
 

Fire response of native Callitris species 
Callitris is a plant genus containing 13 native Australia species. Two of these, C. gracilis and C. rhomboidea, grow 

in the Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges region. Callitris gracilis is relatively wide spread and C. rhomboidea is 

more restricted. Both grow in areas prone to bushfire. 

Callitris species are pine-like trees that form part of the 

overstorey vegetation in the Adelaide and Mount Lofty 

Ranges region.  

They usually grow in stands within areas that are 

otherwise dominated by Eucalyptus species (gum trees). 

These two plants have very different strategies for 

survival in response to fire though.  

Eucalypts in this region are ‘re-sprouters’, which means 

as adult plants they survive fire and re-shoot from buds 

present under the bark or from lignotubers at the base 

of the tree.  

Callitris species are ‘seeders’, which means adult plants 

may be killed by fire, however fire triggers the release of 

seeds that are stored in hard cones, which then 

germinate post-fire.  

Benefits of prescribed burning 

The intensity of a fire determines the overall impact on 

Callitris trees. For example, a fire of moderate to high 

intensity will kill adult trees, while trees may survive a fire 

of low intensity that does not scorch the canopy.  

In the absence of fire, adult trees do not receive the 

trigger they need to release large quantities of seed. In 

these circumstances the establishment of new Callitris 

plants can be very low and if adult trees die before there 

is a fire the Callitris population may go locally extinct.  

This type of fire response is shared by a number of 

plants but because Callitris are large trees and not 

particularly abundant, it is very obvious when the adults 

are killed by fire. Newly establishing juveniles often take 

a while to become obvious.  

Periodic fires are important for Callitris regeneration.  

However, fires that occur too frequently can be as much 

of a problem as fires that occur too rarely.  

This is because Callitris seedlings can take several years 

to produce new seeds so it is important that these plants 

are not burnt again within this time.  

When planning prescribed burns, we often aim to 

protect some adult Callitris from the fire to ensure there 

is still a seed source in the area in case a bushfire occurs 

before the young Callitris have had time to produce 

seed.  

As bushfires are usually controlled to mitigate the threat 

they pose human populations, prescribed burning is an 

organised tool in place of bushfires that can used for the 

long-term management of Callitris populations as well 

as overall species diversity. 

Hidden in plain sight! 

This photo is a great example of how young Callitris 

rhomboidea trees establish following fire but for quite 

some time remain tricky to see.  

Eventually this young tree will take its place in the 

overstorey vegetation. 
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