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The Cultural Fire Credit has been developed through a collaboration 
between the Firesticks Alliance Indigenous Corporation (Firesticks) and 
the Aboriginal Carbon Foundation (AbCF). In developing the Cultural 
Fire Credit, we have drawn heavily on the research, insights, ideas, and 
collective thought and leadership of many individuals, organisations, 
and Indigenous communities both within our domestic network and 
Internationally. The team met regularly conducting workshops over 
eighteen months to develop and refine the philosophy and guidelines 
for a Cultural Fire Credit. The Cultural Fire Credit was officially launched 
in June 2022 at the Bunya Mountains in collaboration with The Bunya 
Peoples Corporation and many partner Indigenous communities and 
stakeholders.

 Importantly, we recognise the intellectual and cultural intellectual 
property of Traditional Custodians, in particular Kuku Thaypan Elders 
Dr. George and Dr. Musgrave, as documented and recorded by Dr Victor 
Steffensen and Dr Peta-Marie Standley, founding members of Firesticks.

 The cultural burning practice supported by Firesticks and promoted in 
our model draws heavily on the Traditional Knowledge shared by Kuku 
Thaypan Elders Dr Musgrave and Dr George along with the decades 
of knowledge and experience of Dr. Victor Steffensen. We believe it is 
critically important to acknowledge and respect this contribution. Our 
investment model contributes 2% of every Cultural Fire Credit to Kuku 
Thaypan descendants of Dr George and Dr Musgrave, to support the 
management of their Country.

 As stated by Standley, “the Kuku Thaypan system of knowledge 
as it applies to fire must be learnt and practised on Country to be 
fully applied and understood” (Standley, P. 2019, p12). “... In the Kuku 
Thaypan Indigenous knowledge system knowledge is not collected 
without a purpose, you teach, understand and learn the knowledge in 
its application. In particular, you cannot properly learn from a collection 
of knowledge separated from Country” (Standley, P. 2019, p.13).

As stated by Steffensen “research and partnerships should recognise 
and respect peoples’ inherited Traditional Knowledge systems by 
supporting communities to demonstrate their traditional knowledge 
formula for doing it. You have to understand the three sides to 
Traditional Knowledge to know how to use it as the baseline for 
applying adaptive management” (Standley, 2019, p. 13).

 The intellectual and cultural intellectual property of the AbCF is 
recognised through its peer-to-peer, strengths-based Core Benefits 
Verification Framework. In addition to providing rigorous and 
independent verification of the environmental, social, and cultural 
benefits of cultural burning, the verification process enables ownership 
and capacity development of the people closest to the subject matter 
and their peers. It is the Traditional Custodians and local Aboriginal 
rangers who become the ‘experts’ in the measurement of the core 
benefits that they know most about.

 In the case of cultural fire projects, verification teams comprising 
independent Traditional Custodians and Aboriginal rangers bring rigour 
to the process through their subject matter expertise, their familiarity 
with relevant cultural protocols, their understanding of how to navigate 
local politics and power dynamics to collect accurate information and 
triangulate data effectively, their familiarity with the patterns and 
rhythm of community life, and, in some cases, their familiarity with  
local languages.

 We wish to highlight that not all the copy in this document is new:  
This guide consolidates relevant content from several pre-existing 
sources. We have drawn heavily on documentation presented in 
academic journals, PhD theses, video sites, news articles, and our  
own websites, as referenced.

 Further, important thoughtful and technical comments and revisions 
of this document have been provided through a peer review process 
involving Indigenous peoples from across the National Indigenous  
Fire Network.

Together, we wish to acknowledge and thank all the aforementioned 
people, without whom we would not have come this far.

Finally, we wish to acknowledge the support of WWF-Australia in  
the development of the Cultural Fire Credit. WWF-Australia’s financial 
and moral support has been both important and timely; after many 
years of concept development, we have reached a critical moment for 
investment in Cultural Fire Credits.
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“ The early European invaders brought with them a deep fear of 
fire and they actively discouraged Indigenous people from their 
fire practice. We are reverting back to the Indigenous practice 
of land management that goes back 65,000 years, burning 
Country the right way.” — ROWAN FOLEY QUOTED IN PAGE.K.,KOORI MAIL, 13.01.2021

5

Traditional cultural fire practice has taken place on the Australian continent for 
tens of thousands of years. The Cultural Fire Credit enables the maintenance and 
revivification of Indigenous fire management knowledge by Indigenous people. 
Traditional fire practices have been an integral part of effective land management by 
Indigenous peoples in Australia, and also in many other settings globally. The practice 
of cultural burning falls within complex Indigenous Australian knowledge systems 
that hold fire lore and regulate its use and management, promoting the prosperity  
of people and Country.

Often misunderstood simply as ‘cool burning’ cultural burning helps to keep Country 
and community healthier via many different roles and associated outcomes. It 
supports ecosystem regeneration and reduces fuel loads by regenerating Country, 
thereby minimising wildfires. It connects the next generation with their Country, 
maintains cultural obligations and traditional stories, and is an expression of 
custodial responsibility and cultural continuance. Importantly, it provides significant 
opportunities for Indigenous peoples to earn an independent income for maintaining 
and reviving their cultural practices to care for Country while sharing their knowledge 
and demonstrating its benefits to society.

Despite these many roles and benefits, in Australia traditional cultural fire practice has 
been widely disrupted through impacts of colonisation, particularly the displacement 
of Traditional Custodians from Country. However, much knowledge still exists and, 
over the past 20 years, the work of Dr. George, Dr. Musgrave, and its continuation by 
Dr Victor Steffensen has led the maintenance and revival of traditional cultural fire 
knowledge, building a network of communities activating cultural fire across Australia.

The Kuku Thaypan Elders and Steffensen’s methodology is built on Indigenous 
leadership by knowledge holders of cultural fire, intergenerational knowledge 
transfer and acquisition, ‘praction’, and mentorship. Indigenous-led research, video 
documentation, new and emerging technologies such as drones, 3D cameras and 
Lidar imagery, and monitoring of cultural indicators on Country communicate the 
results of cultural fire practice. From this work a growing network of Indigenous 
communities throughout Australia and internationally have been reviving their fire 
knowledge systems. The Firesticks Alliance Indigenous Corporation was formed from 
this network to support communities in the sharing of Traditional Knowledge to 
activate the reimplementation of traditional cultural fire knowledge practices upon 
the Australian landscape. Aboriginal fire management has become a priority for 
community, cultural, social, and environmental wellbeing.

Foreword
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SHARED UNDERSTANDING OF CULTURAL BURNING

Prior to European contact, Aboriginal peoples across Australia 
used fire as a tool for managing Country. The cultural use of 
fire is a socially and ecologically complex practice governed by 
kinship, Eldership, spiritual connections to Country, the practice 
of culture and complex understanding of and relationship to 
the environment. Country is an intrinsic part of the identity of 
Indigenous peoples. Cultural burning is therefore inherently 
connected to identity; it is about knowing your Country, 
knowing what is in it and how it functions, and knowing how 
to apply fire in response to the cultural landscape and cues held 
within the Country. There are different levels of knowledge-
holding and practice of cultural fire; for example, the knowledge 
of fire that is held by women differs from that held by men. 
The different assessment, implementation, and observation 
pathways work together to ensure Country is productive, 
protected and in balance. Cultural fire is about knowing where, 
when, and how fire should be implemented in the landscape 
and when it should not, and this knowledge is intergenerational. 
(Cavanagh and Standley, 2020, pp. 14–15).

 Cultural burning differs from fires initiated by mainstream 
fire managers and government agencies. Firesticks defines 
cultural burning as “burning practices developed by Aboriginal 
people to enhance the health of the land and its people” 
(Firesticks Alliance Indigenous Corporation, 2020). Hence fire is 
considered in terms of its relationship to the physical landscape, 
but also to people.

Cultural fire practice has a history and ongoing relevance in a 
broad array of landscapes, extending beyond and across Western 
administrative boundaries imposed through colonisation.

It could be argued that the practice of cultural burning has  
been maintained in northern Australia to a greater extent than 
in the southern states. However, despite the ongoing dominance 
of Western land management frameworks and bureaucracy, in 
the south, as in the north, east, and west of the continent, there 
has been a growing revival of cultural burning practices in 
recent years.

 In the current era, federal and state Indigenous procurement 
targets provide an opportunity for Indigenous people to be 
involved in contemporary fire management practice, including 
hazard reduction, fire suppression, and ecological burning 
programs. This is a pathway that some communities wish to 
include alongside their cultural fire practice, as they recognise 
that this work increases knowledge and skills of contemporary 
fire management practice and their involvement can influence 
contemporary land management practices on their country.

 However, through our partnership, we seek to promote 
investment directly into cultural burning, as investing in 
cultural burn programs delivers similar outcomes to the above 
(hazard reduction, wildfire mitigation and employment) but 
also multiple Indigenous social, health, and cultural benefits 
from being connected with and looking after Country.

COMMITMENT

Firesticks works to revitalise Indigenous-led cultural fire 
practice by fire knowledge holders, building upon and 
strengthening the network of Indigenous fire knowledge 
practitioners that has formed over the last decade. Firesticks 
supports mentoring, training, and recognition of Indigenous 
fire knowledge practitioners, and works with Indigenous 
communities on all aspects of culture that are intricately linked 
with cultural fire knowledge practice. Firesticks works across 
Australia to support communities to lead and implement 
cultural burning on their Country and fosters intergenerational 
transfer of cultural fire practice to ensure this knowledge will 
continue to be passed onto future generations.

 The Aboriginal Carbon Foundation (AbCF) works with 
Aboriginal communities to support carbon economies to 
flourish on Aboriginal lands. The savanna burning carbon 
farming method (a carbon farming methodology that turns fire 
management into an agribusiness through acquisition of carbon 
credits) is actively implemented by numerous Indigenous 
groups across northern Australia. The AbCF has specialist 
expertise in training, verification of core-benefits, and trade of 
Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs) for a premium in the 
voluntary carbon market.

 

  ‘ Praction’ is a human action that benefits all living things in line with natural law  
and sustainability. 
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We term the outcomes of Cultural Fire Credit purchase ‘core-
benefits’. Within the carbon farming sector, AbCF have been 
promoting this term related to the environmental, social, 
economic, and cultural outcomes of carbon farming projects. 
Importantly, we distinguish between core-benefits and co-
benefits thus: The intention of carbon farming projects is 
primarily concerned with the abatement and sequestration of 
carbon emissions. Any environmental, social, economic and 
cultural benefits relating to this activity are often termed ‘co-
benefits’ by the Carbon farming Industry. This is because the 
act of carbon farming is seen as the primary benefit. However, 
for Indigenous carbon farmers, the community outcomes – 
being on Country, practising culture, increased employment 
as rangers through the sales of ACCU, etc. – are often more 
important. Thus the Cultural Fire Credit uses the term core- 
benefits rather than co-benefits when referring to the outcomes 
of cultural fire practice. 

What are Core-benefits INTEGRITY

The AbCF verification process, grounded in 
the international development sector ‘impact 
measurement’ and Firesticks Alliance Indigenous-
led research methodologies best practice, 
provides independent and transparent verification 
of environmental, social, and cultural values 
associated with cultural fire. This process provides 
reassurance to buyers of Cultural Fire Credits that 
the benefits resulting from cultural fire practice 
have been physically inspected, documented, and 
independently verified.

Together, building on thousands of years of practice, 
we welcome the continued ‘praction’ of and support 
for cultural burning. Our vision is to significantly 
scale cultural fire practice across Australia.

As we face climate change, increasingly catastrophic 
wildfire events, and underfunding of Indigenous-
led community learning and engagement, we 
believe widespread cultural fire practice on this 
continent is more important than ever before. 
There is growing recognition that we have to look 
after Country differently. However, we know that 
expanding cultural fire practice and embedding 
knowledge requires time; information sharing; and 
significant financial investment in people, mentoring, 
training, and certification. Critically, Indigenous 
leadership and Indigenous knowledge of Country 
and the application of fire to Country are key to 
the application of cultural fire across the Australian 
landscape to protect both areas where it is fire is 
required and areas where it is not.

OUR VALUES

Purchasing Cultural Fire Credits provides multiple 
benefits, not only for Indigenous Communities to 
scale up cultural fire practice on Country but also 
for everyday Australians. Outlined below are the 
overarching values upheld in the establishment of a 
market for Cultural Fire Credits:

  Health of Country and people

  Cultural, environmental, social, health and 
wellbeing, educational, and economic benefits

  Transparent verification of these benefits, 
demonstrating a clear return on investment

  Partnerships, mentoring, training, and resources 
directed directly to community aspirations for fire 
management

  Respect for traditional knowledge

  Protection of Indigenous peoples’ cultural 
intellectual property

  Strengthening of networks and practice in 
cultural land management

  Minimisation of the impacts of wildfires and 
building of resilience through increased cultural 
fire practice on Country.

OUR SHARED VISION

To achieve our shared vision of securing the future 
of Indigenous-led fire knowledge systems across 
Australia, the Firesticks Alliance and the Aboriginal 
Carbon Foundation have joined forces, with the 
support of WWF-Australia, to co-develop the new 
and innovative Cultural Fire Credit. Cultural Fire 
Credits provide a vehicle for the public, private, and 
corporate investment that is critical to appropriately 
scale and significantly expand cultural fire practice 
across the landscape and thereby mitigate future 
wildfire impacts.

Cultural Fire Credit trading as outlined in this guide 
provides a solution and a way forward for the 
application of Indigenous-led, sustainably financed 
cultural burning practices across Australia. Through 
this guide, we invite you to learn more and support 
us in this endeavour.
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“ We want to see more employment for all the Aboriginal people managing 
landscapes. We want to see traditional knowledge taught in schools. We want to 
see monitoring, collecting data and doing their own research to deliver Cultural 
fire to the World, proudly from Indigenous knowledge and proudly from the 
communities of Australia.” — VICTOR STEFFENSEN (FIRESTICKS VIRTUAL CONFERENCE REPORT. 2021, P. 8)

KYLEE CLUBB, 
CO-CHAIRPERSON, 
FIRESTICKS ALLIANCE 

ANDRY SCULTHORPE, 
CO-CHAIRPERSON, 
FIRESTICKS ALLIANCE

BARRY HUNTER,  
CHAIR 
ABORIGINAL  
CARBON FOUNDATION

VICTOR STEFFENSEN 
LEAD INDIGENOUS  
FIRE PRACTITIONER 
FIRESTICKS ALLIANCE

ROWAN FOLEY 
CEO 
ABORIGINAL  
CARBON FOUNDATION

“ There have been several recommendations from inquests into bushfires that 
formally state that cultural burning is relevant and is the best way to avoid 
tragedies. It is time to review the way we do land management and with the 
bushfires becoming such a threat to our lives and homes it’s time to rethink 
how we approach caring for Country now and to find ways to improve the way 
we interact with the land for the future of our young people ... We know what we 
are supposed to do. We know what should happen but it is the resources that are 
missing and so we need people to invest in this.” — ROWAN FOLEY (2021)
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About us
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VICTORIAN WOMENS’ FIRESTICKS (WIYN KALKKALK), APRIL 2022,  
PHOTO CREDIT T J  GARVIE PHOTOGRAPHY
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FIRESTICKS ALLIANCE

Founded in 2018, the Firesticks Alliance Indigenous 
Corporation (Firesticks Alliance/Firesticks) is a not-
for profit Indigenous-led network that aims to activate 
and increase the use of cultural burning by facilitating 
cultural learning pathways to fire and land management.  

The Firesticks Alliance Indigenous Corporation (ICN-8778) 
provides advocacy and action to support Indigenous leadership 
and protect, conserve, and enhance cultural and natural 
values of people and Country through cultural fire and land 
management practices.

Firesticks Programs have three interlinked outcomes:

   Burn Country the right way in order to heal Country and 
community

   Mentor, train, and support Indigenous communities to take  
a leading role in implementing cultural burning practices 
across Australia

   Develop effective pathways to include and amplify the impact 
of Indigenous knowledge in Australia’s ongoing land, water, 
and emergency management.

To learn more visit HTTPS://WWW.FIRESTICKS.ORG.AU

 

ABORIGINAL CARBON FOUNDATION

Founded in 2010, the Aboriginal Carbon Foundation 
(AbCF) is a not-for-profit entity that supports carbon 
farming projects led by Traditional Custodians and 
Indigenous rangers, and strengths-based community 
development.  

AbCF has pioneered carbon farming training to enhance 
Indigenous peoples’ engagement with the burgeoning carbon 
industry. Furthermore, AbCF has developed an Indigenous-led 
impact measurement process for the environmental, social, and 
cultural core-benefits of carbon farming projects.  

AbCF connects Aboriginal communities who supply carbon 
credits with organisations seeking to offset their carbon 
footprint and provides nationally accredited training for 
Indigenous rangers.

AbCF’s vision is to catalyse life-changing community prosperity 
through carbon farming.

To learn more visit HTTPS://WWW.ABCFOUNDATION.ORG.AU

1.1

Who we are
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Our partnership offers a unique blend of 
expertise and experience to deliver the 
innovative Cultural Fire Credit. We are 
unique because:

Our core motivation is cultural maintenance and 
revitalisation, because we understand that with 
cultural revitalisation comes important core-benefits 
– environmental, economic, social, and cultural.

We are Indigenous-led organisations, promoting 
Indigenous-led approaches and contributing to 
the body of knowledge around strengths-based 
approaches and anti-racist frameworks.

 We are not-for-profit organisations focused on 
achieving Aboriginal community goals that are 
focused on healing country and people

 We acknowledge and respect past and present 
Traditional Custodians, honouring their contribution 
and connection to Country

We recognise cultural burning practice as the 
intellectual property of Aboriginal people and as 
part of traditional cultural knowledge systems.

We acknowledge, respect, and seek to preserve 
and protect Indigenous intellectual property 
and Aboriginal leadership, management, and 
implementation of cultural burning practice.

We practise our values, working in culturally 
appropriate ways and offering community-based, 
strengths-based solutions.

We are leaders in Indigenous-led cultural fire 
practice, monitoring, evaluation, and verification 
processes.

We are experts in trading credits that demonstrate 
environmental, economic, social, and cultural 
outcomes

We apply innovative financing and engagement 
mechanisms to support application of traditional 
knowledge and custodianship practices.

We are connected with, collaborate with, and are 
informed by other Indigenous-led organisations 
locally and globally.

We collaborate with Indigenous organisations and 
others who seek to support our vision and share  
our values.

We work on a national scale, having partnerships 
with Indigenous communities across Australia.

We are both local and national: We each have 
a national presence, yet our leaders, team and 
Organisational members are all from local 
communities we work with.

We are each connected globally, having existing 
partnerships with Indigenous organisations and 
nations in what is now Canada and the US; and we 
intend to draw on these relationships to activate 
cultural fire practice globally.

We are creating pathways for investment that 
are Indigenous-owned and -driven, and built 
around Indigenous-led, self-determining solutions 
that foster Indigenous communities’ economic 
independence.

1.2

What makes us unique?
LYNDON DAVIS, KUBI KUBI COUNTRY,  

KENILWORTH BURN WORKSHOP, AUGUST 2021,  
PHOTO CREDIT JENNIFER OLIPHANT
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“ We want to see more employment for all the Aboriginal people managing 
landscapes. We want to see traditional knowledge taught in schools. We want to 
see monitoring, collecting data and doing their own research to deliver Cultural 
fire to the World, proudly from Indigenous knowledge and proudly from the 
communities of Australia.” — VICTOR STEFFENSEN (FIRESTICKS VIRTUAL CONFERENCE REPORT. 2021, P. 8)
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Australia currently faces a bushfire crisis, 
with large areas of the continent burning 
annually through wildfire. Although 
prescribed fire management practices are 
being refined due to lessons learnt, the 
methods being used to reduce wildfire 
hazard are still based in the dominant 
management paradigms, which treat the 
natural environment as a hazard. In an 
effort to reduce this hazard, vegetation 
is often reduced to the point where it 
generates a counterproductive ecosystem 
response, producing vegetation that is 
actually more fire prone.

Much of the Australian landscape is sick from poor 
fire management practices. For Indigenous peoples, 
when the land is sick, they too are sick. Indigenous 
peoples wish to take action to heal Country, just 
as we care for a sick person in order to help them 
heal faster. The land needs a doctor too –  it needs 
people to help nurse it back to health.

There is a need for partnerships, training and 
resources, and employment outcomes for Indigenous 
people to help manage landscapes. Indigenous 
people need independent income streams that 
also contribute to land management and ranger 
programs.  

The Cultural Fire Credit was developed to attract 
significant ongoing investment to support Firesticks 
Alliance, Aboriginal Carbon Foundation, and activate 
and prepare communities maintaining or activating 
cultural fire practice on country to:

   achieve national recognition of Indigenous 
cultural fire knowledge methodologies

  deliver Indigenous-led and place-based Firesticks 
mentoring program

  support communities to re-activate cultural fire 
practice on country

  be recognised for their existing efforts in 
cultural fire management through activation of 
independent implementation of cultural fire on 
Country; and

  train and engage a network of Indigenous 
verifiers across Australia.

1.3

Why Cultural Fire Credits?

There are a range of philosophical, 
cultural, and scale-related factors that 
make our credit unique. Critically, these 
include our specific focus on working 
with Traditional Custodian groups who 
have the cultural authority to practice 
cultural burning, our close attention 
to the preservation of Indigenous 
intellectual and cultural intellectual 
property, our desire to promote 
intergenerational knowledge transfer, 
and our Indigenous-to-Indigenous 
verification approach. In terms of scope 
and scale, unlike many non-Indigenous 
credit offerings, we present a nationwide 
investment program applicable across 
different land ownership/tenure 
categories, geographical settings,  
and vegetation communities or  
‘Country types’.

1.4

What makes the  
Cultural Fire Credit unique?
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The concept of a ‘fire credit’ originated 
from AbCF CEO Rowan Foley in response 
to the devastating 2019 bushfires. Foley 
has over a decade’s experience trading 
Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs) 
in the voluntary market. The AbCF 
supports the development and trade of 
Community Credits and Farmer Credits, 
which are ACCUs with environmental, 
social, economic, and cultural core-
benefits. 

In the lead-up to Foley’s proposal of a fire credit, Dr 
Victor Steffensen and Dr Peta Standley of Firesticks 
Alliance had been working together for many years 
exploring potential independent income sources for 
communities with the aim of increasing community 
implementation of cultural fire on Country, 
developing the initial concept for a Cultural Fire 
Credit in 2018.

Through personal and professional relationships 
developed over decades of working together on 
Indigenous knowledge empowerment and natural 
resource management sectors in northern Australia, 
the coming together of Firesticks Alliance and AbCF 
occurred organically. From the partnership of these 
two Indigenous-led organisations, supported by 
financial and collaborative support from WWF-
Australia, the ‘Cultural Fire Credit’ was born. 

It is important to note that the Cultural Fire Credit is 
not controlled by the government or a conservation 
organisation; rather, it is Indigenous-led and -owned. 
The Cultural Fire Credit is different and distinct 
from carbon credits registered with the Australian 
Government’s Clean Energy Regulator (CER), which 
controls the registration of carbon farming projects 
and issuance of ACCU. 

The first Firesticks Virtual Conference, Activating 
Aboriginal Fire Solutions and the Pathways Forward, 
was facilitated by the Firesticks Alliance on 4–5 
December 2020, with Barry Hunter, Chair AbCF, 
acting as the Master of Ceremonies. The virtual 
conference saw over 170 rangers and Traditional 
Custodians from all over Australia engaging 
in robust conversations around cultural fire. A 
presentation by teams from Aboriginal Carbon 
Foundation and Firesticks introducing the concept 
of a Cultural Fire Credit was met with a great deal 
of interest and enthusiasm. In essence Cultural 
Fire Credits support Indigenous communities to 
implement cultural fire on country their way; to be 
able to fully demonstrate traditional cultural fire 
knowledge and its multiple benefits. 

 

1.5

What is a  
Cultural Fire Credit?



Cultural Fire Credit: Philosophy and Guidelines 18

Our Philosophy

2

WONNARUA COUNTRY,  
HOLLYDEEN, JUNE 2021,  

PHOTO CREDIT JESSICA WEGENER
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2.1.1. The Knowledge Triangle –  
Knowing what it is, knowing what it does, 
and knowing how to do it

Steffensen describes the Knowledge Triangle as 
“a formula … that create[s] life or create[s] being 
and process.” He explains that the number three is 
“the basis for life … three connected is what makes 
us up and what keeps us going.” For example, the 
three elements that make up human life are oxygen, 
food, and water; for fire, it’s oxygen, heat, and fuel. 
For the Knowledge Triangle, the three elements 
are “knowing what it is, knowing what it does and 
knowing how to do it. That process [guides] our 
doing and our responsibilities and our actions which 
is also a necessity for life.” In this sense, he considers 
this combination of three elements to be almost like 
a living thing in itself.

To give a practical example of the Knowledge 
Triangle, ‘knowing what it is’ might apply specifically 
to identifying a plant, ‘knowing what it does’ might 
be knowing that the leaves of that plant are good 
for a sore stomach, and ‘knowing how to do it’ 
might mean preparing the plant as medicine. This 
final step – committing an action of knowledge 
that is of benefit and sustainable – can [also] be 
seen on a large scale in terms of a whole mass of 
people and in terms of where we are today with 
society … research methodologies and current 
understanding of environment.” He goes on to say 
that “understanding of process and action is usually 
distorted … by government policies or bureaucracies 
or simply the loss of knowledge, so the loss of 
knowledge can … stall that process and put people 
in the situation of only having two sides of the 
triangle like knowing what it is and knowing what 
it does but … not … how to apply it or how it works 
or how to do it and that’s a fundamental problem 
within the application of contemporary fire practice.” 
(Steffensen, V. field notes, 24 June 2016 in  
Standley. P. 2019)

2.1

Applying the Knowledge  
Triangle to Cultural Fire Credits

KNOWING HOW TO DO IT

KNOWING WHAT IT DOES 

KNOWING HOW IT WORKS

KNOWING OUR  
RESPONSIBILITY

KNOWING WHO WE ARE 

KNOWING WHAT TO DO

KNOWING WHAT IT IS

       FIGURE 1 THE KNOWLEDGE TRIANGLE



Cultural Fire Credit: Philosophy and Guidelines 20

2.1.4. Knowing what it does:  
Equitable benefit sharing

As highlighted earlier, impacts of colonisation on 
Indigenous knowledge systems can be healed 
through mentorship, specifically through on-
Country knowledge exchanges between Indigenous 
communities. This methodology represents the 
continuation of ancient practices wherein groups 
came together to share knowledge and resources 
and enact ceremonies to maintain knowledge 
systems and practice. In this way, Indigenous 
communities can drive cultural maintenance and 
revitalisation. Cultural Fire Credits respond to the 
call put out by Steffensen on ABC’s Q&A in February 
2020 following the 2019 Black Summer Bushfires 
to “jump in the passenger seat and let us drive for 
a change.” (ABC Q&A, February 2020, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=9I5Rb6WzuHE). The Cultural 
Fire Credit puts Indigenous hands on the steering 
wheel and supports the holistic outcomes needed 
for sustainable communities.

Cultural Fire Credits can be purchased via the 
Catalyst Markets trading platform. Each credit is 
worth AUD $50+GST (FY 2021/22). To be eligible to 
supply these credits, communities must meet certain 
criteria. They must be certified initially, then verified 
again at 18 months and 3 years.

There are three pathways: Activated, Preparing, or 
a combination of both for communities to supply 
cultural fire credits. Cultural Fire Credits provide 
equitable benefit sharing for both buyers and 
sellers, delivering a return on investment for society 
and Country collectively. Cultural Fire Credits are 
an investment in strengths-based community 
development, with environmental, economic, and 
social benefits for all Australians. 

2.1.3. Knowing how do it:  
Cultural maintenance and revival

The Cultural Fire Credit supports Indigenous–led 
projects and provide pathways for communities to 
utilise traditional land management practices to heal, 
protect, and manage Country. The Credit ensures 
Aboriginal cultural maintenance, intergenerational 
transfer, and revitalisation of cultural fire practice.

Cultural fire practices are centred upon 
intergenerational transfer of knowledge and 
mentoring. The intergenerational transfer of 
knowledge is a core element of cultural fire practice, 
and also of our credit: When you invest in a Cultural 
Fire Credit, you invest in the sharing of knowledge 
between communities and across generations.

Intergenerational transfer of knowledge is 
the process of engaging and teaching across 
generations. This cultural practice passes on 
knowledge through the generations in order to 
maintain a connection with and foster understanding 
of the lore and living knowledge, thereby keeping 
it alive. This is beneficial for all involved, creating 
a collective learning experience and increased 
community participation and growth.

As well as causing great distress through the 
dispossession of Country and the banning of 
practising culture, colonisation interrupted the 
intergenerational transfer of knowledge, resulting in 
a knowledge gap between Elders and the younger 
generations. The practice of intergenerational 
knowledge transfer is now being rekindled as 
Elders and culturally recognised knowledge holders 
mentor aspiring fire knowledge practitioners 

through their learning journey. Storytelling is 
central to this mentoring process, and has been 
a key method of knowledge transfer through the 
generations over thousands of years. Only recently 
have Western thinkers come to understand the 
practical significance of storytelling; knowledge of 
this practice has often been passed off as ‘myth’ or 
dreamtime storytelling.

Indigenous stories hold knowledge about animals, 
seasons, songlines, and events. Collectively these are 
known as lore, and embedded in lore are complex 
belief systems that translate into a system of 
knowledge which is transferred verbally and enacted 
through ceremony.

In addition to knowledge of cultural fire practice, 
Traditional Elders and knowledge holders possess 
knowledge of specific cultural, gender, and kinship 
relationships, which are associated with particular 
protocols, customs, values, and guidelines. This 
knowledge is valuable for community groups to 
ensure effective outcomes with the utmost respect.

It’s important for Elders and knowledge holders to 
spend time on Country with younger family (kin) 
and community members in order to share their 
knowledge of Country and how it has changed over 
time and, in particular, to share stories either lived 
or passed down about cultural fire, its uses, and its 
application in tending Country.

2.1.2. Knowing what it is:  
Indigenous-led, -implemented, and -verified

The Cultural Fire Credit is an Aboriginal-led initiative 
by the Firesticks Alliance and the Aboriginal Carbon 
Foundation: not-for-profit leaders in Indigenous 
cultural fire practice, monitoring, evaluation, and 
verification processes; market-based, Indigenous 
knowledge–based solutions and Credit trading 
systems; and Credit model development.

Cultural fire needs to be implemented by Indigenous 
fire knowledge holders. Being an Indigenous fire 
knowledge practitioner involves years of dedicated 
learning across many different landscapes, and this 
knowledge and learning must be maintained and 
grown through regular practice of traditional fire 
knowledge on Country. Maintaining and sharing 
traditional fire knowledge is a lifelong commitment. 
Currently, there are not enough Indigenous fire 
knowledge practitioners across Australia who 
hold the depth of knowledge needed to practice 
traditional Indigenous cultural burning. It’s time 
to invest in a framework to support this important 
learning and facilitate its sharing with the wider 
Australian community.
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FIGURE 2 THE KNOWLEDGE TRIANGLE UNDERPINS THE CULTURAL FIRE CREDIT PHILOSOPHY

KNOWING WHAT IT DOES

KNOWING WHAT IT IS

EQUITABLE BENEFIT SHARING

   Knowledgeable and skilled Indigenous fire 
knowledge holders implementing cultural 
fire on country, mentoring, certifying and 
verifying

  Return on investment outcomes for 
communities and buyers

 INDIGENOUS-LED, IMPLEMENTED  
AND VERIFIED 

  Protecting Cultural and Intellectual Property  
of Indigenous people

KNOWING HOW TO DO IT

Cultural maintenance, intergenerational  
transfer and revival of cultural fire knowledge 
and practice 

   Associate Fire Practitioners on country 
strengthening a network of professional 
practitioners
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2.2

Assessing Country using  
the Knowledge Map

“ to say something is not connected is on the wrong track from the start. 
Western management systems don’t seem to want to recognise this … they 
reject it. [But t]hey have to understand it to move forward. It’s a kind of social 
awkwardness not knowing this Knowledge Map – not understanding how it is 
all connected [or] the links to develop projects on the ground … there needs 
to be programs for white fellas to see – they are presently ignorant … of the 
interlinking of everything across all fields. They are a long way from the pure 
understanding [they need] … to develop programs. [Understanding] should 
be required for your role … if you’re not connected you’re not part of it. You 
have to be part of it to keep the cogs spinning. Each spot on that Knowledge 
Map is a cog – each spins the other – Mother Nature designed it that way. It 
is the blueprint, the DNA, we start from there [and] we go back to there. It is 
important to show that [the] Knowledge Map … is the same … for all of us … 
it is the key [that] holds our role[,] our identity. When you know this you are 
grounded, connected, closest to … spirit … This is why the Knowledge Map 
is so important to me[:] to show what traditional knowledge has taught” — 
(STEFFENSEN, 2010 IN STANDLEY (2019) THE IMPORTANCE OF CAMPFIRES).

The Knowledge Map is about 
understanding how all the different 
elements of Elders’ traditional cultural 
knowledge systems are connected. Put 
simply, the Knowledge Triangle is the 
formula for understanding the elements 
of the knowledge map; it is the key to 
the system of knowledge. Steffensen 
first explained the Knowledge Triangle 
as the key to unlocking the application 
of traditional cultural fire knowledge 
in 2007. He lamented that “Western 
management systems don’t understand 
the value of traditional knowledge in a 
contemporary sense.” Acknowledging 
the “integrated nature of all things,” in 
describing the knowledge map further in 
2010 he asserted that
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Despite colonisation, Indigenous peoples 
have retained cultural continuance 
through the sharing and transfer of their 
knowledge and through many cultural 
practices that demonstrate the depth 
of their knowledge systems. Critically, 
Indigenous leaders and Indigenous 
knowledge holders continue to drive 
processes steeped in Indigenous knowledge 
systems. Recognition of knowledge holders 
and respect for cultural continuance 
and cultural authority are central to the 
delivery of the Cultural Fire Credit.

Elders and knowledge holders possess knowledge 
of specific cultural, gender, and kinship relationships 
and cultural indicators held within Country. As stated 
by Dr Steffensen, “The Country is the knowledge 
holder.” Protocols, customs, values, and guidelines for 
Indigenous peoples are different between groups, so 
to ensure effective, accurate, and respectful work it is 
important that these are recognised and respected.

Not only do Cultural Fire Credits offer a return on 
investment for Australia as a whole, they also support 
Indigenous peoples to harness opportunities and 
build on their strengths to deliver management of 
Country that helps sustain the biodiversity inherited 
by all Australians.

At the Firesticks Virtual Conference in December 
2020, Aboriginal Carbon Foundation and Firesticks 
Alliance gave a presentation on their partnership 
in developing the Cultural Fire Credit. In breakout 
sessions where the development of a Cultural Fire 
Credit was discussed, Indigenous peoples involved 
in cultural fire management across Australia and 
Internationally identified the following benefits  
and considerations:

 The Cultural Fire Credit online peer review workshop 
took place on 1–2 December 2021. Through this 
event, 150 members of the Aboriginal community 
as well as potential investors provided valuable 
feedback, which has been incorporated into the final 
philosophy and guiding principles as outlined here.

1.   The Cultural Fire Credit is important to 
Indigenous people because it provides a 
direct funding source that enables cultural 
maintenance and revitalisation.

2.    The Cultural Fire Credit puts Indigenous 
hands on the steering wheel, providing 
a seat at the table and independence and 
control in decision making about cultural 
fire management on Country.

3.    The Cultural Fire Credit supports 
Indigenous communities to collaborate 
and lead cultural fire management  
on Country.

2.4

Why is cultural burning important  
to Indigenous peoples?

AbCF and Firesticks Alliance work 
through an anti-racism framework to 
dismantle systemic racism. In Australia, 
systemic racism, also referred to as 
institutional racism or structural racism, 
has seen non-Indigenous and largely 
Western ideology reign supreme at 
the expense of Indigenous knowledge 
systems.  

Since settlement, the proliferation of predominantly 
Western ideology at systemic and societal levels 
has perpetuated the dispossession and continued 
disadvantage of Indigenous Australians. Systemic 
racism in a mainstream Australian context assumes 
white superiority individually, ideologically, and 
institutionally. This assumption of superiority 
of one knowledge system over another is often 
unconscious. Although white individuals may not 
subscribe to racism, they have benefited from and 
likely internalised the philosophical approaches of a 
system that perpetuates disparity.

AbCF and Firesticks Alliance work through a lens 
of anti-racism and strive to enable Indigenous 
empowerment, led by Indigenous decision makers. 
Non-Indigenous allies are called on to support 
Indigenous peoples, to work towards the dismantling 
of systemic injustices, and to promote anti-racism 
models that showcase Indigenous knowledge 
systems and Indigenous strengths.

2.3

Anti-racism 
framework 
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Our Guiding Principles

3

AWABAKAL COUNTRY,  
BIRABAN CULTURAL BURN, MAY 2021,  

PHOTO CREDIT ALEX BRUNTON
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The Cultural Fire Credit is governed by the following 
overarching principles, each of which will be discussed in turn:

  Aboriginal ownership, implementation, and verification

  Cultural authority

  Indigenous solutions–based approaches

  Indigenous data sovereignty 

  Landscape scale

  Collaboration and partnership

  Tenure blindness

  Variety of buyers and investors

   Indigenous solutions-based and flexible for generators  
or sellers of credits
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Importantly, Cultural Fire Credits are 
Aboriginal owned. From governance 
through to generation in the marketplace 
and verification, this ensures Indigenous-
led and -implemented projects that 
engage the wider community and deliver 
equitable benefits and outcomes for 
corporations, agencies, organisations, 
educational and research institutions, 
and individuals. Decision making on how 
knowledge is transferred and shared is 
led by Indigenous knowledge holders and 
community leaders. 

3.1.1. Indigenous leadership 

Indigenous leadership of the Cultural Fire Credit 
delivers the following benefits:

   Investment directly to Traditional Custodians 
and Aboriginal rangers, increasing Indigenous 
wellbeing and protecting knowledge of culture, 
environment, and Country

   Ability for Indigenous fire knowledge holders to 
apply their knowledge at landscape scale, thereby 
properly demonstrating the holistic nature of its 
benefits 

   Indigenous decision making around protection 
and cultural maintenance of our lands

   Self-sustaining economies that support 
environmental, social, and cultural values

   Financial autonomy.

3.1.2. Independence and control 

Independent Indigenous control over the Cultural 
Fire Credit delivers the following benefits:

   Ability to live and work on Country in an 
economically sustainable manner that delivers 
multiple outcomes and jobs

   A practical place at the table (as opposed to 
exclusive government decision making) in 
discussions regarding Country (e.g. national 
parks, forests), regardless of whether a native title 
claim has been lodged

   Long-term investment in care for Country by 
Traditional Custodians and knowledge owners

   Definition and verification of what cultural 
burning is by Indigenous cultural fire knowledge 
holders

   Economic opportunities that support community 
aspirations.

3.1

Aboriginal ownership,  
implementation, and verification

27
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3.2

Cultural authority
3.3

Indigenous  
solutions–based approaches

Maintaining cultural authority means 
ensuring the right people are involved in 
planning and implementing fire based 
on their cultural connections to the 
land. It is imperative that community 
protocols are followed when undertaking 
cultural burning on Country. You 
cannot undertake a cultural burn on 
other people’s Country without their 
consent, this is considered a breach 
of cultural lore. Cultural authority to 
burn is different to state and territory 
jurisdictional legal requirements, which 
also vary. Both legal authority and cultural 
authority are required to carry out 
cultural burns. 

The Cultural Fire Credit provides a 
market mechanism for streamlining 
investment and giving Indigenous 
people the opportunity to demonstrate 
their knowledge at landscape scale. 
It strengthens cultural fire practices, 
drawing on communities’ existing 
knowledge and experience and building 
their capacities so that cultural fire may 
be scaled to landscape scale. Critically, 
cultural fire practice at landscape scale 
supports functioning ecosystems and 
sustainable  economies for Indigenous 
communities to deliver multiple positive 
outcomes. The Cultural Fire Credit is 
designed to ensure equitable benefit 
sharing by Indigenous people from their 
knowledges. 

3.2.1. Cultural revitalisation

Dr George said that “Fire is connected to culture … 
it is like breathing (Steffensen 2010) … [or] watering 
the garden.” (Dr George, 2008 in Standley, P. (2019). 
Revitalisation of Indigenous culture through cultural 
burning delivers the following benefits:

   Employment of Traditional Custodians and 
Indigenous rangers on Country, connected to 
their culture

   The recognition of both men’s and women’s 
business and shared practices

   Intergenerational transfer of knowledge  
on Country

   Expression of ‘who we are’ for Indigenous 
peoples – their practice, their identity, and their 
responsibility

   Cultural connection and continuance

   Direct investment in the safeguarding of cultural 
knowledge and Indigenous rights to manage 
Country 

   Financial support for the lifelong commitment 
to cultural burning among Indigenous fire 
knowledge holders

   Implementation of burns at the right time and in 
the right way for Country.

3.3.1. Equitable benefit sharing

Too often Indigenous people have not benefited 
equitably or at all from the use or sharing of their 
knowledge. Equitable benefit sharing ensures 
respect for and acknowledgment of all parties 
involved in planning and application of cultural 
fire. Cultural Fire Credits ensure equitable benefit 
sharing as they provide:

   Diverse income streams connected to the 
management of Country, ongoing prioritisation 
and management of land and water irrespective 
of unpredictable, intermittent government 
funding. 

   Maintenance of cultural intellectual property and 
a right to benefit from this knowledge

   A professional network of Indigenous core-
benefit verifiers 

   A professional network of Indigenous fire 
knowledge practitioners 
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3.4

Indigenous  
data sovereignty

3.5

Landscape  
scale

Indigenous communities retain 
sovereignty over their data, and a 
rigorous permissions protocol enables 
choice over what is shared during on-
Country sessions and through peer-
to-peer verification. Any sharing of 
learnings and improvements within the 
professional cultural fire network is led 
by active communities. Communities 
are required to share their achievements 
through general reports; through photos 
and video; and within the verification 
app, which acts as a digital library for 
Indigenous knowledges. 

Indigenous cultural and intellectual property 
agreements will be developed with communities 
to ensure that Indigenous peoples’ cultural and 
intellectual property is recognised and protected.

Cultural burning has historically been 
and can in future continue to be practised 
across a vast array of landscapes – from 
the north to the south, and the east 
to the west. Therefore, unlike some 
biodiversity-focused credits, our credit 
is not linked exclusively to any one 
geographic area, local ecosystem, or plant 
or animal community: it is landscape 
scale. Landscape scale does not mean 
that entire ecosystems are burnt at 
the same time. Rather, it means that 
different systems are tended at different 
frequencies, intensities, and times with 
an appreciation for the interconnected 
nature of systems across the landscape. 
This approach protects fire-sensitive 
systems and uses traditional cultural 
fire knowledge to co-manage a variety 
of vegetation communities across large 
tracts of land.  

While the Cultural Fire Credit will support cultural 
burning at the landscape scale, it will also support 
communities at the local scale by enabling localised 
investment. The generation of capacity for local 
action across multiple locations will increase 
the resilience of communities and support the 
implementation of specific burns across different 
tenures. 

Collaborations and partnerships deliver 
many benefits some of which are 
highlighted below:

   Ability to manage Indigenous lands through 
diversified support and knowledge systems

   Connection and sharing of learnings among 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people increasing 
understanding of Indigenous knowledge systems 
and practices

   Development of relationships with Australian 
individuals and corporations who want connect 
with and invest in Indigenous peoples to address 
bushfire threats 

   A peer-to-peer, strengths-based approach to 
verification by people who understand cultural 
fire practice 

   Leveraging of existing government and 
conservation programs  

The Cultural Fire Credit could not have been 
developed without collaborations and partnerships. 
“We all got to work together” (Dr. George in 
Standley, 2019) to solve the fire management crisis 
facing Australia. Critically Indigenous communities 
practicing or wanting to practice cultural fire on 
country have driven the development of the Cultural 
Fire Credit. However, the table to follow highlights 
support of our donors and collaborators who have 
also worked together to develop the Cultural  
Fire Credit. 

3.6

Collaborations  
and partnerships
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TABLE 1 COLLABORATIONS AND PARTNERSHIPS

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

QLD GOVERNMENT
The Core Benefits Verification Framework (AbCF)  
developed with the support of the Queensland Government.

MULONG & THE IMPORTANCE OF CAMPFIRES RESEARCH
Fire and the Story is released by Steffensen
The Importance of Campfires is released by Standley
The concept of a fit-for-purpose credit was explored in 
collaboration with Mulong.

SUNCORP
The Cultural Fire Mentoring Program further  
developed with support from Suncorp.

GILBERT AND TOBIN 
Gilbert and Tobin provide cultural intellectual property  
and legal support to Firesticks Alliance.

NORTON ROSE FULLBRIGHT
Policy Legislative and Insurance Research 

GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY
Griffith University develops the Business to Consumer online Catalyst Trading Platform to enable  
secure and efficient public investment in the Cultural Fire Credit, as well as other AbCF products.

WWF AUSTRALIA
The Cultural Fire Credit concept and guidelines developed with the 
support of WWF-Australia.

UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY SYDNEY & SEPTEMBER DESIGN STUDIO
Video-graphic Communication co-design of resources  
to support the Cultural Fire Credit
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3.7

Tenure  
blindness

3.8

Variety of buyers  
and investors 

Increased cultural burning practice 
would benefit large swathes of Australian 
land, regardless of ownership and/
or current management practices (e.g. 
National Parks, commercial and state 
forestry, native title, privately owned, 
conservation reserve, etc.). The Cultural 
Fire Credit brings together multiple land 
users, cultural values, and technologies 
to manage Country. As such, the Cultural 
Fire Credit is tenure blind, working 
across tenures to support communities to 
implement cultural fire in areas that are 
important to them.

Cultural Fire Credits are available to a 
variety of buyers and investors. Credits 
are purchased through the AbCF Catalyst 
Markets trading platform https://
catalystmarkets.com.au/cultural-fire-
credits/ The purchase of credits can 
be tailored to specific buyer requests. 
Cultural Fire Credits can be purchased 
to support certified communities to 
implement cultural fire on Indigenous 
Protected Areas (IPA), Aboriginal-owned 
and -managed lands, private property, 
local government lands, conservation 
reserves, National Parks, State Parks, and 
private property. 

A variety of purchasing arrangements are possible, 
from a single Cultural Fire Credit being bought as a 
gift through to hundreds being purchased to enable 
implementation of a cultural fire project involving 
a series of burns, or provision of scholarships to 
communities to undertake the Firesticks mentoring 
program to advance their knowledge and practice of 
cultural fire. 
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Part 4-5: How to purchase or  
supply Cultural Fire Credits?
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Purchase of Cultural Fire Credits

4

DAN MORGAN,  
YUIN COUNTRY, 2022,  
PHOTO CREDIT VANESSA MILTON
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4.1

Catalyst Markets  
trading platform

There are two pathways available for 
people, companies, and government 
agencies to buy or invest in Cultural Fire 
Credits. Both pathways are processed 
in the same way, through the Catalyst 
Markets trading platform https://
catalystmarkets.com.au/cultural-fire-
credits/ This online trading platform 
was developed by AbCF and Griffith 
University and is managed by the 
Aboriginal Carbon Foundation.  

In essence, the purchase of Cultural Fire Credits is 
a ‘forward buy’ that enables cultural burns to be 
implemented. In this respect Cultural Fire Credits 
differ from Australian Carbon Credit Units (ACCUs), 
which are issued retrospectively once carbon 
farming work is complete. Some tree-planting ‘offset’ 
programs are also forward buys that enable the 
planting of trees. Essentially, Cultural Fire Credits 
are NOT carbon credits and are not managed by the 
Australian Government’s Clean Energy Regulator. 
The Cultural Fire Credit program is owned and 
controlled by Indigenous Australians.

Buyers of Cultural Fire Credits can purchase 
voluntary carbon credits at the same time. There 
is no limit on the combination or amount of carbon 
credits and Cultural Fire Credits that can be 
purchased.

34
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Landholders, government and non-
government agencies, and organisations 
wishing to purchase Cultural Fire 
Credits to engage local Indigenous 
cultural fire knowledge practitioners 
and communities to implement cultural 
burns in a specific location can purchase 
Cultural Fire Credits to enable that work 
through a Specific Buy. The first step is 
to register this interest on the Trading 
platform and purchase a minimum of 
40 credits then complete a register of 
interest on the Firesticks Alliance website. 
Firesticks will then get in touch to discuss 
with the relevant local community 
and get back to you on the number of 
credits that will be required to purchase 
to implement a burn or mentor that 
community. 

The number of credits required to implement 
cultural fire in various locations will differ, as terrain 
where cultural burns may take place is different, and 
each area faces a different set of threats which will 
influence how long it takes to transition from sick to 
healthy Country. In addition, mentoring programs 
will sometimes be required before burning can 
commence. 

For all these reasons, Firesticks must conduct an 
assessment of the location in consultation with the 
communities in order to provide an estimate of the 
number of Cultural Fire Credits that will be required 
to plan for and implement cultural burns. 

Purchase of the agreed number of Cultural Fire 
Credits is made through the Catalyst Markets 
trading platform. What a buyer receives is 
dependent on the total value of credits purchased 
but may include relevant reports, communications, 
and marketing material, including opportunities for 
more in-depth involvement as outlined in Table 2.

4.3

Pathway Two  
– Specific Buy

35

4.2

Pathway One  
– General Buy

Through the General Buy pathway,  
buyers can purchase credits at a cost  
of $50+GST per Cultural Fire Credit,  
with a minimum purchase of 1 credit. 

All markets are subject to a range of supply and 
demand factors. The voluntary carbon market 
will be used as a general guide for price setting 
and irregular market fluctuations will be carefully 
monitored. As a result, the Joint Management 
Committee will reassess the price of Cultural 
Fire Credits every financial quarter. This regular 
assessment will also streamline linkage with other 
credits that are available through the Catalyst 
Markets trading platform.

Buyers have the option of committing to a once off 
purchase or recurring purchases over different time 
spans such as one-year, two-year, or three-years. 
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Supply of Cultural Fire Credits

5

KUBI KUBI COUNTRY,  
KENILWORTH BURN WORKSHOP, AUGUST 2021   
PHOTO CREDIT JENNIFER OLIPHANT
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Traditional burning has been practised by Indigenous 
communities to enhance the health of the land and its 
people since the dreaming of fire began. By having the right 
people put the right fire in the right places at the right time, 
the Firesticks Mentorship and Learning Program supports 
communities to strengthen pathways to include Indigenous 
knowledge in Australia’s ongoing land, water, and  
emergency management.

Maintaining and sharing traditional fire knowledge is a lifelong 
commitment. Being an Indigenous fire knowledge practitioner involves 
years of dedicated learning across many different landscapes. This 
knowledge and learning can only be maintained and grown through 
regular practice of traditional fire on Country.

All Indigenous communities are invited to participate. However, the 
pathway to participation – ‘Activated’ or ‘Preparing’ – will depend on a 
community’s experience level. A community may also follow a combined 
pathway where appropriate, for example, to meet their changing needs 
as new practitioners come on board and need to undertake Firesticks 
mentoring program or when additional mentorship support is required 
to address a particular community concern for country. 

If a community is already highly experienced and meets the Cultural 
Fire Credit supply principles, they are ready to sell Cultural Fire Credits 
to plan and implement specific work programs putting cultural fire on 
Country. This is known as the Activated pathway.

Where a community is newer to cultural fire practice, they progress 
along the Preparing pathway. This will include involvement in the 
Firesticks Mentoring Program, which comprises four on-Country 
workshops over a season, tailored to community and Country needs. 
The Preparing pathway does deliver burns, but for mentoring and 
learning purposes. 
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Communities interested in joining the 
Firesticks Cultural Fire Credit register 
should contact Firesticks and complete 
a formal expression of interest (EOI). 
(This is different and separate to the EOI 
buyers complete if they wish to specify a 
location for cultural burning.) The EOI 
involves answering a series of questions 
to determine what pathway a community 
can take to supply Cultural Fire Credits. 
The next step is assessment of the EOI by 
Firesticks. An appropriate pathway will 
then be discussed with the community. 

Communities that have met the supply principles 
determine what their projects will look like and 
submit project plans annually. Project plans 
outline what communities would like to do if they 
are able to access Cultural Fire Credits, and how 
much investment they expect to require across 
the following 1–3 years. If evidence is provided to 
demonstrate that all principles have been met, 
the project is submitted to the Joint Management 
Committee for potential allocation of credits.  

Firesticks staff will also work with the EOI 
community and, where necessary, undertake 
assessments on Country to determine how 
many Cultural Fire Credits will be required to 
implement burns, the area over which the burns 
will be implemented, and the frequency of burning, 
depending on the health and requirements of the 
Country types.

The Joint Management Committee will meet to 
allocate funds to communities/projects based on the 
value of credits purchased on the Catalyst Markets 
trading platform. 

Communities following the Activated pathway 
have a responsibility to undertake burning in line 
with plans submitted to Firesticks; and to monitor, 
document, and communicate outcomes. This is 
an ongoing cycle throughout the community’s 
involvement with the Cultural Fire Credit.

Burning may happen many times across the year. 
Each burn must be monitored by Indigenous 
fire knowledge practitioners (using the Fulcrum 
app and other relevant methods of monitoring 
cultural and ecological indicators), drawing on the 
elements as outlined in the Knowledge Map. Burns 
must be documented using a combination of site 
assessments, interviews, photos, and videos.

Periodically (at circa 18 months & 3 years for multi-
year projects), the ongoing burning practice of 
the community and the social and environmental 
outcomes of this practice are community- and 
peer-verified. Communities are also required to 
periodically share information about burn outcomes 
in the form of photos and videos. In addition, some 
investors may be able to participate in and/or visit a 
burn, as shown in the Return on Investment Table 2. 

5.1

‘Activated’ pathway  
– Recognising Indigenous  

fire knowledge practitioners

NATARSHA BELL, TRUWANA COUNTRY,  
WOMENS WORKSHOP, MAY 2022,  

PHOTO CREDIT VICA BAYLEY,  
ABORIGINAL LAND COUNCIL OF  TASMANIA
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Demand for cultural burning is 
increasing. Firesticks and its partners 
receive hundreds of requests each year 
for support to conduct cultural burning, 
from Aboriginal communities, private 
landholders, government agencies, local 
government authorities, and others. 

There are not enough Indigenous fire knowledge 
practitioners across Australia who hold the depth of 
knowledge needed to practice traditional Indigenous 
cultural burning. We need more Indigenous fire 
knowledge practitioners, and it’s time to invest in 
a framework to support this learning. Firesticks 
Mentoring mob-to-mob approach and on-Country 
transfer of shared knowledge principles, together 
with workshops, follow an ancient approach to 
teaching and learning. Workshops on Country 
are helping to build a community of professional 
Indigenous fire knowledge practitioners across 
Australia to secure the future of Indigenous-led 
fire knowledge systems and deliver cultural fire at 
landscape scale.

Where communities are still building their capacities, 
Cultural Fire Credits can fund the Firesticks 
Mentoring Program. The Firesticks Mentorship 
Program provides mentorship to Indigenous 
communities in the identification of different 
Country types across a season on their Country. The 
process involves Elders, knowledge holders, and the 
younger generation in the mentorship and learning 
every step of the way. 

Through on-Country workshops, Preparing 
communities and practitioners learn how to:  

   understand and follow protocol

   engage with community 

   assess and map Country

   implement cultural burns on different Country 
types, which require different levels of healing 
across a season

   conduct Country, fire, and cultural site 
assessments and ongoing monitoring and 
research

   apply knowledge practices based on observed 
indicators and the health of Country.

The Firesticks Mentorship Program is a regionally 
tailored program that mentors communities and 
cohorts of Indigenous fire knowledge practitioners 
in the practice of cultural burning. The program 
comprises four on-Country workshops across a 
season, tailored to the individual needs of the 
community and Country. It is through this program 
that Preparing pathway members gain cultural fire 
knowledge to enable implementation of cultural 
fire practice and, ultimately, progression to the 
Activated pathway. The program is currently taking 
place with 40 Associate Indigenous Fire Knowledge 
Practitioners in the Hunter Valley, NSW and is 
expanding across four new regions (Southern 
NSW, South East QLD, lutruwita/Tasmania, Central 
Tablelands NSW) and 120 new Associates in 
2021–23. 

Indigenous communities and non-Indigenous land 
managers are requesting that the program be 
scaled up to nine other priority regions in Far North 
Queensland, Northern NSW, Central NSW, Southern 
NSW, and across Victoria and South Australia. Such 
an expansion would see the Cultural Fire Credit 
supporting over 17 regions across Australia by 2024. 
Community case studies for immediate priority 
areas for Cultural Fire Credit supply are listed on 
the AbCF Catalyst Markets trading platform https:// 
catalystmarkets.com.au/cultural-fire credits/.

Suncorp has partnered with Firesticks Alliance to 
support further development of the mentoring 
framework and resources that will be used to work 
with Indigenous fire knowledge practitioners. 

5.2

Preparing’ pathway – Mentoring the next generation  
of Indigenous fire knowledge practitioners
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https://www.suncorpgroup.com.au/uploads/MEDIA-RELEASE-
Firesticks-Suncorp-Partnership-Launch-2021-.pdf

Communities that wish to be involved in 
supplying Cultural Fire Credits must meet 
the principles for supply outlined below. 
Adherence to these principles must be 
demonstrated by submitting a completed 
EOI form to the Firesticks team. These 
principles will need be maintained 
and periodically verified in order for 
the community to continue to generate 
credits. Verification will occur in the first 
year of the project and, for multi-year 
projects, again in the third year. There are 
four key principles that all communities/
organisations and practitioners supplying 
Cultural Fire Credits need to meet:

   Experience and governance

   Tools, equipment, and mentorship

   Agreed protocols

   Demonstrated experience of burning and 
monitoring outcomes. 

At their core, these principles are about respect and 
appreciation of ongoing learning.

5.3.1 Experience and governance

Communities need to be supported by organisations 
that have a strong governance structure in place 
to provide support to implement cultural burning. 
Organisations need to be able to demonstrate 
good governance and sound financial management. 
Governance structures need to recognise the need 
to have Elders and children on country with them 
when planning for and/or implementing cultural 
burns. 

5.3.2. Tools, equipment, and mentorship

Communities need appropriate infrastructure (PPE, 
vehicles, etc.) relevant to the needs of the Firesticks 
Activated and/or Preparing pathways for supplying 
Cultural Fire Credits. Communities are encouraged to 
mentor and work together with other communities 
to meet these needs.

5.3.3. Agreements and protocols

Communities need to have agreements (e.g. 
memorandum of understanding) in place regarding 
tenure of and access to land for the areas where 
Cultural Fire Credits are to be generated; financial 
management; fire plans and permits; and relevant 
insurance. They must also agree to undertake 
ongoing self-led monitoring and peer verification.

5.3.4. Demonstrated experience in 
burning and monitoring outcomes 
(Knowledge)

Communities need to have qualified people with 
demonstrated experience and knowledge to 
conduct burns. Organisations and practitioners 
generating Cultural Fire Credits need to have 
completed the Firesticks Mentoring Program on 
Country over a season and demonstrate that they 
meet these principles and/or are undertaking the 
Firesticks Mentoring Program. In short, Indigenous 
communities and practitioners need to demonstrate 
that they have the knowledge to implement cultural 
burns on country. Organisations need to continue to 
demonstrate capacity to meet these principles. This 
will be verified at 18 months then every third year 
thereafter provided sufficient credits continue to be 
allocated to projects.

5.3

Principles for supplying  
Cultural Fire Credits 
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Part 6: What is the  
return on investment?
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Return on Investment  
– Outcomes of Cultural Fire Credit Purchase

6

NARUNGGA AND NUKUNU COUNTRY,  
APRIL 2022, CREDIT MATTHEW TURNER,  

NORTHERN AND YORKE LANDSCAPE BOARD
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Sustainable, direct financing to enable cultural fire application on Country 
by Traditional Custodians and knowledge holders offers a real return on 
investment and supports diverse outcomes that benefit both buyers and  
sellers of Cultural Fire Credits. In this section, we will consider these outcomes 
in detail.
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6.1

Transparent reporting outcomes

Transparency and accountability are key 
principles for buyers and investors to feel 
satisfied their funds are going to the right 
people, undertaking cultural burning 
in the right way, and actually achieving 
outcomes. 

The funds generated from supplying Cultural Fire 
Credits will liberate Traditional Custodians and 
rangers from complete reliance on government 
funding programs to implement cultural burns. 
However, supporting funding from a range of 
sources will continue to be required for the 
foreseeable future. In some cases it will take several 
years for an Aboriginal community to achieve 
complete independence from government funding; 
in other cases it will be easily achieved. Verifying 
the environmental, social, economic, and cultural 
outcomes of Cultural Fire Credits using the Core-
benefits Verification Framework will be key to the 
achievement of a sustainable income stream that 
supports the ongoing implementation of cultural fire 
on Country.

The Core-benefits Verification framework is a 
peer-to-peer, strengths-based evaluation process 
developed by AbCF that provides third-party 
assurance to buyers of Cultural Fire Credits that 
claims of environmental, social, and cultural 
outcomes of cultural fire practice are valid and 
Indigenous led. The ‘mob-based’, ‘place-based’ 
verification process brings different Indigenous 
groups together to identify and measure the 
core-benefits of cultural fire practice.  It is these 
outcomes, specific to each mob and place, that tell 
the real story of cultural fire practice and amplify the 

significance of Indigenous knowledge systems as 
solutions to global climate challenges. Importantly, 
the verification process builds Indigenous networks 
throughout Australia, enabling the sharing and 
documentation of traditional Indigenous knowledge 
systems. This approach is an investment in 
Indigenous leadership and builds upon Indigenous 
capacity to measure the impact of cultural burning. 
These methodologies and tools of Firesticks Alliance 
and AbCF form the basis of the delivery and 
verification of the Cultural Fire Credit (section 8).

Traditional Custodians engaging in on-Country 
cultural fire management programs have committed 
to reporting outcomes that give buyers of Cultural 
Fire Credits confidence that their investment is 
generating great returns. Table 6.1 highlights these 
outcomes.

TABLE 2 REPORTING RETURN ON INVESTMENT  
FOR BUYERS OF CULTURAL FIRE CREDITS

CREDIT PURCHASE 

AMOUNT

BUYER MONITORING / REPORTING / MARKETING PACKAGE

$0 - $14,999 Certificate + Tax Receipt

+ Photo (once per year)

$15,000 - $40,999 Certificate + Tax Receipt 

+ Photos (twice per year) 

+ Social media communication story (once per year) for buyer to share

$50,000 - $149,999 Certificate + Tax Receipt 

+ Photos (twice per year) 

+ General impact report 

+ Social media communication story (once per year)

+  Opportunities to attend burns are presented to build relationships between cultural fire 
credit buyers and the community (if multi-year buy)

+ Outcome Verification Report (at project close if multi-year buy) 

$150,000 +  Certificate + Tax Receipt 

+ Photos (four times per year)

+ Social media communication story (once per year)

+  Video report of cultural burns in practice (once per year, with final report including 
supporter logos/branding if multi-year buy)

+ Outcome verification report (at project close if multi-year buy) 

+ Invitation for 3–5 staff/land managers to participate in burn/s (once per year)

+ One ticket to the National Indigenous Fire Workshop 

+ Presentation to Reconciliation Action Plan Committee if Organisational buy
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6.2

Cultural outcomes 
6.3

Environmental outcomes

Cultural fire increases the health of 
flora and fauna through appropriate 
timing and intensity of fires to maintain 
habitat and ecosystem function. Bringing 
Country back to health enables the 
continuation of cultural practice and 
the maintenance and passing on of 
traditional knowledge systems to future 
generations. An investment in cultural 
fire practice contributes to meaningful, 
purposeful work in alignment with 
the interests and values of Traditional 
Custodians.    

Cultural fire application on Country by 
Traditional Custodians and knowledge 
holders provides benefits with regard 
to carbon capture, land management, 
biodiversity, and smoke management.

While not recognised as a specific carbon abatement 
methodology, cultural burns applied with Indigenous 
fire management knowledge are significantly less 
carbon-emitting than hazard reduction fires and 
wildfires. Fine and coarse woody debris, remaining 
areas of vegetation and predominantly black ash 
on site following a cultural burn contributes to 
sequestration. Cultural burning is patchy, meaning 
that some vegetation remains, and in burnt areas 
vegetation is able to return quickly, minimising 
interruption to the carbon cycle. 

Cultural fire management improves management of 
the Australian landscape, supports and values native 
species function, and reduces the risk of future 
bushfire tragedies like the 2019–20 Black Summer 
fires. Correctly timed cultural fires – burning Country 
the right way and at the right time – decrease 
the incidence and intensity of wildfires. Life and 
property are protected through reducing wildfire 
risk.

Cultural outcomes evidenced from existing cultural 
fire projects include:

   Maintenance and passing on of traditional 
knowledge systems

   Ability to live and work on Country, close to family

   Revitalisation and practice of language and 
identity

   Access to and involvement in the management of 
Country, ensuring responsibility for Country stays 
with Traditional Custodians

   Improved spiritual wellbeing through regular 
fulfilment of cultural obligations to Country

   Protection of sacred sites, support for both men’s 
and women’s business at these locations

   Strengthening of intergenerational transfer of 
Indigenous knowledge systems 

   Continuation and maintenance of traditional 
transfer of knowledge on Country among Elders, 
knowledge holders, and youth

   Increased cultural practice and appropriate 
sharing of knowledge

   Increased confidence to work with and develop 
partnerships with government, non-government, 
and private sector organisations

   Management of culturally significant species 

   Maintenance and recognition of cultural 
intellectual property

Biodiversity is recovered through managing Country 
at the right time and in the right way to protect the 
function of the systems and species that rely on it. 
Cultural fires support the germination and habitat 
of specific native species of flora and fauna and 
can help in the management of pests and weeds. 
Correctly timed fires also support improved water 
quality and reduced erosion, thereby by maintaining 
micro-habitats and biomes and improving soil 
quality within the Country. Additionally, air quality is 
improved as cultural burns emit different smoke to 
hazard reduction burns and indeed most prescribed 
burns, providing stimulus for germination and new 
growth.
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6.4

Social outcomes 
6.5

Educational outcomes 

Cultural fire application on Country by 
Traditional Custodians and Indigenous 
fire knowledge holders delivers multiple 
social outcomes, such as bringing 
together Traditional Custodians who 
may not always live on Country. The 
bringing together of different Traditional 
Custodian groups provides opportunities 
for mobs to connect and share 
knowledges, strengthening Indigenous-
centred networks. Opportunities for 
reconciliation also exist, through the 
interest of Traditional Custodians in 
sharing their knowledges and wisdom on 
caring for Country with non-Indigenous 
stakeholders.   

Cultural fire application on Country by 
Traditional Custodians and Indigenous 
fire knowledge holders delivers culturally 
relevant educational outcomes in myriad 
ways. Diverse career pathways exist 
through enrolment in the Firesticks 
Mentoring Program or attendance 
in capacity-building training on, for 
example, impact measurement and 
research methods. Cross-learning 
between non-Indigenous and Indigenous 
fire knowledge practitioners is enabled by 
joint burning events; however, the most 
impactful outcome is intergenerational 
transfer of knowledge and language while 
practising cultural fire on Country.   

Educational outcomes evidenced from existing 
cultural fire projects include:

   Indigenous-led monitoring, research, and data 
sharing (and verification)

   Cultural fire education from pre-school through to 
university

   Nationally accredited and certified cultural fire 
education qualifications

   Learning outcomes from diverse training, 
mentoring, accreditation, and certification 
pathways that contribute to increase employment 
opportunities 

   Opportunity for Indigenous groups within the 
Firesticks network to share and learn from each 
other

Indigenous social outcomes evidenced from existing 
cultural fire projects include:

   Increased social capital as community members 
work together on burning projects

   Increased community harmony through enhanced 
relationships

   Increased confidence, self-esteem, and sense of 
purpose

   Increased pride in self and others

   Opportunities for women to participate and 
benefit

   Reduction in drug and alcohol abuse and 
dependency

   Reduction in domestic violence 

   Reduction in incarceration

   Economic independence

   Increase in leadership skills

   Achievement of UN Sustainable Development 
Goals at local and national levels

   Opportunities for reconciliation 

   Improvements in how Australians interact with 
the land, for the future of our ecosystems and our 
young people.

   Opportunity for fire management agencies 
and stakeholders to work with Indigenous 
communities to maintain and revive their cultural 
fire management, and to share and learn from 
each other

   Greater public awareness of the benefits of 
Aboriginal land rights and Indigenous land and 
sea management

   Intergenerational transfer of knowledge through 
cultural burning practice

   Ability to learn language while on Country 

   Development of respect among Elders, 
knowledge holders, and younger generations 
through transfer of knowledge

   Community involvement in education

   Intercultural transfer of shared knowledge 
through working in partnerships and supporting 
traditional knowledge with latest technologies

   Different learning pathways and various 
alternatives to curriculum application, such as 
being on Country and bringing the Country to the 
classroom increase learning uptake

   Sharing of cultural knowledge by Indigenous 
people with broader Australia 

   Increase in Indigenous curriculum and 
educational opportunities, and greater retention 
of Indigenous students
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6.6

Economic outcomes 
6.7

Wellbeing outcomes 

Cultural fire practice has many direct 
and indirect economic outcomes. 
Employment opportunities are built 
directly through the scaling of cultural 
fire practice and through participation 
in professional development. However, 
bringing Country back to health also 
enables the development of income-
generating projects such as ecotourism 
and nurtures healthy bush foods 
and plants that can be utilised by 
social enterprise focussed businesses. 
Importantly, the scaling of cultural fire 
practice mitigates wildfire, protecting 
expensive and often irreplaceable 
infrastructure and property. 

Arguably one of the most significant 
outcomes of cultural fire practice is 
the sense of wellbeing and associated 
improvements in mental health. Feelings 
of pride and purpose, in this case through 
the fulfilment of cultural obligations 
(i.e. caring for Country through cultural 
fire practice), are foundational for a life 
well lived. The connection to Country 
and cultural revitalisation central to 
cultural fire practice contribute to strong 
identity, high self- and communal worth, 
emotional wellbeing, and happiness. 

Economic outcomes evidenced from existing cultural 
fire projects include:

   Reduction in wildfire, which protects property and 
biodiversity

   Multiple, diverse, Indigenous-driven economic 
opportunities that support the green economy 

   Secure employment for people living in remote 
communities

   Employment of both men and women

   Career and professional development 
opportunities

   Good salary and working conditions

   Sustenance of regional and remote communities 
through mentorship and knowledge exchange

   Reduced welfare dependence

   Strengthening of the community-level economy

   Development of income-generating projects and 
equitable benefit sharing

   Economic independence

   Diverse opportunities for economic growth 
through training, mentoring, accreditation, and 
certification pathways

Wellbeing outcomes evidenced from existing cultural 
fire projects include: 

   Connection to community and Country

   Increased sense of place and belonging

   Sense of pride, purpose, and achievement from 
acting to heal Country 

   Sense of happiness, strength, and wellbeing

   Increased social interaction 

   Respect for sacred men’s, women’s and together 
business

   Understanding and respect for different 
individual roles and strengths

   Improved emotional regulation

   Improved work-life balance

   Practice of the arts and culture

   Maintenance and strengthening of Indigenous 
peoples’ identity

   Ability to share rich cultural practice and 
knowledge systems with non-Indigenous 
Australians.
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6.8

Health outcomes  

As well as supporting improved mental 
health, cultural fire practice contributes 
to physical holistic health outcomes 
through, for example, the incidental 
exercise involved in implementing 
cultural fire on Country. Research 
consistently suggests that walking 
and being on Country in the natural 
environment decreases stress-related 
disease. Furthermore, when landscapes 
are returned to health, they produce 
culturally and nutritionally significant 
bush foods and other resources, 
improving community nutrition and also 
contributing to the generation of green 
economies.  

Health outcomes evidenced from existing cultural 
fire projects include: 

   Increased exercise and physical activity through 
working on the land

   Improved nutrition through access to traditional 
foods

   Improved nutrition through increased sharing of 
traditional foods with family and community

   Decrease in drug and alcohol consumption

   Decrease in incidence of diabetes and other 
disease conditions

   Increase in sensory learning through physical 
action and brain activation

   Decrease in costs associated with social 
rehabilitation and health issues 

   Healthy living conditions by being able to access 
country, foods and medicine and increased 
economic capacity to improve livelihoods

   Longer life expectancy

   Ability to live independently for longer

   Recognition of Indigenous medical and health 
practices.

TRUWANA COUNTRY,  
WOMENS WORKSHOP, MAY 2022,  

CREDIT RACHAEL CAVANAGH
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Part 7: How are  
Cultural Fire Credits governed?
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Governance of Cultural Fire Credits

7

AWABAKAL COUNTRY,  
NORTH ROTHBURY CULTURAL BURN, MAY 2021,  
PHOTO CREDIT ALEX BRUNTON
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FIGURE 4 MEMBERSHIP OF THE JOINT MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE 

INDEPENDENT

FIRESTICKS

ABORIGINAL  
CARBON FOUNDATION

7.1

Governance by the Joint  
Management Committee

Management and allocation of funds 
generated from sales of Cultural Fire 
Credits will be determined by the Joint 
Management Committee (JMC). The role 
of the JMC is to govern funds based on 
the number of Credits purchased and 
allocate Credits to community projects 
submitted to the Firesticks EOI register. 
The committee will meet at least quarterly 
to assess EOIs and allocate Credits 
purchased via the General Buy pathway.

The JMC must allocate investment applying 
the principle of equity. This means that some 
projects will need more investment, particularly 
in their earlier stages, than others. Projects led by 
communities that have been implementing cultural 
fire for several years are likely to require relatively 
less investment. 

If a project receives interest (via the Specific Buy 
pathway, whereby buyers of Cultural Fire Credits 
nominate the project they would like to invest in) 
in excess of requirements, the Joint Management 
Committee will decide where funding should be 
distributed instead. Buyers will be issued with 
an explainer and informed of which project their 
investment has supported instead.

7.1.1. Membership of Joint  
Management Committee 

The Joint Management Committee will comprise: 

   Two representatives from Firesticks Alliance:  
a chairperson and one member of the executive 
team 

   Two representatives from the AbCF: The Chair 
and Chief Executive Officer; 

   One independent expert, to be agreed upon  
by AbCF and Firesticks. The independent expert 
will become a member of the JMC for a term of 
three years.
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7.2

Roles and responsibilities
7.3

Legal advice
7.2.1. Firesticks Alliance 

The roles and responsibilities of Firesticks Alliance 
with regard to the Cultural Fire Credit are as follows:

   Cultural fire training: Delivery of Firesticks 
Mentoring Program or other accredited courses 
delivered in partnership with Firesticks Alliance, 
such as Certificate III- to Diploma-level studies 
that support development as a fire manager and/
or provide formal qualifications that support 
cultural burning

   Certification of organisations that meet the 
Cultural Fire Credit supply principles 

   Partnership with universities to generate 
appropriate research and pathways for increasing 
Indigenous participation in tertiary learning

   Case studies on the The Living Knowledge Place 
http://www.livingknowledgeplace.com.au/

   Monitoring and video documentation of cultural 
fire practice (visual reporting of outcomes)

   Development and maintenance of the Cultural 
Fire Credit Project Registry 

   Administration.

Based on legal advice from Holley 
Nethercote Lawyers, Cultural Fire Credits 
are not specifically listed as financial 
products under the Corporations Act 
2001 (Cth) and therefore an Australian 
Financial Services Licence (AFSL) is not 
required to trade the commodity in the 
Australian market.

7.2.2. Aboriginal Carbon Foundation

The roles and responsibilities of the Aboriginal 
Carbon Foundation with regard to the Cultural Fire 
Credit are as follows:

   Management of the Catalyst Markets trading 
platform

   Core-benefits verification training through the 
nationally accredited Aboriginal Carbon Farming 
and Core-benefits Management (10722 NAT) 
course, providing opportunities for Indigenous 
fire knowledge practitioners to become qualified 
verifiers

   Support to Traditional Custodian and ranger 
groups to create verification reports using the 
peer-to-peer, strengths-based approach

   Support to a national network of Indigenous 
verifiers 

   Communication and marketing of Cultural Fire 
Credits  

   Transparent and accountable trading of Cultural 
Fire Credits through the Catalyst Markets trading 
platform

   Administration.

7.2.3. Aboriginal communities

The roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal 
communities with regard to the Cultural Fire Credit 
are as follows:

   Registration of projects and undertaking of 
cultural burning (cultural fire practice) 

   Participation in community-led peer verification 
of core benefits, including nomination of 
community members to become verifiers and 
organisation of verification logistics

   Monitoring of cultural and ecological indicators of 
burns

   Documentation of project outcomes

   Adherence to Cultural Fire Credit supply 
principles and requirements

7.2.4. Joint Management Committee

The roles and responsibilities of the Joint 
Management Committee with regard to the Cultural 
Fire Credit are as follows:

   Governance and oversight of Cultural Fire Credit 
Project Registry, including selection, review, and 
retirement of projects 

   Legal and financial oversight of

   programs,

   verification, and

   media and communications relating to the 
Cultural Fire Credit 

   Risk management

   Review of Catalysts Market trading platform 
operations and pricing

   Receipt and distribution of income generated 
through the trade of Cultural Fire Credits

   Continuous learning and improvement.
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Part 8: How are  
Cultural Fire Credits verified? 



Cultural Fire Credit: Philosophy and Guidelines 54

Verification of Cultural Fire Credits

8
AWABAKAL COUNTRY,  
BIRABAN CULTURAL BURN, MAY 2021,  
PHOTO CREDIT ALEX BRUNTON
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8.1

Indigenous to Indigenous  
(peer to peer) verification 

Many credits use external western 
centric  verification approaches, and 
market these as key for quality assurance. 
The Cultural Fire Credit is unique in 
heralding Indigenous people as experts 
in the measurement and verification of 
environmental, social, economic, and 
cultural values associated with cultural 
fire practice. As such, no prescribed 
indicators are dictated. Rather, those 
Indigenous people closest to the cultural 
fire practice determine the most 
important metrics to be measured.

Cultural Fire Credits will be verified using an 
Indigenous-to-Indigenous approach known as 
the Core Benefits Verification Framework (CBVF) 
(Aboriginal Carbon Foundation, 2019). The CBVF 
was developed with financial support from the 
Carbon Plus Fund established by the Queensland 
Government in December 2016, and technical 
support from Caritas Australia. This framework is 
already used to verify ‘Community Credits’ – the 
name given to the credits traded by AbCF to fund 
Aboriginal carbon projects – and is embedded in the 
$500m Queensland Government Land Restoration 
Fund as the only third-party assurance mechanism 
for Indigenous carbon projects and all projects 
claiming social and economic core-benefits. 

Through the CBVF, all external verification of 
environmental, social, economic, and cultural 
benefits resulting from cultural fire practice will be 
undertaken by a team of trained Aboriginal experts, 
including rangers, Traditional Custodians, and 
community members from across the cultural fire 

burning initiatives. This allows the people directly 
affected by, involved with, and most familiar with 
cultural fire practice to contribute their wisdom and 
experience to the process.

The CBVF embraces the articles set forth in the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, to which Australia became a 
signatory in 2009. The declaration foregrounds 
rights to self-determination and autonomy or 
self-government in local affairs (Aboriginal Carbon 
Foundation, 2019).

Indigenous researchers and evaluators have drawn 
specific attention to the shortfalls of western 
research methodologies  instead promoting 
Indigenous research methodologies that are “of, 
for, by, and with us” (Kawakami et al., 2007, p. 
222). Indeed, we consider that, particularly when 
working across cultures and on cultural-benefit-
focused projects, lived experience is essential 
to understanding of the context and situation. 
Verifiers need a level of cultural understanding and 
perspective if they are to accurately understand 
context and assess impact. Third-party assurance  
is achieved through engagement of verifiers from 
those communities and/or mobs involved with the 
cultural fire practice being verified.

The methodological validity of the CBVF is 
enhanced by high levels of participation and cultural 
responsiveness. When outsider researchers without 
a solid grasp of the context enter a community to 
collect data, they are immediately disadvantaged 
in several ways: they are far less likely to be 
understood or trusted with information about social 
and cultural outcomes, and they are unfamiliar with 
the local political context, power dynamics, cultural 
protocols, and languages – all of which affects their 
ability to collect accurate information and analyse it. 

In the case of Aboriginal projects, verification 
teams comprising independent Aboriginal rangers, 
Traditional Custodians, and community members 
bring increased rigour to the process through their 
expertise in the subject matter; their familiarity with 
relevant cultural protocols; their understanding of 
how to navigate local politics and power dynamics 
to collect accurate information and triangulate data 
effectively; their familiarity with the patterns and 
rhythm of community life; and, in some cases, their 
familiarity with languages and cultural expressions. 
We do not have to teach Aboriginal people how to 
navigate being in another Aboriginal community. 
Regardless of where Aboriginal rangers or 
Traditional Custodians are from, their commonalities 
are considerable. 

People from remote communities understand how to 
navigate the sensitivities of a community landscape. 
When people become skilled verifiers and feel 
confident in implementing the tools, they can assess 
any region. Our verification model is essentially 
defined as ‘asking the right questions, to the right 
people, in the right way’. The model recognises that 
it is the people closest to the project (Aboriginal 
rangers, Traditional Custodians, and community 
members) who are best placed to answer these 
questions; that is, to identify what information needs 
to be collected, who needs to be consulted in order 
to gather that information, and what protocols need 
to be considered to ensure the information collected 
is rich and accurate. 

The Core Benefits Verification Framework is 
available at https://www.abcfoundation.org.au/
wp-content/uploads/Core-Benefits-Verification-
Framework.pdf or read more about it and our 
philosophy on the AbCF website. 
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Part 9: Cultural Burning –  
Definitions, Differences, and Myth Busting
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Cultural Burning

9
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9.1

What is  
Cultural Burning?

Traditional Indigenous fire knowledge has been 
applied on the Australian landscape by Indigenous 
communities for tens of thousands of years to 
enhance the health of the land and its people. By 
having the ‘right people’ put the ‘right fire’ in the 
‘right places’ at the ‘right time’, we can:

   burn Country the right way in order to heal 
Country and community 

   mentor, train, and support communities to take a 
leading role in Aboriginal burning practices across 
Australia

   amplify the importance of and develop effective 
pathways to include Indigenous knowledge in 
Australia’s ongoing land, water, and emergency 
management 

   acknowledge that cultural burning relies on in-
depth knowledge of Country and when and how 
to apply fire to the landscape. 

The Firesticks Alliance and Aboriginal Carbon 
Foundation use the term ‘cultural burning’ to 
describe burning practices developed by Aboriginal 
people to enhance the health of the land and  
its people. 

Cultural burning can include burning or prevention 
of burning of Country for the health of particular 
plants (e.g. native grasses, black grevillea) or 
animals (e.g. emu, potoroo), bushfoods, threatened 
species, or biodiversity in general. It may involve 
patch burning to create different fire intervals across 
the landscape. Fire may be used to gain better 
access to Country, to clean up important pathways, 
to maintain cultural responsibilities, and as part 
of cultural heritage management. It may be used 
as a ceremony to welcome people to Country or it 
could even be as simple as a campfire around which 
people gather to share, learn, or celebrate. 

Cultural burning practice is different from 
mainstream environmental land management 
approaches. Generally, Western environmental land 
management approaches in Australia work within 
a paradigm of wildfire suppression. Fire is applied 
to the landscape in a prescribed fashion labelled 
as ‘hazard reduction’, ‘fuel reduction’, or ‘wildfire 
response’. Similarly, conservation or ecological 
burns are based on Western prescriptions for and 
understandings of Country. These prescriptions are 
developed through Western scientific knowledge 
systems, and do not reflect the intimate connection 
to Country and environmental cues that Indigenous 
people consider when applying cultural fire to 
Country. 

Indigenous knowledge of cultural burning dictates 
that different Country types are burnt at different 
times in synchronisation with the season and 
immediate weather conditions, with adjustments 
being made depending on indicators in the 
landscape. Knowing where, when and how fire 
should be implemented in the landscape, and when 
it should not, is central to the knowledge system of 
cultural fire management. 

RHONDA BRIM, DJABUGAY COUNTRY,  
FAR NORTH QUEENSLAND,  

WOMEN’S GATHERING APRIL 2021,  
PHOTO CREDIT TALEI ELU
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HAZARD REDUCTION BURNS CONSERVATION BURNS SAVANNA FIRE MANAGEMENT
KUKU THAYPAN  
CULTURAL FIRE MANAGEMENT

Primary purpose Reduction of wildfire risk by reducing groundcover biomass Joint management of Aboriginal land with Traditional 
Custodians, reduction of late-season wildfire risk, protection 
of biodiversity

Reduction of greenhouse gas emissions Maintenance of cultural protocol, ceremony, lore, and 
responsibility for Country

Desired outcome Reduced loss of life and property Reduced loss of life and property,  destruction or 
preservation of specific species based on burn 
recommendations

Reduced rate of climate change, income incentive Maintain health of Country (plants, animals, soil, water, 
weather)

Planning Satellite imagery, maps and data, prediction and spread 
models, submitted burn plans

Satellite imagery, maps and data, conservation advice, 
recovery plans and ecosystem burn recommendations, 
annual burn plans

Northern Australian Fire Information (NAFI), eligible 
vegetation communities, % of burns conducted in early dry 
season, satellite fire history

On-Country assessments, permission to burn from 
Indigenous fire knowledge holders, reading of season 
through known indicators

Assessment Percentage reduction in area to be burnt Review of results annually based on submitted burn plans Artificial (fixed) cut-off dates for calculating abatement Responsive to seasons, weather, climate, species and 
vegetation systems, resource utilisation, daily living, 
Country types, vegetation types, soil types, landscapes, 
aquatic systems, neighbouring clan and language 
groups, and kinship systems

Tools and methods Aerial incendiary burns; driplines; mechanical and natural-
feature firebreaks; multiple linear ignition points; GPS; 
weather monitoring systems; analysis of fire history

Aerial incendiary burns; driplines; mechanical and natural-
feature firebreaks; multiple linear ignition points; GPS; 
weather monitoring systems; analysis of fire history

Aerial incendiary burns; multiple linear ignition points; 
driplines; mechanical, aquatic, and natural-feature 
firebreaks; vegetation photo points; GPS; weather 
monitoring systems; analysis of fire history

Bark torches; burning ecosystems within and across 
systems; multiple spaced single ignition points; 
observation of weather conditions throughout the 
season and throughout the day; navigational markers; 
knowledge of Country; vegetation curing utilised as 
firebreaks; protection of aquatic resources; knowledge 
of how to read fire in the landscape, reading of Country 
indicators, timing of season and day.

Scale Landscape scale – multiple runs, limited on-ground burning Landscape scale – limited number of aerial runs, limited 
on-ground burning

Landscape scale – limited number of aerial runs at different 
times, some on-ground burning 

Landscape scale – micro through to macro

Validation Satellite/aerial mapping, on-ground monitoring Satellite mapping; limited on-ground monitoring, 
particularly in remote areas

Satellite imagery; variable on-ground monitoring Assessment by Elders and Indigenous fire knowledge 
holders before, during, and after a burn

Inter-relationships Life and property Species and ecosystems based Eligible vs non-eligible vegetation Plants, animals, seasons, climate, place, people. (See 
elements in knowledge map)

Monitoring Satellite imagery, maps; limited site data Satellite imagery, maps; limited site data NAFI, auditing procedures On-Country assessments across fire area, assessments 
of health of Country

Result Varied – may result in reduction of late-season wildfire Varied – may result in reduction of late-season wildfire Target to burn areas early in the fire season – some areas 
late season wildfire still occurs

Maintenance of culture, holistic fire management, 
multiple species benefit

TABLE 3 TYPOLOGY OF CURRENT CONTEMPORARY FIRE MANAGEMENT PRACTICES AND SOME OF THEIR DIFFERENCES. 

ADAPTED FROM STANDLEY (2019) PP.58 & 59 
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MYTH REALITY

Cultural burning 
knowledge is lost

Despite colonisation, Indigenous people have continued 
to pass down knowledge through the generations. 
In some parts of Australia, Indigenous people have 
remained on their Country and maintained cultural 
practices.

Following over 20 years of work by Victor Steffensen in 
mentorship of Elders, a growing network of Indigenous 
communities throughout Australia and internationally 
have been igniting cultural fire practice on their Country.

Many Indigenous fire knowledge practitioners within 
the network already possess significant cultural burning 
skills and experience. Many organisations and partners, 
including the Firesticks Alliance, have supported 
communities throughout Australia to strengthen their 
cultural fire practice. 

Anyone can learn  
and practice  
cultural burning

It is important that only particular people are involved 
in planning and implementing cultural fire, based on 
their cultural connections to the land – people with the 
knowledge, authority, and capacity to manage Country 
(Traditional Custodians, Elders, and Indigenous fire 
knowledge holders). The Cultural Fire Credit recognises 
this authority. 

Today, Indigenous people can gain certification in 
cultural fire practice through the Firesticks Alliance 
Mentoring Program or other accredited courses 
delivered in partnership with the Firesticks Alliance. 

Cultural burning is 
primarily a bushfire/
wildfire management 
strategy, similar to 
backburning

Cultural burning supports the mitigation of wildfires 
by regularly removing leaf litter and other ground 
level fuel, helping increase resilience of Country. In the 
2019/20 bushfire season, communities in NSW observed 
numerous examples of bushfires skirting around areas 
that had been burnt through cultural fire practice 
(Cheshire, 2020; McDonald, 2020). Cultural burning 
requires careful tending of Country with fire so that 
it recovers at the right time and reduces wildfire risk. 
However, cultural burning is much more than just a fire 
mitigation strategy.

 Cultural burning is part of complex Indigenous 
Australian knowledge systems that hold fire and 
regulate its use and management, promoting the 
prosperity of people and Country. Cultural fire is 
also about protecting ‘no-fire Country’ (fire-sensitive 
ecosystems that would be harmed by burning). 

MYTH REALITY

Cultural burning is 
essentially cool burning

While cultural burning is generally a form of cool 
burning that is used to lower scorch levels and protect 
the canopy and the soil, it is so much more than that.

Cultural burning  
does not require 
financial investment

Cultural burning practice requires on-Country learning, 
training, and mentoring. Accessing Country, providing  
training, and implementing cultural fire requires human 
and financial resources. This is why we have developed 
a market instrument: to seek investment to support 
the maintenance and growth of cultural fire practice 
nationally.

Cultural burning  
can happen anywhere, 
anytime, by anyone  –
Firesticks Alliance/ 
AbCF Cultural Fire 
Credits are not needed

Today, vast proportions of Australian land are privately 
owned. Traditional Custodians do not necessarily live 
near or have access to Country. The Cultural Fire Credit 
provides financial support for cultural fire practitioners 
to travel to and access Country.

Further, there are national and state jurisdictional issues 
as well as legal, risk, and insurance issues that need to 
be sensitively navigated. In this respect, the Firesticks 
and AbCF–supported Cultural Fire Credit process aids 
in the reinvigoration and scaling of cultural burning 
practice.

Knowledge cannot be 
transferred from the 
North to the South 

The practice of reading Country is based in shared 
knowledge pathways across Indigenous peoples’ ways 
of knowing, being, and doing. Fire lore and knowledge 
is held across different knowledge sets and people 
and, importantly, within Country. Country can be read 
through indicators embedded in local knowledge and 
Country, passed down through the generations. 

Women do not 
participate in  
cultural burning 

Both men and women have distinct roles in cultural 
burning. It is not only about men and women’s business 
and restricted access to sites on country but is also 
guided by matrilineal and/or patrilineal decision making. 

9.3

Myths and realities about  
Cultural Burning 
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