
Response to "Prospects for Active Forest Management in Australian Temperate Forests"  

By David B. Lindenmayer 

As someone whose research has been extensively cited in discussions surrounding forest 

management, I feel compelled to address the use of my work in the recent article "Prospects for 

Active Forest Management in Australian Temperate Forests." While I appreciate the recognition of 

my contributions to the field, it is important to clarify that my research does not support the 

conclusions put forth in favour of active forest management, particularly in the context of thinning 

and other similar interventions. 

The Misuse of Research 

The article advocates for active management, including thinning, as a strategy to mitigate fire risks 

and restore forest health. However, several of my studies demonstrate that thinning, especially in 

certain forest types, can have detrimental effects rather than beneficial outcomes. For instance, my 

colleagues and I have found that thinning can increase fire severity in Australian eucalypt forests, 

particularly in older stands and under certain fire conditions. Our 2020 study in Conservation Letters 

concluded that thinning generally elevated fire severity, particularly in mature forests and under 

extreme fire conditions (Taylor et al., 2020). These findings challenge the notion that thinning 

universally reduces fire risk. 

Furthermore, in a 2021 study published in Austral Ecology, we explored the effects of thinning on 

fire severity across different forest ecosystems and found that the efficacy of thinning is highly 

variable. In some cases, thinning can indeed reduce fire severity, but in many other cases, it can 

elevate the risk of more intense fires, especially in older forests where the natural structure of the 

forest contributes to a lower risk of severe fires (Taylor et al., 2021). The use of thinning as a blanket 

solution, as suggested in the article, oversimplifies the complex interactions between forest 

management practices and fire behaviour. 

Ecological Consequences of Thinning 

Beyond fire risk, thinning has far-reaching ecological implications. In my long-term research on 

Mountain Ash forests in Victoria, I have emphasised the critical role that dense, wet understoreys 

play in maintaining the ecological integrity of these forests (Lindenmayer et al., 2024). These 

understoreys are not only vital for biodiversity, providing habitat for species like the Critically 

Endangered Leadbeater’s Possum, but also serve to reduce forest flammability by maintaining a 

moist microclimate. Thinning or burning such understoreys disrupts these natural processes and can 

lead to increased fire risk and loss of habitat. 

It is important to recognise that Mountain Ash forests, in particular, evolved under conditions where 

high-severity fires were rare. The suggestion that frequent thinning or burning could "restore" these 

forests to a more resilient state is not supported by historical and ecological evidence. On the 

contrary, my research has shown that Mountain Ash forests are best maintaine d in a more natural, 

undisturbed state, where the natural regeneration processes and the development of a mesic 

understorey create conditions that are less conducive to high-severity wildfires (Lindenmayer et al., 

2024). 

As I have discussed in my book The Forest Wars (Lindenmayer, 2024), many common beliefs about 

forest management are based on misconceptions that oversimplify complex ecological realities. This 

includes the persistent myth that thinning always reduces fire risk. Through empirical research and 



years of documenting the impacts of logging, it is clear that forest management requires careful 

consideration, not broad, one-size-fits-all solutions. 

Historical Context and First Nations Practices 

The article also draws on the argument that active management reflects traditional First Nations 

land management practices, such as cultural burning. While I fully acknowledge the importance of 

Indigenous knowledge in managing Australian landscapes, it is misleading to apply this rationale to 

temperate forests like those dominated by Mountain Ash. Historical evidence suggests that these 

forests were not subject to the frequent, low-intensity fires that characterised the management of 

other vegetation types. Instead, these forests were typically dense and wet, with fire exclusion being 

a key management strategy employed by First Nations peoples (Lindenmayer et al., 2024). Using my 

research to justify active management based on these traditional practices overlooks the context-

specific nature of Indigenous land management and the need to tailor practices to the unique 

ecological characteristics of different forest types. 

Conclusion: A Call for Evidence-Based, Nuanced Management 

Forest management in Australia must be based on rigorous science and an understanding of the 

long-term ecological consequences of interventions like thinning. The research of my colleagues 

Chris Taylor, Phil Zylstra, and I consistently highlights the complexities and unintended consequences 

of such practices, especially when applied across diverse forest types without careful consideration 

of their specific ecological contexts. 

In conclusion, I respectfully urge caution in the use of our research to support active forest 

management strategies such as thinning. While these practices may have limited application in 

specific circumstances, they are not a panacea for the challenges facing Australia’s temperate 

forests. Instead, management decisions must be grounded in a deep understanding of the ecological 

dynamics at play, the unique history of each forest type, and the critical importance of maintaining 

biodiversity and natural processes. 

I welcome further discussion and collaboration on how best to achieve sustainable outcomes for 

Australia’s forests, but it is essential that we approach these issues with the full weight of evidence 

and a clear understanding of the potential risks and benefits of any management intervention. 

David B. Lindenmayer 
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