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From the President’s Desk

Greetings & Welcome to this, the ninth 
edition of the VFFA Magazine.

Firstly we must start by thanking each 
& every Volunteer who has chosen to 
join our association. We always knew 
we would gain support, but never 
did we imagine that we would gain 
such an avalanche of applications as 
demonstrated in the past six months. 
With such a large volume of new 
membership, there must be a reason. 

Clearly we are now seen as being a 
practical alternative – a true voice for 
Volunteers driven by Volunteers. 

An association that has a single focus, 
YOU the Volunteer. An association that 
believes representing both paid and 
volunteer staff produces a conflict of 
interest. It is indeed complicated when 
trying to equally represent two sides, 
which on occasions have opposing views. 
It’s our belief that the Volunteer voice 
often gets lost in the sea of salaried staff 
opinion, swaying decisions in favour of 
the RFS hierarchy. 

We want you to be heard. We want one 
single legislated voice for Volunteers in 
NSW & we’ll keep on fighting for this until 
we achieve the necessary changes. 

Let’s not forget, Volunteer Firefighters are 
the backbone of the Rural Fire Service, 
we built it, it’s our organisation and 
without us, there is no RFS. 

The VFFA has been accused of being 
negative. We believe we are just the 
opposite – truly a positive force. We 
believe that by listening to Volunteers 
and addressing their concerns, the RFS 
can advance into an organisation that 
can better protect life, property and the 
environment.

You may be OK with the RFS, but the 
reality is that there are a multitude of 
issues out there that the Volunteers face 
each & every day.

One issue members are angry about is 
unknowingly joining an RFS association. 
There is a sneaky little micro sized box 
at the bottom L/H corner of the multi 
paged RFS Membership Application 

Form. If you didn’t tick this box, you 
were automatically made a member of 
the association. You might like to revisit 
the form because we’ll guarantee you’ve 
been very cleverly tricked into joining 
something you most likely never knew a 
thing about. It’s like buying a new car & 
upon signing the contract of sale, finding 
out that you were tricked into joining the 
NRMA. 

This ploy also allows other representative 
groups to falsely bolster their membership 
numbers. We once again call on the RFS 
to remove this sneaky & calculated trap 
for new members. Let people join the 
RFS & later on once they’ve settled into 
brigade life, then let them consider which 
if any association/s they might like to be 
involved with. 

Let members make a conscious and 
informed decision.

Fires of the Season just gone

There can be no argument to the fact that 
our Volunteer Firefighters have yet again, 
excelled in maintaining safety of their 
communities from the threat of bushfire 
this past season. Simply outstanding 
& we applaud you all. Certainly some 
parts of NSW were impacted upon more 
heavily than others with one of our own 
Brigade Captains losing his home & 
possessions whilst out fighting to save 
the homes of so many others at risk. 
Our association maintained contact with 
him after the fire & worked quickly with 
some of our corporate contacts to see 
some small benefits go his way, which 
he quickly set about sharing with others 
stating that he felt that they were more 
deserving than him. 

What a great human being he is…but 
typical though of the makeup of the 
Volunteers of the NSW Rural Fire Service.

We found it interesting that the media 
finally started asking questions about 
the overall costs of all of the Section 44 
Fires declared with figures being bandied 
around by the media of $35 million dollars 
having been spent on some of the fires. 

One Sydney newspaper ran news stories 
three weekends in a row on these issues, 
which led to the VFFA being asked 
questions on this issue such as could this 
all have been prevented in National Parks, 
Crown Lands and on Private lands? 
We’ve placed on record that not in all 
cases but certainly, the vast majority of 
fires could have been prevented or kept 
to much more manageable levels. After 
the first article appeared in the Sydney 
Sun-Herald, radio talkback across NSW 
then became heavily interested in the 
discussion and in seeking answers on this 
massive expenditure. 

The VFFA was immediately called upon 
by numerous media outlets to speak 
On-Air over these matters. It’s our opinion 
& that of many others that as just one 
example, the Warrumbungle National 
Park Fire should not have run anymore 
than a couple of days if the Canobolas 
Model had been implemented in that 
park. The Canobolas Model is a Fire 
Management package designed for 
National Parks, Crown Land and Private 
Land. 

The overall cost of this fire has been 
massive and at the end of the day, what 
have they got to show for it? Around 80% 
of the park has been burnt out & many 
homes & personal possessions lost. This 
could have been greatly limited and the 
ultimate damage costs reduced from 
what it will be…if only this management 
plan had been implemented prior to the 
fire. The money now needed to repair 
all the damage could have been used to 
build a new hospital or other asset for the 
town, the whole situation defies belief. 

* See Canobolas Model article in this magazine.

The ABC Statewide Drive Radio 
Programme with host John Morrison, 
was one of the media units that followed 
from the points above in On Air interviews 
for which I explained to John Morrison 
that the former RFS Commissioner and 
Dr Tony Fleming, former National Parks 
Chief, both at the time had accepted the 
Canobolas Model with Dr. Fleming stating 
that they would implement it into 360 
National Parks and Reserves. 
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FROM THE PRESIDENT’S DESK continued

It’s quite clear now that the Canobolas 

Model has to a fair degree, been buried 

by both of these bureaucracies. 

The vast majority of talkback callers 

agreed with my comments & the 

following day, RFS Deputy Commissioner 

Robin Rogers went on ABC Statewide 

Drive discretely attempting to discredit 

the VFFA regarding my previous 

day’s comments. He implied that the 

Canobolas Model was now built into the 

current bushfire risk management plans. 

Well if it is, why isn’t it being implemented 

around the state?

It was clearly proved & most particularly 

to ABC Host, John Morrison, that there 

is a major divide now between the RFS 

Hierarchy & its Volunteers. John Morrison 

told us that after my initial interview 

with him, he received numerous callers 

of support of what the VFFA had been 

going on about & how at last they felt 

Volunteers had a voice. John Morrison 

said that after his interview with the 

Deputy Commissioner, he was swamped 

with talkback callers & the emails he said 

just kept on coming in overnight with 

Twitter comments also; he said. Most of 

the feedback he received laid criticism 

at the Deputy Commissioner & his 

arrogance that came across so clearly.

The following day, Group Captain Mike 

Lonergan from Region South came on the 

program to state the major issues within 

his area following on from the recent fires 

there & his interview was quickly followed 

on by the RFS Commissioner phoning 

in to state that; the RFS is a very broad 

Church, you’ve got 70,00 members & the 

brand that we get about being an RFS 

family I think is a very apt description, I 

don’t know about you John but if I get my 

family together over Christmas, you’ve 

always got the odd family member that no 

matter how much you do, no matter how 

much the conversation goes, their always 

going to be a noisy wheel & dissatisfied 

with the consensus.     

The level of arrogance displayed by our 

two most senior salaried leaders, clearly 

indicates just how out of touch they 

both are with the thoughts of so many 

Volunteers. 

Sometimes it’s hard to determine if the 
Volunteers are working for the staff or if 
the staff are working for the Volunteers.

Then just a few days later, another group 
that claims to represent Volunteers 
allowed their spokesperson to speak 
On-Air with the ABC’s John Morrison. 
Clearly that wasn’t a good move on their 
part as that person started reiterating the 
Commissioner & Dep. Commissioners 
comments. This person then attempted 
to throw some mud around but nothing 
stuck & the spokesperson went away as 
many have said to us, “clearly severely 
wounded”. 

This other group put out a press release 
stating that: 

a) Volunteer fire fighters were being 
criticised.

b) Excessive use of aircraft.

c) A small number of fire fighters 
speaking out against their own.

Well as for firefighters being criticised, the 
VFFA has never criticised Volunteers & 
as for excessive use of aircraft, all we’ve 
said is that aircraft are but only one tool in 
the box, they are not the sole requirement 
to extinguish a fire. We are very much 
focused on the amount of money being 
thrown at aircraft use & will continue to 
call for total transparent disclosure of the 
all up costs involved in the use of aircraft 
at each fire. 

Finally, if the other group was aiming 
their comments at the VFFA regarding 
“a small number of fire fighters speaking 
out against their own” then they seriously 
need to be careful for our membership 
number is growing at a rapid rate. 

As I’ve stated previously, I live and 
operate in the well managed Mid 
Lachlan Valley Team, which enjoys 
quality Management & as such we don’t 
encounter so many of the issues that 
other areas. 

The problem lies in overall Management 
of other District/Team/Zones & “best 
practice” protocols need to be seriously 
implemented in both BFMC and SMT’s 
as they are the foundation of good 
management. If you haven’t got a good 
working relationship between Staff and 
Volunteers, you’re guaranteed of major 
problems.

Incident Management Team 
(IMT)

How many is too many on an IMT? We’ve 

been told of 41 in the control room, 

another report of 55 & another of 35…..

what the hell was going on during these 

occasions to see such ridiculous numbers 

squeezing into a Control Centre?

Loss of Control 
on the Fire Ground

We’ve recently had evidence of loss 

of control and total disregard of local 

knowledge offered on the fire ground 

by RFS Captains & Group Officers. The 

VFFA has conducted some debriefs with 

Volunteer Firefighters & the feedback 

we’ve been given will be dealt with. 

In some recent radio interviews, some 

Volunteers called in stating that they 

didn’t encounter such loss of authority & 

that all was well within their area & we’re 

quite glad to hear this. What everyone 

needs to remember though is that while 

all may be well in your own particular 

patch, things are not so good in many 

other areas & we need to spare a thought 

for those Volunteers who are having to 

deal with serious issues including the 

blatant disregard of the skills, ability & 

local knowledge they possess from their 

local RFS Management.

State Mitigation Support 
Service (SMSS)

To date, still no one wants to answer the 

most intriguing questions relating to the 

SMSS.

a) Considering the RFS is not a Land 

Manager, why is the RFS doing the 

work for Land Managers? 

b) Why is the RFS doing the work for 

Private Residential Land Owners & 

without any form of means testing 

taking place or reimbursement of 

costs?

You can guarantee that there won’t 

be any recovery of costs for the NSW 

taxpayer!
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FROM THE PRESIDENT’S DESK continued

In general we ask; What happened to 
the responsibility of Land Managers & of 
Private Property Owners to manage any 
risks that exist on their property/s?…
What happened to the Rural Fires Act?

Even if the NSW State Government was 
to simply give in & wave the white flag 
at Land Owners refusing to clear their 
properties, common sense dictates 
the appointment of private contractors 
to undertake such tasks. The best 
financial outcomes are always achieved 
using private contractors as against 
the enormously ongoing costs of hiring 
an ever increasing public service. Any 
planned hazard reduction type work 
undertaken outside of Volunteers doing it 
should be put out to tender seeking the 
most cost effective contract for the best 
return of the taxpayers’ dollar! 

Interestingly enough, we have it on 
good authority that the RFS Deputy 

Commissioner has recently decided to 
have all his SMSS staff undertake a two 
day course in teaching them how better 
to treat Volunteers because of claims of 
abuse and mannerism issues in dealing 
with Volunteers.

Discipline of Fire Fighters

This has been an ongoing problem for 
a very long time now and we’ve had 
enough of it. We have SOP’s & Grievance 
Resolution Protocols in place to utilise 
& these should apply equally to both 
RFS Staff and to Volunteers. The VFFA 
has received reports that paid staff and 
volunteers have been treated differently. 
Reports of Volunteer bullying, harassment 
and inequitable treatment have come to 
our attention. We currently have situations 
occurring around the State that we are 
watching very closely. 

The VFFA is not frightened to support 

the Volunteer when we believe they are 

being treated poorly by the Service. 

Let’s not forget, this is our “Volunteers” 

organisation, we built it, it’s nothing 

without us & the NSW State Government 

can’t afford a second paid Fire Service so 

to the RFS, start looking after your most 

prized possessions; your Volunteers! 

In Closing – Remember we’re here to 

support YOU, the Volunteer FireFighters. 

Please keep us abreast of any issues 

that are or might affect you or Volunteers 

generally within your District or your 

Region. 

Send your information to: 

feedback@volunteerfirefighters.org.au 

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 contact is: 
Email: feedback@volunteerfirefighters.org.au

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. 

they have press clippings & photos 
among their massive collection…you 
would be amazed at what they have.

If you chose to visit the Library in 
person, you’ll find Study desks, 
a Reading area, Computers, a 
Photocopier and Video Player 
available for your use.

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

They’ll gladly post the items out to 
you & 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.

You’ve heard us spruiking about the 
RFS Library & the wonderful staff within 
that section. Well we’re going to keep 
reminding you all because unless you’ve 
taken the time to actually use this 
service, which is freely available to you 
all, you’ll simply never know just how 
good some things on offer in life are. 

They have over 400 books, 600 videos 
on DVD, 60 Journal titles & on CD Roms, 
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Letters to the Editor

Where has all our local knowledge 

and training gone?

Another fire season draws to a close and a rather busy one after a few quite years locally. After being 

absent from the coal face of fire fighting for a few years but not being far from the association with volunteer 

firefighters in Local Government and a RFS Staff member, it was an awakening to be back in the smoke and 

dust on a fire truck.

In one fire of the season which was a fast and furious fire through grassland and some timbered hills, we 

arrived at the fire front to watch the fire race past with its index finger raised singing ‘catch me if you can’. 

I jumped onto a Cat 7 passing by which had one firefighter and the driver on board and headed for the fire 

flank. I called out to the driver to stop and after a brief introduction indicated we need to get the pump going 

before going any further. You must realize my surprise when the driver said “do you know how to operate 

this pump?” after getting the pump started and showing them how he then said “we have had the truck 

in our shed for over 12 months and nobody has come near us to show us the gear on it and how to use 

it.” While trying to get some foam going we could not get any out, thinking the foam control unit might be 

blocked we let it go until we stopped for water. Note our surprise when we started drafting water and the 

tank started filling with foam, after some investigation it was found that the foam injection was plumbed into 

the tank filling line and not the discharge line as it should. Go figure! Another noticeable issue of the day was 

the lack of fireground communications/control during the initial stage of the attack as units were arriving at 

the fireground with no one organizing or directing a cohesive attack on the fire front.

A fire a few weeks later was another fast moving fire and after arriving about 500 metres in front of the 

fire and watching it approach with only two trucks on the scene left very little planning on how to attack 

the fire. Although some air attack resources were available it was very limited at this stage and quickly 

swallowed up on the fire ground. At least both trucks had a full crew compliment which meant a plan of 

attack of knock down and mop up if the fire maintained its current direction but Murphy’s Law persisted and 

the wind changed direction pushing the fire into a grassland paddock and the chase was on. Fireground 

communications had improved vastly compared with the previous fire and with it came fireground control 

and a better use of all resources came to the fore. 

After many years of training brigade members (and junior brigade cadets, high school students) as a 

volunteer and RFS staff member I find this somewhat distressing that volunteers put their lives on the line 

with modern up to date fire fighting appliances and have not been trained in their use. No finger pointing 

or nose rubbing these things should be sorted out at brigade meeting/ training days whether organized at 

brigade level or by RFS staff. I’m sure it would only take any member of a brigade to ask about training on 

any equipment that is new and it would be organized for the benefit of all the brigade members. It could be 

said that due to a period of inactivity over the years complacency had set in and that if a fire happened we 

would get plenty of warning. 

Hesitation is what cost valuable time on the fireground and could one day put lives or property at risk 

because we did not ask for help on how to use the equipment to its best potential. An article by Richard 

Osborne OAM in the summer 2011 edition about radios in fire vehicles is a prime example, keep it simple 

and people will use it. Many people on the fireground this season did not use the PMR because it looked 

to complicated and did not know how to use it, where as the everyday UHF radio is a simple tool and used 

frequently on the fireground. A good carpenter never blames his tools on a bad job; a volunteer fire fighter 

would never blame the available equipment if he/she was taught how to use the equipment correctly and 

competently in the first instance. Familiarisation with the equipment is the only sure way that will keep us 

safe on the fireground.

Greg

Boorowa North Brigade
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What has to be done to put the 
RURAL back in the Rural Fire Service?

Over the past 10 years, the RFS has changed considerably & while some changes have been positive, a lot of  the changes have been negative & to the detriment of the Volunteers.
The “positive” includes better equipment and training whereas the “negative” has seen fiscal mismanagement and a blown out bureaucracy and, most importantly; a lack of respect for the Volunteer.  This lack of respect is most evident when major fires are active and the locals are ignored.  You need no greater evidence of this than the Yarrabin and Coonabarabran fires earlier this year.
So how do we change the RFS for the better?  I believe we need to reiterate the roles the RFS has in the community and they are, Bush Fire Prevention and Suppression and most importantly, SUPPORT for the Volunteers.

To achieve these goals the RFS must change.  Like all organisations, the RFS is only as good as its management.  The current Commissioner & his team are out of touch with the volunteers, they have no empathy with Rural NSW and are the reason for the current troubles within the RFS - they must go.  An ideal management team would be a board made up predominantly of RFS Volunteers, inclusive of RFS staff but headed by someone such an ex-military type person with a high level business management background, this person would also lead the RFS.  The RFSA should be taken completely out of the NSW Rural Fire Service Act.

Abolish Regional Offices, they are duplication in the extreme that waste huge amounts of money and resources.  Move the RFS Head Office to Country NSW, this will put practical people back into the RFS (a major problem at present) and there will also be a massive reduction in running costs.
During operations, the Captain or Group Captain should be in charge. This is the way it should be, Locals in control.

The RFS, like all other organisations is budget dependent. To ensure its future, it should switch from Insurance based income to Rates based income, along the lines of the West Australian Model. The local Council’s should also have a greater say in how the RFS spends its money in the local area.
I believe these changes are absolutely necessary if the RFS is to survive in Regional NSW.
Warren Kimber
Group Captain Bombala

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR continued

CHECK 
OUT OUR 
WEBSITE

www.volunteerfirefighters.org.au
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29.02.13

Dear Editor of the Volunteer Fire Fighter,

RE: January 2013 Bushfires at Coonabarabran 

On Saturday 23.02.13 Stephen attended a luncheon held at the 
Coonabarabran Racecourse for volunteers who fought bravely at 
the recent fires. It refreshed in our minds the obvious enormity of 
this disaster, & our discussions whilst the fire was happening as to 
what could be done to better prepare for any such emergencies 
in the future, not just with private & government land holders 
“housekeeping”, but more importantly for everyday Australians a 
fair way of trying to keep insurance premiums in check.

How, or by whom this fire started is a contentious issue. The 
bottom line is that it was not controlled by NPWS, assistance by 
the RFS was offered, but refused by NPWS employees. A small 
fire was not kept small. Aerial bombing would have certainly been 
of a huge benefit in the early stages of this disaster. But, this letter 
is not meant to “point the finger”, it is just our suggestions of how 
to possibly avert a repeat of the Wambelong fire anywhere else.

OUR IDEAS:

Once a fire starts in or enters a National Park, State Forest etc 
(whether it is declared a section 44 or not), jurisdiction over that 
fire converts to the relevant fire authority. Basically, when it’s a fire 
the RFS are in control, when it’s green, the greenies are in control. 
Yes, we are farmers. No, we don’t hate greenies, national parks, 
or people who wish to live in a bush setting, but they do have a 
responsibility towards the other landholders surrounding them. 

1ST POINT – LAND OCCUPIERS/OWNERS INSURANCE

Our ideas & thoughts are that private land holders insurance 
premiums should be on a sliding scale. The higher the fire risk, 
the higher the premium. This would be set for each individual 
property, & is based on:

1. The occupants desire to live in a bush setting, thus increasing 
the potential of fire danger & their agreeable conscious decision 
to reside in such a manner.

2. The possible destruction of infrastructure within the boundaries 
of such property, with emphasis on houses & outbuildings. 

3. In the case of a landholder owning property with inaccessible 
or rough terrain who wants to control the risk of fire, it should 
be allowable by law, without restriction, the ways and means 
that the landholder implements such control/s, and upon 
inspection said landholder can then access a lower insurance 
premium because of the control/s that have been executed to 
assist in the prevention and deterrent of fires.

How would this be implemented? 

When insurance is due a company, or government appointed 
assessor inspects the property, highlights the danger level 
& the “fire excess” is set for that year, if sufficient clearing or 
hazard reduction is undertaken throughout the year after the 
initial assessment, & after a subsequent requested assessment 
(requested assessments to be paid for by the landholder), a 
refund will be given, either as a payment, or a discount on the 
following years premium. This “fire” assessment is annual.

2ND POINT – RESPONSIBIITY OF PRIVATE LAND HOLDERS 
& GOVERNMENT OWNED LAND FOR HAZARD REDUCTION.

For private land holders, the above point would be an incentive, 
although our hands are tied a lot of time mainly due to the 
Native Vegetation Act & regulations regarding clearing of land by 
whatever means, & the cost of hiring a contractor to do the work 
as many would not have the equipment.

As for National Park & government owned land authorities, we 
feel that they do not do enough within their boundaries in the way 
of clearing, hazard reduction, or back burning. When the park 
shares a common boundary with private land holders a “break 
or containment line” of a minimum of 200 meters should be in 
place – I would prefer 500 meters, but know that this would cause 
even more uproar from NPWS etc than 200m. Depending on the 
adjoining terrains this “line” could either be all undergrowth cleared 
with some tall timber left standing, back burning & or preferably 
where accessible a cleared & graded grassland kept slashed 
(mown). All of the above would fall under the auspice of NPWS 
or the relevant government authority to upkeep & pay for with the 
work done within their park/forest either by their own employees 
& equipment, or by accredited contractors. Another plus of having 
such a containment line is that the amount of feral as well as 
unwanted native animals impacting on privately owned land would 
be significantly reduced.

With the amount of severe fires that have occurred not only this 
season, it is safe to say that a substantial amount of them have 
started (by whatever means) in Government controlled land 
(NPWS & State Forests etc.), or when reaching such lands they 
have then exploded into wildfires unable to be controlled, we feel 
that it is time that the relevant authorities looked after not only 
their own interests, but that of the communities that they share 
common boundaries with the increase of potential “wildfire” events 
occurring.

We can already hear the officials & politicians proclaiming “Oh the 
cost !! We can’t afford to do all of this work !! BUT HOW MUCH 
DID IT COST TO PUT ALL OF THESE FIRES OUT THIS SEASON?

The astronomical amount of man power, equipment and expense 
just to control the Coonabarabran fire would be unbelievable to 
most, so why not justify putting the effort & monetary value into 
trying to help stop or ease such destruction before it happens 
again. Prevention is better than cure. It would be very interesting 
to do a comparison on costings of hours worked & equipment 
used over the recent fire, alongside a controlled hazard reduction 
exercise. For a start, aerial bombing would be minimally required, 
but on standby, contracted equipment would be at standard rates 
with little need for overtime, or penalty rates ie: night operating. 
It could be done in a coordinated, methodically mapped out 
structure. 

Stephen & I are just ordinary Aussies, working hard to give a 
future for our children, & helping out within our community when 
needed. Many will say that our views are simplistic, & that they 
can’t be realistically implemented because some parties won’t, 
or don’t want to work harder to obtain a goal for the betterment 
of our country, instead they would rather pick eachothers policies 
to pieces. In our eyes it is common sense, unfortunately a skill 
lacking in many persons lives & minds these days.

So in summary we are asking that the relevant bodies do the 
same, to try & work together, to put their petty differences behind 
them & think about the big picture, ordinary Australians working 
for the future, not having to put their lives on the line, or losing 
valuable income because they have community spirit & volunteer 
their time & effort every time a situation arises. Even better, turn 
this disaster around & do something positive about making ours & 
our childrens lives safer & happier.

Regards,

Lisa Moody

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR continued
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR continued

Yarrabin Fire

I’m pleased to offer some of the comments that have been passed 
on to me in relation to the Yarrabin Fire earlier this year.

These comments are from four different sources including; a Senior 
and experienced member of the Incident Management Team at 
Cooma – a Group Captain who was called in from the neighbouring 
shire - an experienced Volunteer of an RFS brigade from within the 
Northern part of the Cooma-Monaro Shire & a respected Community 
Landholder whose land was impacted by the fire and who is also 
member of the local brigade within the Kybeyan Valley.

The Member of the Incident Management Team (IMT) had a number 
of major problems.

• The lack of information flow from the fire line as to the progress of 
the fire. 

•  The management, tasking and maintenance of heavy plant.
(bulldozers, graders, excavators and tractors) on the fire ground 
and whether they were under contract or had just turned up. 

• The lack of understanding by brigade members as to who was 
in charge of Divisions and Sections and the need to follow the 
directions of Div. Coms and Section Bosses and how a campaign 
fire of this size is managed and the role of IMT’s, Divisional 
Commanders and Section Bosses.

• He felt that there was break down in the information flow from 
the fire ground back to the IMT, which resulted in poorly informed 
decision being made by the IMT, which resulted in the loss of faith 
and antagonism to the IMT by the Volunteer fire fighters.

• The Group Captain (who was part of a tanker crew on the second 
night of the fire) was disappointed in the lack of the tasking briefing 
from both staff at the Cooma Control Centre prior to going onto 
the fire ground and then briefing from the Div. Com on the line. 
The other issue was the poor standard of ration packs that were 
issued to crews going on to the fire line. 

• The experienced Volunteers from the North and who had never 
been into this Southern corner of the Shire were very disappointed 
in the briefings and care they received when they arrived and while 
they were working on the fire. 

• The landholder was critical of the failure of the IMT to consider 
the experience that the locals had of the area and when the local 
landholders offered advice on terrain, access, location of fire 
trails and tracks the IMT chose to disregard this considerable 
local knowledge. He was also very critical of the post fire de-brief 
because the volunteers felt that they were not being listened to 
by the Senior RFS Staff. The Volunteers also believed an agenda 
had been set to obtain a certain outcome from the de-brief, which 
showed the RFS Staff and IMT in a good light.

No doubt these are perpetual criticisms that have been occurring at 
de-briefs over many years and they can be passed off as the “them 
and us” syndrome, which occurs where there is Management and 
Worker relations.

BUT there is big difference! 

We’re dealing with landholders who are Volunteers and have vast 
knowledge of the topography, fuel loads, local weather conditions 
and effects of these on fire within their area. This information should 
be acknowledged and should never be overlooked by IMT when 
making decisions in relation to the management of a fire.

The failure by brigade Volunteers to understand the process of IMT, 
fire ground management and the importance of information flow 
from the fire ground is due to the obvious lack of training of the RFS 
volunteers in this important aspect of fire management . 

It is imperative that as well as knowing how to use the equipment 
that is being supplied to fire-fighters, that they know and understand 
the importance of the structure of the Chain of Command on the fire 
ground. Without this, fire control becomes ineffective and dangerous.

This then raises the issue of how other fire-fighting agencies perceive 
fire line command and what is the role and action of Divisional 
Commanders and Section Bosses. This issue must be addressed 
by the RFS at District Committee level at least, and really should 
be considered at the Co-coordinating Committee level so that all 
agencies are following the same protocols when working co-
operatively on campaign fires. This is a Health and Safety issue and 
must be considered a priority.

The lack of respect by the IMT for the experience and knowledge of 
local brigade members is raising its head every time large fires are 
fought on farming / private land. The local brigade member / farmer 
does have a great deal to give in experience to the IMT. This is a 
matter that must be addressed by the RFS. As failure to do so will be 
a festering sore that will cause a continuation of the discontent that 
is now erupting between the Volunteers and RFS staff.

The welfare and care of all fire fighters is of the upmost importance 
and the care of Volunteer fire-fighters is paramount as they are 
giving their time freely and often at a cost, as they are absent from 
their work or property. It is of the upmost importance that they are 
given every consideration. The correct briefing, tasking and welfare 
is a primary consideration for these Volunteer Fire-Fighters. To 
hear that there was failure in each of these areas is a reflection of 
poor management by the IMT and must be addressed as soon as 
possible.

Any de-brief is an emotive meeting and where land holders who have 
suffered stock and property loss are present, it must be handled 
with care and understanding. From the reports that I have received, 
this debrief could have been handled with much more care and 
understanding from the Senior Regional and District RFS team. 
RFS Senior Management should take note and be more caring and 
understanding. Maybe changing the format of these meetings so the 
brigade Volunteers have more time to have a say and they are not 
overshadowed by dominating paid staff. 

I highlighted that we’re dealing with Volunteers (I’m one also), and 
have been for over 50 years. In that time I’ve been a Group Captain, 
Bombala Council Fire Control Officer for 8 years, Chairman of the 
Bombala District Fire Committee & a Volunteer for the past 17 years. 

During that time I’ve been a Deputy Incident Controller for two 
Section 44 fires in 1994 & 2003 and Operation Officer for two 
Section 41.F fire’s (of these, the fire in 1983 was the most costly fire 
in the history of NSW, until that time the other in 1985 covered an 
area 26000ha. in the first day). 

I list these to demonstrate that I fully understand the complexities of 
managing very large fires and the comments I’ve made are from the 
years of involvement with all of the States fire fighting agencies.

There’s no quick fix solution but unless these problems are brought 
to the notice of the RFS and they are addressed and corrected, then 
we’ll see the continuing erosion of relations between RFS Staff and 
Volunteers.

At the end of the day, the paid RFS Staff are incapable of controlling 
fires without the VOLUNTEERS. If Volunteers walk away, the 
department will cease to exist.

Yours faithfully

John Hood
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Background

I am a recently resigned (Feb 2013) NSW Rural Fire Service 
(RFS) staff member who copped a bit of flack for supporting the 
VFFA. My reasons for leaving the RFS (staff ranks) were many 
and varied and I don’t feel that this article is an appropriate place 
to discuss them. I am prepared to say that like many other State 
Government jobs the RFS has its fair share of bureaucracy that 
seems to get in the way of simply getting the job done.

In contrast to the above, I am now part of the RFS volunteer 
ranks who like to “get the job done” then get back onto getting 
my own stuff done (I do have a life outside of firefighting).

The bureaucracy that I am referring to is not initiated at all levels 
of RFS administration and much of that bureaucracy is a flow-on 
from other State Government decisions and functions. But there 
is a hell of a lot of bad bureaucratic crap (I’m being polite here) 
that impacts not only RFS volunteers but also RFS functions at 
District level.

Volunteers can rest assured that much of the silly stuff that 
comes down the pipeline from your District was let loose at Head 
Office, the Premiers Department or some other State Government 
agency or organisation.

My experience as a staff member can vouch for many District 
staff members who want what is best for volunteers but are 
obstructed from doing so by Region and / or Head Office rules, 
policies, procedures, protocols and so on.

The RFS

The first point that I would like to make is that I do not stand 
against the Rural Fire Service (RFS) or the Rural Fire Service 
Association (RFSA). I am a huge supporter of the RFS and I’m a 
member of the RFSA.

I also don’t like to attack individuals but I do like to question their 
decisions or the systems in place that may impede those people 
from providing support. (Example: It’s not appropriate to blame 
the RFS Commissioner for a bad decision, it is better to oppose 
the decision itself).

I do not like the way that the RFS and the RFSA are so openly 
opposed to the Volunteer Firefighters Association (VFFA). My 
view is that, any organisation that represents volunteers is an 
organisation that deserves to be heard.

Some may claim that the VFFA does not represent all volunteers 
and that is certainly true, but I would like to remind people that 
the RFSA’s membership is based upon an opt out system rather 
than the VFFA opt in system. Have a look at the most recent RFS 
membership forms to see the RFSA opt out check box. (See 
below)

I’m also confused if I should cross the box or tick the box.

My points are very simple:

1. The State of NSW cannot afford to fight fires without 
volunteers.

2. The volunteers are unpaid workers and recognised as workers 
under Work Health and Safety (WHS) legislation.

3. All workers deserve some type of representation to help 
manage their conditions (obviously wages don’t apply because 
volunteers do their work for free)

4. The RFSA clearly states that they do not get involved in 
industrial matters. The Constitution of the NSW RFSA, 18 
February 2012, clearly states in Section 1.4 that industrial 
activity is prohibited.

5. The RFSA does state that it represents its’ members, but:
RFSA membership is open both to staff and volunteers. This 
could lead to a conflict of interest with some matters. RFS 
volunteers deserve representation that is not a risk of being 
influenced by staff.

6. The RFSA does a lot of great stuff, many of their senior 
representatives are fantastic people full of good intent but the 
RFSA as a whole seems to be “in bed” with the RFS and that 
is not good for volunteers.

The Early Days

I love to catch up with the “old hands”, mainly because they can 
teach young blokes like me a thing or two about firefighting. To 
those of you who know me, yes I’m 50, but I still have plenty of 
good years ahead.

The RFS does have a proud history that was built upon a network 
of Bush Fire Brigades that were once run by landowners and 
supported by Local Government. Now that the NSW State 
Government with a somewhat limited Local Government input 
manages the RFS volunteers, the whole thing has become 
disjointed and ineffective because it has lost that direct 
connection with landowners in rural areas.

I know for a fact that many RFS Districts try hard to maintain 
the ideals of those early times but they are often held back with 
bureaucratic nonsense.

My advice
1. Join the VFFA if you have not already done so.

2. You could also join the RFSA. You may already be a member 
and you don’t know about it, this is the case with many 
volunteers that I have spoken to.

3. Get other volunteers interested in joining the VFFA.

Remember that change is possible if there are sufficient people 
driving that change so get involved and have your say.

Why I Support the VFFA
Report by Mick Holton (Dry Plain Brigade)
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17 January 2013, Coonabarabran.

Hello Friends,

Well it was drought for 18 years, then last year this time it was floods and now a fire storm.

On Sunday 13th a raging fire came out of the National Park straight for us at Barina. A southerly wind change turned the 
fire northwards on our Glenmore property and over into the Timor Road valley. Some 30 homes, 50 farm buildings and 
lots of livestock no longer exist. Within minutes on Glenmore the whole 5,000 acres vaporized taking the historic Glenmore 
homestead and out buildings, equipment and fences.

100 of our very best and priceless Red Brangus stud cows with their amazingly good calves exploded and we have been 
destroying more each day if they are not handling their recovery well. We estimate the total will be close to 200 cows. Red 
Valentino, our lead Red Brangus bull sheltered in the dry Castlereagh river and we are now treating him at home for burns 
to 40% of his body.

Thank goodness Elaine has a big family, we have been overwhelmed with the practical help from family and friends as we 
have been fighting the fire on 3 fronts and upgrading our system of fire breaks and fixed water pumps and hoses. With 
our six 4x4 fire units and two 5,000 litre tanker trucks we have put more than 150,000 litres of water onto the fires as they 
come out of the timber onto the fire breaks. On Tuesday we had 26 people sleeping here over albeit on sleeping for a 
couple of hours at a time. 

Just to make it a tad more interesting we had five visitors drop in from Argentina on Sunday and we have to evacuate them 
to Dubbo today, Thursday. The fires are still active 500 meters from our home on the north side and 2 km on the south 
side with the odd flare up to the west at the end of our valley.

After holding the fire at bay with our family, friends and staff for 2 long days, Coonabarabran is now a sea of big guys in 
yellow fire gear. An air-conditioned city of tents fills the racecourse with a field kitchen that serves enough food to keep the 
Russian Army going. It’s good to have access to some equipment and especially the aerial support, there are some 
40 fire trucks in town and 30 fixed wing aircraft and 6 specialist helicopters operation from the airfield which is on the 
eastern end of our property. We have had to call in airstrikes when big flare-ups occur and one ‘raid’ last night looked like 
Pearl Harbour attack with 9 aircraft attacking the fire nose to tail being directed by a helicopter hovering above.

Had a visit by the Prime Minister today and she called in to a meeting of effected landholders and townsfolk’s, all the right 
words were spoken and ongoing recovery support promised. Our NSW and Federal members were also attending and we 
are grateful for their support.

It has been just amazing the support and offers of assistance from our friends, relatives, neighbours and community during 
this last week. The near endless arrival of food for the ‘front line troops’ at the house has been wonderful. Elaine has 
been busy with the food and accommodation support. We have received several truckloads of hay from caring friends so 
necessary for the remaining 2,000 cattle. 

(Martin has bought most of the cattle up around the Barina homestead out of the timbered areas until the fire front passes 
and there are 400 remaining on the burnt out paddocks at Glenmore) . We had 200 tonnes of hay in our sheds but it is 
going down rapidly at 20 tonnes a day and it’s going to be a while until we get meaningful regrowth when some rain finally 
comes.

We now face the job of looking after calves that no longer have mothers and providing nursing care for the burnt survivors. 
Claudia has come ‘home’ and is really appreciated. Martin has had 2 hours sleep this week and has been directing the 
aerial and ground assault tirelessly.

This message is a bit disjointed but felt compelled to let you know that we appreciate greatly your concern and support at 
this time. We hope to be able to rest up on Saturday when some cooler southerly winds move up and the fire front passes 
away from home. Will send some pictures next edition.

Once again, thank you for your kind thoughts and practical support at this time.

Most sincerely,

Stephen, Elaine, Claudia and Martin.

www.chadwickdowns.com.au

Coonabarabran Fires 2013
The emotional words below are from Stephen, Elaine, Claudia and Martin Lil of “Chadwick Downs” Coonabarabran in 
an email to their friends written four days after the devastating bushfires ravaged their property & stock. This is followed 
by a collage of photos, which are graphic, traumatic & something that clearly fills the heart with much sadness.
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COONABARABRAN FIRES 2013 continued

Valentino, the Brangus Bull – Week 4
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COONABARABRAN FIRES 2013 continued

Coming back from town.Our house to left of trees on the left. Photo taken from 

second gate coming in and would be looking to the south west of the house.

This is Timor Rock my kids used to climb it when they were in the scouting movement.There is not trees or vegetation left on it. Burnt black.

Timor Road where the fire ripped through on the Sunday afternoon.

These are friends of mine, notice the water tank burnt to the water line and if 

you look hard to the left of the tank you can just see the burnt tractor. 

They are still battling with insurance companies.

The burnt rocks in the foreground is where the Warrumbungle National Park 

sign was that was burnt.

This shot is 180 degrees from the above shot and looking back over Bob and 
Janette Fenwick’s place.There was a new fence along that ridge.
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COONABARABRAN FIRES 2013 continued

This is what used to be Miniland. It closed down years ago.

About 20 minutes later behind the stock transport is our new council chambers people were coming out of the shops and their place of business and just standing and watching. We had been told it could come back on town.

Just to compare, this is the Goonoo that went up under NPWS control in 2005.

You can see the observatory through the burnt trees.
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COONABARABRAN FIRES 2013 continued

Monday 27th January 3013

Hello friends,

Thought I had better follow up on my message of Thursday 17th with a progress report on the fire that we didn’t want to 
have. Our heartfelt thanks for your expressions of concern and practical support over these last two weeks of high drama.

Last night and in conjunction with our great neighbors, the Swanson family, we hosted a ‘thankyou BBQ dinner’ for the 60 
friends and rellies that helped to save our homes (and probably the whole town) from the National Park fire.

While keeping the farm business running we have been assessing the damage and tallying up the losses. Insurance will cover 
about 20% but none of the 35 kms of fencing that we are now looking to replace.

Unpacked the “evacuation grab bag” today, put the passport back in the drawer as I can’t afford to travel this year and hung 
up the good suit back in the closet –thought I might be going to a few funerals but remarkably there hasn’t been one from this 
raging inferno.

Elaine’s poddy calf production system is now finely tuned. 24 calves are fed milk twice a day and some of the older ones are 
starting on meal and pellets. It’s good to see their little eyelashes and nose hair starting to grow back. Martin is bringing in 
another 12 calves tomorrow as their dams have burnt teats and the calves can’t get a drink. A big thanks to those who have 
assisted with milk powder and calf pellets. Our Red Brangus bull, Valentino continues his slow road to recovery. Still pretty 
sore and looks a mess. Next big thing will be in 6 months time to see if he can again “cut the mustard” as a stud sire.

The ‘killing fields” are now quiet; hopefully the final “assisted passing” was on Saturday. The loss of our top end Red Brangus 
cows and calves will certainly impact on our bull sales program in 2015 and 16.

We have received some gentle rain over the last week. 50 mm in 4 falls has started regrowth at Glenmore and the place looks 
like a manicured golf course with the odd gully trap and bunkers of ash where there were a patch of blackberries.

We have repaired the boundary fences that were cut up making fire breaks and have been getting cattle back out into the 
outer paddocks again. With some “green pick” now starting to appear, the feedout is reducing back from 20 to 6 tonnes each 
day. Hopefully we will be able to move some cows off onto agistment this week.

New fences are now the challenge and when the materials arrive we will get into erection mode, have been offered manpower 
assistance from the BlazeAid volunteer group when we get all set to go.

Our thoughts are with those now affected by the floods in Qld and Northern NSW, gee we live in a 
weird country . 

Thank you again for your support and for the supplies of hay and calf feed.

Better get back to work.

Stephen, Elaine and Martin.

www.chadwickdowns.com.au

Coonabarabran Two Weeks On

Page 16 Winter 2013  the volunteer fire fighter



January 13th 2013 the day the Warrumbungle Shire will never 
forget as fire erupting out of the Warrumbungle National Park and 
roaring down the Timor Road heading for Coonabarabran. The 
whole community has been affected with some of its resident’s 
homes and businesses totally destroyed. 

With days of extremely hot weather low humidity and electrical 
storms everyone was watching for smoke but no one could have 
imagined what that Sunday was to bring.

On the Saturday I was talking to a friend who lives not far from 
the Park entrance. There was a fire burning in the park and with 
catastrophic fire warnings in place for the Sunday they were 
putting a fire plan in place and moving stock but nothing could 
have prepared them for what was to happen.

On the Sunday it all went horribly wrong and what we had all 
feared for years became reality. From our home some 20K’s east 
of Coonabarabran it was like looking at a giant thunder head 
forming by late afternoon the cloud of smoke was reported 14k’s 
into the air and had traveled to the east 30 or more kilometers.

Standing on our front verandah in the early evening looking to 
the west we witnessed an unbelievable site. Flames leaping 
20 to 30 meters into the air blood red in colour heading in our 
direction on a front that was beyond belief. From where we stood 
it looked like the western edge of town was alight. Then all of a 
sudden the wind changed and the flames died down. The town 
of Coonabarabran was spared it had come very close to the 
western edge of the town but with the wind change it headed the 
fire in the direction of Bugaldie and Baradine more homes farm 
infrastructure and livestock were to be lost.

Coonabarabran has a large age care facility ranging from a self 
care village through to the lodge, hostel, nursing home and 
dementia unit plus the hospital. Medical supplies and bags had 
been packed and all was in place to evacuate the entire facility. 
Some staff had volunteered to accompany the residents. The 
wind change put this on hold but everyone was ready to move if 
needed.

My friends were given 25 minutes to leave. By the time they had 
collected what they could dogs and cats the fire was already 
burning on their property. They lost motor vehicles a tractor 
farm equipment sheds and contents plus all their fencing. Their 
home was damaged along with other infrastructure. They are still 
battling with insurance companies and the emotional effect is 
enormous.

Other friends closer to the park lost everything. The home they 
built themselves farm equipment sheds tools fencing all their 
cattle and all but 17 sheep. Our children attended school and 
were involved in scouting and pony club together. These friends 
have already purchased a house on acreage on the eastern side 
of Coonabarabran to make their home but still have the land near 
the Park to run stock on.

We know a number of the people who lost their homes along 
with other friends who lost everything. In most cases those that 
lost everything have had their insurance claims paid smartly but 
those with damage are still battling with insurance companies. 
One couple we know had their contents insurance ready to pay. 
They were called away on a family medical emergency. They lost 

their house and contents and some of their sheds. The insurance 
company will not honour the policy. 

Listening to these people who have lost everything, material 
goods can be replaced but it is the memories that you can not. 
Like a son or daughter who is expecting there first child and now 
realises that their child hood photos trophies toys books etc have 
all been lost and they will not be able to share these memories 
with their child. The cherished things that we have that belonged 
to our great grandparent’s, grandparent’s,  parents aunts uncles 
gifts and family hand me downs that are no more. That special 
cup saucer and plate or coffee cup that was a gift form someone 
special in your life. Handkerchiefs that belonged to your great 
grandmother, grandmother or mother that you may have been 
keeping to give to your granddaughter for her wedding gone. 
Tools books and other keepsakes that have been handed down 
all gone.

Within hours accommodation was being offered, vacant farm 
cottages along with other accommodation, motels offered rooms 
for those who had to be evacuated. People opened their homes 
to those who needed a bed.

Day after day we watched as fires would flare up and take off 
again with most burning in mountainous terrain. The following 
Friday was a particularly bad day and all efforts where being 
made to protect the TV tower. This tower is a repeater for the 
TV networks but also carries vital infrastructure for emergency 
services plus mobile network broadband radio etc. When this 
tower was built it was open country all around it and you could 
see for miles now the trees are growing up beside it and you 
can not see anything. I had to go to town on that Friday morning 
to have a tyre repaired. The sky was an eerier colour from the 
smoke and flames people were coming out and standing in the 
main street just looking in the direction of the fire as reports were 
that it might come back towards town.

My children have said no matter where you go there is always 
some one who has lived here knows some one from here has 
family living here or has passed through. Within hours people 
from all over were collecting goods and bringing them to Coona. 
The donations of money and goods, has been overwhelming.

Within days Blazeaid had arrived to help put up fences. They 
started from the Park boundary and started fencing the boundary 
road fences towards town. Blazeaid is an organisation that was 
created after the Victorian fires. They consist of people all willing 
to help others, all volunteers. The grey nomads are part of this 
organisation. The call goes out and people start arriving from 
all over along with student’s backpackers and other farmers all 
willing to help.

Our annual Show was on a few weeks after the fires and some of 
the wives of the Blazeaid group acted as judges and stewards. 
Sitting around over lunch at the Show they shared stories of what 
they had been up to, they are amazing people and enjoy helping 
others Blazeaid has been a breath of fresh air for many farming 
families. It is not only the cost of the materials but the time it 
takes to put these fences back up. In the early days the first lot 
of landowners had to supply the fencing material and help if they 
could the Blazeaid volunteers put up the fence. I know my friends 
have paid for their fencing material and also had to purchase 

A Disaster Waiting to Happen
Report by Juleen Young
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A DISASTER WAITING TO HAPPEN continued

tools to do the fencing as their fencing tools had been lost in the 
fire. Days after the fire donations of fencing materials started to 
arrive in town. Some properties have lost over $200,000 worth of 
fencing not to mention the houses sheds tools and equipment. It 
is only when you go to do something and go to get the tools and 
equipment that you realise you don’t have them anymore.

Farmers that live out near the towers that were burnt out when 
they dropped the incendiaries are at a loss of how they are going 
to replace the fencing in the mountainous terrain. These fences 
would have been put in, in the late 1800,s or early 1900’s. Pack 
horses would have been used to haul the wire and equipment 
needed up the mountains.

The wooden posts would have been cut and split on site erecting 
the fence as they went. These farmers in today’s economic times 
will never be able to afford to replace these fences. 

The anger is now coming out. With the weather forecasts that 
was predicted for the Sunday why wasn’t every effort made to 
put the fire out on the Saturday.

The green mentality of the bureaucracy and culture that has 
developed within our State the Native Vegetation Act that 
prevents landowners and farmers from clearing around their 
homes and buildings to make them safe. Under the Native 
Vegetation Act you are not allowed to clear any reasonable and 
practical distance but one size does not fit all and especially when 

you live within the vicinity of a heavily timbered National Park and 
the valleys that surround it.

The Warrumbungle National Park is unique in that it was the 
residents of the area that went to Government and said this 
area should be made a National Park. Land was donated by 
landowners to form the Park and now it has gone and will never 
return to the state it was prior to the firer. It will regenerate but will 
not come back to what it was.

Some of the farms that surround the Park have been in the family 
since the 1800’s. The current generation has asked of the older 
generation did you your father or grandfather ever have horrific 
fires like this. The answer was no and when asked why the reply 
was we used to flick a match in the autumn to reduce the fuel 
loads and the country was a lot more open. The fuel loads were 
never allowed to build up to the levels they were in January.

One ranger told some visitors that some of this country had not 
been burnt for over 60 years.  

There is a strong community spirit here which makes it a great 
place to live. People pull together and help out where ever 
needed. They don’t wait to be asked they just do it. Within hours 
plans were being put in place to supply help where it was needed 
and find accommodation for those who had lost their homes. 
It will take a long time for things to get back to some sort of 
normality. 

WE COME TO YOU !

Delivering ACEQUA approved 
courses in:
• Apply First Aid HLTFA311A
• CPR HLTCPR211A
• Course in the Emergency Management of 

Asthma 22024VIC
• First Aid Management of Anaphylaxis 

22099VIC

Specialists in Baby & Child 
related first aid
Delivering practical, relevant and engaging 
information and demonstration sessions on 
the most important child related first aid any 
parent to be, parent, grandparent, friend or 
relative should learn!
Sessions include:
• First Aid For Families: 2 hours only
• Baby Shower Presentations: 

the perfect gift for ‘parents to be’

Where: we come to you

When: 7 days a week

Group size: Min 5

Courses can be combined
or delivered separately

Where: we come to you

When: 7 days a week

Group size: Min 6

Babies and children are 
welcome to attend

FUNDRAISING OPPORTUNITIES ARE 
AVAILABLE WITH ALL OUR COURSES
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I’m writing as the Deputy Group Captain of the Warrumbungle 
Mountain Group and the Captain of the Uargon RFS. 

The Warrumbungle National Park fire started on Saturday 
afternoon the 12th January 2013, on the eve of a forecasted 
catastrophic fire day, perhaps one of the worst predicted for 
many years.

On the Saturday afternoon the fire was attended to by local RFS 
crews, NPWS crews and Aircraft. It’s well documented that at 
8pm on the Saturday night, the NP&WS crews were told to go 
home as their hours were up and to rest for the following day. 
This decision may well have resulted in 95% of the Warrumbungle 
National Park, as well as many private properties, 53 homes, 
outbuildings, animals within the park, livestock and many 
kilometres of fencing being destroyed on private properties.

The following 10 to 15 hours on the Saturday night and Sunday 
morning were critical and every effort should have been made of 
this time to bring the fire under control as it was only about 20 ha 
in size. 

As the Deputy Group Captain of this area, the Fire Control Office 
did not see fit to advise me of the fire.  After hearing of the fire 
on the Saturday evening via the RFS website, I rang the Fire 
Control Office and was told “not to worry it was under control”. If 
commonsense had prevailed, we would have been asked to get 
as many RFS crews in as possible to get this fire under control 
before the horrific weather arrived that was forecast for Sunday. 
As little was done on Saturday night, the NP&WS crews returned 
on Sunday morning to start their back burning. How could 
anyone think of back burning on a day that had been advertised 
all week as a catastrophic fire day?  Due to stupidity and a 
complete lack of commonsense and poor pre incident planning, 
the fire got away thus burning more than 40,000 ha.

At 11am on Sunday morning, the fire was declared a Section 
44. Still I was not advised in fact the first message I got from the 
Fire Control Centre, was at 5pm on the Sunday afternoon with a 
general text to a wide area that the fire was totally out of control.

Being declared a Section 44 saw over the following days, with 
only one exception, Divisional Commanders brought in from 
outside of the district to organise different sections of the fire. 
These Divisional Commanders didn’t know the local area & on 
many occasions, these Divisional Commanders took absolutely 
no notice of local Deputy Group Captains, Captains, Deputy 
Captains and landholders, which resulted in many disasters.

One notable disaster was the back burning of an area around 
Mt. Cenn Cruaich, which houses all of the Emergency Services 
Radio, TV, Mobile Phone Towers etc. This back burn was 
organised at the Fire Control Centre by NP&WS planners with 
the planners having no knowledge of the area, conditions of the 
tracks that they were to back burn from or asking for any local 
knowledge or advising relevant Captains of Brigades around the 
area of what they planned to do. 

To protect the infrastructure, incendiaries were dropped by plane 
without having adequate containment lines in place. There was 
no consideration as to how many properties were going to be 
burnt out. That night after the incendiaries were dropped, they 
were to back burn approximately 6km from the Tonduron Spire to 
Mt. Cenn Cruaich. The Divisional Commander (who was from out 
of this area) in control of this back burn, had not seen this area 
in daylight and had not inspected the trail before starting to back 
burn. The track they were to back burn from was one bulldozer 
width wide with a huge amount of undergrowth on each side 
and trees touching over the track and no areas to turn around, 
making this a very dangerous area to be back burning.

Dear Commissioner, 
Why Not Use Local Knowledge? 

Report by Michael Bowman, Deputy Group Captain
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DEAR COMMISSIONER, WHY NOT USE LOCAL KNOWLEDGE? continued

After hearing of these plans indirectly, I took 3 fire trucks along 
the track that they were to back burn. I advised the Divisional 
Commander that the track that he was to back burn was 
dangerous. 

He had no alternative to continue to try and back burn in a very 
dangerous situation as the incendiaries were in place hours 
earlier. The following day 5 fire trucks were trapped on this track 
as a tree had fallen in front of them and they had no way of 
turning around. 

Through bad planning, many lives were put at risk. They had had 
three days to put a decent fire break through this area. 

The back burn got out of control (yet another back burn causing 
disaster) burning 6000 ha of private land. 

As the Captain of the Uargon Rural Fire Service for 25 years, and 
many years as a Group Captain and Deputy Group Captain, I’ve 
had control of three major fires in this area. The third of these 
fires, which started in January 2002, was the Bull Mountain 
fire which was on the western boundary of the Warrumbungle 

National Park. After several days we had this fire under control. 

There was no need for back burning, but that night the NP&WS lit 

a 2.5km back burn without any thought as to the fact the fire was 

actually under control, and there was no fire break to the north. 

The NP&WS did not consult with me as the controller of the fire 

on the fire ground as to whether the back burn was necessary. 

The back burn got out of control and the fire was then declared a 

Section 44 and trebled in size, causing huge expense to the tax 

payer.

It is obvious the RFS has a huge problem in the way it conducts 

the management of large bushfires. Control is being taken 

away from the local Captains, Deputy Group Captains and their 

invaluable local knowledge of the fire ground and the districts in 

which they live and work, is being ignored. It makes no sense that 

Captains are ignored during a Section 44.

The lives of volunteers are being put at risk by the environmental 

restrictions imposed by the Green bureaucracy of our State, 

which the RFS is bound to abide by.
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Mt Forest Yarrabin Fire 2013

Photo Gallery
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MT FOREST YARRABIN FIRE 2013 continued
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The weather forecast indicated that the 
day would be tough if a bushfire broke 
out. High temperatures and winds up to 
50 kilometres per hour. The grass was 
tinder dry and the humidity very low. 
All the makings for a very difficult day if 
something happened. 

I was in the small village of Tarcutta on 
the Hume Highway in the south of NSW. 
At mid morning, I heard a call on the PMR 
radio saying that there had been a report 
of a fire outbreak on the Mates Gully 
Road, 5 kilometres from Tarcutta. I have 
a radio in my work vehicle because I am 
captain of Borambola Bush Fire Brigade 
which is located northwest of Tarcutta.

I travelled along the Mates Gully Road 
as it is the direct route to our fire station. 
When I passed the fire it was burning 
along the edge of the road and only very 
small but I had no fire fighting equipment 
so I drove straight past the fire towards 
the fire station.

When our brigade tankers arrived the fire 
had crossed the Mates Gully Road and 
was burning towards the southeast with 
the prevailing wind. We attempted to 
narrow the spread of the fire by working 
along the flank but were greatly hampered 
by the presence of a disused railway line 
which completely blocked access to the 
fire and presented great danger to any 
firefighters trapped between the firefront 
and the line.  The fire was very difficult 
to contain because of the hilly terrain, 
the fuel load and the weather conditions. 
The temperature was high and the wind 
direction was shifting sometimes as much 
as 90 degrees. At times the wind was 
blowing strongly, probably in excess of 
50 kilometres per hour.

Tarcutta Brigade were working on the 
eastern front of the fire so Borambola 
brigade operated on the western side of 
the fire ground, seeking to narrow the 
spread of the fire. 

NSW Fire and Rescue attended and 
provided property protection for the 
nearby farm houses and village which 
was great because it allowed the RFS 
crews to continue the battle against the 
fire. 

Most of the RFS units concentrated on 
protecting the village and attempting 
to prevent the fire from crossing the 
Hume Highway. The highway formed 
a considerable barrier to the fire as it 
crosses the Tarcutta Creek in the area 
impacted by the fire. This, combined with 
some excellent work by RFS volunteers 
prevented the fire from spreading south 
east from the highway.

I received two graders on the western 
side of the fire. These units did some 
excellent work in creating a break which 
we were able to use to backburn and 
prevent the fire from widening its front. 
Unfortunately one of the grader operators 
lost control of his machine on some steep 
terrain. The grader rolled down the steep 
slope, narrowly missing a fire truck and 
plunged into a dry gully at the bottom of 
the hill. 

The volunteers could not find the 
operator at first as he had fallen out of 
his machine, through a blackberry bush 
into the creekbed below his grader. They 
heard him and then punched through 
the blackberry bush to rescue him. The 
ambulance and volunteer rescue people 
rapidly responded to our calls and 
provided expert care. 

The grader operator suffered severe facial 
lacerations, cracked ribs and severe 
bruising but, considering what had 
happened, escaped with relatively minor 
injuries. The grader was damaged beyond 
repair

While all this was happening I received a 
radio call saying another fire had broken 
out on the western side of the Borambola 
district and was burning into our brigade 
area. We dispatched one of our tankers 
even though there was insufficient 
equipment for the fire we were already 
working on.

Fortunately the second fire burned into 
a lucerne paddock and some lagoons 
near the Murrumbidgee River. This gave 
the volunteers working on this fire an 
opportunity to contain it before it could 
spread.

While all this was happening a driver 
crashed her car on the Sturt Highway in 
the Borambola district. The car caught fire 
and threatened to create further mayhem. 
Fortunately for our district a task force 
which was travelling to the Tarcutta fire 
was able to attend and contain the fire to 
the vehicle and immediate surrounds. The 
driver was not seriously injured.

We spent the remainder of the day and 
the night ensuring that the Tarcutta fire 
did not escape its containment lines. 

The next morning we received 
magnificent assistance from Victorian 
CFA crews which were able to travel up 
to Tarcutta to assist the efforts of the local 
volunteers. The Tarcutta and adjoining 
brigades worked for the following week 
ensuring that numerous flare ups did not 
cause any further problems.

The combined efforts of all the agencies 
involved meant that no homes were lost. 
Around 70 kilometres of fencing, many 
sheep and some farm buildings were 
burnt but considering the conditions the 
losses could have been much greater.

The control of these fires was a 
magnificent example of what can be 
achieved when all the agencies and 
volunteers work together in a coordinated 
manner towards a common goal.

A Tough Day at Tarcutta
Report by Alan Brown, Group Captain, Riverina Zone, NSW Rural Fire Service

Alan 
Brown

The grader hit this creek at approximately 50 kilometres per hour. The grader was wrecked but the driver escaped 
although he was injured.

the volunteer fire fighter  Winter 2013 Page 23



In an earlier article, “Don’t Mention the FU.. Word”, we discussed 

the importance of recognizing what constituted fuel under 

extreme conditions and how this influenced the chances of 

survival in motor vehicles and houses. In this article I want 

to discuss the structure and rating of forest fuels, how this is 

being used to provide a fuel variable for the prediction of forest 

fire behaviour, and how the system can be used to assess the 

relative hazard of different vegetation in you area.

In the past the load of fine fuels less than 6 mm diameter on 

the forest floor was used to predict fire behaviour. This was 

unsatisfactory because:

• Litter is spatially very variable, so a large number of samples are 

required to get a good estimate of the mean fuel load.

• Sampling was prone to considerable bias if the locations of 

samples were not selected randomly.

• Samples often included non flammable soil and rocks.

• Samples included fuels of different density which had 

different burning characteristics. Some of the fuel, like the 

tightly compacted duff layer, either did not burn or burnt by 

smoldering long after the flames had passed.

• Other fuel like shrubs and bark were not included in the 

sample. 

A reasonable estimate of the fine fuels in the surface layer can 

be obtained by a system of stratified subjective sampling. In this 

system the operators visually selects areas that they assess as 

having light medium or heavy fuel loads and are representative of 

the forest fuels as a whole. While this system removes much of 

the operator bias it is rarely done.

In developing a new guide to forest fire behaviour we wanted to 

find out if we could characterise the structure of the forest fuels 

and determine if this could be confidently related to the speed of 

the fire and the height of the flames. The system had to be easy 

to use and robust, i.e., different operators would come up with 

the same answer.

The structure of any vegetation can be readily visually stratified 

into layers of different density. The average height of the top of 

each layer can be identified and measured, even when the layer is 

widely clumped, because it is largely determined by the age and 

growth habit of the vegetation in that layer. 

The structure of the vegetation in a dry eucalypt forest can be 

identified in 6 layers of different density as illustrated in  

Figure 1. The difference in density of each layer is obvious, 

although difficult to measure. The species composition of each 

layer is relatively unimportant, however, each layer contributes to 

the process of a fire spreading through the fuel. We examined the 

physical characteristics within each layer and how it burnt.

Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the structure of the fuel in a dry eucalypt forest. 
The numbers identify the layers in the text: 1. Canopy; 2. Intermediate; 
3. Elevated fuel; 4. Near-surface fuel; 5. Surface fuel; 6 Duff; 7. Mineral soil. 
The column labeled Bulk Density illustrates the relative density of each layer.

1. Canopy layer

The density of the tree crown and the amount of dead fuel in the 

crown influence how easily the crown will burn. The fraction of the 

canopy occupied by tree crowns influences the ability of fire to 

spread through the canopy layer. A eucalypt forest has little dead 

material in the crown and the density of the canopy layer is too 

sparse for fire to be sustained in the crown unless supported by 

an intense ground fire. 

2. Intermediate layer

The self-pruning habit of eucalypts creates an intermediate layer 

where density of the fuel is lower than the canopy or the lower 

layers. The main fuel is the bark on the boles and upper branches 

of the trees and the crowns of regenerating trees, if present. 

The intermediate layer is important for assessing the overall fuel 

hazard in a forest. 

Trees with flammable bark (e.g. stringy barks) provide the ladder 

fuels that enable surface fires to burn up into the canopy to 

form crown fires. Fibrous-barked trees provide the firebrands 

responsible for short-distance spotting, while trees that produce 

long streamers of bark (e.g. candlebarks) provide the firebrands 

that are capable of igniting spotfires many kilometers ahead 

of the main fire. On the other hand, forests that are comprised 

of mainly smooth-barked trees (e.g. spotted gum) have a low 

spotting potential and rarely carry crown fires unless there is a 

large quantity of fuel in the lower layers. 

Structure and 
Rating of Forest Fuels
Report by Phil Cheney
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STRUCTURE AND RATING OF FOREST FUELS continued

3. Elevated fuel layer

Elevated fuels include the understorey shrubs, juvenile plants that 
may grow into the canopy and intermediate layers, and dead 
material such as bark and twigs supported in the shrubs. The 
components of the elevated fuel layer generally have an upright 
orientation and are spatially variable. The elevated fuels generally 
burn as a result of the fire in the fuels beneath them but, when the 
do burn, they affect both the height and erratic behaviour of the 
flames. Characteristics used to describe the elevated fuel layer 
are the height, the fraction of the ground covered by these fuels, 
and the proportions of live and dead material in the layer.

4. Near-surface fuel layer

This layer contains grasses, sedges, low shrubs and the base 
stems of the taller shrubs that have leaves, twigs and bark 
suspended within them. The orientation of the fuel component is 
variable, but there is a substantial proportion of upright material 
which clearly divides this layer from the surface fuel layer. The 
height of the near-surface fuel, the fraction of ground cover, 
and the fraction of dead material determine the near-surface 
fuel hazard. These factors are related to the type of vegetation, 
and time since the last fire but it is not necessary to know this 
to quantify the layer. The near-surface fuel layer is the first to dry 
after rain and always burns.

5. Surface fuel layer

The surface fuel layer is comprised of leaves, bark, twigs, and 
fruits and other material from the layers of vegetation above it. 
This layer makes up around 80% to the total load of fine fuel in 
the forest. The orientation of the of the fuel particles is mostly 
horizontal and readily compacted. The amount of fuel that burns 
depends on the moisture levels of the fuel bed and the time after 
rain. Even in a dry fuel bed, only a portion of the fuel burns by 
flaming combustion, the remainder by smouldering combustion. 
The continuity of surface fuel, the fuel depth and the fine fuel load 
are used to quantify this layer.

6. Duff layer

The duff layer is the layer of decomposing material below the 
surface fuels. It can be difficult to separate from the both the litter 
layer and the mineral soil below it. It is often partially included in 
the samples of surface fuel load. Samples of the duff layer need 
to be sieved to remove inorganic material from the soil below. It 
burns by smouldering combustion under drought conditions long 
after the flames in the surface fuels have passed.

7. Mineral soil

The mineral soil does not contain enough organic matter to burn.

Discussion

We found that the fire spread process in a dry eucalypt forest 
was dominated by combustion in the near-surface fuel layer. 
The tall flames at the front of the fire lasted 10-15 seconds and 
came from the fine material less than 2.5mm thickness in the 

near-surface fuel and the very top of the surface fuel layer. Behind 

the tall flames were shorter flames that resulted from the fire 

burning downwards into the surface fuel layer. The short flames 

lasted from 1-2 minutes. The bulk of the surface fuel layer burnt 

by smouldering combustion which could last up to 20 minutes in 

very deep fuel beds.

As the fire danger increased and the fires spread faster, flames 

burnt up into the elevated shrub fuels then up the bark into 

the canopy of the forest. We found that we could get a better 

estimate of rate of spread in dry forests if we used the height 

of the near-surface fuel and the near-surface fuel hazard rating 

instead of fine fuel load.

This structure can be applied to any vegetation type. Some of the 

layers may not be present as illustrated in Figure 2. By identifying 

the various layers of different density one can get an appreciation 

of how the fuel complex will burn, and the changes that occur as 

fire danger increases.

A numerical hazard rating of a particular fuel can be assessed by 

assigning a value for both cover and hazard of each layer. The 

rating should be straight-forward. We used only 5 classes for 

cover: 0 = not present; 4 = 100% cover. 

Figure 2 illustrates how the fuel is clumped and how the fraction 

of cover can be easily estimated by taking a reasonable area (say 

10x10m) and estimating how much of the ground is covered by 

each layer. We are not looking for a high degree of precision, 

and where the layer is dispersed, a larger area may need to be 

examined to get an appreciation of the fraction of cover.

Figure 2. Spinifex in the Gibson desert WA. In this vegetation only the near-surface 
fuel and the elevated fuel layers are present. The fraction of cover is around 50% or 
class 2.

A similar process was used for rating the hazard of the fuel. 

However, in this case one has to have an appreciation of the 

most flammable condition in order to compare each layer with 

this standard. For example, for rating bark condition in the 

intermediate layer, the most flammable and hazardous bark 

structure is messmate stringy-bark which has loose flammable 

bark extending up into the branchlets. If we rate this as 4, and the 

and trees with completely smooth bark, such as spotted gum, as 

zero then we can easily compare other bark types and rate them 

accordingly.
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STRUCTURE AND RATING OF FOREST FUELS continued

This system is a common sense approach to rating different fuel 
types. What you see is what you get. There are several illustrated 
field guides such as Gould et al (2007), which should be available 
from the Rural Fire Service that provide templates for scoring 
fuel hazard. However, even without these guides, looking at fuels 
in this way will help you appreciate the likely fire behaviour in 
different vegetation types.

More importantly, the system allows you to identify where the 
hazard lies, and the steps that can be taken to reduce the fire 
threat more effectively than considering total fine fuel load alone. 
Practical considerations include:

• Do the trees have a large amount of dead material in the 
canopy hidden by the outer green leaves? 

• Should fibrous-barked trees near houses or firebreaks be 
removed or replaced by smooth-barked trees to reduce 
spotting?

• Should shrub layers be cut or flattened to reduce flame 
heights?

• Is there a deep layer of litter and duff or introduced mulch that 
will smoulder for a long time and create suppression problems, 
or a threat, after the flames have passed?

• Are there layers missing that might cause a sudden jump in fire 
behaviour as conditions worsen?

As noted earlier it is not necessary to be highly precise in the 
rating but rather use the system to gain an appreciation of how 
fires are likely to behave as they burn progressively into each 
layer.

Reference

Gould JS. WL McCaw, NP Cheney, PF Ellis, S Mathews (2007). Ensis-CSIRO, Canberra 
ACT and Department of Environment and Conservation, Perth, WA.

Back in 2006 both RFS Commissioner Phil Koperberg and 
NPWS Dr Tony Fleming agreed to accept the Canobolas Model. 
This entailed RFS David Hoadley and NPWS Alex Green being 
seconded to work on developing the model, working with the 
rural community holding some 80 ‘gum tree’ meetings involving 
those affected.

Before we start to explain the plan itself we have to recognise and 
understand that to actually get this model considered by those in 
power, the RFS members who make up the VFFA, dug their heels 
in. We realised the dangers and implications across the board of 
the lack of management processes in regards to wildfire and its 
suppression within National Parks and public land. That is why 
we refused to enter such potentially dangerous fire grounds

without a change to the pro-active management processes in 
place at the time. The VFFA team finally got the ear of both the 
RFS and the NPWS and they, realising the position they were 
now in, delegated two of their members to liaise with us. They 
took on board our demands and laid out criteria necessary for the 
basis of the Canobolas Model. Alex Green from National Parks, 
now Vic Parks in Victoria and David Hoadley, Zone Manager 
of Canobolas RFS Orange then worked studiously with us to 
get what is now know as the Canobolas Plan. There where 
something like 80 ‘Gum Tree’ type meetings with the community 
and volunteer fire fighters around the area. We owe a big thank 
you to both Alex and David for driving this plan and making it into 
reality. 

The VFFA met with Dr Fleming in 2006 and out of that discussion 
Dr Fleming stated he would incorporate some 360 National Parks 
and Reserves into that model.

That very same year both the RFS and NPWS signed off on the 
Canobolas Model in Sydney.

From what we are aware of the RFS and NPWS have agreed 
to the Canobolas Model but we are still waiting to see it 
implemented across the State. 

The Question

After the past fire season, when catastrophic fires ravaged 
our National Parks, where the hell is it? 

There is no sign of it anywhere that we know of.

RFS Commissioner Shane Fitzsimmons at the State Independent 
Hazard Reduction Audit Panel meeting in Orange November 
2012 said he didn’t know anything about it despite being asked 
three times about this model.

In February this year RFS Deputy Commissioner Robin Rogers 
said on ABC radio interview that the Canobolas Model was split 
up into the Bush Fire Risk Management Plan, if this is the case 
where the hell is it?

Well, the VFFA is saying to you Deputy Commissioner do you 
or don’t you want this plan to be implemented to cover NPWS, 
Crown Lands and Private Lands? It seems that the model has 
been broken up and buried so that it’s no longer effective. 
We believe this is what has happened because we are having 
problems finding where this model is being used anywhere 
Deputy Commissioner! 

At a recent Captains’ meeting the President of the VFFA was 
invited to attend. It focused on the Warrumbungle National Park 
fires. The question was asked: how long would these fires have 
run had the Canobolas Model been implemented?

Canobolas Model – Where is it?

Page 26 Winter 2013  the volunteer fire fighter



CANOBOLAS MODEL – WHERE IS IT? continued

The grass-roots Captains said that the blazes would have been 
contained within two days. What does that tell you?

“The Canobolas Plan” 

What is it? 

I’m sure most readers have heard of it but very few have actually 
read the document or understand how or where it came from 
or what it stands for. For this reason we decided to publish the 
document for everyone to read and appreciate its common 
sense approach to fire fighting and mitigation. We are sure most 
readers will appreciate the experienced fire fighters approach and 
common sense entrenched in the Canobolas Plan, which evolved 
from RFS and NPWS and with a lot of community input. We felt 
at the time that for the first time we had been listened to and 
something positive would be the result. 

WRONG AGAIN.

The plan was implemented into the Goobang Park and worked 
fine for a while. It has now been allowed to slip into obscurity. 
The only reason we can see for the non-implementation of the 
scheme after it was agreed to, was the fact that it was not the 
brain child of someone from RFS Head Office: it made too much 
common sense to bureaucrats who felt challenged by the input of 
those at the bottom of the ladder.

What is the Canobolas Model?

From the Volunteer Fire Fighters view, it’s about an all-over 
bushfire plan that covers the problems associated with fire risk 
management in National Parks & Public and Private Lands.

The key objectives of the Canobolas Model are:

1. Protection of Life, Property and Community assets from the 
adverse impact of fire.

2. To utilise ecologically sustainable development principles in 
managing fire in the landscape.

Scope of the plan:
1. Identifies level of RISK across the zone.

2. Puts in place strategies, which can and will be implemented 
to manage the risk identified across the zone. All agencies are 
to be involved with the development of the plan and whilst 
every area may have their own burn plan; they recognise the 
BIG PICTURE and how it fits together – in fact they assist with 
the implementation of preventive works.

Canobolas Model

1. Fire Trails — Boundary trails to be 60m wide each side of 
a boundary fence – first 20m to be graded, next 20m to be 
cleared of all timber which can be grassed up. Next 20m to 
be clear of all trees because of the risk of amber attack and 
spot overs.

2. Internal Fire Trails — 2x4x2 Trails, which means 4m of graded 
trail, 2m either side to be clear of timber or heavy scrub so 
that brigade trucks can pass or overtake one another.

3. Turning Bays — every 250/500m so that in the event of an 
emergency, fire crews can escape and thus be able to turn 
around and leave the area easily.

4. Hazard Reduction Burns —to be carried out in a period of 
time that is identified by the BFMC and the Group Captains, 
Captains and Local Brigades.

This is all about reducing the fuel loading in National Parks 

and on Private Land. Fuel loadings are to be identified by 

conducting studies in the field and relaying back data to be 

mapped and prioritised. Once this has been done, controlled 

burns should be done in a Mosaic pattern, as suggested 

below:

Burning Periods: 1-4 yrs hazard burn /cool burn, this would 

be done in high fuel loaded country. Burning at the right time 

would cause little damage to the environment and result in a 

good outcome for all.

10-15yrs; slightly less fuel loaded country.

15-25yrs; areas identified by mapping.

25- 30yrs; less fuel loaded country.

30-40yrs; fairly sparse country.

5. National Parks or other Areas – Cut into sections so that in 
the event of fire breaking out, we the Fire Fighters have a 
chance to contain the fire in that area, with whatever action is 
required. eg. back burning.

6. Water in National Parks — Water storage in Parks is essential 
for fire fighting brigade trucks. A quick turnaround is required 
for filling trucks e.g. 45 minutes. If a Fire truck is empty, it is 
out of action and the quicker it is back at the fire scene the 
better.

This we believe would give us, the fire fighters, a fair chance in 

controlling major fires in these Public Lands with commonsense 

outcomes and major cost savings to NSW.

BULLYING
Sadly, the VFFA has received a number of Volunteer complaints regarding bullying within the RFS. 

We are currently investigating and compiling evidence in a number of cases that are occurring around the State.
If you feel that you have or are being bullied, we ask you to please send details to us at:

feedback@volunteerfirefighters.org.au 
Your privacy will be assured. A comprehensive article regarding bullying will appear in our next issue.
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Attitudes to Fire 
and the Environment

Report by Neil Barraclough

In 1842 W A Brodribb, led a party into Gippsland and described 
his travels in the book “Recollections of an Australian Squatter”. 
Starting in the Port Albert area he travelled extensively through 
much South Gippsland into Central Gippsland. He describes the 
rivers as being lined with dense vegetation and the county as 
open and grassy.

“We came to a rather large river, lined with large gum trees, 
and a dense forest of small trees and shrubs of great variety 
– extending for more than a quarter of a mile on each side of 
the river at intervals;

Outside of the scrubs were long grassy plains, intersected 
occasionally with belts of forest.”

He also made the following statement:

“The natives had burnt all the grass at Gippsland late in the 
summer. Heavy rains must have fallen before we reached there 
in March (Autumn). The whole country was very green. It had 
the appearance of young corn fields; the young grass was 
about six inches high.”

Between Yarram and Sale he describes the Aborigines stalking 
kangaroos by placing themselves between the setting sun 
and the kangaroo so the kangaroo was looking into the sun. 
His observations would never have been made in the forests 
in the area today, with minimal burning in the past they have 
become much more overgrown. As a result when fires do 
occur they are much hotter than they were in pre-European 
times. Notes presented to the Royal Society of Victoria in 1890 
by Alfred Howitt also very clearly indicate that the overgrown 
forests of today are nothing like the open country the explorers 
encountered and Howitt clearly states that it was the end of the 
Aboriginal burning that caused the change.

Aboriginal burning was most likely more complex than we think, 
some 20 odd years ago I spoke with an Elder, the Late Phillip 
Pepper and among other things he told me that his ancestors 
regularly burnt the country but deliberately left cover for the game 
they hunted along rivers, creeks and swamps by keeping fire out 
of it. This explains Brodbrib’s description of the rivers. 

I’ve read the Aborigines got in excess of 60% of the calories in 
their diet from bulbs and tubers and references to them burning 
when the tuberous plants were dormant in late Summer and early 
Autumn to reduce the competition from grass species. 

From observations of the early explorers it is likely that the more 
fertile soil was managed more intensely and the less fertile soil soil 
burnt less frequently for the more traditionally accepted reasons 
of providing a green pick for the animals they hunted. These 
areas would have had a competition between grass species that 
have evolved to burn regularly to reduce competition from shrubs 
and shrubs that have evolved to burn less regularly and burn hot 
to reduce/eliminate competition from the grass species.

The fertile land was generally selected for farming and the less 
fertile areas with competition between shrubs and grasses 
remaining and these are our public forests today.

The next stage in the change occurs after a build up of fuel, dry 
leaves, sticks and understory shrubs and it is burnt in a hot fire. 
Black Saturday’s fires passed near the forest in the picture above 
and there was enough fuel to create a very hot fire, it took out the 
canopy and germinated all the fire promoting shrubs that have 
evolved to burn hot to eliminate grassy competition. Both photo’s 
taken on the South Gippsland Highway between Giffard and 
Woodside.

There was enough fuel to create a fire of enormous intensity and 
it would have eliminated virtually all the animals, and as it was in 
the night, virtually all the birds in its path. Kangaroo’s wallabies, 
possums, and gliders all would have been largely eliminated and 
all common in the area in pre-European times. 
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ATTITUDES TO FIRE AND THE ENVIRONMENT continued

These have all evolved to only have one young a year, an 
evolutionary response that could have only occurred if they 
weren’t being virtually eliminated from large areas to re-colonize 
after fires. We now have a dense understorey that can’t be burnt 
in anything other than a very hot fire which will once again take 
out any native animals that have re-colonized and much of the 
few million hectares burnt out in 1998, 2003, 2006-7 and 2009 is 
in this situation and it comprises the catchments of many of our 
important rivers.

Because of our neglect of the forests in relation to regular cool 
burning the only time they are subject to fire is when we can’t 
control the fire because of drought and weather so they are burnt 
out under the worst possible conditions, with a very high fuel 
load.

Not too far away we have the town of Loch Sport nestled 
amongst the scrub and only one road as an escape route 
through a National Park that has had very little management since 
becoming a Park. 

What has been passed down to me anecdotally is that the early 
settlers burnt the forests virtually annually, in the cooler part of 
the year and soon after you couldn’t see where the fire had been, 
not harming the banksias and other larger shrubs. It hasn’t had 
the regular burns with Parks management and the photo shows 
the flammable scrub right up to the side of the road that residents 
would have to use if they choose to leave in the event of a fire.

Now large areas are being subject to prescribed burning, the 
burns have been too early in the year and done in the wrong 
manner. The perimeter of the area to be burnt is lit up and 
incendiaries shot into the middle or dropped in from the air. 

This creates a very hot fire that traps all the birds and animals 
(which haven’t evolved to re-colonize such events).

Their “ecological burn” was hot enough to kill mature banksias in 
some places and likely mature eucalypts as well and it will only 
germinate more fire promoting shrubs. It was a total disregard for 
the environment by the environment managers. 

When in government either party has mismanaged the bush in 
relation to insufficient burning and the burning that has been done 
has been entirely for political ends without consideration for the 

environment. Native vegetation and planning laws are preventing 
people from making their homes defendable in the event of a fire, 
well documented at 

http://elthamsdeathtrap.com/elthamsdeathtrap.pdf 

In nearby Loch Sport a petition to the Wellington Shire was widely 
supported to have dead vegetation and dry undergrowth cleaned 
up along a walking track through a foreshore reserve managed 
by the DSE the dead vegetation is along the back quite a number 
of houses. The petition also raised the issue of the single road 
access to Loch Sport in the event of a fire.

Since the very early 80’s I have been calling for more prescribed 
burning, however in recent years I have been, along with many 
experienced bushmen, been calling for changes in the manner 
that burning is being done. 

At a meeting in Omeo on 28/11/08 convened by the East 
Gippsland Wildfire Taskforce Inc I successfully moved the 
following motion-

That while supporting the need for far more protective 
burning we believe that present DSE burning is often far 
too hot and environmentally damaging and this doesn’t 
need to be the case.

We ask the East Gippsland Wildfire Taskforce to consider 
drawing from the experience and knowledge of its 
members and to work with any supportive groups to 
formulate better methods of burning.

These to be presented and explained to any relevant 
bodies.

I also prepared the submission on behalf of the Gippsland 
Apiarists Association to the Royal Commission following the Black 
Saturday fires, we have been unable to get our submission on the 
public domain along with all the other submissions. Among other 
things we explain how prescribed burning could be done far more 
sensitively and cost efficiently. 
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Bushfire Myths
Report by Roger Underwood

I doubt if I have ever come across an 
issue as rich in mythology as bushfires. 
This would be funny if it was not for 
the fact that mythology has a way of 
evolving into government policy, with 
consequences that are nearly always 
disastrous.

I have seen this process with my own 
eyes over the last 25 years. The practical, 
hard-nosed system of fire management 
developed by foresters in WA during the 
1960s, and which gave us a generation 
of freedom from nasty bushfires, was 
basically dismantled during the late 1990s 
and early 2000s by the greens. All of a 
sudden fuel reduction burning was an 
enemy of responsible land management, 
rather than the reverse.

There are three problems with the green 
approach to bushfire management: 
(i) it does not work; (ii) it emerged out 
of inner leafy suburbs and cloistered 
academic campuses, which means that 
the people who promoted it had no actual 
bushfire experience and (iii) it is based 
on concepts that had not been field-
tested in the real world of the Australian 
bush, or which had been tried and 
abandoned because they did not work. 
This arises because the greens and their 
supporters are infused with beliefs about 
the Australian environment which are 
based on mythology, not on observation, 
science or history. 

I first got a glimpse of the bushfire 
mythologists when I was a young 
firefighter1. 

In the wake of the 1961 Dwellingup 
Fire (in which four whole towns were 
wiped out and hundreds of thousands of 
hectares of forest incinerated), there were 
a series of letters to the editor of The 
West Australian newspaper proposing 
solutions to the bushfire problem. Some 
suggestions were so outlandish as to be 
laughable – for example, one writer urged 
the authorities to construct low stone 
walls all through the forest, modelled on 
the drystone walls he had seen on the 
moors of Scotland. Another advocated 
the installation of an enormous reticulated 
sprinkler system over millions of acres 
of forest. Where the water was to come 
from was not explained. 

It was then that it first struck me that 
many outspoken people do not know 
what they are talking about. They think 
they know, and sincerely believe that 
they know, and they are prepared to 
commit themselves in print in the daily 
newspaper, but their ‘knowledge’ is 
based on mythology, not personal 
experience. Alarmingly these days, people 
like this end up running government 
departments.

Here I need to pause briefly and remind 
myself of the words of the great Victorian 
forester Alf Leslie. He had a favourite 
saying: “When it comes to public policy, 
stupidity nearly always wins”. 

When it comes to bushfire policy in 
modern Australia, never a truer word was 
said. The entire business these days is 
riddled with myths so idiotic that they defy 
belief.

The greatest and most enduring myth is 
that Australia is Europe. Two hundred 
years after the first British settlements, 
many Australians, including those in 
positions of authority or academia, still 
regard our climate and vegetation as not 
being conducive to bushfires, i.e., that 
fire in the bush is somehow foreign and 
unhealthy, and not a natural element of 
the Australian environment. These people 
are capable of holding this belief in the 
face of overwhelming evidence to the 
contrary. 

In fact the Australian bushland is oblivious 
to fire; it survives and recovers from 
just any fire or fire regime. Biodiversity 
is higher in areas recently burnt than 
in areas long unburnt, and many plant 
species do not regenerate and virtually 
disappear in the absence of fire. Far 
from destroying the bush, frequent, mild 
intensity fire promotes ecosystem health 
through nutrient recycling and maintaining 
the hydrological cycle ... to say nothing of 
maintaining the attractive landscapes that 
humans prefer.

Over recent years, the anti-fire 
mythologists have been successful in 
influencing our national park authorities. 
The sorriest example of this in WA can 
be seen in Kings Park in Perth where 
fuel reduction burning is banned. As a 
result most of the park is swept by high-

intensity bushfires every few years, and 
the bush is sick and unattractive. The 
situation is replicated all over the country.2 

It was with a feeling close to despair that 
I read in a recently published article by 
one of WA’s most distinguished botanists 
that the Western Australian flora was 
not adapted to fire, but to drought. This 
view completely ignores a range of well-
known characteristics of our flora, such 
as stimulation of seed germination by 
smoke, the ashbed effect, serotiny and 
fire induced flowering. 

The myth that fire is not part of the 
Australian environment has a parallel 
myth. This is the belief that Australian 
Aborigines never burnt the bush. This 
has been put to me by actual university 
professors. 

In fact a whole raft of scientific, historical 
and ethno-historical information, including 
information provided by Aboriginal elders 
themselves, demonstrates that the bulk 
of the Australian continent plus Tasmania 
was burned frequently by Aboriginal 
people in the years before 1788. It was 
not random arson, but was a carefully 
planned and managed operation, 
governed by strict rules covering who 
could burn what and where, and they 
were strictly observed.3 The frequent 
burning of the bush by Aboriginal people 
goes back thousands of years, perhaps 
50 thousand years.

The myth that fire is a foreign element 
to which Australian ecosystems are 
vulnerable can only be maintained if you 
also maintain the myth that Aborigines 
did not burn. The moment you accept the 
latter proposition, the former becomes 
untenable, because under the Aboriginal 
fire regime no element of the present 
biota could exist today unless it was 
adapted to fire. 

A further myth must also be maintained 
to keep up this intellectual charade. This 
is the assertion that lightning does not 
start bushfires. I have had this put to 
my face by one of Perth’s most virulent 
environmentalists. “Lightning does not 
start fires in the bush” she asserted. 
“So-called lightning fires are started by 
foresters who enjoy wildfires because 
they can earn overtime while out 
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BUSHFIRE MYTHS continued

firefighting.” Unlike her, I have actually 
seen lightning bolts strike into the bush, 
appreciated the massive electrical energy 
involved, and watched the resulting 
flames and smoke. You might not see 
this in the inner suburbs but you certainly 
see it in the bush every time there is a dry 
summer thunderstorm. 

Those opposing fuel reduction burning 
mostly do so on the grounds that it 
causes ecological harm. What they 
overlook is that excluding fire has harmful 
ecological consequences. It leads to the 
accumulation of bushfire fuels, which in 
turn means that sooner or later there will 
be a large, intense and unstoppable fire 
that takes out entire ecosystems in the 
blink of an eye. 

Basic physics tells us that as fuel 
weight doubles, fire intensity increases 
by a factor of four. Basic physics is 
well supported by real-world firefighter 
experience: the more intense the fire, 
the harder it is to put out, and the more 
dangerous it becomes for firefighters. 
Field experience has repeatedly shown 
that in areas subjected to prescribed 
burning, bushfires are more easily and 
safely controlled.

It is a pleasing fact that intensive 
research over many years that has not 
demonstrated the loss of a single species 
of plant, bird, animal, insect or fungus 
as a result of fuel reduction burning. 
Indeed, the most recent biological 
surveys disclose that the number of plant 
species in WA is increasing, and there 
has been no extinction of a native animal 
species since the 1930s, well before fuel 
reduction burning in forests commenced.

Needless to say, the mythologists 
have manufactured other myths to 
explain away this unpalatable data. My 
favourite is the idea that before European 
settlement the bush was heavily stocked 
with flocks of small grazing marsupials 
that steadily consumed the dead leaves, 
twigs and bark, and incorporated them 
into the soil. This kept the fire hazard 
down to a point in which fires never 
occurred. Unfortunately these animals 
became extinct after Europeans arrived. 
Nor were they ever observed or reported 
upon by our first explorers, settlers or 
bushmen, and it appears that even the 
Aborigines did not notice them. 

Along with the myths that fires never 
occurred before white settlement 
because the aborigines did not burn and 
lightning did not start them, or fuels were 
grazed by native animals, there is yet 
another myth, wondrous to behold. This 
is: if only we had enough firefighters, we 
would never have any fires. 

This idea has been seriously put forward 
many times, including by politically 
powerful and influential groups. What is 
proposed is an enormous deployment 
of men and machines, stationed every 
square kilometre or so right across 
Australia’s bushlands throughout the 
summer months, ready and waiting for a 
fire outbreak. As soon as this occurred 
they would pounce on it and stamp it out. 

However, to stamp out a little fire in dry, 
heavy fuels, on a hot day with a high wind 
you need to be right there on the spot 
in the first minutes after the fire starts. 
Otherwise, a spot fire lit under these 
circumstances in eucalypt forest will 
rapidly develop into a crown fire and start 
to generate further spot fires downwind. 
I experienced this personally during the 
1961 fires, and it nearly killed me. To 
succeed, this proposal would require a 
force of literally millions of firefighters, 
standing patiently in the forest 200 metres 
apart for months on end, every year, 
waiting to pounce on the first spark. 

This is not to say that I do not favour 
a well-resourced, well-trained force of 
firefighters in rural Australia. It is just that 
experience has shown that no force, no 
matter how numerous or well-equipped, 
can extinguish a crown fire in long-
unburnt eucalypt forest.

Ah-ha! I hear the mythologists cry: but 
what about the water bombers, you 
didn’t have them in 1961. And here we 
have yet another modern-day bushfire 
myth. This is the belief that the water 
bomber is the answer to all bushfire 
problems. Yes, water bombers can do a 
great job on a small fire on a mild day and 
in light fuels, or they can assist in saving 
a house on an isolated property. But over 
and again they have proved to be futile 
in the face of high-intensity fires burning 
in heavy fuels. What is forgotten is that 
water dropped on a crowning headfire 
evaporates, especially under heavy winds 
(when the worst fires occur). Moreover, 
aircraft cannot (or do not) operate at 

night. The towns of Marysville, Kinglake, 
Dwellingup, Holyoake and Nanga Brook 
all burned at night.

Finally, I want to touch on the greatest 
and most rapidly growing myth about 
bushfires. This is the idea that modern 
bushfires are more ghastly than ever 
before and will be even more ghastly in 
the future, because of global warming. 
I have heard this proposition from 
climatologists, from the CSIRO, from 
academics, politicians, church leaders, 
journalists and my friends at the tennis 
club. It has become an unchallengeable 
article of faith, one of mankind’s Great 
Truths.

The basic proposition is this: Australia 
is in the midst of a period of dramatic 
and disastrous climate change, leading 
to intense heat waves and drought. 
This means more, larger, and nastier 
bushfires.

The proposition has no basis in science 
or field experience. For example, drought 
has always been part of the Australian 
climate. Droughts come and go, usually 
ending dramatically in a flood. There 
have been many horrible droughts in 
Australia in the past. A responsible 
bushfire manager will expect and plan 
for drought. This has nothing to do with 
climate change but everything to do 
with responsible, precautionary land 
management.

Furthermore, increasing the average 
annual temperature by 2-3 degrees (as 
the computer models suggest) will have 
virtually no impact on the behaviour of 
individual bushfires. The two variables 
that most influence difficulty of fire 
control and severity of fire damage are 
(i) the fire’s intensity; and (ii) its rate of 
spread. Intensity and rate of spread are 
influenced by the interaction of a range 
of environmental and human factors, 
including temperature and humidity; 
fuel dryness and density; fuel quantity; 
fuel connectivity across the landscape; 
wind strength; atmospheric stability; 
topography; and fireline construction and 
other fire suppression work by firefighters.

The interactions between these factors 
are complex, but they have been studied 
by bushfire scientists since the 1960s, 
and we are now able to predict fire 
behaviour fairly accurately for any given 
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set of conditions for most bushland 
types. Of all the factors, those that most 
powerfully influence an individual fire 
are wind strength, fuel quantity and fuel 
dryness. Temperature and humidity affect 
the likelihood of ignition, but then have 
almost no impact on fire intensity, or on 
rate of spread. 

As any experienced firefighter will know: a 
fire on a hot day is only a problem if there 
is also a strong wind and heavy fuels. 
Even on a day of 42 degrees, firefighters 
will nearly always handle a fire if it is 
burning under windless conditions in 1-3 
year old fuel. One of the most damaging 
recent fires in WA (the Roleystone fire, 
that burned down 70 houses) occurred 
on a day of only 23 degrees, but there 
were heavy winds and fuels.

The reason that global warming is so 
often given as the explanation for every 
bad fire is that it offers an excuse for 
incompetence and mismanagement. 
Blaming ‘climate change’ means that our 

national park and bushfire authorities do 
not have to admit that their management 
and planning systems have declined 
dramatically over the last 15-20 years, 
and as a result, bushfires have become 
harder to put out, and are doing more 
damage. Yet the truth is glaringly obvious: 
since governments and landowners 
stopped taking the necessary measures 
to inoculate the landscape against wildfire 
(including programs of fuel reduction 
burning), the fire problem has worsened. 
How much easier to blame the climate 
than to admit to acting incompetently.

This paper touches only on the main 
mythologies associated with fire and 
bushfire management. However, in 
closing I would like to mention the one 
great and over-riding myth held by 
most people living in bushfire-prone 
areas: this is the belief that it can never 
happen to me! This, it seems to me, 
typifies that most characteristic failing 
of the human race: the inability to learn 
from the lessons of history, or to profit 

from the experiences of others. It is the 

reason mythical explanations arise and 

why they persist in the face of facts, 

science and logic, and explains why, in 

the past, professional land management 

agencies had to take it upon themselves 

to provide and enforce effective bushfire 

management. When the agencies 

stopped doing this, the mythologists 

took over. The disastrous outcomes are 

increasingly obvious every summer. 
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A Tale of Two Deployments
Report by Col Fullagar, Hawkesbury RAFT

Photos courtesy of: www.integrityresolutions.com.au

Whilst our home turf of the Hawkesbury had a relatively quiet fire 
season, other regions within NSW and other States were not so 
lucky with major fires breaking out in many areas of Australia.

Because the battle against a number of these fires was waged in 
remote areas well away from immediate road access, members 
of the Remote Area Firefighting Team (RAFT) were called upon to 
a greater extent than in previous years.

As a result RAFT members were given the opportunity to be 
deployed out of area and, in fact, out of State.

An involvement in two deployments to the Shoalhaven and 
a double deployment to Tasmania, provided an interesting 
insight into what can be learnt and gained from taking up these 
opportunities.

First up there were a number of consistencies with each.

Contrary to what some may believe, RAFT is not about “staring 
down a blazing inferno”; in both the Shoalhaven and Tasmania 
it was the usual hard slog of hiking through steep and rugged 
terrain, finding hot spots, some obvious and some all but invisible, 
breaking them up and, if necessary having air support to water 
bomb.

Another consistency, and one of the many side advantages 
of involvement with RAFT, was exposure to the grandeur of 
Australian trees and plants. In no way to detract from the 
Shoalhaven, it has to be said that to see Tasmanian bush is to fall 
in love with it.

Huon pines rising seemingly without end into the sky is a memory 
that can never be erased.

On many occasions when attempting an all but impossible hike 
up an area of particularly rugged terrain the bush equivalent of a 
superhighway was encountered; a 50 metre long, 3 metre wide, 
fallen giant from a long past era. By climbing up and walking 
along it, going up the side of the mountain was as easy as the 
proverbial walk in the park.

There were, however, some differences.

In the Shoalhaven we were deployed as a Hawkesbury RAFT 
team and used as a Hawkesbury RAFT team. There was not a 
great deal of inter-team contact. The advantage of this was a 
further strengthening of friendship and trust within the team. Also 
we already knew each other and thus were able to integrate and 
divide tasks seamlessly.

In Tasmania, however, regional RAFT teams were sometimes 
broken up and there was a lot of mixing and matching. The 
advantage was the making of new friendships and the learning 
from each other. The disadvantage was working as a team took 
more conscious thought and also, on occasions, minor skill gaps 
occurred as there was no pre-existing knowledge of the full range 
of skills each RAFT member possessed.

Both methods of deployment have merit.

A key difference between the Shoalhaven deployment and that in 
Tasmania was the Shoalhaven is in NSW and, as a result, there 
was much consistency with how things were done at home and 
also an understanding by the officials of what RAFT did and how 
it could be used.

Tasmania, however, is a different State and it soon became clear 
that they did things differently there.

Remote area fire fighting was less about calling in air support 
from the ground and more about laying out 100’s and in many 
cases, 1000’s of metres of hose through the bush to fight a 
remote fire. This might involve using a relay of pumps or portable 
buoy walls lowered from helicopters.

Also, the uniquely rocky terrain in Tasmania made some 
traditional RAFT tools totally redundant. The best example was 
the rake hoe whose head is far too wide to be effective.

Instead the Pulaski tool was preferred. This tool, invented by Ed 
Pulaski, an assistant ranger in the US Fire Service in 1911, has 
a duplex head with one side resembling an axe and the other a 
mattock.
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A TALE OF TWO DEPLOYMENTS CONTINUED

These soon became a best friend but 
there was also a steep learning curve 
including not raising them above the head 
when in use. The breaching of this Golden 
Rule could have devastating effects on a 
wayward RAFT member who wandered 
behind someone using the Pulaski. And 
finally an area of consistency and difference 
between the Shoalhaven and Tasmania was 
the risks faced.

The fact that the risks were real and non-
inconsiderable was an area of consistency; 
however, each area had its own unique 
risks. 

For the Shoalhaven it was the presence 
of narrow but very deep ravines that were 
almost invisible due to a healthy covering 
of low lying native brush. Certainly, without 
prior knowledge of their presence and in 
poor light, a RAFT member could end up 
recording their own version of 127 hours.

In Tasmania, the unique hazard was trees 
killed by the 1967 fire (photo right); still 
standing but further weakened by the 
current fires. 

These were an ever present and clearly 
visible danger as they lined the bush trails 
and dirt roads.

On many occasions, it was necessary to 
chainsaw and remove recent fallen trees or 
particularly dangerous ones still standing, 
before free passage could continue. At 
these times, vigilance by non-engaged 
RAFT members was important; keeping an 
eye and ear out for any risks associated with 
other trees nearby.

Looking back, if asked what was the 
highlight, two things immediately spring to 
mind; both previously mentioned, first the 
strengthening of an already strong bond 
between other members of our own RAFT 
team and second the meeting of RAFT 
team members from other areas and the 
establishment in only a few days of what 
may well prove to be a very long and solid 
friendship.

Given the opportunity, there would be no 
hesitation in applying to join further RAFT 
deployments.

Composite NSW RFS RAFT team in Tasmania 2013
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It will surprise very few Volunteer firefighters to hear that the 
difficulty of attracting – and keeping – Volunteers has become 
a matter of concern for many organisations, including our 
own. We’re told that this is a worldwide phenomenon and that 
Australia has suffered less than most societies. This is not, 
however, an excuse for ignoring the issue, any more than we 
ignore a plume of smoke on the horizon. Just as with fires, an 
early and well directed response can save a lot of work, expense 
and heartache.

Identifying the Problem

To put it simply…the problem varies as population and 
demographic vary across New South Wales. In some of our 
more heavily populated areas, the issue is not in attracting 
Volunteers but more in keeping them over a period of years due 
to the burden of training expected and the number of turnouts. 
The cost in both time and money to train and kit a Volunteer is 
considerable, and too many are leaving earlier than we would 
hope.

Another dynamic is showing up in some of the more popular 
retirement and dormitory areas. The bulk of the working-age 
population is away from the community during working hours, 
and the balance considers itself too old.

In the farming areas there is a combination of consolidation of 
properties, larger machinery and a consequent reduction in the 
number of working-age males in any given area. Add to this a 
loss of interest amongst the younger generation and numbers are 
falling to the point that long-established brigades are struggling to 
find crews.

What Works?

One of the first questions to be asked in any discussion of 
this nature, is what has worked. What has been proven by 
experience? What are the lessons we can learn by observing the 
past, whether distant or recent. While always bearing in mind that 
conditions and situations have changed – somewhat – this kind 
of observation provides a foundation for further discussion.

The first observation is that the Bushfire Fighting movement 
had its origin as a “grassroots” organisation, not one created by 
Government “from the top down”. People had been fighting fires 
in NSW since the earliest period of European settlement and the 
earliest Volunteer brigades were communities self-organising for 
more effective self-defence. 

A second observation is that the movement was built by the 
people that many social commentators are calling, “The Greatest 
Generation”. This is the generation that, with its predecessors, 
fought two world wars with a military composed almost entirely of 
Volunteers.

It may be valid to argue that current generations are different, but 
unless we identify how they are different, and why, we have little 
chance of compensating. It’s arguable that current generations 

have a lesser sense of social obligation. It’s also arguable that we 
have a greater number of people with either a fatalistic attitude, 
or a sense that they are entitled to have “the government” ensure 
that they are not threatened by things such as fire. If so, we 
have to question the degree to which we aim our advertising 
and recruitment effort at such people. Do we attempt to create a 
“service” in which they feel comfortable, or do we concentrate on 
more “traditional” sources of Volunteers on the grounds that we 
will get more return for our effort? We also have to examine very 
carefully what might motivate people to join when we have no 
means of compelling them to do so.

Volunteer Culture

If there is a single point on which this discussion stands or falls, 
it is this nebulous, hard-to-define, subjective factor that we 
refer to as “culture”. More than anything else, it determines the 
nature of most important resource in firefighting – people – and 
how they will respond. Failing to identify the particular culture 
that prevails in any given area of Volunteer activity is as great a 
mistake as ignoring the difference between diesel and petrol, or 
the difference between ground-fires and crown-fires…yet there 
is no single culture. How can it be otherwise when we have 
Brigades whose members share little outside their connection 
as Volunteers, and Brigades whose members all belong to the 
same small community, with shared social, sporting, family 
and occupational ties? Brigades who rarely protect people that 
the members know personally, and Brigades who rarely do 
anything else? I personally know volunteers who do not regard 
themselves as such, because they regard firefighting as part of 
their occupation and hence membership of the local brigade is 
not seen as being optional.

Recognising and accepting this cultural diversity is important 
for both retention of current volunteers, and recruitment of new 
ones. If “culture” is the collective attitudes of the group, then this 
same culture reinforces the attitudes of each individual. To put it 
more simply, if the brigade believes that what it does is important 
and worthwhile, then each member is encouraged to believe 
that what he or she does is also important and worthwhile. The 
military regards this as part of that vital factor referred to as 
“unit cohesion”, or what we might call, “having everyone singing 
from the same hymn-sheet”. As Major-General Jim Molan – 
who exercised operational control over troops from 28 different 
nations while serving in Iraq – testified to the Victorian Bushfires 
Royal Commission, organisations derive much of their strength 
from their culture, and a lack of understanding of it from those 
higher in the chain of command can have very serious negative 
consequences.

Volunteer Rewards

At this point, one or two of you are probably asking yourselves 
what this has to do with recruiting, and the answer is relatively 
simple. Satisfied Volunteers not only stay in the brigade, they 
also bring others in. Enthusiasm is infectious, and regardless 

Recruitment and Retention 
– No Simple Answers

Report by Peter Webb, Deputy Group Captain, Cookardinia RFS
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RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION – NO SIMPLE ANSWERS continued

of whether someone is trying to persuade you to join their 
brigade, their church, or their camera-club, you’re far more 
likely to listen to them if they are obviously happy about their 
“product” and their own involvement. It is also true that personal 
recommendation has an enormous influence on people. While we 
get a number of “walk-in” recruits during any major fire season, 
the people who stay long-term tend to be those who have a 
shared enthusiasm with other members, rather than a temporary 
excitement generated by a high degree of media attention.

Contrary to the myth popular amongst many Volunteers, none 
of us Volunteer without consideration of reward. We just don’t 
measure that reward in terms of dollars. Our reward may be the 
additional safety of people and things that we care for, it may be 
the excitement or the appreciation, or our own self-respect. Even 
without thinking of it consciously, we do the sums in our heads. 
Each of us asks our self whether the reward of Volunteering is 
greater than the cost. If it isn’t, we leave…..or we don’t even 
join. It really is as simple as that. Recruiting is very much about 
convincing people that their reward for joining will be worth their 
time and effort. 

Trust, Respect, Value.

The question then becomes, “How do we generate that sense 
that what each volunteer does is valuable”...

Historically, those societies that have generated a higher 
proportion of volunteers, have been those which have 
emphasized the value of the individual... those that have lauded 
the individual’s choice and initiative, and which have held 
the collective belief that the individual can make a difference. 
Societies – and Services – that treat the individual as little 
more than a number, as someone forced into service by social 
pressure or law, have only been successful up to the point where 
the individual feels able to escape. As Australian society allows 
individuals a great deal of leeway in their choices, emergency 
services have no option but to promote Volunteering in terms of 
the rewards mentioned earlier.

In my opinion, it comes down to respect. An easy thing to say, 
but it takes far more thoughtfulness to demonstrate. It requires 
the RFS to develop its own culture of respecting Volunteers for 
what they are and what they bring to the table, not for what we 
wish they might be.

The elements already exist. One of the finest statements of the 
kind that I have heard came from a Senior RFS instructor; “The 
most important person is the baggy-arsed firefighter on the end 
of the hose. Everything and everybody else in the RFS exists for 
the purpose of supporting that person!”. Unfortunately, there are 
also officers in the RFS who will say that “Life would be so much 
easier without Volunteers!”. 

Respect cuts both ways…, but from the perspective of an 
officer in the RFS, I will state than it cannot be demanded by 
management, only offered. The following points will go a long 
way to generating the kind of mutual respect that encourages 
satisfaction and enthusiasm. They apply to management at all 
levels, both salaried and volunteer officers.

• Act as though you value volunteers’ time. Just because you 
don’t pay for it, doesn’t mean that it’s free. Don’t waste it. 
When they turn up for a job, make sure that the job is there 

ready for them to start. We are all accustomed to “Hurry-up-
and-wait” but if you do your best to avoid it, Volunteers will 
trust that when it does happen, it was unavoidable.

• Likewise, do not treat Volunteers as free labour for other 
services without our consent. Protecting our community does 
not automatically include doing work that should be done by 
the Shire Council or Government Land Management Agencies.

• Respect the fact that they are Volunteers. They work with you, 
not for you.

• Treat every job as important, or don’t ask them to do it. It 
should be more important than their work or private lives if we 
are asking them to turn out.

• Respect their choices. Give them initiative and leeway where 
possible. If you don’t jerk them around, they will respond far 
more reasonably when you ask something of them that they 
don’t understand at the time. 

• Get rid of the petty rules that are there only out of habit, or for 
the convenience of management. It is human nature to react far 
better to rules when we believe that they matter.

• Don’t treat some brigades like poor relations, only ever 
receiving cast-off or second-hand equipment. By doing so you 
are sending the message that they are not important enough 
to receive a fair allocation, and that the work they do is not 
important either.

• Respect each Volunteer, even if they are not ideal. That 
older farmer may not be able to run up hills with a knapsack, 
but if he is what you have available, learn to equip and use 
him according to his capabilities.... rather than according 
to the foot-ball-playing youngster that you wish he was. A 
professional service uses the resources it has, not those it 
would like to have. 

• Respect the social and generational links. We want the older 
men telling their sons and grandsons that the RFS is a good 
service to be in. 

• Respect the links between the brigade and the community. 
The brigade is not a separate entity, but a part of the 
community defending itself. If the service does not respect the 
community’s needs, it may easily be signalling a lack of respect 
for the needs of Volunteers as well.

• Support them. The more an officer does for his people, 
including accepting risk and inconvenience on their behalf, the 
more they will trust him and be happy to work with him.

In Summary

Happy, satisfied Volunteers stay longer in their brigade and are 
the Service’s best recruiting agents. If we want this from our 
Volunteers, then there is no substitute for treating them well, 
building trust and the belief that they are being well-rewarded 
for their efforts. Sometimes this requires the kind of people-
management skills that are not easy to demonstrate, but that is 
the nature of the job. 

Volunteers may be free, but they are not “cheap”.
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I hope that through this publication I may be able to express 
a point of view and make some observations that relate to the 
prevention and fighting of fires within my area. It would seem from 
information I have gathered and other reports, similar cases have 
occurred in NSW and Nationally.

Firstly let me introduce myself and the angle from which I make 
such observations and claims. Our Family lives at Glen Alice, in 
the widest canyon/valley in the World, the Capertee Valley, 150 
km North-West of Sydney. We run a beef cattle, an Australian 
Stock Horse breeding enterprise for all facets of equestrian 
activities and small Merino/Prime lamb grazing operation on 
approx 7000 acres. We have lived here since 1965 after my 
parents moved here from Collarenebri with me aged six. My 
parents families were involved in agriculture in the Liverpool 
Plains area for my mother and the Nyngan-Trangie district for my 
father before they married and lived at Collarenebri. I started an 
association with the Australian conservation tillage and seeding 
company, Agrowplow in 1983 and took the concept to America 
in 1995 for the Company. I guess you could say we are involved 
in agriculture and land management.

The Capertee Valley is surrounded by amazing sandstone 
escarpments for 360 degrees and this land was held in many 
different titles of land tenure for many years prior to the advent 
of National Parks and Conservation areas. Much of this land had 
people managing its primary production pursuits ranging from 
sheep, cattle, horses, cropping for green feed, Lucerne, timber 
for mine props, railway sleepers and fencing and other wide 
ranging activities. The timber harvesting was managed to enable 
its longevity just like well managed grazing properties. 

This all gradually came to an end with the advent of National 
Parks and the non- renewal of many leases by Government 
agencies such as the Dept of Lands. Some of these areas were 
in the middle of dense mountain country on sweet basalt out 
crops and provided much needed bullock fattening country. Wild 
dog management was a necessity, weed control for things like 
blackberry, bracken and sucker regrowth and bushfire control 
burns provided fresh feed and safer grazing environment in a hot 
dry summer. As a child I recall seeing on the northern horizon 
smoke going up for days towards the end of winter early spring 
and my Father saying “John or Allan has got his matches out”, he 
knew they were managing their land. The fire would trickle along 
the floor of the bush providing desired results. It was common-
sense and it wasn’t new…the Aborigines had to do similar land 
management practices to feed their Families/Tribes just as we are 
trying to do. They also could not out run fast moving fierce bush 
fires, usually started by lightning. Nothing has changed has it? 

Oh Yes it has! Now bureaucrats think we need people with little 
practical land management knowledge to write a green paper or 
a white paper and present it to some Government Department 
and to hell with all the knowledge that oozes from people in 
rural areas that have lived this life for generations…oh I forgot to 
mention that it also costs tens, possibly hundreds of thousands of 

dollars that could have more usefully purchased a Cat 9 or bigger 
units for a Brigade somewhere. 

So where has it all gone wrong?

For me it seems very appropriate sitting here typing this out after 
getting up at 4.00 am this morning to attend the ANZAC Day 
Dawn Service in recognition of the sacrifices made by so many 
Australian men and women in fields of conflict throughout the 
World. For many it was to be the ultimate sacrifice. As a child I 
would watch the March Past in Sydney and then I attended seven 
ANZAC Day services whilst at Boarding school in Sydney and 
watched those Women and Men proudly march to Hyde Park. 
Those brave people would soak up the admiration and thanks 
offered by those of us standing on the footpath along the route 
whilst they remembered their comrades so that we could live in a 
safer world.

You can’t imagine the disgust that started to grow within me 
when I started to see the monster known as the Rural Fire 
Service evolve. Today the RFS is an out of control bureaucracy 
that resembles nothing like the well proven Volunteer Bushfire 
Brigades that so effectively provided volunteers who endeavoured 
to save life, livestock and property in rural areas. I often 
wonder what type of “ego maniac” dreamt up the model for an 
organisation that has as a part of its uniform, medals, ribbons and 
epaulette brass for salaried staff that never pick up a hose or a 
McLeod tool to fight a fire. This part of the Rural Fire Service I find 
is repulsive. Given that the majority of these salaried staff have 
thankfully never seen a battleground, yet this organisation sees fit 
to replicate something that should remain sacred.

So many “common sense” Volunteers are trying to enlighten the 
powers of this organisation as to what has worked soundly for 
years but now we can adapt new technology like a fire tanker 
not a green branch or leather flapper to put out the fire whilst 
travelling in a horse and dray. I recall a well attended meeting in 
Lithgow soon after “the RFS in all its glory came into being”. I was 
already cynical of the organisation because too many of our local 
volunteers who shared their knowledge of the bush to younger 
fire fighters decided, and I’ll quote one of them “leave you to it 
because the new people (RFS) are coming in and taking over and 
ignoring the locals. This has happened in many districts this past 
summer. 

At this meeting, the then Commissioner Koperburg spoke for 
at least one and a half hours and nothing he spoke of involved 
putting out fires, it involved “filling out paperwork”. When 
questions were asked for, I rose to ask; I’d been taught by my 
peers in our local brigades that water and manpower put out 
fires. I’ve sat here for 1½ hours and you have mentioned neither, 
have we changed to using pen and paper now? Obviously not 
the question the Commissioner wanted to be asked…but the 
answer today would probably be a Television Crew, an iPhone, a 
Website and a belt full of Radios! 

Frustrations of Dealing 
with a Modern Day RFS

Report by Bruce Richardson, Captain – Glen Alice Brigade, Lithgow District, Member of the Local BMMC
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FRUSTRATIONS OF DEALING WITH A MODERN DAY RFS continued

I’m happy to adopt new technology where needed but not 
wasting extreme amounts of tax payers money and more 
importantly, NOT PUTTING THE FIRE OUT QUICKLY.

It’s not RFS’s money, it’s the Taxpayers of this State, Nation 
and Rate payers of our Local Government Areas. Fire fighting 
is so different in so many areas within our State, therefore local 
knowledge is imperative whether it be a local or a “blow in” who 
has been well briefed and then counsels local people for support 
and knowledge in times of large and long fire. 

The Capertee Valley has experienced many long periods of fire 
fighting since I became a Volunteer. Fires that burn for many 
weeks are not uncommon considering the terrain. Fires that 
exceeded seven weeks were in 1977 on the western side of the 
Valley, in 1977-78 on the Eastern side and more recently in 2003, 
which went for 58 days with two Section 44 fires declared in our 
Brigade area. One being in the Wollemi National Park, the other 
being in the Blue Mountains National Park area on the range 
between Capertee and the Wolgan Valleys. 

The common denominator is that Mother Nature started and put 
out nearly 100% of these fires (lightning and rain). They were all 
in mountainous country with some areas of grassland burnt and 
continuous patrolling is imperative as well as burn backs. It all 
takes many man hours and they are all costly events whether the 
fires were pre- RFS when private individuals funded the vehicles, 
fuel, dozers, tractors, water trucks, saws, and the labour or the 
likes of today’s Section 44 fires when we have vehicles, aircraft 
and earthmoving equipment and every conceivable cost funded 
by Governments and individuals through Fire Service levies 
collected by Insurance companies.

We need Proactive approaches to Bushfire, NOT Reactionary. 

Bushfire prevention is not “rocket science” and it’s far easier 
than fighting fires. If fuel loads are less, then fires burn less 
fiercely. It needs to be made apparent to EVERY politician and 
many bureaucrats that its nothing new, it’s just the way the whole 
thing is being managed. Those of us who work the land for a 
living don’t want to be burnt out. National Parks and Wildlife, 
Land agencies and Corporate Land Managers such as Electricity, 
Water and Transport Authorities need to have an understanding 
of the land they manage just like the farmers do. No one wants 
to have fire travelling onto or off their property if they can possibly 
avoid it.

Another action of paramount importance is that “time is of the 
essence” so, when fire starts get it out as soon as possible. The 
smaller it is, the easier it is to put out. If NPWS Staff have to work 
to put the fire out within hours or get a helicopter in and winch 
someone in to cut down a tree struck by lightning and water 
bucket the tree, do it. If it stops us from having to man crews for 
58 days, then it’s well worth it. 

This is where the consultation with local knowledge becomes 
so important. At the start of the 2003 Section 44 fires in the 
Capertee Valley, our then Brigade Captain attended a briefing 
in Lithgow and he expressed concern at some of the ridiculous 
ideas, which he considered a waste of money (your money!) to 
contain this fire. Our Captain argued that the same manner in 
which all previous fires had been contained would work again. 

Burning back from the base of the mountain as the fire reached 

the cliff edge or dropped over was the proven ‘common sense’ 

approach. 58 days later and after with in excess of $32,000,000 

having been wasted, rain put out the fire that was started 

by lightning. We witnessed gross waste of money with such 

things as watching $250,000 of fire retardant get jumped in 12 

minutes, a small Cat dozer getting carried to the top of a cliff by a 

Helicopter, an Erickson Skycrane sucking water from the 40 foot 

tipper body of a semi trailer which had been sealed with silastic to 

act as a reservoir. The helicopter did three loads and then had to 

return to Lithgow for fuel and the whole operation was aborted. 

The parade of ridiculous ideas continued day in & day out but 

NONE of the locals were ever involved in any of these ideas and 

decisions…local Volunteers were simply ignored from day one by 

the RFS and other agencies.

Just imagine the positive response that would be experienced in 

Bushfire Brigades if that $32,000,000 had been spent on building 

one hundred Cat 1 Tankers @ say; $250,000 each in 2003 & to 

say nothing of the impact that those new tankers would have had 

on fire fighting efforts in those districts for another twenty plus 

years before they were replaced. 

What a media event that would have been for RFS! 

Current decisions seem to revolve around Public Media 

Exposure. The 24 hour news world and the RFS seems to 

revolve around a world of hysteria. Now “Hero Status” seemingly 

wants to be bestowed upon RFS personnel by the Media and 

others, which the RFS hierarchy lap up. We witness Ticker Tape 

Parades, cruises on Boats and all manner of things in publicity 

events of which very few of the common sense Volunteers would 

bother attending. 

The money spent on these events would be more gratefully 

accepted to provide more equipment at Brigades sheds. Prior to 

this mentality, it was just plain helping your fellow man when the 

Volunteers went to a fire. Now the RFS Hierarchy escort News 

Teams into ridiculously dangerous situations and place lives and 

equipment at risk. Obviously this sort of action is condoned by 

the RFS as we witnessed this sort of stupidity on National TV 

this past fire season. Meanwhile the commonsense Volunteers 

in Brigades are trying to teach the new recruits the importance 

of making sound, safe decisions so that crews can return safely 

home to their families at the end of their shift.

The Aviation side of fire fighting is costing this Country huge 

amounts of money. We now have pre- emptive Section 44 

declarations during high fire danger periods. In recent years, we 

have had overseas aircraft employed by Companies that have 

been contracted by the RFS to fight fires in Australia but some 

of the pilots employed have never done water bucketing at fires. 

Some Australian Aviation companies can’t even get a start at 

a fire near their operational base, despite being fully accredited 

by the RFS but will ferry favoured contractors for delayed time 

periods thus going against the common sense idea of getting fire 

fighters and water to the fire ASAP. 
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FRUSTRATIONS OF DEALING WITH A MODERN DAY RFS continued

It would be unlikely that any Australian pilot would be employed in 
an overseas country before their own local pilots yet we employ 
overseas pilots and leave Australian pilots and accredited aircraft 
operators, with land management experience, starving for work?

Would it not be astute of the agencies and politicians to finally 
realise that something is severely wrong with how “locked up” 
land is being managed. The need to get serious about hazard 
reductions in this country is long overdue and to hell with 
radical environmental groups. They really don’t understand 
and unfortunately, this all seems to come to surface in coronial 
inquests. The RFS seems proud that as a result of this past 
summer, we have no loss of life in NSW…well what about all 
those hard working Australians who have lost everything or part 
thereof, that have had livestock perish or no longer have photos 
of treasured Family occasions. 

Let’s do something as Australians to change this mind 
set because the RFS hierarchy will not. 

The following is an example. 

NSW Rural Fire Service is in the business of fires not in the 
business of preventing fires. If this is not the case why did it 
take so long for a high priority hazard reduction to be carried out?

I’ve been the NSW Farmers Association Representative on a local 
BFMC for many years. For the last 14 years I’ve been trying to 
get a hazard reduction done on Airly-Genowlan Mountain in the 
Capertee Valley, which has not been burnt for in excess of 70 
years! 

It’s on the west, south-western side of the Valley and provides 
the greatest threat to our Valley because this is the direction of 
the prevailing weather. As mentioned, the Capertee Valley is 
encompassed by sandstone cliffs, we are now totally surrounded 
by Government controlled land be it National Parks, Conservation 
areas, Forestry or other Departments. Land tenure shifted from 
the Lands Dept to the NPWS in the last couple of years. The 
Lands Dept staff in conjunction with the RFS staff procrastinated, 
bungled paperwork, environmental interference and the lack of 
will had stopped this burn despite high priority given to this 
Hazard Reduction. After much aggressive communication 
between the Commissioner and myself, the funding for this HR 
was authorised. 

The relationship our Brigade has enjoyed with local NPWS 
Manager Mr David Crust and Staff has been proactive for a 
number of years. Common sense prevailed and the Genowlan 
Mountain sector of the Hazard Reduction done on the 13th April 
2013. A helicopter provided the means to light the mountain and 
a small amount of personnel to carry out the burn in mild weather 
conditions as opposed to the horrendous results, which could 
have occurred had a wild fire taken hold. How many more areas 
should have had HR performed on them if this one had not taken 
so long to be carried out? Here in lies the problem for the whole 
of Australia. 

Due to the actions of the Mudgee Regional Office of the NPWS 
over a number of years in relation to management of the Wollemi 
NP neighbouring our Brigade, we’ve been able to see the results 
of Hazard Reductions by the use of “hot edge mapping” and 
lightning strikes resulting in bush fires. The results of mapped 
overlays show absolutely dramatic changes in fire behaviour that 

causes fire to remain on the forest floor and rise to canopy fire 
where no hazard reduction had been done. For those of us as 
neighbours to National Parks and living in the Valley floor, this 
means less likelihood of “spotting” into the Valley. These sort 
of documented results should support the “common sense” 
approach taken by John and Allan and their box of matches that I 
spoke about earlier!!!!!!

National Parks and Wildlife Service recently purchased a large 
grazing property in this District to become Capertee National 
Park. Over a number of years, the demographics of our district 
have changed due to sub-division of larger grazing properties to 
life style blocks of 100 acres or little larger, which no longer carry 
enough livestock to reduce vegetation and therefore reduce fuel 
loads. After some huge summers the fuel burden has increased 
dramatically both in open and mountain country.

Surely the usage of one aircraft for a hazard reduction is the 
logical option as opposed to a number of expensive operations 
and aircraft being involved if there was a fire. Much personal 
grief and financial loss could be alleviated if the millions of 
dollars being spent on aircraft for fire fighting was redirected into 
hazard reduction activities. The figures are public from research 
to substantiate the necessity of HRs. The small percentage 
of country needed to be burnt in hazard reductions to lessen 
the risk of bushfire is profound. I recently attended the Hazard 
Reduction Forum held in Katoomba. People who live in The Blue 
Mountains have informed me, and I witnessed the domineering 
nature of environmental individuals and groups. 

They showed their lack of conviction to get this area much safer 
at this Forum. Unfortunately, some of this area is a candidate for 
a major destructive burn. 

I watch the number of job positions being offered by the RFS and 
the apparent need to employ people from the brigades in Sydney 
to come to rural areas and take over Senior Management Roles. 
My cynical opinion is “what would they know about an area in the 
Snowy Mountains, Quambone or Pallamallawa?” Surely there are 
people with rural experience wanting to lap up these jobs with 
salary packages always over $100,000.

We need to remember before all the bureaucratic nonsense, 
Volunteer Bushfire Brigades used to attend to bushfires 
WITHOUT any paid staff. Oh & now the RFS thinks they need a 
truck worth a few hundred thousand dollars to cart bottled water 
around for the Volunteers. Have you ever drunk those plastic 
bottles after they have sat on the front seat of a fire truck for 20 
minutes at a fire, as opposed to a water cooler with ice in it? 
Sorry it’s just commonsense.

The advent of the State Mitigation Support Service is yet another 
section of the RFS that is soaking up valuable resources, which 
could be used for Hazard Reduction or the purchase of new 
equipment for Brigades. Our Brigade experienced the SMSS 
coming into our area less than ½ kilometre from our Fire Station 
where a “mechanical hazard reduction” was performed by the 
SMSS on 1.6 kilometres of roadside taking 203 man hours PLUS 
equipment costs PLUS accommodation PLUS PLUS!!!!!

As Brigade Captain, I could have performed this with 4 volunteers 
over two evenings after work with a drip torch and two Cat 7 
units. Cost is virtually zero and good experience for less skilled 
volunteers is gained. 
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FRUSTRATIONS OF DEALING WITH A MODERN DAY RFS continued

We witnessed the SMSS crew bring Diesel fuel in to refuel Petrol 
appliances and, smash a power take off shaft on a Tractor and 
Mulcher because of no experience in the use of this machinery. 

These personnel are receiving In excess of $1000 per week 
and carry the same RFS status as Deputy Captains. “Common 
sense” would tell you that this exercise is basically a lawn mowing 
service for our Local Council, not a Hazard Reduction as none of 
the fuel is being removed. It also allows the RFS to keep these 
people employed at much cost to Fire Prevention in NSW. 

In 2009 we had 2 Section 44 fires running concurrently in Wollemi 
and Blue Mountains National Park. Our Brigade experienced the 
ignoring of local knowledge and requests being over ruled by 
the RFS Headquarters. SES Volunteers generosity was abused 
by sending them into a District to co-ordinate evacuations in the 
middle of the day when I as Captain, had contacted all concerned 
people from 5am in the morning to be sure that they were all 
happy to remain on their properties and to help form a chain of 
watchful eyes throughout the dense smoke for any possible spot 
fires. 

All were armed with 2-Way Radios so as to be kept totally up to 
date. We had to deal with in accurate media releases on ABC 
radio that caused confusion amongst locals. This was raised 
as “still being an issue” at the Berry Street Lithgow Section 44 
Debrief some weeks ago. Sadly it’s still not rectified after three 
years.

What is needed to start and turn this 
organisation around? 

My opinion is a thorough audit into the current management and 

operation procedures of all aspects of the Rural Fire Service. 

Volunteers need to have input into this audit to highlight their 

areas of concern.

Move the Rural Fire Service Headquarters into a more central, 

well serviced area of NSW to get the “Rural “ back into Rural Fire 

Service. We recently lost the only Deputy Commissioner that had 

any connection to rural NSW.

Get an independent group of people, including Volunteers, to run 

a transparent inquiry into the issues that are raising concerns in 

rural brigades and also Volunteers that have left the organisation 

in hundreds because of the arrogance of the RFS towards them 

and failure to utilise tried and proven operational procedures.

Get a serious approach to Hazard Reduction so that we can have 

a proactive approach to Bushfire Prevention rather than fighting 

bushfires that are huge and not able to be managed because of 

fuel loads in the bush.

No matter what we do, we will always experience bushfires…we 

just need to recognise what’s needed to be done to make them 

more manageable.
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The VFFA understands that all rural fire fighting agencies 
in Australia have internal volunteer grievance and discipline 
procedures.

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

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

The prevailing concern for many volunteer rural fire-fighters is 
the knowledge that they can be subject to disciplinary action for 
simply speaking out publically against the RFS and RFS policy.

The RFS Service Standard 1.1.2 Discipline, dictates that 
proceedings are managed initially at brigade level with provisions 
to escalate discipline proceedings to volunteer discipline 
committees at the District level and to the RFS head office at 
State level. Under the service standard there is requirement for 
district discipline committees to have formal training in disciplinary 
matters. The service standard requires that committee members 
are provided with guidance and support by RFS District Manager.

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

Volunteers rural fire fighters subject to adverse discipline findings 
under the current service standard may be suspended, demoted 
or have their membership of the RFS terminated. 

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

An unfavourable discipline finding against a volunteer rural fighter 
has the potential to harm their personal reputation, integrity and 

psychological wellbeing particularly if it involves suspension and 
dismissal from the RFS. 

Given the serious nature of disciplinary matters and the potential 
personal consequences for volunteers, their reputation, integrity 
and future membership of the RFS, it is imperative that volunteer 
rural fighters are afforded support services available to full time 
fire-fighters employed by Fire and Rescue NSW (NSW Fire 
Brigades) to ensure they are afforded procedural fairness, natural 
justice and a proper defence.

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

1. Volunteer rural fire-fighters have no access to an independent 
industrial officer where they can go to seek assistance, legal 
advice and representation. 

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

2. A volunteer rural fire fighter’s only right of appeal against an 
unfavourable discipline finding is to the RFS Commissioner. 
The decision of the RFS Commissioner is final.

a. The VFFA is concerned that there is no third party right of 
appeal to an independent body with a volunteer charter 
(external to the RFS bureaucracy) to review:

i. an unfavourable discipline finding against a volunteer 
rural fire fighter. 

ii. a favourable discipline finding towards paid staff.

iii. the evidence, case management, rationale for the 
decision and fairness, partiality, equity and natural justice 
in the proceedings.

3. Grievances lodged against paid operational staff at District, 
Zone and Team level are adjudicated by senior operations 
staff at Region and State level. 

a. The VFFA is concerned about the independence in a 
process where senior management within the operations 
section of the RFS manages and adjudicates grievances 

RFS Volunteer Fire Fighter Discipline 
Procedures in need of Reform

DISCIPLINE OF VOLUNTEER FIRE FIGHTERS – NO MORE!

DISCIPLINE DISCUSSION PAPER
Following a number of complaints from volunteer fire fighters, the Volunteer Fire Fighters Association (VFFA) has 

produced a discussion paper for fire fighters consideration, input and discussion. 
We would ask all fire fighters to read the discussion paper and send in their comments and any additions/

recommendations to <feedback@volunteerfirefighters.org.au>

For too long now RFS Volunteers have had no legal avenue available to them for disciplinary matters and the 
VFFA wishes to expose this situation and demonstrate to the Minister for Emergency Services how unfair the situation is. 

Volunteer Fire fighters must be allowed legal representation to ensure due process occurs and their rights protected.
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RFS VOLUNTEER FIRE FIGHTER DISCIPLINE PROCEDURES IN NEED OF REFORM continued

brought by volunteer rural fire-fighters against its own 
operational staff.

4. The training, qualifications and experience of volunteers 
presiding on district discipline committees.

a. The VFFA is concerned that there is no requirement 
in the RFS service standards for volunteers on district 
discipline committees to have training in mediation, conflict 
resolution, negotiation, arbitration and conciliation.

5. The training, qualifications and experience of paid RFS 
operations staff engaged in the case management of 
grievances brought by volunteers against paid RFS staff.

a. The VFFA remains unclear whether paid RFS operations 
staff possess appropriate training, qualifications, expertise 
and relevant industry experience in conflict resolution, 
mediation, negotiation, arbitration, conciliation and the 
principles of collaborative law.

Recommendations

The VFFA makes several recommendations to improve the rights 
of volunteer fire fighters subject to disciplinary charges brought by 
the RFS.

1. Volunteer rural fire-fighters subject to disciplinary charges be 
afforded the same level of support services available to full 
time fire fighters employed by the Fire and Rescue NSW. This 
includes access to assistance, legal advice and representation 
by a professional industrial officer (or volunteer advocate), 
who is independent of the RFS.

a. It is envisaged that the provision of professional industrial 
support services to volunteer rural fire-fighters would be 
funded by the state government , and contracted to an 
external accredited provider.

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

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

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

5. Provision is made for a volunteers to be granted the right to 
a third party appeal to an independent body (external to the 
RFS) with a volunteer charter to review & audit:

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

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

c) Any aspect of the disciplinary process and resolution.

6. The decision of the independent body must have the powers 
and authority to impose legally binding decisions on the RFS.

a. Existing organisations that could provide an independent 
third party review & audit of volunteer discipline and 
grievance matters include:

i) NSW Industrial Relations Commission 

ii) NSW Ombudsman

iii) NSW Community Justice Centres

iv) Australian Human Rights Commission

7. Consideration be given to establishing an independent 
volunteer tribunal to operate on a needs basis within the 
existing NSW government framework for industrial relations, 
similar in concept to the NSW residential tenancy tribunal 
with the terms of reference of the tribunal extended to all 
emergency service volunteer organisations in NSW. 

8. RFS volunteer fire-fighters subject to discipline procedures or 
involved directly in the disciplinary proceedings are afforded 
the right to lodge formal complaints with the volunteer tribunal 
if they believe natural justice or procedural fairness has not 
been followed or if they have reasonable grounds to believe 
they have been subject to discrimination during an RFS 
disciplinary hearing and determination.

In summary the VFFA believes the NSW RFS Discipline service 
standard does not afford sufficient rights, support and advocacy 
for rank and file volunteers subject to disciplinary action. The 
VFFA believes that the current discipline service standard is in 
need of serious reform to ensure the rights of volunteers subject 
to disciplinary charges by the RFS are protected and enshrined in 
legislation i.e. the Rural Fires Regulation.

Volunteer Fire Fighters Association.

The Arrogance of Authority 
A DEA officer stopped at a ranch in Texas , and talked with 
an old rancher. He told the rancher, “I need to inspect your 

ranch for illegally grown drugs.”

The rancher said, “Okay , but don’t go in that field 
over there…”, as he pointed out the location.

The DEA officer verbally exploded saying, “Mister, I have 
the authority of the Federal Government with me!”

Reaching into his rear pants pocket, he removed his badge and 
proudly displayed it to the rancher.

“See this badge?!  This badge means I am allowed to go 
wherever I wish…On any land!! No questions asked or answers 

given!!  Have I made myself clear......do you understand ?!!”

The rancher nodded politely, apologized, 
and went about his chores.

A short time later, the old rancher heard loud screams, 
looked up, and saw the DEA officer running for his life, 
being chased by the rancher’s big Santa Gertrudis bull…

With every step the bull was gaining ground on the officer, and it 
seemed likely that he’d sure enough get gored before he reached 
safety.  The officer was clearly terrified. The rancher threw down 

his tools, ran to the fence and yelled at the top of his lungs…             

 “Your badge, show him your f%$#in’ BADGE…!!”
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There are changes in water catchment run off from 
unprecedented extreme crown fires in the mountains. This has 
gone from where people were at risk from fires, to where it has 
been sheer luck floodwaters have not drowned people in 
Newry, Tinamba, Maffra and Sale.

The June 2007 flood down the Macalister Valley peaked at the 
flow rate of 315,000 ML/day running into Lake Glenmaggie, 
with the spillway built to withstand an outflow at the rate 
of only 200,000 ML/day. It was an outstanding effort by gate 
keepers to reduce the impact over the wall to a rate of just 
148,000 ML/day. A major flood downstream of Glenmaggie is 
above the rate of 35,000ML/day. The people in the towns of 
Newry, Tinamba, parts of Maffra and the City of Sale are now 
at risk of a flood with the magnitude to breach the dam wall. 
Hundreds of people risk loosing houses, livestock, equipment, 
entire farms and being drowned by a dam wall failure. If the 
weather system from the June flood had been just 3-4 kilometres 
further west, much more water would have came down the river 
and been uncontrollable.

The severity of the June flood was totally un natural and caused 
by what appeared to be at least double the run-off at a faster 
rate. A trail of destruction can be followed up the river into 
the Alpine National Park.

There has been two floods of this nature down the Macalister, 
the first followed the Black Friday fires of 1939. The June flood 
was far worse because there was more than double the fuel 
of 1939, with more of the catchment burnt hotter. So serious was 
the fuel build up in the Alpine National Park in Dec 2006 following 
the removal of grazing, that the DSE was not game to go near 
the place to even protect their own camp from the approaching 
fire. Landholders got no assistance to save properties on the 
Bennison Plains. Before the 39 flood there was virtually no 
erosion along the entire length of the upper Macalister, now 
there is a disaster of mammoth proportions.

The recent Victorian floods of 21, 22 Dec 2007, have 
demonstrated the Russian roulette played with the people 
below Glenmaggie. Fortunately the low pressure system 
formed off Melbourne. Had this low formed off Gippsland, as it 
was threatening at one stage, the Macalister catchment could 
have been at risk of falls in excess of 100mm in six hours. If this 
happened over enough of the catchment a flood of enormous 
proportions could have eventuated. A moderate flood has came 
down the Macalister since the fires from 1mm/hour rain over 36 
hours.

The Macalister headwaters where the June flood came from 
were mostly burnt out by a fire starting on Dec. 1, 2006 from a 
lightning strike on the Butcher Country Spur in the Alpine National 
Park. DSE ground crews were pulled out leaving it to just 
burn. Crew members going through Licola were scathing in their 
criticism of senior management for being frustrated and not let 
put the fire out. The people spoken too at Licola believed they 
could have contained this fire well before they were withdrawn, 
had they been allowed too.

With so much money flowing with little apparent accountability 
there is little incentive to put fires out. Serious questions need to 
be asked if this is the reason why fire issues were not addressed. 
The DSE continue the same policies that have been in place for 
over 50 years of promising the issues will be addressed.

Senior DSE management has mostly become an agency of spin 
doctors that has lost the ability to control the fire risks and fight 
fires.

In many parts of South Eastern Australia the Federation 
Drought in the early 1900’s was more serious than anything 
experienced now, with no fire fighting agencies, no government 
land management and no large fires in the mountains. The 
Licola community has for years warned an uncaring Labour 
government about the fire and flood risk posed by land 
management. Thousands of letters have been written and the 
National Park blockaded by the fire brigade.

The coverage of flood issues on ABC radio has been a vast 
improvement on fire coverage. During the 2006/07 fires, DSE 
spin doctors repeatedly made reference on ABC radio interviews, 
to fire ground crews “doing very good work.”

People at risk of being flooded should be asking the ABC just 
where this good work occurred, as it is hard to find where it 
happened in the Macalister catchment.

The ABC’s Code of Practice for current affairs programs states 
inter alia: 4.2 Every reasonable effort must be made to insure 
that programs are balanced and impartial [This requires] that 
editorial staff present a wide range of perspective and not 
unduly favour one over others.

Complaints to the ABC have become a waste of time. The ABC 
should not be hijacked as a mouthpiece to cover for government 
agencies falling down badly on the job with fires. The ABC has 
also failed to include balanced coverage for the environmental 
movement, some of who are still advocating the type of public 
land management that caused the problems in the first place.

There are indications some of the staff of 3GI are not willing 
participants in policies on fire coverage which appear to be 
coming from above. There are many current affair issues and 
news services where the ABC usually does an excellent job.

Unlike the fire agencies, Southern Rural Water have a better 
record of honesty and competence at Lake Glenmaggie. The 
problem is infrastructure like roads, bridges and dams are 
only built to withstand a 1 in 100 year flood.

They are built with a good safety margin and usually well 
maintained (the Glenmaggie wall is). Since the failure of the land 
management there is now a risk of floods far exceeding design 
specifications.

Throughout the period of fires and floods the Bureau of 
Meteorology, both at East Sale and Melbourne, have done an 
outstanding job way outside what could be reasonably expected 
of any government agency.

The public needs to be aware of modelling of what would happen 
from a wall failure at Glenmaggie, from a flood flowing into the 
dam at the rate of 500,000 ML/day. People have a right to plan 
their own evacuation to safe ground well in advance. A letter 
of 13-8-2007 to Premier Brumby on the serious flood risks was 
not taken seriously and palmed off for an uncaring response from 
the DSE. Brumby clearly does not care.

The previous Coroner, Mr Graeme Johnstone, directed a letter on 
the flood risk to the Emergency Services Commissioner, Bruce 
Esplin. Mr Esplin has not been able to name a more discredited 
official Victorian Government Report than his own report covering 
up the 2003 fires. Any Coronial inquiry into loss of life from 
flooding below Lake Glenmaggie should be looking to see if the 
Coroner took the issues seriously as well.

The Wellington Shire Lord Mayor, Cr Darren McCubbin has 
been made well aware of the concerns. Darren McCubbin is 
now an endorsed Labour candidate for a Federal seat of a party 

Macalister Flood Risk
This Information sheet is to warn of the cover up of the flood risk to the people below Lake Glenmaggie
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MACALISTER FLOOD RISK continued

This information sheet has been put together because the 
agencies responsible have failed their duty of care warn 
those below Lake Glenmaggie that failed land management 
(which continues) now places them at serious risk. People have 
a right to know and should be demanding which agency has the 
responsibility to warn them. The politicians bureaucrats and land 
managers that caused this flood risk should ultimately be the 
ones held responsible.

who in Victorian has had more than adequate opportunity to 
address the problems and repeatedly failed. The Federal Labour 
Party has signed the Kioto agreement which includes fuel 
reduction burning as producing greenhouse emissions and 
excludes the massive emissions of wildfires. The environment 
is still used as a political football, with little indication land 
management is improving.

Savage wildfires denuding the landscape from the failure to 
reduce ground fuel levels have caused the present flood risks. 
This denuded landscape will be around for sometime, people only 
have to drive north of Licola to witness the magnitude.

For some time the VFFA, NSW Farmers Association, The 
Insurance Council of Australia and Combined Shires Associations 
have advocated a change to the method the Emergency Services 
Funds are collected for the State of NSW.

Those of you who insure your properties will have noticed a 
percentage of the total premium is devoted to an emergency 
services levy and is proportionate to the amount of the insurance 
premium paid, ie the higher your insurance premium the higher 
the emergency services levy.

The assumption with this method of collecting the ESL 
(emergency services levy), is that the larger your property and 
assets the more you can afford to contribute to the ESL.

This method of collection has other negative implications such as;

1. With only a certain amount of income available for insurance, 
people tend to underinsure to meet their available funds for 
insurance purposes. This then leads to disputes between 
insurer and the insurance company when a claim is made.

2. Small landowners and non-residential landowners who have 
very small assets on their properties tend not to insure but 
expect the resources that the ESL provides to come to their 
aid as and when required.

3. Some insurance companies not only collect the ESL on 
property insurance but also on insured farm vehicles as well.

4. Some property owners do not carry any insurance at all but 
again expect the services the ESL provides to be available as 
required. The Insurance Council of Australia estimate that this 
applies to approx. 810,000 NSW property owners.

A much fairer system is for a small levy percentage to be added 
to the Shire/Municipal rates so that all the population within 
the Shire areas contribute their share to the ESL, and the local 
Governments are paid an annual administration fee for billing and 
collecting the levy.

Yes, those who have never contributed to the ESL will pay a little 
extra on their yearly rate bill, conversely those who have been 
contributing a large proportion of their insurance premium to the 
ESL will be given a reduction in the overall amount they are asked 
to pay.

Indeed the Insurance Council of Australia fully supports the 
initiative of the NSW Government in changing the method of 

collecting the ESL and has stated Quote “NSW emergency 
services, penalises householders who take out insurance by 
making them pay for a service everyone – including the non-
insured – receives”. End of quote.

This proposed system of collecting the ESL in NSW is not new 
with other States using variations of the proposed system as a 
means of collecting ESL funds.

Investigations by the VFFA reveal that the Western Australian 
model would seem to be the fairest method that has been 
adopted to date in that it is open and accountable to all 
concerned, ie ratepayers, councils and recipients alike.

So let us examine the true facts surrounding the existing system 
and the proposed system:-

For a property with a current insurance premium of $2646.00 
the ESL levy amounts to $465.00. P/A

Under the proposed scheme the levy would amount to 
between $35.00 and $195.00. P/A. Depending upon the 
location of the property. At worst a saving to the insurer of 
$270.00 P/A.

However it would mean that ALL landowners would have 
to pay an additional levy on their rates of between $35.00 
and $195.00 and NOT just those who choose to insure their 
properties.

In Western Australia the State has been divided into 5 different 
categories and how much you pay depends on the available 
Emergency services available in each of the areas. The nominated 
areas in WA are Metropolitan, Regional cities. Periphery of 
Metropolitan area, large country towns and the rest of the State. 
NSW could also adopt a similar system.

There is little doubt some earlier reports concerning changes to 
the collection method of the ESL have been exaggerated and 
little short of scaremongering. 

The proposed method is basically a cost sharing exercise across 
all members of the NSW population and who would dare to say “I 
won’t pay the levy and forego the services of an ambulance or a 
fire unit” when the unfortunate accident or incident occurs.

The VFFA therefore believe it is incumbent upon the NSW 
Government to adopt this method of collecting its ESL funds and 
do away with the present outmoded system.

The Truth about the Proposed 
Emergency Services Levy

Written, authorised and printed by L.Ralph Barraclough
lot 7a Target Ck Rd. Licola 3858. Ph: 5148 8792.
E-mail: ralph@maxi.net.au 14 May 2008
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ASHES OF THE FIRE FIGHTERS
– OUR PERSONAL JOURNEYS

‘Ashes of the Fire Fighters’, is a book that documents the 
journey of nine people after experiencing a major bushfire event. 
It is a raw account and you will go through the journey of trauma 
and recovery with each person telling their own story.

Those that haven’t been through it can see 
what others have been through, and if they 
have been through it, they will know they are 
not alone.

Vivien wrote this book in the hope that it would 
help future firefighters and their friends and 
families develop a better understanding of the 
recovery needed to survive and help them build 
resilience and understanding in the process.’

Excerpt by Pat Barling – ‘At this stage I began 
to feel that something more had to be done, the 
volunteers seemed to be just pushed aside, we 
became disenfranchised with everything. All of 
a sudden you had the NSW Rural Fire Service 
up here doing things and the Fire Brigade were 
doing other tasks; all these people seemed to 
come to try and help us, to fix everything, and 
we seemed to get pushed to one side and it 
was like, “We don’t really need you anymore.” 
I started feeling like outsider even more than I normally am, 
because I was a volunteer bushfire fighter’.

Excerpt by Angela Whillas – ‘I got to a point when the community 

was going okay and the coronial was about to begin, but at 

times I had to go underground and I had to withdraw, not 

answer phones, just detach myself a little bit from other people 

for a little bit of self-preservation as I needed as 

much energy and as much confidence as I could 

find because if you are constantly having your 

decisions questioned; no matter how confident 

you are, it is a bit like a cancer, it just starts to 

erode’.

Excerpt by Robert Flint – ‘So the jigsaw puzzle 

began to fall into place, at one stage the venom 

was so bad that Robert slept with a rifle under his 

bed, he had heard rumours and he felt they were 

genuine rumours that they were out to get him.’

The book can be purchased from the web site 

www.ashesofthefirefighters.com.au or you can 

download an order from the website to order by 

mail.

Vivien Thomson AFSM 

0408 282 899 – ashesofthefirefighters@gmail.com

It is amazing what one can find when rummaging through an old 
farm scrap iron heap. Recently a neighbour and I were looking 
through his scrap iron heap and found an ancient hand pump 
used to fight fires in the Peak Hill area.

This pump (illustrated) is a lever operated pressure pump 
activated by manually working the lever up and down. It was 
fitted with a pressure gauge, a suction hose and an outlet 
hose that had a spray nozzle at its end. By working the lever 
up and down, a head of pressure could be built up and a 
“respectable” jet of water would be emitted from the spray 
nozzle. This made fire fighting a little safer than belting the 
flames with a wet bag!

These pumps were standard equipment on all horse drawn fire 
tenders. Over the years the development of engine powered 
pumps, mostly centrifugal ones, gave fire fighters a huge 
advantage in controlling fires, What would our pioneer fire 
fighters think of the diesel powered equipment we use today? 

Historical Hand Pump
Report by Bob Bell, Peak Hill

Bob Boyd (Waratah Brigade) with the hand pump
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Telephone: 

02 9411 8144

409 VICTORIA AVE
CHATSWOOD NSW 2067

theconcourse.com.au

The Concourse Chatswood is one of 
Sydney’s newest live entertainment 
and function destinations, offering 
a unique mix of venues for live 
theatre, dance, music, events and 
exhibitions. The stunningly designed 
precinct also features Chatswood 
library, two open, green spaces, 
restaurants and cafés, making The 
Concourse the perfect meeting 
place for all occasions.

the volunteer fire fighter  Winter 2013 Page 47



The Phantom Speaks Out

We’re all well aware that over the past few years, the world has been taken over by 
Social Media and this includes the RFS!

When it starts to interfere with us doing our job as fire fighters, we should step back and take a good look at 
ourselves.

In a perfect world, every truck to roll out of the station would have four Crew and a Crew Leader but in reality many 
times there is only a driver and one other, especially through the working week. 

This is the case in the Phantom’s outer area, not sure about the city.

I heard a story recently where this was in fact the case. A sitrep was given upon arrival, 2 houses were under threat 
and more resources were requested. While the two crew members worked like mad to save these two houses, 
the truck radio didn’t stop calling every few minutes wanting updates, which meant that one person had to keep 
running back to the truck and leaving the fire. 

They did not have hand held radios at the time.

The explanation later was that “Sydney were on our back for minute to minute updated information because the 
public want to know what’s going on”.

That scenario could have ended badly if these two fire fighters hadn’t been so experienced and worked so hard 
and the public could have been hearing the following: “2 houses lost and 2 firefighters killed because they had to 
keep dropping the hose and giving minute to minute updates so that the public knew what was happening”.

We see staff at conferences updating twitter minute by minute (& making private comments on it too), at courses 
they’re updating what is happening on Face book minute by minute (& making private comments on it too). 

Phantom thinks it’s time to get some common sense back into the RFS.

Social Media is a wonderful tool, but that’s all it is; a Tool!

Let’s use it to our advantage, use it at conferences and training etc. if you must… but don’t let it rule how we fight 
fires or eventually property fires for lives could be lost because of it.

The media is dominating the RFS at the moment. Bring back some common sense into fire fighting, let the Media / 
Social Media know what has happened AFTER the fire if you must, but leave us alone while we’re trying to protect 
our communities.

The Phantom will return
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I have read a number of articles in this magazine that have been 
critical of the State Mitigation Support Service (SMSS), and I feel I 
have to express my point of view on my dealings with them.

Until recently I was a Deputy Captain and Hazard Reduction 
Officer for the Cooks Gap Bushfire Brigade in the Cudgegong 
District. The Brigade is 35 km north of Mudgee and is 
approximately 300 sq km. It has a mixture of farming land and 
two coal mines, as well as a sub-division consisting of over 500 
individual 25 acre blocks. The blocks consist mainly of heavy 
timbered scrubby country with no vehicle access to much of the 
area. There are a number of dead end roads in the Sub-Division 
and it has been rated as an Extreme Fire Risk. Under today’s 
regulations it would never be approved, but unfortunately in the 
1970s they were not as strict as they are now.

I have been a member of Cooks Gap Brigade since I moved here 
20 years ago, and in that time the Brigade has always know that 
I could not effectively fight a large fire within the Sub-division 
because of access issues. In the mid 1990 the Brigade paid to 
have a fire trail put in on private land to allow limited access.

While it is the land owner’s responsibility to put containment lines 
in around there properties only a small number have actually 
done so. A large percentage of the residents are retirees or 
absentee land owners, and see the land as life style blocks. While 
the Brigades have the ability to get Council involved making the 
residents clear their blocks we see this as counter productive as 
we need the support of the community. 

The Brigade HR activities over the last few decades have been 
limited to small areas on individual properties, pile burns and 
agricultural burns. Enter the SMSS. Initially the Brigade utilized 
them in the AIDER program to help the elderly prepare their 
properties for the fire season. A number of individual land 
owners took advantage of the service they offered and had their 
boundaries cleared.

I realized what the SMSS could do for the Sub-Division and the 
Brigade soon developed an ambitious plan, with their assistance, 
to conduct major hazard reduction work. The initial plan was 
or 15 blocks to be done which would have given us good 
containment lines through half of the Sub-Division. The following 
two years were to conduct HR work in two of our dead end 
roads. To date the teams have put in containment lines around 
80% of those properties. Unfortunately due to the very welcome 
wet weather experienced over the last two years, and the lack 
of Prescribed Burns Supervisors, we have not be able to take 
advantage of the SMSS work. The District will be running a PBS 
course this year so we hope to commence our HR work very 
soon.

One of the early properties completed by the SMSS in Cooks 
Gap was involved in a fire two years ago. The fire started 
three blocks away and was quickly spreading, until it hit 
the containment line around the property. Not only did the 
containment line slow the fire it gave our crews access to the rear 
of the block so we were able to get trucks in and contain the fire. 

Over the last two years there have been a number of problems 
encountered and lessons learnt. The main problem is the sheer 
amount of paperwork that needs to be generated to get any 
work done. I have put in over 200 hours just in getting paperwork 
sorted. The other main problem is the lack of official liaison 
between SMSS and Brigades. While we generate all of the paper 
work there is no communication back to the Brigade to say when 
the work has been done. The Brigade has gotten around the 
problem by working closely with the teams on the ground. 

All of the team members are volunteer firefighters with local 
Brigades and we have worked with them on the fire ground, in 
the past, and in the future. Last year as the team was on its way 
back to Mudgee it came across a vehicle on fire and raised the 
alarm. I was the first Brigade vehicle on site and was briefed by 
the Crew Leader; they had established traffic control and used a 
portable extinguisher to control the spread of a grass fire in the 
table drain. The Crew Leader then backed me up on the hose 
while we extinguished the fire. The thing that we lose sight of is 
that the team members are all RFS volunteers with a day job just 
like thousands of others.

The SMSS is not universally accepted in the RFS, that much is 
clear. I won’t discuss the higher functions of the organization or 
its running costs. The Cooks Gap experience has been a very 
positive one at the coal face. The work has the potential to save 
lives and that is our main concern, without the SMSS the HR 
preparation work required would never be done.

The work undertaken by the SMSS is limited to a small portion 
of our Brigade area, with the majority of the area being either 
farming or mining. These land owners manage their land 
appropriately and have no need for the SMSS services. The 
urban interface is where the greatest potential for loss of life is, 
and it is these Brigades that see the work that is being done by 
the SMSS, and appreciate it. Having seen the devastation caused 
to communities in Victoria and more recently in Coonabarabran 
first hand, I am acutely aware of the need for this type of work to 
be done by someone. If not the SMSS then by whom. They may 
be imperfect and expensive to run but that is all we have and it is 
a vast improvement on what we had, which was nothing.

The State Mitigation Support Service is not for every Brigade, 
but while it is here the Cooks Gap Brigade will avail itself of its 
services as much as possible.

State Mitigation Support System
Report by Bill Robinson, Group Captain, Cudgegong District
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Local Government NSW
Councils across the State of NSW play 
highly varied but equally valuable roles 
within their communities. One commonality 
shared by councils is their key role in 
Emergency Management, with a great many 
involved with the Rural Fire Service (RFS) 
and supporting Volunteer Fire Fighters.

Local Government NSW (LGNSW) is 
the peak body representing councils. 
Formed on 1st March 2013 following the 
amalgamation of the Local Government 
and Shires Associations of NSW, LGNSW 
represents all 152 general-purpose councils 
from NSW, 12 special- purpose councils 
and the Aboriginal Land Council of NSW. 
The move to become one single and united 
association has strengthened the ability and 
capacity of LGNSW to Local Government 
interests to both the NSW and Australian 
Governments on a number of issues, 
including emergency services.

LGNSW Policy position on Council 
Engagement with the RFS
In 2012, LGNSW developed a discussion 
paper Review of Local Government 
Engagement with the Rural Fire Service in 
response to the widespread dissatisfaction 
expressed by councils about current 
operational arrangements with the RFS. 
After receiving council feedback, it was 
clear that no council wanted to maintain 
the status quo.  Two thirds (67%) of 
the councils that responded expressed 
support for full or partial disengagement 
from operational involvement with the RFS, 
while a further 31% expressed the need for 
process improvements. 

Council responses to the main issues and 
proposed options raised in the discussion 
paper were used as the foundation for 
developing the LGNSW new policy position. 
The policy addresses the key issues raised 
by councils in relation to the complex 
operational   arrangements with the RFS 
administration, including how equipment, 
vehicles and facilities  are managed. 

Our policy states that LGNSW advocate 
operational disengagement with the RFS, 
with the:

• RFS to take over all council-owned RFS 
equipment and vehicles including the 
management, maintenance and financial 
management and administration of local 
RFS units.

• NSW Government / RFS to provide 
councils with fair reimbursement for their 
proportion of assets transferred to the 
RFS, following extensive consultation with 
councils.

• RFS to improve Local Liaison Committee 
engagement processes including 
constructive community consultation for 
local budget expenditure.

Emergency Services Funding
For the past decade, we have had a long 
standing policy in support of introducing a 
fair and transparent broad based property 
levy to fund emergency services rather 
than the current system which is lacking in 
accountability, transparency and equity. In 
October 2012, LGNSW made a submission 
to the NSW Government’s Review of 
Emergency Service Funding advocating the 
adoption of such an approach and we hope 
to see a shift in the NSW Government’s 
position on this issue to a more equitable 
and balanced arrangement.

A copy of our Emergency Services Funding 
and RFS Engagement policy positions 
are available at: http://www.lgnsw.org.au/
policy/emergency-management 

Supporting Volunteers
While councils have expressed their 
dissatisfaction with their current relationship 
with the RFS , LGNSW values the often 
unsung support and hard work of Volunteer 
Firefighters. At no point do we want to see 
Volunteers disadvantaged by our policy and 
councils will continue to support their local 
RFS Volunteers directly. 

In conversations with regional and rural 
councils, many have expressed their 
concerns to LGNSW about a decline in 
Volunteer numbers. One council advised 
that their local RFS unit now only has seven 
volunteers, when it used to have 50. 

We want to emphasise that even with the 
NSW Local Government sector seeking 
to disengage from its complex operational 
involvement with the RFS, councils will 
continue to support and encourage their 
local RFS Volunteers. It’s essential that 
Volunteers are not negatively affected by 
any proposed changes to the RFS and we 
will work to ensure that this does not occur.

LGNSW would like to take this opportunity 
to express our deep gratitude and sincere 
thanks to all RFS Volunteers for keeping our 
communities safe.

Councils and Bushfire Recovery
When the flashing lights leave the site of 
a disaster it is primarily Local Government 
that is tasked with the role of assisting 
communities recover in the short and long 
term.  

In January 2013, Warrumbungle Shire 
like many other areas across the state, 
experienced devastating bushfires which 
destroyed 33 homes and burnt through 
40,000 hectares of pasture and bushland. 
Farmers also lost extensive fencing, sheds 
and stock. It also wiped out a huge portion 
of the Warrumbungle National Park – the 
Shires major tourist attraction.

Warrumbungle Shire Council has been 
working extensively in many areas to 
ensure effective and speedy recovery for 
its community. One of the many initiatives 
of the council to support the community’s 
recovery is the Warrumbungle Shire 
Mayor’s Bushfire Appeal which, as of 
29 April, had raised over $740,000. The 
funding is being distributed to affected 
residents to help rebuild their homes, sheds 
and fences, and to community groups to 
deliver a range of assistance to impacted 
residents. 

The council is assisting its community 
recover in other ways too, including:

• establishing and operating a recovery 
centre

• running regular community recovery 
meetings

• communicating updates via a recovery 
newsletter 

• removing dangerous trees 
• assisting in the clean-up of asbestos
• providing portable water for residents 

with water tanks effected by ash and fire 
retardant

• providing rate relief 
• supporting Volunteer groups like Blazeaid 

and
• conducting activities to support business 

and tourism recover. 

We commend the Warrumbungle Shire 
Council for their extensive proactive 
initiatives that are assisting their community 
recovery from the devastating bushfires. 

More information about the appeal and the 
distribution of funds is available from the 
council website 
www.warrumbungle.nsw.gov.au. 

The Changing Relationship of NSW Local 
Government and the Rural Fire Service

Article submitted by LOCAL GOVERNMENT NSW
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The 2012/13 bushfire season definitely lived up to 

expectations with the Rural Fire Service citing close to 

5,000 fires over the October to January period. In January 

there were more than 650,000 hectares burnt with 

10,500 firefighters from NSW RFS, Fire and Rescue NSW, 

National Parks and Wildlife Services and Forests NSW 

engaged. There were eight days of total fire ban and 41 

Section 44 declarations. 

Despite the conditions there was no loss of life and credit 

must go to all those involved for making this possible. 

However it was unfortunate that there were large losses of 

livestock and a number of buildings including 58 homes, 

principally in the Coonabarabran area that were lost. 

Praise must go to the volunteers and others that fought 

these fires and prevented damage on a much larger scale. 

NSW Farmers was very active during the fires feeding 

information through to members and also responding to 

any concerns raised by our members. For example we 

were able to get a response from the RFS following the 

mobile alert messages to residents in the Coonabarabran 

area on how and where the messages were sent. 

Following the fires, NSW Farmers worked closely with 

the Department of Primary Industries and other agencies 

in the assessment of damage and support for affected 

residents. 71 local government areas were declared 

natural disasters with a number of parishes within 6 

local government areas receiving access to category C 

assistance grants. 

We approached BlazeAid with a view to informing them 

of the areas that were heavily damaged and facilitated 

arrangements between them and others to allow for the 

establishment of base camps for volunteers. BlazeAid 

and the volunteers have done a marvellous job (and 

continue to do a marvellous job) at their locations near 

Coonabarabran, Bookham and Nimitabel, helping 

landholders repair and replace fencing and other assets 

damaged by fires.

In conjunction with the DPI, NSW Farmers ran a fodder 
register supplying donated fodder to fire affected farmers. 
Over 70 donations were made distributing about 1,500 
tonnes of fodder. 

NSW Farmers also set up a fencing fund collecting 
donations from the general public to be provided to 
fire affected farmers to assist cover some of the costs 
associated with fencing. We distributed over $20,000 to 
20 applicants. 

Following the fires there has been much discussion about 
the operations during the fires and the hazard reduction 
processes. At the NSW Farmers Executive Council 
meeting in February, Council passed the following motion: 

That the following be implemented for bushfire hazard 
reduction and control operations:

a) Finance for construction and maintenance of fire trails 
on both public and private land deemed necessary 
under the bushfire hazard control program. 

b) Revision of Rural Fire Service (RFS) training and tactical 
response concentrating more on overall fire control at 
the initial stage, and emphasis on containment and 
extinguishment rather than property protection. 

c) The recognition of Brigade Captain’s local knowledge 
and authority on the fire ground, plus the local 
knowledge of the landowner. 

d) The need for National Parks and Wildlife Service to 
have flexibility in working hours, recognise fires burn 
and spread 24 hours a day, and be responsible for the 
first response of National Parks and Wildlife Service 
fires at all hours.

e) That RFS all bushfire management committees be 
required to operate consistently and in accordance 
with best practice. 

NSW Farmers has since written to the RFS and was 
having a meeting with the deputy commissioner on 
24 April to discuss many of the issues raised by NSW 
Farmers members.

NSW Farmers and Bushfire Matters
Report by Angus Gidley-Baird, NSW Farmers’ Association
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Smoke Alarm page 2
to come
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It’s time for a solution – to end the double standard and pass legislation 
to mandate the same photoelectric protection in our homes

as in our commercial buildings – before more lives are needlessly lost.
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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:






