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From the President’s Desk

Greetings and welcome to this, the eighth 
edition of the VFFA Magazine.

As you well know, this association 
represents only Volunteer Firefighters & not 
paid staff. From our knowledge, we are the 
only State in Australia that does not have its 
own 100% legislated Volunteer Firefighters 
Association and that’s what we are & will 
continue to fight for – Volunteer Firefighters 
having their own VOICE & not controlled by 
the RFS Salaried Staff or its upper hierarchy. 
We are the backbone of RFS…let’s not 
forget that, for without us, there is no RFS. 

It’s fair to say that our Association is not 
loved by the Senior Executive level of the 
RFS & that’s fine but it’s simply because 
we’re doing our job in exposing issues of 
concern, representing the views of our 
Volunteer Firefighter members & speaking 
up for them and it’s this that is showing 
our membership growing rapidly. Let it be 
known, we don’t claim to represent ALL 
Volunteer Firefighters, just the Volunteers 
that have chosen to be a part of our true 
Volunteer representative voice. Unlike our 
opposition which in conjunction with the 
RFS, use tactics such as seeking individuals 
to tick a minute little box (that’s if they 
can see it) at the very bottom of the RFS 
Membership Joining Form if they DON’T 
wish to me a member…a rather tricky & 
cunning way of trapping people into joining 
something they have next to no knowledge 
of; wouldn’t you say?

Let’s face it, you go out & buy a new car & 
when signing the contract of sale, you don’t 
find yourself having to tick an obscured little 
box to show that you don’t want to be a 
member of a Motoring Association do you?

The VFFA calls for that “sneaky little box” to 
be removed, leaving the new recruits free to 
determine which relevant association (if any) 
they wish to join.

Mid Lachlan Valley Team:
I would like to acknowledge the fact at how 
well things are run in my RFS Team, the 
Mid Lachlan Valley Team combining Forbes, 
Weddin, Parkes & Lachlan Shires . This is an 
extremely well run unit under the leadership 
of Supt. Ken Neville & if the same level of 
management skill was applied across the 
State, we wouldn’t have half the problems 
that seem to regularly pop up. The local 
Bush Fire Management Committee, the 
Senior Management Team and Captains 

Meetings are run extremely well under Ken’s 
stewardship and it’s a credit to him & his 
staff.

RFS Volunteer State 
Championships:
Congratulation to Dubbo Headquarters 
Brigade…State Champions 2012, what 
a win. The brigade members should be 
extremely proud of themselves & this 
clearly means that the residents of the 
Dubbo District are protected by the most 
capable team around. As well as receiving 
a Trophy and the recognition of their peers, 
they also brought home a brand new fully 
equipped support vehicle to use during 
their reign as champions. My very own 
neighbouring Brigade, Tomingley, has been 
a past winning recipient at this event with 
numerous photos proudly displayed around 
Town & in the Tomingley Hotel.

Independent Hazard Reduction 
Audit Committee:
The Independent Hazard Reduction Audit 
Panel has been touring the State holding 
open meetings discussing how to enhance 
Hazard Reductions.

The VFFA Vice-President, Mr. Brian 
Williams, a member of the Panel said that 
the Panel had heard a broad cross section 
of views & that these views will play an 
important part on the final recommendations 
the Panel submits to the State Government.

The Panel will submit its recommendations 
in December. 

Active Fire Fighter Numbers:
The RFS & another group continue to 
beat the drum that we have 70,000 plus 
Volunteer Firefighters but we ask; 
Where the bloody hell are they? 

We believe there to be somewhere between 
18,500 to 20,000 active firefighters in the 
State of NSW. Let’s be honest, brigades 
all over NSW are struggling to get crews 
together for Storm Work, HR’s or actual 
Fires. We are receiving feedback daily from 
Group Officers, Brigade Captains & General 
Members across NSW advising how their 
brigades cannot get the numbers needed 
to crew tankers & how so many have for 
various reasons, just up & left the service. 
The most common feedback we regularly 
get is that there is a total lack of respect for 
Volunteers. We’ve had highly experienced 

Group Captains and Captains walking away 
because their opinions are not respected 
& therefore they feel; why should we waste 
our time? 

Currently the State Government has plans 
to look at major recruiting campaigns for 
Volunteers but the real issue at stake here 
is in stopping the exodus of highly skilled 
RFS Volunteers. Fix that issue and you 
won’t have to spend too much time on the 
recruiting issue.

We are not against the younger generation 
of members moving up through the ranks 
– in fact we are all for it. They embody the 
future of the RFS. We do, however object 
to experienced captains and deputies 
being pressured to step aside by younger, 
less experienced people who have not yet 
proved themselves to their peers in real 
life situations at the fireface. This is where 
local knowledge, an understanding of fire 
behaviour combined with a cool head and 
the ability to make split second decisions 
are vital for efficient fire management and for 
the safety of the fire crews.

Our Volunteers members find it totally 
insulting every time they hear this grossly 
false figure of 70,000 being bandied out 
loudly to the public while at the same time, 
they struggle to get a crew on their trucks?

Enquiry into the RFS needed:
The VFFA is calling on the NSW State 
Government to instigate an independent 
enquiry into the running of the RFS & most 
particularly, why we are losing so many 
extremely good & highly skilled active 
Volunteer Firefighters. 

Let’s get to the bottom of all this, we need 
answers before it is too late. We are calling 
on the Government of NSW to set up an 
upper house inquiry without any intimidation 
from the powers to be of the RFS or other 
group. Also we see the need to have a State 
RFS Board created made up of Volunteer 
Firefighters and Local Government & Shires 
Association Representatives from each RFS 
Region. We seek four volunteers and four 
LG & SA Representatives sitting on that 
Board alongside the RFS Commissioner and 
his Deputy. This would replace the what we 
see as the rubber stamp committees that 
we presently have.
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FROM THE PRESIDENT’S DESK continued

Let’s have the Commissioner & Deputy 
directly answerable to the very people that 
make up the organisation they work for; the 
Volunteers.

Staff Cut Backs:
We note with interest that another 
representative group is stating that 70% of 
RFS Staff are volunteers too, well they may 
very well be…but reality is that when Fires 
break out, they’re either going to be at their 
salaried RFS work role or at their brigade on 
a Fire Tanker…not both at the same time 
& there will be a fatigue (salaried) issue to 
address here also! 

Speaking of the cutbacks the State 
Government is seeking, 120 RFS Staff 
cutbacks over 4 years is nothing compared 
to some other Govt. Departments. We’ve 
just lost 24 staff & there’s still a long way 
to go considering there’s over a thousand 
salaried staff, which the State clearly cannot 
afford. The question also arises, what 
numbers do the other States have in their 
employed fire staff & we note of recent how 
Queensland Fire and Rescue had around 
79 salaried officers employed which was cut 
back to 45. Again we ask, why do we need 
over a thousand salaried staff in this State?

The VFFA does not believe NSW State 
Government cutbacks to the RFS go far 
enough nor will they affect frontline services, 
Volunteers wearing PPE in big red tankers 
with water & hoses put fires out.

We are all just so sick of seeing millions & 
millions of dollars pumped into that great 
monolith at Lidcombe. 

The VFFA is loudly calling for less RFS 
Bureaucrats, more Stations to be built (yes 
we still have in 2012, brigades out there 
without an actual Station) more Tankers, 
more Hoses, more portable Pumps, Group 
Officer Vehicles & all the relevant support 
equipment for our Volunteers who put the 
fires out. 

Give the very people who make up our 
organisation the best quality tools available 
to do the job they do so very well.

Start spending on those that matter most; 
Our Volunteers!

Local Government 
& Shires Association:
We found it interesting that in June this 
year, the Shires Association had reached 
the point at which they said they had had 
enough with their funding arrangements with 
RFS & as such, threatened to pull out of the 
present funding system completely stating 
that; Ever escalating costs to Councils and 

growing dissatisfaction in the relationship 
between Local Government and the RFS 
were the main reasons for the push to 
reduce the Shires involvement. Also they 
had major concerns that the RFS was 
spending money in the wrong areas and 
had a grossly bloated wages bill at its Head 
Office in Sydney.

Changes to the Fire Service Levy 
(FSL):
We notice another representative group 
speaking out against planned changes to 
the Land Rated Fire Service Levy & we ask; 
what are the problems here please?

One point this other group stated was that 
Victoria will be worse off under the land 
rated system, well this isn’t Victoria and 
from what we’ve seen in the West Australian 
model (see in this Magazine), it’s a fair and 
equitable model to all. For far too long, 
some members of the General Public have 
been avoiding paying their fair share of the 
Fire Services Levy and that’s why the Levy 
payers are complaining. The present system 
allows people who choose not to insure to 
not contribute to the FSL & thus, the people 
that do insure in this State carry the cost 
and extra costs of those who don’t. For 
complete fairness, we need a new system 
such as a land rated Fire Service’s Levy 
where everybody pays and if everybody 
pays, it makes it cheaper for all Land / 
Property owners and will stop others in 
avoiding paying their fair share. We are the 
only State left in Australia that hasn’t taken 
the land rated FSL system on. 

One main advantage is in it being totally 
transparent and accountable to us all, unlike 
the present FSL.

State Mitigation Support Services:
Why do the RFS continue to manage land 
they don’t own?

As all land owners know, you are 
responsible for the maintenance of your 
own land & this is a complete cop out by 
the RFS. Please don’t tell us it’s because of 
what happened in Victoria and the findings 
from the Royal Commission because that 
in itself was a basket case. From two tiers 
of Government (Local and State) that were 
controlled by conservationists and the 
Greens vote. 

The Fire Service Levy payers & NSW Tax 
Payers are all collectively paying for this 
grossly inefficient new empire to go around 
cleaning out gutters, mowing peoples lawns 
& parking outside McDonalds on major 
NSW Highways for three hours!

It’s clearly been affecting the Volunteer 

ethos for some time now and seeing 

members in some areas refusing to turn up 

for Hazard Reduction saying; Bugger it, let 

them do it. Another area of concern is if they 

ever dare send them out to a Fire with some 

Volunteers already saying to us; why should 

I volunteer my services alongside paid staff?

Move RFS Head Office:
Why do we need Head Office in the middle 

of Sydney? 

There is absolutely nothing Rural about its 

current location is there? 

Head Office would be far better off to all 

relocated to Central NSW. Just imagine 

the massive cost savings for the State 

Government, imagine the annual multimillion 

dollar savings to the NSW Government? 

Imagine the affordability of housing for its 

employees, the general lower cost of living 

& most importantly, a great environment to 

raise kids & just a better cleaner life style. 

The VFFA believe strongly that this would 

tick all the boxes within the Rural Regional 

Development Policy of the NSW State 

Government.

In Closing:
Remember we’re here to support YOU 

the Volunteer Firefighter, please keep us 

abreast of any issues that are affecting you 

or volunteers generally within your Brigade, 

District or Region.

We thank each of you for your support these 

past 12 months where we’ve welcomed in 

our biggest intake of new members since 

our beginnings & we greatly appreciate your 

collective show of support in us.

As Christmas time fast approaches, we 

take this opportunity to wish each & every 

one of you & your families, a most joyous 

Christmas & a time of peace & happiness 

together. May you all enjoy a healthy & 

successful 2013 & stay safe on the roads 

over Christmas. Most of all, if the Fire 

activity gets going as we feel it may, please 

stay safe out there & DO NOT take any 

unnecessary risks…it simply isn’t worth it. 

With best wishes, 

Peter Cannon
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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 RFSA represents the paid staff as well as volunteers. To get 

true unbiased representation volunteers need a volunteer only 

organisation. NSW is the only state that does not have this. 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 is now free of charge.

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: petercannon@volunteerfirefighters.org.au

Alternate contacts are: 
Group Capt. Tony Ellis 

02 6869 7636 or 0427 697 634

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

ROLE:

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

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

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

MEMBERSHIP:
• One full time staff member of the Rural Fire Service Zone or 

Team.

• Other RFS staff as required, such as Learning and 
Development Officer for training issues.

• Operations Officer for operational issues.

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

• One representative of the Shire Council.

FUNCTIONS:

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

Secretary – RFS Administration Officer.

Senior Management Team 

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. 

Team as a priority for you will be most 
pleasantly surprised. They have over 400 
books, 600 videos on DVD, 60 Journal 
titles and on CD Roms, they have press 
clippings & photos among their massive 
collection. They even have study desks, 
reading area, computers, a photocopier 
and video player available for your use if 
visiting personally.

Library rules dictate that books, journals 
and videos may be borrowed for 
4 weeks. Items can be requested by 
phone, email or in person and borrowed 
items must be returned by the due date. 

They’ll gladly post the items out to you 
and include a pre printed sticker for 
return mail…the service they offer you is 
just the best.

Opening Hours: 
Monday to Friday 8.30am till 5.00pm 
Phone: 8741 5455 
Email: RFS.Library@rfs.nsw.gov.au

We highly recommend you take a look 
at what they have to offer you as this 
service is there for YOU, please make 
use of it.

Like we told you last edition, the RFS 
Library located at head office is a unit 
which delivers the most exceptional 
level of service to Volunteers. 

If you’ve never heard of the RFS Library 
(because they tend to sit under the radar) 
or you simply haven’t taken the time to see 
what they have in their large collection of 
all things fire related, we strongly suggest 
you make contact with the RFS Library 
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Letters to the Editor

Letter to the VFFA Editor

I am writing to advise you that I have resigned from my position as Group Captain for Snowy River. I have acted in 

this position since 1998, prior to that I was Captain of the Dalgety Brigade and have been a member since joining the 

Brigade in 1982 when I was 15 years of age.

When I was first approached to take on the position of Group Captain for Snowy River I felt both privileged and 

honoured to have been given this opportunity to be part of the Volunteer Bush Fire Brigade organisation. I also felt 

proud to have been asked to represent the brigade members and communities across Snowy River, but unfortunately 

as time has passed I no longer wish to be a part of this organisation anymore and I believe that this dissatisfaction with 

the NSW RFS is becoming more widespread across the State than people realise.

There are numerous reasons why I have made this decision which I feel need to be outlined 

• NSW RFS has become too top heavy with no practical people left at any management level; people coming into the 

organisation now have no passion or community involvement and have just jumped onto the gravy train and its now 

become just a “job”

• The number of managerial positions that have been created locally across the Monaro, and some of these people 

that I have no respect for at all 

• Snowy River fire district when it was a “stand alone” district instead of being part of a Team which now covers an 

enormous area and runs from ACT to Victorian border functioned much more effectively and efficiently (wait until it is 

zoned)

• Biggest mistake ever was when the organisation went from Local Government to State Government; a Community 

Meeting was held prior to this transfer requesting that RFS not go away from Local Government and more than 400 

people attended to express their disappointment and now here we are years down the track and Councils can no 

longer afford the RFS and volunteers will have to revert to fundraising to secure goods and equipment in future

• Brigades were formally known as “Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades” – when they took the word volunteer out and 

became known as NSW RFS everything changed and now HO will not listen to the voice of the volunteer

• Expectations and the responsibilities that are now being expected of Group Captains, from both RFS HO and 

communities; the role of Group Captain has changed and he is now expected to do the work that the Fire Control 

Officer originally did

• Numerous meetings/forums held with representatives from RFS HO and Region to discuss issues of concern have 

all resulted with no follow up – the same as when Coronial Inquiries are held – nothing is done 

• Group Captains have been verbally abused and bullied over the years, particularly from staff at Region South – they 

forget that we are unpaid volunteers and we are sick and tired of copping abuse

• RFS HO being based in a metropolitan area has no vision for what rural communities and brigades need – local 

knowledge is not being listened to and not sourced

• Management of Fires and Incident Management Team – it frightens all Group Captains to think that Incident 

Management Teams for large fires/incidents will be formed from out of area personnel with no local knowledge 

which will result in someone eventually being killed

• Costs associated with Eucumbene Cove – Group Captains across the Monaro have requested numerous times now 

the costs associated with getting work done at Eucumbene Cove – still getting fobbed off and still no answer – we 

and the brigade only ever wanted good access and egress

• State Mitigation Support Services (SMSS) – waste of time and money 

• Highfire Project – Group Captains believe it to be the only project looking at fuel accumulation and fuel management 

in the High Country, yet to date has received little or no funding or support from NSW RFS

As I stated at the beginning of this letter there was a certain pride in being involved in the volunteer brigade 

organisation but that organisation has changed and I believe that there are numerous brigade members and Group 

Captains across the State that now feel the same as I do.

Yours sincerely

Ross Walters –  Brick Kiln, Dalgety
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ATTENTION: VOLUNTEER FIRE FIGHTERS ASSOCIATION

BUREAUCRACY GONE MAD
Anyone who has watched episodes of “Yes Minister” and “Yes Prime Minister” would be well aware of the bureaucracy and red tape that Jim Hacker had to deal with. The juggernaut of bureaucracy that has become the RFS reminds me so often of these episodes and I worry that there is a Sir Humphrey in the background of the RFS.Any Secretary of a Bush Fire Brigade knows of the red tape and paperwork that is involved with an Annual General Meeting (AGM). Even if details do not change from year to year we are still required to fill out detailed paperwork instead of quickly writing across as per previous year. Bank Statements and auditing of bank accounts set up on behalf of our forefathers to purchase equipments for brigades long before the RFS existed. There is no possible way, why this is any of their business or God dam right to this information. We are talking about brigades that have been in existence for more than 70 plus years and the responsibility in many cases is handed down from one generation to the next. In my own area I can trace families involvements in bushfire brigades from four and five generations, which supercedes not only the 1997 New South Wales Act, but also the 1949 Bushfire Act. We are not talking huge amounts of money, but we are talking about landholders donating to a common cause of their own free will and duty for the benefit of their brigade or what they see fit deserves money, ie donating to the Burns Unit at Concord Hospital. I have spoken to Solicitors in NSW and Victoria who have stated that the RFS has no rights over Bank Accounts of this nature. We do not harass people on the telephone to raise money or buy raffle tickets.

While fair and equitable funding of emergency services needs to be looked at, in that all people pay their share, it is also fair to say that the RFS’ budget and personnel needs to be scrutinized. For example – we all know that the volunteers are the women and men in the field , landholders ,farmers, community people from all walks of life. The value of these people was recently published in a report, but how much of the budget do the bureaucratic RFS use up. The “white shirts” 
and “dual Cab” brigade, how many people does it take to run Homebush and other Fire Zones? Can every one of these positions be accounted for and how do we compare to other States? Brigades are continually asked to re-evaluate or categorise their members to save money either on insurance or PPI. I am yet to see a white shirt in a dual cab who has had too many restrictions placed upon them.
While it can be argued for the needs of a certain level of bureaucracy, the RFS makes it very hard for grass roots volunteers to actually think about what the fulltime RFS employees actually do. It is little wonder that in our area trucks do not get replaced any quicker than every 18 to 19 years. Every year at our Captains’ and Zone meetings we get told how tough it is. Now is the time to make those who control the budget accountable and put the cleaners through those who can be done without. No-one minds paying if they see value for money, but everyone hates to see waste.
Martin Honner 

Deputy Captain and Secretary/Treasurer Marinna Bushfire Brigade

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR continued

LETTER TO THE EDITOR 

I have been around bushfires and the brigades for over fifty years. 
After careful consideration I believe there are questions out there 
that need answering, by Commissioner Shane Fitzsimmons and 
his senior staff! 

Over the last 15 years, we the volunteers and the people of NSW 
have been led to believe that there are still over 70,000 volunteers 
in the RFS. From talking to people in the know, they say it is more 
like 18,000 volunteers, the RFS has even gone to great lengths 
trying to stop this loss, they have had young volunteer seminars 
around the state trying to find out why people are leaving, most 
in disgust, or dismay! If this is the case, why do we still have 900 
paid staff around the state, this is 1 paid person for every 20 
volunteers! 

I realise when you are trying to build a corporation, you need 
big numbers, and losses are inevitable, but I also realise there 
are paid staff who have their own agenda, and this is not to the 
betterment of the volunteers! 

The question this raises, is why? Why would the RFS have so 
many staff who care so little for the volunteer. Do they expect us 
to believe that having a helicopter makes us any better, having a 
media department, does this help us on the front lines. A learning 
and development department, the first thing these people should 
do is, get out with us and learn! 

From 1977 to 1994 our volunteer bushfire brigades were 
recognised around the world, as the best volunteer emergency 
department anywhere and that is on record! As it now stands, in 
2012, we aren’t even recognised as the best in this great country. 

I simply ask WHY, what has happened, what has changed? 

When I did ask, I got the same answer from several very senior 
volunteers. Bad leadership, trained but no practical experience, 
rules designed to help the staff not the volunteer. 

The paid staff at the RFS needs to remember on thing, there is no 
RFS, no cushy jobs, no large pay checks, no fancy cars, no nice 
offices, without the volunteer, we are the RFS, you are just there 
to SUPPORT US, we are not there to support you. 
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Questions

1. Why is the RFS so hell bent on pushing experienced people out 
of the organisation? 

2. With all these new fully trained people, some wearing senior 
volunteer apparel, how many of them have actually been trained 
on the fire ground at real fires, not just burn offs? As back when 
we used to be able to, we trained all our rookies at the fire front 
and in spite of what some will have you believe, it was the only 
way to learn and we never lost anyone! 

3. In head office, Homebush, how many of our senior staff have a 
proper background in their current positions? And will quantify 
proper with 20+ year’s practical experience. How many have 
risen through the ranks properly? How many have taken the easy 
way and done some fire management course written by another 
academic with no practical experience? A degree in fire sciences 
will get you the job, but does it qualify you to make life and death 
decisions on the fire front, with other people’s lives? 

4. Why has the RFS gone into a totally defensive stance at fires? 
And why are they now relying solely on air power to attack 
anything bigger than a garbage can? 

5. Why is the RFS not building proper fire trucks? It seems they just 
throw some gear on a tray and call it a tanker. NSW is a large and 
diverse state, we need tankers to be built for an area, and not one 
tanker fits all. So why aren’t the RFS looking at this? 

6. Occupation and safety rules. Are we under them or not? We are 
told we need safety officers on front line. We are guided by safe 
work practices we are told. But if we are under this legislation, 
why are the current tankers still in our stations, under any 
inspection they would surely fail a raft of safety checks? 

7. Why does the RFS need to be a corporation? Is it going to be 
privatised? 

8. Fire mitigation crews? Is this the first steps of turning us into a 
CFA clone? 

9. Can somebody please enlighten me, we used to start burning off 
in April, and go through to July. We never tried to burn in August 
or September due to unpredictable winds and temperatures! That 
gave us about 122 days a year to safely burn. So why are we and 
the people of NSW being told by the RFS that we can only burn 
22 days a year and it is in August or September? 

I could fill another 50 pages with questions, but won’t for now. If 

anyone disagrees, please feel free to correct me, if you can. But 

please remember, I’m not the only one asking these questions! 

James Williams 

Former Group Officer Baulkham Hills District NSW

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR continued

Wallaga Lake Community Fire Unit
Wallaga Lake Village recently took delivery of a NSW Rural Fire Service Community Protection Trailer. The trailer contains basic fire-fighting 
equipment and means that once training is completed residents will have the knowledge and equipment needed to make an initial attack 
on fires occurring within the village. The ability to mount an immediate attack has the potential to greatly reduce the threat to life and 
property and will to some degree mean that assistance can be instigated whilst awaiting the arrival of appliances from the nearest Fire 
Station. The training is being provided by volunteer Dep Capt’s Craig Tulau, Dino Zucco, Central Tilba Brigade & Wallaga Liason Officer 
Terry Hill. Enthusiastic residents shown on Saturday after checking out the equipment that is carried on RFS heavy tankers.

Back Row L-R: Trainee Eric Naylor, Dep Capt.Craig Tulau, Trainee 
Marlene Dunn, Snr Dep Tralee Snape, Tilba Captain Bruce Allen, 
Trainee Paul Schipp, Trainee Tim Parsons.

Front Row L-R: Trainees Kerry Parsons, Tracey Foster, 
Ashley Parson, Alison Walker, Fire-fighter Harry Ghazikian, 
Liaison Officer Terry Hill.
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Introduction

The three most important factors that determine the behaviour of 
a fire in the countryside are fuel, wind, and fuel moisture. The fuel 
determines the energy available for the fire; the wind determines 
how fast the fire will travel; and, fuel moisture determines if the 
fuel will ignite and how much will burn. 

Fuel moisture is measured as a fraction of the oven dry weight 
(ODW) of the fuel. The range of fuel moisture in vegetation in the 
field is from 2% to greater than 140%. Moisture may be held in 
the cells of living vegetation, held as free moisture on the surface 
of, or between the particles of dead vegetation, or adsorbed in 
the cells walls of dead vegetation. Each of these states plays a 
role in determining fire behaviour. 

Dead fuel moisture 

The moisture in dead fuel can include cellular moisture retained 
after the living plant has died; and, the moisture that is adsorbed 
by the fibres of plant material. The fibre saturation point is 
level where the material has lost all the cellular moisture and 
the free moisture on the surface of, or between particles. It is 
the maximum level of moisture that can be held in the fibres of 
the fuel and is commonly around 30% ODW. Below the fibre 
saturation point the moisture content of the fuel is determined 
solely by the moisture in the air around it. The size of the material 
determines how fast moisture is exchanged between the fuel 
and the air. So it is convenient to divide the discussion about 
dead fuel moisture into the categories of fine fuel, i.e. <6mm, and 
coarse or large fuel.

Fine fuel moisture

This is the moisture held in the fibres in the walls of the plant 
cells. The range is from a 2% ODW to the fibre saturation point 
around 30% ODW. In this range the moisture content is largely 
determined by the relative humidity of the air around it. When the 
relative humidity is held constant the moisture associated with 
that value is called the equilibrium moisture content. However, 
it takes time to adsorb or lose moisture, so as the relative 
humidity changes during the day, the value of the actual moisture 
lags behind the value of the equilibrium moisture content.

In the morning when the humidity is dropping, the fine fuel 
moisture is higher than its equilibrium moisture for the prevailing 
weather conditions. In the afternoon when the humidity is rising 
the fine fuel moisture is lower than the equilibrium moisture value.

Very fine fuels, like grass, lose and gain moisture faster than 
thicker fuels like eucalypt litter of leaves bark and twigs. Likewise, 
fuels that are loose and aerated gain and lose moisture faster 
than litter beds that are layered and compacted. This is why fires 
in grassland go out at night when the humidity rises but fires in 
forests may continue to burn through the night.

The moisture content of extinguishment is level of fuel moisture 
at which a fire will go out. This is around 18-20% ODW in most 
fine fuel but can be a little higher if combustion is maintained by 
wind-flow near the ground.

Also, fuels lose moisture faster than they gain moisture. Burning 
guides that relate the moisture level in the fuel to the temperature 
and relative humidity in the atmosphere may present two 
separate relationships: one for morning conditions when the fuels 
are losing moisture; and, one for the afternoon when fuels are 
gaining moisture. When there is only one guide it is usually based 
on afternoon conditions so, when using it, expect fire in the 
morning to burn slower than predicted.

Effect of fine fuel moisture on fire behaviour

The effect of fuel moisture on combustion of fine fuel is much 
greater than is calculated using the energy required to heat and 
evaporate the water in the fuel. Moisture reduces the radiation 
efficiency of the flames so it takes longer to heat the fuel to 
ignition and to propagate the fire. This effect can be felt when 
approaching fires that are burning under very low humidities. The 
radiation from the flames is much more intense than the same 
sized flame burning under milder conditions. This increases the 
difficulty of suppression even on relatively small fires. 

The effect of fuel moisture on fire behaviour is to change the 
probability of ignition and the rate of ignition. The probability of 
ignition increases with decreasing fine fuel moisture content. 
For example, at low fuel moistures 100% of glowing firebrands 
of a certain size will ignite the fuel bed. The fraction of firebrands 
igniting the fuel decreases as the moisture content rises, until 
at a moisture of around 10% ODW, none of these glowing 
firebrands will ignite the fuel. Another way of looking at this is that 
at very low fuel moistures of 2-3% very small glowing embers are 
capable if igniting some fuels; at moisture contents of 15% ODW 
only large flaming firebrands will ignite the fuel.

The rate of ignition also increases with decreasing fuel moisture 
and this determines the speed of the fire spread. Between the 
moisture content of extinction and a fine fuel moisture of 10% the 
rate of ignition and the rate of spread increase slowly resulting 
in predictable and stable fire behaviour suitable for prescribed 
burning. Below 8% the rate of ignition and rate of spread increase 
rapidly creating intense and erratic fire behaviour and spotting 
becomes more frequent.

Coarse Fuel Moisture

Coarse fuel covers a wide range from branches to large logs. The 
rate that they dry depends on the diameter of the material; thinner 
branches dry faster than logs. After cutting, green logs may take 
more than a year to lose their cellular moisture, as people with 
open fires will be well aware. When logs have dried completely 
they exchange moisture slowly so that after a wet period the 
interior remains dry while the outer layers are too wet to burn. 

Fuel Moisture
Report by Phil Cheney
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FUEL MOISTURE continued

This process is complicated by the degree of rot in the logs 

because the rotten wood exchanges moisture faster than the 

solid wood. After a prolonged drought most logs have dried to 

a point where they will burn completely adding to the energy 

released by the fire.

Deep litter beds behave in a some what similar fashion to 

logs. Once saturated after a prolonged wet period they dry 

progressively in the absence of rain. The rate of drying depends 

mostly on the maximum daily temperature. Wind speed and 

direct radiation from the sun also affect the drying rate so that 

exposed northerly aspects dry faster than the sheltered southern 

aspects. The difference in fire behaviour on different aspects can 

be very dramatic as illustrated by the fire behaviour during the 

2000 Ku Ring Gai disaster when 4 people were killed and 

3 severely burnt during a prescribed burning operation.

The operation was conducted in June when the southern aspects 

were shaded and the ground fuels were too moist to burn. On 

the other hand, the steep northern aspects were directly exposed 

to the winter sun and were quite dry. The lighting patterns used 

on the southern and eastern slopes were not changed when the 

crew reached the drier slopes and the fires that were still being 

lit close together coalesced, spread rapidly up-slope in the dry 

fuels and entrapped the firefighters. This behaviour is not unusual 

and firefighters should always be aware of the aspects of the 

slopes they are lighting-up, and particularly when burning-out on 

wildfires.

Effect of coarse fuel moisture on fire behaviour

The amount of moisture in the deep litter bed and log material 

determines the amount of available fuel. As the fuel bed dries 

out more fuel is available for combustion. This adds to the 

intensity of the fire and increases the rate of spread and the 

suppression difficulty. 

The effect on rate of spread is complicated by the degree 

of compaction of the fuel bed and is not necessarily a direct 

relationship. This is because the lower layers of a compact fuel 

bed smoulder slowly, well behind the flame front, and do not 

contribute to the spread processes at the front. For example, a 

peat bed contains a large volume of fuel in excess of 100 tons 

per ha but a fire spreads very slowly by smouldering combustion. 

A peat fire, on the other hand, is exceedingly difficult to suppress.

Logs contribute little to the rate of spread of forest or grass fires 

because they burn slowly well behind the leading edge of the 

fire. Large material is not used to calculate rate of spread. They 

do, however, complicate suppression by burning overnight when 

the fine fuels have gone out and can rekindle the fine fuel the 

following day. They also remain a potential source of ignition for 

weeks after the fire perimeter has been suppressed.

The amount of available fuel from deep litter beds and log 

material is estimated by the Ketch-Byram drought index and 

other similar drought indices. When the Keetch-Byram index 

exceeds100, large logs will continue to burn overnight, deep litter 

beds burn out, and the moisture levels of fine fuel is similar on all 

aspects.

Live fuel moisture 

This is the moisture of living vegetation. The general range in 
Australian plants is from around 80 % to 140%. Some plants like 
deciduous hardwoods may have much higher moistures and are 
difficult to burn before the material has dried out. 

When plants put on new growth in spring live fuel moistures are 
high but as the shoot ages the moisture content drops to around 
100% ODW and stays around this level for most of the time. 
However the moisture of live shrubs and trees may reduce further 
during severe droughts. When the moisture falls to around 80% 
the plants wilts and if not replenished quickly the plant dies and 
loses the rest of its foliar moisture very quickly. The low moisture 
of living plants during droughts is one of the reasons that fires at 
this time fires may burn more severely than normal.

Effect of live fuel moisture on fire behaviour

The effect of live fuel moisture is to dampen the behaviour of 
fire in fully dry fuel. The most obvious example is the curing 
of grasslands. When 50% of the grass is green a grassfire 
cannot sustain its spread. The rate of spread increases until the 
grassland is fully cured and the moisture content of the whole fuel 
bed is determined by the daily weather.

Other green material in the fuel bed may have a dampening effect 
on a fire burning in the dead material. In the northern hemisphere, 
coppice and regeneration of deciduous hardwoods almost 
completely dampen fire burning in the litter bed. As a result there 
are practically no fires in these forests during summer – the 
main fire seasons in northern latitudes are in spring, often while 
the ground is still frozen and before the hardwoods shoot, and 
in autumn after the trees have shed their leaves. This effect is 
relatively unimportant in Australia although I have seen fires in fully 
cured tropical grasslands have flame heights reduced from 4m to 
less than a metre by regenerating coppice in the grasses.

Plants that have small amounts of flammable oils in their foliage, 
like eucalypts, pines, and most shrubs in the drier heaths and 
forests, burn more readily than plants without oils or resins. Even 
though the oils may be in trace amounts (less than 1% ODW) they 
appear to act as a catalyst and allow the leaf to burn at higher 
moistures before it has dried completely. Some rainforest species 
on the other hand have very low amounts of volatile chemicals in 
the leaves and can be difficult to burn even when dry.

However, there are very few truly fire retardant plants (I like to 
use the term fire resistant plants for those that recover quickly 
after being burnt) that will grow in fire prone areas. Some that 
have a high salt content like salt bush and tamarisk remain 
difficult to burn. Others claimed to be fire retardant because 
they have slightly higher moisture content, like boobialla or black 
wattle, will still burn severely if the fire danger is high and once 
they have dried, either by drought or by fire. It is safer to assume 
that all our native shrubs can be highly flammable and, in any 
case, the fire severity may be determined more by the dead fuel 
either in, or below the plant. One classic example is the fleshy 
ground cover pigface. While young plants may never burn old 
plants can accumulate a large quantity of dead material under the 
surface leaves and can burn persistently, becoming a significant 
threat when grown around coastal houses.
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FUEL MOISTURE continued

Practical application of fuel moisture

Fuel moisture is measured directly by oven drying at 103°C. 
There are electronic moisture meters that allow measurement in 
the field and these should be regularly calibrated against oven-
dried samples.

Mostly, fuel moisture is incorporated into fire danger meters and 
fire spread prediction guides by using relationships between fuel 
moisture, relative humidity and air temperature, and drying curves 
that have been established experimentally.

It is important that field operators understand and look for fuels 
of different moisture as discussed above. This may well explain 
apparent anomalies in fire behaviour; for example:

 In grasslands:

• Are grasses fully or partially cured?

• Is there a mass of dead grass obscured by an upper layers of 
green leaves? e.g. bladey grass; tussock grasses;

• Are there new green shoots that have appeared after rain but 
are hidden by dead grasses above them?

In forests and shrublands:

• Is there abundant dry fine fuel within the foliage that is 
obscured by green outer foliage? e.g. cypress; many shrubland 
species.

• Are there differences in moisture on different aspects? This can 
often be detected by feeling the dampness in the lower layers 
of the fuel bed and observing fire behaviour at ignition.

• On dangerous days are fuels reaching critical dryness below 
8% as the day develops? e.g. the leaves are curling up, the 
fuel bed is more aerated and starts to crackle underfoot (the 
crackle factor), and the smoke colour changes from grey to 
black. Puffs of black sooty smoke becoming more frequent are 
the first sign of rapid and inefficient combustion.

• Are small embers starting to ignite spot fires?

Finally: drought indices that have been developed to track the 
drying of heavy fuels are useful. They are much more helpful if 
you relate the index to observations of fire behaviour and other 
factors in your district because this will account for differences in 
environment and soil types assumed in the compilation 
of the index.

Sunday September 23rd saw the members of the Cottage Point 

Brigade in the Warringah/Pittwater District host a luncheon at 

their station in honour of retiring Warringah Councillor, Julie 

Sutton.

Julie having given 32 years of service to the wider community 

including twice having been Mayor, she had been one of the 

staunchest supporters of Volunteers from the early days of 

Bushfire Brigades thru to the Rural Fire Service that we are today.

Brigade Captains from both Warringah & Pittwater Districts were 

invited along with many other older members from various district 

brigades, members that had experienced the generous support 

offered to Volunteers over the many years by Julie through their 

roles as Brigade Captains, Presidents etc.

Long serving members of the Hornsby RFS District attended 

also (pictured here with Julie) along with their Pride & Joy; a 

fully restored 1942 Chevrolet Blitz, which drew much attention 

especially from local residents & passing motorists who stopped 

in to look “The Gorge” over.

We wish Julie Sutton every happiness in her retirement & again, 

we offer the thanks of all Volunteers of the RFS for the absolute 

commitment & dedication she gave to supporting us all in our 

needs of protecting the wider community over the years.

Volunteers give Julie

a Fitting Farewell
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Berridale is a small town located between Cooma and Jindabyne. 
If you have visited the NSW Snowfields then you have most likely 
driven through.

The Berridale Brigade is the hub for the Snowy River Fire District 
and the new Berridale Fire Shed is located next door to the 
Berridale Fire Control Centre. The Snowy River Fire District is part 
of the Monaro Team along with the Bombala and Cooma-Monaro 
Districts.

A Brief History
Thanks to Robyn Daley – Berridale BFB

The Berridale Bush Fire Brigade was formed in 1940 as a result 
of the Stretton Inquiry into the 1939 “Black Friday” bush fires 
that swept rapidly across large areas of Victoria and New South 
Wales. The Brigade was known then as Snowy River Shire Bush 
Fire Brigade and was the first and only brigade in this area.

The first shed was located in between Oliver Street and Bolton 
Streets, it is now located on private land in Berridale.

Gear stored in the shed included: 
4 knapsacks, 15 beaters, stirrup pump 
and tank, 9 rakes, 2 rake handles and 
4 x 44 gallon drums.

A bank book from 1940, during World 
War Two shows that there was a 
balance of £4/6/8.

Interesting Dates

The famous Snowy Mountains Scheme impacted upon the locals 
with the flooding of Lake Eucumbene in the 1950s, relocating the 
Adaminaby town and isolating the Rocky Plain and Adaminaby 
communities. Jindabyne was relocated in 1960s with the creation 
of Lake Jindabyne impacting upon the Jindabyne and Berridale 
communities.

1940 Berridale BFB formed.

1941 Initial meeting at the Berridale Hotel.

1942 Flying Squad (quick response group of local men who 
arrived at fires quickly) was formed.

1964 Tankers consisted of a Blitz truck.

1968 Bedford truck from Snowy River Shire Council was fitted 
out as a tanker.

1969 Firsts: radios, McLeod tools and polythene knapsacks.

1970 A new fire shed was completed and fire helmets were 
introduced.

1974 Old shed moved to East Jindabyne, portable radios and 
drip torches were introduced.

1979 Radio fitted into the Captains vehicle. The Flying Squad 
was discontinued.

1982 Barry Aitchison appointed FCO. New International tanker 
was received and the old Bedford sold.

1984 Jindabyne East shed built. The Berridale shed was 
modified to house the Thornycroft tanker and yellow 
overalls were introduced.

Thornycroft tanker on left

1990 The Berridale Fire Control Centre (FCC) was being 
planned.

1992 Pagers introduced.

The Berridale Bush Fire Brigade
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THE BERRIDALE BUSH FIRE BRIGADE continued

1993 Isuzu tanker for the Berridale BFB. The Berridale FCC 
is now fully operational. Lenny Thompson  is appointed 
Deputy FCO.

1994 The Isuzu was written off in a training accident and was 
replaced with a Mercedes 4WD truck.

1995 Landrover quick response unit was purchased.

1996 Berridale shed was extended.

1999 Berridale shed floor was lowered to fit the new Isuzu 
tanker inside.

2002 Vehicle categories and call signs were introduced.

2003 The worst fires since the 1939 fires. Two GPS units were 
purchased.

2008 The current Captain, Steve Knowles was elected.

2009 A new Cat 7 tanker was purchased and a new fire shed 
committee was formed.

2011 A new Cat 1 tanker was purchased.

2012 The new fire shed was completed and officially opened.

The New Fire Shed

In early 2009 it was formally determined that the old fire shed 
would not be large enough to house modern tankers and the time 
had come to plan for an upgrade.

Funding for the upgrade became available later that year and a 
shed-working committee was formed at the 2009 AGM and by 
October 2010 a development application had been lodged with 
council.

The conditional approval was given for a three-bay shed to be 
located on a single allotment which also houses the Berridale 
FCC and by March 2011 the new shed was under construction. 
The development consent required the RFS to meet the cost of 
relocating the Snowy River Shire’s “Weeds and Seeds” office (a 
demountable building). A crane was used to complete this task.

The first sod was turned by Barry Aitchison along with Captain 

Steve Knowles and Firefighter Adolf Franco as the trio searched 

for underground plumbing services.

Subsequent earthworks were completed by Suthern Earthmoving 

with Firefighter Lex Suthern donating much of the plant and 

equipment to strip the site and supply gravel for the site 

preparation and car parking area. Kraft Earthmoving was 

engaged to prepare for the road works and the kerb and gutter to 

comply with Council specifications.

The site set out was completed by Firefighters Phil Daley and Rob 

Staples ensuring that the new shed was located correctly.

The Cooma Steel Company Pty Ltd was contracted to supply 

and erect the frame, clad and complete the shed to lockup stage.

The old shed and the new shed at lockup stage

Firefighter Adolf Franco donated many hours completing electrical 

work. Craig Madex was engaged to concrete the shed floor and 

aprons with a team of brigade members assisting with the early 

morning concrete pours.

Firefighter Craig “Johnno” Johnston and a large number of 

volunteers fitted out the interior of the shed and painted the 

rooms during numerous working bees.

The Berridale shed project would not have been possible without 

the support and input from our volunteers and staff.

Well done to everyone involved.

Additional photos of the Berridale shed project can be 

found online at: http://www.flickr.com/photos/mick_holton/

sets/72157626820305918/
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THE BERRIDALE BUSH FIRE BRIGADE continued

The volunteers (left) 
all received a life 
membership for their hard 
work and support over 
the years. Left to right: 
John King, Keith Clarke, 
Cecil Aitchison, Peter 
Bottom, Ellis Aitchison, 
Kevin Clarke and Keven 
Burke. Owen Scarlett 
was not able to attend 
the opening event so 
his grandson Malcolm 
received the award on 
Owen’s behalf.

The volunteers (right) 
all received a certificate 
of appreciation for their 
hard work and support 
over the years. Back row 
(left to right): Peter Ivers, 
Gary Suthern, Raymond 
Wroe, Adolf Franco, 
Gary Rae, David Scarlett, 
John King and Phil Daley. 
Front row (left to right): 
Lex Suthern, Bill Clarke, 
Steve Knowles, Stuart 
Reid, Vince Stocks and 
Geoffrey Woodhouse.

The Official Opening

The Berridale Brigade along with adjoining brigades, other community members and emergency services representatives celebrated the 
official opening in conjunction with dedicated service awards, life memberships and recognition of 72 years of service to the community.

Life member Kevin Clarke unveiled the plaque

Berridale Fire Shed, Constructed 
in 2011 with the assistance of members 

of the Berridale Bush Fire Brigade. 
Officially opened on 14 April 2012 

by long term members Mr Kevin Clarke 
and Mr John King.
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The Victorian Fire Risk in the Mountains
L.Ralph Barraclough, Former Captain of the Licola Fire Brigade – 19 October 2012

There have been big fires recently in Victoria in 1998, 2003, 
2006-07, and Black Saturday in 2009. If we listen to the 
commentary and look at the appalling loss of life on Black 
Saturday it comes over as if there has never been a fire as bad 
before. But not so.

Probably the biggest and most frightening fire there has ever 
been in Victoria was in 1851. Alfred Howitt described it as 
burning out all the mountains in just one day. He also attributes 
the intensity to the fuel increase from the breakdown of Aboriginal 
burning. There is not a lot recorded as the mountains were so 
sparsely populated.

The 1939 fire is different, there are many of us around whose 
parents survived this, but most of all we had one of the most 
amazing enquires in the history of Australia. The Stretton Royal 
Commission conducted by Judge Leonard E.B.Stretton. The total 
length of this report was a mere 36 pages (I have a copy). This 
is some of the most amazing and memorable simple and direct 
English I have ever read. Such was the report it was used in 
schools for teaching English. Stretton’s work spared no one and 
bought down a finding that is mostly as relevant today as it was 
then. Black Friday was January 13 and the report was finished on 
May 16 just four months and two days later. 

The recent Victorian Royal Commission was a bit different. 
This cover up cost $93,000,000 and went on forever with 
hundreds of pages of report to bring out ridiculous and stupid 
recommendations most of which could have been written 
before it started. I suspect they likely were. Worst of all the main 
protagonist, the Victorian Labor Government, got off almost scott 
free with little mention that the problems that lead to the heavy 
loss of life had mostly originated from a government feathering 
its political nests with Green preferences. One thing was for 
certain, this Victorian Royal Commission was not interested in 
hearing from a small community, like ours, who were burnt out 
on December 14, 2006. At all times our community had been 
kept informed from our own information network (we relied on 
absolutely nothing from the agencies and ABC radio was turned 
off on day one at my place). We were burnt over from a ferocious 
fire where no one from the community ever had their lives in 
danger (a handful of outsiders that the messages did not get to 
got a bit frightened). The loss of assets in our valley, like buildings 
was minimal compared to fires of a lesser intensity in other 
places. 

I think the loss of life that we will have in future from the failure 
of this Victorian Royal Commission will likely be catastrophic 
and made even worse from the stupidity and absurdity of the 
recommendations. It could be as early as the summer after next 
and if we have a Labour Government you can be sure it will be 
covered up at great cost again.

My favourite quote from the good Judge Stretton, is probably 
even more relevant today than when it was first penned:

…to expose and scotch the foolish enmities which mar the 
management of the forests by public departments who, being 
our servants, have become so much our masters that in some 
respects they lose sight of our interests in promotion of their 
mutual animosities. (page 7) 

As well as the findings we have the most amazing legacy of the 

transcripts as Stretton went from town to town collecting the 

evidence. Harry Lewis Treasure from the Dargo High Plains told 

the Stretton Royal Commission:

“I have been there for 60 year, practically all my life....We have 

been burnt out in 1918, in 1926, and in these fires. Prior to that 

we never had a bad fire…Prior to 1918, before there was much 

restriction on the lighting of fires, that country was populated 

with miners, diggers, fossicking along the rivers for gold. There 

were up to 100 diggers working along the Dargo River and 

each man had his hut. They had no fear of ever being burnt out 

and they never were burnt out. If they had been there during 

the recent fires, not only would their houses would have been 

burnt but men themselves would have been burnt to death....

The country was burned regularly whenever it would burn and 

that stopped any fires from getting hold and going a long way.”

“There is not a living tree left along the Dargo River for 60 

miles, and all the logs and debris washed up by the water 

is scorched right out. With reference to erosion, I think the 

mountain country is lucky this year. Erosion is bad after heavy 

rains. It washes the soft soil down into the rivers. Had we got 

heavy thunder storms after the January fire, the valleys would 

have been practically filled up. However rain came down very 

steadily and nothing worth speaking of has been washed away. 

There is little or no erosion after a light burn, but it is different 

with heavy fires such as we have had. They not only burn the 

debris and wood on and above the surface but they burn into 

the soil itself. There are acres of ground that has been burnt 

right down to the grass roots and if we get heavy rain on top of 

that it will cause much erosion. Luckily, we did not have it this 

year.”

William Francis Lovick, of Mansfield, who held a Crown 

Forest Lease from 1910 had the following to say to the Royal 

Commission:

“We burned for 25 to 30 years. We were told by the 

Forests Commission that we were ruining the forests, but this 

year three mills have been put into the country that was said to 

be ruined, and they have 50 years timber to cut.... 

The fires that have gone through the forests this year have 

ruined more timber in two hours than all the cattle men of the 

east ruined in 50 years.”

Old timers described the 1939 fire as burning out both sides 

of the mountains from about 125k from Melbourne (just east of 

Woods Pt) to right up into NSW to the other side of Kosciusko 

in around 4 hours on Friday 13th. The transcripts support there 

were only essentially two fires involved that merged on the Dargo 

High Plains. No surface fire could possibly travel at anything 

like these speeds. It is clear that the massive up drafts carried 

burning embers into the jet stream to light up fires way ahead.  

It took about three quarters of an hour in 1939 to burn out 

between Bright and Omeo. The 2003 fire took 14 days. 
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THE VICTORIAN FIRE RISK IN THE MOUNTAINS continued

The recent fires have not travelled at anything like the speeds 
of the 1851 and 1939 fires. From the rock fracturing (I have a 
geological background) it is apparent that some recent fires in the 
mountains have been many times hotter. I suspect the fuel levels 
recently were possibly double that of 1939. 

The bushfire indices that fire intensity can be calculated from was 
worked out from the weather data collected at Melbourne Airport 
at 3.00pm Friday 13th 1939. McArthur gave these measurements 
a score of 100 as he believed this was the most extreme fire 
weather there could ever be. Since 1939 it has been shown that 
this 100 score could be far exceeded like the Hobart Fires, Ash 
Wednesday and Black Saturday. If one looks at the weather 
pattern at 3.00pm when the map was drawn it is not hard to see 
that the real extreme intensity of the Black Friday weather is over 
the mountains well to the east of Melbourne airport.

What is being done in Victoria now to stop the next big disaster 
will have about as much effect once a big fire gets going, as the 
work done by the Forests Commission prior to 1939. Stretton 
was told the efforts to protect the mountains from a Forest 
Officer in charge of an area totalling 1,750,000 acres. He had one 
officer in charge, one foreman, and three temporary permanent 
labourers. Also, he had about six casuals during the summer. In 
the “improvement work,” all ground litter was cleared up as far as 
they can do it (by hand). The scrub or thinnings were taken out, 
heaped up and burnt with the idea of cleaning it up. 

The fire risks presently developing on Crown and public land in 
the mountains of Victoria is just unimaginable. On burnt areas 
(2003 & 2006-07) with a lot of the tree canopy destroyed, there 
has been a massive growth of elevated fine fuel (bushes ect). 
This is not to be confused with the ground fuel that built up 
(composting at the bottom) for over 60 years fuelling recent fires. 
This new fuel is mostly elevated with copious quantities of air 
through it virtually ready to explode.

We are essentially looking down the barrel of a gun of an 1851 
scenario with a reduced amount of tree cover, a massive growth 
of fine fuel and more candle bark for spotting than anything I have 
seen in my lifetime. This has been brought about by the heat 
from the recent fires causing the bark to shed. The worst part 
is that the elevated fine fuel in the Alpine National Park on the 
north and westerly sides of the high country is probably worse 
than anything that has been in place since mankind came to this 
continent over 40,000 years ago. Under the right conditions with 
a good fire going this will create the massive up drafts to carry 
burning candle bark well into the jet stream with catastrophic 
consequences. 

If this El Nino sets in, as the people in the Pacific are now saying 
it has. The summer after next has the potential to send one hell of 
a fire from out of Victoria into NSW in a very short time. 

There won’t be much of the environment left when this happens 
with so many very hot unnatural fires so close together. The 
environment is virtually destroyed now.

Finally it should never be forgotten that the severity of the 
Federation drought at the beginning of the 1900s was in many 
ways worse than we have experienced recently. 

There was no fire fighting agencies, 
no Government land management and no large fires in the 
mountains. But rest assured we still have plastic fire trucks to 
keep us safe.
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There are Funds Available Out There

Whilst many Brigades apply for and receive grants under the 
RFSA scheme you should remember that in addition to those 
funds there are many other sources where grants to community 
groups are also made available.

Here in the Eurobodalla Southern Brigades Group a total of 
$18,000 in two grants have been obtained over the last few 
months from organizations who support the communities 
in which we live and and complement the work we do as 
volunteers.

The first grant was applied for after NRMA Insurance launched 
its annual Community Grants program with the application 
being lodged on behalf of the eight Brigades in the Eurobodalla 
Southern Group.

These are the three rural remote brigades of Belowra, Tin Pot, 
Nerrigundah, and the coastal brigades of Tilba, Narooma, 
Dalmeny, Bodalla & Potato Point.

The application cited the purchase of an Infrared Camera for use 
within the Group and this years maximum amount of $10000. 
was requested.

Such an amount would allow the purchase of a mid range 
camera that would be of great value to brigades at MVA’s, 

Wildfires, Structure and Hazmat incidents, whilst at the same time 
ensuring that incident combat operations would be carried out in 
the safest and most effective manner possible.

The success of the $10,000 application received from NRMA 
Insurance saw the start of a remarkable chain reaction that 
involved many people in three states, all of whom in varying ways 
have the community & volunteer interests foremost. The actions 
of each resulted in the Group recently taking delivery of a camera 
& accesories valued at $16,000 which is equal in quality to any 
being used by urban fire brigades in the major cities of the world.

Once confirmation of the grant was received former colleagues 
in the Country Fire Authority (Victoria) were contacted for advice 
and we were put in touch with Senior Station Officer Gavin Parker 
who as luck would have it was part of a joint team completing a 
comprehensive evaluation of most brands of Infrared Cameras on 
behalf of the CFA and Melbourne Fire Rescue. Information was 
made freely available as well as advice on the operation of the 
camera and the training of those who would be using them.

We then made contact with a number of suppliers including 
Joel & Megan Ward at the QLD head office of PacFire Australia 
(a family owned Australian Company) who supply specialist 
equipment to emergency services throughout the Pacific region.

Nerrigundah Rural Fire Brigade   On the truck – Trevor Kincaid President, General manager Narooma Golf Club Dominic Connaughton, Captain Phil Hollis.
Front – Firefighter’s Col Brennan, Fran Tomkins, Ole Conradsen, Ulla Kurup, John Cowan, Pam Cowan, Paul Haslem, Laurie Edebohls
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THERE ARE FUNDS AVAILABLE OUT THERE continued

A discussion of what we wished to achieve regarding the 

purchase of an IRC was discussed with Joel and resulted in 

PacFire’s offer to supply a state of the art camera & accessories 

for an amount that was slightly less than the grant approved by 

NRMA Insurance.

The camera now in service has been widely accepted by 

brigades who once having become familiar with it have found it to 

be simpler to operate than our portable GRN radios.

It was recently utilised at a wildfire near Batemans Bay and was 

able to locate hot spots along control lines that were invisible to 

the naked eye. Some of these were showing temperatures in 

excess 400 degrees.

At a structure fire the unit was able to identify an area under a 

collapsed roof that was the source of continual re-ignition. Once 

located the area was extinguished after moving one sheet of 

roofing iron instead of having to wait for the area to cool before 

making it safe.

In addition to the NRMA Insurance Grant secured by the Group, 

Nerrigundah Brigade separately applied for a grant under the 

NSW Clubs Grant Scheme which they lodged through the 

Narooma Golf Club.

Nerrigundah being situated in a valley surrounded by 
mountainous forested terrain with only gravel road access, means 
both members and the public are subjected to a long delay if 
urgent assistance is required during any emergency. In addition 
mobile phone access without leaving the village and accessing a 
higher point is non existent, there is only one telephone landline 
and should this fail for any reason the village and its inhabitants 
become completely isolated and are unable to communicate with 
the outside world.

Recognising the communication problems and possible 
implications during times of emergency the brigade made 
application for a grant and cited the need for a Satellite Telephone 
and also a Satellite Internet Service that not only links the Fire 
Station with the only other Public Building in the village, but also 
provides reliable communication with the Fire Control Centre, 
other emergency services, and also allows contact with friends 
and family of brigade members and village residents.

The Club Grant was approved and a presentation of the 
equipment valued in excess of $8,000. was made to the Brigade 
by Narooma Golf Club General Manager Dominic Connaughton & 
Admin Officer Tracey Croser. 

The Satellite units are now in place and operational in time for this 
years fire danger period and the grant also allowed for ongoing 
charges related to the Sat Phone. 

There are many organisations who offer grants to community 
groups for worthwhile projects or to fund necessary equipment. 
Check out Government sites both State and Federal as well as 
corporate sectors such as banks and other financial institutions. 
On a smaller scale often Service Clubs such as Rotary and Lions 
will assist where possible. There is funding available out there 
its just a matter of locating and applying for it. Don’t let being a 
small remote or rural brigade deter you from applying. Decision 
makers are usually well aware that smaller brigades do not have 
the fundraising avenues available to them that larger population 
areas quite often do. If you are able to mount a convincing 
case to support your request quite often it will be looked at 
sympathetically because you are in a rural or remote area. 
I would suggest that the VFFA may also be in a position to make 
funding allocations to brigades in the not to distant future but that 
is still a little way down the track at this stage.

Joe Henry, Rachel McInnes, Lorraine Wilcock, Capt Geoff Radcliffe (obscured), Sue 
Barford, Frank Brassil, David McInnes & Helen Brush at Potato Point IRC Training Night.

Above: CABA Operator working in smoke filled building taken by 
Infrared Camera.

Left: Rachel McInnes & Lorraine Wilcock of Potato Point Brigade 
using the Infrared Camera
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The RFSA recently published some 
frequently asked questions about the 
proposed property based levy for the 
funding of emergency services in NSW.

Some of the answers given to these 
questions are misleading and designed 
to do nothing but retain the present 
unsatisfactory funding model.

Some of the FAQs are:

How will it affect me?

The answer should be very little as 
the increase in rates will be offset by a 
decrease in insurance costs when the 
emergency services levy is removed.

Will my insurance premiums 
be reduced if a property levy is 
introduced?

The answer should be yes as competition 
will drive the cost of insurance down 
when the present emergency services 
levy is removed.

Will the funding for Rural Fire Brigades 
be affected?

The answer should be that there is no 
reason for a reduction in funding as NSW 

transitions from the present funding 
model to a fairer one.

If I have a vacant parcel of land and 
my neighbour has a similar parcel with 
a building on it, will we both pay the 
same property levy?

The answer should be that a property 
based levy will ensure that everyone pays 
for emergency services but, because 
everyone is contributing, the cost to each 
individual will be lower. The heavy burden 
will not fall on those who choose to insure 
privately meaning that the owners of large 
buildings who choose not to insure will 
now pay their fair share of the cost of 
emergency services.

The President of the RFSA is right to raise 
concerns about the proposed change 
to the funding model for emergency 
services in NSW but he should not 
conduct a scare campaign without factual 
information to back up his assertions.

He states that “ the current model has 
evolved over 60 years and is the envy of 
other states and territories because of its 
independence, flexibility and brigade level 
involvement.”

Why then have most states moved 
away from this model to a property 
based levy system?

The answer is, of course, that these 
jurisdictions have long ago recognised 
that the model still in use in NSW is unfair, 
outdated, inflexible and haphazard in its 
application. It is inefficient and directs 
the cost of emergency services to those 
who choose to insure privately and local 
government. Private insurers and local 
government both need relief from rapid 
cost increases and a change to the 
funding model will provide this relief.

If the RFSA President is sincere in 
claiming to represent the RFS volunteers 
he would get behind the calls for reform 
and drive change in NSW. He would 
apply himself to seeking a seamless 
change to a fairer levy system and stop 
attempting to defend the indefensible. 

NSW needs reform in the funding model 
for emergency services. The volunteers of 
NSW RFS need the RFSA to move out of 
the way. 

Emergency Services Levy

The VFFA believes that the funding 
model, a levy on private insurance, 
used to collect the emergency services 
levy should be replaced by a broad 
based property levy based on the West 
Australian model.

This levy would be imposed on all 
property with variations to allow for the 
vastly different property values in urban 
and rural areas.

The advantages are:

• The levy would be spread across the 
entire population rather than being paid 
only by those who choose to insure in 
Australia.

• The broad spread of the levy would 
mean that the cost to each person 
would be relatively low.

• The levy would be more evenly spread 
across the beneficiaries-those who use 
emergency services.

• There would be less burden on local 
government.

• Individuals and corporations who 
choose not to insure or insure offshore 

would contribute to the services they 
access in times of emergency.

There is an efficient collection mechanism 
already in place, in the form of the local 
government rating system, which could 
be used to collect the levy. People who 
pay rates directly or indirectly through 
rent payments would contribute via a 
surcharge on their rates bill. This system 
would require a cap system similar to 
the present differential rating system to 
ensure that rural land holders are not 
charged excessive amounts. One of 
the clear advantages of this collection 
method is that those people and 
corporations with large property holdings 
would pay more for emergency services. 
The cost of this additional collection 
mechanism to councils could be offset by 
the payment of a collection fee.

This levy system would be much 
fairer and transparent than the current 
unwieldy, haphazard system where 
insurance companies levy those who 
contribute to the wellbeing of the 
community by privately insuring their 
assets.

This levy system would remove a 
significant disincentive to private 
insurance in the present emergency 
services levy based on private insurance 
premiums.

There are no significant disadvantages 
to this method of sourcing the funding 
necessary for our emergency services. 
This change to the system of collection 
of funds for this purpose is overdue and 
will contribute significantly to easing the 
burden on those who contribute to the 
well-being of the community by choosing 
to insure their assets. 

The VFFA believes that this change to 
the funding model is fair and workable as 
can be seen in the other Australian states 
which use this method of collection. 
The NSW state government is to be 
commended for seeking to change a 
system which is unfair and unworkable 
to one which spreads the burden across 
all members of our community. VFFA 
strongly supports this initiative and urges 
all members to contact their respective 
members of parliament and urge them to 
support it as well.

Review of the Emergency Services Levy
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Background Information 

What is the ESL? 
The Emergency Services Levy (ESL) funds the fire and emergency 
services in WA including the career fire service, all volunteer fire 
brigades, FESA Units, and the State Emergency Service. 

When did it start? 
The levy began on 1 July 2003. This is the third year it has been 
included on Council rates notices. 

Why was the system changed? 
The ESL was introduced to fix serious problems with the old 
funding arrangements: 

1. Not everyone was contributing

Prior to the levy, a large proportion of the funding was collected 
through levies on building and contents insurance. However 
one in three houses in Perth was uninsured or under-insured, 
and many large businesses self-insured or insured offshore. 
Therefore these people were not contributing their fair share. 
Also, vacant landowners didn’t contribute through the 
insurance system but in Perth and the regional cities, 30% of all 
fire call outs are to fires on vacant land. Now property owners 
contribute based on the services available to them. 

2. Not all volunteer brigades and units got the support they 
needed

Vounteer fire brigades and SES units were funded by local 
governments and through local fundraising, but many struggled 
to raise the money needed. Under the ESL, funding and 
equipment is provided according to need, not who can afford 
to pay. 

3. People didn’t know how much they were contributing as there 
used to be more than nine different funding systems in place. 
The ESL is open and accountable. 

What does the ESL fund? 
The ESL funds the: 
• Career Fire and Rescue Service; 
• Volunteer Fire and Rescue Service; 
• Local Governments Bush Fire Brigades; 
• State Emergency Service; and 
• Volunteer Emergency Service Units. 

Operating costs that are covered include running and maintaining 
vehicles and buildings, insurance, personal protective equipment 
and operational consumables. Capital equipment purchases 
include firefighting appliances, vehicles, buildings and major 
rescue equipment. The ESL also funds volunteer training, fire 
investigations, building inspections, community safety programs, 
emergency management planning and FESA’s corporate support 
costs. 

How has the ESL helped volunteers? 
In the past three years, the ESL has provided $45 million in grants 
to local governments to fund their volunteer bush fire brigades 
and SES units. This equates to 200 new fire appliances, 63 SES 
vehicles and trailers, 85 new or upgraded fire stations and SES 
buildings, and 30 pieces of major equipment. More money is 

now being spent on new fire appliances, rescue equipment, SES 
vehicles and personal protective clothing for volunteers than ever 
before. 

Volunteers play an essential role in helping protect the community. 
It’s in the best interest of all Western Australians to ensure all 
volunteer brigades and units – no matter where they are located – 
are properly funded. This is because volunteers travel all over the 
State to help out, as shown at the Perth Hills fire and tornadoes 
in Perth and Bunbury. The ESL also funds the equipment and 
running costs of the Volunteer Fire and Rescue Service and FESA 
Units, which consists of approximately 100 volunteer brigades 
located throughout WA. 

What doesn’t it fund? 
The ESL does not fund: 
• Volunteer Marine Rescue Services 
• St John Ambulance 
• WA Police 
• Surf Lifesaving Society 
• RAC Rescue 1, the emergency rescue helicopter service. 

How is the ESL collected? 
The levy is included on Council rates notices. Local Governments 
collect the money and send it directly to FESA. (Local 
Governments are paid an annual administration fee for billing and 
collecting the levy.) 

GST and Stamp Duty 
The ESL is exempt from GST and stamp duty. 

Budget Information 2005/06 

FESA Budget 
The total FESA budget this year is $178 million. 

This is raised from several sources: 

• $137.7 million from the ESL* 
• $33.2 million from State Government; and 
• $7.1 million from Commonwealth grants and other revenue. 

(The ESL collections include $9 million paid by the State 
Government for ESL on its own property.) 

How much ESL is raised 
Each year the amount of funding required for running emergency 
services is determined and approved by the State Government. 
This establishes how much levy needs to be raised – this year that 
amount is $137.7 million. The levy does not raise more money 
than is needed. 

Property information such as property types that determine 
minimum and maximum charges, and the latest gross rental 
values are put into a computer program. This calculates what the 
ESL category rates need to be, so as to raise the amount of ESL 
needed. This means only the budgeted amount is raised. Extra 
money is not collected. 

Increase in ESL budget 
The total amount of ESL being collected has increased by 8% to 
$137.7 million. 

WA Emergency Services Levy
Question & Answer 2005/06
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WA EMERGENCY SERVICES LEVY continued

The extra levy funds are needed to pay for: 

• Unforeseen cost increases such as price rises in the building 
and construction industry, and annual salary increases and 
general cost increases. FESA has no control over many of these 
increases. 

• Special projects such as a new statewide emergency radio 
network. Currently, some emergency service agencies (fire 
brigades, SES, Police, St John Ambulance, local governments, 
etc) operate on different radio bands and cannot talk to 
one another during a crisis. This is a real gap in operational 
effectiveness and safety that will be fixed through the new 
network. The new radio network and equipment is a 3 year, $20 
million project funded by the State Government and the ESL. 

• A temporary daytime career fire station will open in Nowergup. 
This will provide increased coverage to the expanding 
metropolitan northern corridor. 

State Government Contribution 
The total State Government contribution to FESA is about $42 
million. This is an increase of $10 million this year. 

ESL Charges 2005/06 

Calculating ESL Charges 
How much ESL a property is charged depends on four things: 

1. Location of the property (the ESL Category it is in) 

2. ESL Rate for that category 

3. Property’s Gross Rental Value 

4. What the property is used for to apply the associated minimum 
and maximum charges. 

The ESL charge for properties located in ESL Categories 1 to 4 is 
calculated using Gross Rental Value (GRV). The GRV is multiplied 
by the ESL rate for that category. Properties located in ESL 
Category 5 and mining tenements receive a fixed charge of $35 
per rates notice. 

ESL Categories 
How much you pay depends on the emergency services available 
to your property. The State has been divided into five categories 
so that properties with more services available pay more. 

ESL 
CATEGORY AREA EMERGENCY SERVICES AVAILABLE 

ESL 
Category 1 

Metropolitan 
area 

• Network of Career Fire & Rescue Service stations; 
and 

• SES 

ESL 
Category 2 Regional cities 

• A Career Fire & Rescue Service station; 
• Volunteer Fire & Rescue Service Brigade; and 
• SES 

ESL 
Category 3 

Periphery of 
metropolitan 
area

•  A Volunteer Fire & Rescue Service Brigade and 
Bush Fire Brigade, with the availability of a network 
of Career Fire & Rescue Service stations; and 

• SES 

ESL 
Category 4 

100 country 
towns 

• A Volunteer Fire & Rescue Service Brigade; 
• OR a multi-service Volunteer Unit; 
• OR a Bush Fire Brigade with breathing apparatus 
• AND SES 

ESL 
Category 5 Rest of the State • Communities supported by the statewide SES 

network and generally a Bush Fire Brigade.

Changes to Category Boundaries 
ESL Category boundaries are reviewed and changed as 
necessary. The category boundaries are primarily based on the 
turn-out areas of the Fire & Rescue Service. As suburbs expand, 
so too does the area where the local fire station responds. 

Reasons for changing a boundary include: 

• Development of an area such as vacant land into residential 
housing, that now requires a different level of service, i.e. from a 
bush fire response to structural fire fighting capabilities; 

• Change in the delivery of emergency services in the area, for 
example, a new career fire station is built. 

Gross Rental Values (GRV) 
A Gross Rental Value is the estimated amount you could rent your 
property for in a year. GRVs are determined by the Valuer General, 
Department of Land Information and can be appealed. 

GRV Revaluations 
GRVs are reviewed every 3 years in the metropolitan area and 
every 4-5 years in regional areas. This year was a revaluation 
year in the metropolitan area and some regional towns, including 
Kalgoorlie-Boulder. 

For further questions about GRV contact Valuations Services: 
Telephone: 9429 8400  Email: vs@dli.wa.gov.au 

Why use GRV 
• Using GRV is a recognised way of apportioning community 

costs. GRVs are used to calculate council rates and water rates. 

• GRVs are an accepted measure for working out what a property 
is worth, and generally an indication of a person’s capacity to 
pay. 

• GRVs are determined by an independent body. 

• Using GRVs is administratively simpler and less costly to 
maintain as it has been developed over a number of years, and 
is used by a variety of organizations meaning it’s cost can be 
shared. Using another system would cost a lot more. 

ESL Rates 

ESL Rates 2005/06 

Category 1 $0.0142 

Category 2 $0.0106 

Category 3 $0.0071 

Category 4 $0.0050 

Category 5 $35 fixed charge per rate notice 

Mining Tenement $35 fixed charge per rate notice 

The ESL Rates this year have fallen slightly. This is because most 
gross rental values have increased. 

What are Property Uses – Minimum and Maximum 
Charges 
Minimum and maximum charges have been set to make sure 
each property pays an equitable amount. That is, property owners 
at the lower end of the scale pay enough, while those at the top 
don’t pay too much. 
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WA EMERGENCY SERVICES LEVY continued

The minimum and maximum charges are based on what a 
property is used for. Each property has been given an ESL 
Property Use classification. 

The ESL Property Use is different to property zonings used by 
Local Government for council rates. 

Minimum and Maximum Charges 2005/06 

MINIMUM AND MAXIMUM CHARGES 2005/06 

ESL Property Use Minimum Maximum 

Vacant land $35 $195 

Farming (hobby) properties $35 $195 

Residential properties $35 $195* 

Commercial properties $35 $110,000 

Industrial properties $35 $110,000 

Miscellaneous properties 
(ie. churches, private schools) $35 $110,000 

Mining leases $35 per rate notice $35 per rate notice 

*Special conditions apply to multiple residential properties on a single rates notice 

The minimum and maximum charges have increased this year. 
This is the first increase in three years. 

• Minimum charge has increased from $30 to $35. 

• Residential maximum charge has increased from $175 to $195. 

• Commercial/industrial maximum charge has increased from 
$100,000 to $110,000. 

The increase for property owners on the minimum or maximum 
charge is in line with the percentage increase all other property 
owners have received over the past three years. Had the minimum 
and maximums not increased this year, then all other property 
owners would have been unfairly subsidising those paying the 
minimum and maximum charge. 

Multiple residential properties 
A multi-residential property is where a block of flats or apartments 
receives a single rates notice for the complex. 

A single maximum residential charge of $195 does not apply to 
Multi-Residential properties as this would provide a significant and 
unfair saving for the property owner. 

The maximum charge for a Multi-Residential property is calculated 
by multiplying the number of flats/apartments by the maximum 
residential charge of $195. 

For example, if the property has four units, the maximum charge 
is: 195 x 4 = $780 maximum charge 

Pensioner and Senior Rebates 
If you qualify for a rebate on your Council rates, you will receive 
the same level of rebate on your ESL charge. Pensioners who 
are eligible to defer their Council rates, can also defer their ESL 
charge. The Government has recently amended legislation so that 
eligible seniors and pensioners who are living in a “lease for life” 
accommodation qualify for a rebate. 

Late payment interest 
If a property owner does not pay either the full or part payment of 
ESL on time, late payment interest of 11% is charged. 

OTHER 

My insurance bill didn’t go down 

An independent report found that insurance companies did 

remove the old fire services levies from insurance policies properly. 

However, there were a number of other factors that affected 

insurance bills last year: 

• The Federal Government introduced a compulsory terrorism 

insurance scheme for certain types of commercial properties; 

• There was an increase in stamp duty; 

• Consumers regularly change the sum insured, such as when 

property values increase, which impacts on the premium rate 

being charged; and 

• Insurance rates alter in response to claim costs. 

Had the fire service levy not been removed, insurance bills would 

be higher than they are. 

Why do I have to pay more than one levy 

If you own more than one property 

The ESL is charged on all properties. Therefore you will pay 

the levy charge for each property you own. This is fair as each 

property has access to and may need to use the emergency 

services. 

Also, some people and businesses own many properties. It would 

be unfair if they only had to pay the levy on one property as any 

shortfall would have to be picked up by all other property owners. 

If you receive several levy charges for the one property 

The levy is included on all rates notices, therefore if you receive 

several rates notices it will be included on each. 

If you own several adjoining properties that are used for the same 

purpose, also known as contiguous property, you may be able to 

apply for a Group Valuation. Contact your Council Office or the 

Valuer General’s Office for more information. 

I’m a volunteer, why should I have to pay? 
• To exempt volunteers would be near impossible to administer. 

How would you work out who qualifies? Some volunteers train 

weekly and are regularly called out, while others might only meet 

twice a year. Is it fair that everyone should get the same benefit. 

• To keep track of who is an active volunteer would mean a 

lot of extra paperwork for the brigade and units and Local 

Governments. 

• There are more than 23,000 volunteer firefighters and SES 

volunteers. If you exempted everyone, the shortfall would have 

to be picked up by other property owners. 

• Most volunteers used to pay under the old system.
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During the March 1965 bushfires, a start was made to form a 
new bushfire brigade in Hornsby Heights. The Hornsby Shire 
Council agreed, and “The Gorge Volunteer Bushfire Brigade” 
was formed. A Hillman sedan was found and converted to carry 
tools and equipment and it served the brigade well for a year or 
so. 

In 1966 a 1942 Chevrolet Blitz was passed on from the Arcadia 
Brigade, (in poor state). It was brought up to standard by brigade 
members and at the Council workshop for the fire season of 
1966/7, earning the name “Puff the Tragic Wagon” because of 
its slowness up the hills. 
 
When the Hillman was past its use by date, a Ford light truck 
was found and converted to carry equipment and personnel. Its 
name was “I’m Puffed Two” and it lasted until a Land Rover was 
issued in 1971-2.  
 
The Blitz served with distinction in and around Hornsby and won 
many 1st prizes at Field Days for Best Tanker. In 1973 , a new 
Bedford tanker was issued to the brigade so “Puff” was passed 
on to the West Pennant Hills Brigade. They we’re also issued with 
a new tanker a few years later as all the Blitz’s were retired. About 
this time, the brigade name was changed to “The Hornsby 
Heights Volunteer Bushfire Brigade”.   
 
A farmer from the Mudgee district in NSW bought some of the 
old tankers including Puff, from the Hornsby Council to use on his 
farm. It was there in 2000-1 that a group from the brigade found 
Puff, in pieces and about to be buried in a ditch. After some 
bargaining, the rusted parts (which by some miracle only a few 
pieces were missing) were purchased from the owner. 
 
With the help of the Hornsby Shire Council it was brought back to 
the Burdett Street Depot where work commenced to restore it.  
 
Eight years later – with a lot of blood, sweat and some tears and 
with a shift to the Galston Depot – “Puff the Tragic Wagon” at 
last came back to life.   
 
Without the help of local firms, Clubs, local people and the 
Hornsby Shire Council, along with the group of dedicated 
Volunteers (who have spent thousands of hours restoring Puff) 
the Hornsby Heights Rural Fire Brigade along with the many 
individuals too numerous to personally name, this piece of the 
Shire’s history would have been lost forever.    

Hornsby Heights RFS Pride and Joy

This is how Puff, a 1942 Chevrolet Blitz was 
found after rusting away on a farm

This is clearly one of the best ever examples of restoration ever 
witnessed and is a true credit to each and every person involved 

A Story about “The Gorge”

The following businesses and organisations gave vital assistance to the 
project and we thank them for their most generous support of restoring 
Puff the Tragic Wagon.

• Asquith Bowling Club • Asquith Leagues Club • ABAL Towing • Bendigo Bank – 
Galston • Better Brake and Clutches • Clarke Equipment • Hornsby Brakes 
• Hornsby Shire Council • Hornsby Timber and Hardware • Hornsby RSL Club 
• Mitchells Engineering Supplies • Northpoint Smash Repairs • Redistrip Australia, 
Blacktown • Sandvik • Sydney Concepts in Glass • Techtune • Arlington Electrics, 
Inverell • A/Z Signs • ABC Diesels • Berowra Apex Club • Coles-Myer Employees        
• Combined Towing • Hornsby Heights RFB • Hornsby/Ku-Ringai RFS 
• Mister Tyres • North Shore Bearings • North Shore Performance Mufflers 
• Radieool Radiators, Mona Vale • SMP Auto Services • Superior Sheet Metals 
• Sydney TAFE Institute, Ultimo • Visionone Mechanical

And so from this sad near final resting place, the men of 
Hornsby Heights Brigade along with much more support 
most particularly financial, they set about bringing Puff  
back to life…and did they what!

the volunteer fire fighter  Summer 2012 Page 23



A STORY ABOUT “THE GORGE” CONTINUED

This is clearly one of the best ever examples of restoration ever 
witnessed and is a true credit to each and every person involved 
in this project.  Photos don’t do true justice to the quality of 
workmanship that’s been done on this vehicle and only a close 
up visitation to Puff will have you truly gauging the effort that’s 
gone in.

Now who’s for a Knapsack (made of metal)?

Brass BSP Fittings on Canvas Hose

The Original Pacific Mk II Pump!

THIS IS OUR
BUSHFIRE HISTORY
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A STORY ABOUT “THE GORGE” CONTINUED

The Undercarriage

The Cockpit

The VFFA applauds the men involved in this, the 
best ever restoration of a vintage bushfire tanker 
that we’ve ever witnessed. 

It is a true credit to each of them, to the Hornsby 
Heights RFB Membership and to all the supporters 
who gave so generously to see that this piece of 
bushfire history came back to life.

This is has to be seen to be believed, it’s an absolute credit to the men who brought her back to life
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The NSW Rural Fire Service (NSW RFS) has consistently 
maintained that there are over 70,000 volunteer rural fire-fighters 
in NSW. This figure may look good on paper, however the reality 
is somewhat different at the rural fire brigade level. Rural fire 
brigades are seeing a decline in volunteer numbers available to 
fight fires at a time when many rural fire brigades are experiencing 
a dramatic increase in workloads.

Declining rural fire-fighter volunteer numbers have been attributed 
to socioeconomic and demographic factors including the 
shift of rural populations to major cities and regional centres 
for employment and access to services for the ageing rural 
population. 

The question of volunteer rural fire-fighters numbers has been 
debated ad nauseam however the NSW RFS sugar coats the 
issue by informing newly appointed Ministers and state politicians 
of all persuasions that the NSW RFS membership base exceeds 
70,000 and, that technology and aircraft will be the panacea for 
fighting bushfires in the future.

The NSW RFS annual reports reveal that the 70,000 plus 
volunteers comprise both front line fire-fighters and support 
personnel. However when challenged over the number of 
volunteers available to put the ‘wet stuff on the red stuff” the 
NSW RFS takes a defensive posture and publically asserts that 
such questions demean the valuable contribution of volunteers 
who provide a support role. RFS volunteers who provide a 
support role deserve praise and recognition however this 
counterproductive position of the NSW RFS fails to assuage 
the concerns of volunteers and the public who seek open and 
transparent reporting of the actual number of volunteers available 
to put fires out. Regrettably the NSW RFS do not document 
these figures in their annual reports and our state politicians rarely 
question the veracity of the advice provided by the NSW RFS on 
volunteer numbers.

Rural fire brigade membership varies greatly according to 
the nature of communities they protect. In remote small rural 
brigades, membership is often characterised by local farming 
families and farm workers with recruitment and succession 
historically passed down to the children of serving members. 
However as these children of serving members gravitate to 
the cities and regional centres for education and employment 
opportunities this traditional pathway of brigade recruitment and 
succession is broken. 

Whilst it is known that rural fire brigades in small rural 
communities are experiencing a reduction in volunteer members, 
rural fire brigades on the urban rural interface are struggling to 
recruit and retain members. Many factors have been attributed 
to poor volunteer fire-fighter recruitment and retention including a 
lack of time, increased mobility of the workforce, a tight economy, 
work and family commitments. The perceived onerous NSW 
RFS membership application process and rigorous basic training 
programs may provide a disincentive for many to volunteer. 
Competition from other voluntary organisations also reduces the 
pool of volunteer recruits available to rural fire brigades.

Many rural fire brigades are struggling to rely upon existing 
members staying active in the brigade for long periods of time. 
A new phrase aptly describes such members as inactive ‘active’ 
volunteers. These volunteers are listed as active fire-fighters 
however they are often not available to their brigade for extended 
periods due to personal circumstances. Typically, rural fire 
brigades survive on a core group of dedicated members who 
carry the burden for the rest of the brigade membership.

A recent phenomena of absentee landowners holding positions 
in remote rural fire brigades whilst residing in the city, curtails the 
pool of volunteer rural fire-fighters available to respond to fires 
and other emergency incidents at short notice.

Declining volunteer rural fire-fighter numbers are creating 
operational difficulties for the NSW RFS. Fires and other incidents 
are not equitably distributed across NSW rural fire districts with 
many very ‘busy’ rural fire brigades on the urban rural interface 
finding it increasingly difficult to find crews to respond to fire and 
other incidents, particularly during the midweek. 

These ‘busy’ rural fire brigades are often responding to midweek 
fires with a ‘skeleton’ crew. This is not sustainable in the long 
term and a crisis point may be reached in the future where there 
will be insufficient volunteers available to respond midweek fires.

The recruitment of volunteer rural fire fighters to stem the tide of 
declining volunteer numbers is a critical imperative for the survival 
of rural fire brigades. A number of recruitment strategies have 
been employed by the NSW RFS and rural fire brigades including 
brigade open days, the school cadet program, the use of on 
line social media, duel membership and flexible membership, 
however research shows that word-of-mouth is by far the most 
effective method of volunteer recruitment. 

A personal recommendation is a very powerful recruitment tool 
and it follows then that rural fire brigades must place a high 
priority on supporting and valuing existing volunteers, who will 
help spread word.

Word of mouth in its simplest form involves the brigade executive 
asking their existing brigade members if they know of anyone 
interested in volunteering. This would include approaching family 
and friends they socialise with and, former members of rural fire 
brigades in their local community. Members are asked to make 
the initial contact and the Brigade Captain should provide the 
follow-up contact. Members should be encouraged to provide a 
personal endorsement of the benefits of volunteering with their 
local rural fire brigade. This would ensure that follow up contact 
by the Brigade Captain is made smoother and recruitment has a 
greater chance of being successful.

The State Government and the NSW RFS must support the 
recruitment efforts of rural fire brigades by making it more 
attractive to volunteer. Government at all levels must show the 
courage to adopt more innovate recruitment solutions to address 
the long-term decline in volunteer rural fire-fighter numbers. These 
changes could include the NSW RFS developing partnerships 
with corporate volunteering programs to provide potential recruits 
to rural fire brigades and, the provision of financial incentives 

Volunteer Rural Fire-fighter 
Recruitment & Retention 

– A Critical Issue Facing the NSW RFS
Report by Andrew Scholz, Wilberforce Rural Fire Brigade

Page 28 Summer 2012  the volunteer fire fighter



Volunteer Rural Fire-fighter Recruitment & Retention continued

that attract people to volunteer with the NSW RFS. These 
financial incentives could extend to enabling small and medium 
businesses to release NSW RFS volunteers during major fires and 
other emergencies. In the United States, several such schemes 
exist, involving incentives such as tax concessions, land rate 
rebates and insurance rebates.

The introduction of a form of ‘national service’ offering young 
people an opportunity to serve in a rural fire brigade or other 
emergency service for a period of time with credits towards 
their TAFE or university education is worthy of merit and further 
investigation.

In conclusion, word of mouth is proven to be one of the 

most effective methods of recruiting volunteers, however the 

recruitment efforts of rural fire brigades must be supported by 

Governments and the NSW RFS through the introduction of 

complimentary innovative recruitment strategies and the provision 

of financial incentives. 

The introduction of financial incentives is critical to stemming the 

decline in volunteer rural fire-fighter numbers and ensuring that 

rural fire protection services are sustained in the future.

Governments spend millions each year on computer-aided 
dispatch (CAD) systems to manage and coordinate their police 
officers, paramedics and firefighters in emergencies, but many 
times even the most sophisticated CAD system is rendered 
useless when emergency responders are away from their vehicles 
or off duty. 

NowForce’s on-demand Mobile Command & Control is a scalable 
emergency dispatching solution that allows large government 
agencies and emergency services to manage hundreds of 
incidents simultaneously with thousands of resources, or small 
volunteer fire fighting brigades to manage their own brigade. 

The system pushes an incident alert directly to the responders 
GPS-enabled mobile device via a freely downloadable application 
using existing available data networks whether that is through 
WiFi or the public mobile networks. 

Employing a Software as a Service (SaaS) model, the dispatcher 
screen is accessed through the internet via a laptop, tablet or 
even a smartphone. No new communication infrastructure is 
required, which enables a fast deployment of the tool with no 
capital investment required.

The system dispatches responders to incidents based on 
geographic location, availability, expertise and equipment, as well 
as guides them through the incident by arming them with critical 
up-to-date information, thus maintaining real-time situational 
awareness. With NowForce, emergency responders can be 
dispatched and efficiently respond to calls, while saving valuable 
time and resources. 

Working with emergency organizations in Israel, the United States 
and around the world, the system has been gaining notability as 
the new and improved way to manage professional and volunteer 
emergency responders in both urban and rural settings. 

The mobile applications leave the formerly overly congested voice 
communication networks open for critical use and the push-to-
talk technology redundant, as it is replaced by cost-efficient data 
services, allowing a greater flow of data to be transmitted to and 
from emergency responders. With smart dispatching, two-way 
messaging and a personal safety solution, NowForce delivers 

an overall productive and safe experience for responders and 
dispatch. 

For many volunteer-centred emergency services struggling with 
reduced budgets and understaffing, this system is a blessing 
in disguise. “Today, when we need to send out a crew to a 
fire or river rescue, response times to events are reduced and 
re-staffing for a second or third incident is easily managed” 
says Chief James Seavey Sr. of Cabin John Park Fire Rescue. 
The appeal NowForce has to such departments can be found 
in the combination between a full-on dispatching solution with 
advanced geo-location capabilities and offering it at an unrivalled 
price. 

Cabin John Park Volunteer Fire Department has served 
Montgomery County, Maryland since 1930, providing among 
other public service, firefighting, emergency medical and river 
rescue services. 

In Australia NowForce is currently working with the RFSNSW 
Bucketty & Districts Rural Fire Services Brigade to develop 
and integrate the NowForce dispatcher as a complementary 
communications tool working alongside the Rural Fire Services 
official paging system. 

The key advantage for brigades in rural areas is that members 
can be alerted via their Smartphone at home using WiFi or 
through the public mobile networks. The instant dispatching of 
an incident to the brigade members via a mobile phone initiated 
“Call to Station” mission saves valuable time in mobilising the 
team. Notification of how many members have accepted the 
mission and are on their way is shown clearly on the Smartphone 
screen. NowForce’ Mobile Command and Control solution is 
a complementary option which enables individual brigades to 
manage their own members in that time-critical period after 
receiving the official incident page from head quarters. 

The NowForce solution is distributed in Australia by 
TeleResources of Frenchs Forest, NSW. 

For more information about the system contact Deborah Bodger 
at deborah@teleres.com.au or 0412 973 715.

NowForce Made for Urban Centred 
and Rural Emergency Services
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At 12.50hrs on the 8th September 
2012, the Wilberforce Rural Fire Brigade 
received a call from firecom, advising of 
a grassfire on Salters Road Wilberforce 
in proximity to a mushroom farm in a 
rural area. Pagers were activated and the 
Brigade responded in the Cat 1 tanker a 
short time later. On route a considerable 
orange/red glow was observed in the 
vicinity of Salters Road.

Upon arrival, the Brigade parked the 
Cat 1 on Salter’s Road in a safe location 
and commenced sizing up the fire. It 
was found that approx 1ha of grass was 
alight, rapidly approaching the former 
snow white mushroom complex (building) 
on the western side under the influence 
of a strong north/ westerly wind. The 
mushroom farm had closed and the 
complex vacated 5 years earlier resulting 
in the prolific growth of weeds and high 
grass (average 1m high) in proximity 
to the main production complex. The 
complex comprised of a large insulated 
steel building approx 100m long x 80m 
wide. In addition, a large crowd of young 
people had gathered to watch the fire, 
many under the influence of alcohol, with 
several harassing fire fighters on arrival.

Due to the size and rate of spread of the 
fire coupled with the assets at risk, the 
Captain provided a preliminary sitrep 
to firecom and immediately requested 
4 additional Cat 1 tankers and Police 
assistance to deal with the crowd. Whilst 
this was occurring, the fire had reached 
the S/W corner of the complex and a loud 
explosion was heard. Upon investigation 
by the Brigade, it was observed that 
several 44 gallon drums containing oil 
and petrol had ignited in close proximity 
to the complex. At this time, The Captain 
requested further assistance from Fire 
and Rescue NSW as it was feared that 
the fire had entered the building.

The Captain then decamped from the 
Cat 1 with PMR radio and another 
member to walk a perimeter road on 
the northern side of the complex and 
undertake a more detailed size up of 
the fire. It was during this investigation 
that a number of hazardous materials 
such chlorine, formalin, nitrous oxide and 
LPG gas bottles used in the production 
of mushrooms were observed on the 
north - eastern side of the complex. This 
information was relayed to firecom and 
location duly noted. The Captain also 
requested all incoming units to stage 
on Salter’s Road prior to deployment to 
keep a safe working distance from the 
hazardous materials.

A short time later, the Captain returned 
to the Cat 1 and adopted the call sign 
Salter’s Control, assigned a fire ground 
channel and commenced the preparation 
of plan to manage the grass fire as well 
as the fire impacting on the complex. At 
this time, South Group 2 arrived to assist 
the incident controller in managing the 
fire. Police also arrived and were tasked 
to close the road and manage the crowd 
of onlookers and keep local residents 
updated on the situation.

A plan was quickly put together and 
4 sectors arranged comprising of west 
sector, central sector, east and south 
sector. All sectors except central sector 

Grass Fire at Mushroom Farm 
– Wilberforce NSW

Report by Michael Scholz, Captain – Wilberforce Rural Fire Brigade

Photos of the grass fire impacting on the S/W corner of the mushroom complex

Photo of the damage to the S/W corner of the mushroom complex

involved suppression of the grass fire 
predominantly involving RFS Brigades. 
Central sector was assigned to Fire and 
Rescue NSW where the fire had ignited 
44 gallon drums and impacted on the 
complex. 

RFS Brigades working the flanks from 
the burnt sides, worked very hard for 
about an hour to bring the grass fire 
under control. Fortunately, Fire and 
Rescue NSW were able to prevent the fire 
entering the complex and the area where 
the hazardous materials were located. 
The fire in the 44 gallon drums was 
extinguished using foam. 

The fire was finally brought under control, 
extinguished and considered safe by 
0430hrs. At this time, most fire fighting 
units were progressively stood down and 
fire investigators and police commenced 
a preliminary investigation to determine 
the cause of the fire. The Wilberforce 
Brigade finally stood down and returned 
to station at 0530hrs. 

In total, the fire consumed approx 2ha of 
grass, several 44 gallon drums of oil and 
petrol and damaged the steel walls on the 
western side side of the complex. Several 
fences, old pumps and generators and 
an orange orchard were also damaged 
by the fire. A total of 5 x Cat 1 tankers, 
1 x Cat 7 unit, a Group Officer, RFS Fire 
Investigators, and Police attended the fire.

The potential for a hazmat incident 
involving toxic chemicals and further 
property damage was ever present 
throughout the morning. However, it is 
without doubt, that judicious fire ground 
management and the coordinated effort 
of fire services with assistance from police 
ensured that the fire was quickly brought 
under control resulting in negligible 
damage to property and the environment.
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Captain’s Report 
and Brigade History
Val Jeffery – 19th September 2012

I have chosen for the theme of my report tonight, “Building 
Bridges”.

Over the last few weeks I have been having discussions with a 
retired bridge engineer, Ken McNally who was the former designer 
and manager of the NSW Roads and Traffic Authority’s Heritage 
Appreciation Program. Ken is working in conjunction with other 
retired bridge engineers, Brian Pearson and Ray Wedgwood, both 
of whom had a valuable impact on the Tharwa bridge restoration 
project. They are working towards putting together a project 
covering a “heritage trail of timber truss bridges” which would 
include the Tharwa bridge, Tumut Bridge, Wee Jasper Bridge and 
three timber truss bridges in the Goulburn district.

The Tharwa bridge is the only four span bridge and that makes 
it very special in the trail project. At this stage our proposal is to 
launch the trail with a major community event at the Tharwa bridge 
during the Heritage Festival in early April 2013.

The theme of the trail launch will be along the line of “bridges 
linking the past with the future”.

It is along this theme that I want to delve into ACT bush fire history 
in my report because of the importance of past bush fire history 
and its value to the future of community protection. We must 
ensure that we don’t let the bush fire bridge from the past burn 
down to let us ignore and forget the lessons learned from the 
ACT’s bush fire history.

Let’s start by looking back to July the 30th 1977 at a warning by 
the late Alan McArthur, at the time principal research scientist of 
the CSIRO Forest Research Division. The warning was published 
in the Canberra Times under the headline “Extreme fire threat this 
summer possible”. 

The article starts with this “Scenario” from McArthur:

“Canberra suffers week after week of summer drought; when a 
trail bike sets alight the nature reserve beside Caswell Drive. A 
“critical” load of forest floor fuel (10-20 tonnes-a-hectare of dry 
vegetation) feeds the fire and its front moves quickly up Black 
Mountain, driven by a brisk, dry westerly. The fire reaches its 
crescendo on the summit, wreaking havoc with communication’s 
equipment. Then the wind showers sparks over the city. 
Dozens of houses in Turner, O’Connor, Braddon and Civic start 
burning as the sparks set alight dead leaves in the roof gutters. 
Evacuations start and an over-taxed local fire brigade is unable to 
keep up with the problem”…..

Far fetched or feasible? Alan McArthur said then that the scenario 
was entirely possible in the 1977/78 summer as the ACT and all 
other areas “west of the divide” enter a critical summer period in 
the 13 year bush fire cycle.

Fast forward to 2012, that 13 year cycle is fast approaching. 
McArthur was confident then that that type of fire in the ACT could 
be brought under control within 15 minutes with government 
funded Forestry units and volunteers and regular hazard reduction 
on the whole of Black Mountain. McArthur even carried out much 
of his fire behaviour studies on Black Mountain. He knew it well. 
Now there is only minimal hazard reduction, there is much greater 
ignition risk with the constant human activity in the area and the 
damage and losses in the older suburbs will be far greater than 
in 1977 with a virtually unbroken fuel canopy over those older 

suburbs. I wonder how many fire managers have studied and taken 
seriously McArthur’s prognosis and thought about how many times 
that we have came within a whisker of that scenario since 1977.

I am forever amazed at how short people’s memories are of the 
consequences of wild fire. I would like to take this opportunity 
to vividly portray in a personal way the life changing dramas of 
disastrous wild fires as a lead up to my relating back to our brigade 
and ACT bush fire history. In December 2003 I recorded my 
feelings of the consequences of January 2003 by penning a poem 
on a bush fire impact on a community; no community in particular, 
no homestead in particular and no fire in particular. 
I called it “The Homestead on the Hill”;

There’s a bush fire blackened countryside, 
Scarred and burnt by fuel fed flames, 
There’s little left alive upon the farms, 
So ruined by fire’s red steer that overcame.

There’s lonely leaning trees upon the ridges, 
Silent soldiers guarding ashen sooty fields, 
There’s the hills that wear the ugly scalds, 
Of savage storms like foreign battlefields.

There’s a burnt and battered chimney wreck, 
Itself a lonely leaning monument, 
There’s blackened broken bricks upon the ground, 
To mark the firestorm’s frightening testament.

There’s no longer fence to hold the straying stock, 
Only miles of rusting wasted wire, 
There’s a neighbour’s lonely straying steer, 
A single survivor of this wicked wild fire.

There’s the burnt box posts of cattle yards, 
But only ghosts of milling cattle, 
There’s the black bent twisted loading ramp, 
As a sculpture forged in mangled metal.

There’s the black and bruised old station sign, 
To guide us past the crumpled mill, 
There’s the half burnt dismal entrance posts, 
To a burnt out homestead on the hill.

There’s little left of leafy elms and gums, 
Lining lonely lazy garden tracks, 
There’s many misty memory moments, 
Of rustic times around the old bush shacks.

There’s the mill that’s slowly turning now, 
Clogged up with silt and sand, 
There’s the busted tank upon the hill, 
We have no water now for this dry land.

There’s the stream still flowing through the rocks, 
Blackened, filled from ash and fire, 
There’s no longer bridge they crossed for home, 
All’s left are heaps of rusted, twisted wire.

There’s no longer shearing shed and yards, 
To yearly ring with sweat and yarns, 
There’s crude and crumpled corrugated iron, 
To mark the site of old slab side barns.
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CAPTAIN’S REPORT AND BRIGADE HISTORY continued

There’s a line of broken hills and ridges, 
Stark, burnt black left bonely bare, 
There’s skeletons of trees that haunt, 
With missing limbs, no green leaves there.

There’s quietness now upon the bush, 
Where once the birdsongs caught the ear, 
There’s stillness that intrudes the mind, 
Gone, where are the animals I held so dear?

There’s no scent of wattle in the spring, 
Or bees to seek the honey, 
There’s no crops for us to make the hay, 
For feed through this long dry summer.

There’s a once white pine picket fence, 
Left to mark the brave old burial ground, 
There’s a leaning half burnt rugged cross, 
Upon the lonely flower faced mound.

There’s ghosts of men who toiled the fields, 
Of mothers tending child and chores, 
There’s a silent tear upon my cheeks, 
As I recall my friends of life before.

There’s a fire that tore out hearts and souls, 
Rampaging through the hills and vales, 
There’s a sadness building as I pray and hope, 
With only dreams of busy bygone days.

There was a homestead nestled on the hill, 
A lovely friendly home they shared, 
There was fun, laughter, joy and life, 
But now only memories of those who cared. 

Whilst going through my boxes of records built up over some 
fifty years for this report it is frightening to follow the constant 
trail of political and bureaucratic failure to address the proper 
management of the bush fire risk to the ACT, particularly from the 
time of the bureaucratic ESB usurping of the independent Bush 
Fire Council role and the introduction of self government. This vital 
protection of the community has been on a constant downward 
spiral from then onwards.

I was just over four years old when the fires that started west of the 
ACT in January 1939 burnt over us at Tharwa. I vividly remember 
the day as we waited with ashes falling from the sky around us 
with strong winds sending the fire our way. As fire controller for 
the district my father had been away for days with all available 
man power in an endeavour to control the fire before the weather 
worsened and the fires fled the mountains. However with only 
rakes and axes to fight the fires, the escape from the hills was 
inevitable.

Back burning from a trail raked around Tharwa saved the village 
and the fire jumped to the Lanyon hills where it burnt out with a 
lack of fuel from the rabbit drought. A light shower of rain later 
helped.

The 1939 bush fire disasters that swept across eastern Australia 
and in particular Victoria, NSW and the ACT was the catalyst for 
sweeping positive changes in bush fire management that became 
community protection focussed. Bush fire management was then 
built around those with the most to lose be it rural landholders, 
government land managers such as forestry or communities in 
general successfully leading the running of the effort for something 
like fifty years until bureaucracy and so called environmental feel 
good madness took preference over reality . 

In the ACT, 1939 provoked the creation of the ACT Bush Fire 
Council as an independent statutory authority with simple and 
sweeping directions. Bush Fire Council members were on the 
whole coming from the areas of those with most to lose. The Bush 
Fire Council maintained effective and positive bush fire protection 
for the community for the next fifty years until the culture change 
of bureaucratic and political interference from the nineties onwards 
until today took not only the ACT but most of Australia on a slippery 
slope of misguided bush fire management.

It was recognised that the greatest risk to the ACT from bush 
fire was from fires originating in NSW to the west of the ACT. To 
mitigate that risk the ACT Bush Fire council secured a lease over 
NSW land in the mountains to the west for the purpose of fuel 
mitigation and bush fire control. ACT Forests successfully managed 
that work right through until the nose dive into environmental 
stupidity that happened at about the same time as ACT self 
government. The lease was relinquished and the fuel loads built up 
to the disastrous levels that fed the 2003 fires.

The ACT could hold its head high over that fifty years of 
professional bush fire management. I was proud to be chair of 
the successful Bush Fire Council in the eighties when we were 
recognised as one of the best bush fire agencies in Australia. 
During my time as chair we pioneered the use of helicopters for 
incident controlling, the use of fire retardant and the very successful 
introduction of bogie drive tankers into our fleet etc. Despite fire 
numbers getting into the hundreds per season, we, the ACT 
firemen received the coveted Canberran Of The Year award in 
1985.

On the day of the Hall fire in 1979 the ACT had thirteen fires and 
on the day of the Lanyon fires in 1985 we had 7 fires in our brigade 
area alone. To touch on just a few years for instance in 72/73 the 
ACT had 135 fires; 74/75 151 fires; 75/76 75 fires; 85/86 170 fires 
etc. These were all real fires, not just “billy” fires.

Sadly the next chapter in the history of bush fire management 
in the ACT is not highlighted by the positive successes of the 
previous fifty years but is characterised by the rapid decent into 
political and bureaucratic misguided lack of reality. In the nineties 
the Emergency Services Bureau usurped the Bush Fire Council’s 
statutory role despite the Bush Fire Act of 1936 still being in place. 
The result was, as the saying goes, history. The black and sad 
history of January 2003.

Those of us from the past recognised that the ACT was going 
down a path leading to massive bush fire destruction. My warnings 
are well and truly on record but I was labelled a silly old fool living 
in the past. Sadly and cruelly I was proved right in January 2003 
when the possibly illegal ESB management failed the community. 
Despite the fact that the reasons for this disgusting 2003 chapter 
in Canberra’s history was obvious, no one was held accountable or 
responsible so nothing improved in bush fire protection for the ACT 
community. No wake up call taken or heeded.

Despite the kick in the guts to professional bush fire management, 
ACT bush fire fighters rallied after the fire to protect the community 
although it was implied that the failure of the bush fire operations 
was because we were not sufficiently trained. However we took the 
stab in the back and got on with the job to protect our community 
from bush fires.

It was not unreasonable to expect that a tragedy of over 200 
injuries, loss of four lives, 500 houses destroyed from a bush fire 
that shouldn’t have happened would evoke a wake up call to go 
back across that bush fire bridge to learn from the past.

In actual fact the opposite has happened in the nine and a half 
years since that wake up call as the ACT has blundered from one 
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CAPTAIN’S REPORT AND BRIGADE HISTORY continued

administrative and management mess to the other with the Rural 
Fire Service enduring:

Three different Ministers, 
Four Commissioners, 
Five Chief Officers, 
Six Deputy Chief Officers, 
Four structure changes, 
Five administrative heads, 
Four levels of bureaucracy, etc. 

Moving on to our brigade history, the Southern ACT Volunteer 
Bush Fire Brigade evolved from an amalgamation of the Tharwa 
and the Naas/Gudgenby brigades following the establishment of 
the Gudgenby Nature Reserve. These brigades covered the fire 
control areas designated by the Bush Fire Council but with the 
establishment of the Gudgenby Nature Reserve the rural landholder 
acreage was reduced considerably, thus the amalgamation of the 
two into Southern brigade.

The owner of Cuppacumbalong, the late Peter Snow and I got 
the Tharwa brigade established with Peter the first president and 
myself the secretary. We reckoned that we held a record getting 
through our annual meetings in less than twenty minutes. Working 
with the late Granville Crawford and Bill Bootes from Gudgenby 
Station we formed the Naas/Gudgenby brigade.

In the early days the Bush Fire Council designated fire control 
districts and appointed fire controllers and deputies. In the early 
days there were very few formal volunteer brigades, with Tidbinbilla, 
Tuggeranong and Hall being some of the earliest. Fairlight brigade 
which had areas in both NSW and the ACT was also an early 
starter.

I became controller of Tharwa district in 1974 and carried on 
the position as captain with Southern. Southern has always 
maintained a large rural community base but with recent changes 
as the organisation moved away from the most to lose basis 
of management to bureaucratic dominance, rural landholder 
participation has been far from appreciated and has been 
alienated. For instance the vital provision of slip on units to 
landholders that was so loudly lauded by Minister Hargreaves has 
been abandoned and the draft proposed brigade constitution has 
ignored the valuable community basis of volunteer brigades. 

There has been many people who have contributed to our brigade 
and its successes, and I have nothing but thanks and admiration 
for their professional contribution. There has been just too many 
to name everyone. However it is important that I make mention of 
a few who have supported myself and the brigade with dedication 
and dignity over our history. 

Firstly my wife Dorothy who started her bush fire experience 
with her father, Bill McCormack who was the fire controller for 
the Royalla district. Dorothy has been the main organiser, radio 
operator and director at our base station in the shop over dozens 
of fires including the big ones of 1979, 1983, 1985/86, 2001 and 
of course, 2003 with many in between. Her instructions were 
always final and respected. No one has ever been game enough to 
challenge her calls.

The late Peter Snow who was our bush fire stalwart in our early 
days with his truck mounted pumping gear the first of that nature in 
our district. I consider Peter my bush fire mentor. The late Granville 
Crawford, a mountain man who never wavered in his commitment 
to proper bush fire management. From bush fire controller to my 
deputy on Bush Fire Council, Granville was a bush fire realist. 
Also the late Tony Johnson the landholder representative on Bush 
Fire Council for many years as well as the first chairman of the 
Volunteer Brigades Association. It was a brave person who tangled 

with Tony when it came to bush fire business. Then there was the 
great operational and community support from Gary Richards the 
director of Outward Bound and his deputy Alan Riches providing 
first strike crews in the days of multiple fires.

A few more who are still around and whom I must mention. Jenny 
and Peter Filmer, Peter who was an early brigade secretary and 
together with Gudgenby Nature Reserve manager, Peter Hanns, 
maintained a Parks interest in our brigade and community. Sadly 
the value of this community interaction has long been lost to later 
Park’s and Outward Bound managers. Last but not least, Michael 
Lonergan who has been a steadying influence when I have tended 
to burr up and shoot from the hip on bush fire matters.

About twenty years ago with self government and the creation of 
the Emergency Services Bureau we arrived at that bush fire bridge 
from the past, but we stumbled as so called wisdom allowed that 
bridge to collapse and we have sadly blundered into the unknown 
future of bush fire protection for our wonderful ACT community. 

It is time to rebuild that bush fire bridge from the past to the future 
before we kill dozens of our friends and burn and again destroy 
hundreds of our homes. 

I will conclude with a reality check, a poem I put together in the 
long early mornings in the weeks after the 18th January 2003 whilst 
I was waiting to change over crews and desperately fighting my 
anger, I called it “Man’s Debt to Nature”:

Midst fiercest fury, stifling smoke and ferocious flames, 
Fires fled the hills fuelled by years of indecent oversight, 
To rampage violently across the fields they overcame, 
Turning sunny summer’s day to gloomy dead of night.

From roaring thunder’s dry licking lightening strikes, 
The seeds of this day’s deadly disaster was surely sown, 
To rain terror, fear and fright of which the likes, 
Fine folks of these boroughs had never known.

This beautiful bush a treasure trove we’d strove to save, 
For a lifetime from fire we fought and won until this day, 
The massive fuel loads and gross indifference to enslave, 
The inevitable result, our weary lives and love of nature to betray.

Tedious trees torn stark and black, the rocks so clear, 
From fierce flames and heat surely sucked all signs of life, 
The birds are dead, the animals all filled with fear, 
Hazards allowed to grow, as if designed to shed all wild life.

Four small fires that lit in mild and generous weather, 
Enlarged and coaxed to grow into one full fearsome front, 
Fuelling the mighty disaster seeds to come together, 
Galloping like a medieval monster onto houses to confront.

City proud of trees amidst the homes spread through the fields, 
A place of pure bush beauty should not expect such tragedy, 
That thrust this town with vicious fear into a firebrand battlefield, 
Surely we were let down with such a feat of foolish travesty.

I wander now through black bent lonely twisted trees, 
Where as a child I savoured many misty moments here, 
Still, eerie now, no urgent rustling movement through the leas, 
Fools have stolen sounds of chirping vibrant birds I hold so dear.

Can the scars of gaping wicket wounds to nature’s precious 
folds, 
Be ever salved and lesson learnt from man’s short sightedness, 
Or will the blessed autumn rains bring life’s beauty to behold, 
To hide human frailty beneath the newborn forest’s ruggedness? 

Please, I urge you to rebuild that vital bush fire bridge from the 
past to the future before it is too late.
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RE - WELFARE / RELIEF FUND FOR 
VOLUNTEER FIREFIGHTERS

I hereby submit for consideration of the NSW Rural Fire Service 
(RFS) a proposal for the establishment of a Welfare/Relief fund for 
volunteer firefighters.

1. THE PROBLEM/BACKGROUND

Over the past 12 years, many parts of NSW have experienced 
a significant increase in major bushfire situations resulting in the 
declaration of numerous section 44 bushfire emergencies. The 
most notable fire seasons were 1994, 1997, 1998, 2001, 2002 
and 2003. 

These fires season were particularly onerous and required 
considerable resources and effort by fire services and land 
managers before the larger campaign fires were bought under 
control and normality restored to affected communities. A 
significant portion of the fire fighting effort during these years was 
undertaken by the volunteer firefighters of the NSW Rural Fire 
Service. 

Due to the size and progress of these fires, the potential threat 
to life and property and the resources required to suppress 
the fires, many volunteer firefighters had little choice but to 
avail themselves to fire fighting or other fire related tasks for a 
considerable period of time. In most instances, when they were 
not fighting the fires they were resting. Whilst there is no direct 
evidence to support this claim, there is much anecdotal evidence 
that many volunteer fire fighters suffered financial hardship during 
these fires as a result of not receiving an income whilst on duty 
with the RFS. 

Since its inception, the Rural Fire Service (formerly Bushfire 
Brigade) prided itself on its ability to muster volunteers to fight 
fires in our local communities, usually for no more than few days 
at a time. 

However, much change has occurred in the past 12 years and 
one of those changes has seen Brigades traveling further a field 
for extended periods to assist in the suppression of bushfires with 
many of these fires continuing well beyond a few days to over 
a month. An example is the recent Victorian bushfires of 2006 
where CFA firefighters were stretched to the limit and worked well 
beyond a month to control the fires. In addition, the RFS assists 
other emergency services such as the SES at other significant 
and protracted natural disasters such as the Sydney hail storm of 
1999.

Whilst change has occurred within the RFS, notable changes 
have also occurred on the employment front, with workplace 
contracts, greater demands on employees and many self 
employed working longer hours to make ends meet. 

In the end, the volunteer firefighter has to decide between his 
work and the protection of his home, family and the community. 
This is an unsatisfactory outcome for the volunteer firefighter and 
the local community in times of emergencies and one that should 
be addressed as a matter of urgency with the evolution of our 
service. 

In this context, bushfires and other emergencies must be seen 

as a whole of community problem and associated costs must 

be borne by the community, business and government alike, 

otherwise volunteer services such as the RFS may not be 

sustainable in the future.

It is therefore proposed that a mechanism be established by the 

State Government to provide some form of “safety net” to cover 

the financial burden of volunteer firefighters and their families 

during protracted section 44 bushfires and other emergencies. 

2. RECOMMENDATION

• That the Volunteer Fire Fighters Association make 

representation to the NSW Rural Fire Service to investigate the 

feasibility of providing financial support to volunteer firefighters 

during a protracted section 44 bushfire emergency and other 

emergencies where the service has an involvement.

• The proposed model is an emergency welfare/relief fund, 

set up by the State Government and coordinated by the 

Department of Community Services (DOCs) at a local office. 

DOCs would provide an ex gratia weekly cash payment to 

volunteer firefighters under the following circumstances;

– Where a volunteer fire fighter participates continuously 

for a period of no less than 7 days in fire fighting or 

other related tasks during a declared section 44 bushfire 

emergency or other emergency and, is self-employed 

or where an employer cannot financially support their 

absence during a section 44 bushfire emergency or other 

emergency,

• Following the first payment, further payment would be made 

at intervals not less than 7 days apart for the duration of the 

section 44 bushfire emergency or other emergencies and shall 

only be issued on the production of a recognized certificate to 

DOCs that has been certified by the Fire Control Officer,

• Such payment would only be provided to cover basic living 

and out of pocket expenses for the duration of the section 44 

bushfire emergency or other emergency. The cash payment 

could take the form of a flat fee based on average weekly 

earnings determined by the State Government. 

3. WHY THIS PROPOSAL SHOULD BE SUPPORTED

This proposal should be supported to: -

• ensure that volunteer firefighters have an income sufficient to 

cover basic living expenses to support themselves and their 

families during protracted section 44 bushfire emergencies and 

other emergencies,

• ensure that the RFS can deliver, support and maintain its 

core services to the community during protracted section 44 

bushfire emergencies and other emergencies,

• ensure a strong, healthy and viable membership of the RFS,

• ensure the welfare and well being of the volunteer firefighters of 

the RFS.

VFFA Relief Fund Proposal
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VFFA RELIEF FUND PROPOSAL continued

4. CONSEQUENCES OF THIS COURSE OF ACTION

The consequences of doing nothing may result in: -

• low recruitment and loss of experienced volunteer fire fighters 
in the RFS,

• increased morale problems in the RFS,

• loss of potential new members to the RFS,

• the incapacity of the RFS to provide an ongoing and sustained 
commitment to protracted section 44 bushfire emergencies 
and other emergencies due to lack of trained volunteer 
firefighters,

• a heightened concern in the community due to the diminished 
role of the RFS,

• the need to establish more permanent fire services to 
compensate for the loss of volunteer services.

The consequences of implementing the above proposal will

• as per section 3 above including;

• ensure that the RFS meets its community obligations and 
delivers its core business functions in a most timely effective 
and efficient manner during protracted section 44 bushfire 
emergencies and other emergencies.

• ensure a continued high level of membership and morale in the 
RFS.

• ensure the readiness and preparedness of the RFS to rapidly 
respond as and when required to bushfire emergencies and 
other emergencies. 

5. ALTERNATIVES

One alternative that could be considered is the introduction of 
a system of tax relief for the self employed and small business 
who employ volunteer firefighters. Such a system would need to 
be a national system administered by the Federal Government. 
A system of tax relief may be a viable alternative, but would 
require rigid criteria and a strong commitment by all stakeholders 
including volunteer fire fighters to ensure its success and prevent 
potential abuses.

Another alternative is the introduction of a paid retainer for 
volunteer firefighters during protracted section 44 bushfire 
emergencies. This system would need to be supported by the 
Federal Government and could be based on a similar system in 
place for members of the Australian Army Reserve when on duty 
with the Australian Army. 

In conclusion, given Australia’s aging population, the decline 
in rural areas and membership of the RFS and the spectra of 
workplace contracts along with the likelihood of climate change 
and more frequent devastating bushfires as forecast by eminent 
scientists in the future – the need for a highly trained and rapidly 
mobilised volunteer rural fire service to protect life, property and 
the environment cannot be underestimated. 

To this end, it is paramount that consideration be given by the 
RFS and the Government to introduce measures to enhance 
and improve the welfare of volunteer fire fighters that aim to 
minimize the risk of financial hardship suffered by volunteer fire 
fighters during protracted section 44 bushfire emergencies. This 
action along with other measures would undoubtedly foster the 
recruitment of new volunteer firefighters as well as the retention 
of experienced volunteer fire fighters and is worthy of further 
investigation by the RFS and the Government.

I would like to acknowledge the time and effort put in by Michael 
Scholz (Member of the VFFA & Captain of Wilberforce Rural Fire 
Brigade) in writing this report on behalf of the Volunteers Fire 
Fighters Association.

Your earliest consideration and response to this matter would be 
appreciated.

Yours faithfully

Peter Cannon

President, Volunteer Fire Fighters Association (VFFA)

16th August 2007

CHECK 
OUT OUR 
WEBSITE

www.volunteerfirefighters.org.au
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Recently I was a recipient of a 50 year 
long service medal, awarded by the RFS. 
It is gratifying to have those years as a 
volunteer rural fire fighter recognised, but 
the greatest reward is the knowledge that 
all the fires we volunteers attended in our 
local area were brought under control 
before extensive damage was caused.

The first fire I attended was in 1947. A 
lightning strike started a fire on the late 
Spencer Kramer’s property “Hyrock” 
some 40 km west of Peak Hill. This 
fire began burning into the late Murray 
Leach’s property “Belah Park”. Both 
holdings are situated in the Numulla 
district about 15km west of my family’s 
property “Gwandalan”.

At this particular time my family owned 
a Bedford ex-army 4WD truck. We had 
also just purchased a Moffit Virtue sheep 
jetting plant. This equipment, along with 
a 400gallon steel tank, was mounted on 
the Bedford and became in our opinion a 
state-of-the-art fire fighting plant! It was 
also the only such unit in the district.

The “Hyrock” fire was the first fire to 
test this unit. It was a 2 man operation. 
I was the truck driver and Murray Leach 
managed the pump on the back. The 
truck was magnificent at hopping over 
logs and rocks. 

Unfortunately such leap frogging caused 
water to spill out of Moffit’s cooling tank 
and onto the spark plug, thus causing 
the engine to stop! Murray Leach (an 

ex-navy man) turned the crank handle so 
fast when the pump stopped that it had 
to slow back to its governed speed when 
it started up again! This unit was used to 
control many fires over the years – usually 
in rough timbered country. Due to its 
versatility no fire ever burnt more than 20 
to 30 hectares.

From 1947 to 1958 other fire fighting 
units were very basic. Old farm trucks 
with a 44 gallon drum on the back and 
wet wheat bags for the volunteers were 
the norm. 

The appointment of a chief fire officer – 
Colin McDonald, by the Parkes Shire was 
a very helpful benefit to local brigades. 
Colin set about supplying fire fighting 
pumps to as many brigades as money 
allowed. Eventually he managed to get 
some trucks fitted with pumps and tanks 
and had these located strategically on 
properties throughout the shire. These 
units, along with fire fighting trailers 
(also supplied by the Shire) which 
farmers pulled with their tractors proved 
most effective in quickly reaching and 
extinguishing fires throughout our district.

One Shire pump was mounted on a 
homemade trailer along with a 100 gallon 
tank. This was towed behind an early 
model Holden Rodeo ute. Due to its 
mobility and speed my two teenage sons 
brought two fires under control before 
the bigger units arrived to mop up! The 
lessons we all learnt were:

Fire Fighting Yesteryear
Report by Bob Bell, 64 years Waratah Brigade – a proud fire fighter

These long service volunteer fire fighters from the Waratah brigade have 
fought quite a few fires over their time with very limited fire fighting gear 
unlike what we have today. The wealth of knowledge and experiences 
you cannot produce through training. It was to be obtained fighting fires 
on the fire front. The only fire fighting gear back then would have been 
what farmers built themselves.

Congratulations to you all for protecting your community and livelihood 
along with assets of your farming neighbours.

The Present Waratah Brigade members.

1. the extreme value of a volunteer’s local 
knowledge and

2. get to the fire as quickly as possible.

Party phones played an important and 
effective part in communicating a fire’s 
whereabouts and the need for action. 
There were no 2 way radios then and 
the local fire captain had to be on the 
spot communicating face to face with his 
team. 

These are just a few memories of 
incidents over the years. The scene 
has now changed with much bigger 
fire units in use. These units however 
are handicapped in heavily timbered or 
uncleared country. By comparison the old 
manoeuvrable “rough and ready” units 
got to the source of the fire quickly at very 
little taxpayers’ expense. The satisfaction 
of stopping a fire getting away was 
enormous. 

Back row; Paul Smith RFS Region West Manager, Jock Agnew Waratah Brigade 67 years , Brian Byrne Waratah Brigade 53 years, Malcolm Dietrich Waratah Brigade 51 years, 
Robert Woodhouse Waratah Brigade 53 years, Kent Boyd Parkes Shire Council General Manager, Bob Bell Waratah Brigade 64 years, John Magill former Deputy Mayor Parkes 
Shire Council, Mid Lachlan Valley Team RFS Supt Ken Neville.

Seated; Elwin Dietrich Waratah Brigade 61 years, Mrs Norma Boyd Waratah Brigade 63 years, and Bob Boyd Waratah Brigade 63 years service.
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December 1951 followed a dry winter followed by a dry spring 
and early summer, bushfires occurred early and burnt furiously. 
Early December saw the biggest commercial loss to bushfire that 
had occurred in New South Wales.

When Newnes State Pine Forest was totally destroyed at a value 
of seven million pounds (today’s equivalent 500 million?). The 
Wongarie sawmill and workers cottages were also destroyed 
plus thousands of hectares of what is now the Wollangambie 
wilderness within the Blue Mountains National Park.

Over on the Blue Mountains the Board of Fire Commissioners 
(now NSW Fire and Rescue) were running the fire fighting with 
council bushfire brigades the poor relation. There were no 
dedicated boundaries, the board fought all fires, bush, grass, 
houses.

On the bushfire scene the board retainees waited until a bushfire 
reached the town boundary and the reticulated water system 
before they attacked the fire, this sometimes worked, other times 
houses were lost to fire.

Bushfire brigades were poorly equipped, probably poorly trained, 
and mostly funded their own equipment. Transported to the fire 
on a privately owned vehicle, these brigades were appreciated 
by the local board brigades but were despised by the board’s full 
time professional firefighters (Castlereagh Street Sydney).

At the end of December a billy fire escape from Walls Ledge 
walking track and set the Shipley Plateau alight, Shipley via 
Blackheath was mostly small apple orchards but had no 
reticulated water supply, which under today’s fire boundaries 
would be bushfire area, in 1951 the board claimed all fires.

Three bushfire tankers attended the fire on Shipley Blackheath 
and Mt Victoria and one forestry commission tanker from Jenolan 
stationed in Blackheath after fighting the Newnes pine forest 
fire, myself and other members of the Jenolan crew lived in 
Blackheath, we were resting after two hard weeks at Newnes. 
The fire was fought across the Shipley Plateau with two board 
retainee units in attendance Blackheath, Katoomba, pumpers not 
tankers.

On the second day of the fire, day, night, day no relief crews 
in those days, the fire was being fought on the last orchard 
southwest on Shipley by the forestry unit, Blackheath retainees 
and Mt Victoria bush fire brigade when a board staff car with 
driver and high ranking Board Officer arrived and ordered us to 
stop fighting the fire as he considered the area too dangerous. 
The Captain of Mt Victoria, Charlie Johnston got into a heated 
arguement with the boards officer and then planted a right hook 
on his jaw knocking him to the ground. He got to his feet slightly 
dazed looked around and no more than a few metres away 
armed with a leather beater was Blackheath policeman Jim Mory, 
Jim was hard to miss as he was 6 foot 7 inches tall and was 
wearing blue combination overalls with the police in big white 
letters on the back. The Board Officer said to Jim “constable 
arrest that man and charge him with assault” to which Jim Mory 
said, “I was standing right there and didn’t see any such thing”. 
The officer jumped into his staff car and was driven away, the 
orchard house was saved (owned by Duncan Campbell) although 
the apple crop was baked on the trees.

This should have been the end of this little drama but the board 
officer went back to Castlereagh Street and sulked for a year 

and in 1953 he put a plan before Blue Mountains City Council 
that they disband all their bushfire brigades in return for the 
Board of Fire Commissioners upgrading their fire fighting force 
on the mountains, this would include new stations at Blackheath 
and Mt Victoria tankers at five stations as well as the normal 
pumpers, more staff and special training in bushfire fighting. The 
council fell for this garbage and disbanded all Blue Mountains 
bushfire brigades recalling any equipment owned by council. No 
vehicles were involved as none had been supplied, volunteers 
used their own with slip on tanks, these were owned by council. 
Two brigades claim they never disbanded – Falconbridge and 
Megalong Valley. Only Megalong had legitimacy as they had 
purchased their own equipment as Council would not recognise 
them.

The rest of the Brigade members went to bushfires in their own 
vehicles, or were taken by others, they took personal gear or 
used green bushes or wet bags, designed gear, a triangular rake 
hoe was easy to make and worked well.

Time passed quickly and 1957 came along with similar weather 
patterns as 1951-52 and the Grose valley burned and took lives 
(see article in Winter edition 2012).

This fire burnt unchecked in the Grose valley and burnt to 
Arathusa Canyon which is a fire path into Katoomba and Leura. 
On the 4th December 1957 the Grose fire that had killed the 
bushwalkers the previous weekend burst forth into Leura, the 
Boards response without Bushfire brigade help was hopeless, 
guest houses, factories, houses went down like nine pins, 
buildings in the Leura Mall burnt, motor garages, parked cars 
belonging to rail commuters were destroyed, fire burning 
north to south was turned in South Leura by a previous 
Jamison Valley fire.

The fire now heading east driven by a strong westerly wind burnt 
through Wentworth falls destroying the main shopping centre. 
The Board retainee Captain of Wentworth Falls lost his home 
while trying to save other homes, the fire continued east to 
Lawson. It ran into an earlier fire which had burnt around Lawson 
and Hazelbrook.

Two hundred homes, several large guest houses, motor garages, 
small factories and six lives were lost, all consumed in less than 
three hours.

A State Government inquiry investigated this fire and concluded 
the Board could not live up to its boasts of being able to handle 
all fires on the Mountains. It demanded that Council reform all 
disbanded Brigades, equip them with the latest equipment, 
arrange training, build stations and provide communications and 
other assistance as required.

They also requested a fire trails system throughout the mountains 
to allow early access to fire caused by lightning when they are still 
miles away from the mountains towns.

These functions were entrusted to the NSW Forestry Commission 
under the Blue Mountains Bushfire Prevention Scheme, the first 
such scheme in the state that was later followed by other such 
schemes.

Did this work? Stay tuned for another episode as millions of 
dollars are spent on the reformation.

NSW Board of
Fire Commissioners Treaty

Report by Kevin Browne, AFSM
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With some weather experts predicting the worst bushfire season 
in 40 years, Tilligerry is now better protected than most areas of 
Port Stephens. 

A bushfire just a year ago in September took out a large section 
of the scrub between the sewer works and the main road and 
another burnt out the bush just recently at the back of Tanilba 
Township. 

A large burn off at the back of Mallabula two years ago got rid 
of a huge buildup of fire fuel & add to this the strategic burn 
offs between Francis Ave, Lemon Tree Passage and the quarry 
and the most recent one behind the houses on the Lemon Tree 

Passage main road, we now have significant buffer zones & as 
such, it means there is now very little fire fuel to fan the flames.

Another proposed burn off around the old Lemon Tree Passage 
School site will protect the wooden buildings should a bushfire 
take hold. With so many new young volunteers in the brigades, 
burning off is the best way to train them for the reality of the 
summer firestorms.

Brigades from Lemon Tree Passage, Tanilba, Salt Ash and 
Soldiers Point comprising 26 volunteers were involved in the 
recent Lemon Tree Passage burn off. 

Burn Off Brigade

Burning off beside the main LTP road
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Another fire season in the USA is drawing 

to its close and this year, it’s been a busy 

one.

Our USFS fire fighting system is unique 

in that it has developed from the USA’s 

own fire history, experiences and needs. 

We have created a successful militia style 

umbrella system of positions that need 

to be filled in our organizations, which 

together are designed to manage our 

nation’s environmental emergencies.

These positions are qualified for within 

a national system that allows individuals 

from various agencies to work together in 

an established framework to manage our 

wildfire events, natural disasters or other 

such emergencies. We fill these positions 

with various members from our different 

states and federal environmental agencies 

and fire fighting organizations. I fit into 

this picture with the qualifications I have 

earned during my many seasons fighting 

wildfires as an engine crewman, hotshot, 

helicopter rappeller and smokejumper.

I manage helicopters and their crews 

on operations, conduct training, & am 

a helicopter long-line specialist, I lead 

twenty person fire crews, I field observe 

or scout fire activity for fire management, 

lead firing operations and command type 

4 incidents. 

This summer I’ve mostly been out with 

the USFS on fires managing helicopter 

operations in California, Oregon, 

Wyoming, Washington and Virginia. 

Here’s some of the views from my 

summer of chasing Fire in the USA.

Firefighting in the USA
Report by Michael Scott Hill

Mike Scott Hill is a US citizen 
who spends a fair bit of 
his time in Australia every 
summer and is a member 
of the NSW RFS, 
Kurrajong Heights Brigade.
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This information sheet has been put together by the small 
community of Licola, in the mountains of Gippsland, beside the 
Alpine National Park. It is to expose the myth that National Parks 
protect the environment, benefit tourism and local communities. 

Before the park was proclaimed, our nearby town of Heyfield 
had built up a reputation as the biggest timber town in the State, 
the best place in Victoria to find fat bullocks in autumn and a 
great tourist destination. The business sector was healthy, the 
people who came with their produce spent their money in town. 
When the park was proclaimed, it was promised to protect the 
environment and bring even more visitors and prosperity to our 
area.

What used to be thousands of fat cattle coming to town from the 
mountains dropped to just a few hundred. This has been reduced 
further by a ban on grazing after the Caledonia fire, because they 
“might” cause problems. 7,000 ha of regrowth (young timber), 
the Heyfield saw mills, and Heyfield itself, was dependant on, was 
burnt, this will now be on top of the 40-50% cut in quotas from 
DNRE miscalculations. Visitor numbers at times have dropped 
off alarmingly, with up to 70% drop in takings by the Licola Store 
after the fire. Around 98% of all visitors to our area are now 
prepared to sign letters critical of park management. 

The Fire

This was a tax-payer funded $11,000,000 bushfire (it was 
probably more), brought about by the inability to control fuel 
levels in the park, and fight a fire. The fuel build-up from the lack 
of cool burning and reduction of cattle grazing was enormous. 
When the fire went through much of the alpine area, it was very 
intense. At the beginning on Dec 31, 1997, Park Rangers were 
in charge. Fire fighters complained about the lack of food and 
water for up to 15 hours, in some cases longer. A bulldozer was 
not allowed into the Caledonia Valley for hours, because it might 
cause environmental damage. The fire got away.

Parks Victoria came in and took over Licola. The CFA, Police 
and residents were complaining they were not being told 
anything. The Licola community was to see first hand the lack 
of cooperation from Parks with local people and emergency 
services. During attempts to cover-up, a serious fire out of control 
in the Wonnangatta National Park. Power was denied to the CFA 
communications caravan. The Licola fire truck, with almost no 
communications, was to enter a frightening inferno with flames 
over the roof, that Parks/DNRE were evacuating from. The 
crew on board considered themselves lucky to have survived. 
The police, broadcast a message in early afternoon on New 
Years Day, that the Park should be evacuated of campers and 
bushwalkers immediately. As the Police had to have permission 
from Parks\DNRE to evacuate, it was the following day, with a 
raging bushfire going, that evacuations started. It was only the 
outstanding work of the Police and helicopter pilots that stopped 
people from being burnt. 

Small land holders on the Bennison Plains, surrounded by the 
park, were burnt out on Jan. 2, without warning from Parks/
DNRE. The properties were burning as messages broadcast 
over ABC Radio advised they expected to contain the fire in the 
Caledonia Valley and private land was not being threatened. 
The fire was over 16 kilometres outside the Caledonia Valley the 
previous day. Bulldozer drivers complained about lost bulldozers 
(at least 7) and poor supervision from Parks (one dozer spent 
several days needlessly bulldozing ancient snow gums along 

the side of the main road). Hoards of people (fire fighters) stood 
around for hours on end, day after day, in the fire area. Local 
people found it difficult to find anyone who had the experience, 
who understood, or cared that spot fires going outside control 
lines were serious and needed to be addressed.

In a crucial area near Tali Karng at 4.00am on Jan. 6, there 
was no patrolling, no blackening out and no foot prints along a 
bulldozed control line. Fires burnt in logs, trees and stumps, on 
the edge of the burn. A break-out escaping to the ridiculous fuel 
build-up in the Avon Wilderness, under the right conditions to 
threaten East Gippsland, would have been a certainty. Of approx 
600 people who came into Licola for tea on Jan. 6, only approx 
30 were counted as dirty. Fighting fires is usually a dirty business. 

Land-holders at Licola were horrified to find that if control lines 
failed, the fall back position was to the west of Licola, when 
the fire was in the park to the north east. None of us had been 
advised of this by Parks/DNRE. With what we knew about the 
control lines, a break-out was a certainty if the right weather 
conditions came along. It would be hard to imagine a more stupid 
or ridiculous position to try and stop a fire.

When Land holders confronted Parks/DNRE, they were told that 
a computer in Melbourne had selected the fall-back position. The 
locals said the CFA should be in control, as this involved private 
property. A representative from Parks advised, that as this fire 
had started in a park, Parks were in charge and Parks if they 
wished could burn out private property for a break. The land-
holders complained further that there were 5 safer and better 
fall-back positions, one being the Macalister River (bordering the 
park). This saved private property and probably Licola as well, 
it also had a far better chance of working. They were told that 
someone has to suffer, so as others can benefit. When a local 
person went to the media he was gagged.

It was cool weather and rain that put this fire out. Had this fire 
started two or three weeks earlier, it would have burnt into 
N.S.W., consuming all in its path. The Regional Officer for the 
CFA was to find out in May, from the Licola community about the 
fall-back position.

During the fire, 1,000 ha of control lines and helipads were 
cleared by bulldozing. This is as much area disturbed in one 
fire, in one Park area, as has been in all mining activities in 
Victoria since settlement. The Tali Karng track, which was just 
starting to grow back, was bulldozed, spoiling the environment 
for bushwalkers. Ancient single trunk snow gums of enormous 
historical and scientific importance, protected by years of cool 
burning and grazing, were burnt and bulldozed. Ian Christie, 
Parks Victoria Executive responsible for fire liaison, in a letter 
dated 9 Sep 98, described the fire fighting as an “outstanding 
effort”.

Areas burnt out, like Charlies Country, had so much fuel they 
produced a fire so hot much of the seed-stock was lost and is 
not regenerating properly. Sphagnum bogs were destroyed, large 
rocks cracked, vegetation along creeks that should never be 
burnt was lost. Parks themselves admitted whole eco systems 
were destroyed. The fire burnt to near Tali Karng, killing much of 
a magnificent woolly butt stand that should have been preserved 
at all costs. The decimation with dead trees in the park, can be 
seen to stop at the boundary fence of Kevin Higgins property that 
practiced traditional cool burning and grazing. Only a few weeks 
after the fire you had to look to see what had been burnt on his 
land.

Living Beside a National Park
Report by L.Ralph Barraclough, Licola – 20 March 2002 
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LIVING BESIDE A NATIONAL PARK continued

Erosion and River Pollution

Massive erosion from a thunder storm (this put the fire out) in 
the Caledonia Valley on January 12, deposited alluvial boulder 
fans the likes of which none from our community has seen 
before. These will be around for hundreds possibly thousands 
of years. The Geology text book “Holmes” describes boulder 
fans as a product of new mountain chains such as the Andes 
and Himolayas. Ours is the oldest surviving mountain chain in 
the world. If these were natural, there would be more of them. 
Kilometres of deep channels were gouged with unstable banks 
falling in and landslides developing. Over 50,000 tonnes of mud 
washed out of the park in the first mud-flow. 

It is unlikely even the youngest members of our community will 
live long enough to see this stabilise and the Macalister River run 
clean after summer thunderstorms in the park. Parks described 
this as an entirely natural process. The Government is showing no 
concern for a similar disaster in the Melbourne water catchments 
with over 60 years fuel build-up managed by Parks Victoria.

The environmental movement, who only a few years ago were 
saying fire was not part of the ecology, are now saying after 
the failure of their policies, that this is a natural process. Mr Ian 
Harris President of the Victorian National Parks Assn has said: 
“Australian Forests will always be susceptible to fire – that’s their 
nature. No amount of preventative work including preventative 
cool burns, will change that.” Before the fire, a Park Ranger was 
telling local people snowgrass would not even burn. 

Harry Lewis Treasure from the Dargo High Plains told the Stretton 
Royal Commission inquiring into the 1939 fires: “I have been 
there for 60 year, practically all my life....We have been burnt out 
in 1918, in 1926, and in these fires. Prior to that we never had a 
bad fire....Prior to 1918, before there was much restriction on the 
lighting of fires, that country was populated with miners, diggers, 
fossicking along the rivers for gold. There were up to 100 diggers 
working along the Dargo River and each man had his hut. They 
had no fear of ever being burnt out and they never were burnt 
out. If they had been there during the recent fires, not only would 
their houses would have been burnt but men themselves would 
have been burnt to death....The country was burned regularly 
whenever it would burn and that stopped any fires from getting 
hold and going a long way.”

William Francis Lovick, of Mansfield, who held a Crown 
Forest Lease from 1910 had the following to say to the Royal 
Commission: “We burned for 25 to 30 years. We were told by 
the Forests Commission that we were ruining the forests, but 
this year three mills have been put into the country that was said 
to be ruined, and they have 50 years timber to cut....The fires 
that have gone through the forests this year have ruined more 
timber in two hours than all the cattle men of the east ruined in 50 
years.”

The 1939 fire caused a relocation of the timber industry to areas 
not controlled by the Forests Commission where traditional 
burning and grazing had continued to be practised.

Water Pollution
The water that came out of the park after the fire was very toxic. 
Over 50 tonnes of Phos-Chek, a highly corrosive phosphorous 
based fire retardant, was used in the Caledonia Valley. This 
was the first time in living memory, the Macalister River was 
undrinkable. A thick, smelly, black oily sludge that reacted with 
plastic containers it was sampled in, was left on the bottom and 

banks of the river. Trout, Carp, eels yabbies and tortoises died 
along the full length of the river from the Caledonia Junction to 
Lake Glenmaggie. Hundreds of dollars in veterinary fees were 
spent on dogs burnt from just wading in the river. 

Blue-green algae grew for the first time in Lake Glenmaggie, 
a trail followed fire debris from the Mitchell River through the 
Gippsland Lakes. On Jan 16, 1998, in the Macalister, iron was 
measured at 2333 times over WHO guidelines for drinking 
water, with Manganese 350 times over and lead 15 times over. 
There is every reason to believe that considerably higher results 
were recorded, but not released. No testing was released on 
organophosphate contamination from fire retardant breakdown 
products, or the black greasy mud.

All the relevant government agencies worked together to cover-
up the problems. Over 9,000 people using fire tainted water were 
assured it was safe by government people who refused to drink 
it themselves. The people at Licola and along the Macalister and 
the towns of Glenmaggie and Coongulla, complained bitterly 
about health problems and the safety of run-off from the park.

Pregnant women along the river were particularly badly 
effected with miscarriages and serious complications late in the 
pregnancy. Things were so bad, then Shadow Minister Garbutt 
asked that material containing health problems of people using 
this water stopped being sent to her, as it was running her fax 
machine out of paper. When she became Minister, she claimed 
land managers and water authorities over the last three decades, 
in relation to retardant use, had recorded no demonstrable 
impacts on water quality or the environment.

Caledonia Track

Tracks to the Caledonia Valley did not reopen after the fire. Huge 
excavations were dug to stop vehicle access, Parks stated: “The 
Caledonia River track was partly washed away by the Caledonia 
River and adjacent creeks, i.e. Stirrup Iron Creek, following the 
heavy rain after the fire. At this stage it is uncertain whether it is 
feasible to rebuild it.”

While Parks were telling people at Licola we had not supplied 
any evidence mud was coming from erosion in the Park, they 
were telling 4WD users the track could not be reopened because 
of erosion and turbidity (dirty water) problems. Parks were 
concerned 4WD’s might stir up mud at river crossings.

In November 1998 the Licola community visited the area to see 
where all the mud contaminating water supplies was coming 
from. There were minor problems with the track along the river, 
but massive erosion to creeks and gullies on the sides of the 
valley. Stirrup Iron Ck. was not washed away, just covered by a 
boulder fan. The erosion to the track Parks were claiming may 
not be feasible to repair, was made safe and useable with 10 
minutes pick and shovel work and an hour and a half throwing 
rocks into holes.

The Dingo hill track remains closed, but at this point in time 
the barricades have been dug through. Nobody has been able 
to find the serious erosion claimed to be along it. The Link 
and Caledonia tracks have now been reopened with needless 
environmentally damaging bulldozing, much of which will end up 
washing down to further pollute Licola’s water supply (many from 
the community suspect this work was done as a tail covering 
exercise to try and justify the closure). Much of this work has 
been carried out nearby to where the Caledonia fire escaped 
because Parks would not allow the dozer to cut a fire break.
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LIVING BESIDE A NATIONAL PARK continued

Kevin Higgins
Kevin Higgins along with other small land holders on the Bennison 
Plains, was burnt out on Friday January 2, 1998. No warning was 
given to Kevin, that the fire was out of control, to allow him to 
evacuate valuable animals from his trail riding business, or the 
10 people on his property. 

At no stage did any person from Parks/DNRE visit Kevin’s 
property to see if they had survived, or needed help. As Kevin 
and his helpers searched for burnt animals to destroy, hordes of 
people from Parks/DNRE stood around idle, for hours on end, 
day after day, near his boundary fence. Three days after the fire 
went through, without any warning, the sky crane (Elvis) came to 
Kevin’s creek, to collect water. His animals were terrified of this 
and as the fences were burnt, made off into the National Park. 

The first contact Kevin had with Parks Victoria was on Sat 
Jan 17. The second was the following day. He had his rifle (legally 
registered) – used for putting down injured and dying stock – 
confiscated by Rangers. He was in their Park. Kevin was told to 
take his dogs home. He was faced with the impossible task of 
trying to muster scattered cattle in the mountains without dogs.  
It subsequently took 10 shots from a worn out .22 rifle to put 
down a mobile beast with septicemia, as he no longer had a 
good firearm. 

Kevin’s problems with Parks have not ended with the fire. 
A reporter unwittingly advised Parks she was going into the 
Caledonia Valley to look at the erosion and dead trees killed by 
chemical contamination, that were hidden by the track closures. 
Kevin’s place was raided the day after her visit on horses he had 
loaned to her. He was prosecuted for stock outside his fence. A 
track near Bryces Gorge where he makes over 20% of his income 
from was closed off to horses. Signs were just put up with no 
consultation or warning.

Cattle Grazing
Parks Victoria started to use this disaster, of their own creation, 
as an excuse to push agendas to frustrate groups they disliked 
as early as Jan. 4. Cattle grazing was targeted before the fire 
was even out, as Parks were worried they may cause damage to 
sphagnum bogs. 

An “expert” panel was set up by Parks Victoria to advise on 
grazing. This was made up of the same sort of people who gave 
the type of advice that lead to the environment that caused the 
disaster in the first place.

Plots were fenced off around rocky outcrops, dead limbs, fallen 
bark and places where grass never grew in the first place, then 
monitored to see how they would grow. Bench marks were set 
from vegetation surveys on Bogong, a granite monolith, with 
loose soils and applied to vegetation on soils derived from rhyolite 
and shales at a considerably lower altitude on Bennison. As the 
vegetation returned, the benchmarks were changed insuring 
cattle did not return.

Decisions on grazing in burnt areas were made with vegetation 
surveys consisting of two drafts and a summary, all unsigned. A 
“Draft Internal Working Paper” was passed off as “scientifically 
credible information needed to determine management options 
for the area.” This had no finding or conclusion, no indication of 
who did the work, or their qualifications, and no references from 
approved text books on the methodology used which in some 
places could have been little more than guess work. 

Grazing was banned for the first season after the fire by a group 
of three (two were from Parks). One had already said on ABC 
radio that grazing would not go ahead, this was before both sides 

of the argument were in. Another was a recent arrival to Australia 
who denied there was a problem flowing from the Park (like the 
50,000 tonnes of mud). This same fellow expressed a worry that 
cattle might cause erosion problems. 

When the grazing dispute went to an “independent” disputes 
panel, Minister Garbutt tried to have a former president of the 
National Parks Association on the panel.

The closure of a 140 year old historical stock route, that lead 
from Licola to Bennison, was stopped by local people (none 
were cattlemen) blockading the park until it was reopened. There 
had been no consultation or warning of this closure from Parks 
Victoria.

Confusion Rally
A respected and well organised motorbike rally that had been 
held with strong local support for years in the park near Licola, 
was told after the fire that all roads were closed along the 
Wellington River. When this was challenged by local people, 
the organisers were told the Wellington was unfit for human 
consumption. This was found to be untrue, it caused serious 
concern to the local people trying to truck water from the 
Wellington, as Licola had no other water supply.

The rally went ahead, but the following year Parks banned the 
“Confusion Rally” blaming them for not using toilets, littering, 
impacts to the soil, illegal as well as large campfires with 
excessive use of fire wood.

Statutory declarations from local people subsequently described 
the campsite in the park before most of the bikes arrived, 
“as being heavily littered and like walking through a minefield of 
human excrement.” There was no indication of excessive fires, 
and an abundance of wood two minutes walk away, that needed 
burning to clean up the Park. Local CFA members attending, 
were not aware of illegal fires. Soil impacts were minimal, doing 
little more than flattening weeds like St. John’s Wort. When 
Statutory declarations were presented to Parks, they said 
they were only opinions and accusations that were completely 
irrelevant, as the decision had already been made. This rally 
was bringing in thousands of tourist dollars annually to local 
businesses.

Weed and Dingo Problems
To complement the demise of the cattle and much of the timber 
industry, the park is now producing a different kind of produce. 
Blackberries and cape broom are completely out of control and 
choke large areas of Wonnangatta. The Dargo area is now at risk 
of broom spreading down the river. The DNRE Strategic Planner 
Pests and Weeds has told our Licola community that broom 
seeds will spread by vehicles. This weed is not growing around 
Licola at present and has the potential to decimate our valley.

St. John’s Wort believed to have come to Wonnangatta with 
Chinese gold diggers and controlled for years by grazing, has run 
wild in the Wonnangatta Moroka National Park since the removal 
of grazing and spread by vehicles to as far as the freeways of 
Melbourne. One farmer on just one location at Licola is up for 
$10,000 annually for spray. There have been so many dingos 
coming out of the park that all bar one farm here have had to 
stop running sheep to control weeds. At Dargo, St. John’s Wort 
is so bad that cattle are falling in the river and drowning after 
eating it. As things stand, it is just a matter of time before areas 
around Licola are similarly affected. The Government is trying to 
implement a weeds and dingo strategy that brings the problems 
back to the land holders with only the margins of park & DNRE 
land as part of the plan. 
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LIVING BESIDE A NATIONAL PARK continued

There has been little or no spraying this year of St. John’s Wort 
around campsites in the park along the Wellington River, or road 
reserves. One of the reasons given to exclude cattle after the fire 
was they might cause the spread of dandelion, sorrel and white 
clover in the National Park.

Tip Closure
The Licola tip was taken over by Parks Victoria. This was then 
closed, as Parks would not allow trees to be cleared for a new 
pit. The area bulldozed to stop access to the Caledonia Valley 
would have kept the land fill going for between 400 to 500 years. 
Parks refused to annex the area, or help the community in any 
way. Residents and businesses were faced with a round trip 
of 108 km to dispose of rubbish. The Wellington Shire Council 
helped by providing a trailer and cartage expenses for local 
people, but not park users. Previously much of the rubbish 
around campsites was cleaned up by visitors. This has stopped 
as they have nowhere to dispose of it, the park is becoming a 
health hazard accumulating rubbish in many areas.

Little Improvement
Grass fuel, on areas burnt by the Caledonia fire of 1998, has built 
up to ridiculous and dangerous levels around sphagnum bogs, 
and ancient single trunk snow gums. The very environment Parks 
are supposed to be protecting is at serious risk.

Parks have actively encouraged the fuel build-up again that 
caused the problems in the first place. 

Retired people from the timber industry have told the Licola 
community that there has been so much grass growing after the 
fire in the Carey State Park (surrounded by the National Park) 
that it has choked out large areas of regrowth woolly butt and 
wrecked a substantial area for timber production for the Heyfield 
saw mills for the next sixty years (cattle could not be put in there, 
as there was no boundary fence to stop them wandering into the 
National Park).

Kevin Higgins and the other small land holders now face an even 
more dangerous situation after the fire with the uncontrolled grass 
build-up and dead trees around them in the park (Parks were 
well warned that this would happen). Kevin has been advised 
that it would be too dangerous for the Licola fire brigade bringing 
in a crew, or the fire truck, if there is a fire with a wind behind it, 
coming in from the Park. These people have done everything 
reasonably expected to protect their properties, they also fought 
the Caledonia fire to save many of their assets. 

Minister Garbutt has said that the “Fire Protection Plan” balances 
the need for protection of life and property with the need to 
protect the natural features of the park. She was pleased to note 
the land holders in question had carried out everything reasonably 
expected of them.

While Parks have spent around $500,000 to try and remove 
cattle grazing from the fire affected area, because it might cause 
problems, and anywhere up to $100,000 on needless earthworks 
in the Caledonia valley, grossly inadequate money has been spent 
on clearing fuel from around fire places and campsites along the 
Wellington River. Parks have not been able to list one thing they 
have learnt from the Caledonia fire, or any policy changes they 
have made to stop the same, or worse, from happening again. 
Old timers now consider the mountains to be at far more risk than 
before the devastating 1939 fires.

It is ironic that environmentalists are concerned trees won’t be left 
long enough for hollows, when the environment Parks Victoria is 
creating, has trees at risk of not surviving long enough to even seed.

The Hon Keith Hamilton, as acting Minister for Environment and 
Conservation has said “The new parks and reserves will not have 
a detrimental effect on fire prevention or increase the threat of 
wildfire. All areas are subject to robust fire prevention activities by 
the DNRE and this will not change.” 

On Kevin Higgins property, grazing has continued after the fire 
with no apparent erosion or damage to the numerous sphagnum 
bogs. Parks have claimed bog skinks are an endangered species 
in the park, yet these small lizards can be easily caught just 
through the fence on Kevin’s land. 

Craig Ingram
Gippsland East independent, Craig Ingram, has said he will 
oppose legislation to create more National Parks until the 
Government demonstrates it is serious about looking after those 
already established. He said there is ample evidence that the 
forests were open and park-like, not choked with undergrowth 
and weeds as they are today.

The Government
Our community is not opposed to National Parks, it is just the 
management. It should not be necessary for any small community 
like Licola to have to blockade or picket a National Park to try 
and stop environmental mismanagement that threatens the very 
existence of the environment it is supposed to protect. 

Our caring sharing Premier, who is “here for all Victorians,” really 
does have to explain just how far his government is prepared to 
go sacrificing the environment, the safety and well being of small 
communities, land holders and visitors, in implementing Labour 
Party policies. Unfortunately the Liberals do not seem to be 
much better with their policies of supporting new parks that have 
a detrimental effect on small rural communities. The Hon Peter 
Hall is an exception. Peter has been an outstanding politician 
representing his constituents, and showing genuine concern for 
the environment.

From approx. 6,000 signatures collected at Licola, on various 
letters, only approx. 20 people have expressed support for park 
management. None of these had any answers for the serious 
problems that caused more environmental damage than all 
groups combined (including wood chipping). Yet this minority 
is supported by the Labour and Liberal Parties and they are 
planning to give them yet more land to manage. If there are so 
many supporters for National Parks, when will we see them 
coming to Licola?

During Easter 2001, over 600 people signed a letter to the 
Premier and independents with a sentence stating: “Many from 
the Licola community and visitors to the area, expect to be 
mislead, frustrated and lied to, when dealing with Parks Victoria.” 
The Premier forwarded this to Minister Garbutt. There has 
been no further reply. It would have to be asked if this is now 
government policy?

Judge Stretton made the comment in his report after the 1939 
fires: – ”to expose and scotch the foolish enmities which mar the 
management of the forests by public departments who being 
our servants, have become so much our masters that in some 
respects they loose sight of our interests in the promotion of their 
mutual animosities.”

This information sheet has been put together and paid for by the 
Licola community and people along the Macalister River.
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Once again this year a contingent of young farmers from 
the Natural Asset Protection Agency (NAPA) on the central 
Tablelands of NSW ventured to the USA. The purpose of the 
trip was to increase our experience and education in all things 
wildfire and to form a solid international alliance with elite wildfire 
contractors.

The experience took our crew through a large portion of the high 
wildfire risk West Coast of the US and included such states as 
Colorado, Washington, Oregon and California. We spent the 
majority of our time in the State of Oregon where we undertook 
an intensive fortnight of training, both theory and practical. This 
investment in our programme of elite wildfire training will serve us 
well in delivering specialist first response and bushfire mitigation 
services to our high risk community. 

We have formed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU 
-Education and Training) with our US partners and have joined 
the National Wildfire Suppression Association (NWSA), the first 
Australian Company to do so. Our major achievement however, 
was obtaining our “crew boss” red card, a qualification that 
allows us to lead a twenty person crew of type 2 Initial Attack (IA) 
wildfire fighters in the US. Whilst readers may think that is pretty 

impressive, they may also ask; “… how is that going to help back 
here in Australia”?  Simply, land owners and managers (both 
public and private) can and will assess their exposure to fire and 
the resources available to mitigate that exposure. They will then 
make an informed decision based on possible economic and 
personal loss. NAPA will be available to help with this process.

Our private investment in such high risk land management roles 
(wildfire fighting) we believe may pay dividends at some time in 
the future, especially given the last three consecutive years of 
volunteer decline and salaried staff increase.(NSWRFS annual 
Report). Our increasing land ownership demographic of absentee 
farmers coupled with the demise in volunteer numbers (and an 
ageing volunteer demographic) in our view presents significant 
challenges for the NSWRFS.

Couple this with the three consecutive reasonably benign 
(wet) fire seasons in South Eastern Australia, a significant skills 
shortage in terms of aggressive bushfire attack is looming. 
Couple this again with new WH&S laws (and everyone agrees 
that volunteer safety is paramount), it is very difficult for efficient 
service delivery in terms of frontline aggressive attack. 

Wildfire Education and Experience 
– NAPA – Our US Experience

Pole Creek Fire Command – Oregon Burned Douglas Fir – Similar to Radiata Pine
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WILDFIRE EDUCATION AND EXPERIENCE – NAPA – OUR US EXPERIENCE continued

Higher risk, yet calculated, ground based bushfire aggressive 
attack is less likely to occur given the responsibilities of the 
NSWRFS in keeping its volunteers safe, which is paramount. To 
undertake the initial attack strategies of the 1980’s and 90’s by 
highly skilled farmers and local volunteers, crews may need to 
be trained more intensively, be subjected to fitness and medical 
assessments. As a result volunteers will probably need to devote 
more time to fulfil these stringent WH&S requirements. This can 
only have a further adverse effect on volunteer numbers. 

The NSWRFS in my opinion finds itself in a catch 22 situation. 
How does it put its fires out without risking volunteer health 
and safety under extremely restrictive new WH&S policies? 
There is no easy fix but there have been proposals to counter 
these issues put to the NSWRFS, which have to this point been 
largely ignored. The question has been asked of us many, many 
times “why is the focus of NSWRFS moving away from initial 
ground attack to now assuming that fires will be large expensive 
campaigns and increasingly supported from an expensive air 
desk?” 

There are many theories out there ranging from the “perverse 
incentive” where excessive bushfire activity “fuels” the funding 
of the growing bureaucracy of head office, to the “well there are 
just not enough volunteers”, to the theory that raging bushfires 
make for great media. This in turn actively promotes  the efforts of 
the NSWRFS which helps justify the service in the public’s mind.  
This helps to make up the mind of Government when considering 
funding.

One wonders would funding be as forthcoming without such 

intensive and sometimes perceived “sensationalist” and 

“armageddenish” media coverage of even small bushfire events? 

Everyone agrees that the public needs to be kept informed 

(crucial) but constant over stating of bushfire severity may also 

lead to a much more deadly, community complacency.

Political leaders may be afraid of the community backlash (votes) 

should they decide to reduce funding due to perceived or actual 

major inefficiencies within the NSWRFS.  Whether these theories 

are just that “theories” certainly makes for interesting discussion 

out in the rural, regional and remote communities.

Whilst it is may be unhealthy to draw such inferences, they are 

being drawn rightly or wrongly. Bushfire is core business for the 

NSWRFS and its subsequent 1000 staff. Bushfires are a huge 

expense to the state. Should the state not investigate ways of 

reducing this expense?

Putting all this to one side, NAPA’s justifications for its expensive 

investment in fire fighting is real and is heavily focussed on 

the protection of Rural Assets, not just homes, but livestock 

genetics, fences, pastures and other infrastructure. For this we 

are receiving unprecedented support. We will continue to spend 

money on our young farmers in making them fit and highly trained 

in order to help protect their, ours and the land of our growing 

farming client base from wildfire.

Pole Creek Fire – Sisters Oregon
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With the summer bushfire season expected to be busy, NSW Farmers is gearing up to ensure we can 

support and assist members affected by fires. 

At the time of writing in October there have already been numerous fires across the state. This 

has included a large fire north of Bourke which burnt out over 15,000 ha affecting a number of 

landholders, their stock and their equipment. 

Under the state disaster plan NSW Farmers is a supporting body to the Department of Primary 

Industries to assist and provide communication in natural disasters. This includes bushfires. Already 

following fires there have been 6 areas in NSW declared as natural disaster areas. They are the local 

government areas of Bourke, Brewarrina, Cobar, Central Darling and Greater Taree as well as the 

Unincorporated area.

A declaration as a natural disaster area gives access to government assistance including low interest 

loans and transport subsidies.

For landholders with affected stock, we are also working with the Australian Fodder Industry 

Association to identify suppliers of hay and other fodder for those farmers where pasture and fodder 

reserves are destroyed by fire. 

All landholders are encouraged to take necessary preventative measures to try and limit the damage 

that can be caused by fire and to be vigilant in times of high fire danger. 

NSW Farmers has also been heavily involved in the review of emergency services funding. 

Following the release of the discussion paper in July NSW Farmers has been collecting information 

to estimate the impact of a change in funding model on our members. The modelling that has been 

done shows there will be a mixed effect across rural landholders with a large dependence on how the 

model is constructed. For example work commissioned by the insurance council looking at the impact 

of collecting the insurance component of the Rural Fire Service fund from a property based system. 

They found that for the average rural property in 47 of the 112 local government areas assessed there 

would be a net saving while 65 would experience a net cost.  

While NSW Farmers supports the move to a property based collection mechanism based on the 

assumption that it is a more equitable system, the modelling shows that there will be landholders 

across the state that are affected differently. To this extent it is important in moving to a property 

based system it has to be designed properly to have minimal impact on landholders. 

NSW Farmers has provided a submission to the review outlining our position but drawing to the 

attention of the decision makers that the model needs to be designed properly. In our submission we 

have also identified the possible additional benefits of a change in funding model through increased 

transparency and accountability for the RFS funding. 

NSW Farmers will continue to work on bushfire matters with the Rural Affairs Committee recently 

reaffirming bushfire matters as a key priority for the next 12 months. 

NSW Farmers and
Bushfire Matters
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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:



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

Become a VFFA MemberBecome a VFFA Member



20% Discount
for VFFA members,

family & friends


