
Notes on flammability 

Summary 

Low flammable plants are those with low dead matter, large green leaves with high moisture content 

and low oil contents.  So flax with the dead trimmed off is lowly flammable but one left with lots of 

dead matter is flammable and can explode in fire.  In dry conditions leaves moisture content falls and  

many low flammable  trees can still burn.    

Growth form affects flammability, herbaceous flowering plants is less flammable than grasses, trees 

and shrubs 

Across the world trees that come from places where fire is common are more likely to be more 

flammable.  

Flammability is a feature of plant families but there can be variation in species depending on the 

environment in which they live.  

Individual trials New Zealand.  

https://www.publish.csiro.au/wf/Fulltext/WF15047 a 2015 study of NZ plangs 

Few studies of vegetation flammability have been undertaken in NZ and only one has compared the 

flammability of indigenous plants; this was a qualitative assessment derived from expert opinion. We 

addressed this knowledge gap by measuring the flammability of terminal shoots from a range of 

trees and shrubs found in NZ. We quantified shoot flammability of 60 indigenous and exotic species, 

and compared our experimentally derived ranking with expert opinion. 

Five finger, Mapou, Swamp flax, cabbage tree (low dead leaves, Kohekohe, Coprosma Robusta, 

Coprosma Grandifolia (not in trial but will be there) 

Low/Moderate Kowhai, Supplejack, Karaka, Mamingi, Ngaio 

Worst in flammability are gorse, gums, Kumarahou, Rimu, silver beech, manuka 

 

Species key and data below.  
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Five finger, Mapou, Swamp flax, cabbage tree, Kohekohe, Coprosma Robusta, Coprosma Grandifolia 

(not in trial but will be there) 



Low/Moderate Kowhai, Supplejack, Karaka, Mamingi, Ngaio 

In 2020 a student completed a pHD on evolution of flammability using 194 species (120 native and 

74 species) collected predominantly in South Island of New Zealand with the goal of looking 

variability of flammability and therefore the evolution of flammability.  It is very difficult to extract 

the information on what species are the least flammable which was very disappointing to me.  

https://livingheritage.lincoln.ac.nz/nodes/view/37395 

https://researcharchive.lincoln.ac.nz/server/api/core/bitstreams/65f4153e-79eb-4796-9ab6-

c6b52ee73a07/content 

Other resources 

https://fireandemergency.nz/outdoor-and-rural-fire-safety/protect-your-home-from-outdoor-

fires/flammability-of-plant-species/#low 

St Arnaud taking charge of community preparedness | Fire and Emergency New Zealand (see video 

in this link) 

• 1709 Brochure.pdf (fire.tas.gov.au) 

• report.PDF (fireandemergency.nz) 

• https://www.nzfoa.org.nz/resources/file-libraries-resources/fire/671-forest-fire-risk-
management-guidelines-1 

• Flammability of Plant Species | Fire and Emergency New Zealand 

• Forest management | Fire and Emergency New Zealand 

• Manage forest fire risks | Canopy 
 

Fire resources 

https://www.nzffa.org.nz/system/assets/3228/20.10.18.FireSafetyForRuralLiving.Brochure.v13.pdf 

https://www.nzffa.org.nz/farm-forestry-model/resource-centre/tree-grower-articles/may-2012/fire-

management-for-small-forests/ 

https://fireandemergency.nz/assets/Documents/Farms-rural-properties/FENZ-1427-Wildfire-Safer-

Housing-Guide-FA_5_Digital-Spreads.pdf 
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