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From the President’s Desk

Welcome to this, the Sixth edition of the 
VFFA Magazine.

As you know, this association represents 
volunteer firefighters only and is a true 
voice for you; the Volunteer….and we’re 
not controlled by outside influences! 

Once again, I offer my sincere thanks to 
you all for your support of our association, 
our magazine and particularly to all of 
our advertising sponsors for without your 
support, this magazine would not be 
possible. 

As you would recall, the Volunteer Fire 
Fighters Association was born out of 
the ashes of the Goobang and Snowy 
Mountains fires and has grown rapidly 
in strength from every mismanaged fire 
since. Why…simply because the RFS 
hierarchy refuse to listen to the singularly 
most important stakeholder they posses; 
You!  

Major Reforms; the VFFA is calling for 
major change to the NSW Rural Fire 
Service. This is one of the most important 
issues we face today and as you will see 
throughout this magazine, there is an 
urgent need for structural reform of the 
RFS, it’s long overdue. This association 
calls for greater involvement from fire 
fighters who have the best interests of the 
organisation at heart, the RFS…and not 
those simply chasing a career. We look 
for greater accountability in the decision 
making of the numerous committees set 
up by the RFS and not simply to act as 
rubber stamps for the RFS Executive. The 
people of NSW, particularly those who 
pay fire service levies in their Insurance 
policies, the Local Government bodies 
and the State Shires Association all 
deserve greater accountability and quality 
bang for their buck.

The RFSA; well where do we start? This 
in its current form is the greatest example 
of conflict of interest we’ve known. There 
is no way any salaried staff member/s 
holding a position on the Board or 
State Council would ever stand up for 

volunteers on major issues by challenging 
the system. Any salaried officer who did 
so would be packed up and relocated to 
some far away district office never to be 
seen or heard from again. 

We note with great interest, figures 
obtained from the late delivery of their 
2009/2010 RFSA Annual Report 
(as seen on their website) showing money 
raised in their ongoing raffle programme 
last year produced some quite alarming 
figures. 

The RFSA’s call centre agency phones 
the general public of an evening using 
the slogan “Supporting the Volunteers” 
when selling their wares…..and mind you, 
the RFSA claims to be a not for profit 
organisation!

Note these figures:

2009/10 figures 
Gross Income: $7.9m 
Costs: $4.8m= 52%
Net Income:  $3.1m
Grants to Volunteers: $348,000 = 4.4% 
Amount now on hand in the bank: $6.2m

Is that a “reasonable” cash holding for 
“non profit” organisation?

Can we ask why they are sitting on 
$6.2m? 

What is the source of funds to pay the 
staff salaries?

There would have been other monies paid 
to volunteers in the way of attendance at 
meetings, conferences, trips overseas etc 
etc but regardless, this is an extremely 
poor return for the general public who 
donated their money in good faith to 
what they believed was the support of 
volunteers.    

Is the public aware that over 50% of their 
money goes in Call costs, Commissions 
and Data management Fees?

Is it morally/legally fair to the public to 
take in $7.9m with a prize payout of only 
$800K?

Shouldn’t these issues be explained to 
the generous, donating public?                                                                                  

The VFFA is calling for a singular 100% 
volunteer only Association with no outside 
influences, no RFS Head Office influences 
or intervention, one unified association  
that simply stands up for volunteers, an 
association not afraid to speak up.  
 
Regularly volunteers from across NSW 
contact the VFFA seeking help with 
their situation. We regularly hear stories 
of bullying and harassment towards 
volunteers and they always make the 
same comments; the RFSA is useless, it 
won’t do anything for me. Clearly this is 
because of the conflict of having salaried 
staff within the same association…no 
salaried staff member would ever be 
game enough to stand up to the Master!

State Mitigation Support Services; this is 
another empire in the making…why are 
we hiring manual labour staff and highly 
paid bureaucrats to create something 
we clearly don’t need? We are not land 
managers, we are a fire fighting force and 
we are not there to do mitigation work for 
land Managers without charging them. 
That’s right, in almost all cases we are not 
charging for the work done, no wonder 
the Shire’s say that they don’t have a say 
anymore. Staff numbers for (SMSS) is 
somewhere around 150 at the moment 
but our sources tell us this will explode 
to over 500 paid staff and again, who’s 
paying for all this…we are, the NSW Tax 
Payers. Oh and we’ve just been alerted 
to the news that a $2.2 million Region 
SMSS Office/Warehouse complex is to 
be at Dubbo adjacent to the Fire Control 
Centre. And wait, there’s the same to be 
built at Batemans Bay and Coffs Harbour 
and let’s not forget the A-380 Aircraft 
sized factory we already have set up at 
Glendenning in Sydney’s West, which is 
rented at a figure estimated around $1m 
per year!

Front Line Services; again the VFFA 
asks the question; Do all RFS Brigades 
in this State have their own fire tankers? 
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FROM THE PRESIDENT’S DESK continued

We believe not and that in itself is utterly 
disgraceful considering Head Office is 
spending millions installing Video Walls 
to play cartoons on and buying second 
hand helicopters from State Forests. 
Aviation ain’t cheap, they’re a financial 
bottomless pit of maintenance so 
common sense dictates the hiring of such 
if and when needed. 

Where does the waste end?

CAD System; the problem here is the 
RFS is relying on this to work without 
local knowledge…it’s only as good as 
the information received, same as when 
“000” receives calls. What happens if this 
system fails, what happens if it doesn’t 
come up to scratch…do we then revert 
back our old District/Zone area taking 
control again?

RAFT (Remote Area Fire fighting Team) 
started by volunteers, driven and trained 
by volunteers and sadly now being taken 
over by the paid mitigation crews.

Rank Review; more evidence of RFS 
staff controlling volunteers with a move 
to change the ranking of RFS staff over 
volunteer fire fighter captains…here we 
have yet another wedge being driven 
between staff and volunteers. We say; if 
it’s not broken why change it?  
 
Please read the Rank Review article in 
this edition and form your own opinion, 

question your local FCO, tell them 
“you’re not happy” or better still, email 
or phone the RFS Commissioner and tell 
him. The RFSA rubber stamp process is 
being used yet again to get this through 
saying that the majority are in favour of 
this. Remember, Captains are the major 
weapon in the brigade arsenal with their 
local knowledge and experience in fire 
related issues. RFS staff in most cases 
do not have the local knowledge and 
experience because the majority of them 
have transferred in from other areas or 
have entered the service from outside. 

If you need further information or 
questions on this please contact us.

Communication Tower Rental; this 
is ludicrous to say the least when the 
Government charges rent to other 
Government departments e.g. the 
NSWRFS.  It is usually installed in a 
three metre by three metre shipping type 
container with solar panels, we protect it 
and extinguish any fires around it yet they 
turn around and charge us RENT?

Is this what community service is all 
about? I think not!

Yellow Shirts; a reported $750,000 
wasted on a shirt no one wanted, next to 
nil take up of these shirts other than the 
salaried staff who were forced to wear 
them simply to please their Master. 
We ask; who was responsible for the 

idea in the first place? Where are/is the 
$750,000 worth of product hiding as you 
never see volunteers wearing them? 

Again, more financial waste, more 
mismanagement. 

Move RFS Head Office: The VFFA fully 
supports the move to relocate the RFS’s  
Head Office to rural NSW. We believe it 
should be relocated out of the Sydney 
basin to the western area of the state 
and this would fall into line with the 
Government’s Regional Development 
Policy. There’s not much rural about 
where Head Office is currently located, 
there would be massive cost saving to 
the NSW Tax Payers and provide huge 
opportunities for employment to residents 
of rural NSW.

In Closing; we’re moving now into the 
bushfire season and not too far away, the 
festive season. 

Please stay safe out there and don’t take 
any unnecessary risks. 

Think safety first always!

From myself and fellow Executive 
Members, thank you all for your support 
this past year and may you all have a 
wonderful Christmas and a happy and 
productive 2012. 

Peter Cannon
President of the VFFA

The President and Executive of the 
VFFA and our Publishers would like to 
wish you Peace, Joy and Happiness for 
Christmas and the coming New Year

Season’s Greetings!
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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 $10 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.

Senior Management Team 

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. 

AMPLE FIRE SERVICES PTY LTD ACN 139 166 313  ABN 13 139 166 313 PROUDLY 
AUSTRALIAN OWNED AND OPERATED SINCE 2008. NSW LICENCE NO: 204553C

To arrange a onsite inspection and a free no obligation 
quote contact Greg McVicar on 0422 041 219 

or email gregmcvicar@amplefireservices.com.au

SERVICES 
• Testing of sprinkler systems
• Installation of sprinkler systems
• Passive fire 
• Testing of smoke detection systems
• Installation of smoke detection systems
• Smoke and fire doors 
• Testing of fire extinguishers
• Installation of fire extinguishers
• Fire blankets 
• Testing of fire hose reels
• Installation of fire hose reels
• Annual certification 
• Testing of hydrant systems
• Installation of hydrant systems 
• Testing of emergency lights
• Installation of emergency lights

Unit 2/9 Coombes Drive Penrith NSW 2750
Mobile 0422 041 219  Fax 02 4722 8778

Email: gregmcvicar@amplefireservices.com.au
www.amplefireservices.com.au
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VFFA profi le

NAME: Michael Scholz 
Current Treasurer VFFA

AGE: 47

FAMILY: Married to Dianne 
Son: William, expecting 2nd child in February 2012

LOCATION: Hawkesbury RFD, Town Wilberforce

RANK: Captain Wilberforce RFB (15 years)

WHAT YEAR DID YOU BECOME A VOLUNTEER? 1976

HOW MANY YEARS AS A VOLUNTEER? 35 years

OCCUPATION? 
Consultancy Coordinator responsible for the management of a team of 
24 staff employed in the soil conservation unit within the NSW Department 
of Primary Industries

WHAT DO YOU ENJOY ABOUT BEING A VOLUNTEER? 
Serving and interacting with my community and other emergency services, 
protecting life property and the environment from fire and other emergencies 
as well as the comradeship in the Brigade.

MOST MEMORABLE OCCASION AS A VOLUNTEER? 
Donning my white overalls and jumping on the fire truck (R series 4 x 4 
petrol Bedford) in the School holidays December 1977, as a naive 14 year 
old to attend my first major fire with enthusiasm and exuberance, with 
no idea where we going and coming home a week later after fighting the 
infamous section 41F Blue Mountains bushfire that burnt from Bullaburra 
to Glenbrook. I clearly remember the ferocious nature of the fire, seeing so 
many houses burning and the truck constantly vapour locking and stalling as 
the fire front approached and nonchalantly fighting the fire without realising 
the extreme danger we were in.

WHAT DO YOU LIKE TO DO IN YOUR SPARE TIME? 
Spending time with family, playing with my son, bush camping, 4wd touring 
and fishing, wilderness bushwalking particularly in south west Tasmania, 
cooking BBQs ,watching Rugby, 4x4 tuff truck shows, most motor sports 
and cage fighting.

5 PEOPL E YOU’D LIKE TO HAVE AT A DINNER PARTY AND WHY? 
The five members of the legendary rock band the Rolling Stones or ACDC. 
I like their purist uncompromising style of rock - blues music, coupled with 
unparalleled success in an ever changing world in pursuance of their art 
without fear or favour or conformance to society norms/expectations or 
worldwide musical trends.
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The Kurrajong Heights brigade is 
opposed to the introduction of a new 
centralised CAD system as proposed in 
the current study, and recommends that 
the RFS concentrates its resources on 
fixing the few problems that exist in the 
current system. We are unaware of any 
such problems in our area that would 
justify a significant change of this nature.

The main points we wish to raise are the 
following:

1. From reading the documents on the 
My RFS web site, the development 
of the system seems to be a fait 
accompli – there seems to be no 
room for a discussion as to whether 
this is the right way to go in principle. 
That is, as volunteers it seems we are 
being told what is going to happen 
and rather than being consulted on 
the question of whether something 
should happen.

2. The reasons justifying the new system 
seem flimsy: no concrete evidence is 
presented that the current system is 
failing, or failures are widespread, or 
that any existing problems that cannot 
be fixed with simple and inexpensive 
changes

3. If it is true as stated in the FAQ that 
there has been an availability or 
contact problems for the DTZ Duty 
Officer, then our view is the RFS 
should fix that! The proposed CAD is 
rather like using a sledgehammer to 
crack a walnut.

4. The argument that sometimes the 
nearest, most appropriate appliance 
may be located in a neighbouring 

DTZ, rather than the DTZ in which 
the incident is reported is illogical. If 
a brigade is in a neighbouring zone 
then that zone should be aware of the 
presence and should be the one to 
allocate vehicles to the incident. The 
likelihood of a centralised despatch 
centre having superior or more current 
knowledge is very slender.

5. Further, if a vehicle is already en-route 
– say to an assembly or staging area – 
then only the local Fire Control centre 
is likely to have contact with that unit. 
It is simply not credible to suggest 
in the FAQ’s that a centralised call 
centre will have better contact.

6. The proposed scheme overlooks how 
the system works during bushfire 
emergencies when immediate local 
Fire Control knowledge must be 
used to manage 000 responses to 
permit allocation of critical resources. 
In these situations it is simply not 
appropriate to route the call directly to 
a brigade.

7. In the rural areas, decoding the 
actual location of a fire often requires 
detailed local knowledge that a 
centralised despatch system will not 
have. For example, in many cases 
rural brigades have to request further 
information from their Fire Control 
Centre due to the inexact nature 
of report. Often this results in the 

DTZ contacting other brigades or 
landowners to establish the actual 
locality of an incident. Once again, a 
centralised call system cannot provide 
this service.

8. In perhaps the majority of rural 
incidents, secondary support is 
required and in most cases only local 
knowledge (that is, the local duty 
officer) is in a position to decide where 
those resources will come from. 

9. In many cases in rural settings due 
to topography or other factors, it is 
not the nearest brigade that needs 
to be despatched, but the one that 
can be on scene fastest. Once again, 
this requires local knowledge that a 
centralised system will not have.

10. The proposed scheme introduces 
a new single point of failure - the 
despatch centre. In broad scale 
bushfire emergency, the use of the 
local duty officer in the callout spreads 
the load and reduces the potential for 
catastrophic overload or failure. Our 
district well remembers the collapse 
of the GRN when it was introduced 
due to its incapacity to deal with 
the traffic during significant wildfire 
emergencies. We do not want that 
repeated.

11.  Finally, in our view there is one 
defect in the current system we 
would like to see improved and this 
is, as we understand it, the inability 
of the system (for example the 
local Fire Control Centre) to directly 
contact a member of the public who 
has reported a fire via 000 to seek 
clarifications or to counsel them on 
what verge on nuisance calls.

Kurrajong Heights Brigade’s Submission 
Regarding the Proposed RFS 

Cad-Based Callout System
Submission courtesy of Andrew Waterhouse, unanimously endorsed by the Brigade

Brian 
Williams
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The Bush Fire Coordinating Committee 
(BFCC) of the NSW Rural Fire Service 
provides a forum through which a broad 
cross section of Government and non 
Government organisations with an 
interest in the prevention, mitigation 
and suppression of bushfire can come 
together to develop and progress policies 
and procedures aimed at ensuring a 
coordinated, agreed approach to major 
issues.

The coordinating committee does not 
have an operational role although it 
assists the combat agencies by ensuring 
a firm basis of operational plans is in 
place.

The role of the BFCC, as outlined above 
is limited primarily to policy development. 
While this is an important and necessary 
function, it does not allow any input into 
the strategic direction of the Rural Fire 
Service. Nor does it allow any oversight of 
the activities of RFS.

The membership of BFCC is largely state 
government department representatives 
such as: NSW Fire and Rescue, 
Department of Primary Industry, DECCW, 
NSW Police,  and Lands.

There are also representatives of Local 
Government, Shires Association and the 
Nature Conservation Council.

It is important for volunteers of RFS to 
understand the limited role of the BFCC. 
The cumbersome membership structure 
of this body means that it could not 

perform any role other than that already 

allocated to it.  

The RFS Advisory Council (RFSAC) has 

a limited role. RFSAC has the following 

functions:

1. to advise and report to the Minister 

and the Commissioner on any matter 

relating to the administration of rural 

fire services. 

2. to advise the Commissioner on public 

education and service standards.

It is my view and the policy of VFFA 

that the RFS needs a board made up 

of volunteer representatives to provide 

strategic direction for the organisation. 

This board would work with the salaried 

officers to ensure that the service has 

the level of governance needed for an 

organisation of this type. This is clearly 

lacking at present.

This oversight of the activities of RFS 

would ensure that the NSW government 

can have confidence that the organisation 

is performing its vital role in an efficient 

and cost effective manner.

The NSW government would also be 
assured that the state has the best 
possible arrangements in place to combat 
bushfire and assist with emergency 
services in the state. The government 
would be able to receive advice from the 
people best equipped to understand the 
requirements of RFS; the volunteers. I 
know many excellent people throughout 
the state who are passionate about 
service to the community through their 
work for RFS who would make fine board 
members.

The RFS has clearly lost its way at 
present. This can be seen through the 
excessive pay increases to senior salaried 
staff, ridiculous spending in areas where 
the RFS does not belong, excessive 
staffing, particularly at head office and 
excessive spending on technology of little 
direct value to good outcomes for fire 
fighters and the community we serve.

The board membership should be drawn 
from across the state to ensure all regions 
have input. There is a need to reform 
the RFSA to ensure that it becomes a 
genuine organisation for volunteers and 
is not under the influence of salaried staff 
which currently occurs because of the 
structure of its executive. An organisation 
comprised only of volunteers would then 
be well placed to elect members of a 
board to oversee the activities of RFS 
in close cooperation with the salaried 
officers. Only then can the volunteer fire 
fighters have confidence in and ownership 
of the RFS.

BFCC & RFSAC

Alan 
Brown
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Volunteer Representation  
NSW RFS Reform Paper

Introduction

The Volunteer Fire Fighters Association (VFFA), the association 

that represents the voice of the volunteer rural fire fighter in 

NSW is concerned that under the current Rural Fires Act 1997, 

volunteers who form the backbone of the Rural Fire Service (RFS) 

are poorly represented on key committees that guide RFS policy 

and strategic direction.

There are two statutory committees established under the Rural 

Fires Act 1997 and a non-statutory committee that have a role 

in provision of advice to the Commissioner on policy and the 

strategic direction of the RFS. The statutory committees are 

Rural Fire Service Advisory Council (RFSAC) and the Bush Fire 

Coordinating Committee (BFCC). The non-statutory committee is 

the Corporate Executive Group (CEG) a body whose activities are 

NOT transparent.

The VFFA has reviewed the composition of the statutory and 

non-statutory committee(s) and assert that volunteers are poorly 

represented or not represented at all on the aforementioned 

committees.

The RFSAC as the name suggests is limited to an advisory role 

reporting to the Minister and the Commissioner on any matters 

relating to the administration of the rural fire service under the 

Rural Fires Act including public education programs and service 

standards

Only two (2) volunteers are represented on the nine (9) 

member RFSAC with the bulk of representatives drawn from 

the government and non-government organisations such as 

Local Government, Shires Association, Farmers Association 

the Insurance Council of Australia and the Nature Conservation 

Council. It is noted that the RFSAC is male dominated with 

no volunteers represented below the rank of Group Captain. 

The Commissioner has the statutory role of Chairperson of the 

Council, and membership is by ministerial appointment

The Bushfire Coordinating Committee (BFCC) is responsible 

under the Act for advising the Commissioner on bushfire 

prevention, mitigation and coordinated bushfire suppression. The 

composition of the BFCC is comprised primarily of government 

agencies with a statutory role in the prevention mitigation or 

suppression of bushfires. As with the RFSAC the Commissioner 

has been vested with the statutory role of chair of the BFCC. No 

volunteers are represented on the fourteen (14) member BFCC.

The principal role of the non-statutory committee known as 

Corporate Executive Group (CEG), is to consider and provide 

advice to the NSW RFS Commissioner on strategic issues 

affecting the RFS. Membership of the CEG is composed primarily 

of RFS executive staff, with the President of the RFSA as the 

token volunteer representative. It is noted that there are no rank 

and file volunteers, women or youth on the CEG.

The Case for Reform 

The VFFA asserts that despite the introduction of the Rural Fires 
Act in 1997, the structure of the RFSAC and the BFCC have 
essentially remained unchanged since the advent of the Bush 
Fires Act 1949. Indeed there was greater representation of 
volunteers on the Bush Fire Council under the auspices of the 
Bush Fires Act 1949 than on the current RFSAC. 

The VFFA contends that the distribution of authority within these 
current statutory and non-statutory committees is biased towards 
RFS executive staff and commissioned officers,  with rank and file 
volunteers poorly represented at a strategic level in the RFS. The 
real authority guiding the strategic direction and decision making 
within the RFS is centralised within the corporate executive 
group (CEG), a body whose activities are NOT transparent 
or accountable to the bulk of the RFS membership – the 
“volunteers”.

The RFSAC by virtue of its limited advisory role does not enable 
input into the strategic direction of the RFS nor does it provide 
for any oversight of the activities of the RFS.  The RFSAC 
has no decision-making authority, no voting authority, and no 
accountability to the volunteers which comprise the bulk of the 
RFS membership. 

The two current volunteer stakeholder positions represented on 
the RFSAC are selected from the Rural Fire Service Association 
(RFSA) and hold the position of Group Captain.  Rank and file 
volunteers have no input into the nomination and selection of 
members on the RFSAC.

The strategic management framework operating within the RFS is 
in sharp contrast to that of the Country Fire Authority of Victoria 
(CFA). The CFA have an autonomous board of management 
independent of CFA executive management whose role is to 
guide and provide oversight of the CFA. The chairperson of the 
CFA board is appointed independently of the CFA executive 
management. The board members have a diverse range of 
backgrounds ranging from CFA volunteers to persons with strong 
financial, legal and commercial expertise. As in Victoria, NSW has 
an enormous amount of untapped expertise within its volunteer 
ranks and which is ignored by the executive of the RFS.

The Reform Proposal

The VFFA is advocating that the structure of RFS committees and 
forums which guide the strategic direction of the RFS is in need 
of overhaul/reform and central to this reform is the abolishment of 
the RFSAC, the BFCC, the CEG and the creation of:

1. RFS State Council to guide the strategic direction of the RFS 

2. State Bushfire Hazard Reduction Committee (SBHRC), 
independent of the RFS with a direct reporting line to the 
Minister for Emergency Services.
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VOLUNTEER REPRESENTATION NSW RFS STATE FORUM REFORM PAPER continued

RFS State Council

The statutory functions of the RFS State Council under the Rural 
Fires Act 1997 could include but not be limited to:

• The review and approval of the RFS Annual Report;

• The review of Corporate plans of management for the RFS;

• To make decisions, consistent with the RFS Corporate Plan, 
about the strategic direction of the RFS

• To monitor the management and governance of the RFS; and

• To give advice to the Minister on all aspects of how the RFS 
develops in the future.

Central to this reform is greater representation of volunteers on 
the RFS State Council. Under this framework the reform will give 
volunteers more say over the future direction of the RFS, ensure 
that greater use is made of the talents of volunteers at a strategic 
level and bring greater transparency and accountability of RFS 
activities to its key stakeholders, the volunteers. 

The Minister would appoint volunteers to the RFS State Council 
on the recommendation of the general RFS membership through 
a state-wide region based independent nomination and voting 
system. 

Key to the success of the reform is the independence of 
the  RFS State Council without reference to the RFS executive 
and a preparedness to guide the strategic direction of the RFS 
proactively and assertively.

It is envisaged that the RFS State Council would have decision-
making authority, voting authority, and specific responsibilities 
which in each case is separate and distinct from the authority 
and responsibilities of executive management of the RFS. 
It is envisaged that the RFS State Council would exercise 
strategic control and management over the RFS with its 
primary responsibility of the committee to ensure that the RFS 
management is performing and accountable to the volunteers 
who comprise the bulk of the membership of the RFS.

The key principles of the reform advocated by the VFFA are:

1. The creation of an RFS State Council to replace the RFSAC 
and the CEG

2. The inclusion of significantly greater volunteer representation 
on the RFS State Council

3. The appointment of an independent Chairperson (rotational 
appointment by a volunteer nominated by the Minister).

4. The Committee to be governed by the overarching principle 
to serve the interests of RFS volunteer members, staff, 
customers and the broader community

5. RFS executive Management to be responsible for 
implementing the directions determined by the Committee

6. The RFS State Council to sit between the Commissioner’s 
Office and the Ministers Office in the RFS organisational 
hierarchy

Role of the RFS State Council

The role of the RFS State Council would be determined by the 
statutory powers, duties, and responsibilities delegated to it or 
conferred on it by the Minister under the Rural Fires Act and 
would include but not be limited to 

1. Governing the RFS by establishing broad policies and 
objectives; 

2. Approving annual budgets & monitoring expenditure; 

3. Accounting to minister and stakeholders for RFS performance 

4. Providing leadership and supervision of the RFS executive 

5. The review and approval of the corporate plan of 
management 

6. To make decisions consistent with the corporate plan, about 
the strategic direction of the RFS

7.  To give advice to the Minister on all aspects of how the RFS 
develops in the future.

8.  Reviewing and challenging RFS senior executive performance

9.  Reviewing, monitoring and ratifying the annual report

10.  Reviewing, monitoring and ratifying systems of risk 
management, codes, service standards

11.  Ensuring the Committee is functioning well, reviewing the 
work of the Committee and planning for the succession and 
orientation of Committee members.

Proposed Reform of RFS Structure – State Level

Minister for 
Emergency Services

Office of Emergency 
Management

State Bushfire Hazard 
Reduction Committee

RFS 
State Council

RFS
Other RFS  

Sub-Committee
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VOLUNTEER REPRESENTATION NSW RFS STATE FORUM REFORM PAPER continued

12. Liaising with the RFS internal audit committee

13. Appointing such sub Committees as may be appropriate to 

assist the RFS in the discharge of its responsibilities, and 

determining their responsibilities and, approving a charter for 

each sub Committee; 

It is envisaged that RFS State Council members would be paid 

fees for their service and attendance as determined by State 

Government reimbursement protocols.

Role of the RFS Commissioner

The RFS Commissioner would be responsible for running the 

affairs of the RFS under statutory authority conferred by the Rural 

Fires Act 1997 and delegated authority from the Committee to 

implement the policies and strategy set by the Committee. 

The Commissioner should carry the title of Chief Executive 

Officer on the RFS State Council to represent their actual senior 

executive role in the organisation. 

 In carrying out his/her responsibilities the RFS Commissioner 

would report to the Committee in a timely manner and ensure 

all reports to the Committee are present a true and fair view of 

the RFS financial condition and  operational results and follow 

strategic directions. The Committee would report directly to the 

Minister for Police and Emergency Services

Structure and Composition of the 
RFS STATE COUNCIL (RFSSC)

The VFFA supports in principle the adoption of the following 

conceptual membership model:

1. RFSSC to comprise a membership of 11 persons.

2. Volunteers to have majority representation on the RFSSC as 

the foremost stakeholder in the RFS. 

3. Volunteer membership to include rank and file volunteers 

(below the rank of Group Captain).

4. Composition of the RFSCC to reflect the diversity of 

volunteers across the organisation.

5. Membership of the RFSSC would be by ministerial 

appointment.

6. The Minister would appoint a volunteer member as Chair and 

another as Deputy Chairperson.

7. Volunteer representatives would be elected from each RFS 

region and the successful candidates recommended by the 

RFS to the Minister for appointment to the RFSSC.

8. Positions on the RFSSC would be up for election every 

three years.

The NSW Rural Fires Act 1997 must be amended to enshrine 

in legislation the reform advocated in this report including the 

statutory declaration of the RFSSC and the composition & 

recognition of volunteer representation on the RFSSC.

State Bushfire Hazard Reduction Committee 
(SBHRC)

The VFFA is advocating the abolishment of the Bush Fire 
Coordinating Committee and the creation of an independent 
State Bushfire Hazard Reduction Committee (SBHRC). The 
committee would operate independently of the RFS and report 
directly to the Minister for Emergency Services. Representation 
on the SBHRC would comprise RFS, key land management 
agencies, Bushfire Science experts, RFS volunteers and 
indigenous stakeholders. It is envisaged that a pre-eminent 
bushfire scientist would chair the Committee.

The role of the committee would be:

1. The provision of advice to the Minister on bushfire prevention, 
mitigation and coordinated bushfire suppression.

2. The preparation and ratification of State bushfire hazard 
reduction (risk management) plans.

3. The development and review of state bushfire hazard 
reduction targets and benchmarks.

4. Reviewing, monitoring and ratifying state bushfire community 
safety programs.

5. Reviewing, monitoring and ratifying systems of bushfire risk 
management plans and codes.

6. Reviewing, monitoring and supporting publicly funded state 
bushfire research programs and grants.

7. Monitoring and auditing the performance of government 
agencies in meeting bushfire hazard reduction targets.

8. Reporting to the Minister on the bushfire prevention, 
mitigation, research and suppression.

9. Annual preparation of forward estimates to the Minister for 
bushfire mitigation works funding.

10. Dissemination and management of the fire mitigation works 
funding to State land management authorities and private 
land owners.

11. Audits of fire mitigation works funding expenditure on 
bushfire prone lands as identified in approved bushfire risk 
management plans.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the VFFA asserts that the structure of the forums 
which guide the strategic direction of RFS are outdated, and 
in need of real reform. The reform model proposed by the 
VFFA involves the creation of an RFS State Council to guide 
the strategic direction of the RFS and a State Bushfire Hazard 
Reduction Committee, to be located within the Office of 
Emergency Management and independent of the RFS with a 
direct reporting line to the Minister for Police and Emergency 
Services. (It is noted that this was Coalition policy taken to the 
NSW State Election).

Central to this reform is greater representation of rank and file 
volunteer rural fire fighters on the key RFS strategic forums, 
as volunteers comprise the bulk of the Rural Fire Service and 
deserve a greater voice on the future direction of the RFS.

the volunteer fire fighter  Summer 2011 Page 11





The Grose Valley a 2,000 ft. deep trough 
extending from Bell to Yarramundi 
splits the Blue Mountains from the 
Wollangambie Wilderness. It has no 
road access only several narrow walking 
tracks’. Its rainforest and the Eucalyptus 
Deani forests attract bushwalkers and 
Greenies like bees to honey.

Its fire history goes back to 
Aboriginal settlement
They feared its deep dark appearance, but 
hunted along its rim, the many drawings 
and tool sharpening grooves attest to 
this. In more recent times it has carried 
bushfire along its length 48 kilometres, 
sending upslope fire onto the ridges and 
gullies that lead into the Blue Mountain 
towns from Mt. Victoria to Glenbrook, 
home to 80,000 residents.

1957 saw the worst of the 1900 era fires 
that burnt to death 5 teenage bushwalkers 
from a Church of England College in 
Sydney, four of the party survived by 
taking shelter in a water erosion drain 
before returning to previous fire area.

Five days later this same fire burning 
unchecked swept up a deep gorge into 
Leura, Wentworth Falls,and Lawson 
destroying over 200 homes, shops, 
businesses and motor vehicles, 6 people 
died. The fire itself was uncontrolled 
and self extinguished when it ran to the 
previous fire area of the same year in 
the south at Leura and a fire area from a 
previous year at Hazelbrook.

This fire led to the formation of the first 
Bushfire prevention Association in NSW, 
1958 and the dedication of the Blue 
Mountains National Park in 1960.

As the first Ranger appointed to the Park 
and also a Group Captain in the Blue 
Mountains Brigades, the Grose Valley and 
its fires, lightning strikes or man made 
were my responsibility.

A hopeless task without road access 
and in spite of my attempts to get a road 
in there including lobbying Politicians, 
it never occurred, as time moved on 
helicopters became part of the scene and 
the Park Service purchased a two person 
Volkswagon Engined Bell Helicopter, too 
low powered for vertical takeoff in the 
Mountains and not winch equipped, so 
against many environmental concerns, 
which came after we completed 5 
helipads, 3 on the floor of the Grose and 
two on cliff tops on the southern side of 
the Grose.

The largest at Acacia Flat near Blue 
Gum Forest entailed the felling of a large 
number of Bluegums, which had to be 
cut up and moved by hand (remember 
no motor vehicle here). It seemed a 
great waste of timber so we decided 
to construct a survival hut, to store 
equipment and provide shelter for sick or 
injured bushwalkers.

This hut building is covered in verse and 
photographs in a book written by 
Mr. Michael Keats and Brian Fox entitled 
“The Upper Grose Valley Bushwalkers 
Business.”

The building of the Hut involved carrying 
all the equipment necessary down 
the Perrys Lookdown walking track, 
chainsaws, petrol, axes, dog spikes, nails, 
heavy loads in backpacks, and of course 
tucker to feed the crew.

On an early morning carry, John Buhr 
stumbled and sat down on his backside, 
letting go of the polystyrene water carrier, 
which rolled down the hill into thick 
undergrowth, while assessing if John was 
hurt I said to my young son Graeme who 
was with us, “Race down the slope and 
retrieve the water carrier.” As he went 
through the undergrowth a very large 
brown snake stood up on its tail with its 
head 12 inches above the undergrowth, 
my son Graeme may have set a sport 
record for 20 metres when he returned 
very quickly without the water carrier, it 
was then my turn to go  for our precious 
water, so I nonchalantly walked into the 
undergrowth saying the snake would have 
been off by now and hoping this was true. 
Water carrier retrieved we continued on 
our way.

To cart the materials from where they lay 
Jack Tolhurst constructed a Flintstone 
Wheelbarrow from sawn 4x2s with a 
wheel cut from a round log, a bit heavy 
duty and hard to push when loaded.

During the hut’s construction it began 
to rain heavily and the Grose River 
threatened to flood so we all packed up 
and retreated up the mountain, thoroughly 
drenched, leaving behind Jack Tolhurst 
and Kevin Grady who were going to sit it 
out (the rain), however after a couple more 
days and nights of incessant rain Phil 
Koperberg (Blue Mountains Fire Control 
officer) began to worry about their survival, 
so with supplies of food, Phil, John Buhr 
and myself set off down Perrys track to 
see what was happening. We could not 
cross the Grose River, but threw food 
across to them, I directed them to a pass 
out of the valley via Locksleys Pylon, Phil, 
John and I returned the way we came. 
Later that afternoon I retrieved Kevin and 
Jack from the south side of the Grose.

The hut was destroyed in the huge fire 
of 1982 as well as parts of the Grose in 
2002 and 2007. Fire fuel builds up waiting 
for the right conditions to send fire again 
onto the Blue Mountains, Kurrajong, down 
the Bells Line of Road into Richmond, 
Windsor, Emu Plains.

Thousand of houses at risk. The only 
attack possible is by water bombing by 
aircraft and Bushfire Brigades when the 
fire reaches mountain homes via the 
Achilles heel of the Grose Valley.

Blue Mountains Achilles Heel
Report by Kevin Browne, AFSM

Image from freeaussiestock.com
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Volunteer fire fighters constantly find themselves exposed to 
physical and psychological risks.

These risks exist within the confines of the relatively safe fire 
shed, during training but most obviously when on active duty on 
the fire ground.

Appropriate precautions are taken but despite this accidents 
leading to the personal injury of the fire fighter do happen and this 
can give rise to adverse financial consequences for the fire fighter, 
their family and, sometimes their business.

A reassuring word from an RFS official that “if you are ever 
hurt, the RFS will look after you” may be well-intentioned but 
it can cause problems for all parties. If, for example, an injured 
fire fighter had taken the official at their word and did not effect 
personal insurance protection, they may well have a case to 
commence legal proceedings if their financial position was 
compromised as a result.

As a volunteer fire fighter, it is important to know where you stand 
when it comes to compensation in respect of:

• accidents leading to personal injury or even death; and

• accidents leading to damage or loss of property.

Knowing this will better equip you to make an informed decision 
about whether you need to make personal arrangements in 
regards to additional financial protection.

WorkCover NSW is the authority responsible for Occupational 
Health & Safety and the Workers Compensation system in New 
South Wales is also responsible for the administration of the 
Workers Compensation (Bush Fire, Emergency and Rescue 
Services) Act 1987 (the Act) which covers the needs of bush fire 
fighters and other volunteer emergency workers.

The following source materials were used in researching this 
article:

• the WorkCover website, www.workcover.nsw.gov.au;

• the WorkCover Authority policy statement for determining a 
weekly compensation for self-employed fire fighters;

• the brochure “Information for Bushfire, Emergency and Rescue 
Services Volunteers.”

In addition direct phone and written enquiries were made with 
WorkCover.

Volunteer fire fighters may claim compensation if they are injured 
while participating in authorised activities.

“Injury” is defined in the Act in part as personal injury arising out 
of or in the course of (volunteering), including

(i) a disease which is contracted by a (volunteer) in the course 
of (volunteering) and to which the (volunteering) was a 
contributing factor, and 

(ii) the aggravation, acceleration, exacerbation or deterioration 
of any disease, where the (volunteering) was a contributing 
factor to the aggravation, acceleration, exacerbation or 
deterioration.

“Authorised activities” are described as activities providing relief 
assistance and other operations in relation to any emergency, 
training and preparatory work genuinely related to these activities 
and fund raising.

In line with the above, injuries arising from other than authorised 
activities are not covered.

The distinction between authorised and unauthorised activities 
may not always be clear, for example, a brigade may be in the 
process of having an extension built to their fire shed. In order to 
keep costs down, brigade members may be performing some of 
the work on a volunteer basis. Does this constitute an “authorised 
activity.”

The immediate thought might be “yes” because by virtue of 
saving the brigade money the activity could be seen as fund 
raising in reverse; however, in a situation where there is any doubt 
it may be best to make a written submission to the RFS and 
receive a formal response.

If a volunteer fire fighter believes an injury has been suffered that 
may lead to some form of compensation being required they 
should advise the officer in charge immediately.

The Workers Compensation system provides for a range of 
benefit payments, including:

(i) Total incapacity benefit

A fire fighter who is otherwise employed or self-employed, 
who cannot perform their normal work may be entitled to a 
weekly compensation benefit.

The initial benefit is calculated on their current weekly wage 
rate or average weekly earnings as defined in the Act, 
whichever creates the higher amount. The definition aims to 
provide an effective means of calculating the rate per week at 
which the person was being remunerated. 

Current weekly wage rate and average weekly earnings 
are however assessed on a case-by-case basis and the 
information requirements to determine the “correct, fair and 
reasonable benefit” to be paid may differ depending on the 
individual’s circumstances.

The lack of a specific formula has the disadvantage of 
uncertainty but the advantage of flexibility. 

As distinct from an employee of the RFS, in the volunteer 
fire fighter’s situation, there is no initial upper limit to current 
weekly wage rate or average weekly earnings.

Volunteer Fire Fighters 
and Injury Compensation

Report by Col Fullagar, Hawkesbury RAFT – September 2011
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VOLUNTEER FIRE FIGHTERS AND INJURY COMPENSATION continued

After 26 weeks of payment for total incapacity, if the fire 
fighter remains unable to work, the weekly compensation 
benefit is currently capped at $417.40 a week.

Additional weekly payments are payable for any dependant 
spouse and children.

The 26 weeks of total incapacity payments at the uncapped 
rate can be broken up by periods of partial incapacity.

Payments continue for as long as total incapacity remains.

(ii) Partial incapacity benefit

When the fire fighter is able to return to work, WorkCover 
makes up any difference between what the fire fighter is able 
to earn and their average weekly earnings.

After 26 weeks of either total or partial incapacity payments, 
the compensation is capped at the defined statutory rate as 
above.

If rehabilitation or retraining is required, weekly payments as 
a special initial payment while seeking employment can be 
made for a maximum of 52 weeks – current weekly wage rate 
paid for up to 26 weeks – then 80% of current weekly wage 
rate for further 26 weeks.

Importantly, weekly compensation benefits paid as special 
initial payments while seeking employment when a fire fighter 
is partially incapacitated are NOT available to self-employed 
volunteers because the obligation to provide suitable 
employment in a self-employed situation is the obligation of 
the volunteer in their capacity as a director or owner of the 
business.

Payments can continue for as long as the fire fighter is 
partially incapacitated.

(iii) Medical expenses 

Reimbursement is available for reasonable medical, hospital, 
ambulance and related treatment costs, e.g. medical tests, 
medication, nursing care, physiotherapy, speech therapy, 
counselling, travel and associated costs.

(iv) Rehabilitation expenses

Contributions may also be made towards the costs 
associated with a rehabilitation or retraining programme 
designed to enable the fire fighter to return to employment.

(v) Permanent injuries or death

If injury results in permanent impairment, lump sum payments 
are available with these payments being governed by the 
degree of permanent impairment which is characterised 
as a percentage of whole person impairment. Eligibility for 
payment requires a minimum of 1% permanent impairment 
with the maximum payment of $220,000 requiring permanent 
impairment of 75% or more.

The current payment for injury leading to death is $465,100 

with an additional $118.20 a week payable for each 

dependant child.

A contribution to funeral costs is not payable for volunteers.

(vi) Property damage

Compensation is also available for the loss, destruction of, or 

damage to private vehicles, equipment or personal property 

used in connection with authorised activities.

The above payment amounts and limits are current as at April 

2011 but they are indexed in line with CPI every 6 months in April 

and October.

Further information is available from the WorkCover website 

www.workcover.nsw.gov.au or the WorkCover information line 

13 10 50.

Life insurance and volunteer fire fighters

Financial protection provided under WorkCover, whilst of some 

assistance may fall well short of what a particular fire fighter 

requires.

It is strongly suggested that individuals seek professional financial 

advice to ensure their insurance needs are covered appropriately.

It is generally the case that participation in active volunteer fire 

fighting activities is not considered an additional hazard such that 

access to the various types of life insurance, income protection 

insurance etc, is in any way restricted.

Also, it is generally the case that participation in these activities 

would not give rise to a higher than normal premium being 

charged.

The information contained in this article is a general guide only and 

represents a very brief summary of the cover provided. 

Whilst care has been taken in preparing this article, the accuracy of 

the information contained cannot be guaranteed. The Act is the final 

determinant of actual cover. 

Volunteer fire fighters should make their own enquiries in order to 

ascertain the position in regards to themself.
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Having a brigade website is an excellent way of both providing 
information to members and engaging with the local community 
with respect to promoting brigade interests. Many brigades have 
taken up the offer of the RFSA to host these sites whilst some 
have made alternative arrangements, presumably due to the size 
restriction mentioned in the RFSA website hosting agreement.

A new Draft Service Standard for Brigade Websites has recently 
been made available for comment on the RFS Website with the 
closing date of December 16, 2011.

Thankfully the draft is not overly prescriptive so brigades will still 
have relative freedom to develop individualistic sites to suit their 
needs and the needs of their local communities.

In the case of our small community at Nerrigundah, the 
geographic location means that most of the community relies 
upon satellite communications for Internet connectivity with some 
having only recently shed the restrictive shroud of “dial-up”.

Not having the bandwidth of those with faster connections has 
meant that we have had to avoid using many of the “wizz-bang” 
gizmos that appear on more elaborate websites and stick to 
basics. Pictures have been kept to a minimum and have been 
reduced to an appropriate display size and rather than store 
a lot of data we have provided links to appropriate websites 
where possible. Unfortunately online training videos do not work 
effectively for us but we are developing links to a range of useful 
training information and equipment manuals for members use.

Our aim is to have a dynamic site that is continually evolving 
and to be able to provide a convenient window (or portal in 
cyber-speak) to the local community for a range of fire-related 
information and beyond as currently there is no other web 
prescence for Nerrigundah. Having the website as a window to 
useful local information draws the community to the site where 
they can then view RFS information and as well as anything we 
may wish to promote for brigade fundraising.

An example of such local information is a link to the Bureau Of 
Meteorology River Height data. The link is always available but 
at times when floods threaten to inundate the local bridge and 
isolate the village, the link is placed upfront on our main page 
along with anecdotal information about the level at which the 
bridge could “go under”.

Development and maintenance of the website has so far been 
carried out by a CyberGeriatric brigade member with basic 
computer skills and free software so has been done at zero cost 
to the brigade. Our recent success at gaining a laptop computer 
as part of the RFSA Grant Scheme provides the potential for the 
webmaster role to be shared amongst members and we look 
forward to the day when a young member with superior web 
development skills turns up.

VFFA members can contact the Nerrigundah CyberGeriatric via 
the email link on www.nerrigundah.rfsa.org.au Any feedback on 
the site, whether positive or negative, would be most welcome.

Brigade Websites
Report By The Nerrigundah CyberGeriatric 

Laurie Edebohls, Secretary/Webmaster, Nerrigundah Rural Fire Brigade
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My name is Richard Osborne O.A.M. and 
I have been a member of the Bushfire 
Brigade and now the RFS since the end 
of 1981.

I am in the Lower Hunter Zone as it 
is called now and formerly known as 
Port Stephens so my story is about the 
Communications in this district.

When I joined the RFS back in 1981 the 
Communications at the time operated on 
78 MHz and it worked pretty well except 
the antennas used on the vehicles were 
over 1 meter in length and many got 
damaged driving through the bush. Then 
we got new radios and new frequencies 
on the VHF Band and we were allocated 
2 frequencies. If you were on the Eastern 
side of Port Stephens you used Channel 
1 and if you were West of the Hunter 
River you used Channel 2. The system 
was good except that another repeater 
located midway would have been a great 
help and the communications were OK 
with very few dead spots. Then we were 
given new radios and a supposedly better 
radio network. It was a shared radio 
network on the UHF band shared with the 
Port Stephens Council. It was not good 
at all because if the network was used we 
had to wait until the air cleared before we 
firies could get through. We did however, 
have a local arrangement with the council 

by which if there was a fire we would 
have priority over council messages.

Now we have this really great system 
called the GRN (Government Radio 
Net work ) which was brought in so 
that emergency agencies and other 
departments could liaise with each 
other. The network is a trunked radio 
system and works on the UHF band. 
Permission had to be granted from 
other agencies before we could get our 
radio programmed to operate on their 
frequency. The NSW POLICE radio 
branch had a very good look at the 
system and decided that it was no good 
to them and would cost too much money 
so they fixed up their network on their 
frequencies.

This GRN network incurs a monthly 
charge per radio and Telstra looks after 
the billing process which is costing the 
NSW tax payers thousands of dollars 
annually.

Now I am told that the RFS is going to 
scale down the use of the GRN and use 
their PMR network. Surprise surprise, this 
network is also on the UHF band. 

Those people who are well seasoned 
radio technicians and not just out of 
university know how UHF works and 
know that UHF signals absolutely hate 

obstructions. i.e. buildings in the way, 

hills/mountains and especially green stuff 

(bush land with heavy timber). When you 

are in the middle of a fire trail surrounded 

by trees your signal tends to get lost. The 

only way to sort of get over this problem 

is to install more repeaters. In flat country 

the system is great but where we fight 

fires the majority of the area is hilly.

Experience taught us that the best 

system we had was the VHF system. It 

doesn’t like the obstructions as well BUT 

the signals can bend a bit further than 

UHF. Why pay to use someone else’s 

network when you can have your own? 

So do we keep a system that is always 

breaking up, low in audio or do we move 

on and get a real radio network?

We need simple radios without the fancy 

buttons. The new microphones have all 

the controls on them. These microphones 

don’t like getting damaged and they cost 

a fortune to replace. 

In finishing and this is directed at the 

Commissioner, bean counters and the 

people who do all the spending of our 

money, it’s time to re-design a radio 

network that is user friendly, doesn’t use 

expensive radio equipment and does not 

have to be multi-agency capable.

The RFS Radio Network 
as seen by a Volunteer

Report by Richard Osborne OAM, Member RFS Lemon Tree Passage 291/2 years

Peter Bragg being presented 
with the Panasonic TV at our 

AGM on the night of 12th October 2011.

Peter won the TV by signing up to be a 
VFFA Financial Member.
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In January 2003, a major bushfire disaster was inflicted on 
Canberra. The disaster was conceived fifteen years before and 
grew and thrived on complacency, irresponsibility, arrogance 
and possible criminology. I saw it coming, I warned but nobody 
listened and much less heeded. It need not and should not have 
happened. It was obvious that it was only a matter of time.  
Sadly, Canberra is going down the same or worse path again 
and worst of all, still nobody who is in a position to do something 
about it, cares.

Bush fire protection for the ACT community is at a critical cross 
road.

FACT: 
Just eight short years ago four lives were lost, over 200 major 
injuries, 500 houses and the environment destroyed, lives and 
families shattered forever etc. etc., and once again complacency, 
irresponsibility and arrogance reigns supreme as the community 
is put at risk. The next major bushfire to hit Canberra will destroy 
over 1000 houses and cause the very real potential loss of 50 
lives and consequent injuries. 

The biggest threat to the Canberra community outside of a 
nuclear attack is not flood, it is not earthquake, unlikely to be 
a cyclone or tsunami and building fires are limited but without 
doubt it is a bushfire.

THE RESPONSE TO 2003:
The McLeod and Coronial inquiries recognized a lot of the 
problems in the bushfire organisation that had led up to and 
culminated in the disaster. The Government promptly and rightly 
responded to the findings and recommendations by instituting 
the independent Emergency Services Authority (ESA) with 
appropriate legislation and support.

The ESA under Commissioner Peter Dunn quickly and 
positively moved to restore confidence and quality back into 
the important and mostly ignored but critically vital bushfire 
protection, particularly operations, for the ACT and surrounds. 
Independence, confidence and respect had at last been restored 
and firefighters, land holders and the community as a whole once 
again began building up confidence, pride and ownership.

Commissioner Dunn provided competent and distinct operational 
leadership. Unfortunately, Mr Dunn’s leadership was not 
always compatible with the narrowness of the ACT political and 
bureaucratic scene. Some of Mr Dunn’s actions were missing a 
bit of restraint and directional oversight but on the whole his term 
as Commissioner provided a breath of fresh air to the protection 
of Canberra from the ravages of bushfires. Commissioner Dunn 
recognized the importance of concentration on the primary role of 
the RFS, that of protecting the community from bushfires with the 
number one priority of operational integrity. Putting out bushfires. 

Operational integrity was returned with RFS Chief Officer, Michael 
Ross  under Commissioner Dunn introducing and maintaining 
vital interaction with his brigade officers and a sense of pride and 
belonging that had declined over the previous fifteen years was 
returned to the bushfire service. The morale of bushfire fighters 
rose dramatically.

The Government at the time felt threatened by the independence 
of the ESA which didn’t sit comfortably with that government 
and bureaucratic culture, despite the fact that it was in the 
best interests of bushfire protection for the ACT. Commissioner 
Dunn won a number of heavy bureaucratic turf wars in the best 
interests of bushfire protection for the ACT community but on 
secret advice from those he defeated, the government instead 
of fine tuning the arrangement secretly proceeded without 
any community or organisation consultation, to destroy the 
independent ESA and replace it with a multi tiered bureaucracy.

Although recognizing the inadequacies and the large backward 
step in this major change, firefighters reluctantly accepted the 
governmental structure changes and agreed to work within 
the system and to do their best to make it work. Once again 
the firefighters showed community responsibility in difficult 
circumstances as they did in the aftermath of the 2003 disaster 
when by implication we were blamed for the fires. (i.e, not well 
enough trained etc.) We got on with the job.

However, this structure was short lived and without warning 
another major restructure was imposed overnight by 
Commissioner Manson. This restructure completely changed the 
operational roles imposing four levels of bureaucracy. Further a 
purge of experienced RFS staff sapped the confidence of bushfire 
brigade officers and bushfire fighters.

Commissioner Manson’s restructure removed from each service 
its own and vital Chief Officer position placing all three Chief 
Officer roles with the Deputy Commissioner. Clearly unworkable 
and dangerous and the resulting break down of confidence, 
leadership and morale has proved this.

Volunteers staged a history making stop work demonstration in 
March 2007 in response to their concerns. The ACT ESA and 
the RFS became the national laughing stock in all other bushfire 
jurisdictions. The Minister promised a review of the restructure by 
October 2007 which did not happen as the Commissioner sought 
to micro manage leaving the RFS with a Chief Officer (part time) in 
name only with the DCO nothing other than the proverbial “meat 
in the sandwich”. All this added together produced an RFS that 
was nothing other than a dysfunctional mess.

The purging of Michael Ross as Chief Officer and the experienced 
bushfire office staff left brigade operational officers and bushfire 
fighters isolated from their Chief Officer. Morale and confidence 
plummeted.

Continued public assurances at Ministerial level that bushfire 
protection for the ACT has never been better continues to 
further sap morale as the Minister refused to recognize the 
major deficiencies in the bushfire risk management of the 
ACT. For instance the ACT RFS doesn’t have designated field 
commanders or a clear chain of command as have all other 
bushfire jurisdictions to this day. Volunteer rural fire brigade 
captains are treated with disdain and apathy. 

The ACT RFS communications system is the worst in Australia, 
featuring delays, complexity, slow replies and interference. 
The drawbacks with this system will play a key roll in future 
disasters. It is hampered by too much technology for the sake of 
technology.

When the next inevitable bushfire disaster strikes Canberra with 
the loss of fifty or more lives, will those responsible for the head 

Reality Check, 
from a Grumpy Old Bush Firefighter!

Report by Val Jeffery, Captain, Southern ACT Volunteer Bushfire Brigade, 6th September 2011

Page 18 Summer 2011  the volunteer fire fighter



REALITY CHECK, FROM A GRUMPY OLD BUSH FIREFIGHTER! continued

in the sand complacency from the Minister down through the 
bureaucracy, BFC, rural landholders, brigade officers, Assembly 
members be able to sleep comfortably? I guess that they will 
as they set out to blame everything else but complacency 
again with the firefighters to cop the blame as they did in 2003 
by implication. Once again as in 2003, accountability and 
responsibility will be ignored unless the community takes an 
overdue reality check.     

I am desperately concerned about the bushfire protection for 
Canberra and the ACT and maybe these are some of the 
reasons why:

• Bush fires are the greatest risk to Canberra outside of a nuclear 
bomb.

• All corporate memory has been purged out of the service.

In eight years the RFS has endured:

• Three different Ministers

• Four Commissioners

• Five Chief Officers,

• Six Deputy Chief Officers

• Four changes of structure

• Five administrative heads

• Four levels of bureaucracy 

• Brigades not aware of RFS staff roles                                                            

• No operational line of command

• A history making protest by volunteers

• Feel good but worthless business plan

• Waffle loaded BF Management plan

• Ignored crew protection

• Shattered confidence and morale

• Declining volunteer membership

• Ever escalating membership hurdles

• Non existent leadership

• Office staff responsible for call outs

• At least four adjustment changes to TRN radios

• Lack of support to achieve those changes

• Intermittent static on TRN radios

• Complicated and dangerous radio system

• Little interaction between Chief Officers and this Brigade’s 
officers since February 2007

• Lack of support for brigade officers from above

• Pandering to Comcen at operational expense

• Abandonment of a crucial RFS control room, etc. etc.

• “Commissioner’s Guidelines” as defined under the Act have not 
been made available

• And on and on it goes.

Worst of all, those above us including the politicians think that 
all in the orchard is apples and you wonder why I get gravely 
concerned worrying about the lives that will be needlessly lost but 
could be avoided with responsible management. The prime and 
most important role of the RFS, that of bushfire control, has been 
virtually ignored and the culture filled by “feel good” exercises with 
emphasis put on such things as community information, pages 
of “waffle” as witnessed in the Strategic Bush Fire Management 
Plan, the Review, the Business Plan etc.etc with very little if any 
attention given to operational integrity. 

Sounds good, reads good but ignores the primary responsibility 
of putting out fires to protect our precious community. This 
other “feel good” stuff, although possibly worthwhile and maybe 
necessary camouflages the real risk to the ACT and surrounds, 
that is the failure to provide the best operational bushfire service.                     

SUMMARY and WHAT  NEXT?

Firstly it needs to be recognized and acknowledged that the 
greatest risk to Canberra is from wild fires.

Secondly therefore there must be no impediment to the provision 
of the best possible and professional bushfire management to 
the ACT. Bush fires will start but bushfire risk can be and must be 
mitigated against and bushfires have to be controlled. 

History and experience shows that the most successful bushfire 
management for the ACT has been when it was under an 
independent statutory bushfire council.

That is still by far the best option but we need to accept that 
under the present government that option is unlikely to be 
given any consideration despite the fact that Coroner Doogan 
recommended that structure. So then we must look at the best 
alternative for now as the present system is not working and 
cannot perform to provide the best bushfire management for the 
ACT. The present situation cannot be allowed to continue, its 
continuation is too dangerous to even seriously contemplate.

The operational line of control and the situation of Duty Co-
ordinators must be addressed positively as a matter of urgency. 
There needs to be two deputy chief officers and together with the 
chief officer, these three persons must accept their operational 
responsibilities as in the successful past. Their duties must 
encompass operational leadership as the number one priority 
thus filling the present vacuum of a lack of operational chain of 
command. These three responsible officers must then share the 
duty co-ordinator roles, not office people filling that vital role.

Following on from the re establishment of the chief officer 
position operational integrity must be restored with hands on 
management by the chief officer with regular brigade interaction, 
a clear identification of the roles of the RFS office staff, removal of 
impediments to volunteers, return to a RFS control centre etc.etc. 
In other words, clear leadership in the critical protection of the 
ACT from the disasters of bushfires.

Most other problems mentioned in my background lead up 
should be able to be successfully addressed through proper 
structural and personnel arrangements.

However, in conjunction with this operational and management 
leadership revival there must be a determined re assessment 
of the Act and embracing the subject of “Commissioners 
Guidelines” etc. The Act is by far too broad, complex and in 
places, ambiguous. As well the role and relationship of the RFS 
with TAMS land managers, rural landholders and the fire brigade 
must be fervently addressed.

All in all, to return operational integrity to the RFS for the 
protection of the ACT from the ravages of bushfires before 
it is too late. I expect that once again I will be charged as a 
“grumpy old fool living in the past” as I was pre 2003. However, 
please remember that the past of which I have been part of 
encompassed decades of successful and professional bushfire 
management in the ACT.
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If you would like to be a member 
of the VFFA please contact the Association

Membership can be as a total brigade

0427 697 608
or write to us at: PO Box 148, Peak Hill NSW 2869

Alternatively you can join online at:
www.volunteerfirefighters.org.au

or fill in the Membership form at the back of this journal.

Become a VFFA MemberBecome a VFFA Member
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What has changed after the 
Victorian Fire Royal Commission?

The dreadful fires of 2003 in south east Australia even including 
our National Capital provided absolute evidence that in this 
corner of Australia we live in an environment that has fire as the 
majority shareholder. 

There were massive lessons to learnt In Victoria in 2003 but 
unheeding, we repeated the disaster with fires in the Grampians 
in 2005 and then consumed another million or so hectares in 
the Alpine fires of 2007. Finally we experienced the life hungry 
disaster of Black Saturday 7 February 2009. 

Bushfires could no longer be ignored. Inquiries in Victoria, New 
South Wales and notably in the House of Representatives trawled 
through the disastrous events and mostly achieved a total stand 
off between those who argued that fires were a natural event 
and if land management consisted of isolating our bush from 
human intervention then a natural and safer environment would 
emerge. Nowhere was this manifesto more clearly voiced than 
by Paul Collins in his Book “Burn, the Epic Story of Bushfire in 
Australia”. A chilling conclusion by Collins is  “…we have to admit 
that in some circumstances, such as in 1939 in Victoria, 1967 in 
southern Tasmania, or 2003 in the Alps and Canberra, probably 
nothing we do will protect our assets: the reality of living in 
Australia means living with fire and its consequences.”

The other view is a landscape with fuel, fire, flora and fauna 
(including humans) living in a fire environment where the 
fire behavior is constrained and remains within acceptable 
boundaries by the application of frequent but mild fires. That art is 
practiced in the forests (but not all the “natural” areas) of Western 
Australia. It is a difficult art for our current communities but of 
course was brilliantly achieved by the indigenous custodians of 
Australia.

Books, essays, TV Science doco’s, radio programs, workshops, 
conferences have all addressed this mighty question of how to 
protect the bush and generate a safe and healthy environment. 
Politics has mingled with environmentalism, good and not so 
good science to leave the south east of Australia just as fire 
exposed as it was at the end of the last century. 

Somewhere around $80m or so was spent on the Victorian Royal 
Commission into the 2009 fires.  Did that produce the answers 
that changed Government policies and practices, as had the 
Royal Commission in Western Australia into the 1962 Dwellingup 
fires that changed the nature of bush fire management forever? 
My answer which is based upon impressions, odd rumours of 
change, media press releases and occasional meetings and 
what amounts for little more than gossip is that not much real 
improvement has yet been achieved.  Some matters are actually 
moving backwards and even some local government areas are 
in total fire threat denial. There has however been one great 
achievement and that is the acceptance, finally by thoughtful 
members of the green movement that the recommended 5% 
of publicly owned land should be fuel reduction burnt. The trick 

now, is to achieve this minimum strategy with techniques still 
to be developed to achieve the goal of a “safe and healthy” 
environment. If given leadership and support I would expect 
that our land managers could do as well as their colleagues in 
Western Australia.

There are nevertheless some difficult impediments to achieving 
the answer to the fire, fuel, and weather threat here in the east 
of the nation. They are the refusal to adopt and adapt the West 
Australian fuel burning guide, the communities’ dislike of smoky 
skies, a lack of support for prescribed burners and a constant 
diversion of funds to response and centralized causes. 

The last sixty years of bushfire research in Australia has shown 
that only prevention, and rapid response from simply equipped 
local firefighters can make any inroads on extreme bushfire days.

I have accepted the West Australian experience over 50 years 
of the decrease in bushfire area burnt as a result of different 
levels of prescribed burning. I have made the assumption that 
in Victoria if the area burnt on Black Saturday was decreased 
in the same proportion as in W.A. then the life loss would be 
decreased by the same fraction I have simply calculated that the 
5% recommendation would have decreased the life loss from 
173 to 78. If however the area prescribed each year was 
extended to the level recommended by the Council Assisting 
the Victorian Royal Commission to 10% the life loss would be 
predicted to be 33 and if we achieved what I believe to be the 
pre-European level of annual burning i.e. around 15% the life loss 
in a rerun of the Black Saturday fires would have been around 9. 
What an improvement to the 173 that perished.

Some aspects have become worse, the expansion in centralized 
bureaucratic structures that isolate the local folk, the prospect 
of increased control by controlling information through the 
installation of opaque digital radio systems and centralized 
information systems will worsen the next fire disaster event.  
There have however been great improvements in fire weather 
forecasting systems, which must become available to all. There 
is no excuse for surprise fire disasters ever again. Thank you, 
weather people.  

The constant pressure to find a fire solution in aircraft and larger 
and more cumbersome ground vehicles reflects a wish for an 
easy technology solution that is just not there.

Any major solution will revolve around the fundamental of fire 
physics that says if you have more fuel you will have even much, 
much more fire.

Until our politicians and their advisors take the time to read and 
understand “Bushfires in Australia” by the late Harry Luke and 
Alan McArthur we should not be surprised if we keep making the 
same mess of our fire prone but wonderful environment.

Reference

1. holleyhill@bigpond.com

After the Flames and Fury
– Impressions of Change

Report by David Packham1 OAM, MAppSci, 10 Oct 2011
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Corporate greed does not only apply to big business as 
highlighted by the recent sit-in protests, it can also be seen within 
the RFS structure itself.

Of course the greed is not restricted to remuneration, but is 
extended right through the hierarchy within the bureaucracy 
building exercise, which has been alive and well for many years 
within in RFS.

While this information is extensive (which has been circulated 
to many politicians), the particular entry that caught the eye 
was a spreadsheet of salary increases awarded to selected 
members of the hierarchy. The thought that crossed the mind 
was that some of these increases awarded would be more or a 
substantial percentage of the yearly pay for a lot of the Regional 
RFS Officers who are out there “actually at that coal face” trying 
to implement the ridiculous governance handed down to them by 
this bureaucracy.

Most of the RFS officers out there are genuinely working to the 
best of their ability to sift through the mountain of professional 
standards, policy and regulations handed down to them by this 
bureaucracy. There must be a lot of seriously disgruntled RFS 
employees out there especially when they see these increases of 
which some are almost what they earn in a year…and awarded to 
paper shufflers?

Refer to the spread sheet and take particular notice of the 
increase awarded in the months leading up to the last NSW 
State Elections on 26/3/2011 (surely a coincidence). Also the 
bureaucratic job descriptions (all very necessary?).

There are numerous comparisons one could suggest where these 
increases in salaries allocated to these individuals could be spent. 
However, at the risk of sounding too negative altogether, and 
of preaching to the converted, this will be left up to the reader’s 
imagination.

When NSW is in a State of Financial 
Uncertainty…yet more Greed

EDITORIAL

Recent RFS Salary Increases

Job Title Increase $ New Salary Old Salary
Date of 

Increase

Senior Project Officer Risk Management Policy and Governance $15,039 $96,607 $81,568 25/3/2011

Senior Project Officer Risk Management Policy and Governance $11,820 $99,484 $87664 25/3/2011

Senior Project Officer Planning, Research and Knowledge $20,940 $108,438 $86,498 25/3/2011

Management Customer Service Centre RFS Level 12/13, Lidcombe $33,092 $120,756 $84,664 17/3/2011

Manager, Professional Standards, RFS Level 14, Lidcombe $44,570 $145,594 $101,024 8/3/2011

Regional Services Co-Ordinator, RFS Level 8/9, Sydney Olympic Park $10,770 $87,664 $76,894 3/3/2011

Zone Manager – Riverina Zone $22,500 $99,494 $76,894 2/3/2011

Co-ordinator Customer Support, RFS Level 8/9, Lidcombe $31,020 $87,664 $56,644 10/2/2011

Co-ordinator Hotspots Programe, RFS Level 8/9, Lidcombe $23,023 $87,664 $64,641 9/2/2011

State Mitigation Works Co-ordinator, RFS Level 10/11, Glendenning $6,666 $99,484 $92,818 25/1/2011

Business Manager, Operational & Mitigation Support Services $22,590 $99,484 $76,894 14/1/2011

Online Systems Officer, RFS Level 6/7, Lidcombe $30,935 $76,894 $45,959 15/12/2010

Manager, Communications Systems, Lidcombe RFS 10/11 $40,081 $99,484 $59,404 16/11/2010

Manager, Media Services, Lidcombe RFS 12/13 $35,791 $120,756 $84,865 10/11/2010

Manager, Audit, Inquiries and Legal, RFS Level 12/13, Lidcombe $19,689 $116,112 $96,423 8/9/2009

Group Manager Corporate Communications $14,180 $145,594 $104,414 2/8/2011

Co-ordinator, Regional Services RFS 10/11 $22,590 $99,494 $76,894 3/8/2011
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The VFFA & its membership are staggered 
at the new Government allowing the RFS 
hierarchy to continue spending millions & 

millions of tax payers’ dollars on the setting up of a 
programme that’s clearly not needed.

At a time when the State has been left in a financial mess, 
wages to be capped, public servants to be made redundant, a 
$5 billion black hole to be dealt with…yet the RFS is still spending 
lightning fast?

Firstly & most importantly, the RFS is not a Land Manager…the 
RFS as a fire fighting agency does not own land, the RFS simply 
extinguishes fires on other peoples/organisations property/s.

The Rural Fires Act (1997) as it stands, allows for the 
implementation of a set of formal instructions to land owners to 
clear any identified or perceived areas of concern e.g. anything 
that is deemed to be in a position to cause concern or threaten 
properties. The Act clearly provides for the RFS to appoint 
professional contractors to remove such hazards & the RFS is 
able to recover any costs through the courts.

Trails should be managed by their respective owners e.g. N.P. & 
W.S, State Forests, Local Government or other…this is not the 
job of a fire fighting agency.

The millions of tax payer dollars being thrown away in setting 
up this latest empire known as the SMSS beggars belief. The 
sheer size of what’s become known as the A-380 hangar 
at Glendenning in Sydney’s West, the number of high paid 
managerial staff, the staff cars, the pallets & pallets of supplies, 
the new tankers, the mechanical maintenance fleet vehicles, tilt 
tray vehicles, ships containers for the carriage of equipment to 
work sites, the tractors, the brush cutters, chainsaws, mowers, 
the RFS’s own brand of bottled water….it just goes on & this is 

all to be duplicated again in the other three regions at Batemans 

Bay, Dubbo & Coffs Harbour! 

The VFFA calls for the abolishment of the SMSS & the total 

removal of bureaucratic obstacles & red tape in the area of 

hazard reduction burns. To think that on a perfectly fine sunny 

day, a hazard reduction could be stopped using the excuse that 

certain salaried staff are having a weekend off; is obscene to say 

the least.

The VFFA calls on the RFS executive to stop putting up barriers 

& start allowing the volunteers to go back to doing what they do 

best. Let’s face it, staff including the high paid executives only 

exist because of the fact that volunteers exist & their primary role 

is to support those volunteers who do the job. The VFFA fully 

supports RFS staff, we are not in any way against staff however 

the VFFA membership is rapidly losing patience in the way our 

once great volunteer organisation is being driven.

The VFFA calls on the RFS Commissioner to seriously start 
re-engaging with his volunteers before it’s too late.

State Mitigation Support Service (SMSS)
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Photo Gallery

Hawkesbury RAFT (Remote Area Fire Fighting Team) being inserted by NPWS helicopter. Mogo Creek Fire in Yengo National Park, January 2011. Photo Courtesy Col Fullagar.
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Kurrajong Heights sits high on top of a 

mountain range encompassed by bush, 

with close to three quarters of a million 

hectares of Blue Mountains and Wollemi 

National Parks surrounding. The potential 

for extreme wildfire events are ever 

present. 

Due to the topography the burning/

fuel reduction of bush land is the only 

practical way of reducing the impact 

of wildfires. For the last 35 years the 

Kurrajong Heights Brigade has used 

a mosaic zoning approach to hazard 

reduction. 

The following diagram represents our 

zoning approach.

The zone pattern is three plots deep and 

the cycle of hazard reduction is 12 years. 

Once such a zone plan is put in place and 

maintained, for any given year of extreme 

fire at least one of the zones will provide 

a ‘block’ to the approaching wildfire. This 

process allows the time between H/R 

burns to be lengthened, which produces 

superior environmental outcomes.

Because of this strategy, I believe 

Kurrajong Heights has an excellent flora 

and fauna bio-diversity with a tall timber 

tree canopy and low open scrub. The tall 

timber canopy helps retain soil moisture 

year round, aiding humus formation and 

soil improvement. In addition the low 

moderate H/R burns protects the fauna 

habitat by;

• leaving gullies unburnt as retreat areas

• minimising the destruction of habitat – 
hollow logs, rock crevices and humus 
are retained and this infrastructure can 
be readily recolonised.

• prevents soil erosion by retaining a 
humus layer.

The Kurrajong Heights zoning approach 

to H/R is our major and ongoing defence 

strategy. It is a simple, cost effective and 

environmentally friendly way of alleviating 

the fire threat. It allows the community to 

have peace of mind, whilst living within a 

pristine environment.

Mosaic Zoning Approach to Hazard Reduction 
– The Kurrajong Heights Experience

Report by Brian Williams, Captain Kurrajong Heights
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C D E

A Garford Circa 1927 Merimbula RFS Far South Coast

B 1934 Leyland Cub NSWFB ME 17 in wreckers after being 
decommissioned Circa 1967

C  Leyland Cub as above

D Leyland Cub today (owned by me)

E Dennis Puma ex Melbourne F.B., Ex Tasmania F.B., ex NSWBFS, 
then purchased by me

F Dennis Puma whilst in Melbourne

G Dennis Puma

FIRE TRUCKS
Report by Neil Crawley

A B

F

I

L

G

J

M

H

K

N H Thames Trader ex NSWFB

I Blitz Moruya RFS & Cat 1 Malua Bay Eurobodalla

J Leyland Light Tanker Narooma BFB circa 1980

K Appliances and members Yallourn Fire Station 
Victoria Circa 1940/50

L Acco ex Army Tinpot BFS Eurobodalla

M Cruiser Cat 9 Belowra Valley Eurobodalla

N Acco Pumper ex NSWFB, ex Liverpool RFS HQ, 
ex RFS Training School Mogo, then purchased 
by me 

SP HQ

the volunteer fire fighter  Summer 2011 Page 27



VFFA jumper polar fleece 
Colour  navy or royal blue 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
Sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl 
100% polyester

Price $59.95

VFFA drill shirt short sleeve 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
Colour navy only 
100% cotton 
sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl

Price $45.00

VFFA  t-shirt 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
colour navy or royal blue 
sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl

Price $ 39.95

VFFA jacket black with grey stripes 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH  
100% nylon  
100% polyester 
navy drill shirt short sleeve 
sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl

Price $ 119.95

VFFA business shirt short sleeve 
Colour light blue 
100% cotton 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
sizes s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl

Price $$47.00

VFFA polo shirt 
Colour navy or royal blue 
Embroided with VFFA PATCH 
SIZES s,m,l,xl,xxl,xxxl,xxxxl 
100% cotton 

Price $45.00

To order these products go to the website

www.aasafety.com.au
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VFFA suede cap 
Colour navy/suede 
Embroided 
size adjustable 
100% cotton 
100% suede

Price $25.00

VFFA beanie 
Colour navy 
Embroided 
one Size fits all 
100% polyester 

Price $19.95

VFFA cap 
colour navy 
Embroided 
size adjustable 
100% polyester

Price $25.00

VFFA kids shirt 
Embroided (without patch) 
colour royal blue only 
sizes 2,4,6,8,10,12,14,16 

Price $29.95

VFFA emergency response first aid kit  Price $120.00

Embroided 
Contents: adhesive dressing strips, adhesive dressing tape, bag plastic assorted sizes, dressing non-adherent 
sterile, eye pads sterile, bandage gauze 50ml, bandage gauze 100ml, gloves disposable, rescue foil blanket, 
safety pins, scissors sharp/blunt stainless steel, forceps splinter stainless steel, eye wash, antiseptic swabs, 
triangular bandage, wound dressing number 15, first booklet, work cover approved first aid kit 

VFFA kit bag G2000 
Colour black 
Embroided 
Zipped front pocket 
2 x zipped pockets each end 
Large main compartment with u shaped 
opening 
Size 80cm wide x 40cm high x 40cm depth 
Fabric denier nylon

Price $69.95

VFFA stubbie holders 
Vffa logo printed 
Colour navy

Price $10.00

VFFA  sticker 
Length 210mm x  
height 75mm

Price $3.50

VFFA patch 
100% cotton 
Width 75mm x height 
100mm

Price $8.00

Protecting the 
community and 

the environment

To order these products go to the website

www.aasafety.com.au
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This hazard reduction burn along the Newell Highway Central West NSW between Peak Hill 
and Parkes is about making the Newell a strategic fire zone right through the State. This 
was the outcome of excellent management from the Bush Fire Management Committee 
(BFMC) in the Mid Lachlan Valley Team Forbes working with all land managers providing fire 
fighters with a good fire break protection to work off for future fires. 

The other worry is that Semi Trailers and motor vehicle accidents that occur along the 
highway and cause fires. This will give some protection against this.

Newell Highway Hazard Reduction Burns

Again more work from the Mid Lachlan Valley 
Team BFMC with hazard reduction burns along 
the railway lines. This will eliminate fire risk from 
trains passing through.

Rail Line Burn 
– Mickibri
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Introduction

The below is a submission that was recently made to the RFS 
rank review. It was not taken seriously and dismissed by the first 
round of the Rank Review as a minority view. The author was 
not given any opportunity to explain or present this submission, 
despite making several offers to do so. He is grateful to the VFFA 
for providing this wider circulation of these ideas for discussion 
among RFS volunteers.

A key principle of modern management is to reduce the number 
of levels between the frontline people and the most senior 
position in an organisation. The RFS structure is very complex, 
currently with 12 levels of rank and another proposed, plus 
various ranks for support roles. There are a large number of 
positions in the RFS who hold rank. Many of these ranked 
positions simply fill an administrative role not operational roles. 
These positions could easily be “civilianised” and also be reduced 
in both level and number. The wages for for full-time paid staff 
RFS currently takes at least 40% of the RFS annual budget. 
This expenditure could be reduced by an effective rank and 
management review. If the existing RFS administrative overhead 
was cut to and fixed by the NSW Government  to 20% of RFS 
budget, this reduction in administation could provide funding for 
160 new Cat 1 tankers each year.

The current NSW RFS operational structure is very top heavy. 
This excludes volunteers from all ranks above Group Captain and 
impedes effective fire fighting. This 12 tier rank structure is overly 
complex and top heavy.

Currently the RFS combines a very top heavy management 
structure with its operational command and control system. The 
RFS needs to separate the administrative structure from the 
operational command and control system.

The administrative structure of the RFS does not need any ranked 
positions. Ranked positions are significantly more expensive than 
non ranked public service positions due to entitlements such as 
allowances, cars and uniforms.

Hence, the thrust of the below submission was to reduce the 
impediment to efficient fire fighting operations of “too many chiefs 
and not enough fire fighters” that currently occurs in the RFS 
and to provide significant savings to fund better resources for 
volunteer fire fighters.

NSW RFS Rank Review – Phase II

1. Key Policy Framework
Over the past RSCC meetings the committee members received 
submissions and brainstormed what they think should be 
included in the Policy taking into account any feedback discussed 
from the submissions.

Development of key points to start framework of Policy:

1. The Commissioner has determined, pursuant to s12(4) of the 
Rural Fires Act that the ranks and insignia of members of the 
RFS, in descending order of seniority, shall be in accordance 
with the attached signed SOPs.

2. Holders of rank must achieve minimum competencies 
prescribed to ranks in accordance with the relevant SOP.

3. A District Manager maintains delegation for the appointment 
of volunteer ranks in accordance with Service Standard 2.1.4 
Appointment of Field and Group Officers.

4. An assessment panel will review and recommend minimum 
competencies or equivalent skills and knowledge required to 
hold a particular rank.

5. Where requested by the Commissioner (or relevant officer), 
the panel will assist in providing advice on the determination 
of an applicant’s suitability for revision of rank and where 
appropriate make recommendations to the Commissioner for 
consent.

6. Transitional arrangements regarding rank review and 
adjustment will have a finite end period e.g. 1 July 2012.

SOPs for the Service Standard will include:

1. Instrument for Appointment

This SOP would be a document that assigns (confirms) 
the broader structure of what rank would be assigned 
to certain functions/roles. This SOP will be similar to the 
details of determination pursuant to Section 12(4) of the 
Rural Fires Act 1997 in relation to ranking contained in the 
current Service Standard. It will include a table outlining 
details such as positions in descending order of Rank and 
Insignia and associated helmet markings.

2. Appointment of FCO/DFCO Template

This SOP would be a template that would be utilised in 
the permanent or temporary appointment of officers as 
FCO or DFCO pursuant to the provisions of Section 12(4) 
of the Rural Fires Act 1997. As FCO or DFCO authority is 
issued pursuant to sections 29 and 31 of the Rural Fires 
Act 1997.

3. Rank Review Panel

It is proposed that a Rank Review Panel be established 
and this SOP would provide details such as the role, 
functions and formation of the Rank Review Panel. The 
panel would be comprised of:

a) NSW RFS Director (Chair)

b) District Manager (Regional Services representative)

c) RFSA Delegate (Volunteer representative)

d) NSW RFS Group Manager (HQ representative)

e) Others as approved

4. Operational Ranks in the NSW Rural Fire Service

This SOP would be a reference guide that would describe 
the competencies required to hold certain ranks.

A More Efficient and Effective 
RFS Operational Structure

Report by Terry O’Leary, B.App.Sc.; M.App.Sc.; M. Management Studies; Grad. Dip Public Policy Senior 
Deputy Captain Bungendore Brigade, Lake George Zone Region South NSW Fire Zone 31811
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A MORE EFFICIENT AND EFFECTIVE RFS OPERATIONAL STRUCTURE continued

5. Other

Further SOPs may need to be developed following input 
from phase II of the NSW Rank Review.

Links

• Service Standard 2.1.4 Appointment of Field & Group 
Officers

• Service Standard 6.1.2 Qualifications for RFS Members

• 12(4) Rural Fires Act, 1997

• s40(2) Rural Fires Regulations, 2002

2. Outcomes of Workshop on 24 May 2011 endorsed at 
RSCC meeting 23 July 2011

The workshop was conducted using the Rank Review discussion 
paper as the format (A better approach and suggestions for 
discussion and Following the announcement by the Commissioner 
that there would be an eventual review of rank, a number of ideas 
and questions have come forward) for review of responses raised 
and to capture all other ideas brought forward in the Rank Review 
Phase I.

A review of rank should consider:

1. If rank should be related to a level of operational 
competency.

The overall consensus is yes. Comments include:

1.1 There is overwhelming support to this comment

1.2 There are comments calling for a definition of ‘operational’ 
to be clearly defined

1.3 Rank needs to consider ‘field’ v’s ‘functional’ roles. 
‘Functional’ refers to community engagement, catering, 
communications, logistics etc

2. While rank should be linked to relevant RFS positions (not 
necessarily which rank), should it come automatically with 
such positions?

The overall consensus is no. Comments include:

2.1 Generally rank should be linked to a level of qualifications 
that have to be earned

2.2 Merit based, not just come with the job

2.3 Maximum rank should be linked to RFS positions

2.4 If not fully qualified for the position – not entitled to the 
highest level of the rank the position may attract

3. If rank is always something that needs to be earned.

The majority agree, yes. Comments include:

3.1 Rank should mean the bearer has a specific level of 
competency at that rank

3.2 Rank should be earned and also should be wanted

3.3 Public perception is that people wearing operational 
uniform have the expertise and are able to assist in 
emergency situations regardless of rank eg heart attack or 
small fire

3.4 Lots of feedback regarding qualifications but not for 
experience linked to rank for staff

4. That a ranking system should cover the entire 
organisation and should take into account the statutory 
requirements that come with certain positions.

The consensus is yes. A ranking system needs to be 
integrated against entire organisation and take into account 
statutory requirements.

Comments include:

4.1 Issues raised in relation to respect for staff ranks – there is 
a general opinion of rank not being earned in some cases

4.2 Feedback received regarding ranking in head office being 
too top heavy

4.3 It is difficult to have a ranking system that covers entire 
organisation

4.4 One suggestion was to abolish all ranks between 
Assistant Commissioner and Group Officer

4.5 Various comments along the lines of ‘If it ain’t broke don’t 
fix it’

4.6 Volunteers will only be ranked in accordance with Service 
Standard 1.2.1 Ranking and Insignia

4.7 A ranking system will encompass a review of all field and 
functional roles

4.8 Should the NSW RFS look at a way to visually recognise 
senior fire fighters who may be a competent fire fighter 
and have previously held field positions and young RFS 
members who are stepping up but do not have the years 
of experience?

4.9 The possible use of different insignia to identify functional 
and field officers and to recognise the importance of 
section leaders eg silver for ‘field’ and blue for ‘functional’ 
or thin stripe system – thin stripe may be leader in 
functional brigade but not operationally competent to be a 
broad stripe field officer

4.10 Functional ranks could have a label defining speciality eg 
‘Community Engagement’, ‘Aviation’, ‘Mitigation’ etc

4.11 The organisation should ensure alignment of ranks across 
the service

4.12 Rank should be applied where required to provide 
authority under the Act

5. If the ranking system should allow staff to hold a rank 
below Inspector level.

5.1 The majority agree – Yes – Superintendent, Chief 
Inspector, Inspector, District Officer

5.2 Only a small percentage disagree – No – too many ranks 
already

6. Whether the rank review should take into consideration a 
review of insignia to better align with other organisations.

The feedback is mixed. Lots of comments including:

6.1 depends on organisation aligning with

6.2 Yes – Police, Defence, Fire Brigade, other fire services

6.3 No – Corrective services, Ambulance

6.4 Some comments include that they feel there isn’t a need 
to align with other organisations

6.5 Questions raised such as does it mean that when you see 
a member from another service with the same insignia 
does that mean you are equal? Does this extend to 
helmet colours?

6.6 Many ideas for changes to insignia but view of the 
committee is no major change is required to insignia
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A MORE EFFICIENT AND EFFECTIVE RFS OPERATIONAL STRUCTURE continued

7. Whether any transitional arrangements would be required 
and what they might be.

Consensus overwhelming that the Grandfathering is removed, 
there are mixed suggestions including:

7.1 Grandfather arrangements

7.2 Six month transition

7.3 Six month transition (in off fire season)

7.4 Set cut off date – no grandfathering

8. Just because you are qualified to hold a rank you should 
not be automatically appointed to it.

8.1 The consensus is yes you should not be automatically 
appointed, as is currently the case with volunteers

9. Should there be a new staff rank (District Officer?) that is 
above Captain and below Deputy Group Captain?

9.1 Although the majority agreed the ranking system should 
allow staff to hold rank below Inspector level the majority 
believe there should be a rank above Captain and below 
Deputy Group Captain

9.2 The majority view is that the rank should be above Brigade 
Captain

9.3 Some views were that some staff ranks should be below 
Deputy Group Captain eg Deputy Captain

10. Should there be a new rank indicated by the ‘one 
impeller’ emblem?

10.1 The majority agree yes

10.2 Some say that ‘too many ranks cheapens the rank’

11. Should it be a requirement that staff have CL(+) to 
become ‘District Officer qualified’?

11.1 The consensus agree yes

12. Should a DFCO earn ‘Inspector qualified’ status?

12.1 The majority agree yes – call-out/on call.

13. Should Inspector = competent large fire Incident 
Controller?

13.1 The majority agree yes – with S44 or Class 3 fire

Conclusion:

Sadly, there appears to be  lack of understanding of a review 
process by the RFS Rank Review. A review is not a democratic 
process where the majority view of submissions is the best 
submission. All submissions should be considered on merit, 
not on how they support a predetermined outcome. The Rank 
Review clearly wanted to perpetuate the current overly complex 
rank structure and increase its complexity by adding one more 
level of rank (extra level of Group Captain). These types of reviews 
often are run to support the status quo and tick the “consult 
stakeholders” box”. They generally should not be taken as a 
serious attempt at improving performance of an organisation.

It would be interesting to see how many volunteer submissions 
were made compared to staff submissions. Noting that any RFSA 
submission should be considered as coming from an organisation 
dominated by paid staff. The RFS really needs an independent 
rank and management review process with significant input from 
volunteers.

About the Author

Terry O’Leary’s Tertiary qualifications are Bachelor of Applied 
Science (NSW Institute of Technology), Master of Applied 
Science (University of NSW), Master of Management Studies 
(ADFA – University of NSW), Graduate Diploma Public Policy 
(Flinders University); Joint Services Staff College (Department 
of Defence) and is currently a teacher at Canberra Institute of 
Technology teaching Spatial Information Science. He also has 
24 years experience in management roles in both NSW and 
Commonwealth Government.

He has 14 years experience in the RFS was a member of 
Woodford Brigade in the Blue Mountains from 1979 to 1981 
and has been a member of Lake George Zone since 2000. He 
currently holds the position of Senior Deputy Captain Bungendore 
Brigade which is a Village 2 Brigade with BA; an extremely busy 
brigade with 1 to 2 calls a week. The author is a Qualified Fist Aid 
instructor, Rural Fire Instructor and Assessor, RFS Facilitator and 
RFS Training Coordinator and delivers considerable zone level 
training.

Details Date

Initial Discussion period closing date (Phase I) 20 May 2011

RSCC meeting to consider initial submissions 24 May 2011

RSCC develop draft framework to release for further feedback (Phase II) 1 August 2011

Feedback on draft framework closes 31 August 2011

Draft Service Standard developed (Phase III) 21 October 2011

Draft Service Standard to Policy Review Committee (PRC) for endorsement to release for three-month 
consultation period

14 November 2011

PRC release of Draft Service Standard for final three-month consultation period 29 November 2011

3. NSW RFS Rank Review Timeline

NSW RFS Members were encouraged to submit any feedback or comments on Phase II of the NSW Rank Review to 
NSWRFSRankReview@rfs.nsw.gov.au by Wednesday 31 August 2011.
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Bush fire has been a natural part of the Australian biota for 
thousands of years and is a recurring threat to life property 
and the environment. Due to historic settlement patterns since 
1788 and the need for housing, much development across the 
continent has occurred in areas that are deemed bushfire prone 
lands, which has caused great risk to lives and property. 

In recognition of devastating losses to past bushfires and the ever 
present risk of fire, the NSW government over the past decade 
has progressively introduced legislation to minimise this risk. In 
particular the introduction of the Rural Fires Act in 1997 enacted 
a statutory obligation whereby the NSW Rural Fire Service (RFS) 
became responsible for the protection of life, property and 
the environment through fire suppression and fire prevention. 
Moreover there have been significant legislative changes to the 
Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 to ensure 
bush fire matters were considered in the development process. 
Furthermore, guidelines for planning for bushfire protection 
were introduced in 2006. Contemporary planning law requires 
all new development on bush fire prone land to comply with the 
abovementioned guidelines.

These guidelines and associated documents have provided 
much information to assist landowners to prepare a development 
application to Council when constructing a new dwelling on 
bushfire prone lands. In brief, they provide detailed information 
that can assist landowners to assess the level of bushfire attack 
to the property and the design of appropriate bushfire protection 
measures such as asset protection zones and construction 
standards for buildings such as the location of buildings on the 
property, permissible materials for construction, landscaping and 
water supplies to minimise the risk of bushfire damage to the 
property.

Whilst the changes to bushfire planning in NSW are most 
welcome and an important step forward in reducing the bushfire 
risk to new developments, they ostensively fail to address the 
construction type and bushfire risk to existing dwellings within 
high risk bushfire zones that were constructed prior to the 
inception of planning laws and bushfire protection guidelines. 
Nor does the law or the guidelines require existing homes in 

high risk bushfire zones to be upgraded to a higher standard 
of bushfire protection. Notwithstanding, the RFS can compel 
private landowners to remove bushfire hazards and install asset 
protection zones in the vicinity of older dwellings.

Dwellings of all ages can be destroyed or damaged by ember 
attack, radiant heat and direct flame contact. A developing 
bushfire under the right conditions can progress rapidly and 
damage or destroy dwellings in its path. It does not discriminate 
against dwellings that are old or new.

In this regard, with the evolution of bushfire protection standards 
in our community, it is perhaps timely in view of recent bushfire 
tragedies across the continent and the extent of older dwellings 
in high risk bushfire zones, that the state government, the RFS 
and planning authorities consider going one step further and 
providing an economic incentive in the form of a consumption 
subsidy to encourage private landowners to retrofit older 
dwellings in high risk bushfire zones with contemporary bushfire 
protection measures. Such measures would need to be aligned 
with the assessed bushfire risk prescribed in planning for bushfire 
protection and construction standards for new dwellings in high 
risk bushfire zones as prescribed in Australian Standard AS3959 .

Depending on the level of bushfire risk, the subsidy could be 
made available to landowners who improve access for fire 
fighting vehicles, enhance water supplies, eliminate exposed 
timber, introduce new and improved glazing to windows, radiant 
heat barriers, sprinkler systems, screening of existing windows 
for ember protection, leafless gutters and valleys, sealing of 
weepholes and external doors, enclosing open areas under 
buildings.

The retrofitting of older dwellings with contemporary bushfire 
protection measures is an expensive exercise and in many 
cases could not be achieved without some form of government 
assistance. The benefits of increased bushfire protection to 
older dwellings would undoubtedly reduce the risk of damage 
to property or the loss of life. Whilst property can be replaced, 
the loss of human life is forever. This proposal has merit and is 
deserving of further consideration by our government, fire and 
planning authorities.

Subsidy for the Retrofitting of Bushfire 
Protection Measures to Older Dwellings 

in High Risk Bushfire Zones
Report by Mike Scholz

Existing dwellings of older construction 
type in established suburbs on the 
outskirts of Sydney. They are located 
on exposed ridge tops with a westerly 
aspect, surrounded by dry sclerophyll 
vegetation in high risk bushfire zones. 
They are particularly vulnerable to 
damage by bushfire.
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There are two completely
different types of smoke alarms:

• The Ionization type are in almost every home.

• The Photoelectric type are in almost every commercial building.

It’s time to tell the public the truth!…

Ionization Smoke 
Alarms are DEADLY

“The public have been misled 
into believing that ionization 
smoke alarms are safe.”
David Isaac, Standards Australia Committee
FP002 Member, NSW, Australia, August, 2006

See the film, Ionization Smoke Alarms are DEADLY:

www.theWFSF.org

“Ionization smoke alarms may not operate 
in time to alert occupants early enough to 
escape from smouldering fires.”

Australasian Fire & Emergency Service Authorities Council’s official 
position on smoke alarms, June, 2006

AFAC is the peak representative body of all Australian & New Zealand Fire Brigades:

www.theWFSF.org/afac
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“I think the ionization alarm 
is responsible for as many 
as 10,000 deaths since 1990.”
Chief Jay Fleming, Boston Fire Department
Massachussetts, USA, December, 2007

Deadly Smoke Detectors TV series:

www.theWFSF.org/cbs

“...all residential buildings should be fitted 
with photoelectric smoke alarms…”
Fire Protection Association Australia
official position on smoke alarms, May, 2011

FPAA Position Statement:

www.theWFSF.org/fpaa

“...the ionization alarms have failed*

Australian Standards since 1993.”
*Unable to pass the scientific tests for visible smoke

Darren Curtis, Senior Reporter,
Channel 9 News, Qld, Australia, May, 2011

Australia’s Flawed Smoke Alarm Standard:

www.theWFSF.org/sa

“… it’s about recall: it’s about banning 
the ionization technology and only 
having the photoelectric technology.”
Chief Marc McGinn, Albany Fire Department, CA, USA
Today Tonight, Australia, June, 2011

Today Tonight story:

www.theWFSF.org/tourstory2
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“For early warning and less nuisance 
alarms replace your smoke alarm 
with a photoelectric type.”
Queensland Fire & Rescue Service (QFRS) brochure
sent to every Queensland home, October, 2011

QFRS Photoelectric Campaign:

www.theWFSF.org/qfrspromo

VFFA TV campaign:
www.NFPTV.com/vffa

“The photoelectric type of alarm is 
strongly favoured by Fire Services 
everywhere…”
Mick Ayer, Assistant Director, Northern Territory Fire
& Rescue Service, Darwin, NT, October 2011

NT’s Photoelectric Legislation:

www.theWFSF.org/legislation_au_nt

“We’re going to tell the public the truth!
Check out our TV campaign. See how the VFFA and the World
Fire Safety Foundation are going to tell the public the truth about
ionization smoke alarms – and how you can help us.”

Ionization Smoke
Alarms are DEADLY
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The bush fires that had been brought under control yesterday, 
flared up again this afternoon with high winds blowing the fires in 
the direction of the telescope. Luckily, the winds shifted in time 
and the fires moved to the north, having come as close as one 
kilometre to the dish. 

All staff were evacuated from the site, with only the Observatory’s 
fire-fighting crews and observers remaining on site. The 
Observatory fire crew – Brett Preisig, Barry Turner, Tom Lees, 
Brett Dawson and Ken Reeves – secured the site and assisted 
the local Rural Fire Service crews and helped save several 
properties. The site mechanical fitter, Jon Crocker, extended 
the fire break around the Observatory’s western and northern 
perimeters using the trusty Belarus tracktor. Visitors Centre 
Manager John Smith and RF Engineer Mal Smith kept watch 
on our northern perimeter, ready to fight the fire if the observers 
quarters were threatened. Observatory Administrator Geoff 
Freeman, remained on site at the Adminstration Building (Opera 
House) directing the Rural Fire crews to our water supplies for 
replenishing their tanks. Operations Scientist John Sarkissian with 
observers Dr Russell Edwards and Alessandro Corongiu, stayed 
on the dish spotting fires in the surrounding district. The Officer-
in-Charge of the Observatory, Dr John Reynolds, co-ordinated 
activities and assisted the fire fighters. 

The Observatory’s nearest neighbours suffered a lot of fire 
damage. The local Rural Fire Services were magnificent 
and prevented any loss of life or damage to homes. The 
Observatory’s fire crews were quick to assist them in their efforts, 
with several of our staff working alongside the rural fire service 
crews. 

Just after the wind shifted and the fires moved away from the 
dish, the telescope was spared being engulfed by the billowing 
smoke. It’s a lucky dish indeed! 

Below is the view to the West of the dish. Planes were brought in 

to water bomb the fire front. 

Below are views toward the north looking down the 

“John Bolton Avenue”. The flames were clearly visible beyond the 

observers quarters as the fire front moved toward Alec Town.

In the last image of the sequence, spooked kangaroos can be 

seen in the field fleeing the fires. 

The view to the West beyond the Opera House and workshop 

rooves. Note the flames along the fire front. 

 

Bush Fire at The Dish – 1 December 2004
The Scientists’ View of the Bushfire at the Parkes Radio Telescope

A 270 degree panaoramic view from above the azimuth track taken at the height of the fires at approx. 3:30pm. 
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BUSH FIRE AT THE DISH – 1 DECEMBER 2004 continued

The Coobang Rural Fire Service crews (with the Observatory’s 
crew on hand) regularly re-filled their water tanks with the 
Observatory’s water supply, before heading off again 
to fight the fires. 

Just when we thought the worst of the fires were over, the winds 
picked up again and another outbreak began at the Jelbart’s farm 
to the West. 

The Aftermath

When the fires had passed through, all that was left was burnt out 
wheat fields and smoldering trees, power poles and fence posts. 

 

The old road house on the telescope road was lucky – the fire 
had come within metres of the house. 

 

The Jelbart’s farm was devastated. This field which just hours 
earlier had wheat ready to be harvested in a day or two was 
completely blackened. 

Below, Brett Preisig, leading the Observatory’s fire crew, checks 
with Rodney Jelbart to see what assistance can be rendered. 
Rodney’s house was saved but his crop was lost, as was the 
case with many other neighbouring landowners. It was ironic that 
a photograph of Rodney Jelbart harvesting his crop was taken 
just days earlier and appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald of 
2nd December (left). 

A begrimed John Reynolds standing in the ashes of the former 
Jelbart wheat field gets an update from Observatory staff. 

The Observatory was lucky. The winds shifted direction at just the 
right moment and no damage was sustained by the Observatory. 
It was truly remarkable how the fires seemed to skirt around the 
perimeter of the site. Thanks to the preparation, training and 
organisation of the Observatory fire crews, we were ready for this 
eventuality. The long, hot summer ahead sees us prepared and 
well experienced if it happens again. 
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Background

The VFFA has acknowledged the 
dangers due to the present lack of 
management processes in regards to 
wild fire suppression within National Parks 
in the Canobolas zone. The VFFA have 
refused to enter potentially dangerous fire 
grounds without a change to the pro-
active management processes in situ.

The RFS and the NPWS have 
acknowledged the issues brought to 
them by the VFFA. Alex Green from 
National Parks, (now Vic Parks in Victoria) 
and David Hoadley (zone manager of 
Canobolas RFS Orange) have worked 
with the VFFA on what is now known as 
the ‘Canobolas Plan’.

The VFAA thanks Alex Green and David 
Hoadley for their commitment to making 
our volunteers firefighters safer.

What is the CBFM?

The CBFM is a bushfire model that 
addresses issues relating to volunteer 
firefighters and fire risk management in 
National Parks with particular focus on 
the Canobalas zone.

Key Objectives:

1. Protection of life, property and 
community assets from fire.

2. Utilisation of ecologically sustainable 
development principles in bush fire 
management.

Scope of Plan:

1. Identify risks.

2. Formulation and enactment of risk 
management strategies. All relevant 
agencies are to be involved with the 
development of the plan. Whilst each 
area may have their own burn plan; 
they recognise the BIG PICTURE and 
how it fits together – in fact they assist 
with the implementation of preventive 
works. The CBFM primary which 
develops the plan does not involve 
itself in fire fighting activities, this is the 
responsibility of the local brigades and 

agencies who have had major input 

into the development of the plan.

CBFM Pilot Plan

1. Fire Trails

Boundary trails, each side of boundary 

fences, to be to be 60m wide:

• 0-20m from fence to be graded,

• 20-40m from fence to be cleared of all 

timber which can be grassed up.

• 40-60m from fence to be clear of all 

trees due to ember risk/spot overs.

2. Internal Fire Trails
• 2m x 4m x 2 Trails, which means 4m of 

graded trail, 2m either side to be clear 

of timber or heavy scrub so brigade 

trucks may overtake one another.

3.  Turning Bays
• Every 250m-500m for emergency fire 

crew evacuation.

4. Hazard Reduction Burns
• To be carried out in a period of 

time identified by BFMC and the 

Group Captains, Captains and Local 

Brigades.

This is all about reducing the fuel loading 

in National Parks. Private Land, this could 

be as follows in a mosaic pattern:

• Burning Periods; 1-4 years hazard 

burn/cool burn.

• 10-15yrs – 15-25yrs

• 25-30yrs – 30-40yrs.

5. National Parks or other Areas
• Divide into areas so Fire Fighters are 

able to contain fires in given areas with 

available resources/action required. 

e.g. back burning.

6. National Parks Water Supply
• Adequate water storage in national 

parks is essential for quick turn around 

by fire fighting appliances. Access to 

water to be a maximum travel time by 

any fire appliance of 45 minutes.

The Canobalas Bush Fire Model (CBFM)
Report by Peter Cannon, President VFFA

The Canobalas Zone covers 11,000 square kilometres. 
It includes the Local Government areas of Blayney, Cabonne, Cowra and 

Orange and is serviced by 1,845 volunteers in 83 Fire Brigades.
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1. Volunteer representation to the government, NSWRFS, media 
and the like, must come from a solely volunteer association 
and not an association that involves permanent staff of the 
NSWRFS. 

2. A common sense approach to fire prevention with the return 
of controlled grazing in national parks where appropriate and 
prescribed hazard reduction by cold weather burns where 
grazing is not an option.

3. Where fires involve section 44, Rural Fires Act 1997 or class 2 
or 3 fires, local group officers and captains are to be directly 
involved in all operational activities.

4. The NSWRFS is the most appropriate organisation to be 
responsible for overseeing fire mitigation and suppression in 
rural areas including national parks and public land.

5. Bush Fire Management Committees to be responsible for the 
overseeing of the planning, construction and maintenance of 
fire trails.

6. Senior Management Team (SMT)  to be in place in all 
Shires, this includes all Group Captains and Shire Fire 
Representatives.

7. Local and neighbouring group officers and captains of the 
NSWRFS to be consulted regarding any National Parks fire 
plans.

8. The VFFA are against any politicisation of the NSWRFS.

9. a) The Rural Fires Act to incorporate a fire levy being placed 

on all ratable land rather than insurance premiums.

b) Remove the percentage contribution that individual local 

government authorities have to make towards equipment 

supplied through the NSWRFS.

c) Public utilities and Crown Land within Local Government 

areas that are not paying rates, be subjected to pay a fire 

levy based at a rate comparative to ratable land.

10. That the provision of water resources be implemented into 

Local Bush Fire Management Plans in National Parks for 

firefighting purposes.

11. No additional National Parks are designated until existing 

parks are fully funded and fire mitigation measures are in 

place to the satisfaction of local bush fire management 

committees.

12. An independent body be formed, including members of the 

VFFA, to be charged with responsibilities of examining the 

recommendation of bushfire enquiries and where deemed 

appropriate, monitoring the compliance and implementation 

of these recommendations.

Values
Report by NSW VFFA – 18 October 2004
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Loreley@mostwantedagency.com.au

Proudly supporting the efforts of the men and women 
of the Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 

safeguarding our community



‘INFERNO’

Great disasters see in their wake a rush 
of film makers and authors eager to cash 
in on the tragedies. The 2009 Victorian 
bushfires were no exception. Most of 
the ‘quickies’ – TV features and books 
produced while the public is still reeling 
from the horror of it all –are shallow, 
sensational and poorly researched. 
Occassionally, rarely infact a polished 
gem comes to life.

Roger Franklin’s book ‘Inferno – The Day 
Victoria Burned’ is one such example.

Published under the umbrella of The 
Slattery Media Group it gives a measured, 
well researched account of Australia’s 
worst peace time disaster. Franklin does 
not sensationalise. He stands apart from 
the scene, setting a backdrop complete 
with historical records of fire statistics and 
an educational insight into bushfire and its 
behaviour.

Much of the book comprises first 
hand accounts of those affected but 
for volunteer fire fighters, researchers 
and hard-nosed bushmen it airs their 
long time warnings and predictions. 
Sadly these proved to be all too true on 
February 7th 2009.

He cites David Packham who in 2003 
after visiting the area stated: “…The mix 
of fuel, unsafe roads and embedded 
houses will all ensure that when a large 
fire impinges on the area a major disaster 

will result…” He asserts (before the fires) 
that the 30 tonne fuel loading would see a 
bushfire out of control within 15 minutes 
of ignition. He also predicts that: 
“…Nillumbik (the local government area) 
is living on borrowed time…”. Six years 
later his warning became a reality.

Historians, early settlers – even 
Aborigines get to have their say with 
most of them painting a picture of a fire 
managed landscape  with much lower 
fuel loading than we have today.

In his balanced chapter ‘The Burning 
Question’ the anti burnoff brigade 
also get a run. So does the local shire 
council whose tree preservation policy 
was shown in retrospect to be farcical.  

Book Review
Report by Geoff Walker

Readers would no doubt relate to the 
green policies in their own shires when 
compared with those in the fire storm 
razed country around King Lake and 
Marysville.

Franklin’s research quotes examples of a 
green leaning council which is paranoid 
about preserving roadside fire fuel. 
Residents are fined $200 if they saw up 
dead timber for their stoves. One council 
meeting even discussed the merit of 
sawing two dead branches off a tree 
in a public place! Published in August 
2009, “Inferno” has included the Royal 
Commission’s interim report and the 
appendix traces a time-line of Victoria’s 
fire history. Sixteen colour plates add to 
the book’s attraction and footnotes verify 
all quotations and sources.

It is almost obligatory for a reviewer to 
find some sort of fault in any publication. 
Perhaps an index would add that little 
touch of perfection to this very good 
book. This is certainly a book to which 
volunteer fire fighters will relate. On the 
other hand the work shows none of the 
defects common to works written under 
pressure from demanding editors who 
want to be first into the book shops.

After reading this publication I could only 
but hope that its author will be back with 
a follow up – one which analyses the final 
report of the commission and one which 
includes more information that has come 
to light in the time since the catastrophic 
firestorms.
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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:
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