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A well-designed garden is a wonderful place  

– restful, cool in summer, providing food and 

habitat. 

But increasingly, we need to factor in the garden’s 

role in protecting us and our properties from 

bushfires… 

… and ensure that its design and plantings do not 

actually increase the risks from bushfires. 

 

  



The garden in context: bushfires and their behaviour 1,2 

The main ways buildings are destroyed or damaged during a bushfire are:  

• ember attack 

• radiant heat 

• direct flame contact. 

… And there are three major factors that influence bushfire behaviour: 

• Topography: fire burns faster uphill; as the slope increases, so does the fire’s speed and intensity.  

• Weather: hot, dry and windy days provide ideal conditions for a bushfire. 

• Vegetation: plants are the primary source of fuel for a bushfire; understanding how vegetation influences fire behaviour is 

important when planning a garden. Fuels can be categorised as:  

• fine (represented by grassland and leaf litter) 

• intermediate (represented by scrub) 

• dense (represented by forest). 

Well-placed vegetation with low flammability may help protect houses by: 

• reducing the amount of radiant heat received by a house  

• reducing the chance of direct flame contact on a house  

• reducing wind speed around a house  

• deflecting and filtering embers. 



General garden design aspects 1,2 

• Siting of the house and garden; houses should be located away from: 

• unmanaged vegetation 

• steep slopes 

• saddles or narrow ridge tops.  

• Houses should ideally be located close to well-maintained public roads and accessways.  

• Non-plant landscaping elements may contribute to bushfire risk, for example, decks, timber edging. 

• Dense, continuous vegetation near the house can create a bushfire risk.  

• Water supply should be sufficient and accessible in the event of a fire, for example, to wet vegetation, run a sprinkler 

system, run hoses to extinguish embers and provide water for fire tankers. 

• Break up continuous vegetation with driveways, paving, paths and water features. 

The concept of defendable space 1 

• Defendable space is an area of land around a building where vegetation is modified and managed to reduce the effects of 

direct flame contact and radiant heat associated with bushfire.  

• Inner defendable space (10m around house in high risk situations) is immediately around the house. Fuel load must be 

very low – short grass, no shrubs against walls, no overhanging trees. 

• Outer defendable space is between the inner zone and unmanaged areas. Grasses should be less than 10cm. Tree 

branches below 2 metres from ground level should be removed. 

  



Plants in general 1,3  

• All plants, even fire retardant species, will burn if conditions are right.  

• Suitable plants can be native or exotic. 

• Plants with high moisture content in their leaves, compact dense growth, smooth bark, low oil content and salt in foliage 

(e.g. many silvery-grey leafed plants) are less likely to burn. 

• Choose grass species that stay green during summer (though CFA has noted that Phalaris will burn when green). 

• All plants accumulate dead leaves and twigs. Regular removal is required.  

• Tall shrubs and vines can act as ladder fuels, allowing fire to climb into the canopies of trees.  

• A well-watered hedge can reduce radiant heat and the spread of fire to the house. 

• Breaking up the continuity of vegetation can limit the spread of fire within the garden.  

Plants in particular: some natives 3,4,5,6 

A number of native species appear in lists of fire retardant plants and are suitable for our region. They include: 

• Acacia spp: A. buxifolia, A. cultriformis, A. decurrens, A. howittii, A. implexa, A. iteaphylla, A. mearnsii, A. melanoxylon, A. 

pravissima and A. vestita 

• Other trees and shrubs: Allocasuarina verticillata (drooping she-oak), Atriplex* (saltbush), Banksia marginata, Brachychiton 

populneus (kurrajong), Bursaria spinosa, Davesia mimosoides, Eremophila* (emu bush), Grevillea aquifolium, G. shiressii, 

G. victoriae, Hakea salicifolia, Melia azedarach (white cedar), Pomaderris apetala (dogwood), Rhagodia spinescens* 

(saltbush), Solanum linearifolium (kangaroo Apple), Veronica derwentiana (Derwent speedwell) 



• Ground layer species: Anigozanthos* (kangaroo paw), Bulbine bulbosa, Dianella (flax lily) D. revoluta, D. tasmanica, 

Dichondra repens (kidney weed), Microlaena stipoides, Myoporum parvifolium, native pigfaces* (e.g. Carpobrotus 

virescens), Viola hederacea 

• Eucalyptus species have a bad reputation because of volatile oils in their leaves and flammable or hanging bark. However, 

appropriately located smooth-barked species can be nice additions to a garden or the surrounding area and include E. 

mannifera and E. rossii. 

* Check frost tolerance of selected species for your site. 

Plants in particular: some exotics 3,6 

A number of exotic species appear in lists of fire retardant plants and are suitable for our region. They include: 

• Trees and shrubs: Cercis siliquastrum (Judas tree), Laurus nobilis (bay tree), Syringia vulgaris (common lilac), Camellia 

cultivars, Escallonia species, Hydrangea species, Artemisia absinthium (wormwood), Prunus species 

• Small plants: Agapanthus species (note that this may become weedy), Pelargonium species, Hebe species, Lavendula 

angustifolia (English lavender) 

• Ground layer species: Ajuga spp, various succulents e.g. exotic pigface. 

  



Selecting plants using a key rather than a list…1 

Following the 2009 Victorian bushfires, The CFA promotes a characteristic-based rather than a list-based approach to plant 

selection. Two examples are. 

Example 1. Stringybark type tree 

• What type of plant (e.g. tree, shrub, groundcover)? TREE 

• What type of tree (Eucalypt, conifer, other)? EUCALYPT. 

• What type of bark (stringy bark, sheds ribbons, neither). STRINGY BARK. 

• Rating: NOT FIREWISE. Trees with this type of bark are extremely flammable. This 

type of bark acts as a ladder, carrying fire into the canopy of the tree, and produces 

masses of embers.   

Example 2. Myoporum parvifolium (creeping boobiala) 

• What type of plant (e.g. tree, vine, groundcover)? GROUNDCOVER 

• Is it a grass greater than 30 centimetres tall? NO 

• Does the plant retain dead leaves or twigs? NO 

• Are the leaves waxy or oily? NO 

• Is the species seriously susceptible to disease, insects or pests? NO 

• Is the plant deciduous or evergreen? Evergreen 

• Are the leaves soft, thick or fleshy? YES 

• Rating: FIREWISE. Flammability = Low. These plants can be used in a garden as they 

are not known to be particularly flammable. 



Mulch 

Mulch is important in gardens to control weeds and reduce water usage.  

Wood-based mulches break down over time, providing valuable organic matter to the soil. However, they can be flammable 

(think kindling!) and should be kept away from buildings. If mulch is close to a building, wet it if a fire is approaching. 

Inorganic mulches such as pebble, stone or gravel can provide some of the benefits of wood-based mulch but are not 

flammable. 

Green mulches such as ground cover plants and lawns can be very valuable if kept green and wet during fire season. 

Windbreaks 1,7 

• Windbreaks of plants may trap embers and flying debris that would otherwise reach the house.  

• Scattered large trees can be effective windbreaks well away from a house and will not carry fire like a continuous line of 

trees will. 

• By reducing wind speed, a row of trees can slow the rate of spread of a bush fire.  

• However, because of the effect of turbulence, a balance has to be struck between a high density of trees and a lower 

density that allows more embers and radiant heat to pass through but minimises turbulence. A windbreak that allows 30–

60% of the wind to pass through is ideal. 

• There needs to be adequate separation between a building and the windbreak. A windbreak should not be planted within 

the defendable space. 

• Locate breaks on the side of the house from which fire weather normally approaches. 

• Use appropriate species, for example, smooth barked trees. 

• Maintain your windbreak by slashing and keeping grass well-watered. 



A note on Leyland Cypress windbreaks 

Cypress plantings are popular, but pose many potential problems for the landholder. 

• Their dense growth habit creates wind turbulence. 

• They grow to an enormous size and accumulate highly flammable biomass.   

• They are the source of many neighbour disputes. 

• Hedges need to be rigorously maintained to prevent out-of-control growth, and expensive removal. 

Surrounding bush 

In some settings, the NSW 10/50 Vegetation Clearing Scheme allows landholders to: 

• Clear trees on their property within 10 metres of a home, without seeking approval, and 

• Clear underlying vegetation such as shrubs (but not trees) on their property within 50 metres of a home, without seeking 

approval. 

You can find out more about the 10/50 Vegetation Clearing Entitlement Area using the RFS online tool. 8 

A case study: the indigenous garden 

Native vegetation can be gardened around the house in such a way as to maintain high native plant diversity and low fire risk. 

Critically endangered eucalypt grassy woodland is commonly built upon in our district. With care, pre-existing plant diversity 

can be maintained and increased.  

In the quarter-hectare around the house pictured below, 150 indigenous plant species live, including the iconic yam daisy – 

the yellow flower in the foreground of the photo. Naturally-occurring species have been augmented with some planting of 

local natives. 



The 50 metre radius around the house is critical for fire safety. 9 The 

important elements of management are: 

• avoid all use of fertilisers  

• well-spaced appropriate species of eucalypts  

• mowing of native grasses after flowering 

• frequent raking of litter in spring-summer 

• well-spaced clumps of shrubs 

• paving in the immediate area around the house 

• diligent weed removal 

• tree branches kept clear of the ground. 

 

Paving can be softened with short-lived self-seeding native daisies 

that can be removed after seeding in late spring e.g. Leucochrysum 

albicans. 

Summer-growing grasses, such as Kangaroo Grass, can be kept short 

and green in late summer, creating a low fire risk around buildings. 

 

 

 

 



 

References and further reading 

Before you do – or redo – any landscaping, please read some of the references below! If you only read one, make it the first 

one (free download from the Web). 

1 Landscaping for bushfire garden design and plant selection, Country Fire Authority, 2011. This was developed by the CFA in 

response to Recommendation 44 from the Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission. The associated Plant Selection Key can be 

found here: https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/plant-selection-key. 

2 Landscape and Building Design for Bushfire Areas, Caird Ramsay & Lisle Rudolph, 2003 

3 Fire Retardant Plants for Canberra, Yarralumla Nursery 

4 Some fire retardant native plants for the Southern Highlands Region, Geoff Butler, March 2020 

5 Local native plants suitable for planting or direct seeding in the Murrumbateman region, Sue McIntyre, 2020, 

https://landcare.nsw.gov.au/groups/murrumbateman-landcare-group/copies-of-presentations/local-native-plants_sept-

2020-1.pdf/view 

6 Fire retardant garden plants for the urban fringe and rural areas, Tasmanian Fire Service  

7 Planning for Bushfire Protection, Appendix 5 Bush Fire Provisions − Landscaping and Property Maintenance, NSW RFS, 

December 2006 

8 10/50 vegetation clearing, NSW Rural Fire Service website 

9 Land Management Practices Associated with House Loss in Wildfires, Philip Gibbons et al, 2012 

10 Essential Bushfire Safety Tips, Joan Webster, CSIRO Publishing, 2012. 
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