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DEFENDING THE UNBURNT 
Overview - What is Defending the Unburnt? 
 
In the wake of Australia’s 2019-2020 bushfires, the protection of critical unburnt habitat 
emerged as a priority for securing the future of many threatened species, sustaining 
important ecosystem services and helping impacted ecosystems and landscapes to 
recover. To secure these critical areas, increased use of existing legal mechanisms and 
stronger environmental laws will be needed to enhance protection in priority 
landscapes. 

Impacts of the 2019-2020 bushfire season 

The bushfire season of 2019-2020 is unprecedented in terms of scale, intensity and duration in 
Australian bushfire history. Around the country 33 lives were lost,1 an estimated 417 people died due 
to smoke inhalation,2 more than 3,000 homes burnt down,3 and property and infrastructure was 
destroyed including thousands of farms and forest communities. The bushfires also had a 
devastating impact on our natural environment. Significant ecosystems and landscapes were 
decimated, including World Heritage-listed National Parks,4 ancient rainforests5 and even waterways, 
following post-fire flooding. 6 An estimated 830 million tonnes of greenhouse gases were emitted.7 

While it is difficult to estimate the exact number of native animals impacted by the fires, some experts 
originally predicted it could be as many as 800 million in NSW and one billion nationally,8 with more 
recent analyses suggesting as many as three billion nationally.9 

In NSW bushfires burnt over 5.52 million hectares of land.10 The fire ground in NSW covered 
approximately 7% of the state, including 2.7 million hectares in national parks (37% of the NSW park 
system), and that the habitat of more than 293 threatened animals and 680 threatened plants has 
been impacted.11 In Victoria bushfires impacted more than 1.5 million hectares.12 Analysis indicates 
that 244 species have more than 50% of their modelled habitat within the burnt area, including 215 
rare or threatened species and nine ecological vegetation classes (EVCs) with more than 50% of their 
extent burnt.13 More than 7 million hectares were burnt in bushfires in Queensland.14 in Queensland 
are still under assessment.15   

Protecting intact and unburnt areas of high conservation value is critical, as well as lightly 
burnt areas,16 particularly while burnt areas and impacted species recover. These remaining 
areas are essential for providing habitat and refuge for wildlife; providing future climate change 
refugia; delivering important ecosystem services, assisting impacted ecosystems and landscapes to 
recover; building resilience and ensuring our remaining natural areas thrive. The time required for 
recovery of threatened and sensitive species after average fires ranges from around 10 years up to 
120 years for some species.17 

It is also crucial that environmental assessment, decision-making and policy settings take into 
account the impacts of the bushfires. The 2019-2020 bushfire season changed the Australian 
landscape and the environmental baseline of our biodiversity conservation and natural resource 
management frameworks. Widespread damage to ecosystems, landscapes and the significant loss of 
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wildlife caused by the fires means that any assumptions underpinning environmental assessment, 
decision-making and policy settings must be re-visited to consider the impacts of the bushfires. 

Many environmental indicators were in decline even before the catastrophic bushfire season.18 
Ongoing threats to the environment (including habitat clearing and fragmentation from 
development, land clearing and forestry) have now been compounded by the damage caused by the 
bushfires.  The bushfires followed years of drought in south-eastern Australia, with low rainfall 
records and high temperature records broken due to global heating. This means that protecting 
intact and unburnt areas, and accounting for bushfire impacts in decision-making, is more important 
than ever. 

Identifying priority unburnt landscapes 

As part of its Bushfire Response Framework, WWF-Australia identified six priority areas for habitat 
protection and restoration in Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria.19 That work has been 
endorsed by WWF’s Eminent Scientists Group, comprising some of Australia’s leading and most 
distinguished conservation scientists. The priority areas, covering nearly 5.8 million hectares, warrant 
enhanced legal protection due to their significance for threatened species and ecosystems as a result 
of the bushfires.  

In total, the six priority landscapes are home to at least 62 plant and 21 animal species, and 18 
ecological communities, listed as threatened under national environmental laws. Koalas are found in 
all six areas, while most of the other threatened species, including the long-footed potoroo, the 
peppered tree frog, the Blue Mountains water skink and the Clarence River cod, are only found in one 
or a few of the landscapes. Threatened plants, largely unique to these areas, include the Bordered 
Guinea Flower, New England Gentian, and the Swamp Mint-bush. Threatened ecological 
communities include the critically endangered Southern Highlands Shale Forest and Woodland, 
which had declined by up to 90% of its original pre-European extent even before the bushfires. 
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Figure 1.  Six priority landscapes identified by WWF-Australia, with examples of an iconic wildlife in each that 

requires stronger protection after the fires. 

 

Defending the Unburnt 

In the wake of Australia’s 2019-2020 bushfires, the protection of critical unburnt habitat has emerged 
as a priority for securing the future of many threatened species, sustaining important ecosystem 
services and helping impacted ecosystems and landscapes to recover.  

To achieve this, Environmental Defenders Office is working in collaboration with WWF-Australia to 
protect these priority landscapes – to defend the unburnt. This work will include helping 
communities to understand and use existing legal mechanisms to protect the unburnt; pushing for 
appropriate consideration of the impacts of the bushfires in environmental assessments and 
decision-making; and advocating for stronger biodiversity conservation and natural resource 
management policies and laws.   
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