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independent study has confirmed that maintained natural turf is effective as a bush fire retardant. The attached 
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a serious consideration of all local and state government authorities in making changes and installing natural turf as 
a barrier to protect communities and provide a fire break.  
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Outside of exploring the different types of grass, the researchers 
looked at the role that grass could play within fire mitigation strategies 
within a bushfire context. According to state bushfire services such as 
the Country Fire Authority (CFA) or Rural Fire Service (RFS), maintained 
lawn is one of several ‘low-fuel’ ground cover/surface options that 
should make up the ‘defendable space’ around an important asset 
such as a home, factory or community facility.

During firefighting operations, areas where maintained lawns and 
other non-combustible surfaces (such as roads, paths and driveways) 
are prevalent are actively sought out by fire crews as suitable areas 
from which to set-up for defence of life and property.

Operationally, within these fire services, it’s common knowledge 
that live maintained turf areas mitigate surface fire spread and assist 
in providing defendable space to allow the defence of properties. 
According to Paul de Mar, project lead, GHD, the research conducted 
backs this anecdotal evidence with robust scientific evidence. 

The report also touched on what impact, if any, water restrictions would 
have on the ability of natural lawns to retain its fire-retardant properties.

All but the most extreme levels of restrictions allow for some watering 
of lawns, whether that be on specific days, or only during twilight 
hours. In almost all cases, this should keep lawns alive, even if visibly 
under water stress. The good news is that ignition testing found that 
even severely dried out, but alive lawns, still retain most of the fire-
retardant properties of lush, healthy lawns.

Synthetic turf: Not a bushfire retardant
One of the core focuses of the research was to compare natural lawn 
with synthetic grass which is becoming more prevalent in homes 
and public space in parts of the country, owing to perceived though 
unjustified, lower maintenance costs.

Opposition to synthetic turf has come from numerous avenues. For 
example, Hort Innovation has commissioned research, undertaken 
by Seed Consulting which looks at its contribution to the Urban Heat 
Island (TU18000). The effect of synthetic grass on sports players is 
also well publicised. However, this is the first time a study has been 
conducted in Australia which explores how synthetic turf stacks up 
against natural turf in bushfire-prone areas.

Synthetic turf comprises a mixture of combustible plastics which have 
low melting and ignition points. Synthetic turf products are not all the 
same. Synthetic grass blades are typically made from polypropylene, 
or polyethylene, with some older generation products being made 
from nylon. There is a great deal of variation in the synthetic backing 
materials, in-fill material (including products with ‘rubber crumb’ made 
from recycled car tyres), adhesives and additives used, and in their 
flammability and combustion products.

Some but not all synthetic turf products are subject to fire testing, but 
the test methods commonly used are designed for flammability testing 
of indoor floor coverings (including carpets and carpet tiles), and the 
tests do not simulate outdoor settings exposed to direct sun and wind. 

There have been numerous recent high-profile fire disaster events 
in which external cladding products containing the same types of 
combustible plastics that synthetic grass is made from, were centrally 
implicated in fire spread and engulfment. The 2017 Grenfell Tower fire 
in London is one such example – the cladding contained a polyethylene 
core – the main ingredient in many synthetic turf products.

Separate to the risks around ignition and fire spread it should also be 

 ... as a grass that thrives in the summer, 
buffalo is usually at its greenest in the 
bushfire season when it is actively 
growing, making it a good choice for 
bushfire-prone areas.

Continued...

Above: Living turf was very difficult to ignite 

Below: Green lawns around destroyed houses can prevent 
fire spread (source: ABC News)






