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It is important that I start this tenth edition 
of the VFFA Magazine by thanking the 
many thousands of volunteers for their 
outstanding effort during the recent bush 
fire crisis. During this crisis, NSW lost more 
than 200 homes, thousands of hectares 
were destroyed and two men lost their 
lives. These losses would have been even 
greater had it not been for the volunteers’ 
skill, dedication and tireless work.

Our condolences go out to all those 
affected.

At present 63 fires are burning around the 
state and it’s only October. You have to ask 
the question – what can be done?

The question can be answered by making 
better use of the systems that are already 
in place. 

The first and most urgent 
response is the need 
for increased hazard 
reduction. Currently 
less than 1% of all 
bushfire prone lands 
in NSW are being 
hazard reduced per 
annum. That means 
that it would take over 100 years to 
hazard reduce these lands once. If we 
continue to hazard reduce at this rate, we 
will continue to see fuel loads building to 
unmanageable levels. It won’t matter how 
many resources we throw at these high 
fuel load fires, we simply won’t be able 
to stop them. To reduce fuel loads to a 
more manageable level, the Victorian Royal 
Commission and several leading bush fire 
experts recommend a minimum of 5% of 
all bush fire prone lands be hazard reduced 
per annum. Based on these figures, hazard 
reduction work is dangerously overdue. 

The VFFA believes that the NSW 
community wants a safe, protective and 
preventative fire management system 
in place. Hazard reduction offers the 
community this. Reducing the fuel load 
using cool weather prescribed hazard 
reduction burning produces the best 
possible outcomes for both the community 
and the environment.

Preventing wild fire events through hazard 
reduction is far superior than reacting to 
them. Prevention offers a safer working 
environment for fire fighters, superior 
environmental outcomes, enhanced 
protection of the community, their assets/ 
infrastructure and superior financial savings. 
The VFFA encourages all land managers to 
work toward more preventative measures. 

It’s well documented that preventative 
measures are 60 to 100 times more cost 
effective than reactionary measures. No 
matter which method is adopted, it is the 
tax payer who ultimately pays the bill.

Other strategies include;

• Native Vegetation Act.
The VFFA is concerned that the Native 
Vegetation Act is restricting land holders 
from making their properties fire safe. 
The government needs to visit the Act 
to ensure it is not producing undesirable 
outcomes. 

• Bush Fire Management Committees
All RFS Bush Fire Management 
Committees need to have at least two 
RFS Volunteer elected positions per 
Local Government area. This would 
achieve a better voice for all fire fighters 
on the ground.

• Collection of Fire Service Levy monies
The VFFA would like to see a change 
from the present Insurance Fire Service 
Levy to a land rated Fire Service Levy. 
Under the current system, only those 
people who take out home insurance 
contribute to the fire levy. A land rated 
system would see all landholders 
contribute. We believe this is a more 
fair, equitable and accountable system 
as everyone pays. This change is 
currently being considered by the NSW 
Government.

It is disappointing that the VFFA has been 
accused of working against the RFS. 
This could not be further from the 
truth. The Volunteer Bush Fire 
Brigades, now the Rural Fire 
Service was founded and run 
by volunteers. and Volunteers 
remain the backbone of the RFS. 

In February this year, the NSW 
Premier visited the fire ground 
following the Warrumbungle National 
Park fire and expressed the view that the 
volunteers need to have their concerns 
heard. 
That is what the VFFA is doing. The VFFA 
was formed to give you, the volunteer a true 
voice. To represent member concerns and, 
to fall in line with other Australian States 
that have volunteer only organisations.

The VFFA is an association that has a single 
focus, YOU the volunteer. If you have any 
queries or questions regarding the VFFA, 
we are contactable via 
feedback@volunteerfirefighters.org.au 

The VFFA wants to help the RFS be the 
best service it can be. We want to see the 
RFS flourish and maintain the mateship, 
expertise, and the respect that builds a 
superior organisation. It’s only through 
collaboration and acting on constructive 
feedback that this can be achieved. We 
believe that volunteers have a great deal 
of knowledge and experience and are in 
a commanding position to help guide the 
future direction of the RFS.

It is pleasing that the VFFA membership 
continues to grow. We would like to thank 
both existing and new members for the 
support you give us.

With the rapid growth of our membership 
base, new committees have been formed. 
It was decided at the last AGM to set up 
regional branches. This will help spread 
the workload and give more effective 
representation in local matters. Another 
committee is the Work, Health and Safety 
Committee. This was set up at the request 
of our members to address bullying and 
harassment concerns. It is a four person 
committee lead by Greg Godde (former 
FCO) who has already produced excellent 
work in having one member reinstated. 

Looking forward, our membership base is 
concerned that the service doesn’t have 
the 70,000 strong army of volunteers 
as regularly quoted. They believe the 
numbers are more like 18,500 who are 
qualified to get on a truck and go to a fire. 
It’s important for the future that we look 
after our existing RFS members. Whilst 
recruitment is a priority, retention of our 

existing experienced members 
is paramount. We need to listen 
carefully to what they are saying 
and make sure that their input is 
respected and valued.

On behalf of the VFFA Team, I 
would like to wish all of our members 

a safe, happy and fire free Christmas. 
A sincere thank you to everyone who 
has contributed to the success of our 
organisation. We will endeavour to continue 
to work for you the volunteer in 2014.

Best Wishes,

Peter Cannon

From the 
VFFA President’s Desk
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On Thursday October 17th at around 11:50am, 
Bargo Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade was paged to 
assist Balmoral Brigade on Hall Road with 

“Bush\Grass Alight” within their village. As usual our 
brigade supplied Bargo 1 tanker and a full crew.

Bargo 1 arrived on scene to discover properties within Balmoral 
Village surrounded by fire. The Bargo crew’s first task was to 
save two houses under immediate threat; our crew worked 
tirelessly on these properties and saved the houses. As time flew 
away from us, the fire seemed to run, with us trying to catch it.

Bargo 1 – Captain, Greg Green driving Bargo 1 into 
Balmoral Village.

Bargo 1 was then diverted back to our own township of Bargo 
– the fire was headed towards Yanderra and possibly Bargo. 
The fire front was coming towards our homes, our families and 
towards our friends. 

Bargo 1 arriving at Yanderra.

On our arrival back at Bargo we were then tasked to assist 
property protection at Yanderra. As our truck went through the 
main street of Bargo, people in the community were already 
flocking to the NSP (neighbourhood safer place). 

The Yanderra township was predominately saved due to hazard 

reduction works conducted only 2 weeks prior to the fire. Jeff 

Morrell, the Captain of Yanderra Brigade, conducted this burn 

with the assistance of other Wollondilly brigades. The HR known 

as the Pipeline HR was conducted to the west of the main 

township. The fire intensity was reduced significantly due to this 

burn on the main part of Yanderra. 

This lower intensity fire still caused spotting and some fire activity 

to the west of many Yanderra Road properties. High intensity fire 

activity was seen to the north west & south east of the township 

and that’s where the fire crossed the M31 Freeway into Sydney 

catchment land to the west of the Nepean Dam. 

This hazard reduction initiated by Yanderra Captain, Jeff Morrell, 

ultimately saved his township from catastrophic results & he 

deserves every accolade for his efforts.

Crews battling to save a home at Yanderra.
* Photo by courtesy of Clinton Down of Picton RFS.  

Youtube link at this particular house can be found at: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=91rmhAVmwAc  

The aftermath…but crews still managed to save the 
home.

Southern Highlands October 2013
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SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS OCTOBER 2013 continued

Strike Teams arrive at Yerrinbool Station.

Vision taken from the Dash Cam on board Bargo 1.
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SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS OCTOBER 2013 continued

Dozer cutting a trail behind Bargo.

 A smaller Drott working in the same area.

Didn’t take long for him to find himself in the thick of it.

 The Air Base at Bargo Football Field & Community Hall.

Gemma Small from Bargo Brigade acted as Airbase 

Operator for eight days @ Bargo & two days on Bargo 1.
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SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS OCTOBER 2013 continued

Bargo Brigade Members at their station get a visit from 
Local Councillor, Ray Law.

For any one that attended the fires in the Southern Highlands, 
we’re sure you would have had the opportunity of enjoying the 
food delicacies provided by the Plymouth Brethren Christian 
Church’s Rapid Relief Team. Every Volunteer Firefighter was so 
unbelievably complimentary about the huge range, the superb 
quality & the absolute friendliness of everyone from the PBCC 
& on behalf of all the many Volunteers & other agency workers 
involved, we offer our sincere thanks to this amazing group of 
kind & caring people.

Emma from Bargo Public School thanking everyone for 
saving their homes.

The entire local community threw its full support behind the 
Volunteers & this photo is just one example of the generosity 
shown.
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Our thanks to you
The VFFA Executive expresses its sincere thanks to all our members, most particularly those among the newly 
formed Region South Committee & those that have played an integral role in managing our association these 
past 12 months. Also to those that stepped forward to assist with the magazine production & the ever increasing 
membership database management. 

There are always many things to do & to those that stepped forward, we truly appreciate your support.

We take this opportunity to wish each of you a safe, happy & peaceful Christmas with your family – stay safe on the 
road if travelling away but most of all, Thank You for Volunteering like you do which contributes most positively 
towards making this country the great place that it is. 

The Volunteer Firefighters Association of NSW is pleased to 
Welcome Weatherzone as our provider of the latest up to date 
weather information.

Weatherzone is Australia’s largest provider of weather information, 
servicing the public, private industry and government agencies. 
”Weatherzone” is the trading name of The Weather Company 
Pty Ltd, which was established in 1998, initially in response to a 
demand from television networks for more sophisticated weather 
programming. 

Since this time Weatherzone has grown significantly, with more 
than 30 staff, the majority of which are located in our Sydney office. 
There are 10 operational meteorologists at Weatherzone and a 
strong team of developers to maintain our computer infrastructure, 
along with our complex processing and delivery of weather 
information. 

Weatherzone combines its own forecasts with information from 
trusted third parties (including the Bureau of Meteorology) to 
create decision-making tools and interfaces for a range of clients, 
including some state-based fire agencies. Weatherzone brings 
together weather, fire and lightning information into attractive 
geospatial maps, with the ability to add infrastructure for alerting 
purposes. These interfaces are used heavily by mining companies, 
electricity networks and within the aviation sector. 

Weatherzone also provides weather information to the public via 
our website www.weatherzone.com.au and our smart phone 
applications (Weatherzone and Weatherzone Plus) for iPhone, 
iPad and Android. 

Weatherzone is pleased to be able to support the VFFA through 
the provision of weather information and wishes you all the best for 
this fire season. 

Weatherzone joins up with VFFA

The VFFA welcomes Weatherzone as our premium provider of Weather Information.
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Introduction

The rapid growth of VFFA membership 
is not surprising given the level of 
disillusionment many volunteers 
experience as they watch their fire service 
move further away from the original 
concept of a Bush Fire Brigade.

It’s not all bad, the RFS is a great 
organisation, but we have to look back to 
our grass roots to get a full appreciation 
of the changes that have occurred over 
the years.

Even staff members at the Districts, 
Teams and Zones will tell you that when 
the RFS began developing Teams and 
Zones, they were informed that the job 
would become easier.

The job did not become easier, it has 
become increasingly difficult at all levels 
(for volunteers and staff).

Communicating with 
Volunteers

The RFS claims that there is sufficient 
representation and consultation with 
volunteers but I disagree with that claim.

There are a number of consultative steps 
that allow volunteers to have their say, 
but most of these steps do not allow for 
volunteer firefighters who live in remote 
rural areas.

The RFS claim to have 70,000 volunteers 
but how well do they communicate with 
them (regardless of the correct number).

One of the problems that I have 
witnessed is the use of inappropriate 

timeframes to properly inform volunteers 
of events. You can’t send out an 
email from Head Office expecting the 
District, Team or Zone to distribute 
an Expressions of Interest (EOI) for 
Volunteers with a single week up your 
sleeve. Perhaps they just want to 
tick the “YES WE OFFERED THIS TO 
VOLUNTEERS” tick box.

Am I being too harsh?

Group Captains and Captains meetings 
are being conducted but Volunteers 
are loosing faith in the system because 
of slow response or no response to 
requests in many cases.

Loosing the Local Input

You don’t have to be Einstein to work out 
that every move away from Districts is a 
move further away from local knowledge 
and the local community.

District, Team and Zone staff are often 
snowed under with a range of tasks that 
are keeping them chained to their desks 
rather than getting out amongst the 
troops.

Why do our Volunteers need 
the VFFA?

Please understand that I am not attacking 
the RFS or the RFSA when I say that the 
VFFA is the only association that can 
represent the NSW RFS Volunteer without 
a conflict of interest.

A Volunteer is a worker like any other, 
they deserve representation for a range of 

potential situations not limited to industrial 
action, work health and safety issues, 
unfair treatment and conflict with the RFS 
or its staff.

VFFA Region South

One of the latest developments for the 
VFFA is the establishment of regional 
representation. These regional forums 
and meetings will help bring the VFFA 
closer to the volunteer.

The first VFFA Region South meeting was 
held at the Murrumbateman Country Inn 
on Sunday 15th September 2013.

There was a great rollup and I was 
given the honour of representing the 
volunteers of Region South in the role of 
Chairperson.

Warren Kimber accepted the Deputy 
Chairperson position and Neil Crawley is 
carrying out the Secretary’s role.

Where to now?

My vision as Chairperson is to build a 
network of support for VFFA members in 
Region South.

We will be establishing some District, 
Team and Zone representatives over 
time so that we can reach out to all 
Volunteers.

Feel free to contact me on: 
0428 985 468 
mick@latnlong.com.au

VFFA Region South
Report by Mick Holton

MURRUMBATEMAN  Country Inn
Barton Highway, Murrumbateman 
– Just 30 km from Canberra
Phone: 02 6227 5802
http://www.murrumbatemancountryinn.com.au

The VFFA greatly appreciates the support shown to 
our Association, its membership and the Volunteer 
Firefighters of its local Community.

We highly recommend that whenever passing 
by their way, please call in and enjoy the local 
hospitality they’ve become so well known for Motel 
Accommodation, Great Food & Beverage!
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On Wednesday afternoon of 16 October 2013 I was on my way 
home driving towards the Hawkesbury when I clearly saw the 
smoke plume rising from what became known as the State Mine 
Fire. The next day, Thursday 17 October 2013, I was preparing 
my day’s lessons at South western Sydney Institute of TAFE 
where I work as a trade teacher and was discussing that fire with 
a colleague and fellow RFS volunteer when I received a call from 
the Hawkesbury Operations Manager, asking me to put together 
a crew to join a Hawkesbury Strike Team to go to Lithgow. 

Normally the brigade Captain would handle this sort of thing but 
he was overseas for the week, pretty poor timing for a holiday if 
you ask me! I work about an hour’s drive from the station but that 
had advantages, it gave me time to ring around for a crew, which 
consisted of myself as Crew Leader, my driver Neale Macklin, my 
son Andrew Jay, Chris van der Ley, and sisters Skye and Renae 
McDonagh. 

The strike team was led by Group Captain Bill Shields and initially 
staged at Bilpin Rural Fire Brigade station. En route to Lithgow it 
soon became apparent that this was shaping up to be a bad day, 
the radio comms were becoming increasingly frantic as leaders 
on the fire ground were almost begging for additional resources, 
eventually we were told to respond and hold the fire on the 
Northern side of the road near Clarence, which was relatively 
easy with the fire running Easterly and the road running east west 
but where the road changed north south between a gully the fire 

soon threatened Clarence and all tankers were redeployed into 
Clarence for property protection. Unfortunately three of our 
Cat 1’s were out of water by now, only Wilberforce and ourselves 
had conserved nearly all of our water fearing this eventuality. 

All Hawkesbury brigades worked tirelessly and seamlessly 
with one another and not a single home was lost, a few sheds 
and outbuildings couldn’t be protected but thankfully that was 
the worst of it. At one stage Glossodia was protecting three 
properties at once when they came under simultaneous impact 
but luckily for us the property in the middle was prepared very 
well and the owners were in attendance and appropriately attired 
and equipped with hoses deployed and rake hoes in hand – we 
pretty much just gave them a hand instead of the other way 
around, all other properties seemed to be deserted. 

During a later check on that well prepared property, I found that 
they had bizarrely been evacuated some time after the fire had 
already passed – that seemed very strange to me as there was 
still work to do and we needed to move on to other threatened 
properties. At some point during the day, we heard that another 
blaze had broken out at Bilpin and as one of their tankers was in 
our strike team, they were redeployed home. It was late, I don’t 
know how late but it was very dark when we were finally relieved 
on the fireground by more Glossodians. I found out later that 
our relief crew was responded back to Bilpin during the night for 
property protection there. 

Lithgow and the Hawkesbury Fires
Report by Graeme Jay – Glossodia SDC

Glossodia Crew showing off some of the generous donations of goodies from our lovely local businesses; L to R = Renae McDonagh, Carol van der Ley, Tegan Jay, Andrew Jay, 
Andrew Fleming & Jason van der Ley.
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LITHGOW AND THE HAWKESBURY FIRES continued

I’m pretty sure I remember correctly that was also the same day 
that so many homes were tragically lost in the Blue mountains 
district in what was known as the Linksview fire. 

Eventually the State mine Fire, the Mount Victoria Fire and the 
Bilpin Fire all just became the one big fire collectively known 
as the State mine Fire. After Lithgow, our local focus became 
the Bilpin edge of the fire where some 45km of back burn 
was completed around property and all of it held – a huge 
achievement. 

The Bilpin fire progressed into Mountain Lagoon and became a 
pretty big fire on its own. I think the Clews and Howes Swamp 
fires were already burning in the Hawkesbury by now but the 
fires were burning in pretty remote country but work had begun 
especially around St Albans, and that’s where Glossodia crews 
ended up next, basically the south eastern part of the Howes 
swamp fire, we were there for days but I don’t remember how 
many but before we knew it, we had another fire start at Lower 
Portland. Both our Cat 1 and 7 were responded to a fire at the 
edge of the road at Colo Heights and soon after arrival, the Cat 1 

was re responded back to Lower Portland for yet more property 
protection. 

A lot more work was required on the Lower Portland Fire before 
we could get back to the Howes Swamp fire, this time we worked 
the western edge near Grassy Hill and then we got plenty of rain, 
thankfully. My own employer, has been fantastic, as have many 
other employers and their contribution must not be forgotten 
during these times, also the generous support of our families that 
enable us to do what we do, the many other brigades that come 
and help us out, I know we had strike teams in the Hawkesbury 
from Warringah / Pittwater, Cumberland, Hornsby and Macarthur 
– there were probably others, sorry if I missed anyone. 

Finally, our community is fantastic, food, water, offers to simply 
clean the shed or cook us a hot meal all of these contributions 
are gratefully received. It may be a shame that we need a disaster 
to bring out the best in people but it’s great to know that our 
community is behind us when we need them. It seems to be 
shaping up to be a pretty interesting summer if spring is anything 
to go by – stay safe everyone. 
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LITHGOW AND THE HAWKESBURY FIRES continued

Page 12 Summer 2013  the volunteer fire fighter



LITHGOW AND THE HAWKESBURY FIRES continued

Andrew Jay and Sam Brown 
of Glossodia Brigade with 
Prime Minister Tony Abbott. 

Mr Abbott is an experienced fire 
fighter and had just completed 
a night shift with the 
Davidson Brigade working on 
the State Mine Fire at Bilpin.
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Low Intensity Burn

The 2012/2013 fire season was one of the worst on record. In 
NSW alone 1.5 million hectares were burnt by bush and grass 
fires – seeing the loss of 63 homes. And this season NSW lost 
more than 200 homes and it’s only the end of October. We 
have witnessed so many major summer wild fire events, are we 
becoming conditioned to expect these as the norm?

Is this level of destruction inevitable or can we change it?

The good news is we can change this and the answer lies in 
effective preventative measures. 

The only aspect of the fire triangle that man can mitigate is fuel. 
Fires run on fuel. Put simply, more fuel = more fire. The diagram 
illustrates this, showing the exponential rise of fire intensity related 
to fuel loads. 7.5 tonnes per hectare is very easily managed as it 
only produces 300 kWh per metre. Increase the fuel load by 4 to 
30 tonnes per hectare and fire intensity is increased by over 17 
times to an uncontrollable wild fire.

Fuel builds up in the Australian bush at an average of two tonnes per hectare per year.

Coronial, State and Federal government enquires into major 
bush fire events have drawn the same conclusion - the severity 
of the fires were due to excessive fuel loads and the need for an 
increase in hazard reduction burning. 

The government is to be commended for the Goal 28 initiative 
setting targets of;

• “increase the number of properties protected by hazard 

reduction works across all bush fire prone land tenures by 
20,000 per year by 2016

• increase the annual average level of area treated by hazard 
reduction activities by 45% by 2016”.

But even if these targets are met by 2016 it will still mean we are 
hazard reducing less than 1% of the bush fire prone lands. This 
means it will take more than 100 years to get around once.

The Victorian Royal Commission concluded that a minimum 
of 5% per annum of bush fire prone land should be treated by 
hazard reduction. This minimum figure is supported by many 
leading bush fire experts. 

Some would suggest that this 5% target would be too costly 
to implement. But various studies have concluded that hazard 
reduction is 60 to 100 times more cost effective than reacting to 
wildfire events. How can we not afford to implement this target?

Today we are spending more time and money than ever reacting 
to wildfire events. Surely prevention is better than cure.

The 2013 Coonabarabran fire was judged to be a success by 
many within the bureaucracy because there were no human 
deaths. This can be deemed a success on some level, but how 
can you consider the destruction of 80+ buildings, the destruction 
of hundreds of kilometers of fencing, the killing and maiming of 
livestock and the incineration of the Warrumbungle National Park 
flora and fauna a success. 

This record of destruction doesn’t even begin to measure the 
enormous human cost. The impact of this fire will last for many 
years, with some unable to ever recover.

In bygone years, the focus was on local brigades performing low 
intensity hazard reduction burns in the off season. All planning 
and execution was done at the local level drawing on vast local 
knowledge and expertise. The Volunteer Bush Fire Brigade motto 
was “PREVENT BUSH FIRES”. What happened to this motto and 
this focus?

Hazard reduction offers so much. It offers a safer working 
environment for fire fighters, superior environmental outcomes, 
enhanced protection of the community, their assets and 
infrastructure and superior financial outcomes. Hazard reduction 
versus summer wildfires.

What are we doing? 

Summer Wildfires…What are we doing?

Wildfire
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Every year as the Western 
Australian summer approaches, 
one co-author of this article 

(Roger) is visited anew by a recurring 
nightmare. It is a hot day in early 
January, the height of the holiday 
season. An anticyclone is stationary 
in the Great Australian Bight, and a 
cyclone is brewing in the Indian Ocean 
off the Pilbara coast. Thunderstorms 
develop and there are lightning strikes 
in the long unburnt national parks near 
Cape Naturaliste on the south-west 
corner of Australia. A series of fires 
is started, quickly overwhelming the 
volunteer brigades.

The fires rapidly pick up in intensity, 
coalesce and then, with a powerful 
nor’west wind behind them, drive down 
through the crowded holiday settlements, 
bushland residential areas, hobby farms 
and vineyards checkerboarding the 
beautiful Margaret River region.

Within hours the roads are gridlocked 
and residents trying to escape come face 
to face with firefighters on the way in. 
The roads are narrow and twisting and 
their verges carry massive fuel loads and 
dry grass. The swirling fire winds drop 
trees across power lines and roads. The 
fireground becomes a battleground, and 
then a killing ground.

To the other co-author (Athol) this 
shocking nightmare is also a recurring 
theme. For years he has observed the 
demise of sound, professional bushfire 
management in Victoria, and his 
colleague, Rod Incoll AFSM, has raised 
awareness about the “Arc of Fire” around 
the Melbourne metro area, extending 
from Whittlesea-St.Andrews to Eltham 
through Yarra Glen and Healesville, 
across the Dandenongs and along the 
Mornington Peninsular.

All of this nightmare has now been raised 
again, and brilliantly articulated by another 
two colleagues or ours in Victoria, David 
Packham and Tim Malseed. Reviewing 
specifically the near-Melbourne suburb 
of Eltham, part of a Melbourne suburb, 

Malseed and Packham have come up 
with a horrifying scenario. 

This has now been published in a paper 
entitled: Bushfire Death Trap:  
The Eltham Gateway.

We regard it as a landmark publication 
in Australian bushfire literature. What in 
particular makes the paper so powerful 
is the calm and professional way the 
author’s position is presented, and 
its basis in bushfire history. It also 
demonstrates a solid and practical 
understanding of bushfire science, 
including risk management.

David Packham is already well-known, as 
one of Australia’s most highly respected 
bushfire scientists, with an Order of 
Australia awarded for his pioneering 
research into aerial fuel reduction burning. 
Malseed, on the other hand, is a lay 
person (but also an architect and builder) 
whose knowledge of the Eltham Gateway 
has been acquired over his 34 years as 
a resident there. This is his first entry 
into bushfire management, driven by his 
concerns that Eltham (where he has built 
many beautiful houses) has been proven 
by Victoria’s 2009 Black Saturday to be 
on the threshold of becoming another 
Kinglake, destroyed by fire.

Eltham Gateway is the entry to a 
suburb at the urban/rural interface, 
approximately 20 kms from the centre 
of Melbourne. The dwellings in the area 
are mostly embedded in bushland, with 
tree canopies often meeting overhead, 
at times with fine fuels accumulating on 
rooftops. The topography is undulating, 
with some steep areas along the river 
banks. The area is vulnerable to high 
intensity fire and to falling trees on aerial 
power lines, cars and roads.

In short, the whole suburb is fearfully 
bushfire-prone. It exemplifies that most 
worrying combination of risks: a heavily 
populated residential area with long-
unburnt flammable fuels, in a climatic 
zone regularly subjected to severe 
bushfire weather, and in area that has 
experienced damaging bushfires in the 
recent past.

Worse than all this, Eltham Gateway is 
also potentially a death trap due to traffic 
gridlock. Access and egress is via two 
bridges, one crossing a steeply banked 
flood creek to the west, and the other 
crossing Melbourne’s main river, the 
Yarra, to the south. Both are significant 
bottlenecks, even under day-to-day 
‘good’ conditions. Each will inevitably 
become gridlocked in the event of ‘bad 
conditions’ – an emergency bushfire 
evacuation, for example. This would trap 
perhaps thousands of residents on bush-
lined roads.

Malseed and Packham know the area, 
and they know its past. They point out:

1. That on February 7, 2009, Victoria 
suffered a number of extreme 
bushfires, which killed 173 people. This 
was the infamous ‘Black Saturday’, 
Australia’s worst bushfire disaster. The 
most deadly of the fires that occurred 
that day was the ‘East Kilmore fire’. 
At one stage on Black Saturday it 
appeared inevitable that the East 
Kilmore fire was going to burn right 
into the Eltham Gateway. Had it done 
so, instead of veering east thanks to 
an earlier-than-predicted wind change, 
thousands could have been killed, in 
excess of 100,000 people traumatised, 
and many billions of dollars of damage 
and compensation caused.

2. All of this had been predicted. Six 
years earlier, in 2003, two independent 
expert assessments (one by David 
Packham and one by Rod Incoll) 
were made of the bushfire threat to 
the Eltham Gateway. In both cases, 
the threat was clearly identified 
and was formerly presented to the 
Victorian government, with a call for 
action. In both cases fuel reduction 
was recommended to alleviate the 
situation. Both the Packham and Incoll 
assessments were ignored by the 
Victorian Government.

Malseed and Packham revisit this 
dark history of neglect in the shocking 
light of Black Saturday. But in addition 
to highlighting anew the threat to 
thousands of lives, the authors 
examine what is being done about it. 

QUADRANT ONLINE

Death by Fire and Culpable Neglect
by Roger Underwood & Athol Hodgson AM  –  April 5 2013
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DEATH BY FIRE AND CULPABLE NEGLECT continued

Alarmingly, they conclude that (as we 
write)

No formal, professional bushfire 
threat analysis has been made for 
the Eltham Gateway by government 
authorities to address the current 
situation. At the very least, a bushfire 
risk analysis should have been made 
for all of the areas bounded by the 
two death-trap bridges (identifying the 
places most at risk and the sites where 
bushfire damage will be most severe), 
but it has not. 

No landscape-level fuels 
management program has been 
developed for the area, nor has any 
authority been assigned responsibility 
for drawing up or implementing such 
a program. As a result, most bushland 
properties in the Eltham Gateway are 
carrying fuels in excess of 10 tonnes to 
the hectare, the level above which any 
attempt to attack and control the fire’s 
main front usually fails. 

No effective systems have been 
developed to promote fuel reduction 
by landowners and to train and assist 
them to safely implement a fuel-
reduction program. 

In addition to the heavy fuels on private 
land, there are fuel accumulations on 
road verges and parklands, all of which 
are the responsibility of government. 
Heavy fuel loads on bushland adjoining 
narrow roads are particularly worrying. 
When they burn, they generate a 
massive radiant heat load, turning 
roads into corridors of death. Few 
bushfire evacuees attempting to drive 
down roads in this area will survive in 
their cars. 

Many road verges in the area are 
also dotted with ‘bushfire dangerous’ 
trees. These are trees, sometimes 
dead, dying, hollow butted or diseased, 
which will fall across power lines and 
roads when a hot fire comes through. 
No program has been put in place to 
identify and remove these inevitable 
‘widow-makers’. 

No Extreme Bushfire Emergency 
Strategy for the Eltham Gateway has 
been developed. At the very least, such 
a strategy would be looking at pre-
empting the inevitable grid locks at the 
evacuation bottlenecks, by expanding 
the egress roads to four lanes, and 
installing an emergency access 
crossing on the river.

Malseed and Packham go beyond 
outlining the problem. They point the 
finger at those who they regard as 
responsible. These include Premiers 
Bracks, Brumby and Baillieu, and 
Planning Ministers Delahunty, Hulls, 
Madden and Guy. All of these Members 
of Parliament could have taken action to 
minimise the bushfire threat to the Eltham 
Gateway. In the Victorian Government, 
“specific responsibility” for bushfire 
mitigation rests with the Ministers for 
Planning.

They also identify the influence of the 
greens on fire and planning policies. They 
point out how, over many years from the 
mid-1980s:

... Cool burning was dangerously 
downgraded. The green movement 
attracted a new spectrum of 
supporters, happy to join an 
established political power base. 
Discussion about extreme bushfire 
was generally not welcomed by green 
bureaucrats, and was mostly shut 
down. For many in government, green 
faith replaced reason.

Elsewhere the green influence was even 
more disastrous, as Government policies 
were promulgated that actually prevented 
sound bushfire management. The result 
was loss of life, biodiversity going up in 
smoke, and lovely landscapes converted 
into fire-ravaged battlegrounds.

As the famous historian Bill Gammage 
wrote about the Eltham Gateway, it looks 
as if you are “…trying to set fires, rather 
than prevent them”.

To our minds, Malseed and Packham 
have achieved two important things in 
their Bushfire Death Trap paper. Firstly, 
they have highlighted the severity of the 
bushfire risk at the Eltham Gateway, 
and with any luck this message will sink 
in with the residents and cause them 
to demand action. Secondly, they have 
clearly identified the failure at ministerial 
level to accept accountability for the 
problem and, more important, for fixing it.

In Victoria, as is the case throughout 
Australia these days, identifying bushfire 
risks and taking accountability for 
minimising them, has mostly slipped 
through the cracks of governance. If there 
is another Black Saturday (as all bushfire 
specialists predict) and heavily populated 

places in the Arcs of Fire around our 
major cities cop another horrendous 
bushfire calamity, there can now be 
little opportunity for State Planning and 
Emergency Services Ministers to say they 
were not warned.

We regard the Eltham Gateway paper 
as another wake-up call for bushfire 
managers in rural residential areas all over 
Australia. 

Once more, it calls for accountability 
to be identified, and for individuals to 
be brought to task. We are appalled 
that no one was found to have been 
accountable for the Black Saturday 
disaster. How can that possibly be? Until 
this situation changes, and public officials 
clearly responsible for the protection of 
communities from bushfires are held to 
account for their incompetence, or failure 
to accept their duty of care, there is little 
hope that the situation will improve.

And what of Roger’s nightmare, the 
unstoppable bushfire ripping through the 
lovely but high risk Margaret River region 
in the south-west corner of Australia? 
Well, at least they are on the coast, and 
a Dunkirk Solution can be attempted. If 
warnings are given early enough, some 
residents will be able to retreat into 
the sea ... a last resort that will not be 
available to the residents of the bushfire 
death trap that is the Eltham Gateway. 

For a copy of Malseed and Packham’s 
paper, email Tim Malseed at: timalseed@
gmail.com

Mr. Roger Underwood is Chairman of 
The Bushfire Front Inc and Mr. Athol 
Hodgson AM is President of Forest 
Fire Victoria. Both have had long 
careers in bushfire management in 
Australia and formerly were Senior 
Government Officers with extensive 
bushfire responsibilities.
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The fires that swept through the 
Warrumbungle in mid January are still 
having an enormous social economic 
and mental affect on the community 
and especially those who were directly 
impacted by them.

Blazeaid an orginisation that consists of 
volunteers where here for months. They 
erected boundary fences for farmers and 
residents who had lost their fences in the 
fires. This allowed farmers to be able to 
contain their stock that had survived the 
fire on their properties. 

Blazeaid was a breath of fresh air. 
Mainly made up of grey nomads but also 
consisting of backpackers other farmers 
students and community members all 
volunteering their time. They achieved 
hundreds of kilometres of fencing 
and helped landowners to fence the 
boundaries of their properties. 

There are still many kilometres of 
internal fencing to be replaced and 
some may never happen due to the 
enormous cost and time involved to 
erect them. One landowner who lost over 
eleven kilometres of boundary fence in 
mountainous country was quoted over 
$18,000 per kilometre to replace it. Some 
of this boundary fencing in mountainous 
country may never be replaced due to the 
enormous cost and time to do so.

Some of those who lost their homes have 
started to rebuild others have purchased 
homes elsewhere and some are still 
wondering what to do.

With new laws and legislation some may 
find they cannot rebuild what they had 
or where their original homes were. One 
landowner told me he was told a shed he 
wanted to replace had to be built from fire 
resistant material.

It will take many years to build up stock 
numbers and to replace machinery, hay 
sheds, wool sheds, machinery sheds and 
to rebuild stock yards etc. 

A number of people who had sheds 
insured have found after paying for the 
cleanup they cannot afford to replace 
sheds and out buildings with what they 
had.

People are angry that they were not let 
known earlier of what was happening 
some did not know there was a fire in the 
national park.

Some residents wanted to clear back 
from their homes and infrastructure but 
under the Native Vegetation Act and the 
Threatened Species Conservation Act 
were unable to do so.

Our great grandfathers, grandfathers and 
fathers used to burn in the autumn to 
reduce the fuel loads and promote new 
growth for the spring. If something does 
not change there will be no wildlife left 
and the Australian bush as we know it 
today will be gone.

The fires in the Blue Mountains and 
on the coast this week has brought it 
all back to the residents here of what 
happened just nine months ago.

The Warrumbungle National Park is 
greening up but it will take decades and 
maybe it will never return to what it was.

I drove home from Sydney on Tuesday 
and on the way up to Lithgow I looked at 
some of the homes nestled in the trees 
and wondered how they could survive if a 
fire came through. Little did I realize what 
was to unfold less than twenty four hours 
after I came through.

The enormous social economic and 
environmental cost of these fires has to 
be addressed.

Better planning has to be put in place 
with a buffer zone cleared and kept 
cleared of regrowth from homes. Much 
more hazard reduction has to be done to 
keep the build up of fuel to a minimum. 
It is all very well for some to say you are 
destroying the environment but where is 
the environment and the wildlife now? 

This environmentalism has gone too 
far. Most of the water in our dams is 
now for the environment. Environmental 
water watering wet land that in a natural 
environment would be dry when there 
was no water flowing down the river 
systems. 

The Snowy Mountains Scheme was built 
to generate hydro electricity and water 
for irrigation and the towns along the 
inland river system but now it is almost 
all for the environment. Without the dams 
the inland rivers would have dried up like 
they used to in dry times but we are told 
by the environmental movement they 
should have water flowing down them all 
the time. They have created an artificial 
environment and maybe causing more 
damage than good.

I was told today that they cannot use 
sea water on the fires. Is this true? 
Can someone tell us if this is true? Is it 
because it would be putting salt on the 
native vegetation? I think common sense 
has to be reintroduced. Why are we using 
our drinking water on these fires? I realize 
that inland we have no choice, but on 
the coast and where possible sea water 
should be used.

Coonabarabran / Warrumbungles
Sunday 13th January 2013 & Nine Months On

Report by Juleen Young
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Thanks to our NSW Ambos
One of the best initiatives the RFS implemented back in 2005 was the deployment of “NSW Special Operations 

Ambulance Paramedics” to join our Volunteer Firefighters at the fires in Victoria and since that time, 
at all other major incidents when and where ever required around NSW. It’s a most comforting feeling when ever your working 

in hot, tough and testing environments only to look over your shoulder and find our Ambo’s keeping close watch on you.
They’ve been put to use on numerous occasions during the many recent fires but overall, we’ve managed 
to keep injuries to a minimum and the good care of our Ambo’s played a big part in a positive outcome.

Their always great people personally, good fun to be with and a protective asset that Volunteers value having with them. 

From all Volunteer Firefighters, we say; Thanks NSW Ambo’s

EMERGENCY SERVICE UNITS
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Thursday 11th July 2013

I am sitting at the kitchen table and thought I would pen a few of 
my thoughts before opening the gun cabinet, selecting my large 
bore Remington 788 rifle and filling a magazine with three 220 
grain soft nose bullets.

It’s now six months since the National Park fire screwed our lives 
around. These last 182 days have been a living hell and often the 
time I wish that I had died in the fire along with the cattle.

I haven’t had a day off since 13th Jan and putting in 12 to 15 
hours a day has been soul destroying. The emotional drain of 
begging the Banks for half a million $ of additional loans and 
having to mortgage the lawn mower along with all the properties, 
assets and remaining cattle just to get the farm back to its pre fire 
operational status, has been demeaning and crippling.

The spend so far: $160,000 for fencing materials and equipment, 
$110,000 for cattle feed, agistment and stock transport, $90,000 
for contractor labour and staff wages, $40,000 for bulldozer hire 
to clean fence lines and dams and $45,000 to purchase a few 
new breeding females(29 of the 200 that were burnt). But this is 
only money, unfortunately there is more.

On the home front, one family member has left the farm for good 
due to ”the stress of it all”. Burying the show cows is not a good 
scene. Another has gone “walkabout” in the NT. I have been 
made to feel like a ‘welfare recipient’ in having to accept food 
vouchers, a quilt, some fence posts and significant generous 
cash donations from people that I have never met.

The generosity of friends and strangers together with service 
organizations has been truly humbling, but it has all been so 
unnecessary, for several reasons:-

• This fire should never have happened – but it was allowed to.

• The National Park should have been managed in accordance 
with operational directives issued by NPWS and in accord with 
the Canobolas Model – but it wasn’t.

• The Park when closed for the period leading up to Black 
Sunday should have been monitored and patrolled – but it 
wasn’t.

• The small fire should have been put out – but it wasn’t.

• The significant resources of the State and the VFFA should 
have been called upon to extinguish the fire – but they weren’t 
called until it was too late.

• The back burn should never have been started with such 
terrible conditions forecast – but it was.

• The State Government should have stepped up to the mark 
and accepted liability and settled the losses sustained by those 
who were burnt out – but they haven’t.

Yes, there has been some acknowledgement of this disaster by 
the State Government, a low interest loan which required the 
upfront payment of $800 for the State Govt’s own title search 
and State stamp duty and tax, a grant to help clean up the 
burnt sheds and the removal of asbestos from the ashes of the 
Glenmore Homestead (it could have been safely buried on site 
for 10% of the cost). Such a pittance compared to the annual 
gouging of 32% from our property insurance premiums by the 
State Govt. Last year the insurance premium doubled after the 
Brisbane floods, didn’t have a spare $40,000 in loose change 
so had to halve the value on our assets to continue to cover our 
public liability aspects. Guess what, we received an insurance 
payout after the Black Sunday fire of less than 15% of the actual 
losses sustained. Guess again, the ‘no claim bonus’ has gone 
and our insurance premium has now doubled up again for our 
renewal this year.

Again, the State Govt has subrogated their liability onto charity 
organizations by having Rotary, Lions, BlazeAid, Mayors fund and 
many others provide relief assistance to burnt property owners.

There are many questions still outstanding of the agencies that 
we as tax and rate payers trusted and fund to facilitate the safe 
operation of our community. The National Park management 
and lack of preventative maintenance and initial fire response, 
the RFS response and its destructive backburning later in the 
week, the findings of the Police arson investigation needs to be 
made public, the weather reporting and the lack of observance 
of the dire warnings by agencies. Much was offered by the Shire 
but response has been somewhat slow out of the blocks. The 
demand of a considerable payment to process a ‘development 
application’ to replace a burnt farm shed, using fire resistant 
materials, beggars belief and the retention of a big slice of 
publically donated relief funds to hold a party at some future time 
is a tad bazaar.

As I recall the familiar image of a the ‘football field size’ pile of 
old burnt fencing material stacked up ready to go to the scrappy 
that keeps failing to come together with the pile of roofing iron 
from the homestead and 3 sheds that are no more and the pile 
of fence posts and coils of new wire yet to be erected, I ponder 
if there is any future at all for cattle producers in Australia. With 
high taxes, red and green tape, endless regulation on land use, 
intrusive building requirements and permit costs, crazy labour 
rates, mandatory production assurance programs, low cattle 
prices contrived by the supermarket duopoly and the foreign 
owned meat export companies – there seems no end to it all. 
The Shire and LHPA rates keep rolling in along with increased 
electricity bills and insurance premiums for a property that we 
can’t use because the fences are still missing. Getting 12 of the 
burnt 35km of fences rebuilt has exhausted the staff and also a 
heap of BlazeAid volunteers.

Coonabarabran – Vale Valentino

On January 13th this year, a fire ripped through the Coonabarabran region which caused horrendous damage, caused the loss of a huge 
number of stock, buildings & fencing & has left an unforgettable mark upon so many families. 

In our last magazine, we read about the gallant efforts of one man, Stephen Lill of Chadwick Downs, 
who gave his all to work to save his prize Red Brangus Bull, Valentino from the affects of that bushfire.

Below are the contents of a letter that Stephen penned on Thursday July 11th 2013…well what can we say?
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Before Black Sunday

1 month post fire

5 months post fire

COONABARABRAN – VALE VALENTINO

I recall a recent comment made in the street, “You must be glad 

of the fire and having BlazeAid replace all your old fences for 

free”, guess he wondered why I didn’t stop for a chat.

Well, the 36 poddy calves have grown out well. The loss of their 

Mothers is now only a sad memory. The countless hours of twice 

daily bottle feeding by the wife and her nephews and nieces has 

produced a well adjusted group of future breeders.

Unlike the poddys, Red Valentino, the stud Red Brangus bull 

has had a terrible half year. This elite 6 year old Royal Show 

Champion suffered burns to more than 40% of his body before 

falling 6 meters into the dry Castlereagh river bed. On every one 

of the past 182 days he has received feed and water, treatment 

for his burns, pain and injuries. His weight has plummeted from 

1,120kg down to 660kg. 

On Valentine ’s Day his ears fell off. He has to stay under cover 

because his scar tissue gets sunburnt. His right back leg doesn’t 

work and is getting worst following the fall. I have watched this 

brave bull will himself to keep living. I salute his courage. He has 

endured daily spraying of Aloe Vera gel supplied by the Banana 

Boat people, numerous injections of antibiotics and pain relief and 

the peeling off of burnt scabs the size of dinner plates. The injury 

to his stifle will not get better and alas there is no future for Red 

Valentino B207.

Now this brings me back to the beginning of this note. 

I will now take the rifle and put an end to Valentino’s six months 

of torment.

I hope my departure will be as quick and merciful as Valentino’s.

Last feed 11 July 2013

Bronson farewells his buddy

Valentino reunited with his cows
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Saturday – Sunday May 25th & 26th was a great weekend for 
the West Pittwater Brigade on Sydney’s North. This brigade is 
effectively made up of two RFS units being Elvina Bay & Lovett Bay 
Stations, both under the guidance of Captain Kylie Stackhouse. 
This brigade took it upon themselves to run a Basic Firefighter 
Course at their station assisted by a number of Instructors & 
Assessors from around the district, to help bring on line, around 
fifteen new firefighters most of whom belonged to the Scotland 
Island Brigade, which is nestled within the waters of Pittwater. 
All these new members will be available & highly valued this fire 
season…a huge bonus to the isolated waterfront brigades.

Elvina Bay and Lovett Bays are located on the Western Shore of 
Pittwater with Pittwater on the front doorstep and Kuringai Chase 
National Park at the back doorstep. These Bays are in an adjacent 
suburb in the Northern Beaches of Sydney. They are located 35 
kilometres north of the Sydney central business district with in the 
Local Government area of Pittwater Council. 

Scotland Island is an Island in the North of Sydney. Church Point, 
Scotland Island’s major mainland service locality is located 32 
kilometres north of the central business district of Sydney.

Access to West Pittwater Brigade is via a weather dependant 
NP&WS Trail but primarily it’s by way of boat from the mainland 
– private vehicles do not exist, residents all travel to & from their 
homes by small 6 foot tinnies.

Access to Scotland Island Brigade is by boat only.

Catering over the weekend was managed by the brigade which 
included a sumptuous roast, desert, tea & coffee – all befitting of 
that of a top notch Restaurant & prepared by brigade member; 
Lisa Atkins.

A brilliant effort put in by the team at West Pittwater led by Captain 
Kylie Stackhouse with a really happy bunch of new recruits at the 
ready for what is already shaping up to be; a most interesting fire 
season. 

Already some of these new recruits have taken part in the Warringah/
Pittwater District Field Days and been involved in the Yeomans Bay 
boat fire, the Barrenjoey Headland Fire and completed a HR on 
Scotland Island.

West Pittwater runs a BF Course

West Pittwater Brigade – Elvina Bay Station.

 Chef de Cuisine – Lisa Atkins of West Pittwater Brigade. 

Chris Ballantine – Instructor / Assessor Member of the 
Davidson Brigade instructing a Fire Behaviour lesson.

 Starting to feel the heat!

L to R: Roy Atkins Deputy, Kylie Stackhouse Captain 
& Andrew Cutler SDC.

 Graeme Richmond of Scotland Island Brigade instructing 
on Casualty Assistance. 

New recruits ready for Extinguisher Training under the guidance of 
SDC Andrew Cutler & Captain Kylie.

Scotland Island Captain, Ian White instructing. 
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The Volunteer Firefighters Association (VFFA), the body 

representing the Voice of Volunteer Rural Firefighters in NSW 

refutes the claim by green alarmists that climate change is the 

cause of the recent bushfires in New South Wales.

It’s ridiculous to blame climate change when we know there has 

been far worse bushfires stretching back to the earliest days of 

European settlement in Australia including the Black Saturday 

Victoria 2009, NSW Bushfires 1994, Ash Wednesday Victoria 

1983, Blue Mountains NSW 1968, Black Tuesday Hobart 1967 

and Black Friday Victoria 1939, said Peter Cannon, President of 

the VFFA.

The VFFA is angered by comments from the green lobby groups 

that tackling climate change was more important than prescribed 

burning of forest fuels to reduce bushfire risk. The real blame 

rests with the greens and their ideology as they continue to 

oppose and undermine our efforts to conduct hazard reduction 

in the cooler months and to prevent private landowners from 

clearing their lands to reduce bushfire risk.

Hazard reduction is the only proven management tool rural 

firefighters have to reduce the intensity and spread of bushfires 

and this has been recognised in numerous bushfire enquires 

since the Stretton enquiry into the 1939 Victorian Bushfires.

The amount of ‘green tape’ we have to go through to get a 
burn approved is beyond frustrating; says Peter Cannon. The 
VFFA is calling on the NSW State Government to reduce the 
amount of green tape involved in planning and conducting hazard 
reductions, so that our Volunteer Firefighters can get on with the 
job of conducting fire prevention works in the cooler months to 
prevent the inevitable summer bushfire disasters that are now 
becoming a more regular feature.

The NSW State Government must also provide sufficient funding 
for bushfire hazard reduction works on a planned and sustained 
basis, including the creation of asset protection zones and 
upgrades of all fire trails in high bushfire risk areas.

Remember that it’s far more cost effective, say around 66 to 100 
times more cost efficient, to prevent wild fires through hazard 
reduction than it is to have reactionary fire response, which is 
what we have at the moment. With the great number of lost 
homes and decreasing property values through these wild fires, 
what then will the total fiscal amount be…when it could have all 
been prevented by effective Hazard reduction! 

To increase the area treated by prescribed burning on bushfire 
prone lands from the current level of less than 1% per annum to 
a minimum of 5% per annum, as recommended by the Victorian 
Royal Commission and many leading bushfire experts.

V F F A  M E D I A  R E L E A S E   

Green Tape Prevents Volunteers Rural Firefighters 

from Reducing Bushfire Risk
Issued by VFFA Media

VFFA…Keeping Volunteers Informed

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

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

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

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

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

e) ongoing relevant research on fire behaviour, prevention and management and the effects of fire on biodiversity 
through the Bushfire Cooperative Research
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BlazeAid is a volunteer-based organisation that works with 
families and individuals in rural Australia after natural disasters 
such as fires and floods. Working alongside the rural families, 
volunteers help to rebuild fences that have been damaged or 
destroyed.

BlazeAid had a base camp near Bookham with volunteers helping 
farmers rebuild fences and generally get going again after the 
devastating fire earlier this year. When the Murrumbateman Men’s 
Shed provided an evening meal for the volunteers the manager 
of the camp asked them if they could build some carry boxes for 
their star picket drivers or “whakka pakkas”. These are a hand 
held, petrol driven machine, powered by a Honda four-stroke 
engine, similar to that on a brush cutter. The machines are top 
heavy and quite unwieldy & boxes would make it much easier to 
transport them to where they were needed. They could also be 
used as storage containers after the camp finished.

The Murrumbateman Shed took on the task and approached 
FAW Building Services in Mitchell to supply the plywood to build 
them. FAW donated three sheets of form ply and the Shed 
sourced the other material required for the boxes. They were 
built, delivered and immediately put into use. A few weeks later 
the BlazeAid executive asked the Murrumbateman Shed to make 
a further 50 boxes to be used nationally for the storage and 
transport of all their whakka pakkas.

The Murrumbateman Shed knew they did not have the capability 
to take on such a large project so they took the request to 
the May meeting of the South West Men’s Shed Alliance (the 
Alliance)1 in Cootamundra. The Alliance resolved to take on the 
project with all member Sheds participating and Terry Hunt, 

President of the Murrumbateman Men’s Shed, acting as project 
manager. This way all member Sheds could participate without 
the project being too big a burden for any one Shed.

Terry contacted FAW Building Supplies and obtained a quote for 
the supply of the required plywood, and the Shed drew up plans 
and material lists for the project. Using a “cutlist” program, which 
optimises the number of pieces cut from a sheet of plywood, they 
determined that five boxes could be built from three sheets of ply. 
Plans and drawings have been put together as a “pack” that will 
be distributed to all the Sheds helping with the build. BlazeAid will 
arrange to collect the finished boxes.

FAW building supplies were happy to supply the plywood at a 
substantially discounted price and Murrumbateman Men’s Shed 
was happy to put together a “designer” bag with instructions, 
screws, ropes, etc but some funds were needed. Yass Rotary 
Club kindly donated $2,700 which should be enough to allow 
Sheds to complete the project.

Then an issue of logistics came up; how to get the materials to 
the geographically dispersed Sheds without paying a fortune 
for delivery. The Alliance approached Boorowa Council who 
were happy to act as a “distribution point”; with materials 
being delivered to the works depot and then being collected by 
individual Sheds from there.

So where are we now? Materials have been delivered to the 
Council works depot and Sheds have started to manufacture the 
boxes from the kits picked up at the Council depot Clever use of 
the “cutlist” program means that we expect that around 60 boxes 
will be made rather than 50 and they should all be ready before 
the start of this year’s fire season.

Reference

1. The members of the Alliance, which was formed in 2007, are the Men’s Sheds in 
Ardlethan, Blayney, Boorowa, Canowindra, Cootamundra, Cowra, Grenfell, Harden/
Murrumburrah, Murrumbateman, Temora & Young. The Alliance meets quarterly at 
rotating locations.

Boxes for BlazeAid’s 
Star Picket Drivers

Showing Star Pick driver with accessory boxBlazeAid Boxes made in the Murrumbateman Shed.
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The Burning Issue
Report by Geoff Walker, Life Member – Lemon Tree Brigade

Having been involved with the bushfire 
business for the past 30 years, I’ve seen 
a lot of changes. By far the greatest 
seismic shift came in the late ‘80s and 
early ‘90s. Green politics started to 
intrude at the grass roots level and the 
traditional burnoffs all but stopped. In 
the case of my local brigade the figures 
were truly frightening. From an average of 
15 burnoffs in the ‘70s it dropped to an 
average of nine in the ‘80s and only one 
or two in the 1990s. Since then burnoffs 
have virtually ceased with the fuel loads 
rising to levels never seen before.

We all knew what was going to happen 
– and it did! In 1994 an uncontrollable 
fire storm ripped through the areas of 
Medowie, Williamtown and Salt Ash 
gobbling up a factory, a house, around 
60 koalas and countless other native 
creatures. 

So angry was the Shire President (himself 
a life member of the Salt Ash Brigade) 
that he called a public meeting. The 
Williamtown Hall was packed to the 
rafters as the local farmers and residents 
vented their anger at the unchecked 
bushfire fuel level that caused the 
disaster.

Politicians and Fire Control Bureaucrats 
nervously reassured residents that they 
had the situation well in hand and that a 
new Statewide Management Plan would 
solve all our problems. When released, 
this document – the authors of which 
were kept secret - proved to be farcical. 
Despite howls of protest from grass roots 
firies and residents, Port Stephens was 

considered “… insignificant to major 
bushfire risk ….” 

Such was the complexity of the plan and 
protocols needed to get a burnoff done 
that nothing happened for the following 
decade throughout the State of New 
South Wales. With unheard of bushfire 
fuel loadings, the State was a disaster 
waiting to happen. 

Even after 175 homes were incinerated 
around Sydney , another 530 in Canberra 
and with four people dead, there was no 
change in bushfire management strategy.

We all knew that the eastern seaboard 
of Australia was the most fire prone area 
on the planet and once again it was 
only a matter of time before another 
disaster struck- but the RFS, the CFA, the 
National Parks people, the ratbag greenie 
groups and politicians were unchanged in 
their thinking.

I got sick and tired of people ringing me 
up and knocking on my door with fear 
in their voices. They were absolutely 
petrified about what would happen during 
the next big bushfire season. In the hope 
of changing things I decided to organise 
a bushfire conference to try to get some 
common sense back into bushfire 
management.

Over 300 local residents, bushfire 
researchers, farmers, grass roots 
fire fighters, politicians and the Fire 
Commissioner turned up. We were 
hoping for a shift in policy towards fire 
mitigation rather than suppression. The 
only one at the meeting against this 

philosophy was the Fire Commissioner, 
who came over the top with his own 500 
man hour fire fuel audit of our local area. 
Nobody in attendance wanted an audit. 
They just wanted to see the burnoffs 
done.

On top of this he set up an educational 
program to push his policies. Despite 
a media beat up only 40 bored people 
turned up to hear the results of his 
survey.

Even more comical was the reaction to 
an RFS road show, which rocked into 
town in a blaze of publicity one sunny 
Saturday morning. They set up camp in 
five separate locations. Only two people 
turned up to one performance and five 
(along with a stray dog) turned up to 
another. The snake oil salesmen were left 
talking to themselves and left town never 
to be seen again.

It took the tragic loss of over 173 lives, 
2000 homes, countless wildlife and 
livestock in Victoria – our worst peacetime 
disaster – to change things. Panic set in 
with the RFS hierarchy to the extent that 
‘catastrophic’ bushfire indicator signs 
were plastered up throughout the state. 
Suddenly burnoffs were very much back 
on the agenda with the RFS structure 
being pressured to get the work done. 

Recently I witnessed a sight I did not 
think possible a few years ago. Behind 
my property is a 22 hectare area which 
needed burning off. For years now the 
RFS would turn up every winter, walk 
around this scrub and then run away. 
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THE BURNING ISSUE continued

Not any more!

A short while ago on one of those 

beautiful clear autumn mornings, some 

nine fire units, half a dozen Captains, 

three Group Officers a Big Boss Cocky, 

Scout Vehicles and Caterers all turned 

up to do the job. It turned out to be a 

copybook burnoff although the overkill 

had to be seen to be believed. I decided 

to cover the story for the local paper so 

after the burnoff was going for a couple 

of hours, I drove up the back street to 

get some photos. I found out the hard 

way that you can’t take bushfire photos 

through smoke….so I got upwind of the 

burnoff as the firies slowly touched up the 

blaze along the fire trail.

These days the RFS has become 

paranoid about mind control and 

manipulating the media so that only good 
self serving news is fed to the public. 
I have therefore found it increasingly 
difficult to interview firies and take photos 
at bushfire scenes. This simple burnoff 
was no exception and it was the most 
difficult fire story I had ever done as a 
journalist. The flame height was only 
about half a metre high and I needed to 
get a volunteer in front of the blaze to 
frame up a photo so, I asked a young 
bloke if he could stand beside a tree with 
his drip torch.

“I’ve been told not to talk to you,” he said 
in a frightened voice and moved on. I then 
met a bloke with a red hat. He waved me 
aside and kept walking as well. It was a 
case of third time lucky as a couple of 
fellows from my old brigade recognized 
me and let me take their pictures. But 

that was not the end of it. An angry 
looking bloke with an orange hat told me 
that he would escort me from the fire 
ground. I had my photo’s so I wandered 
back to the tarred road to wait for the fire 
to emerge.

Another young firie approached me and 
asked for a copy of some of my photos. 
I told him to go to my car and write his 
email address in my reporter’s book 
and I would send them to him. When he 
approached the car the bloke with the 
red hat tore strips off him. The young 
bloke passed me going back to the fire 
line. He looked rather disappointed and 
said that he wasn’t allowed to talk to me 
or get the pictures. Next time I see him 
around town I’ll give him his photos, a 
copy of a bushfire book that I wrote and a 
membership form for the VFFA.

The Volunteer Firefighters Association 
of NSW fully supports Camp Quality & 
will do whatever we can to work with 
them to create a better life for every 
child living with cancer in Australia.

I ask of you please, help us to help 
these kids…they deserve every ounce 
of support we can muster.

Peter Cannon, VFFA President

have been in the GPS and Navigation business 
for the last 13 years. They offer specialist services 
covering everything from custom GPS solutions to 
onsite training.

If you can’t make it to their store at Mona Vale on 
Sydney’s North, then they offer online ordering with 
no issue of shipping anywhere in Australia.

If you’re not sure what to purchase, then just give 
Brian & Kirsten a call on 02 9999 2313 & you’ll be 
pleasantly surprised at the knowledge & products 
they posses.

The VFFA highly recommends GPSOZ who have 
been supporting Volunteer Firefighters & their 
Brigades for many year now.

www.gpsoz.com.au

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 a later issue.
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The Phantom Speaks Out

Awards
Every year when the announcement is made as to who has received an AFSM, it never 

ceases to amaze us mere mortals in the Volunteer world. 

It’s known out here as ‘The Australian Friendship Medal’.

The number of ranked salaried staff who receive this award is unbelievable.

For many years I have tried to fathom out why Ranked Salaried Staff are eligible for this 

prestigious award. They are paid EXTREMELY well for what they do; it’s their job, so 

why should they be rewarded for doing their job? Very few Ranked Salaried Staff do 

anything they don’t get paid for.

It seems that if you work at Headquarters & especially hold rank of any kind, it’s a done 

deal that you’ll receive an AFSM eventually.

It has taken the prestige away from this wonderful award. I know the rules are that it 

can be awarded to Salaried Staff…but the ones who receive it may not be the ones 

who deserve it. There are non ranked staff in Control Centers who do Voluntary work 

with their Brigades…but they never seem to receive recognition, just the ranked staff . 

“The Australian Fire Service Medal recognises distinguished service by members of 

Australian Fire Services. It is awarded to paid and volunteer members”.

Staff should only be eligible for the Public Service Medal.
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Work Health and Safety Committee of the 
Volunteer Fire Fighters Association

Committee: Mr. Greg Godde (Chairman), Mr. Andrew Scholz, Mr. Tim Cathles & Mr. Graeme Jay

This committee (WHS VFFA) was formed at the VFFA’s AGM 
which was held on Saturday July 20th 2013. The WHS VFFA 
was established due to some enquiries and complaints being 
received from volunteer firefighters on some ongoing issues being 
perpetrated in their workplace. Any and all enquiries that are 
received through the WHS VFFA will be given the same attention 
by the committee no matter how big or small the enquiry 
is, providing it is volunteer firefighter related and will remain 
confidential. 

This is not just related to the fire ground, it could be at the 
brigade station, RFS office or at a training venue. Bullying and 
Harassment is also an OHS issue and if not satisfactory resolved 
at your local level, it should be pushed up to the WHS VFFA 
committee for investigation and comment.

Workplace safety is a key issue in the workplaces of the Volunteer 
Firefighter no matter if it’s on the fire ground, at the brigade 
station, in the training room as a student or teacher, or at a fund 
raising function in the Community. Everyone has a responsibility 
to ensure the safety of themselves and others affected by their 
workplace activities.

As volunteers we have responsibilities to abide by work health 
and safety laws. 

In Australia work health and safety law has three sources;

• Common Law Duty of care

• Criminal law and

• Australian Work Health and Safety legislation

In NSW the WHS law that covers us volunteers is the Work 
Health and Safety Act 2011 No. 10 (WHS Act) and the Work 
Health and Safety Regulation 2011 (WHS Regulation). The WHS 
Act sets out the legal obligation that must be complied with to 
provide for the health and safety of workers. The WHS Regulation 
expands on the requirements of the WHS Act by providing further 
details on how the Act is to be complied with.

Under the WHS Act the definition of a volunteer – means a 
person who is acting on a voluntary basis (irrespective of whether 
the person receives out-of-pocket expenses).

Also ‘worker’ is defined as: 

1.  A person is a worker if the person carries out work in any 
capacity for a person conducting a business or undertaking, 
including work as: 
(h) a volunteer

An extract from the Workcover Authority of NSW also goes onto 
add;

Volunteers and Volunteer Organisations

Volunteers work without being paid a wage or salary. Volunteers 
participate in many areas of society, including community 
health care, heritage and arts, environment and conservation, 
emergency services, education, social justice and sports. 

They perform an essential range of activities, from providing 
support services to coaching and mentoring, and from collecting 
donations to serving as volunteer directors.

Volunteer associations

A Volunteer association is a group of Volunteers working together 
for one or more community purposes that may be incorporated 
or unincorporated and does not employ any workers.

Volunteer Associations without paid workers do not have work, 
health and safety (WHS) duties for their volunteers under the 
Work Health and Safety Act 2011 (WHS Act) as they are not 
considered a person conducting a business or undertaking’ 
(PCBU – the new term that includes employers).

An example of this is that the VFFA that does not employ 
any person to hold any of the executive positions within the 
association.

Payments made to volunteers

Payments for direct out of pocket expenses, such as travel, 
meals and incidentals, incurred directly when carrying out 
volunteer work are not regarded as wages or salary however 
payments for carrying out Volunteer work would constitute a 
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WORK HEALTH AND SAFETY COMMITTEE OF THE VFFA continued

wage or salary and mean that the person is not a Volunteer. 
(Copyright Workcover Authority of NSW)

Our duties as a Volunteer Firefighter worker while at work are as 
follows:

• take reasonable care for our own health and safety 

• take reasonable care for the health and safety of others 

• comply with any reasonable instruction by our superiors of the 
RFS whether they are volunteers or staff

• cooperate with any reasonable policies and procedures of the 
NSWRFS

Everyone has the right to work in a safe and healthy workplace. 
Both employers and employees have a role in preventing work 
related injury or illness. If you see something wrong or it is not 
safe, then report it to your crew leader or Brigade Captain. Don’t 
leave it until you or one of your crew become injured or even 
worse, killed. 

Becoming a victim affects more than just you, it could be your 
family, friends or co-workers! 

Morale plays a big part in a team environment & so working 
together as a team within your brigade brings out the best in 
everyone. When morale is high, everyone chips in to help out 
whether it’s at a fund raising function, training days, vehicle and 
equipment inspections or just a brigade barbeque with family 
and friends. This was evident in an ongoing case when one 
member of a brigade was experiencing an internal matter with the 
NSWRFS at an incident. All the members of the crew supported 
the actions taken at that incident and were prepared to resign 
when the member involved had a complaint / grievance lodged 
about how the incident was handled on the Fireground. 

If you’ve had a WHS issue brought against you with the RFS and 
all the facts were not presented and this left your case very weak 
and you felt discriminated against, please let the WHS VFFA know 
about it. All information will remain confidential. If you have no 
problems with the case being published in the VFFA magazine, 
we would like to publish at least one case history in each edition 
(no names or dates). With this information, existing members may 
learn from these cases and give them a better understanding of 
how to approach the situation or at least contact the VFFA for 
further information or advice. Your experience is what will drive 
the next generation of Volunteer Fire fighters to ensuring that no 
matter what the incident they attend, they will approach it with 
the knowledge that some else’s previous experience will ensure 
the highest health and safety will be conducted.

After Action Review (AAR)

As part of your AAR of each incident or callout, you should raise 
any OHS issues that were noticed or happened during that time. 
It is imperative that any OHS issues be report as soon as possible 
by the RFS reporting procedures.

OHS issues should be report as soon as possible after the 
incident, not next week, report it immediately as your report could 
stop a potential injury or death happening.

Consultation

Consultation provides an opportunity to share relevant information 
and participate in meaningful discussion on work health and 
safety matters. Using the knowledge and experience of everyone 
helps to achieve safer and healthier workplaces as well as better 
decision making.

Consultation is mandatory under the WHS Act for PCBUs 
(NSWRFS).

WHS Duty of Care Checklist
• Familiarise yourself with the NSWRFS WHS policies and 

procedures and follow them to ensure that you’re aware of 
your personal responsibilities for workplace health and safety.

• Engage in safe work practices, taking reasonable care for your 
own health and safety and that of others who may be affected 
by your acts or omissions. 

• Report all incidents and injuries, and hazards or WHS issues of 
concern to your Crew Leader or Captain.

• Seek WHS information or advice before carrying out new or 
unfamiliar work.

• Participate in discussions and consultation on the management 
of WHS risks that may affect you.

• Wear appropriate personal protective equipment for the work 
being done and properly use relevant safety devices.

• Do not willfully place at risk the health, safety or well being of 
others or misuse safety equipment.

• Cooperate with directions from your superiors to ensure a safe 
and healthy workplace.

Remember: 

As a Volunteer Firefighter, this is your magazine to have your say. 
Health and safety is a part of our lives no matter where we are or 
what we do. There are many reasons why a person volunteers to 
be a fire fighter & the VFFA is here to assist you and ensure that 
your workplace on the fire ground, in the brigade station, at fund 
raising activities, community liaison, recruiting drives or training 
venues are a safe and healthy place for you to do what you do 
best.

So let us know the good and bad stories you have, work health 
and safety is not all bad news. There have been some good 
outcomes and we would like to hear about them as well.

Please contact us on: WHS@volunteerfirefighters.org.au & your 
details will be directed to the WHS Committee.
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It’s a requirement of the Rural Fires Act 
1997 that the Commissioner has regard 
to sections of the Environment Planning & 
Assessment Act.

The Bushfire Environment Assessment 
Code is the result of that deliberation. The 
influence of the Native Vegetation Act and 
the Threatened Species Conservation Act 
is most obvious throughout the Code. To 
quote the code, Asset Protection Zones 
are to provide fuel reduced areas around 
assets. The maximum extent of work 
for residential and other major buildings 
must be no greater than 20 metres, as 
measured in the horizontal plane from the 
edge of the building.

The maximum width of work along a 
boundary fence must be no greater than 
six metres cleared of “trees with hollows”. 
Volunteer fire fighters well know that 
a tree with hollow in it quickly catches 
alight and is virtually impossible to put 
out. Often the only alternative are to drop 
the tree with a chainsaw. This is often 
why such trees are referred to as “widow 
makers”. To quote further in selecting 
trees for removal;

• Species that are listed by local authority 
as noxious or environmental weeds 
should be removed in preference to 
other species.

• Non-native woody plants should 
be removed in preference to native 
species.

• Species with rough, flaky or stringy 
bark should be removed on preference 
to those with smooth or tightly held 
bark.

• Locally common species should be 
removed in preference to species listed 
by the local authority as regionally 

significant or valuable for habitat or 
food source.

• Trees that have been determined to be 
dangerous by the local authority should 
be removed in preference to other 
trees.

The Environment Assessment Code 
is all about protecting flora and fauna 
while ever the local environment is not 
threatened by major fire event. What it 
does not take into account is;

• The potential danger volunteer fire 
fighters have to contend with when 
attempting to protect certain assets 
surrounded by inadequate asset 
protection zones. 

• The wholesale destruction of flora and 
fauna by fire on public lands due to its 
mismanagement.

• The destruction of livestock fencing 
and farm infrastructure on neighbouring 
private land due to the inadequate 
management and liability created by the 
code, the environmental legislation & 
the attitude of the office of Environment 
and Heritage (OEH).

The Environment Minister is responsible 
for the carriage of the Threatened Species 
Conservation Act. 

Again to quote the Code:

5.4 Standards for the protection of 
biodiversity-threatened species.

5.4.1 Determining presences of 
threatened species, populations 
on/or ecological communities.

5.4. Determining management 
conditions from the Threatened 
Species Hazard Reduction list.

This extreme Green nonsense is the 
primary cause for the loss of hundreds 
of homes in NSW in the last 12 months. 
Are our politicians that dumb that 
they’re going to continue to condone 
these ridiculous restrictions on removal 
of fire hazard? It is way past time that 
commonsense prevailed.

So to all who read this article, it just 
shows the amount of bureaucratic 
rubbish that we the community have to 
put up with in protecting our properties, 
our livelihood and our lives. When one Act 
defeats or defends the other, it’s beyond 
belief that your restricted in protecting 
your assets to the point where you cannot 
obtain property insurance. It’s time for 
our Politician’s to force change. You can 
do this by harassing your local MP. We 
believe after these recent fires with the 
loss of so much property, the time is right 
for your Local Member and the Coalition 
Government to take a serious look at 
these impractical and totally inadequate 
Acts.

Again we see evidence of the Native 
Vegetation Act affecting clearing to 
protect National Parks, Crown Lands 
and Public Lands with fire trails, such 
as in management re the “Bush Fire 
Risk Management Model” article in this 
magazine.

So to the authority and the law makers, 
please tell us where is the logic in regard 
to the total ground zero effect after these 
fires have gone through, where is your 
flora and fauna then? To the Greens 
and the Conservationists, what is your 
price on loss of life and property? We’re 
hearing that sea water is not allowed to 
be used in Aerial attacks on fires…what 
an absolute joke!

Rural Fires Act & Government Laws 
Restrict Property Protection
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What is it? 

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 Lands.

The key objectives of the Fire Risk Management Model 
are:
1. Protection of life, Property and Community assets from the 

adverse impact of fire.

2. Utilise ecologically sustainable development principles in 
managing fire in the Landscape.

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

2. Identifies 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. 

Finally, the BFMC which develops the plan does not involve 
itself in fire fighting activities; this is the responsibility of the 
local brigades and agencies that have had major input into the 
development of the plan.

Before we start to explain the plan itself we have to recognise 
and understand that to get consideration of the model proposed 
the RFS members who make up the VFFA, yes we all belong 
to both organisations, dug our heels in. Realising the dangers 
and implications across the board of the lack of management 
processes in regards to wild fire and the suppression thereof 
within National Parks and public land, we stated we would refuse 
to enter such potentially dangerous fire grounds without a change 
to the pro-active management processes in situ. 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. Taking away 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 was 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 and for this we thank them. 

From what we are aware of the RFS and NPWS have agreed 
to this Fire Risk Management Model but are waiting to see it 
implemented across the State.

The RFS Zone Bush Fire Management Committee (BFMC) to be 

responsible for implementing this Fire Risk Management Model, 

after all it’s about protecting lives and the community and its 

assets. 

FIRE RISK MANAGEMENT MODEL

1. Fire Trails — Boundary fire breaks to be set at an agreed 

width each side of the boundary fence by neighbours.

2. Internal Fire Trails — 2x4x2 Trails, which means 4mts of 

graded trail, 2mts either side to be clear of timber or heavy 

scrub so that brigade trucks can pass or overtake one 

another.

3. Turning Bays — agreed distance every 250/1Km so that in 

the event of an emergency, Fire Crews can escape, they are 

able to turn around and leave the area easily and expeditiously.

4. Hazard Reduction Burns — to be carried out in a period 

of time that is identified by BFMC and the Group Captains, 

Captains and Local Brigades.

This is all about reducing the fuel loading in National Parks & 

Private Land, this to be identified by conducting studies in the 

field and relaying back to mapping of these areas. Once the 

assessment is made working the fuel loadings out it should be 

followed into a Mosaic pattern, such as a example below;

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

high fuel loading country, burning at the right time would cause 

little damage to the environment and good outcome for all. 

10-15yrs; slightly less fuel loading country.

15-25yrs; again identified by mapping.

25-30yrs; less fuel loading again.

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 what ever action 

that is required. eg. Back burning and would give greater 

access to the fire. 

6. Water in National Parks — Water storage in Parks, is 

essential for Fire Fighting brigade trucks. A quick turn around 

is required for filling trucks eg. 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 with major cost savings to NSW.

FIRE RISK MANAGEMENT MODEL
The Canobolas Model
Report by Peter Cannon, President VFFA
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Background

Responding to recommendations from The Victorian Royal 
Commission into the 2009 “Black Saturday” fires, the NSW 
Government committed to developing local planning strategies for 
communities at risk from bushfires.

The Rural Fire Service (RFS) Community Protection Planning 
Team, from The Customer Service Centre – South, kicked the 
process off with a Community Meeting in January, 2013; the 
overall aim being to improve the community and organisational 
capacity to deal with bush fires.

More specifically the aims were to:

ü Increase the communities understanding of their bush fire risk 
and provide information that will assist in the preparation of 
personal bush fire survival plans; 

ü Clearly identify and depict contingency options available 
to a given community during a bush fire and evaluate their 
adequacy;

ü Identify and depict the range and timing of treatments applied 
to a given community that are designed to reduce the bush fire 
risk and evaluate their adequacy;

ü Identify and assess vulnerable facilities and vulnerable 
residents within a given community; and

ü Gather and depict key information that will increase the 
preparedness of fire fighters for bush fire.

The Project

The initial community meeting took place as planned with about 
40 people attending. There was some robust debate as there are 
diverging views when discussion takes place about most things in 
small communities. This particular community rightly had a pretty 
cynical view about initiatives such as this that have, in the past, 
commenced with great fanfare and amounted to very little. Overall 
though, the meeting welcomed this initiative and a number of 
people expressed an interest in receiving individual property 
visits or attending the proposed HOTSPOTS sessions. (www.
hotspotsfireproject.org.au)  These are training sessions targeted 
at local land owners using fire as a risk management tool.

As individual property assessments proceeded the team got a 
better understanding of people’s expectations and the level of 
trust improved between the community and the RFS personnel. 
It became a real challenge for the team to address some of the 
individual issues or at least to come to an agreed position.

These property visits and inspections of the Nerrigundah area 
also led to a need for the team to liaise with various government 
agencies in order to achieve effective hazard reduction outcomes. 
This duly took place and is a creditable achievement as it’s 
probably the point at which past initiatives have failed.

As things progressed it became apparent that Nerrigundah 
Village could be a candidate for a declared “Safer Place” given 
the terrain and geographic location. Funding was identified for 
this to proceed and we now have the brigade fire shed fitted 

with ember and smoke protection, sprinkler drenching system, 
dedicated metal water supply tank and diesel self-starting pump. 
The local Council has carried out clearing of a Buffer Zone around 
the immediate area and will continue to maintain the site.

The Positives

Perhaps the most important achievement of the CPP has been to 
get the community motivated and talking about fire safety. 

Those who took up the offer of RFS staff visits have received 
advice relevant to their particular situation. Hopefully these visits 
have allayed the fear that whenever an authority visits a property 
there is some hidden agenda driven by a “Witch Hunt”.

Particularly happy was the property owner who provided the 
venue for a small burn that formed part of the HOTSPOTS 
training.

One deliverable of the project has been a Brigade Operational 
Map. This is not just a one-off production but something we, as a 
brigade, will need to keep updated with information that will assist 
us and visiting brigades to our area. The map will identify such 
things as water points, vulnerable community members, locked 
gates, dwellings with solar power grid feed setups, camping 
areas, etc and will, by it’s nature be limited to brigade access. 
It will contain information that arguably, as a brigade, we should 
have been collecting and maintaining anyway.

Other maps provided were a Village Preparation Map, Village 
Survival Map and a Preparation Map for the extended area. 
These will be displayed in a map display case mounted on the fire 
shed as well as being viewable via the Brigade Website.

Having a working example of a building protection system in 
place at our fire shed provides an opportunity to promote such 
systems to the wider community.

The Challenges

Having a declared “SAFER PLACE” in a village may imply to 
some that in a fire situation people just rock up to the fire shed 
and abandon the idea of having their own personal BUSHFIRE 
SURVIVAL PLAN. As a brigade whist we will need to make the 
community aware of the existence of the “Safer Place”, we will 
also need to reinforce that it is a PLACE OF LAST RESORT if their 
BUSHFIRE SURVIVAL PLAN fails and not a replacement strategy.

On-going testing and maintenance of the “Safer Place” 
equipment has become a responsibility of the Brigade and has 
been incorporated into our regular maintenance regime.

A set of Brigade Rules has been drafted to help us ensure the 
system is maintained in a state of readiness and is accessible 
when it may be required.

Benefits of a Bushfire Community 
Protection Plan (CPP) for Nerrigundah

Report by Laurie Edebohls, Secretary, Nerrigundah Rural Fire Brigade
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Benefits of a Bushfire Community Protection Plan (CPP) for Nerrigundah continued

What we Learned

Although the brigade maintained a progress report of the project 
on its website in order to keep the community informed, some 
considered this was not enough. It’s obviously a priority in small 
community projects such as this to keep EVERYONE informed 
ALL THE TIME.

Individuals in the community also need to be encouraged to be 
more proactive themselves in seeking information of threats, 
rather than relying on someone from a government agency to 
knock on the door or phone them.

Suggestions for the Project Team

The decision to implement the “Safer Place” and install protective 
equipment to the fire shed was made by the project team and as 
it turned out, was welcomed by the Brigade. There was however 
no prior agreement sought with the brigade that they would 
maintain the system on behalf of the community and no rules put 
forward on how this would be done. In this case the Nerrigundah 
Brigade was proactive in accepting a level of ownership of the 
system and formalizing some rules around how this would be 
done.

It is suggested that future implementations where fire sheds are 
identified as “Safer Places” that a more formal process could 
be adopted and responsibilities made clear prior to system 
implementation. Overall though, this has been a great example of 
team working to gain the trust of a community and achieve the 
desired outcome.
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When the Aberfeldy-Donnellys Ck fire 
started in the mountains in Gippsland 
(Vic) at 11-30 am January 17, 2013, the 
first I heard of it was when someone 
rang me to ask what I knew three and a 
half hours later. I could not see anything 
from my place until I climbed up a hill for 
a better lookout, there was just a small 
amount of smoke. As soon as I was back 
home I pulled out a map to study the lay 
of the country between our community, 
and the fire, which was essentially in the 
river system to the west of us. 

When a fire starts in the mountains, after 
establishing the location, I do a detailed 
assessment of the weather outlook for 
the next four days to estimate spread 
based on the lay of the country. This 
assessment is then usually checked with 
people more experienced than myself like 
Athol Hodgson (retired Commissioner of 
Forests & Chief Fire Officer), well known 
bushfire scientist, David Packham and 
local Kevin Higgins. We were all quite 
comfortable that it would be about 4 days 
before this fire posed a problem with 
farmland and the communities of Seaton 
and Glenmaggie on the edge of the 
Gippsland Plains. I was confident it would 
be a fair while before my community of 
Licola was under a direct threat. 

What a shock we got! It took just 13 
hours for this fire to come out onto 
farmland. The first warning of something 
seriously amiss was when I sat bolt 
upright in bed at 3-30 am. It was hot, 
damned hot, like nothing I had ever 
witnessed at this hour of the morning 
in the mountains before and there was 
about 40 km/h driving winds. I got 
my Kestrel meter out and took some 
measurements. It was 34 degrees C. with 
20% humidity. This fire had become so 
intense at night that it broke the inversion 
zone to bring down the hot dry high 
altitude air circulating above originating 
from Central Australia. There was also 
one hell of a glow visible from my place 
and the further I climbed up hill, the worse 
it looked for the people on the edge of 
the Gippsland Plains. I started ringing 
around Glenmaggie and Seaton to warn 
them as soon as I got back to my house 
at 4:00am.

Readers of my previous article (summer 
2012) would note the concern for this 
new phenomenon of “elevated fine fuel”. 
Some of us had realised we faced a 
problem but in our wildest dreams none 
of us anticipated how serious this new 
type of fuel could be. 

The elevated fine fuel responsible for 
some of the problems was caused by a 
number of factors. Firstly the 2006-07 
fires were just too hot, the accumulated 
ground fuel produced an inferno that 
destroyed the tops (crowns) of the 
eucalypt trees. With no top canopy, 
young tree seedlings and bushes grew 
thickly with the aid of the extra sun 
light. The fires were then followed by 
wet springs and summers. This new 
vegetation did not put down deep roots 
as they usually do to survive the harsh 
Australian environment. With just a 
short period without rain, and some hot 
weather, much of this vegetation died, 
or dried off seriously stressed to become 
dangerously flammable. Up to 80% of 
the foliage on some of the young trees 
had died. The problems were only in the 
dryness of the top few cm of soil, the 
springs in the mountains continued to 
produce water over summer better than 
most years I can remember. 

Fires that have grown like this in the past 
had to crown in the tops of trees. To 
get serious crowning the roots needed 
to be out of water, stressing the foliage, 
which takes a two year draught. Not just 
two months without rain, following a wet 
spring. This is a damn long way short of 
a two year draught. The most concerning 
aspect was that we did not have anything 
like one day of bad fire weather, or 
even a day of half bad fire weather. The 
environment has been so trashed and is 
now so dangerous with this failed green 
land management that even under benign 
conditions it can be too dangerous to 
fight a fire on a lot of Crown and Public 
Land. This is a problem that I don’t think 
we in Australia have confronted before.

Making the fires even harder to fight was 
the lack of ground fuel. Over large areas, 
around Licola, up to as much as 60% of 

the country just would not carry a ground 
fire to burn out areas for a break. The 
damp shady gullies had elevated fine 
fuel but with dry grass and herbage that 
was absent on the ridges. To burn off the 
ridges with elevated fine fuel it required 
a wind over around 15 kpa and then the 
fire was completely un controllable. When 
the gullies went up, in places little more 
than rocks were left. These were some 
of the hottest burning I think I have ever 
seen, all under relatively benign summer 
conditions.

At Hicheys Ck some unattended spot 
fires got away from the main fire front 
which had been held at the road to 
Licola. The potential of this outbreak was 
really concerning as it was on the edge 
of the Avon Wilderness area of the Alpine 
National Park. This Wilderness area was 
strategically placed to go up and burn 
out the 5 communities down wind on the 
Gippsland Plains. 

So concerned were people threatened by 
this fire that I was getting up to 60 phone 
calls a day. On January 24, I went into 
the park and drove around the edge of 
the wilderness area in the late afternoon 
to see for myself just how serious it was. 
It was relatively calm and cool. I don’t 
think I have ever been so frightened in 
my life. I knew things were bad, but I 
was not in any way prepared for the 
threat around me. As I drove up a well 
cleared 4WD track in the park I became 
acutely aware that if a wind sprang up, 
something spotted, or my old Land Rover 
started a fire, my chances of escape 
could be minimal. I considered this the 
most dangerous environment I had ever 
encountered in the 47 years since I joined 
the CFA. As soon as I could see what 
was going on I rang out reports on my 
trunking radio to both David Packham 
and Athol Hodgson just in case I did not 
make it home. When I described the 
environment and how frightened I was, 
Athol told me in no uncertain terms to 
“get the **** out of there.” I considered 
this fire un fightable in the environment 
we now have. I felt so sorry for those who 
had been phoning up hoping for some 
good news.

The Worsening Victorian Fire Risk 
in the Mountains

L. Ralph Barraclough, Former Captain of the Licola Fire Brigade – 8th October 2013
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THE WORSENING VICTORIAN FIRE RISK IN THE MOUNTAINS continued

The benign conditions continued, on 
February 11 following another flare up 
I went back into a different and safer 
area around 3-00am. I travelled on burnt 
ground to see if there was any possible 
chance of going in with a rake hoe team 
to try and fight this fire from the safety of 
the black. 

There was just no defined fire edge 
to work from, like we were so used to 
putting in hand lines so successfully in 
the past. The edges consisted of long 
stringers running onto unburnt ground 
in the places where ground fuel was 
sufficient to carry a fire. When the wind 
sprang up the fire got into the elevated 
fine fuel and away it went burning over 
the top of the areas that had already 
been burnt on the ground. Any control 
lines put in by hand would have little hope 
of stopping a fire in this environment 
and it was just too dangerous. Only a 
bulldozer line would have had any hope 
of success. For a start the country was 
too steep and rough, but most of all, a 
bulldozer that was much slower than my 
old Land Rover, just could not get out 
of the way quick enough when things 
flared up. I walked around inside the 
safety of the fire perimeter for a couple of 
hours. Then once again, very sadly, I left 
the area thinking of the people, homes 
livestock and native animals that would 
be impacted if we got even a half bad 
day and this fire got away. I just kept 
thinking - none of these innocent people 
deserved any of this and how hard it was 
going to be conveying such depressing 
information.

The weather came in cool and eventually 
teams were able to be put in on the 
ground to cut down a break through the 
elevated fuel and put rake hoe lines in, 
all by hand. It was a painstaking process 
holding the fire until we got around 70mm 
of rain. Had we got even a little hot 
weather with wind it would have all been 
on again. The fire never quite got into the 
appalling mess in the wilderness area of 
the Alpine National Park.

The country I have been describing would 
be in the order of 400 - 500 metres 
above sea level. Higher up in the alpine 
area on the Snowy and Howitt Plains in 
the Alpine National Park, above Licola, 
there is kilometres of dead ancient single 
trunk snow gum trees. This was from 
fires under benign conditions in 2006 

amongst an appalling fuel load from the 
breakdown of firstly aboriginal burning, 
the demise of small grass eating native 
animals like paddymelons, from fox and 
cat predators, then the environmental 
movement pushing for the removal of 
alpine grazing and burning. These were 
trees of enormous significance, there is 
only a handful left, but soon with the on 
going management there will be none. 
This could be as early as next summer 
from the ridiculous snow grass fuel build 
up I have measured and sampled in the 
Alpine National Park at around 20 tonnes 
per hectare. 

It was just below the alpine environment 
on the Eastern Caledonia River a 
lightening strike started a separate fire 
in the Alpine National Park (while the 
other fire was going) on the western 
edges of the high plains. The country 
was rugged with elevated fine fuel going 
right up to the frightening snow grass 
fuel on the high plains. The abundant 
candle bark and snow grass with the right 
conditions would spot right down onto 
the Gippsland Plains. They got bulldozer 
lines around about two thirds of this fire 
but when it trickled into an area with 
snow grass it was too difficult. Without 
bulldozers or high pressure hoses it is 
now virtually impossible to fight a fire in 
the thick matt of snow grass. 

Tonnes of Phos-Chek fire retardant 
was dropped on the snow grass matt 
with little success as the fire just burnt 
underneath. Kevin Higgins and myself 
saw first hand the futility of trying to fight 
a fire with knapsacks and rake hoes in 
this environment in 2006. Before they 
removed the cattle grazing a Parky was 
telling people that snow grass would not 
carry a fire, it just would not burn.

We are now dealing with the threat of 
alpine grass fires capable of travelling 
at the speeds of normal grass fires, but 
without the predicability of the fires out 
on the flats. It is so dangerous with all 
the gullies from various directions leading 
up to the sides of the high plains it is 
almost impossible to know where any 
wind changes are likely to be funnelled in 
from. That is unless someone has lived 
there a keen observer like Kevin Higgins. 
Fortunately cool conditions followed the 
lightening strikes and over 70mm of rain 
came in before this fire went very far. We 
all breathed a big sigh of relief.

It is getting very hard not becoming angry 
when I look around at the fire risk that 
has developed in the mountains. One 
has to ask just how much more pasture, 
fencing, livestock, sheds, homes, people, 
waterways and environmental losses 
have to be destroyed by wildfires before 
something is done. 

The implications of further trashing the 
waterways from future very hot fires 
could be far reaching. So many rocks 
from fire caused erosion are now coming 
down from the upper Macalister River, 
the bed has risen and the river is at risk 
of migrating onto the oval to threaten 
houses at Licola. 

As bad as things are in the mountains, 
the most long lasting implications could 
be the loss, or serious reduction of 
the Macalister irrigation capacity on 
the Gippsland Plains. We have seen 
from the severity of fires under benign 
conditions in the Hickeys Ck catchment 
the consequences of fires in elevated fine 
fuel in cool gullies. The fire intensity could 
exceed over ten times that of Hickeys Ck 
on even a moderately bad day. 

If the erosion that followed fires on 
the north facing slopes impacts these 
cool damp gullies they are capable of 
producing far grater volumes of fine 
sediment than what followed the 2006-07 
fires. The soil profile is much deeper with 
a build up of highly transportable clays. 
Most of these gullies were not burnt 
anything like as hot as the north facing 
slopes six years before. It will mainly 
come down to the severity of rain events 
that follow the next fire.

In 2005 Southern Rural Water estimated 
produce and flow on value from the 
Macalister Irrigation District (MID) was 
in excess of $500 million to the local 
economy. Since then about 7% of the 
capacity of Lake Glenmaggie has been 
lost from sediment following massive 
erosion from fires in the Alpine National 
Park. Irrigators, businesses and people 
who rely on the MID should also be 
getting angry about the lack of action. 

It is not as if the fire risk is a complicated 
problem to solve. Years ago we had 
the late Brian Sharp in charge of the old 
Forestry Commission in Heyfield who very 
successfully did just this. 
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THE WORSENING VICTORIAN FIRE RISK IN THE MOUNTAINS continued

That is until he got thoroughly sick and 

tired of being frustrated and told how he 

should be doing his job, so he took an 

early retirement. We never appreciated 

Sharpy so much until he left. 

Brian Sharp just hired a chopper and 

flew around with incendiaries and burnt 

out wherever it needed to be burnt. At 

no stage was there ever an issue with 

cool burns causing problems to anyone, 

but most of all the environment was 

made safe. Nothing like what we now 

have, there simply was no big hot fires 

when Sharpy was here doing his job. 

The overall cost would have been less 

for the whole job than just one day of 

the last round of fires in the mountains. 
I would suggest much less. It is hard to 
imagine how this appalling fire risk could 
be stopped, but there is plenty that could 
have been done to reduce the impact. 
These damp gullies needed to be burnt 
out like Brian Sharp would have done it 
with a cool burn from a chopper. 

Camp sights along the Wellington and 
upper Barkly Rivers near Licola are now 
just becoming too dangerous for humans 
in the summer months. It is not just 
campers at serious risk, a fire starting in 
this new elevated fine fuel could take off 
un fightable to burn out the Licola farming 
community. On a bad day a fire in the 
right place wont take long to go past the 

NSW border, as it did in 1939 with an 
environment far less flammable than now.

So far absolutely nothing has been done 
to try and address or reduce these 
serious fire risks. It is not a question 
of if the rest of this elevated fine fuel 
and candle bark to carry long distance 
spotting from the snow grass areas is 
going to go up, it is when and at what 
intensity. There is over 1,000,000 ha of 
dangerous environment from the fires 
of 2003, 2006-07 between where I live 
at Licola and the New South Wales 
border where it becomes someone else’s 
problem. God help the environment when 
we get a fair dinkum draught and a bad 
fire day. 

Telephone: 02 9625 6665
1/197 POWER STREET, GLENDENNING NSW 2761

www.asplundh.com.au

At ASPLUNDH we strive to be ‘the clear choice in Vegetation 
Management’, whether we are maintaining, felling or planting 
trees, preserving and beautifying parks, clearing obstruction 
vegetation from power lines, other networks or railroads, storm 
clean up and repair work, forestry and land clearing or managing 
roadside vegetation. We offer a full vegetation management service, 
providing you with a ‘One Stop Shop’, whatever your needs.
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The merits and environmental effects of Fuel Reduction Burning 
(FRB) have been subject to much debate over the years, 
particularly since the massive fires of 2003. In my last article I 
tried to get across the environmental damage caused by a very 
badly managed FRB. I would also suggest that the consequences 
of no managed fire in our forest environment are far worse.

I would suggest that the environmental damage over the several 
million hectares of South East Australia that occurred in a 
little over a decade from 2003 till now may well be the worst 
environmental damage that has occurred on the planet in the last 
100,000 years. If so why has it happened?

A hillside along the Heyfield-Licola road that was burnt in both the 
2006-7 fire and the Abafeldy fire in 2013. For the fifty or so years 
I travelled the road prior to these fires this was a mixed species 
eucalypt forest which may not have been burnt since the 1939 
fire. 

Neither of the fires of 2007 nor the recent fire burnt through here 
in bad weather. It was the management, or mismanagement of 
the land that caused this environmental devastation.

This devastation from the 2013 fire was largely caused by the 
amount of flammable shrubs and young eucalypts following the 
2007 fire. The shrubs germinated profusely because of the heat 

from the build up of dry flammable material over 60 years. Also 
over 60 years of seed accumulation in the soil needed a fire to 
germinate it.

A second factor in the devastation is that our forests have evolved 
over perhaps the last 40,000 years with very regular Aboriginal 
burning. Most of this was is in the cooler parts of the year. Today, 
our forests are predominately burnt when a combination of 
factors prevent the government agencies from containing a fire. 
This usually happens under very bad conditions and over a very 
large area. We’ve taken away the regular cool burning and it’s 
been replaced with irregular burning under the worst conditions 
and the consequences are horrific. There are well over one million 
hectares out there with massive amounts of thick flammable 
scrub just waiting for another summer fire. This will result in lunar 
landscapes as shown in the photos above.

We will never have the understanding of the Aborigines, an 
understanding built up over many thousands of years but we 
should have the common sense to see what is happening to our 
forests and change our management practices.

For things to get better we need to try to understand how it 
could have got this bad in the first place. I would say that the 
management of the land has been to political ends rather than 
with the care of the environment as a prime consideration. 

Australia has a largely urban population and many of our 
city friends like to be seen as caring about the environment. 
Politicians, eager to capture the Green city vote, adopt policies to 
please these minority groups. Country people pay the price with 
the loss of life, property and farms. 

The response from the Royal Commission into the Black 
Saturday fires was to set targets for areas to be burnt each year. 
There were no apparent concerns for how it was to be done or 
the consequences of not doing it properly. Put bluntly, a set area 
is to be burnt each year. The manner it is to be burnt is of little 
concern and this needs to change. 

We need to identify and explain how we can better manage the 
forests with fire. The following comments on how prescribed 
burning could be better carried out come from the Gippsland 
Apiarists’ Association submission to the Black Saturday Royal 
Commission which has never been placed in the public domain 
along with the other submissions.

We ask that the DSE consider modelling burning practices 
close to the Public/private land interface largely along the model 
developed in Western Australia by David Packham and others 
while taking into Consideration the additional comments we have 
raised here.

In areas with adequate roading closer to settlement we believe 
the perimeter of the block should be burnt during either autumn, 
winter or spring by someone lighting up along the road with a drip 
torch or similar. This should be done at a time of year, and during 
weather when it will go out of its own accord in the evening. 
Then, sometime in the following 12 months, it should be lit within 
the burnt perimeter from either the ground or from the air by 
helicopter (or fixed wing plane if this is effective). It should also be 
done at a time of year when it isn’t going to burn too hot. 

Fuel Reduction Burns in Victoria!
Report by Neil Barraclough, Victorian CFA Fire Fighter
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FUEL REDUCTION BURNS IN VICTORIA! continued

Adapting it to Gippsland: In the more hilly country, incendiaries 
dropped from the air should be generally targeted at ridge tops 
so the fire can burn down the slope as this will result in a much 
cooler fire. This will be most important when burning areas with 
a high fuel build up as a result of a long history of minimal or no 
fire. The intent should be a running edge and not a circle that 
traps both birds and animals. We see the need to do much larger 
blocks than presently done as this would be much more cost 
effective. However, these blocks shouldn’t be burnt out totally 
in one hit. In conditions where this happens the fire would be 
expected to be too hot and detrimental to animal and bird life.

If fuel levels are low enough hands on bush experience may allow 
fires to be lit near the riparian strip along creeks and gullies to 
burn up hill under conditions where it burns some distance before 
going out at night. This would be excellent protection for riparian 
vegetation and rainforest gullies but needs the bush experience 
we are rapidly losing.

While it has been correctly stated that we have lost a lot of local 
knowledge, we now have technologies that were not available in 
the past, aerial ignition being one and greatly improved weather 
forecasting another.

Aerial ignition could be a cost effective means of achieving very 
Positive environmental gains if it were used correctly. Once 
a block has its perimeter burnt then a follow up with aerial 
incendiaries should be done during a time when it will burn 
slowly. If only 20% burns, they could come back a week later and 
burn another 20-30%. These fires will not crown and will have 
minimal impact on wildlife.

We should start at the public/private land interface and this will 
need both support from ground crews and local knowledge to 
best decide the timing. Once we have the public/private land 
interface burnt we should rely on local knowledge to tell us where 
winds dictate the greatest fire risk. In central Gippsland it would 
generally be from the north and west quarters and in the far east 
I’m told the greatest wind threat is from the west. We then should 
proceed across the map so that the area being burnt is to the 
north or west of the previously burnt area. As a result, if we get 
the threatening winds and it gets out of control the fire is being 
blown back on to recently burnt areas.

If fuel loads can be significantly reduced from the foothills up to 
the alpine areas then the traditional burning practices carried out 
by the early mountain cattlemen can be reintroduced and would 
be an enormous benefit to the alpine environment.

Once the areas closer to settlement have had a protective 
regime of fire, we can work on the areas further back, out of 
sight and mind to most but of greatest importance for water 
catchment purposes. These can be burnt out by simply dropping 
incendiaries along the ridge tops and letting the fires meander 
around unchecked in the late autumn and early winter if it will still 
burn. With present heavy fuel loads discretion should be on the 
side of too late rather than too early as this allows a far greater 
area to be addressed. 

I’ve spoken to those involved in managing our forests with fire 
and they tell me that it would never be accepted to have fires 
slowly burning around within a block with its perimeter burnt out. 
The areas to be burnt would have to be burnt out in a day. We 
have to change this mind set. In an ideal situation the managed 
fires should be at a time of year they can trickle around for weeks, 
not burn a block in a day.

Opposition to fuel reduction burning came long before the 
environment movement ever got going. Forest department 
reports from the early 20th century and earlier strongly oppose 
protective burning and targeted grazing interests with damage to 
the timber resource given as the main reason. However, perhaps 
over the last four decades the modern environmental movement 
and its political wing, the Greens have had a very significant 
influence on government policies in relation to fire on public land. 
It has been with total indifference to the consequences. While 
this indifference to the management of the public land has been 
happening we have seen Native Vegetation laws on private land 
prevent people making their homes and assets either defendable 
or safe for volunteers to defend. 

There has been either little or no value, or even negative value 
in these laws for the environment in regards to controls over 
vegetation near homes and assets and we lost 173 lives in 
Victoria on Black Saturday as a consequence.

The political response to simply set targets of areas to be burnt 
without care for the environment has led to many instances such 
as the scene in the National Park near Loch Sport. (see photo). 
It’s hard to believe it is a “managed” burn and not a serious 
wildfire.

The Greens are manipulating the city voters’ desire to appear 
environmentally concerned. Politicians, particularly Labour and 
Liberals seems to simply chase the city vote. The Nationals may 
well be feeding off the rural suffering. 

The balanced response needed to bring the changes starts with 
acknowledging that the managed burns are often high risk. This 
requires many of us to overcome a fear of the Greens. Next we 
have to let the other parties know that we won’t accept them 
simply following the course of least resistance. This is often just 
following their advisors who have no accountability.

A Hindu proverb.

You can’t preserve what you don’t love,
You can’t love what you don’t understand,
You can’t understand what you don’t know.

If you love our environment you will make the effort to understand 
it, share your understanding and appreciate the knowledge of 
others.
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This year marks 60 years since Alan McArthur was appointed 
the first Australian fire scientist at the Commonwealth Forestry 
and Timber Bureau in Canberra. Alan McArthur’s research 
established the McArthur Fire Danger Rating System for Forests 
and Grasslands and developed the first Guide that accurately 
predicted the behaviour of low-intensity fire for prescribed burning 
in Eucalypt forests. Understanding McArthur’s background 
provides an insight into the impact he had, not only on fire 
behaviour research, but also into the promulgation of scientific fire 
control in all Australian States.

Alan Grant McArthur was born on 21 July 1923 at Manly, Sydney, 
and grew up on a wheat-farm at Merriwagga in Western NSW. 
Alan completed his primary schooling by correspondence and 
then attended Yanco Agricultural High School. By the time 
he went to University he had already established an enduring 
interest in Australian exploration and practical experience in the 
management and use of fire in the rural environment. He joined 
the Forestry Commission of New South Wales in 1941 and 
worked on plantation management in the Tumut and Orange 
districts. Alan was appointed the first full-time fire control officer 
of the Snowy Mountains area in 1951. 

Plate 1. The Black Stump hotel at Merriwagga. Alan McArthur retained a close 
association with the rural community and rural fire brigades throughout his life.

His transition to research was catalysed by the massive 
Mangoplah fire in Southern NSW. This fire started in on the 
22 January 1952 by fettlers burning off railway verges near 
Mangoplah. The fire was controlled by local brigades at 150 ha 
but on 24 and 25 January the fire broke away under extreme 
conditions and travelled 100 km to Khancoban and the western 
slopes of the Snowy Mountains and burnt several State forests in 
the Tumut district. The final area of 333 000 ha burnt mostly on 
2 days of extreme weather.

In 1953 he was appointed as fire researcher with the 
Commonwealth Forestry and Timber Bureau, Canberra and 
began his passionate, lifelong inquiry into the behaviour and 
control of forest and grassland fires.

Alan was convinced that Aboriginal burning was widespread 
across Australia prior to settlement by Europeans and had great 
respect for the practical fire behaviour knowledge of experienced 

bushmen, graziers and forest workers who worked with fire on a 
regular basis. 

He believed that burning-off was essential for the protection of 
the rural community and that Australia needed a system that 
rated the weather conditions and predicted the difficulty of 
suppression in the most widespread fuel types.  

He commenced a series of experimental fires in the dry forests 
at Kowen in the ACT and near Dwellingup in WA. He considered 
that these forests represented a wide range of dry forests across 
Australia and set about measuring the behaviour degree of 
difficulty of suppression of fires burning freely in these fuels.

Fires were started at a point and the perimeter of each fire was 
marked at 2-minute intervals. Much of the work was done with 
one or two technical assistants and students from the Australian 
Forestry School during a summer fire exercise during January 
in the outskirts of Canberra. At times the measurements were 
unsophisticated using green sticks and rocks to mark the 
perimeter. He noted the flame height, flame angle and flame 
depth every 2 minutes and characteristics of the fire such as the 
colour of the smoke, spotting, convective behaviour, etc.

Fuel moisture was measured before and after every fire and wind 
speed in the forest at 5 ft was measured every 2 minutes and 
synchronised with fire spread measurements.

Figure 2. Forestry Students measuring the spread of early experimental fires using 
cut stakes to mark the headfire and rocks to mark the perimeter. The time interval 
was written on the markers with timber crayon.

When the fire behaviour measurements were complete the 
student suppressed the fire with hand tools and McArthur rated 
the degree of difficulty in bringing the fire under control. These 
experiments were carried out in January and suppressed using 
dry firefighting. Usually the only water available was 400 litre trailer 
used almost exclusively for mop-up.

McArthur made a number of assumptions that were generally 
accepted at the time. These were:

• That the fuel important in the propagation of fire was fine fuel < 
¼ inch diameter (6mm);

• That the relationship between rate of spread could be 
described by a function of the square of wind speed;

Alan Grant McArthur – the founder 
of Australian Bush Fire Science
Report by N P (Phil) Cheney

Alan McArthur 1923-1978
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ALAN GRANT MCARTHUR – THE FOUNDER OF AUSTRALIAN BUSH FIRE SCIENCE continued

• That all fires went through a build-up period of indefinite length 
but reached a state of quasi-steady state with the prevailing 
conditions;

and an assumption that was not widely accepted:

• That rate of spread was directly proportional the weight of fine 
fuel consumed.

These points, and particularly the last, were fundamental to 
McArthurs belief and passion. The problem of getting a good 
correlation between ROS and available fuel was put down to 
variations in the fuel bed and the difficulty of measuring the 
amount of fuel that was being consumed at any point in time. 
During experiments he would measure the range of fuel load 
across the site and during the fires subjectively assign a fuel load 
to each 2-minute period of spread. 

By the late 1950’s he graphically correlated the rate of spread 
with wind speed, and fuel moisture to provide an index of 
suppression difficulty. Fuel load was assumed to be 12t/ha 
and the equilibrium load for a tall dry eucalypt forest with both 
gum and stringy-barked species. At every opportunity he would 
observe and document wildfire behaviour to obtain data beyond 
the range of his experiments.  The weather conditions that set the 
upper point of his fire danger index (100) were the worst recorded 
at that time. These were the conditions at Melbourne during 13 
January 1939. He happily defined these conditions as the “worst 
possible” for emphasis. 

The ratings of suppression difficulty that he assessed from the 
students firefighting efforts became the basis of each fire danger 
class of Low, Moderate, High, Very High and Extreme for fires 
burning in a tall dry forest carrying 12 t/ha. Fire behaviour typical 
of the top of each class is illustrated in Figure 3. Extreme fire 
behaviour is not illustrated.

McArthur observed that crown fires were supported by an intense 
surface fire and if the surface fuels were removed they would not 
continue to spread.  He developed his prescribed burning guides 
from his experimental fires in the ACT and Western Australia.

He assessed the level of damage associated with each fire and 
then defined the weather conditions that would produce an 
acceptable level of damage in different forest types

When he started promulgating prescribed burning in the late 
1950’s there was considerable opposition by foresters in most 
States. However, McArthur lectured 2 generations of foresters 
at the Australian Forestry School and convinced them of the 

common sense attitude to fire in the environment. After his 
investigation of the 1961 Dwellingup fires for the WA Royal 
commission, he was able to present pictorial evidence of the 
difference in intensity in fuel reduced forests as shown in 
Figure 4. This convinced all but the most ardent sceptic that a 
crown fire could not burn in eucalypt forest without the support of 
an intense surface fire. 

Figure 4. Fire damage from the Dwellingup fire January 1961. A crown fire burning 
in 20+ year-old fuels ran into a 2-year-old fuel break around Dwellingup. The crown 
fire immediately reduced to a surface fire on reaching the light fuels.  Unfortunately, 
the fire spotted 2 km across the town which highlighted the need for fuel-reducing 
large blocks.

Alan’s aim was to have his burning guide refined for different 
fuel types by similar fire behaviour experiments by State Forestry 
researchers using his experimental techniques as a model. This 
was done by Tom Just for southern pines in Queensland, and 
a succession of researchers in WA including George Peet, Rick 
Sneeuwjagt, Paul Jones Neil Burrows and Lachie McCaw. All of 
these researchers produced accurate burning guides all were 
prone to error when extrapolated beyond the range of data used 
to construct them. NSW has remained with Alan’s 1962 original 
burning guide.

Over the past 60 years Australian researchers have used the 
same principals that Alan established to do fire behaviour 
research. The techniques may have become a little more 
sophisticated and the range of intensities expanded but the 
measurement of free-burning fires in natural fuels has been a 
consistent method that has placed Australia as having the best 
understanding of how fires burn anywhere in the world.

Figure 3. Fire Danger classes and the Fire Behaviour and Suppressions options at each class. Extreme fire behaviour is not illustrated.

Fire Danger
Max Flame 
Height (m)

Suppression Options

Low 1.5 Easy. Hand tools.

Moderate 6.0
Upper limit for bulldozers, 
air tankers.

High 15.0
Possible in light fuels and 
on lee slopes.

Very High 15.0+
Possible only as 
fire starts (i.e. very small)

Extreme 30.0+ Impossible

Page 42 Summer 2013  the volunteer fire fighter



A farmer in the north of NSW couldn’t get water from the bottom 
of his dams, so he came up with a way of drawing water from 
shallow pools without drawing mud or creating a vortex.

He presented it on the ABC show new inventors and started 
building them to sell. The RFS has them in their inventory under 
the numbers shown below, however trying to get them from the 
system is easier said than done. It’s all about the dollars.

The Cooks Gap brigade purchased one to trial and has found it 
to be very useful, so have decided to purchase several additional 
units for our Cat 7’s. During the drought when dams and creeks 
are low, they really come into their own. 

Mussel ID No. Details

M115 1.5" pumps. Hose OD up to 60mm

M120 2" pumps. Hose OD up to 75mm

M125/135 2.5" pumps. High head 3" pumps. Hose OD up to 90mm

M235 3" pumps. Hose OD up to 105mm

M245 4" pumps. Hose OD up to 118mm

M265 6" pumps. High head 8" pumps. Hose OD up to 235mm

M150

M105/10

The definitive solution to all these problems is the Mussel Intake 
System. These systems provide the ability to rapidly, effectively, 
and safely deploy and operate mobile pumps at maximum 
efficiency, problem free. Mussel systems are available to suit any 
size pump.

Mussel Suction Intake
Proven benefits of using this technology includes:

• very quickly and simply attaches to the suction line 
– its foolproof.

• can be pushed in, thrown in or pulled in – no need to go near 
water’s edge – safe.

• automatically orientates itself correctly upon installation – 
naturally swivels and slides

• decreases pump prime time, the pick-up lag of self priming 
pumps is drastically reduced

• can draught from very low levels air free and sediment free – no 
vortexing

• can draught from even very heavily weed infested areas without 
blockage – no cavitations

• can draught without pulling floating trash into the suction line.

• can draught from very low levels without losing a prime.

• stabilises the suction end – no swimming to shore.

• eliminates the need for operators to continually enter the water 
to attend to inlet problems.

• can draught from water’s edge, eliminating the need for trucks 
to get too close to water source.

• can extract water from environmentally sensitive areas without 
damage – low suction forces.

• can radically increase the pumps output performance – more 
pressure, higher volumes.

If you can’t get them from your local District Manager, I would 
recommend that you purchase one for your brigade to test out; 
I believe you will be pleasantly surprised.

Mussel a Fire Fighters Friend
By Greg Dunnicliff, Captain, Cooks Gap Brigade

Contact details for The Mussel are:
Phone: 02 6829 0550  Fax: 02 6829 0797

Mobile: 0458 990 797
Email: david@themussel.com

They come in various sizes and configurations.

As can be seen from the picture it draws water from the sides 
and doesn’t suck up the mud or create a vortex.
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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:






