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Welcome to our Fire Fighter 
Magazine – Third Edition

Hi to all Volunteer Fire Fighters out there! 
I hope you are all well. It is encouraging to 
see a wave of new membership flowing 
in. We have a membership draw for those 
new members who have signed up. The 
winner will receive a new TV. See the 
details in this Magazine.

To all who help with advertising and 
donations for our magazine it is greatly 
appreciated. I would also like to thank 
grass roots members for the great articles. 
We need more so keep sending them in.

Many issues are keeping our organisation 
busy The Yellow Tee Shirt issue is still 
festering. I am led to believe that the 
volunteers in the RFS are not happy with 
the lack of consultation back through the 
ranks with this issue. It would appear RFS 
HQ needs to show greater consideration 
to the volunteers.

This coming fire season is looking at 
huge fuel loadings with the higher than 
average rainfall across most of the state. 
The VFFA is asking for action to reduce 
this dangerous buildup.We need to thank 
Commissioner Shane Fitzsimmons and 
the RFS for pushing for more burnoffs.

Volunteers in Senior Management Teams 
and Bush Fire Management Teams in the 
RFS need to act in the best interest for all, 
in identifying fuel loadings in each area. 
This link is vital in the process.

In the past fire season we have had record 
fuel reduction burns being completed. I 
believe we have all received an enormous 
wake up call from the Victorian disaster. 
One would hope that National Parks, 
Conservation and Green groups have 
learned from what has happened in 
Victoria. It could happen anywhere.

The RFS needs to send out guidelines to 
all RFS Zones managers detailing what 
is required from Bush Fire Management 
Committees and the outcomes expected. 
One example is the need for land 
managers to identify fuel loadings and 
to then follow through the process for 
fuel reduction burns. We have some 
RFS Zone managers leading the way in 
completed HR work, whereas there are 
others that do very little active hazard 
reduction burns. Maybe it’s time they 
were identified and brought to account. 
The Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 
would like to know who they are and why 
they are dragging the chain.

May I say that the Volunteer Fire Fighters 
Association believes that there needs to 
be only one fire authority in rural NSW and 
that is the Rural Fire Service. Captains 
cannot arrive at fires and waste valuable 

time arguing about the chain of command. 
This needs to be clearly defined so that 
the process works smoothly. Fire post 
mortems in the past have shown this is a 
major concern and the State Government 
needs to change the Fire Act to correct 
this. Positive outcomes in controlling 
and extinguishing a fire require a swiftly 
organised response from the outset. We 
are still having problems with brigade 
trucks being held up at staging areas.

It is vitally important to have a rapid 
response to attack fires and bring them 
under control as soon as possible. 
Captains on the fire ground are the ones 
in control and this issue needs to be 
addressed and understood by all involved.

The many fires in the northern part of 
the state, before Christmas, placed a 
huge strain on manpower, resources and 
communications. I heard of one report 
where hand held radios melted from the 
heat and fire fighters had to rely on mobile 
phones for communications. This is not 
good enough.

Out of area fire fighters brought in from 
great distances need to be rested before 
being assigned to active duty. Fatigue 
management needs attention as volunteer 
safety is paramount. We need all of our 
fire fighters to able to return home to their 
families rested and free of stress.

RFS Incident Management Teams (IMT) 
need to be comprised of local captains 
in each area. Local knowledge is vital for 
understanding what is required to attack 
fires successfully. This was very evident at 
the December 2009 Rylstone and 
Victorian fires. Local knowledge is also 
imperative in identifying what is an asset 
to land holders. Unnecessary burning can 
destroy fences and grass. These are 
valuable assets to all land holders and 
must be considered in fire management.

The election process for brigade positions, 
such as Group Captains, Captains, 
Deputy Captains has been raised with the 
VFFA. We are keeping a close eye on this 
process in each region.

If anybody has concerns with these 
elections and how they are being 
conducted please let us know.

The VFFA is still investigating cases 
involving injured self employed fire fighters 
to ensure that just compensation for loss 
of income is received. We are not happy 
with the present system that covers fire 
fighters under Work Cover. We have a 
committee following up on this important 
matter.

The fire indictor boards are also a concern 
to all in our communities because they 
are not kept up to date with the actual fire 
warnings that are broadcast. If they can’t 
be kept up to date we would be better off 
without them.

The ‘Catastrophic’ fire warning needs 
to be addressed. The general feeling 
is that this is a gross overreaction and 
puts communities into panic mode. We 
believe the NSW state government needs 
to have a look at this as it should only be 
used when a fire is active and threatening 
lives, landholders and communities. 
Otherwise the general public will become 
complacent with these warnings. Former 
Commissioner Phil Koperberg has stated 
that he has a major concern with this 
‘Catastrophic’ classification .

Smoke alarms need regular checks to 
ensure they are working correctly. Have 
you checked to see what smoke alarm 
you have in your family home or business? 
PLEASE DO SO. Your family’s lives are 
at stake. The Volunteer Fire Fighters 
Association recommends that you use 
PHOTOELECTRIC SMOKE ALARMS. 
Too many lives have been lost world 
wide because homeowners are using 
the wrong smoke alarm and they are not 
aware of it. 

On the 12th of March this year the 
Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 
attended the Senate inquiry into 
Australia bush fires. The VFFA presented 
a submission to the Senate Select 
Committee. We were represented by 
Michael Scholz, Andrew Scholz, Brian 
Williams and Peter Cannon.

A copy of this submission is in this issue 
of the Magazine. Please take the time 
to read it and  understand the VFFA 
policy and what is required in respect to 
preventing the huge fire storms we have 
recently experienced.

News just to hand tells us that the NSW 
State Government has now dissolved the 
Super Ministry, saying the Government 
has listened to the community and in 
particular our hard working emergency 
services frontline volunteers and staff. 
This is the first time that a NSW 
Government has taken notice of grass 
roots concerns.

Peter Cannon
President of the Volunteer Fire Fighters 
Association.
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Letters to the Editor

Dear Editor

The NSW RFS introduced a new medal to recognize Long Service within the NSWRFS (RFSLSM). They claim that the RFSLSM is designed for the organization to be consistent with other emergency services and cites NSW FB as one of those services. However, the NSWFB determined that they would award THEIR long service medal to former members who had qualified whereas NSWRFS will not allow retrospectivity. 
Example – Old Joe who is 90 years old and served 60 years in downtown brigade will be told to suck eggs by a clerk from Homebush who may have sat at a desk for the last 10 years processing fire reports.

Example – Poor old Harry who has been placing his life on the line 24/7 for over 20 years, decides to get a new job in South Australia to be with his wife and kids as they have to leave for personal reasons. Same clerk tells him to suck eggs also. 
You can only have this and previous recognition if you are a currently serving member – yet a person is not permitted to be a member when they leave the state, they get retired automatically. 

I guess I am in the same boat. My commitment is now up to 29 years, ( the last 5 in QLD ) yet I get told to suck lemons. I didn’t get the old badge either so I guess it is a case of too bad so sad. When I questioned the minister, I got silence – surprise surprise. 
I wonder how many are affected by the decision to disallow retrospective issue of the medal? It must be a lot otherwise why no retrospectivity for former members????
This new Long Service Medal should be named the NSWRFS Inequity and Unethical Medal
Cheers

Ned

Below is an exerpt from the Rural Fire Services magazine

NEW LONG SERVICE MEDAL

A Long Service Medal has been introduced for all those serving 10 years of service with the Rural Fire Service. The introduction of 
a Long Service Medal for the Rural Fire Service allows the organisation to be consistent with other emergency services such as the 
NSW Police Force, NSW Fire Brigades, Ambulance Service and State Emergency Service. The Medal will replace the existing Long 
Service Badges (15, 25, 35 and 50 years) and will be worn on the right hand side of the uniform. Arrangements for the production of 
the Medal are currently in progress. The Medal will be made of copper in a colour of Oxy-Silver with Impeller Rosettes and Clasps with 
a Watermarked Ribbon. The colours of the Medal will be taken from the Badge of the Rural Fire Service. The Medal will be available for 
issue to all members of the Service, both volunteer and salaried staff. The Medal and Ribbon Bar Impeller Rosette will be issued for 10 
years of satisfactory service. A Ribbon Bar Impeller Rosette and Badged Clasp will be issued for each subsequent period of 10 years 
of satisfactory service.

The new Long Service Medal will not be retrospective, however, provision has been made to also recognise the past service of 
currently serving members. The new Medal, and clasp/s if appropriate, will be issued at the member’s next available entitlement. 
The proposed Order of Precedence for this Medal for Service members would be the Rural Fire Service Medal and with the remaining 
order following the order of “emergency services organisation” as set out in the State Emergency and Rescue Management Act. The 
date for the cessation of the current Long Service Badges and the introduction of the Medal is St Florian’s Day 2009 which is 4 May.

NSW RFS Bushfire Bulletin Volume 31 #1 2009
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THE VOLUNTEER 
FIRE FIGHTERS ASSOCIATION
PO Box 148, Peak Hill NSW 2869

Protecting the Community 
& the Environment

This association is a stand alone Volunteer Fire Fighters 
Association representing the views of volunteers. We are a 
non-political organisation that is lobbying for urgent changes 
to bushfire management. The RFS hierarchy continually tells 
volunteers that they are the backbone of the Rural Fire Service. 
If this is the case, it is about time that we had a voice that purely 
represents volunteers!

Volunteers work to save and protect lives, assets, and the 
environment and promote fire mitigation. Volunteers need to have 
a greater voice in all of these areas. We must not forget that the 
volunteers are the ones who extinguish the fires. 

We need less bureaucratic structure, less red tape and more 
hazard reduction! Fire mitigation is the way forward. Currently our 
fire policies are dictated by green leaning conservation groups 
which have had undue influence on bushfire management. We 
must get back to the fire mitigation concept with widespread fuel 
reduction burnoffs in the off season.

The structure of the RFSA is 50% salaried staff and 50% 
volunteers. This means that volunteers will never have a majority 
voice so we, the VFFA, are inviting the volunteer members of 
the RFSA to join us in one united voice. Volunteer fire fighters 
have been left with no choice but to form their own organisation 
because their concerns have been ignored under the current RFS 
structure.

RFS funding is comprised of 75% fire insurance levy, 13.3% 
Shire levy while the remaining 11.7 % is a contribution from the 
State Government. The Shires do not have any say as to how 
this money is spent. In the newly formed Volunteer Fire Fighters 
Association (VFFA), we have elected a Board/ EX-Council 
structure in place as well as a number of patrons and secretary /
treasurer.

We have a constitution, which is based along the lines of the 
volunteer SES Constitution; and are incorporated with the 
Department of Fair Trading. 

We have a website: www.volunteerfirefighters.org.au

We have a specific mobile phone number available to our 
members should they have any concerns or feel that they need 
our direct support: 0427 697 608. The VFFA is a state-wide 
organization and in time, we will promote a state-wide conference 
for all members to attend. We do have some policies currently in 
place however. These may/will be altered at the conference if it is 
felt appropriate.

The Shires Association supports us and we thank them for 
their support. We also have the support of The NSW Farmers’ 

Association which issued a press release to that effect in an 
interview with The Land Newspaper. NSW Farmers President 
Mr. Mal Peters said; ‘it is incredibly important that the volunteer 
bushfire fighters have an independent body to represent their 
concerns. There needs to be some common sense brought back 
into the way bushfire control is managed’ The new VFFA is about 
giving the volunteers that independent voice!

Timber Communities Australia has also offered encouragement 
to the VFFA & its Members, through its State Manager Mr. Peter 
Cochran. Mr. Cochran said that the Volunteers deserve to have 
a well-funded organisation with Government administrative 
assistance. 

I encourage all volunteers to join the new organisation and offer 
assistance wherever necessary to allow the group to succeed 
in its genuine representation of us, the volunteer! As volunteers, 
we need your support to spread the message throughout the 
shires and brigades. Further, we need support and funding & we 
need contacts, especially e-mail addresses and fax numbers of 
potential members.

Membership can be as a total brigade or single membership as a 
volunteer, what ever your choice. Membership is confidential and 
a five dollar, one-off joining fee is all that is required.

Who we are:

The VFFA

(Volunteer Fire Fighters 

Association) is YOUR VOICE

You must help to drive it!  
It’s all about commonsense!

Please fax this or e-mail this newsletter to any 
NSW Volunteer Firefighter.

VFFA – Mobile Phone Contact – 0427 697 608
VFFA President – Group Captain Peter Cannon – 

p/f 02 6869 7634 A/H.
E-mail: peter.cannon@volunteerfirefighters.org.au

Alternate contacts are: 
Group Capt. Tony Ellis 

02 6869 7636 or 0427 697 634
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AIM:

The aim of the Senior Management 
Team is to provide a focus group for the 
volunteer brigade members and show 
excellent leadership and management 
skills in assessing their needs.

ROLE:

The role of the Senior Management 
Committee is to provide effective 
and practical advice on proposed 
management procedures that may require 
implementation affecting the volunteers 
at Brigade level. The Senior Management 
Team will be the first step in the 
consultative mechanism in dealing with 
disputes or complaints from volunteers 
within the Shire Council District. A Shire 
area basis would be a more workable unit 
for a number of reasons.

1. The ability to deal with local problems, 
and not be over-ridden by other Shires 
in the greater zone area, which may not 
have the same issues as the adjoining 
Shires, thereby having a more localised 
approach to any issues.

2. Shire Councils would feel more 
comfortable with finances and brigade 
truck allocations on a Shire by Shire 
basis.

MEMBERSHIP:
• One full time staff member of the Rural 

Fire Service Zone or Team.
• Other RFS staff as required, such as 

Learning and Development Officer for 
training issues.

• Operations Officer for operational 
issues.

• All Group Captains of that Fire District - 
Deputy Group Captains to be alternate 
members.

• One representative of the Shire Council.

FUNCTIONS:

Chairperson – elected to position for 
2 year tenure. Rotating alternatively 
between staff and Group Captain.

Secretary – RFS Administration Officer.

PROCEDURE:
• Chairperson - to convene meeting (if 

not already designated) but not less 
than twice per year. (If chairperson is 
absent from meeting - must nominate 
an acting chair).

• Chairperson may call a special meeting 
at any time by notice in writing.

• A meeting agenda will be distributed 
at least 7 days prior to the meeting 
by the secretary- agenda items to the 
secretary at least 14 days prior to the 
meeting.

• Secretary to record minutes of the 
meeting and distribute minutes and 
action plans no later than 14 days after 
the meeting.

• Quorum for a meeting is 50% of 
membership plus 1.

• Brigade members may attend as 
observers but have no voting rights.

• Brigade members may address the 

meeting at the discretion of the Chair.

• Motions will be deemed carried by 
majority / consensus. 

OBJECTIVES:
• Maintain a consistent and co-operative 

approach between RFS staff and 
the brigade members in dealing with 
management practices.

• Encourage volunteer involvement in all 
aspects of RFS operational activities 
and the training environment.

• Provide sound and objective advice 
in the areas of annual budgets and 
estimates, equipment and tanker 
replacement programs.

• Ensure strategies are in place on 
Occupational Health and Safety in the 
training and operational workplace 
to reduce or eliminate risks that may 
cause injury or death.

• Review Standard Operating Procedures 
regularly from Brigades and RFS to 
ensure compliancy is being maintained 
for the benefit of all volunteers & 
members of the RFS.

• Encourage brigades to develop 
programs that assist the community in 
the prevention of fires or emergencies 
with the assistance of the Community 
Safety Officer. 

SENIOR MANAGEMENT TEAM 
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I am a group captain with the Riverina 
Zone RFS and as such volunteered to 
lead a strike team to Victoria. The team 
was made up of volunteers from the 
Riverina zone.

We were sent to the Yea area on the first 
day to assist local crews in containing the 
perimeter of the fire ground. The weather 
had cooled markedly which assisted 
greatly in reducing the ferocity of the fires. 
Nightime at the Yea staging area was 
incredible with fire ringing the hills around 
the town. 

We were then moved to the Alexandra 
area so that the RFS crews were closer 
together to make the task of vehicle 
maintenance and volunteer management 
easier for the support staff. The RFS 
support staff were excellent in ensuring 
that we were well looked after. They 
worked long hours under difficult 
conditions.

My team were given a valley to look 
after. The surrounding hills were either 
burnt out or still burning but were mostly 
inaccessible so the principal task was 
to ensure the fire did not impact on the 
farms and houses in the area.

The forest fuel loads had to be seen 
to be believed although I was told that 

the fuel loads were even higher near 
the coast. The ash forest in the area is 
thick with a considerable amount of fuel 
on the ground. It is not surprising that 
fires in this environment are completely 
uncontrollable on hot windy days. One 
part of the valley we were located in had 
been hazard reduced during the previous 
winter and the effect was dramatic. The 
fire, which by this time was burning only 
on the forest floor, simply ran into this 
area and stopped.

Some of the houses in the valley had 
very poor preparation for fire impact and 
were difficult to defend while others were 
extremely well prepared and hence easily 
defended. The minor roads are lined in 
some areas by ash forest and would be a 
death trap in a wild fire.

Most of the problems I encountered in 
leading this team were a direct result of 
the Victorian bureaucracy, particularly 
those departments covering bush fire 
mitigation.

The people in charge locally tried very 
hard to assist but were continually 
frustrated by a cumbersome web of 
bureaucracy which made any action 
difficult to implement. We needed to 
perform a back burn to ensure the 
valley remained secure but had to wait 
hours while the local official obtained 
permission. We were also told that we 
could not perform a back burn but a burn 
out was acceptable!

There are three government departments 
with an interest in fire mitigation but 
my impression is that the three need to 
agree before anything happens leading to 
endless delay in making decisions.

We also had issues with compatibility 
particularly with pump connections and 
radios which I understand have since 
been addressed.

Overall I was grateful for the opportunity 
to lead the team and was very impressed 
with the quality and dedication displayed 
by the volunteers. I was less impressed 
with the Victorian system. I understand 
the stress they were under but there 
is an urgent need for reform to ensure 
an improvement in fire mitigation 
and suppression and to improve the 
outcomes for people living in such a fire 
prone environment.

A view of the Victorian fires 2009

Alan 
Brown
Region South
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Active Fuel Management 
in National Parks

The expansion of our National Parks 
network at the expense of our permissive 
occupancy grazing leasehold land, and 
our native timber industry, has created 
the devastating issue of extensive hot fire 
destroying flora and fauna on our public 
land. At the same time it has created 
a funding blowout for the taxpayer by 
way of bureaucratic growth of the Rural 
Fire Service and equipment required to 
suppress hot fire.

Much of the land gazetted for National 
Park was originally actively managed 
by leasehold graziers. Their practices of 
grazing, cool burning, weed, pest and 
animal control enhanced the wild life and 
native vegetation.

Forestry involvement in these areas 
meant active management thinned and 
selectively harvested timber product, 
which created a more open forest floor 
for biodiversity and a network of roads 
which greatly assisted fire control.

With the elimination of grazing and timber 
management when these areas became 
National Parks, cool burning is the only 
tool currently available to reduce fuel 
loads.

On private land our farming practices of 
grazing and tillage on a rotational basis 
is constantly reducing and managing fuel 
loads.

The practical answer for better 
management of fuel loads in 

National Parks must therefore be the 
reintroduction of strategic grazing, 
thinning and selective harvesting of timber 
product.

The maintenance of a road network 
to facilitate the above incorporated 
with a cool burning program where 
necessary, would basically incorporate 
the Canobolas Model scheme across 
significant areas of our National Park 
estate.

If public land management continues 
down the current path, that is basically 
the lock up and leave mentality, we will 
continue to see the devastating hot fires 
we have witnessed in recent years. This 
is already leading to domination by fire 
tolerant scrubby undergrowth and an 
accumulation of dead timber, which will 
inevitably lead to even more frequent and 
more devastating hot fire. This may lead 
to virtual elimination of desirable native 
flora and fauna e.g. alpine ash in the Kosy 
region and substantial koala colonies in 
the Pilliga.

Such an implementation of active 
management on our public land would 

Rod 
Young
Region North

also lessen the taxpayer cost of running 
this huge expanse of National Parks. 
Grazing agistment and timber produce 
would provide financial recompense. 
It would also provide a more practical 
carbon sink, than the inevitable hot 
fire and “accidental” release of carbon 
dioxide into our atmosphere.

Such active management would greatly 
reduce the cost of fire suppression, and 
decrease the danger to RFS volunteers 
entering National Park land carrying 
hugely unmanaged fuel loads.

The combination of cool burns plus a 
road network would facilitate the quick 
insertion of smaller and more mobile fire 
units to control lightning strikes.

Not all active management practices 
will apply to all National Parks. I am not 
about to recommend sheep grazing nor 
selective timber harvesting in the Royal 
National Parks around Sydney or Jenolan 
Caves.

However strategic grazing would apply to 
many of our western National Parks that 
were originally grazed. Selective timber 
harvesting and thinning would open 
up many working forests gazetted to 
National Park e.g. the Pilliga the Goonoo, 
and the Terry Hie Hie forests.

Active management of our public lands 
will reduce fuel loads and provide more 
practicable and sustainable protection of 
our flora and fauna.
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Residents of the rural-residential 
Sydney suburb of Duffys Forest can 
see no benefit flowing from the new 
‘Catastrophic’ fire rating and other 
measures hastily copied from Victoria 
by the NSW Government and its Fire 
Services. 

The Residents are concerned that these 
new warning measures, adopted without 
any consultation with the local community 
or local volunteer fire fighters, contain 
potential dangers. 

The Duffys Forest Residents Association 
notes that new leaflets issued state-wide 
detail measures to be taken during a 
declared ‘Catastrophic’ period require 
residents to evacuate - even when 
there is no fire. Nonsensically they also 
recommend leaving ‘the day before a 
fire’.

The fire rating system is based on a 
method originally generated by the 
CSIRO that takes into account humidity, 
temperature, wind and other factors 
in generating a Fire Rating Factor. 
However when the new highest rating 
of ‘Catastrophic’ is given, residents are 
expected to act as if a fire is already alight 
and that there is sufficient fuel to create a 
firestorm like the one in Victoria last year.

In a section entitled Impact Potential, 
it gravely warns ‘People in the path of 
the fire will almost certainly die, or be 
injured…’. But what if there is no fire or if 
a fire or back-burn removed the fuel load 
a month earlier?

This warning, “will almost certainly die”, is 
both fear mongering and incorrect. There 
have been deaths in fires over the years, 
but not to the extent implied. 

‘The leaflets do a lot to raise fear but 
don’t make much sense’ says DFRA Vice 
President Julian Malnic. ‘How can you 
leave the day before a fire? And if you 
see the indicator pointing to catastrophic, 
does that mean there is a fire or the 
conditions are right for a fire? Can you go 
home? Can the Police remove you when 
there is no fire? You could spend a week 

at the beach on that basis without being 
able to go near your home if you followed 
these guidelines’.

‘Duffys Forest has had a long tradition 
of residents staying behind to defend 
their homes against direct fire and ember 
attack. In 1979 the fire passed right 
through the suburb with the loss of two 
houses and no loss of life or injury. One 
reason the loss was so small was that 
people were there to defend. We don’t 
live in dense 50m tall forests as was the 
case in the Victorian fires. There is a 
lot of open pasture and horse facilities 
with more isolated patches of bushland 
between. A more typical height would be 
10m.’

The Association is also critical of the 
‘Neighbourhood Safer Places’ strategy 
which recommends all evacuating 
residents go to Kurara Park (incorrectly 
spelt as Kurala in the Rural Fire Service 
(RFS) website ), a small and totally 
inappropriate park in Terrey Hills some 
kilometres away as a ‘place of last resort’ 
in the event of a fire. This designated 
‘Neighbourhood Safer Place’ has no 
facilities, no parking and no animals are 
allowed.

To reach this “safer place”, residents will 
need to travel along Booralie Road, a 
narrow, scrub-lined road, which in times 
of “last resort”, will probably be cut by fire 
in a number of places. 

‘It looks like someone spent 20 minutes 
on Google Earth generating this’, he 
says. ‘We have a golf course, a school 
and some large cleared properties that 
could be a real refuge without residents 
having to risk driving to Terrey Hills. A lot 
of people died in Victoria by trying to flee 
by car. The concept of ‘last resort’ action 
is contradictory to the concept of leaving 
early.

‘Emergency experts have always said that 
confusion in itself generates risks. These 
conflicting statements are confusing. 
On the 19th November 2009 the New 
South Wales Rural Fire Services issued a 
Catastrophic warning for five Fire Areas 

including most of the Riverina. Was 
everyone expected to just pack up and 
leave? 

‘This is before a fire starts! If warnings 
can’t be taken seriously, then issuing 
them degrades the security of all 
of us. It is hard to have faith in the 
recommendation of Government 
when administrative failures like those 
identified in Victoria happen, and then 
we are issued with this sort of confused 
messaging.

‘We agree with the former New South 
Wales Rural Fire Service head Phil 
Koperberg, who in a recent press release 
hit out at the new ‘catastrophic’ fire 
danger rating, saying “it is inappropriate”.

‘The NSW Government has adopted 
an apparently politically motivated, 
knee jerk and inappropriate response 
instead of looking at the underlying 
issues. Real issues such as inappropriate 
development, poor fire management 
by land managers, inadequate Hazard 
Reductions, poor building design, 
pandering to small and narrow interest 
groups in search of votes, to name a few. 

‘We are aware there is considerable 
discontent among Fire Services over 
these guidelines but both permanent 
and volunteer fire fighters are forbidden 
to comment on matters of policy. Duffys 
Forest is highly dependent on people 
to volunteer their time to the RFS to 
defend our community. Beyond confusing 
the community, such messaging is 
discouraging volunteers upon whose 
generosity we depend. ‘

Duffys Forest faces an unusual set of 
fire risks because it is almost entirely 
surrounded by National Park and can be 
threatened by fire from any quarter.

Further Information: 
Julian Malnic 0427 90 9991

PRESS RELEASE: 12TH FEBRUARY 2010

Community Sees Danger in NSW 
‘Catastrophic’ Fire Ratings 
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All communications to be addressed to:  
Headquarters Headquarters  
NSW Rural Fire Service NSW Rural Fire Service  
Locked Bag 17 15 Carter Street  
GRANVILLE NSW 2142 LIDCOMBE NSW 2141  
Telephone: (02) 8741 5555 Facsimile: (02) 8741 5550

E-mail: rob.rogers@rfs.nsw.gov.au

Mr Luke McIlveen  
The Manly Daily  
26 Sydney Road  
MANLY NSW 2095 

18 February 2010 

Dear Sir 

The Victorian bush fires of February 2009 were the worst bush fire tragedy Australia has ever seen, claiming 173 lives, injuring 
hundreds more and destroying thousands of properties. It is incumbent on all of us to learn from this tragedy, to better protect 
our communities in the future. Since these fires, and particularly since the interim findings from the Victorian Royal Commission 
were handed down just prior to this fire season, the NSW Rural Fire Service (RFS) has worked very hard to introduce a new, 
nationally consistent system of bush fire danger ratings, alert levels and messages in this State. 

The RFS has also worked very hard to explain these changes to the community however your article on 18 February 2010 has 
not assisted in this aim, due to a number of omissions, errors and quotations taken out of context. 

The introduction of this new system, including the new fire danger rating of ‘Catastrophic’, followed extensive national 
consultation involving fire agencies, other emergency services, scientists, representatives from the Bureau of Meteorology, 
media outlets and community groups. For it to be suggested, in the wake of 173 people losing their lives, that the changes were 
a ëknee jerkí reaction and politically motivated is offensive. 

The new category of ‘Catastrophic’ was introduced in recognition that conditions like those seen in Victoria present a greater 
level of danger to the community. 

As I explained quite clearly to the journalist, the advice to people during a ‘Catastrophic’ fire danger rating is simple. Plan your 
day so you are not in a bush fire prone area, such as visiting a friendís house, shopping centre or the beach. Leaving early is the 
safest option and the safest place is away from where a fire can burn. 

Unfortunately, I was quoted as saying I would leave an area such as Duffys Forest on a day of catastrophic fire danger. I am 
concerned this may prompt panic or suggestions of mass evacuations. What was not reported was that I would simply plan 
activities such as going to the beach or visiting a neighbours house, out of bush fire prone area. We have seen careful and 
considered action by people already this bush fire season when catastrophic fire danger has been forecast in southern parts of 
NSW and I would hope that commonsense would also apply in other areas of the State. 

As I explained to the journalist, however was not published, people in areas of Warringah-Pittwater such as Duffys Forest should 
remember that the likelihood of Catastrophic fire danger is very remote due to the areaís location. In fact, according to the 
Bureau of Meteorology, there has not been a single day in the greater Sydney area 

where the Forest Fire Danger Index has exceeded 100, which would lead to a ‘Catastrophic’ fire danger rating, in the last 15 
years. 

If a person decides to stay with their property on a day of ëCatastrophicí fire danger, against the advice of fire agencies, they 
need to understand the consequences of their actions. A fire which starts and takes hold under these conditions has the 
potential to injure or kill. 

It is the job of fire agencies such as the RFS to provide the community with the information it needs to make informed decisions 
relating to bush fires. The RFS will continue to work with the community, including the Duffys Forest Residents Association, to 
educate the public and ensure we are best prepared for the threat of bush fires. 

Yours sincerely 

Rob Rogers AFSM 
Assistant Commissioner, Operational Services 

the volunteer fire fighter  Winter 2010 Page 9



Another bush fire season has ended. Well done to 
all the men and women of the Rural Fire Service 
for their work in keeping the state safe for 

another season.

The official statistics tell us that since October 2009, RFS 
volunteers along with NSW Fire Brigades and National Parks and 
Wildlife Service attended over 9,000 incidents across the state, 
including 43 major bush fire emergencies. 

What these statistics don’t tell us is the countless additional hours 
in training, preparation, administration and fundraising put in by 
many of our volunteers to keep their brigades operational. This is 
an amazing contribution and on behalf of the NSW Liberals and 
Nationals, I thank you all for it.

We were very fortunate to have quenching rains during the early 
part of the year, easing conditions that were extreme in much 
of NSW following years of drought. But of course, we all know 
the Australian bush is a harsh mistress and that summer rains 
inevitably lead to the further accumulation of fuel, that in turn, 
pose hazards for the next season. 

That is why it is important that the work of hazard reduction 
now underway across the state continues while conditions are 
favourable. As noted in the recent edition of Farm Policy Journal:

“Managing the fuel with fire is the only way to reduce hazards 
like the flammable bark on standing trees and, because fire is a 
natural process, it is the most ecologically sound method of fuel 
reduction.”1

One of my priorities over the past summer has been to hold the 
government accountable for the inadequate levels of hazard 
reduction undertaken in previous years. According to information 
compiled from annual reports, in 2009 approximately 123,000 
hectares of hazard reduction was undertaken, down slightly from 
the 124,000 hectares burnt in 2008. 

Although we need to be cautious when comparing the figures 
over a lengthy period of time due to changes in collection 
methods and so on, to put this into perspective, in 1995, when 
NSW Labor was elected to government, the annual reduction 
was around 81,000 hectares. 

So despite the budget for the RFS increasing significantly over 
that time, there has been only a gradual increase in hazard 
reduction. I share the concerns of many of you that this simply is 
not good enough and it puts life and property at greater risk. 

My website www.nofuelnofire.org has been inundated with 
people reporting incidents of insufficient hazard reduction across 
the state. Unfortunately some of these incidents resulted in 
serious bush fires over the summer. 

One such example is the fires in the New England region in 
November. 

Regrettably the NSW Minister for Emergency Services denied 
my request to attend a debriefing on this situation, but I am 
reliably informed that lack of hazard reduction, combined with a 
disregard for local expertise, led to a situation where these fires 
raged out of control. We need to take heed of the lessons coming 
out of incidents such as this and take action before we are faced 
with situations of far greater consequence. 

In the lead-up to the NSW state election in March 2011, I want 
to assure members of the VFFA that the NSW Liberals and 
Nationals take nothing for granted. 

We know we have much work to do to convince the community 
that after 15 years of Labor, it is time for a change. 

As part of our policy development process I am in close contact 
with the VFFA executive and you can be assured that the 
interests of volunteers will be at the heart of all we do in the 
Emergency Services portfolio. In the meantime, if you have any 
concerns you would like to discuss with me, please contact 
my office on the number below or go to my website at www.
melindapavey.com.au.

Melinda Pavey 

Shadow Minister for Emergency Services 

P: (02) 9230 2977 F: (02) 9230 2053

Hon Melinda Pavey MLC
NSW Shadow Minister for Emergency Services

1 ‘Taking Responsibility for Fire Suppression and Fuel Management’, Phil Cheney, in Farm Policy Journal Vol 7, No 1. February Quarter 2010
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In October 2007 I was involved 
in a battle to save the historic 
Currawong workers retreat 

at Pittwater, in my electorate of 
Warringah. The retreat has been 
owned by NSW unions since the 
1940’s and was under threat from a 
nearby fire. The Warringah Pittwater 
RFS volunteers were called out to 
do our bit and it was an exhausting 
experience for all of us.

It was just after dawn when a fellow 
volunteer came up and cheekily said to 
me “Hey Tony, you do know that this is 
union owned land don’t you?”

I replied “And I’ve got a bad AWA – I’ve 
just worked the 7pm to 7am shift and 
there’s no pay in it!”

Hopefully, this helped lift the spirits of 
those around me for a few brief seconds 
but also reminded all of us about what we 
are – volunteers.

I’ve been a volunteer fire fighter for many 
years and it is has been something I have 
really enjoyed. It helps the community and 
gets me out of the halls of Parliament and 
into the real world with real people. 

There is something about volunteers 
that make them a special part of the 
community. We understand the value of 
our community and the need to protect, 
help and serve it. 

We all have made the decision to give up 
our own time to do something for other 
people because we value and respect 
where we live and those we live with.

That’s also why I am a politician – 
because I want to do the right thing 
for my community and improve our 
society for everyone. Not just in my local 
community, but across the entire country.

Now you all know that I recently became 
the Leader of the Federal Opposition. It is 
a difficult job, some say the hardest job in 
politics, but that’s not to say it’s any more 
difficult than being a baker, policemen or 
teacher can be at times. We all have to 
do our bit.

In this election year I would ordinarily use 
this opportunity to convince you why the 
Coalition and I would do a better job than 
Kevin Rudd. But instead of some long 
winded spin, I will simply say that Kevin 
Rudd is a disappointment and has let 
Australia down.

I do think that there is a sense of palpable 
disappointment in our community today 
because we did change government two 
years ago with high hopes; you do not 
elect a new government without having 
high hopes of that government. But I think 
Mr Rudd has disappointed us.

There is a lot of pressure on family 
budgets. We have had five interest rate 
rises in just over six months. Mr Rudd 
suggested that running the economy was 
easy. Well he had discovered that it is not 
easy at all and he has not delivered to 
the Australian people the prosperity that I 
think we had a right to expect.

Importantly, you won’t get the kind of 
convoluted gobbledegook from me that 
you get from Kevin Rudd. If I say that 
something will be delivered, it will be 
delivered. Kevin Rudd is all talk and no 
action.

This isn’t good enough. Our country 
deserves better than this.

That is why I have put up my hand to be 
your alternative Prime Minister, for many 
of the same reasons I am a volunteer fire 
fighter.

I want to make our country a better place. 
I want to do my bit and help people help 
themselves. 

And much like fighting fires, I know 
that being Prime Minister will be a hard 
slog and require me to be vigilant, 
strategic, wary of risks and welcoming of 
opportunities. But it is a hard slog that I, 
and the rest of my Coalition colleagues, 
are ready willing and able to take on.

Workers Retreat Battle
Report by Leader of the Opposition, Hon Tony Abbott MP
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VFFA profi le

NAME: Laurie Norton

NICKNAME: Depends on what I have just broken

AGE: 73

FAMILY: Wife Nancy, 2 daughters, 3 sons, all married, 
14 Grandchildren

LOCATION: Adaminaby NSW, Snowy River Shire Council Area

RANK: Retired, just awarded Life Membership

WHAT YEAR DID YOU BECOME A VOLUNTEER? 
1954, I was a Member of the Quick Response Unit which consisted of a well 
fed horse, rake, axe plus a box of matches

HOW MANY YEARS AS A VOLUNTEER? 
30 years at present address

OCCUPATION? 
Farmer – sheep, cattle and lucerne hay

WHAT DO YOU ENJOY ABOUT BEING A VOLUNTEER? 
Camaraderie, being some use to local area

GREATEST MOMENT AS A VOLUNTEER? 
Being awarded State Instructors Certificate for training of fire officers, 1989

I WOULD LIKE MORE… rain

PERSON I’D MOST LIKE TO MEET…  
person who designed the knapsack spray unit

SUNDAY BREAKFAST… making hay at Bunyan

HOLIDAY DESTINATION… Snowy Mountains

WHAT DO YOU LIKE TO DO IN YOUR SPARE TIME…handling horses with 
the Grandkids for shows, pony club and stock work

5 PEOPL E YOU’D LIKE TO HAVE AT A DINNER PARTY AND WHY? 
Peter Andrews, Gerry Harvey, Lindsey Fox, Peter Costello, Rev Tim Costello. 
Why? To restore health to our unique environment, create wealth, produce 
food and distribute it to the hungry. Between them, this team could do this!
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BLACK IS ALL I SEE

N.D. 11 FEB 2009
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It is with much pleasure and reverence on the issue of our third 
magazine, to inform our members that representatives of the 
Volunteer Firefighters Association (VFFA) recently attended 
the Commonwealth Senate Select Committee inquiry into the 
Incidence and Severity of Bushfires across Australia. The VFFA 
provided a submission to the inquiry and was invited to speak on 
the submission before the senate committee chaired by the 
Hon Senator Bill Heffernan at Parliament House, Canberra on 
12 March 2010.

Representing the VFFA were President Peter Cannon, Vice 
President Brian Williams, Region East Executive members 
Michael Scholz and Andrew Scholz.

A broad range of issues were discussed with the committee, 
including but not limited to, the need for more strategic hazard 
reduction, the benefits of regular mosaic burning of bushland 
in line with an agreed plan for the protection of life, property, 
the environment and the maintenance of biodiversity, volunteer 
welfare, volunteer recruitment and retention and volunteer 
workers compensation. 

Vice President Mr Brian Williams outlined the mosaic burning 
fuel reduction program undertaken by Kurrajong Heights Rural 

Fire Brigade which received commendable feedback from the 
Senate Committee. The Committee was urged to consider and 
act upon the recommendations outlined in the VFFA submission 
particularly in relation to adopting the Canobolas bushfire risk 
planning model nationwide. In addition, the VFFA discussed 
the future of volunteerism in Australia and impressed upon the 
committee the need to strongly consider a range of incentives to 
enhance volunteer recruitment and retention and the provision of 
an ‘average weekly wage’ for injured volunteer rural fire fighters 
subject to workers compensation.

The VFFA representatives were very humbled to be given the 
opportunity to articulate the views of the VFFA to members of 
the Senate Select Committee. Indeed, the general consensus 
amongst representatives was that it was great to be part of such 
a rewarding and worthy occasion, that will hopefully engender 
improvements to fire management and the welfare of volunteer 
fire fighters across Australia.

For more information on the Senate Hearing visit the following 
website: www.aph.gov.au/hansard/senate/commttee/S12818.pdf

VFFA members outside parliament house Canberra (L to R) John Laker, Peter Cannon, Brian Williams, Michael Scholz, Andrew Scholz

Commonwealth Senate Select 
Committee Inquiry
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Senator Heffernan, Chair 
Senate Select Committee on Agricultural and Related Industries 
PO Box 6100, Parliament House, Canberra ACT 2600

26 September 2009

Dear Senator,

RE: Inquiry into Bush Fires in Australia

The Volunteer Fire Fighters Association, New South Wales (VFFA) 
is the only association solely representing the voice of volunteer 
fire fighters in the NSW Rural Fire Service and the Association 
wish to thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the 
National Inquiry into Bush Fires in Australia.

In this submission, the VFFA would like to take this opportunity 
to raise the following comments with respect to the Senate 
Committee’s Term of Reference.
a. factors contributing to the causes and risks of bushfires 

across Australia, including natural resource management 
policies, hazard reduction and agricultural land maintenance;

Bushfire Suppression Arrangements in NSW

The VFFA believe that the NSW Rural Fire Service (RFS) must 
be the lead agency responsible for overall control of bush fire 
suppression in NSW outside NSW Fire Brigade (NSWFB) district.

The bushfire fighting arrangements in NSW currently recognise 
the RFS< NSWFB, National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 
and State Forests as fire authorities under the NSW Rural Fires 
Act (RF Act). These agencies are independent of each other 
and can operate unilaterally until the declaration of a bushfire 
emergency under section 44 of the RF Act.

The NPWS and State Forests have a dual responsibility of public 
land management (NPWS protection of heritage and conservation 
values and State Forests, silviculture) and fire prevention/
suppression. The VFFA is of the view that the land management 
agencies retain fire authority status under the RF Act and 
continue to undertake bushfire mitigation and suppression on 
public lands, however these agencies should be under the 
command and control of the RFS for all bushfire mitigation and 
suppression activities on their lands.

Under a declared bushfire emergency (section 44 RF Act), 
the incident controller appointment maybe drawn from the 
RFS, NSWFB, NPWS and State Forests under local bushfire 
emergency plans.

The VFFA submits to the senate inquiry that RFS must be the fire 
boss for all bushfires in NSW with all incident controllers drawn 
from the ranks of the RFS.

Recommendation
1. That the RFS is designated the senior fire authority for all bush 

fires from class 1 (small fire) to a declared bushfire emergency 
under section 44 of the Rural Fires Act, across all land tenures in 
NSW, except NSWFB Brigade District.
a) All NSW land management agencies would be legally required 

to support the RFS in the mitigation and suppression of 

bushfires in NSW. The Rural Fires Act must be amended to 
reflect this structural change in command and control.

b the extent and effectiveness of bushfire mitigation strategies 
and practices, including application of resources for 
agricultural land, national parks, state forests, other Crown 
land, open space areas adjacent to development and private 
property and the impact of hazard reduction strategies;

Bushfire Mitigation

Hazard reduction by prescribed burning has been identified as 
a key management tool to reduce the intensity and spread of 
bushfires in national bushfire enquiries since the 1939 Stretton 
Royal Commission. In this regard the VFFA supports:

a) strategic and targeted hazard reduction by prescribed burning 
to reduce forest fuel levels and bushfire threat to human life 
(including fire fighter safety), property and the environment in 
areas identified as high bushfire risk

b) bushfire risk management planning approach based on the 
‘Canobolas’ Model in NSW.

c) integrated hazard reduction by prescribed burning and 
complementary methods such as slashing, grazing and 
cultivation.

d) the provision of adequate recurrent state and commonwealth 
funding to rural fire agencies, land management agencies and 
local government for the creation and maintenance of asset 
protection zones and fire trails in high bushfire risk areas on a 
planned and sustained basis.

e) ongoing relevant research on fire behaviour, prevention and 
management and the effects of fire on biodiversity through 
the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre, that provides the 
inclusion of science based findings into bushfire planning and 
suppression across Australia.

c. the identification of measures that can be undertaken 
by government, industry and the community and the 
effectiveness of these measures in protecting agricultural 
industries, service industries, small business, tourism and 
water catchments;

Rural Fire Service Funding

Currently the NSW RFS is funded, in part, by the emergency 
services levy. This model is flawed because it discourages 
the sort of behaviour desired by the state. The best means of 
ensuring people recover from the impact of fires is to encourage 
the maximum number of residents in the state to self insure.

The emergency services actually discourages this by taxing 
those who take out insurance against loss in fire. Two far better 
methods of funding the RFS would be by using general revenue 
or a levy on local government rates. The former method is unlikely 
to be used given the present financial situation in NSW but the 
latter could be used if it was identified on a rate notice as an 
emergency services levy. The clear advantage of this system is 
that the burden of funding is spread across the whole community 
instead of being met by only those who choose to self insure.

Bush Fire Warning Systems

A significant body of evidence and recommendations on warning 
and information systems has been considered by the Victorian 

President: Peter Cannon 
Volunteer Firefighters Association 

peter.cannon@volunteerfirefighters.org.au 
PO Box 148, Peak Hill 2869 

Phone: 0428 697 634

COMMONWEALTH SENATE SELECT COMMITTEE INQUIRY continued
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Royal Commission into the Black Saturday bushfires. The VFFA 
supports the introduction of nationally developed telephone 
based automatic bushfire warning system (SMS text) across 
Australia at a strategic level and endorses the introduction 
of strategically located town sires in local communities with 
a significant bushfire risk in NSW to provide warnings and to 
capture the public’s attention. The VFFA is of the view that the 
introduction of town sirens is a relatively low cost option that can 
be actioned expeditiously in NSW.

It is envisaged that the town sirens could serve as a warning 
system for other natural disasters including floods and severe 
storms.

Recommendations
1. That the NSW Government expedite the installation of 

strategically located town sirens in local communities with a 
significant bushfire risk in NSW to provide warnings of impending 
bushfire danger.

2. That the RFS support the installation of town siren infrastructure 
with appropriate community consultation and education.

d. any alternative or developmental bushfire prevention and 
mitigation approaches which can be implemented;

Bushfire Risk Management Planning

The VFFA supports the adoption of the NSW Risk Management 
Planning approach adopted by the NSW RFS and based on the 
Canobolas Model as a model for the State and Australia.

The Canobolas Model arose in the aftermath of the “Goobang 
Fire” in the Goobang National Park fire in the Central West of 
NSW in 2001/2002 fire season in which shortcomings in the local 
bushfire risk management plan were identified.

The Canobolas Model is a bushfire risk management plan that 
provides a tenure blind broad landscape approach to bushfire 
management. The plan works by dividing the landscape 
into different zones, allocating risk and identifying a range of 
treatments option including hazard reduction by prescribed 
burning. The goal of the plan was to protect life and property as 
well as the natural environment and cultural heritage across a 
broad landscape.

There was extensive community consultation and the 
incorporation of local knowledge into the plan. Community 
consultation involved “gum tree” meetings involving 2500 
people in more than 80 meetings mostly through local brigades. 
All stakeholders in the plan had equal ownership of the risk 
management planning process.

The VFFA understands that the Canobolas Model has been 
successful in meeting hazard reduction targets and benchmarks 
since its inception.

Recommendation
1. That the Canobolas Model is adopted as an example of the best 

practice bushfire risk management model for Australia.
e. the adequacy and funding of fire-fighting resources both 

paid and voluntary and the usefulness of and impact on on-
farm labour;

Radio Communications

The VFFA notes the ongoing problem with inadequate 
communications (interoperability) across fire fighting agencies and 
with land management agencies.

NSW volunteer rural fire-fighters working with NPWS and State 
Forests units are unable to communicate by radio at a tactical 
level on the fire ground. This has been an ongoing source or 
frustration to fire-fighters on the fire ground for many years. 
Ironically, the RFS and the land management agencies both use 
portable radios on the fire ground in the VHF band, however they 
operate at different frequencies in the VHF band. Inadequate 
communications does compromise the operational effectiveness 
of the agencies working together and the safety of volunteer rural 
fire-fighters on the fire ground.

The RFS and land management agencies need to develop and 
implement agreed communications plans and compatible radio 
systems for strategic command and tactical communication on 
the fire ground.

For strategic communication at command level, RFS PMR radios 
should be supplied and installed in all NPWS and State Forests 
vehicles. For tactical communication on the fire ground portable 
fire ground ratios in the VHF band with common frequencies 
should be supplied to all fire fighting and land management 
agencies.

With regard to the fire ground communications with interstate fire 
fighting agencies, the VFFA draws to the attention of the Senate 
Inquiry attention the “Report on Communications Issues” by Brian 
Parry and Associates Pty Ltd (25 September 2003) to the The House 
of Representatives Select Committee into Recent Australia Bushfires 
in 2003 in which a key recommendation was the utilisation of 
the UHF CB network for communications at the fire ground level 
between interstate fire agencies.

For tactical fire ground communication between interstate fire 
fighting agencies all vehicles be installed with UHF CB radios.

A further key recommendation of the report was the development 
of a national emergency radio network and the VFFA requests 
that this Senate Inquiry review the progress made by the 
Australian Communications Authority and the Australasian Fire 
Authorities Council towards the achievement of this goal.

Recommendations
1. For strategic communication at command level, RFS PMR radios 

should be supplied and installed in al NPWS and State Forests 
vehicles

2. That the use of fire ground portable radios operating at 
common frequencies in the VHF band be adopted for tactical 
communications at the fire ground level between NSW rural fire 
agencies and land management agencies in NSW

3. That the senate inquiry review the key recommendation of 
the “Report on Communication Issues” by Brian Parry and 
Associates Pty Ltd (25 September 2003) to the The House of 
Representatives Select Committee’s report into Recent Australian 
Bushfires in 2003 being the development of a national strategic 
emergency radio system and the progress made by the Australian 
Communications Authority and the Australasian Fire Authorities 
Council towards attaining this goal

4. That bush fire agencies across Australia adopt the utilisation of 
the UHF CB network for compatible communications at the fire 
ground level during interstate deployments.

COMMONWEALTH SENATE SELECT COMMITTEE INQUIRY continued
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Water Tanks for Fire Fighting Purposes

The VFFA supports the strategic installation of both above ground 
and groundwater (dams) water tanks (40000 litre minimum 
capacity) on public lands such as crown lands, national parks 
and state forests in high risk bushfire zones without access to 
reticulated water supply. The water tanks would act as water 
resource for fire fighting and hazard reduction burning. The VFFA 
contend that adequate water storage is essential for quick turn 
around by fire fighting appliances during prescribed burning and 
bushfire suppression.

Recommendation
1. That strategically located concrete (or similar quality) water tanks 

of a minimum volume of 40000 litres be installed on public lands 
in high risk bushfire zones without access to reticulated water 
supply and, maintained by the land owner.

National Standardisation of Rural Fire Fighting Plant and 
Equipment

The VFFA supports the ongoing standardisation of rural fire 
fighting trucks and equipment across Australia. The VFFA is of 
the view that the nationwide standardisation of rural fire fighting 
trucks and equipment is an imperative for the following reasons:

a) Recognition of the significant increase in interstate assistance 
and collaboration of rural fire suppression agencies in 
responding to bushfire emergencies in recent years eg. 
Sydney 1994, Canberra 2003, Black Saturday 2009.

b) Occupational health and safety considerations. Interstate 
volunteer rural firefighters required to operate unfamiliar fire 
tankers and equipment including communications systems, 
pumping systems, couplings and fittings eg. Country Fire 
Service, Country Fire Authority and Rural Fire Service.

Recommendations
1 The Australasian Fire Authorities Council coordinate the 

development and implementation of uniform national standards 
for rural fire fighting trucks and equipment for adoption by state 
rural fire agencies.

2 That rural fire fighting agencies across Australia adopt uniform 
national standards for rural fire fighting trucks and equipment.

National Standards for the Procurement of Rural Fire 
Fighting Plant and Equipment

The VFFA believes significant economies of scale and savings 
could be achieved through a national agreed approach to the 
procurement of rural fire fighting trucks and equipment enabling 
limited state financial resources to be stretched further with 
efficiency savings redirected by state rural fire agencies into other 
vital areas such as fire prevention.

Coordinating the procurement of fire fighting trucks and 
equipment across Australia at a national level would boost the 
leverage available in dealing with manufacturers of fire fighting 
plant and equipment thus in theory driving down procurement 
costs. A national procurement strategy would also enhance 
the standardisation of trucks and equipment across rural fire 
agencies in Australia.

Recommendations
1. Rural fire fighting agencies across Australia adopt a standardised 

national fleet management strategy for the procurement of rural 
fire fighting trucks and equipment.

2. The Australasian Fire Authorities Council co ordinate the 
development and implementation of a standardised national fleet 
management strategy for the procurement of rural fire fighting 
trucks and equipment.

3. The Australasian Fire Authorities Council coordinate through a 
national procurement committee, negotiations with fire fighting 
trucks and equipment manufacturers regarding discounts on 
plant and equipment purchased through the national scheme.

4. The a National Spare parts centre be setup adjacent to a major 
airport to form a central store for the fast distribution of spare 
parts to all national areas. This will significantly reduce the overall 
capital cost of spares parts, lots of which are duplicated and 
currently being held in smaller State stores located around the 
country.

g. the role of volunteers;

Volunteer Recruitment and Retention

The NSW Rural Fire Service (NSWRFS) currently boasts a 
volunteer membership of 70,000 members made up of active 
fire fighters, communication and catering personnel and other 
support roles.

There has been much debate recently within political circles and 
the media as to the exact numbers of active fire fighters available 
to attend fires within NSW with figures quoted, ranging from 
28,000 to 45,000 active fire fighters. Whilst the exact figure is 
unknown, it is a fact that presently less than 30,000 members are 
registered as being trained in basic bushfire training, which is a 
prerequisite for being an active fire fighter in the NSWRFS.

Nonetheless, the VFFA is aware that a significant portion of 
active fire fighters of the baby boomer generation who will reach 
retirement age over the next 10 years. This situation coupled with 
an aging population, shifting demographics with many young 
people leaving rural areas and moving to the city pursuing further 
education and employment may potentially diminish the number 
of active fire fighters in the NSWRFS who are available to fight 
fires in the future.

The VFFA therefore supports the introduction of a range of 
“incentives” to encourage young people to join the NSWRFS as 
active fire fighters as well as retain experienced fire fighters to 
lead and mentor the next generation of active fire fighters.

The VFFA is an advocate of incentives that could attract and 
retain volunteer fire fighters and support them in the performance 
of their duties. However this does not extend to direct financial 
compensation which could be deemed a form of payment for 
services, or any other matter which conflicts with the ethos of 
volunteerism in Australia today.

Incentives that could be considered to recruit and retain active 
fire fighters could include:
• Tax relief for PAYE and self employed volunteers of the 

NSWRFS,
• Reimbursement for out of pocket expenses associated with 

the maintenance of existing fire fighting equipment and the 
purchase of new fire fighting equipment,

• Reimbursement for costs incurred while travelling to and from 
meetings, training and incidents,

• Reimbursement of telephone costs associated with fire fighting,
• Rebate on drivers licence fees, e-tag fees, private health 

insurance fees, TAFE and university fees, council rates, 
electricity and water bills, public transport costs, car and home 
insurance policies,
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• The establishment by the commonwealth government of a 
volunteer support fund to assist volunteer fire fighters who may 
suffer financial hardship as a result of being away from their 
normal employment fighting a bushfire during a protracted 
bushfire emergency that exceeds 7 days. For example, a self 
employed volunteer fire fighter and other fire fighters whose 
employer is unable or unwilling to support their absence from 
work.

Recommendation
1. That the commonwealth and state government consider the 

introduction of a range of incentives to attract young people to 
join the NSWRFS as well as retain the services of experienced 
active fire fighters to lead and mentor the next generation of active 
fire fighters.
a. Such incentives could include tax relief, reimbursement of 

expenses incurred while participating in fire services activities 
and the establishment of a volunteer support fund to assist 
volunteer fire fighters who may suffer financial hardship as a 
result of being away from their normal employment fighting a 
bushfire during a protracted bushfire emergency that exceeds 
7 days. For example, self employed volunteers.

Volunteer Welfare

The VFFA is aware of a “Volunteer Welfare Fund” operating in 
‘Victoria by the Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria Association to 
provide ongoing health and welfare of volunteer members and 
their families who are experiencing significant financial hardship. 
The VFFA understands that the welfare fund operates by 
providing small emergency relief welfare grants to volunteers on 
a needs basis to assist a volunteer fire fighter to maintain their 
involvement as a volunteer in the CFA.

The VFFA understands that the Victorian Government committed 
a one off capital injection of $2 million in 2008 to establish a 
self sustaining welfare fund for all CFA volunteers with oversight 
provided by a welfare management committee. Brigades have the 
option of paying an annual subscription fee to retain membership 
of the welfare fund to sustain the welfare fund into the future.

The VFFA recognises that the financial burdens that beset CFA 
volunteers like the loss of employment, family illness and death, 
workplace injury and drought are not unique to Victoria and the 
adoption of a state based volunteer fire fighter welfare fund within 
NSW and other states of Australia has merit.

Recommendation
1. That the Commonwealth and State Governments consider 

the establishment of a volunteer rural fire fighter welfare fund 
modelled on the Victorian volunteer welfare fund across Australia.

Volunteer Discipline and Grievances Procedures
The VFFA understands that all rural fire fighting agencies 
in Australia have internal volunteer grievance and discipline 
procedures.

The VFFA is concerned that in NSW volunteer rural fire-fighters 
who are subject to disciplinary action and who lodge grievances 
against paid staff have no option that to place faith in a system 
that is owned, controlled and arbitrated by the RFS.

Under the NSW Rural Fires Regulation 1997 a member of a rural 
fire brigade can be guilty of a breach of discipline if they are 
negligent, careless, inefficient or incompetent in the discharge of 
their duties. Hence the grounds for bringing disciplinary charges 
against a volunteer rural fire fighter are very broad, poorly defined 
and wide open to interpretation.

Disciplinary proceedings are managed initially at brigade level with 
provisions to escalate discipline proceedings to volunteer discipline 
committees at the District level and to the RFS head office at 
State level. Of concern to the VFFA is that there is no requirement 
under RFS service standards for district discipline committees to 
have formal training in disciplinary matters however they should be 
provided with support by salaried qualified RFS staff.

Grievances lodged by volunteer fire-fighters against RFS staff 
are managed at District level with provisions for escalation to the 
Region and State level of the RFS.

Volunteer rural fire-fighters who are subject to an unfavourable 
disciplinary finding may seek a review of a discipline decision 
made at the District level by the RFS District Manager and appeal 
an unfavourable discipline finding to the RFS Commissioner.

An unfavourable disciplinary finding against a volunteer rural 
fighter has the potential to harm their personal reputation, 
integrity and mental well being particularly if it involves demotion, 
suspension and dismissal from the RFS.

Given the serious nature of disciplinary matters and the potential 
personal effects on a volunteer, it is imperative that volunteer rural 
fighters are afforded support and privacy services available to full 
time fire-fighters employed by the NSW Fire Brigade.

The VFFA have identified several problems with the volunteer rural 
fire fighter disciplinary and grievance procedures in NSW that are 
in need to reform:

1. Volunteer rural fire-fighters have no access to an independent 
qualified industrial officer where they can go to seek assistance, 
legal advice and representation.
a. The VFFA is concerned that under the present system 

volunteer rural fire-fighters, without the support of a trained 
industrial officer (independent of the RFS) are vulnerable to 
self incrimination and prejudicing their defence in disciplinary 
proceedings brought against them by the RFS.

2. A volunteer rural fire fighter’s only right of appeal against an 
unfavourable discipline finding is to the RFS Commissioner. The 
decision of the RFS Commissioner is final.
a. The VFFA is concerned that there is no third party right of 

appeal to an independent body with a volunteer charter 
(external to the RFS bureaucracy) to review:
i. an unfavourable discipline finding against a volunteer 

rural fire fighter.
ii a favourable discipline finding towards paid staff.
iii. the evidence, case management, rationale for the 

decision and fairness, partiality, equity and natural 
justice in the proceedings.

3. Grievances lodged against staff at District, Zone and Team level 
are adjudicated by senior operations managerial staff at Region 
and State level.
a. The VFFA is concerned about the independence is a process 

where senior management within the operations section of 
the RFS, manages and adjudicates grievances brought by 
volunteer rural fire-fighters against its own operational staff.

4. The training, qualification and experience of volunteers presiding 
on district discipline committees.
a. The VFFA is concerned that there is no requirement in the 

RFS service standards for volunteers on district discipline 
committees to have training in mediation, conflict resolution, 
negotiation arbitration and conciliation.
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5. The training, qualifications and experience of paid RFS operations 
staff engaged in the case management of grievances brought 
by volunteers against paid RFS staff. Qualifications, expertise 
and relevant industry experience in conflict resolution, mediation, 
negotiation, arbitration, conciliation and the principles of 
collaborative law.

Recommendations
1. Volunteer rural fire-fighters subject to disciplinary charges be 

afforded the same level of support services available to full time 
fire fighters employed by the NSW Fire Brigade eg. access to 
assistance, advice and representation by a professional industrial 
officer (or volunteer advocate), who is independent of the RFS.
a. It is envisaged that the provision of professional industrial 

support services to volunteer rural fire-fighters would be 
funded by the state government, and contracted to an external 
accredited provider of the volunteers choice. Also strict privacy 
provisions should be enforced in all cases.

2. Mandatory formal training is provided to all volunteers who 
participate on district disciplinary committees in mediation, 
conflict resolution, negotiation arbitration and conciliation and 
principles of collaborative law.

3. RFS Staff who case manage and adjudicate on discipline and 
grievances involving volunteers and staff have appropriate 
training, qualifications and experience in mediation, conflict 
resolution, negotiation arbitration and conciliation and principles 
of collaborative law.

4. Discipline and grievances that escalate to the RFS bureaucracy 
are case managed by a specific internal integrity unit that is fully 
independent of the operations arm of the RFS and reports directly 
to the RFS Commissioner.

5. Provision is made for a third party appeal to an independent body 
with a volunteer charter to review:

i. unfavourable discipline findings against volunteer 
rural fire-fighters involving serious punitive action i.e. 
suspension and dismissal.

ii. favourable discipline findings for matters involving 
serious grievance and discipline allegations made by 
volunteer rural fire-fighters against paid staff.

6. The decision of the independent body must have the powers and 
authority to impose legally binding decisions on the RFS.
a. Existing organisations that could provide an independent third 

party review of discipline and grievance matters (subject to 
legislative and structural reform) include:
i. NSW Industrial Relations Commission
ii NSW Ombudsman
iii. NSW Community Justice Centres

b. The establishment of a volunteer tribunal similar to concept 
to the NSW residential tenancy tribunal with the terms of 
reference of the tribunal extended to all emergency service 
volunteer organisations in NSW.

Volunteer Representation on Management and 
Committee
The VFFA prior to the introduction of State run Rural Fire Service 
the organisation was manned by a purely volunteer group of 
members who were largely autonomous brigades and came 
together as the need arose. Following some disastrous fires in 
the Blue Mountains where communications between brigades 
became a major issue the Government of the day decided to 
set up the Rural Fire Service to “assist the volunteer brigades 
to form a cohesive fire fighting force”. The size of the RFS has 
grown enormously from very small beginning to a burgeoning 
bureaucratic Public Service monster that it is today.

To arrest this situation and to return the RFS to its rightful owners 
“The Volunteers”, it is suggested that elected volunteer directors 
be recruited who would form a management board to oversee 
the workings and direction of RFS.

The suggestion is that the Chairman of the board be appointed 
by relevant State Minister, thus giving the board a conduit 
directly to the Minister and Government and four volunteer board 
members elected from each of the four State Region plus the 
CEO (currently the Commissioner). This then would provide a 
governing body of six directors with the possibility of a State 
elected Volunteer Representative.

By adopting this principle would provide the volunteers with a 
positive input into administration and operation of the RFS so that 
it would become a separate independent and autonomous arm of 
Government rather than just another Government department as 
it is today.

Whilst this suggestion is in its embryo stage it is not without 
precedent; The National Roads and Motorist Association and the 
Australian Broadcasting Commission are but two prime examples 
of such organisations and the RFS would flourish by following 
such a restructure. The VFFA notes that there are a number of 
committees that have oversight of bushfire planning, operations 
and management in NSW.

These include:
1. RFS Advisory Council – State
2. Bush Fire Coordinating Committee – State
3. Bush Fire Management Committees – District/Zone/Team

The VFFA contends that the composition of the state committees 
and the District Bush Fire Management Committees are well 
represented by government and non government agencies and 
under represented by rank and file volunteer rural fire fighters 
(below the rank of Group Captain) resulting in:

a) marginal participation by rank and file volunteer rural fire-
fighters on the committees

b) a lack of continuity between the activities of the committees 
and the rank and file rural fire-fighters

The VFFA is of the view that rank and file volunteer rural fire-
fighters should be better represented as important stakeholders 
on these committees as they make up the bulk of the RFS 
membership.

In respect of the Bushfire Coordinating Committee and the 
Rural Fire Service Advisory Council the VFFA advocates that a 
minimum representation of 1 volunteer drawn from each rural fire 
region of NSW below the rank of Group Captain be represented 
on the committees. In addition, two (2) youth representatives 
under the age of twenty fire (25) should be represented on the 
abovementioned committees to represent the views of young 
volunteers in the future direction of the RFS.

The selection process for volunteer representation on the local 
bushfire management committees would be initially by brigade 
nomination of candidates at District level with the successful 
candidates selected through popular vote by the brigades.

The selection process for volunteer representation on the state 
committees would be initially by brigade nomination of candidates 
at District level with the successful candidates selected by 
popular vote by the brigades and then by formal interview at 
regional level to represent the region.

Youth representation on local committees would be through 
an expression of interest and formal interview at the local level. 
Youth representation on state committees would be through an 
expression of interest and a formal interview process by an RFS/
volunteer interviewing committee.
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Amendments would be required to the Rural Fires Act and 
Regulation to change membership eligibility criteria to facilitate the 
membership and participation of rank and file volunteer rural fire 
fighters and young people on the local and state committees.

Recommendation
1. The composition of the NSW RFS State and District bushfire 

committees are reformed to include greater representation of rank 
and file volunteer rural fire fighters (below the rank of Group Captain) 
and youth representation from volunteer members of the RFS.

Workers Compensation
The VFFA is concerned that the workers compensation scheme 
in NSW for injured volunteer fire-fighters who are self employed, 
unemployed, students and retired members is inadequate.

The current income calculation method for self employed 
volunteers relies upon the claimant providing details of their 
“average weekly earnings including taxation returns and business 
activities” to WorkCover NSW to facilitate the calculation of a 
suitable weekly compensation wage. In the absence of records, 
WorkCover can make the decision of what constitutes a weekly 
compensation wage without any right of appeal. Clearly injured 
volunteer fire-fighters without a reliable income would be 
disadvantaged by the existing workers compensation scheme.

Further, the workers compensation scheme in NSW provides for 
the determination of a weekly compensation wage for a person 
to manage an injured volunteer’s enterprise such as a farm whilst 
the volunteer recovers from their injuries. As each enterprise 
is unique and in the absence of holistic industrial awards and 
guidelines, the plausibility of undervaluing the farming enterprise 
is real and would place the viability of a farmers enterprise at 
significant financial disadvantage also the injured party has no 
right of appeal to whatever “WorkCover” determine.

The VFFA advocates a simple system of volunteer compensation 
for self employed volunteers (and volunteers who fall into the 
other above mentioned categories) that should provide a fair 
compensation payment based on the Commonwealth “Average 
Weekly Wage” determined by the Commonwealth Bureau 
of Census and Statistics and be managed solely by an RFS 
compensation officer and the injured party’s doctor.

The VFFA notes that the current workers compensation scheme 
for injured volunteer fire-fighters in NSW is grossly deficient in the 
provision of:

a) On going compensation for a long term disability and a 
reoccuring/intermittent physical or mental disability associated 
with an injury incurred whilst volunteering.

b) Compensation for loss of entitlements including 
superannuation, annual and maternity/paternity leave.

c) Compensation for loss of future career earning capacity and 
industrial award increases.

d) Long term welfare and chaplaincy services for injured volunteer 
rural fire fighters in NSW.

Recommendations
1. The workers compensation scheme in NSW for volunteer rural 

fire-fighters is reformed to provide self employed, unemployed, 
students and retiree volunteers a fair compensation payment 
based on the Commonwealth “Average Weekly Wage” 
determined by the Commonwealth Bureau of Census and 
Statistics.

2. The workers compensation scheme in NSW for volunteer rural 
fire-fighters is reformed to provide for on going compensation 
for long term disabilities and reoccuring/intermittent physical or 

mental disabilities directly resulting from injury incurred whilst 
volunteer fire fighting.

3. The RFS collaborate with relevant industry groups such as the 
National Farmers Federation to develop guidelines/standards for 
determining a fair weekly compensation wage for temporary staff 
employed to manage a business such as a farm enterprise during 
the recovery period of the incapacitated volunteer fire fighter.

4. The workers compensation scheme in NSW for volunteer rural 
fire-fighters is reformed to provide compensation for loss of 
employment entitlements including superannuation, leave, loss of 
future career earning capacity and industrial award increases.

5. The workers compensation scheme in NSW for volunteer rural 
fire-fighters is reformed to provide for on going welfare and 
chaplaincy services for injured volunteer rural fire-fighters with 
long term disabilities and reoccurring/intermittent physical or 
mental disabilities.

6. That a comprehensive workers compensation package in plain 
English be developed and included in volunteer recruitment packs 
for the information of potential recruits and probationary volunteer 
rural fire-fighters.

Training – Recognition of Prior Learning

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) is available to volunteer rural 
fire fighters in NSW in lieu of completing a formal RFS training 
course to obtain an accredited qualification.

Unfortunately RPL is a rigorous complex process mired in 
red tape which requires evidence of formal qualifications and 
competencies against defined standards, and places the 
obligation upon the volunteer rural fire fighter to produce the 
evidence.

Consequently many volunteer rural fire-fighters view the RPL 
process as too difficult and are often motived or persuaded to 
complete a formal RFS training course in lieu of RPL. This is 
reflected in the poor uptake of RPL by volunteer rural fire-fighters 
across NSW.

RPL should be about offering volunteer rural fire-fighters the 
opportunity to display their industrial skills and knowledge against 
a job task however this requires a change in the current training 
paradigm from a reliance on formal education evidence to a skills 
base acquired through employment and industry experience. 
For example chainsaws skills, experience and training acquired 
by professional arborists and forestry timber workers should be 
recognised by the RFS as equivalent to internal RFS chainsaw 
training courses.

For RPL to be an effective and preferred choice of volunteer rural 
fire-fighters, more emphasis and recognition must be placed on 
the skills acquired by volunteers in life and work which could be 
equivalent to a formal RFS qualification.

The provision of RPL competency mentoring and skill refinement 
at brigade level prior to a formal competency assessment at 
District level is supported by the VFFA.

There is significant scope within the RFS mainstream training 
programs such as crew leader, group leader and specialist 
programs i.e. chainsaws, aviation, catering, OHS and rural fire 
driving to recognise established industry certified training courses.

The VFFA understands that the Country Fire Service of South 
Australia has acknowledged the potential and value of industry 
specific qualifications and experience and are moving to 
internalise the recognition and acceptance of industry acquired 
training and qualifications in CFS volunteer rural fire fighter 
training courses and RPL.
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Recommendation
1. That the Commonwealth government through the Australasian 

Fire Authorities Council, and state Vocational Education and 
Training Accreditation Boards (VETAB) engage with key 
industry groups to identify equivalent or part equivalent industry 
training and qualifications and develop standards/guidelines 
for the incorporation and recognition of industry training and 
qualifications in rural fire fighter training programs and in the 
‘Recognition of Prior Learning’ process across Australia.

Volunteer Passports

The VFFA supports the concept of a government funded 
“volunteer skills passport” being championed by Volunteering 
Australia for the volunteer sector.

The idea of a volunteer passport was proposed at the national 
2020 Summit and the VFFA is of the view that the proposal has 
merit given the increased mobility of the Australian population 
with volunteer rural fire-fighters no exception to this trend.

The VFFA understands that a volunteer passport would 
include the personal and training records of a volunteer and, 
the portability of the passport would enable volunteers to join 
interstate volunteer rural fire agencies without rigorous vetting or 
the need to repeat police checks.

The introduction of a volunteer skills passport may enhance the 
recruitment of young people to the RFS as the proposal has 
been mooted by the Federal Government as an opportunity for 

gap-year students to acquire a skills record from their volunteer 
community work to use as credit towards university entry or to 
reduce HECS debts.

Recommendation
1. That the Council of Australian Governments work with state and 

territories and Volunteering Australia to develop and implement 
a national volunteer skills passport for adoption by state rural fire 
fighting agencies.

Conclusion
The VFFA wish to thank the Senate Committee for the 
opportunity to provide this submission and trusts that the 
information is beneficial to the inquiry. Should the opportunity 
arise, the VFFA would consider it a privilege to attend a public 
hearing in support of our submission.

Please contact me if you would like any further information or 
clarification.

Yours faithfully

Peter Cannon 

President 
Volunteer Firefighters Association NSW 
P/F 02 6869 7634  M: 0427 697 608
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The Volunteer Firefighters Association representing the voice 
of volunteer fire fighters in NSW has called on the Federal and 
State Governments to go further and extend the recent changes 
announced to the tax laws to help volunteer bushfire brigades 
attract more donations, by providing a range of tax and financial 
incentives to attract and retain volunteer fire fighters.

While welcoming the recent changes announced by Federal 
Government, President of the VFFA,Peter Cannon has urged 
the Federal and State Governments to provide a range of tax 
and financial incentives to attract, recruit and retain volunteer fire 
fighters.

“Aside from out of pocket expenses incurred in carrying out 
volunteer duties including telephone charges and fuel costs, 
increasing demand is being placed on volunteer fire fighters to 
attend protracted ‘campaign’ bushfires which has the potential to 
cause financial stress on the families of volunteers and, act as a 
disincentive to volunteer,” Peter Cannon said.

“The recruitment and retention of volunteer fire fighters in the 
future will pose a significant challenge to governments across 
Australia due to an ageing population, shifting demographics and 
a decline in volunteer numbers,” Peter Cannon said.

“Tax rebates and other financial incentives to encourage 
recruitment and retention of volunteer fire fighters are not without 

precedent. In the United States several schemes provide financial 
incentives such as tax concessions, insurance rebates and 
superannuation enhancements for volunteer fire fighters,” Peter 
Cannon said.

“By providing tax and other financial incentives to our volunteer 
fire fighters, who risk their lives for no compensation, the Federal 
and State Governments can help avert a potential crisis in 
the capability of volunteer fire services to respond to bushfire 
emergencies in the future,” Peter Cannon said.

“Tax rebates and other financial incentives would also act as a 
token of appreciation and recognition by governments of the 
invaluable contribution volunteer fire fighters make to Australian 
society,” Peter Cannon said.

“Federal and State Governments have an opportunity to 
demonstrate a commitment to the future of Australia’s volunteer 
fire services through the provision of tax and other financial 
incentives to volunteer fire fighters” Peter Cannon said.

Association Contact: Peter Cannon President 
Contact Phone: 0408 214 474 
Volunteer Firefighters Association – Peak Hill NSW

Media Contact: John Parry 
Contact Phone: 0428697634

Volunteer Fire Fighters want 
Changes to Tax Laws to go Further
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The blackest act – that set Black 
Saturday in motion.

After almost a quarter of a century of 
Liberal Governments, the John Cain ALP 
Government was elected in 1981. 
It wasn’t a huge majority and it might 
never have happened if green NGO’s had 
not put a lot of effort into encouraging 
their supporters to back John Cain.

Flushed with the success of the Franklin 
River battle in Tasmania and with a 
general conservation swing across 
Australia, the green NGO support made 
a huge difference to life in Victoria. 
Certainly, as an ALP supporter myself, I 
welcomed the opportunity, at last, to see 
the ‘light on the hill.’

But one of the first acts of the new 
Minister for Conservation, The Hon Rod 
McKenzie, was to stop fuel reduction 
burning. His Chief Fire Officer received 
this most unwelcome order and no 
doubt argued the case but eventually, 
after McKenzie was replaced by The 
Hon Joan Kirner and she too made it 
very clear that the forest cool burning 
practice was to cease, the 350,000 ha 
per annum reduced to just a trickle, as 
asset protection was the only reason left 
to justify the use of cool burning. 

In any case, the idea of using aircraft to 
fight fires was becoming fashionable. 
Within land management circles, the 
idea of closing and revegetating fire 
access tracks was gaining support. The 
only reason that it hadn’t been adopted 
was four wheel drive club resistance. In 
1992 the incoming Kennett Government 
Minister for Conservation had assured the 
4WD’ers that their track access wouldn’t 
be sacrificed. 

Management Vehicle Only track 
access availability would become an 
issue in 2006 when, due to the lack 
of Management Vehicles to use their 
reserved tracks, most were found to be 
overgrown, contributing to the difficulty of 
fire fighting.

In 1998 the Caledonia River fire 
demonstrated that aerial attack could 
sometimes be useful but did not put 
the fires out. By 2004 after twenty years 
without any fuel reduction measures 
in National Parks, over one million ha 
of public land suffered. By 2006, with 
huge loads of fuel ready for ignition, 
another one million ha of public land was 
incinerated. By now, very nearly one third 
of the flora and fauna in Victoria had been 
adversely affected by fires. It wasn’t a 
case of wait a bit and they will be back. 
There was nothing left to come back over 
many areas of Victoria.

Soils and all that were in the soils that 
were subjected to temperatures that 
melted aluminium were now ash. Later, 
winds blew and rain washed the dust 
away. Seriously eroded land filled streams 
and extinguished aquatic life.

So much ash and burned soil dust 
accumulated in the Caledonia River in 
Gippsland that the Lake Glenmaggie 
(irrigation) Reservoir lost seven percent of 
its carrying capacity. 

By 2009, with twenty five years without 
fire prevention, with cattle excluded 
totally, the dam wall broke. The loss 
of 173 human lives is heart breaking 
and cannot be considered a trifle, but 
the withdrawal of a vital part of the art 
of forest management has to be held 
accountable for a huge percentage of the 
loss of human life. If the forests had not 
been neglected for so long, the death toll 
would not have been so great.

It is easy to blame the lack of warnings, 
the absence of the Chief Commissioner 
of Police. The shortcomings of the head 
of Victoria’s CFA and DSE in not insisting 
upon adequate fire prevention activities 
over twenty five years is perhaps more 
relevant than their lack of activity on Black 
Saturday.

None of them can plead that there had 
been no bushfire research. In December 
2007 CSIRO’s ten year study into bushfire 
behaviour was completed and Project 

Vesta was available (at http://www.
csiro.au/resources/VestaTechReport.
html) it told them that by doubling the 
fuel volume, you quadrupled the heat 
intensity.

On the alternative basis of cost benefit, 
it is possible that none of them can 
have known about the financial activity 
fifteen years earlier. Sometime around 
1995 there was conjecture within the 
Department of Natural Resources & 
Environment, when a new Secretary 
voiced his concern over the Department’s 
fire prevention capability. He considered 
that there should be a greater fire 
suppression effort and authorised 
Melbourne University to undertake a 
study. 

Julia Bennetton, Paul Cashin, Darren 
Jones and James Soligo authored 
“An Economic Evaluation of Bushfire 
Prevention and Suppression in Victoria”. 
Working Paper 9703 was published 
in June 1997 and is still available from 
Melbourne University.

The evaluation states in the ‘Abstract’ 
that there is an economic advantage 
to the State of Victoria of twenty two 
to one in pursuing Fire Prevention over 
Fire Suppression. Around 2005, having 
found one of the Authors, I was informed 
that, with a later version of the CSIRO 
fire simulation software SIRO-FIRE it was 
probable that the economic advantage to 
the State would have increased to around 
fifty to one. It was also pointed out that, 
because the original evaluation had not 
included loss and damage to such items 
as flora and fauna, public infrastructure, 
tourism and recreation, water quality and 
quantity the true benefit would be very 
much higher. 

There was no drought in the 1990’s and 
the value of water was not appreciated. 
It was certainly understood after the 2003 
bushfires where 1,100,000 ha of Victoria 
were burned with another 450,000 ha 
in the New South Wales Murray River 
catchment. 

Independent Bushfire Research Institute
Researching and Applying Bushfire Science

7 Woodford Place, Sale 3850 Tel 61 3 5143 1053 Email jmcribbes@bigpond.com 

‘Australia does not have a fire problem; it has many fire problems. …. But as debates swirl, it is wise to remember, if a proposal does not 
see the problem as fire does – then those implacable flames will ignore it.’ Prof Stephen J. Pyne (Arizona Uni) 2003

GUEST COLUMNIST FROM VICTORIA
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Forest Fire (Victoria) Inc website 
carries relevant information. http://
home.vicnet.net.au/~frstfire/docs/
The_Facts_Behind_The_Fire.pdf At page 
100 to 102, Melbourne Water researcher 
Mr Pat O’Shaugnessy publishes his 
findings regarding the loss of water flow 
when forests have been badly burned 
by bushfires. Using his formula for 
streamflow loss, it is easy to calculate the 
water losses when the average rainfall is 
known. In the case of the Murray River 
catchment, that is a loss to downstream 
users.

Perhaps the main reason for the flawed 
green NGO science about forestry can 
be attributed to the first Principal of the 
Australian School of Forestry in Canberra. 
Mr Charles Edward Lane-Poole was a 
European trained forester who believed 
very firmly that, as is the case in a 
deciduous forest, preserving the forest 
canopy keeps fire out of the forest.

At the 1939 Stretton Royal Commission 
into the bushfires of that year, Lane-Poole 
advised Judge Stretton that he firmly 
believed that by keeping the canopy 
intact, fire would be excluded. He was 
unable to provide proof of his belief and 
Judge Stretton dismissed his claim. 
However, it must be asked if the Lane-
Poole belief is the reason that green 
NGO’s have held that belief until very 
recently? 

Perhaps the need for proof that the 
Lane-Poole hypothesis is wrong can be 
seen in the Esplin Preliminary Report 
to the 2003 bushfires. At Section 5.5. 
Esplin described the very thorough 
fire suppression work undertaken by 
Melbourne Water. He described the 
“extensive network of well maintained fire 
access tracks” as well as a trained fire 
fighting force that is housed in the vicinity 
of the reservoir that they are protecting. 
The question arises. “Why do these 
reservoirs that have catchments that have 
been closed for many years, some up to 
one hundred years, need to be protected 
by man if a closed canopy protects them 
from fire?”

In the 2008 Winter edition of The 
Wilderness Society magazine is an article 
that calls for increased effort into aerial 
fire fighting! There is no mention of the 
value of fire prevention!

It is possible that the green NGO 
and green Academic attitudes to fuel 

reduction burning are changing. ABC 
TV’s Reporter Jane Cowan in a recent 
article suggests that it is. The problem 
is that one of the important green 
Academics, Dr Michael Kent has, since 
the Jane Cowan article recanted.

http://www.abc.net.au:80/news/
stories/2010/03/31/2861373.
htm?site=thedrum <http://www.abc.net.
au/news/stories/2010/03/31/2861373.
htm?site=thedrum> 

Here in Victoria we have the reputation of 
being the most bushfire prone area of the 
world. I wonder how many VFFA readers 
have been to Cowombat Flat or the Pilot 
Wilderness? Hey! Up there I can straddle 
the Victorian – New South Wales border. 

If I can have one leg in New South Wales 
and one in Victoria, so can bushfires. A 
lightning strike northwest of Wanganabell 
in far east Victoria could easily be over the 
border into New South Wales before you 
have finished your breakfast. 

A NSW Parks and Wildlife Officer proudly 
wrote to me a couple of years ago that, 
in New South Wales, there had been 
200,000 ha of fuel reduction burning over 
a five year period! In Gippsland, this year, 
so far, something like 60,000 ha of public 
land have already been cool burned.

Keeping forests ready for fire 
prevention as well as fire suppression 
is not an easy matter. Over millions of 
hectares, fire access tracks have to be 
maintained so that they are ready for 
use by management. With the modern 
management systems of minimum 
everything, Management Vehicle Only 
tracks just don’t have Management 
Vehicles on them – except in an 
emergency. This problem, in Victoria, 
is solved by giving access permits to 
4WD clubs affiliated to Four Wheel Drive 
Victoria. 

A club trip is planned. Permission to 
travel is obtained through Four Wheel 
Drive Victoria, who arrange for the key 
to be available or a Ranger to open the 
gates. Vehicles driven by club members 
who have passed a driver training course 
access tracks that are not normally 
available for use and, invariable, the 
club members with chainsaw tickets 
demonstrate their abilities. By making the 
exercise well controlled and disciplined 
fun, the land managers are happy and 
many fire access tracks are maintained at 
little or no cost to the Government.

John Cribbes is a retired public servant 
with skills and experience in Accounting 
both in the Royal Air Force and in the 
Victorian Public Service.

Having researched forest management 
for many years with guidance from senior 
retired figures in forestry and forest 
science he formed the Independent 
Bushfire Research Institute. While the 
Institute employs no full time research 
staff, it has a number of senior retired 
foresters to assist its activities. 

It also has good relationships with some 
senior Department of Conservation and 
Environment Fire Managers and Unit 
managers.

His passion for four wheel driving led 
him into the 4WD club movement in 
1981 where he went on to serve as an 
enthusiastic supporter of the Victoria 
Association of Four Wheel Drive Clubs 
Inc. (VAFWDC) At one stage he was 
elected as Vice President; later he was 
elected as Treasurer.

After some years as the Convenor of 
the VAFWDC Conservation Committee, 
with the assistance of a group of 4WD 
conservation enthusiasts, the Phoenix 
4WD Club was formed with the aim of 
undertaking conservation duties that the 
VAFWDC Committee desired.

Phoenix 4WD Club joined the Australian 
Conservation Foundation as well as the 
Conservation Council of Victoria (CCV) 
Two club members were on the Executive 
Committee of the CCV in their bid to build 
bridges with the green NGO movement. 

Since moving to Sale twenty years ago, 
John’s main concern has been the 
enormous loss of native fauna that is 
destroyed in feral fires, together with the 
habitat that is eroded. As he says, “not 
much grows on bare rocks so we should 
protect habitat by cool burning when it 
can be safely done”.

INDEPENDENT BUSHFIRE RESEARCH INSTITUTE continued

John Cribbes

Director
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“There is only one man more 

foolish” – runs the old proverb 
– “than the man who hates 

change, and that is the man 

who loves it too much.”

While change is necessary for 
growth and progress, anyone 
who has lost something of 

value will tell you that not all change is 
positive. No change is cost free, therefore 
no sensible person will greet proposed 
change without a level of healthy 
skepticism. Will the benefits will outweigh 
the costs?

This isn’t about fear of change. We have 
volunteers who have gone from Bedfords 
and Grazcos pumps to digital comms, 
GPS Nav and Aerial Firefighting, and 
done it spectacularly well. This is about 
doing the sums.

In an “All Members” notice, Gosford 
District volunteers have been asked for 
an in principle endorsement of major 
changes to the selection of volunteer 
Group Officers, Brigade Captains, and 
Deputy Captains as follows:-

1. Appointments to be made for 5 year term

2. Appointments would be made by an 
independent panel rather than by the 
current method. ie:election yearly by 
members at AGM.

3. The panel would consist of RFS salaried 
staff (FCO/DFCO etc) Group Officers and 
probably 2 outsiders.

It is recognised that the implementation 
of these changes would require changes 
to the Rural Fires Act and to the Service 
Standards, which means that these 
proposals have the potential to affect 
volunteer firefighters across the whole of 
NSW. For this reason, the VFFA feels it 
necessary to offer some comment.

The first proposal, that the appointment 
of Group and Brigade officers be for a 5 
year term, is justified by the claims that 
12 months are too short a period for a 
Captain to carry out his program and that 
going through the appointment program 
for each Brigade every 12 months would 

create excessive work. 

The argument that length of tenure is 
required to carry out a program is popular 
amongst our politicians, but far less 
valid when applied to Brigade officers. 
Captains are not generally elected to 
carry out a policy that is radically different 
from that of their predecessors. Nor are 
they elected to be dictators for their term 
of office. As RFS Crew Leader training 
states, a good officer may need to be an 
autocrat on the fireground, but he should 
equally be a democrat in the fire-shed. 

To be blunt, the claim that Captains need 
to have longer terms of tenure reveals 
a contempt for volunteers. It assumes 
that our officers are incapable of leading 
through inspiration, and that Brigade 
members are incapable of recognising 
good officers and re-electing them. 

Not only that, but as the operational role 
of Brigade officers requires them to lead 
their men into situations of significant risk, 
it is unconscionable to argue that officers 
should not undergo a regular review of 
their performance. 

Who should do the reviewing is the 
subject of the next two points, but it 
should be obvious that those in the 
best position to observe an officer’s 
performance on the fireground, are the 
members of his Brigade. 

The argument that reappointment 
every year creates excessive work, 
reinforces the suspicion that these 
changes are aimed more at easing the 
role of management, than taking care of 
volunteers. 

Proposal Two, that election of officers 
by Brigade members be replaced by the 
appointment of officers selected by an 
interview panel, is supported by reference 
to problems that are common to all 
democratic process. 

While we all know that elections can be 
a problem at all levels up to the election 
of our State and National Government, 
referring to Brigade elections as mere 
“Popularity Contests” or “Sympathy 
Votes” shows no respect for the 
intelligence and commitment of the 
volunteers doing the voting. Volunteers 

have the most at stake in the selection 
of officers, because it is the volunteers 
who have to follow their officers onto the 
fireground. 

Volunteers are also more representative 
of the community under threat from fire 
than any other group within the RFS.

The people who take the risk should have 
the ability to choose their leaders.

Proposal Three, that officers be appointed 
on the recommendation of an interview 
panel, creates as many problems as it is 
claimed to solve.

• It selects officers on the basis of their 
interview skills, not their fireground 
skills, yet it is not interview skills that 
keeps volunteers alive at a fire.

• It replaces the so-called “Popularity 
Contest” amongst the volunteers, with 
exactly the same “Popularity Contest”, 
except that this time it is popularity 
with the Staff that is in question. This 
conflicts with the job of the Captain to 
represent his members.

• It is not transparent, being based on 
the subjective assessment of answers 
given in an environment remote from 
both fireground and fire-shed.

• To the extent that brigade and 
management priorities differ, it biases 
the selection of officers towards those 
who support management policy.

• As observed previously, this system 
has been admitted to take more time 
and resources that the Service can 
afford, if done at reasonable intervals. 
This is a de facto admission that the 
system will not be simple

There are two points which need to be 
made about the current system.

One is that the RFS already has a system 
which is capable of producing better 
results than that proposed above. 

No officer may be elected unless they 
have acquired certain qualifications. 

Unlike the proposed interview panels, 
these qualifications are based on the 
objective assessment of performance at 
specified tasks. 

“If It Ain’t Broke…”
Report by Peter Webb
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Again, unlike the proposed panels, those 
doing the assessment have all been 
trained for the job. 

This current training, assessment 
and qualification system is far more 
independent, transparent, and objective. 
Officers elected from the pool created 
under this system may not be the best 
available, but if they are qualified, they 
should be “good enough”. 

If our training system is not producing 
adequate officer material, then it would 
be far more cost-effective to fix it, than to 
create a whole new selection process.

The other is that the RFS did not become 
arguably the world’s most successful 
volunteer organisation of its kind, by 
ignoring the rights and priorities of 
volunteers. 

Some may have forgotten that the Service 
started as a community movement, not 
an unpaid army of public servants. 

Over the last 20 years, there has been 
a major erosion of the volunteer ethos 
and transfer of authority away from the 
volunteers who built the service. 

The ability to elect our officers is one 
of the few rights that volunteers still 
have, and one of the last of the checks 
and balances that are essential to any 
organisation that values the rights of its 
members. 

The loss of volunteer autonomy has led 
to the reduction of volunteer services so 
often, and in so many places around the 
world, that following that example in NSW 
would be obviously foolish.

Gosford may have some specific issues 
relating to the supply of officers that 
needs to be dealt with. It’s not wrong to 
seek solutions. 

However, to bring in changes that must 
be tempting to every manager whose 
volunteers do not share his priority, to 
create another source of potential friction 
between staff and volunteers,,, and 
to leave volunteers themselves feeling 
disenfranchised in their own service, is 
not something that should be undertaken 
lightly.

The VFFA will be watching developments 
in Gosford closely.

Volunteer Fire Fighters Association.

“IF IT AIN’T BROKE…” continued
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The concept of a threshold windspeed may seem somewhat 
academic to practical firefighters, but in certain fuel types it is 
important to understand that the threshold wind speed is a trigger 
for a sudden and dramatic increase in fire behaviour.

In the past, failure to recognise the threshold wind speed has 
resulted in incorrect relationships being applied to experimental 
data with the result that unrealistic results were obtained when 
fire behaviour was predicted beyond the range of the data. More 
importantly, firefighters have been lulled into a false sense of 
security when a fire is burning mildly under severe conditions and 
later become trapped when there is a dramatic change in fire 
behaviour with only a slight increase in wind speed.

So what is it? A threshold wind speed is simply the value that 
must be exceeded to result in a change in the fire spread 
process. There are several mechanisms that create a threshold – 
those that result from a shift in convection; those that result from 
a discontinuous fuel bed; and those that result from the structure 
of the fuel bed.

A Shift in Convection 

Under calm conditions both forest and grass fires are dominated 
by their convection which draws the local wind into the fire 
and bends the flames towards the burnt area. The fire spreads 
outwards as a backing fire. As the wind speed increases, it 
overcomes the thermal convection and blows the flames into the 
unburnt fuel and the fire spreads as a heading fire. 

Initially, gusts of wind surge the fire ahead and quickly ignite an 
area of fuel behind the leading edge of the flames. As this area 
burns out there is increased convection over the burnt ground 
behind the leading edge of fire. If the ambient wind is light 
this convection can be strong enough to block the wind from 
reaching the flame front. Again, the local wind at the fire edge is 
drawn back towards the burnt area for a minute or two until the 
fuel burns out. When this occurs the convection is weakened to a 
point where the ambient wind can again penetrate to the leading 
edge of the fire and blow the flames forward as a heading fire.

This process will continue until the wind is strong enough to 
overcome the convection behind the leading edge of the flames 
and drive them forward continuously as a heading fire. This speed 
is then defined as the threshold windspeed. In an average fuel 
load of 12 t/ha the threshold wind speed is 3.5 –4 km/h at 2m in 
the forest, or 10 km/h above the forest. 

The threshold is difficult to define in the field because, although 
the ambient wind may have a value greater than the threshold 
wind, there are lulls when the wind speed at the fire front is lower 
and convection behind the fire dominates, and the rate of spread 
stalls. 

In practice, one should be very wary of surging fire behaviour 
because only a small increase in the ambient wind may drive the 
fire forward rapidly as a continuously spreading fire.

The threshold wind speed is higher in heavy fuels. When slash 
or clearing burns are carried out involving very heavy fuel loads, 
the threshold wind speed may be as high as 15–18 km/h. 
Burning below this value will naturally confine the fire by its own 
convection until the majority of the fuel has burnt out.

In fine grasslands, even very light wind will blow the fire forward 
as a heading fire. However, below 5 km/h (at 10m in the open) 
the wind direction is erratic; this value was selected as the 
threshold wind speed for predicting grass fire spread in one 
direction. Above this value the relationship between the increase 
in fire spread and the increase in wind speed is linear.

Fuel Continuity

In grasslands it becomes much more important to recognise the 
threshold wind speed for a fire to over come discontinuities in the 
fuel bed. In mature hummock grassland, such as Spinifex, 50 to 
60 % of the area may the bare ground between the hummocks. 
It will require a threshold wind speed of 15 to 21 km/h at 10 
m to blow flames over and bridge the bare ground between 
hummocks before a heading fire will spread. Fire will not spread 
at all when the wind is below the threshold unlike the case in 
continuous pasture. 

When the average speed of the wind reaches the threshold value, 
the fire starts and stops erratically as the wind speed fluctuates 
above and below the threshold. When the average wind speed 
is about 5 km/h above the threshold the fire spreads forward 
continuously. 

What is most important is that the fire does not increase its rate 
of spread slowly but rather jumps to a value one would expect if 
the rate of spread increased continuously with increasing wind 
speed. Thus, the Spinifex fire can jump from 0 to 5 km/h with an 
increase of wind speed of 5 km/h above the threshold.

The desert aborigines were knowledgeable about the threshold 
wind speeds under different conditions and burnt at or just 
above this value to create a fire that burnt for a short period and 
stopped. This practice created a patchwork of burnt and unburnt 
ground in Spinifex grasslands where the average dimension of the 
burnt patch was around 5 ha.

A similar effect can occur in heavily grazed or eaten-out pastures 
where there are considerable patches of bare ground between 
the remaining grasses. Like Spinifex grasslands, the value of the 
threshold depends on the fraction of bare ground in the pasture 
and the size of the patch. During the 2003 Canberra fires, this 
sudden jump in fire behaviour when the wind exceeded its 
threshold value surprised some firefighters. 

Fire Behaviour – 
Threshold Windspeed
By Phil Cheney
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On the morning of 18 January spotfires from fire in the forest 
were starting in eaten-out pasture but were not spreading when 
the wind speed was less than 25 km/h. However, when the wind 
speed exceeded 25 km/h around 1100hrs fire spread though the 
eaten-out pastures and reached speeds of around 5-7km/h at 
the peak of the day.

Fuel Structure

Any fuel type that has a distinct layering with substantial elevated 
fuel above a compact or light surface fuel will exhibit a sudden 
and dramatic change in fire behaviour above and below the 
threshold wind speed. These fuel types include certain pine 
forests, particularly in North America, which have a dense canopy 
layer above a light needle layer. In Australia, this fuel structure is 
common in many of our tall heaths and shrublands which have a 
very compact surface layer of fine leaf litter below an elevated and 
sometimes continuous canopy.

There needs to be a gap between the surface layer and the 
elevated layer. At low wind speeds the fire burns slowly in the 
compact surface fuels with low flames but once the wind speed 
exceeds the threshold value the fire spreads continuously through 
the elevated layer of the shrubland or the canopy of the pine 
forest. These fuels exhibit classic “go – no go” fire behaviour. At 
one stage the fire is hardly moving, and then there is a dramatic 
increase in both flame heights and rate of spread when the wind 
speed increases above the threshold. The value of the threshold 
wind will depend on such factors as the height and continuity of 
the canopy above the surface, and the flammability of the surface 
fuels. 

Because these fuels only burn under strong winds they can be 
dangerous particularly when they are present on the perimeter 
of a large fire being fought by indirect attack. Although a control 
line can be established, it is practically impossible to burn-out 
the elevated canopy layers under light winds before the next 
extreme day occurs. Under high winds and extreme weather the 
fire will burn through the canopy of the shrub layer even though 
the surface fuels have been burnt. If possible the fire line should 
be located away from these stratified fuels so that a complete 
burnout of the surface and elevated fuel can be achieved.

Twelve firefighters were killed in the 1994 South Canyon fire, 
Colorado, after establishing a control line through and Oak 
Juniper shrubland. Earlier the fire had burned down slope in 
the litter beneath the canopy of the shrubs. The fire spotted 
below the control line and burned rapidly upslope under extreme 
weather though the canopy of the under-burned oak, trapping 
the firefighters.

Conclusion

Firefighters in the field are rarely in a position to measure wind 
speeds or know the threshold windspeeds in different fuel types. 
However, they should recognise the particular fuel types where 
there will be a dramatic change in fire behaviour when the wind 
exceeds a certain value. These include discontinuous surface 
fuels and shrubland fuels with a distinct separation between a 
compact surface layer and a relatively dense canopy layer.

Any fire that is exhibiting surging or “go – no go” behaviour 
should be treated with great respect. It may be burning just below 
the threshold wind speed for that fuel type, and may suddenly 
jump to a much higher rate of spread and intensity with only a 
small increase in the average wind speed.

BIGGER & better than ever!
Imagine flying off to an unknown destination! We choose your flights – with 
one of the major airlines (Virgin Blue, Jetstar or Qantas), we pre-arrange the 
transfers at your destination (excluding daytrips) and book you into a lovely 
hotel! All you have to do is have fun when you get there… the sky’s the limit!

Daytrips, 1, 2 & 3 night packages available as well as gift vouchers

Be surprised & delighted – with no hidden costs.

Book online www.mysteryflights.com.au or call 02 9440 1455

FIRE BEHAVIOUR – THRESHOLD WINDSPEED continued
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Where to start? Well I am going to do something I don’t 
usually do. I will describe my Bushfire Brigade /RFS History 
and qualifications as briefly as possible, and this should help 
to put the following story into some sort of perspective.

I joined the then NSW Bushfire Brigades in 1970. Since that time I 
have held every position available to a volunteer, up to and including 
Group Officer. I held BFI 2 under the old Act and was the Shire 
Deputy Training Officer. I completed Crew Leader (1) and when we 
changed to the RFS I suddenly became an RFI 1! So then I did the 
additional requirements for Crew Leader, being CL Village and Safety 
successfully. Subsequently I also became an RFS Assessor. (RFA). 
I have successfully done many courses both in the Bushfire Brigade 
days and now the RFS. I do give a lot of time to my Brigade and to 
assisting with Training and Assessing on a District level and at times, 
on a State level. I have been a Field Officer in one position or another 
since about 1980.

In my main occupation I was required to make decisions immediately, 
and often they were in literally a life and death situation. I was in 
charge of a specialist unit and also had a supervisory role. My various 
assessments were excellent in regards to my carrying out my roles. 
Imagine my surprise the other day when I opened a letter from 
the local RFS Office. Nothing unusual in that as I am the Brigade 
Secretary, however this was a bit different.

It started off, “I am writing with regard to your qualifications to hold 
appointment as a Brigade Officer in the NSW RFS.“ In the second 
paragraph, second part, “It should be noted that under the most 
recent training framework Crew Leader Wildfire and Crew Leader 
Supervision qualification need to both completed to be deemed 
as a crew leader”. (Their grammar not mine). 

Then in the Third paragraph, “As outlined in the conditions of 
appointment as a Brigade Officer for 2009/10 it was identified 
that you need to undertake Crew Leader Supervision at the first 
available opportunity etc etc. And a date had been set for me to do 
this new course.

After my temper and blood pressure had returned to nearly normal 
I thought I would ring my Local Fire Control centre and see what 
was going on. Naturally the “Appropriate person”, was away and 
other staff could not assist although did appear to be somewhat 
empathetic to my feelings and colourful language.

I do seem to remember using the words , “Moving the goal posts 
again”, “ Homebush staff trying to justify their positions”, but I truly 
did not ever refer to their , or anyone’s ancestry! I also mentioned the 
dreaded words “Recognition of prior learning”, which was met with 
stunned silence! So being informed that the appropriate person to 
speak to would be in on Friday I waited with baited breath! (It was 
Wednesday so I did take a few more breaths!)

On that Friday I made the call. It seems that our appropriate person 
was having a bad time about this very subject! He tactfully reminded 
me that this had been coming for a few years and we had all been 
informed in a letter. When I explained that I had not received any 
letter regarding this he started on a bit of a mini tirade. Hmmmm, 
the pressure perhaps? He then advised me that if I had done the CL 
course 2003 or later I would not be required to do it. He finished with 
the words, I don’t give a .......... if they do the course or not! (Referring 
to other Brigade Officers generally. (Volunteers of course).

After a few moments he informed me that we had been informed in 
our letter of appointment as Brigade Field Offices. 

Not really remembering what was in that letter I went with the flow. 
He then asked if I wanted to do the course. I said no. But I said if it 
has to be done I would want assessment on demand. Silence. Short 
pause. Ah okay, well you can do that on the .......... then! I replied that 
if that was suitable to me then I would be there on that date and that 
I would let him know. He then said that the relevant books would be 
left out for me and also some extra for the other two in our Brigade. 
I must say that this is not the fault of any District Staff, and they 
are the ones that must endure the complaints, rather it is from the 
“Homebush bunker”

Given the past, when additions have been made to say, the Crew 
Leader course and we have all been directed that we must do that 
new component or we will no longer be CL certified, I can only think 
that perhaps we could level the playing field. Let everyone in the 
Community be subjected to the same. How about we start with the 
Higher School Certificate? You receive a letter from the Education 
Department stating, “Due to the recent changes to the curriculum, 
an additional subject has now been added. To ensure you can 
retain your Higher School Certificate, you must undertake and 
successfully complete this subject by the .......... Failure to do so 
will result in you no longer being Higher School certificate qualified.” 
Same thing isn’t it?

So as it stands we may do our assessment on demand on that 
date. However, one not so little hiccups. Whilst going through the 
C/L Supervision workbook I thought I would look at the C/L manual. 
Hmmmmm, when is the Supervision section? I can’t find it. Back 
to the workbook, looked at the questions in the back of the book, 
twenty of them but you only answer ten out of that. So I went through 
them, and thought, well no problem there but I am absolutely stuffed 
if I am going to read the entire CL Course manual AGAIN, to check 
on information!

So, I thought I would look up on My RFS. I went to Training and then 
Crew Leader Course. I got to the Section 4 “Units of Competency” 
(Learning and Development Systems endorsed Document 2010 
NSW RFS Training Information). Then under the title, “Title of Unit 
of Competency” there is two listed. The Second one is: “Supervise 
response”, which is the only mention anywhere that I can find the 
word “Supervise”. And in the comments section to the right of that? 
“Covered by the Crew Leader Safety/ICS or Supervision (CLS) 
program”. No mention of a date of the Crew Leader, egg 2003 or 
2005 just “Crew Leader Safety”.

So I thought I would call the Region and if necessary the Homebush 
Bunker and speak to those apparently wise people in Learning and 
Development. Well that was the intention. I suppose it was my fault 
for ringing at around 2pm on a Friday as there was NO-ONE there! 
Mind you I could have left a message but I thought I would wait, 
again. I would really like to clarify what is, and what is not required! 
And I know this is a perhaps an unrealistic wish, but dare I hope for 
some common sense and logic to apply! So I am guessing by the 
time you read this I may have an answer, hopefully the correct one, 
and I can then give you an update in the following magazine! 

I do remind the Homebush Bunker Staff and the paid staff generally. 
I and we are VOLUNTEERS, a fact that seems to be overlooked in 
many instances by the RFS. We give what time we can to help the 
community, some more than others, we undertake training, we attend 
many and varied incidents at all hours of the day and night and we 
do it because we want to. Is it too much to ask of those that see 
themselves as our “paid masters” to try to help us? Oh, and if you get 
the chance have a read of the RFS Code of conduct, very interesting!

Let’s Move The Goal Posts – Again!
Report by Al Lukes, 9 April 2010
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Tilligerry Peninsula

Tanilba Bay

Photo Gallery
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Tinderry Mountains Fires – December 2009

Future Fire Captain Louis at his first equipment inspection in Wee Jasper
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Reprinted from Bush Matters, Summer 2009-10 edition
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Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 
Membership Application

You can now join free of charge

Or option 2 – whole brigade sign up 
on one membership form with an attached list 
of names and addresses added.

Your details

Surname:

Given Names:

Date of Birth:

Occupation:

Gender: Male Female

Your contact information

Address:

Town:

Post code:

Postal Address:

Town:

Post code:

Phone B/H: Phone A/H:

Fax: 

Mobile:

Email:

Protecting the community 
and the environment

Please complete and return to the VFFA Membership Officer to 2037 Dry Plain’s Road, Dry Plain. NSW 2630 
VFFA Mobile Contact No: 0427 697 608 
Or fill in the form on the website – www.volunteerfirefighters.org.au

Your RFS Membership

Are you employed by the NSW RFS? Yes No

Brigade:

Shire Area and Region:

Position in Brigade: Captain Group Captain 

Snr Deputy Captain 

Group Officer 

Deputy Captain Firefighter

Start Date/Years of Service: Joined date:     /    / Years of Service:

Signature:



Downstairs Dimmey’s Building Cnr Auburn & Montague Sts Goulburn 4824 3000
E L E C T R I C A L






