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Above: Northern brushtail possums
are vulnerable to high-intensity fire.

Below: Blue-winged kookaburras

clean up after the burn.

el

"
»
i 1

Above: Green tree ants: common
in unburnt habitats.

Below: Northern meat ants are
favoured by frequent fire.

Opportunities for predators and scavengers

FIRE affects animal populations indirectly
through changes in habitat, food supplies,
and the nisk of predation (due to loss of
vegetation cover). Whatever the type of
fire, some species will benefit. and others
will be disadvantaged. The greatest number
of different species, however, occurs in
unburnt habitats.

Small mammals, such as bandicoots, are
vulnerable to fire, and tree-dwelling species,
such as possums and tree-rats, are
particularly sensitive to high-intensity fires
late in the dry season. Larger species. such
as dingoes and wallabies, easily outrun the
flames, and can move between patches of
country with different burning histories,

Factors such as rainfall and food
supplies can Interact with fire so that similar
fires can have different effects in different
years. For example, numbers of northem
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brushtail possums (Trichosurus vulpecula)
were highest at Kapalga in areas that were
burnt early in one year, but highest in
unburnt areas in another.

Many birds take direct advantage of fire,
Hocks of black kites are a commaon sight at
fire fronts, feeding on insects and other
small animals flushed cut by the flames.
Immediately after fire, predatory and scav-
enging birds such as hawks, butcherbirds
and blue-winged kookaburras picnic on
dead and injured animals. Red-tailed black
cockatoos feed on exposed seeds and nuts.

Less in known of the longer term
effects of fire on birds. Partridge pigeons
nest on the ground during the early dry
seasen, and are sensitive 1o fires at this time
of year, This also applies to masked finches
and brown honeyeaters, which often nest
close to ground. In contrast, quail species

often prefer dry season fires because of the
patchy nature of the bum. They forage in
the bumt patches, with unbumt patches
praviding cover from predators, Species
such as red-backed kingfisher appear to be
favoured by high-intensity fires which
provide open habitat for hunting.

Predatory and scavenging reptiles, such
as snakes and goannas, also ‘clean up’ after
fire. Frll-necked lizards (Chlamydosaurs
kingil) forage in recently burmnt areas,
presumably because prey are conspicuous
there. These lizards spend most of the dry
season in the tops of trees, out of the way
of low intensity fires. But on the approach
“of high-intensity fires, they make spectacular
leaps to the ground. to sheiter in old
hollowed termite mounds.

Open habitats produced by frequent
fires support the highest densities of ant
specie s in the world, Many of these belong
to the ‘sun-loving’ groups centred in the
Australian and zone. The northem meat
ants (lromyrmex songuines and | reburrus)
are good examples. Ant diversity is far
lower in unbumt habitats where green tree
ants (Qecophylia smaragding) are
particularly comman, The diversity and
composition of other insect groups are also
likely to be influenced by fire.
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Two to four weeks after a fire, underground
stems and roots have usually resprouted, and

new leaves have appeared on trees,




