 

One of the toughest plants on the island must be the 
amazingly fire resistant Xanthorrhoea johnsonii (grass 
tree). The trunk contains a protective resin which, 
when damaged, oozes like blood. But these wounded 
soldiers are survivors standing sentinel on the bare 
slopes of the high dunes watching for recovery. 

Large parts of the island have fire dependant 
ecosystems with different species of plants having 
evolved  mechanisms to reproduce, as they draw 
sustenance from the nutrient bearing ash bed. An 
indication of the continuing resiliance of the island 
bush is the pace of regeneration which has been quite 
astounding in many areas considering how little 
rainfall we have seen this year.  

No one could help but feel for the poor creatures that 
had to endure the fire and for those who could not 
survive the onslaught. Not many dead or harmed 
animals were found after the fire. While there was no 
doubt a toll, animals have well known survival 

instincts and strategies.  Faster moving animals have 
the ability to flee from fires while the slower creatures 
can sometimes successfully seek shelter by burrowing 
in the ground, under logs, hollows or in the base of 
tufted plants. Bushfires are uneven in intensity and 
moist gullies and creeks can provide nearby 
protection for a quick escape. According to reports 
some koalas were found in moist dips after the fire. 

Recent scientific research does indicate that 
fortunately even after intense fires koalas recolonize 
burnt trees for food and shelter within 3 months.  
Other good news is that research also indicates that 
the specialized acid frogs that inhabit coastal wetlands 
tolerate fires as long as standing water is available. 

Fires, it must be remembered, also create habitat. 
Dead trunks and burnt out hollows in old growth trees 
become homes for insects, reptiles, birds and gliders. 

Clearing for mining and destruction of bushland in 
extremely hot burns puts recovery of the animals at 
risk. The fragmentation of habitat that we are seeing 
on Stradbroke, may prevent effective recolonisation 
of areas by different species. The best way to ensure 
ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
and resilience is to retain large areas of intact and 
diverse bushland. Only well researched and effectively 
implemented fire management and cessation of 
clearing for sand mining can achieve this aim. 

Fire management is undoubtedly a hot topic in 
Australia with preservation of human life always 
rightly given the first priority. But for those authorities 
and businesses who are given custody of our natural 
areas this often comes with a regulated obligation to 
manage fire regimes and on Stradbroke there has 
ōŜŜƴ ŀ ōǊŜŀƪŘƻǿƴ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŜǊ {ƛōŜƭŎƻΩǎ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 
There is an urgent imperative for all landholders to 
develop fire management strategies consistent with 
their particular responsibilities. After all, out of control 
bushfires, contributed to by lack of fire management, 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴ ōǳǎƘƭŀƴŘ ōǳǘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƘƻƳŜǎ 
and probably real estate values. 

Traditional owners of the land understood fire much 
better than Europeans and an increased knowledge of 
their practices must inform future fire management. 

Sue Ellen Carew 
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LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ {ǘǊŀŘōǊƻƪŜΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ 

The devastating New Year fires raise serious 
questions about current fire-management on 
Straddie. It is hard to believe the Minjerribah people 
would have tolerated the kind of destructive fires the 
island now endures, that they would not have used 
fire as a controlling tool. For this reason those in 
authority might do well to look to the indigenous 
community for advice on traditional methods of 
guarding against uncontrolled fires. 

During the nineteenth century when the Minjerribah 
people still retained a large measure of control over 
their environment, there is no record of damaging 
fires. As evidence of their fire-management here are 
two historical references.  

On October 13, 1873, Gustavus Birch who lived at 
Amity, recorded in his diary that local clansmen had 
returned with honey 'after having set fire to country.' 
In an article in  the Queenslander in June 1877, a 
white visitor to Amity described seeing an indigenous 
man using a firebrand at night to spot-burn the long 
grass on the foreshore. Presumably he chose night-
time because the grass would then be damp from 
dew or an afternoon shower. 

How different the island looked before British 
settlement we can only guess. Bill Gammage's book 
The Greatest Estate on Earth provides cluŜǎ ҍ ŦƛǊŜ-
managed grasslands on the headlands, as is 
consistent with evidence he documents on 
Australia's mainland, more grassland created inland 
as an aid to hunting kangaroos, and on flat 
foreshores for use as meeting-grounds. Such native 

grassland, as Gammage has established, needed to 
be maintained regularly with burnings conducted by 
men and women skilled in the variables of grass type 
and season.  

Long-time resident of the island, Ellie Durbidge, 
remembers the headlands above Point Lookout's 
beaches as being grassed, not forested as they are 
now. Nineteenth century photos of the Dunwich area 
reveal it was similarly lawn-like. As the Minjerribah 
people gradually lost control over their environment, 
horses unwittingly continued the job of maintaining 
these parklike expanses. They were, Ellie Durbidge 
recalls in her book Historic North Stradbroke Island, 
the island's only lawn-mowers. But when the horses 
were removed from the island, vegetation began 
encroaching on what was, in effect, a sophisticated 
system of fire-breaks.  

This letter to the editor by Julie Kearney (FOSI 
committee member) was published in the latest 
issue of SIN. 

Progress on Fox eradication 

Good news for native animals, National Parks and 
Wildlife, with QYAC, has commenced a fox capture 
program. Now this program and the Redland Council 
program will cover large parts of the island. And 
now,  will Sibelco, controlling around 50% of the 
island under their mining leases,  come to the party 
and fulfil their obligations to control foxes? Or will 
there be more excuses? 

 

 
Brahminy Kites, photo by Bruce Martin 
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