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FIRE
ALARM
(Written for "The Listener" by

J.O.H TRIPP

HE writer of this article is care-
ful to point out that he has no
standing as a man of science. He
writes as a hill-country farmer, after
consultation with other hill-country

men,

ITLER is merely a passing
blot on the earth’s crust.
Erosion is an_ insidious,

creeping thing, #hat starts disinte-
grating the earth’s crust often be-
fore it is recognised. How many of
us realise that it is the top six inches
of soil on this world that keeps us
alive-that in fact, if it were removed,
every living thing above water would
perish, except, perhaps, the sea birds,
ice animals and Eskimos?
And how many of us realise that
almost every desert was caused by man’s
folly, even the Sahara? It used to be
the granary of Italy 1800 years ago.
The Romans overcropped it, and ero-
sion got a start. With no decayed vege-
table matter to hold it together, the
soil rapidly disintegrated with the help
of the wind and the rain, until only sand
was left, which gradually seeped over
field after field until the damage was
beyond repair.
In Africa the Highlands of Nyasaland
have been so eroded that the Assistant |
Director of Agriculture reported in 1934
that they were supporting no more than
half the population they were capable
of carrying a century before. To those
who have eyes to see, surely the same
sort of thing is: happening to the high
country of New Zealand.
In the United States the area of for-
merly cultivated land, now rendered
useless by erosion, is no less than 109
million acres. And erosion in the shape
of dust storms caused 50,000 farms in
one area alone to be deserted.
In many of the desert borderlards in
Australia the drifting sand has covered
countless acres of farm land, and miles
and miles of good netting fences. In
some places the fences are buried four
deep, each new fence having been built
on top of the sand-covered one-
extreme cases, no doubt, but an indica-
tion of what can happen.
"The Creeping, Dangerous Type"
However, it is New Zealand’s high
country erosion problem that I propose
to discuss in this article. For many of
us the word erosion conjures up pic-
tures of ugly gashes torn out of hill-
sides by water. Perhaps this is because
such erosion is easily noticed, photo-
graphed end brought before the public
eye. Many a property-owner imagines
that he has no erosion because he has
none of these water-torn gullies, when
in reality sheet erosion may be taking
steady toll of his top soil, all unnoticed.
These are the commonest types of
erosion:
(1) Sheet Erosion-It is the creep-
ing, dangerous type, and is hard for
the average man to detect, It isa
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combination of water and wind that
slowly removes all the top fertile earth
without forming visible gullies.
(2) Gully Erosion-Most of us
know something about this, because it
cannot be mistaken for anything other
than water-torn gullies~
(3) Wind Erosion-This type be-
longs to the drier districts, where dust
and sand storms can cover up acres of
good land, or blow away the top soil
of good ploughed land. It is caused by
river-bed erosion, wrong _ burning
methods, rabbits, etc; and by certain
dry-farming methods beyond the scope
of this article.
Effect on Electric Power
The main object of this article is to
interest the town and country dweller
(as well as high country men), in,a
most important aspect of erosion that
has had less notice than it deserves-
namely, erosion from the uncontrolled
burning of hill country. Hill country
erosion, in certain areas, does, in fact,
directly affect townspeople, by cutting
down hydro-electric power, and will
have a greater and greater adverse
effect as the years go by, if the evil
is not checked now.
These bad effects are brought about
in two ways. Firstly, the "run off" from
the catchment areas not being impeded
by the vegetable matter (which has
been burnt), causes rivers to rise and
fall rapidly, an unfavourable situation
for power production, in which a
gradual rise and fall is the ideal.
Secondly, the unimpeded, fast-flowing
water, rushing down the _hill-sides,
carries with it stones, debris, and silt in
ever-increasing volume. All this settles
in the artificial lakes that serve the elec-
tric turbines. This steadily reduces the
supply of storage water in the lakes,
the top layers of which- are so very
necessary in regulating "peak" loads.
One dam in Marlborough, for example,
has already been completely silted up.
Another striking example of gradual silt-
ing can be seen in theWaitaki lake, which
serves the largest power scheme in the
South Island. This artificial lake is about
five miles long, and already the top
mile of it is considerably silted up, the
deposits being plainly visible at low
water, when part of the silt is actually
above water,

I am personally convinced that some
of this quick silting is due to high rents
in the first instance, causing many sheep
stations to be overstocked, and to be
burnt far too much, in the mistaken
idea that more feed was thus produced,
Palatable tussock is so produced for
the first season, but after that the tus-
socks become smaller. and smaller until
little is left either to burn or feed on.
Rabbits, of course, bring this about far
more quickly. However, politics is not
my topic here.

Some History
The first hill burning appears to have
been done by Tripp and Acland in
March, 1856. These men pioneered the
grazing of sheep on hill country, which
at that time ran only wild pigs. To
quote from: R. M. Burdon’s High
Country:
On the eastern slopes of the Southern
Alps the vegetation was much more varied
than it is to-day, flax, toi toi and snow
tussocks of immense size covered the slopes.
Cabbage trees also grew in great profusion
before they were thinned out by fire. ....
Tripp and Acland decided to burn exten-
sively in the hope that finer grasses might
grow out of the ashes of the ranker plants.
The fires ‘were so huge that, according to
Tripp, the finest print could be read a mile
off by the light of them.
These and similar fires were the prim-
ary cause of much of the present hill-
country erosion. No blame is, of course,
attachable to these early pioneers, as
New Zealand hill knowledge was non-
existent in 1856. Indeed, this particular
fire took place at quite the wrong time
of year (March), and probably with no
regard *to the moisture content of
ground or tussock. Since these early
days, large areas of tussock haye been
burnt every August and September,
each area being burnt about once in
every four or five years, depending on
the seasons, stocking, etc.

Suggested Remedies
Several of the following points have
been discussed with other sheep men,
and I am indebted to them. for their
help. Many a fire has been lit on
bone-dry tussock with the idea that it
was safe, that a sou’-wester was develop-
ing, or that it was just coming‘on to
(continued on next page)
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