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Welcome to the 13th Edition of the 
Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 
magazine. 

I’m taking the baton on this occasion to 
produce the report for this edition, as our 
President, Peter Cannon OAM is currently 
experiencing some health issues. I know 
you’ll all join with me in wishing Peter a 
complete and speedy recovery. 

The VFFA has been extremely busy since 
our last edition representing our Volunteer 
members. Peter and I had the privilege 
of representing Volunteer interests at the 
Wambelong (Coonabarabran) Fire Inquiry. 
Since our appearance at the Inquiry, the 
VFFA has seen an enormous influx of 
new members. It is pleasing to see Group 
Captains and Captains as well as our 
grass root fire fighters continuing to join 
thus bringing their wealth of knowledge 
to our organization. I’d like to thank our 
new and long standing members for their 
ongoing support and expertise.

Our Presidents Awarding 
of the OAM

I’m delighted to announce that Peter 
Cannon received an Order of Australia 
on Australia Day 2015. Peter has worked 
tirelessly serving his community for many 
decades. Peter has been a member of 
the RFS for 49years, he currently holds 
the rank of Group Captain with the Mid 
Lachlan District. 

In 2004 Peter was instrumental in 
forming the VFFA after Volunteer’s safety 
concerns were set aside in the aftermath 
of the 2001 Goobang National Park fire. 
Peter felt that the Volunteers were not 
being given fair representation during this 
process and decided to do something 
about it, thus forming the VFFA.

Standing up for Volunteer rights and 
fighting for your beliefs hasn’t always 
been easy, but Peter was undaunted 
by the constant bullying and criticism 
building the VFFA into an organization 

that truly represents the voice of the 

Volunteers. 

We’re all very proud of Peter and know 

that this distinction was both earned and 

well deserved. Peter is humbled by this 

honor and looks forward to many more 

years serving his community. 

Upper House Inquiry into the 
Wambelong (Coonabarabran) 
Fire

On behalf of the VFFA, I would like to 

publicly thank the Wambelong Fire 

Inquiry Committee for their hard work 

and dedication. The Committee diligently 

looked at all evidence to gain a complete 

understanding of the fire. 

They went to the fire ground – spoke to 

fire affected property owners, fire fighters 

involved at all levels and fire experts. It 

was very pleasing to see the committee 

spoke to grass roots fire fighters as well 

as those who hold bureaucratic positions.

The VFFA was proud to be part of this 

Inquiry. We made a written submission, 

gave evidence at the Inquiry and gave 

further evidence at a private “in camera” 

session. The VFFA is delighted with the 

outcome of the Wambelong Inquiry, their 

findings and recommendations. It’s now 

up to the NSW State Government to 

ensure that these recommendations are 

implemented.

I would like to take this opportunity to 

thank all of the people involved in fighting 

and managing the fire. The resources, 

skills, dedication and effort that goes into 

fighting such a campaign is enormous. 

We recognize all you’ve done and 

thank you.

A special thanks must also go those who 

tirelessly supported the Coonabarabran 

community in the aftermath of the fire. 

Public Campaign

The VFFA is not a political organisation. 

We do not support or have any political 

affiliations however we did run a 

campaign against the previous Minister 

for Police and Emergency Services. We 

ran this campaign as the Minister did not 

satisfactorily resolve the concerns of the 

Volunteers represented by the VFFA. We 

believe that Volunteers have every right to 

have their concerns and issues heard & 

addressed.

Some of our Volunteer concerns included 

lack of Hazard Reduction, Government 

red tape, Volunteers losing control / input 

at local fires, Volunteers being constantly 

bullied and pushed sideways by a 

growing Bureaucratic RFS.

New Minister for 
Emergency Services

I would like to welcome the New Minister 

for Emergency Services, the Hon. David 

Elliott into the position. The VFFA looks 

forward to working closely with the 

Minister in the future.

RFS Headquarters move

The RFS Headquarters lease is expiring 

and the RFS must move by 2018. Since 

the news became public, the VFFA has 

been inundated by members wanting 

the “RURAL” put back into the Rural Fire 

Service. 

They want RFS Headquarters moved to 

a major regional centre to help reduce 

the Volunteer-Bureaucratic divide. 

Many perceive that having the RFS 

Headquarters at Homebush or anywhere 

within Sydney & its suburbs fosters a city 

centric organization that is ‘out of touch’ 

with its Volunteers and the Services main 

geographical area of responsibility.

From the VFFA 
Vice President’s Desk

Congratulations
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FROM THE VFFA VICE PRESIDENT’S DESK continued

NSW Storm Effort

A big thank you to all those who 

contributed to the recent NSW storm 

clean up.

The storm was caused by the biggest low 

pressure system to hit the East Coast in 

10 years. Torrential rain caused flooding 

and high winds caused trees, power lines, 

phone lines to be brought down – several 

roads were closed and communities 

isolated.

It was satisfying to see how well the 

Emergency Services all worked together. 

Our members worked closely with the 

State Emergency Service (SES), Volunteer 

Rescue Association (VRA), NSW Police, 

Fire and Rescue NSW, NSW Ambulance 

and Local Government.

Potato Point

The residents of Potato Point still live in 

fear of being impacted by a catastrophic 

fire. They fear for their lives, their families 

and their homes. They are a small 

coastal village who have been trying 

since 2009 to have a fire break they once 

had, restored completely & not partially. 

Residents who lived through the 1985 fire 

believe that the 600m fire break they had 

at that time was critical to their survival.

It’s hard to believe that the bureaucrats 

haven’t learnt from our numerous 

“catastrophic” fires and subsequent 

State, Federal and Coronial Inquiries. 

These Inquiries advocate the importance 

of hazard reduction, asset protection and 

strategic fire advantage zones.

 The VFFA has visited the location and 
fully supports the residents of Potato 
Point in their endeavor. We will continue 
to assist them until the matter is resolved.

Final thought

The bureau of meteorology’s modeling 
suggests an El Nino is likely to develop 
over the coming months. If this happens, 
we could be in for an early and severe fire 
season. The heavy fuel loads throughout 
NSW, due to a lack of adequate hazard 
reduction, could prove to be very 
problematic so please be prepared and 
stay safe.

Yours in Volunteering,

Brian Williams – VP.

P H O T O 
COMPETITION
WINNER
$1,000 FOR THAT SPECIAL FIRE RELATED IMAGE

The winning entry in our Photo Competition was submitted 
by Andrew Rawsthorne, Deputy Captain with the Bruie Plains 
Brigade in the NSW Central West. The image taken is of the 
aftermath of the Tullamore Bush fires last November.

Our Congratulations to Andrew in winning his brigade equipment 
to the value of $1000.

Congratulations
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With a 110kw/370Nm four-cylinder engine, the high riding Canter is 
high on the list of operators wanting a versatile, go-anywhere truck 
with a multitude of applications  such as rural fire services, tankers, 
communications, electrical and survey work.

Of special interest to the fire service sector is Fuso’s ‘R84 option’ that 
allows trucks used in these applications to be ordered without central 
locking, air bags or power front windows.

The FG 4x4 has a 6,500kg GVM and a GCM of 10,000kg.  The Canter 
4x4 can also be de-rated to 4,500/8,000kg GVM/GCM so that it can 
be driven by anyone with a passenger car licence. 

The Canter 4x4’s class leading tare weight 
allows for more payload as the Canter 
is over 200 kg lighter than its major 
competitor. 

Featuring a variable geometry 
turbocharger (VGT) and air-to-air 
inter-cooler in conjunction with 
Bosch common rail, direct fuel 
injection, power and torque is 
delivered across an extremely useful 
2840-3500rpm and 1350-
2840rpm respectively. 

The engine is both 
Euro 5 emissions and 
EEV (environmentally 
enhanced vehicle) 
rated. It meets this 
standard through the 
use of a diesel particulate filter (DPF).

Making the Canter 4x4 even more practical in off-
road conditions is a five speed manual transmission 
and a new two-speed (high and low) transfer box.

The addition of low range adds more flexibility to the truck when 
traversing the sort of terrain one encounters when off the road, making 
the FG 4x4 an extremely capable and efficient truck.

It also features a hill start system to prevent the truck from rolling 
backwards when taking off… a handy feature drivers’ will really 
appreciate in steep terrain.

The Canter 4x4 utilises steel semi-elliptical leaf springs - front and rear 
– and double acting shock absorbers along with 17.5X6.0 steel rims 
and tubeless 215/75R17.5 tyres. 

Operators have a choice of two cabs; a single cab which seats 3 
people, or the crew cab which can seat 7. Both meet the stringent 
ECE-R29 cab strength standard.

The Canter 4X4 is not devoid of some of life’s luxuries you expect 
these days. It comes with a suspended driver’s seat and satellite 

CANTER FG 4X4
The Fuso Canter FG 4X4 is a truck that 

will surprise many with its off-capabilities. 

navigation that shows, as part of a three-year update no-cost option, 
maps with heavy vehicle weight, length, height and hazardous 
material restrictions.

All of this is displayed in a 150mm (6.1 inch) LCD touch screen, 
Bluetooth connectivity, CD/DVD player and digital radio with both 
AM/FM and DAB+ and, last but by no means least, a USB port for 
external devices.

The LCD display can also accommodate up to three cameras, either 
internal or external. There is a reversing warning buzzer fitted as 

standard.

Fuso has ensured there is no shortage of 
storage within the cab either. Dual overhead 

storage pockets, lockable storage under 
the crew cab’s rear seats, in-dash 

document storage, door storage 
pockets and a dash storage tray 
provide plenty of places to stow 
paperwork, mobile phones and 
personal belongings.

Ensuring there is always enough 
battery capacity the Canter 4x4 is 
equipped with a pair of 12V, 70Ah/5Hr 
batteries with an alternator capacity 
of 110 amps.

Brakes comprise hydraulic dual 
circuit drums front and rear with auto’ 

slack adjusters, ABS and EBD (electronic 
brake distribution) together with an air brake.

Service intervals are every 30,000kms or 12 
months but that may be reduced if the vehicle is subjected to severe 
operating conditions. A three year basic power train warranty is offered 
which covers 100,000kms or 2,000 operating hours (whichever 
comes first) and a three-year cab perforation, anti-corrosion warranty.  
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April saw a massive low pressure system develop over Eastern 
NSW and dump incredible volumes of water along with cyclonic 
winds, which resulted in massive damage across Sydney, the 
Central Coast and most particularly, the Hunter Region. It all 
started late on Monday Night April 20th and into the early hours 
of Tuesday 21st.

Typical weather image throughout the storm period.

As NSW State Emergency Service units were mobilised right 
across all areas affected, RFS units were then called upon to 
assist with the many and varied challenges that lay ahead. As the 
level of damage quickly became apparent, additional NSW SES, 
RFS & VRA (Volunteer Rescue Association) units were called on 
from all over to bolster the crews and also to give relief to those 
units, which had been worked extremely hard since the storms 
first broke.

NSW SES Volunteers working to secure the roof of one of many homes affected.

On the waters of the Central Coast and areas around the 
Hawkesbury, Marine Rescue Volunteers were called out to assist 
in horrendous conditions attempting to refloat and roundup 
pleasure boats of varying sizes, which had broken their moorings 
and in some cases, washed up on beaches and also securing 
drifting Jetty’s which had broken loose.

Marine Rescue Vessel “Hawkesbury 20” rounding up a Jetty which had drifted away.

 

Horrendous conditions on the water had MR Vessel “Hawkesbury 20” staring at 
incredible rain in rolling seas…not for the faint hearted.

Towing yet another yacht to safety, which had broken loose during the storms.

NSW Storms

April 2015
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NSW STORMS – APRIL 2015 continued

Sydney’s Northern Beaches suffered heavily with some 
flooding, power lines down but mostly with huge Tree’s down 
causing incredible damage to homes & cars.  

Massive tree just missed the house at Cottage Point.

Massive tree fell onto roof at Avalon.

Coleena Road, Elanora Heights – Ingleside RFS hard at it. 

Avalon – Ingleside RFS tarping a roof after fallen tree was cut up and removed.

Ingleside RFS – Pole saw used to down a tree at Terrey Hills.

This below is the incredible damage done to just one house in 
Herbert Street, Newport – huge internal structural damage done, 
which will most likely see the home demolished & rebuilt. 
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NSW STORMS – APRIL 2015 continued

An elderly pensioners car destroyed at Dee Why. 

Above and below – just some of the damage done in Herbert Street, Newport. 

The Central Coast Region suffered badly throughout 

the Storms. 

VRA Volunteers working to remove yet another Tree from a car.

VRA Volunteers clearing up debris at a Central Coast home.

Central Coast flooding. 
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NSW STORMS – APRIL 2015 continued

The Hunter Region suffered with massive flooding that tragically 
resulted in the deaths of two local residents. 

Flooded Roads everywhere – the view from vehicle on Italia Road about 200m off 
the Pacific Hwy, depth of about 2m – normally a sealed road that’s easily accessed 
by vehicle or bike.

The view from many homes in the Hunter Region – this view is taken from a 
Limeburners Creek Road property overlooking the Williams River about 200m 
east of the bridge. The view is of the bottom section of the caravan park and boat 
ramp on Duke Street.

Stony Creek as seen from Clarence Town on Tuesday April 21st at about 8.00am – 
the Creek is usually behind the far tree line.

The area of Cessnock suffered much damage from 
the storms.

 

 

VRA Crews on scene – certainly a sad way for the old Ford Bronco to go.

It was certainly good to see the involvement of the VRA (Volunteer 
Rescue Association) in this major storm operation and goes to 
show just how invaluable they are as an Emergency Service 
Organisation. 
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NSW STORMS – APRIL 2015 continued

Within a couple of hours from their first call to assist, they were 

inundated with calls for all sorts of assistances from trees down 

on roads and on houses to roof and building damage, power 

lines down, local flooding and on top of this most of the lower 

Hunter had lost power, phone landlines and mobile phone service 

were out but like all others, they coped with the situation.

Cessnock VRA responded to some 350 calls from the community 

for help & being the Primary Rescue service there, responded to 

12 flood rescues for people trapped or caught in flood waters in 

their cars and houses.

They assisted NSW Ambulance Paramedics along with the RFS 
and NSW SES flood boats for a “Medical Assist” at Cedar Creek 
in the Wollombi area.

Again with the assistance of RFS and their tankers, they attended 
some five welfare incidents for people in the Wollombi Valley & 
as they told us, without this great co-operation between both 
services, they could not have achieved this. A good result for all 
the people they attended being accounted for, safe and well. 

The VRA have complimented the assistance of the RFS Units 
from Millfield, Central, Kearsley, Bucketty, Laguna and Wollombi 
Brigades that assisted them with the back log  of trees jobs, 
which they said was greatly appreciated.

It took some weeks to restore a minimum level of normality in the 
far end of the Northern Beaches, the Central Cost & particularly 
the Hunter Region. Whilst we stop to remember those who lost 
their lives, to every Volunteer from all of the Emergency Service 
organisations involved in what was one of the biggest storm 
rescue roles in a long time, each of you should all be incredibly 
proud of your sterling efforts in working to restore normality to the 
lives of so many people affected.

This is the sheer beauty of Volunteering in NSW & Australia, it’s a 
major part of the fabric of what it is to be an Australian, everyone 
pitching in to help your fellow Aussie.

Major Road Flooding across the entire Hunter Region.

MURRUMBATEMAN  Country Inn
Barton Highway, Murrumbateman 
– Just 30km 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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RFS Volunteers as we know come from all walks of life so it is 

not surprising that many have current or previous lives that also 

involve Military service.

Regardless of whether our members have had military service, 

our history has included a longstanding involvement on Anzac 

Day across New South Wales when volunteers readily assist 

organisers and as well, pay homage to our fallen heroes as well 

as those who returned from various conflicts dating back to the 

Boer War.

The 100th anniversary of Gallipoli this year rightly saw record 

crowds attend services big and small and ensured our Army, 

Navy and Air Force men and women from all conflicts will never 

be forgotten. It was particularly satisfying to see so many school 

children attending who will no doubt continue to honour our 

service men and women through future years. 

It was excellent to see our members not in any way detracting 

from those who were the focus of the day, but as is usual 

practice, quietly going out of their way to assist veterans and 

families wherever possible.

ANZAC Day 
and RFS Volunteers

Narooma RFS Volunteers 

Pictured L to R: Chris Joannides – Vietnam 1970-71-85 Transport Platoon
Gillian Kearney – 2 Training Group, 2 Supply Company, HQADF

Phil Jenkins – Narooma Brigade President

Congratulations must go to all of the service clubs who went the 

extra mile in arranging wonderful tributes, not just to our Anzacs 

but to all former and current serving members of the Military.

To all past and present 
members of the 

Military, we thank you 
for your service.
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Peter Cannon is a third generation mixed farmer from Peak Hill 
in the Cental West of NSW. He runs an 8,000 acre grain and 
sheep property with his family. Peter is married to Val and has 
four children. As a farmer, Peter works very long hours every day, 
but has still managed to give back an extraordinary amount to 
his community. His valuable and outstanding work has now been 
recognized with the awarding of an Order of Australia (OAM).

Peter first joined his local Tomingley Bushfire Brigade almost fifty 
years ago and has risen through the ranks to serve as Captain 
and Group Captain. He sits on the Mid Lachlan Valley Team 
Forbes Zone’s Bushfire Management Committee representing 
Volunteer Fire Fighters. He’s been as active as one 
can ever be the whole time and is respected by 
his peers.

It was following a ferocious fire within the 
Goobang National Park of December 
2001, which razed thousands of hectares 
of National Park and farming country, 
burning kilometres of fencing and destroying 
over 1000 sheep, that Peter along with a 
few others, started to loudly make some 
noise about their concerns with Bushfire 
Management, Lack of Hazard Reduction 
and the authorities overseeing these.

In late 2004, Peter Cannon founded the 
Volunteer Fire Fighters Association (VFFA) in 
order to help elevate the concerns Volunteers in 
the bush had with modern-day and highly bureaucratised Fire 
Control.

While Peter concedes he’s ruffled some feathers at the top, and 
has had his fair share of arguments with Commissioners at the 
RFS. Peter’s motivation has been to properly and fairly represent 
the views of Volunteers on matters such as Lack of Hazard 
Reduction and concerns about the Lack of Local Knowledge and 
Expertise used in managing Bushfires.

Peter’s belief is firm in that NSW Volunteer Fire Fighters need their 
own legislated association (voice) without the RFS salaried staff 

influence and so from all of this came the VFFA which has been 

led the past eleven years by Peter Cannon its founder. 

The VFFA would be totally different in that it would be run by 

Volunteers for Volunteers and would step forward to support 

those that were being unfairly treated or bullied by RFS salaried 

staff. The salaried staff are certainly entitled to having a voice and 

it has this by way of the PSA…but Volunteers deserve their own 

voice too.   

In its beginning, the VFFA was laughed at by some and targeted 

as having only a short life span. Peter specifically, and the 

association have faced endless unsavoury comments. 

Undaunted Peter carried on and some eleven years 

later, the VFFA has grown to enjoy a vast membership 

of many thousands of Volunteers from all corners of 

the State that simply want to be part of a group that 

will listen and act for them.

On Australia Day 2015, Peter Cannon was awarded 

the Order of Australia (OAM) for services to the 

Community through his RFS work, his dedication 

to supporting Volunteer Fire Fighters, and his 

involvement with NSW Farmers.

 We’re all extremely proud of Peter’s award.   

Sadly though as we write, Peter has encountered some health 

issues. Peter is now undergoing treatment and every one of us is 

with him during his journey ahead.

In conclusion, we all want to say Thank You to Peter for 

everything he’s done the past eleven years for the Association 

and its Members. It’s a pleasure to know such a great person, 

he’s a great Australian and someone that I for one, am very proud 

to call my friend. 

Jon Russell, VFFA Media Officer

Peter J. Cannon OAM

RFS Group Captain – Mid Lachlan Zone

Founder & President of the 
Volunteer Fire Fighters Association
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The original old hands who had been 
fighting fires in the Valley for years with 
wet bags, tree branches and buckets 
of water, plus lots of faith and good 
luck, what now appears on the Council 
parkland in front of the Pub would amaze 
them. We now have a tanker that is state 
of the art for bush fire fighting [Cat-1], a 
Striker [Cat-9] and an all terrain vehicle 
[Cat-20] The shed is equipped with the 
latest electronic radio, fax and computing 
equipment and a First Aid Room. The 
kitchen and cooking facilities would do 
proud to any number of homes in the 
valley. 

What an improvement over the original 
single bay, leaking skillion roof, creaking 
broken roller door, damaged guide posts 
and partially demolished brick pier and a 
gerrymandered electrical supply. 

1974 saw the first official meeting of the 
Brigade, there being no minutes, books 
or accounts prior to then – Jack Bailey, 
having been the original Captain was 
elected the first President. Noted in the 
roll call book at that first meeting, is the 
fact that the first member in the oldest 
record is C. J. Bailey dated 1946, the 
next is Don. D. Sternbeck in 1953.

1974 was also significant as it was the 
only time we have had anything new, 
a Land Rover 4WD to pull the existing 
tanker trailer and pump. The records are 
a bit flimsy, but the ‘old’ shed appeared 
around that time also. In 1981 the 
Land Rover was replaced by a 1978 
Toyota Striker with 80 gallon tank. Ken 
Thompson followed John Sullivan, the 
original Captain, in 1976 with Deputies 
and members drawn from the Bailey, 
Thompson, Morris, and Sternbeck 
families.

Around 1980, the strength of the Brigade 
was listed as 15 members. A number 
of locals who had historically fought 
fires officially became members around 
this time. Meetings in those days were 
very infrequent, for the most part all the 
operational decisions being made on the 
run as the fires were fought. Whilst the 
early history of fires was sporadic and 
thankfully nothing like January 1994, 
there were some tragic houses lost, and a 
number of other near misses. 

In the mid 80’s the Valley population 
started to grow, and so did our need for 
improved fire protection and services. 
Starting the campaign in 1984 for a 
proper tanker – the need had been 
flagged back in 1980 – a memorable 
meeting was held at the back of the 
pub with the Hawkesbury Mayor, 
some Councillors, and members from 
Headquarters. We laid it on the line with 
maps, diagrams, statistics, and a lot of 
shouting, that St Albans had to have a 
500 gal tanker. 

Whilst the need was accepted, 
Headquarters insisted that we had to 
get up to speed in terms of our training, 
radio procedure, coordination with other 
brigades, and knowledge of the growing 
pile of regulations and standard operating 
procedures, etc. The brigade finally got 
its act together, our first training session 
started in 1985, and in 1986 we received 
our first tanker, the 1971 Leyland, a 

4-wheel drive antique. Around 1987 our 
membership was 30 strong.

We still pressed for a more modern tanker 
and were rewarded in 1988 with an even 
more antique museum piece, a 1967 
Bedford, that plagued our indefatigable 
maintenance and repair officer for the 
next 7 years. This tanker had the dubious 
distinction of being the No.002 registered 
vehicle of the Bush Fire Council’s fleet, 
outliving even its No.001 counterpart. 
Complete with failing pump systems, 
leaking main tank, etc, all who had to 
drive the “rolling antique” were forced to 
have the front window open or face being 
asphyxiated by carbon monoxide fumes. 
Many used to say there was more danger 
in driving the truck than actually fighting 
the fires! 

Greg Bailey took over as Captain in 1991, 
John Murtha, a local identity, had a brief 
stint as Secretary. “Gunbar”, applied his 
old Sergeant Major skills for scavenging 
to update our equipment and keeping 
a fairly hot line running between the 
Brigade and Headquarters. Murtha’s 
efforts in administration were tireless, 
but his greatest joy was fund raising with 
the inevitable 44 gallon drum of diesel 
offered as the prize on each and every 
occasion. Talking about fundraising, there 
were many, infamous karaoke nights, 
BBQ’s, raffles, and a host of other bright 
marketing ideas, building our kitty to 
$9,000 at this early stage. 

St. Albans Rural Fire Brigade 
Macdonald Valley, NSW Australia – Report by Ian “Richo” Richardson, 2015 

We would like to share with you all, a brief history of the St. Albans Brigade 
within the MacDonald Valley, Hawkesbury NSW.

St. Albans Station & our current 2007 Model Cat 1 Isuzu Tanker.
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ST. ALBANS RURAL FIRE BRIGADE continued

Still the drive for a modern tanker & a 
new shed went on. We had done our bit, 
having 5 fully trained Deputies, a number 
completing crew leader and specialist 
courses with some 20 fully trained 
members & 30 odd active members, 
with another 20 supportive members – a 
number of whom have given generously 
via donations of cash or much needed 
equipment. 

In 1994, 20 of our members were 
qualified as first aiders and a number 
attended the communications course at 
Fire Control. We were becoming a pretty 
professional mob, even attending our first 
Field Day! 

The Politics and Lobbying for a modern 
tanker and a proper place to house 
it, continued apace. A “Needs” study 
conducted by the Bush Fire Council and 
the Hawkesbury Shire Council, put St 
Albans as a top priority Brigade for a 
new tanker. About this time we drew up 
some plans for our new shed. Council’s 
architects, in their wisdom, suggested 
that the roof should be hipped like a 
Scout Masters hat, the walls should be 
cement rendered, painted a colonial 
pink colour, and sealed in anti-graffiti 
paint. With the support of the then 
Mayor, plus letters and deputations 
from our committee, we changed all 
that, and finally got a substantial shed. 
Unfortunately minus a toilet and shower 
facility, these were to come with time.

The January ‘94 fires were a horrendous 
experience for the Brigade and everyone 
in the Valley. To have some 80 additional 
tankers and 400 plus fire-fighters, who 
had never been in this area before, land 
on your doorstep one afternoon and 
then have to be organised into teams 
and guided throughout the valley by our 
members acting as scouts, to conduct 
co-ordinated back- burns during the night 
of 17th January, presented a mammoth 
organisational effort. Three to four days 
prior, our crews and their relief teams 
took the striker and the old Bedford 
tanker up the Common to the Dean 
Sisters, Perry’s Crossing, Chappies, and 

Sullivan’s Arm, up the Branch, to Gorricks 
Run and Melon Creek, and to Wrights 
Creek, working endless hours to secure 
property boundaries with controlled 
burns. Spotting cinders, smoke and 
black clouds descended on St Albans, 
everyone speculating the worst. Well, as 
we all know, we survived that night thanks 
to incredible efforts of our brigade and 
the support from the Valley community 
with food, food and more food, loaned 
equipment and everyone being available 
and on call, at any time. That night has 
been relived a dozen times at the pub, 
and has come to be known as “The Night 
of 1,000 Tankers”.

94 Fires Visiting CFA Tankers to St. Albans 

We will never really know the impact 
that the ability of an understaffed, 
under-equipped and under-resourced 
Brigade like our own had on all incoming 
Brigades, Headquarters and the Bush 
Fire Council, of just what can be done 
with limited gear but great heart and 
commitment. 

The need to bring St Albans into the 
20th Century with equipment and shed 
facilities was painfully obvious to any 
Senior Official visiting the site during 
that week. In short time the date was 
set for us to receive the ‘new’ 1984 
4-wheel drive Isuzu. Finally the Isuzu 
JCS Category 1 tanker was handed 
over at a Field Day in May 1994 , where 
a dedicated crew participated in a 

range of field events, and showed that 
St Albans could mix it with the best of 
the urban “professional” crews. Greg 
received the keys to the tanker and to 
our surprise and delight, St Albans, whilst 
not winning any first prizes, we received 
the ‘Encouragement Award’ for the most 
improved Brigade in 1994. Many would 
say a true recognition of the efforts over 
five or so years of a dedicated band of 
‘guys and girls’. An effort it has been, 
which is also reflected in the investment 
in monetary terms of plant and equipment 
in our Brigade worth some $150,000 at 
the time.

Our early 80’s Model Isuzu Cat 1 Tanker.

At the acceptance of the new tanker, 
and at the opening of the new 
shed, our Brigade has now come-
of-age in terms of its field capacity, 
management, fundraising, quality 
membership, equipment and housing, 
crew organisation, catering and support 
groups, all of which would not have been 
possible without an excellent Captain and 
his band of ‘merry persons’. It’s taken 
3 captains, 3 tankers and 3 mayors to 
achieve the goal set in 1983 to become 
a top Brigade. Together we have made 
it, along with the support and help of the 
Valley community. 

St. Albans 1994 Fires
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The President & Members of the VFFA offer this page freely in support
of the vitally important work that the Royal Flying Doctor Service provides.

We ask that you please support them in the important work they do.



ST. ALBANS RURAL FIRE BRIGADE continued

All things are achievable in time, more 
recently we have completed more major 
extensions to the shed, it took about 1 
year to complete with all work carried out 
by volunteer labour. We can now boast of 
a shed with room for 2 ½ vehicles [more 
about that later] a first aid room , large 
meeting and planning room, a ‘radio’ 
communications room, toilets, and an 
even better kitchen.

Our old ISUZU cat-1 was replaced with 
a brand new latest RFS edition ISUZU in 
July 2007. This is still our current front line 
machine.

We received a current Toyota ‘striker’ 
[cat-9] in September 2010 this replaced 
our rather pedestrian Land-Rover that 
had replaced the abovementioned old 
Toyota.

Our vehicle fleet was further expanded 
with the addition of a 4WD personnel 
carrier, arranged by headquarters to 
help overcome the remote location of 
St Albans and the difficulty in getting to 
and from fires and training days etc.etc. 
However even this 4WD had limitations 
in negotiating the extremely mountainous 
and rough terrain up and down our Mc 
Donald valley. Especially providing crew 
changes and medical assistance. Another 
solution was needed.

After much discussions during 2011 a 
consensus was reached regarding the 
possibility of purchasing an ‘All Terrain 
Vehicle’ [ATV] This was totally out in 
left field with fire control so the brigade 
decided to fund and purchase this 
machine ‘privately’. This was fundraising 
went in earnest.

Around March 2012 we took delivery 
of a Polaris Ranger ATV. The ATV can 

carry a crew of 6 persons plus light 
equipment in the rear tray, we even fitted 
it with fittings to attach a spinal board for 
accident recovery when needed. Mindfully 
suggested by a local doctor.

Then the fun started, Fire Control 
advised that we could not take ATV to 
a fire incident as it was not an approved 
vehicle. OK, what do we need to do. 
Red paint, Flashing lights – yes got them, 
St. Albans Brigade Signage – got that, 
Radios all good.

In the mean time the ATV was 
performing better than expectations, 
and extraordinary asset to the Brigade. 
After many discussions at Fire Control 
and them noting how useful it was, in our 
remote location, Fire Control finally gave 
this type of vehicle a category number 
[Cat-20]. The ATV was ‘official’...

The St Albans brigade still remains as 
one of the most remote brigades in the 
Hawkesbury Region and as such, is often 

a main staging area for any incidents in 
the valley and surrounding National Parks. 
We have a good relationship with National 
Parks whom, I am sure, appreciate the 
facilities we can provide for them. The 
Brigade and Facilities have now become 
a focal point in our small village and a 
credit to the hard work and efforts of 
many.

It’s been a long journey since 1974.

On behalf of everyone at St. Albans 
RFS, thanks for learning a bit about 
OUR history.

St. Albans Cat 20 Polaris Ranger ATV
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On January 12th 2013, the Wambelong fire 
broke out in the Warrumbungle National Park 
(near Coonabarabran) raging for 41 days causing 
massive environmental devastation.

Approximately 56,000 hectares were burnt, which included 95% 
of the National Park. To put this in perspective 56,000 hectares is 
roughly 28% of the greater Sydney metropolitan area. Landholders 
and the wider community also suffered massive devastation. 
53 families lost their homes, 120 sheds were destroyed as was 
hundreds of kilometres of fencing. However it was the death and 
suffering endured by their livestock that was particularly difficult to 
take, even for the most hardened of farmers. 

The VFFA was contacted by local fire fighters and land holders 
from the Coonabarabran area inviting us to tour and witness the 
devastation. Several members of the VFFA Executive, including 
the President and Vice President accepted the invitation. We 
spent two days talking to the community, visiting farms and 
inspected the National Park.

Picture courtesy of Fairfax Media

We were sickened by the destruction and saddened by the loss 
and suffering. The loss to families, the whole community and 
the environment. The death and suffering of countless livestock 
and native animals. The effects of this fire will continue to be felt 
for years to come. We were told that some people may never 
recover.

Picture courtesy of Fairfax Media

The tour gave the VFFA the resolve to continue our push for 
increased hazard reduction and sensible land management 
practices. Fuel levels must be kept to where fires can be 
managed – so large intense fires such as this can’t happen.

The VFFA was proud to be part of the Upper House Wambelong 

(Coonabarabran) Fire Inquiry and would like to congratulate the 

Committee for a thorough and detailed investigation of all aspects 

of the fire. 

As part of their investigation the Committee undertook a 

comprehensive tour of Coonabarabran. During the tour the 

Committee attended a community meeting and spoke to people 

directly involved in the fire as well as affected landholders.

The Inquiry consisted of written and verbal evidence that was 

given by land owners, numerous fire fighters, and representatives 

from the Rural Fire Service and National Parks and Wildlife 

Service. It was very pleasing to see the Committee spoke to 

grass root fire fighters as well as those who hold bureaucratic 

positions.

Picture supplied with approval.

Findings from the Wambelong (Coonabarabran) Fire Inquiry were 

published on 20th February 2015.

The Inquiry put forward 29 recommendations. 

Of note is Recommendation 19 “That the Rural Fire Service 

formally recognize the Volunteer Fire Fighters Association as 

a legitimate advocacy organization representing Volunteer 

bush fire fighters, and duly consult with it on policy and 

operational matters”.

To get a thorough understanding of the enormity of the fire and its 

consequences, we highly recommend reading the submissions, 

verbal evidence and the findings of the Inquiry. These can be 

found at http://goo.gl/tKF4wj

Wambelong Fire Enquiry UPDATE

Picture courtesy of Fairfax Media
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Potato Point is an idyllic seaside 
village which, for many decades, was 
surrounded by hundreds of metres of 
grassland. However, the 600 metre 
firebreak that saved the village from a 
major fire in 1985 has been completely 
overgrown during the last thirty years. 
The National Parks and Wildlife Service 
(NPWS) that now controls the approaches 
to the village has allowed 15 metre high 
forest reach the very back fences of 
village houses. 

Realising the danger, the local community 
has campaigned tirelessly to have its 
basic security restored. Residents know 
that with only single road access they 
will likely need to withstand a major fire 
on their own. At various stages National 
Parks and other officials have promised 
remedial action. But very little has been 
done. 

In February 2009, in sheer frustration 
at this inaction, a petition demanding 

immediate restoration of the ‘traditional 

firebreak’ was signed by ninety seven 

landowners at Potato Point. Only 

one land owner declined. Again no 

substantive action followed.

Increasingly alarmed at their vulnerability, 

in early 2013 residents formed the Potato 

Point Community Association (PPCA) to 

press the NSW Government to restore 

reasonable security. 

In the period since, many letters have 

been written to ministers and officials, 

campaign meetings have been held, 

bumper stickers have been attached to 

cars and signs have been erected along 

the Princes Highway demanding that 

Potato Point be given a fire break. 

The Eurobodalla Shire Council backed the 

local community by passing a unanimous 

resolution urging the NSW Government to 

urgently restore the firebreak.

The response of NPWS officials was to 
embark on a long-winded and expensive 
Review of Environmental Factors and a 
Species Impact Statement. 

Over $120,000 in consultant fees later 
the primary conclusion was that the 
only endangered species in the area 
was the Striated Fieldwren. This small 
ground bird was found to be endangered 
primarily because its preferred grassland 
habitat had been overtaken by forest. 
The response of the NPWS to this 
embarrassing finding was to undertake a 
modest one-off thinning of the forest in a 
few areas in the approaches to the village.

Realising that the NPWS would never 
voluntarily restore bushfire protection to 
Potato Point, the Community Association 
commissioned Australia’s leading bushfire 
expert, Phil Cheney, to visit the village and 
its surrounding forests and provide an 
independent assessment of the 
bushfire risk. 

Restore Bushfire Security to 
Our Vulnerable Community!

Report by Gary Green
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RESTORE BUSHFIRE SECURITY TO OUR VULNERABLE COMMUNITY! continued

Phil Cheney led bushfire research at the 
CSIRO for 26 years, has advised major 
coronial and other bushfire enquiries 
and is a primary author of the bushfire 
protection standards that are used 
extensively in Australia and overseas.

Phil Cheney’s written report concluded 
that:

Residents of Potato Point are 
vulnerable to high-intensity bushfire. 
Equilibrium fuel loads in the forests 
west of Potato Point are sufficient 
to support a crown fire with flames 
extending 2-3 times tree height 
and blown embers causing multiple 
spotfires…

Protection of the community requires: 

• maintenance of a substantial firebreak 
to the west and north of the settlement;

• Fuel reduction by prescribed fire in the 
forests and heath lands surrounding the 
settlement

• Fuel management within the settlement.

The protective value of the…‘modified 
forest’ works already undertaken by the 
NPWS is limited and in the event of a fire 
would burn intensely and be a prolonged 
source of blown embers.

Members of the Community Association 
have met with their local member, Andrew 
Constance, and former Environment 
Minister Rob Stokes in efforts to get 
effective bushfire protection restored. In 
August last year these ministers agreed 
ten key steps for restoring effective 
bushfire protection at Potato Point. 

Unfortunately, in the period since only 
one of the ten agreed points has been 
implemented.

There are clearly major political and 
bureaucratic forces at play. Behind the 
scenes there appears to be a cosy 
understanding between senior executives 
of the RFS and NPWS to inhibit, and 
where possible prevent, robust fire 
mediation efforts. Asking the NPWS 
to accept responsibility for the vast 
quantities of fuel in the forests around 
Potato Point under their management has 
been met with bureaucratic obfuscation. 

Phil Chaney emphasized in his report 
that “If you own the fuel – you own the 
fire”. Many bushfire enquiries and coronial 
reports have laid heavy blame on the lack 
of fire mitigation by relevant authorities. 
But, of course, this needs to be done 
before disaster strikes.

The experience from Potato Point is that 
the land management system used by 
government agencies in NSW is designed 
to place as many obstacles as possible 
in the path of a community wishing to 
restore firebreaks. In the case of this small 
community, the local grassland meadows 
can be traced back to the reports of the 
first European explorers. But in the eyes 
of the NPWS this is of little consequence. 

Relevant legislation appears to have 
been designed originally to prevent 
any development of forest areas. 
Unfortunately, it is now having the 
unintended consequence of preventing 
common-sense fire mitigation efforts.

Phil Cheney has made clear to the Potato 
Point community that another serious 
bushfire, at least as dangerous as that 
experienced in 1985, is coming to this 
village. The only doubt is when it will 
come. Unless serious protective steps are 
taken soon many homes will probably be 
destroyed and lives may be lost. 

The Potato Point community is 
determined to hold relevant NPWS 
officials and the politicians who have sat 
on their hands fully responsible.

We call on relevant politicians and 
bureaucrats to act now to restore an 
effective firebreak and take serious 
fuel load reduction measures to 
protect the lives and properties of this 
remote community.
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In 2011, the new Building Code of Australia (BCA) adopted 
the updated Australian Standard AS3959:2009 that covers 
“Construction of Buildings in Bushfire Prone Areas”. The new 
standard was adopted by all states with some variations in VIC, 
NSW, SA and TAS. The new standards affect all new construction 
however there are some Local Authorities that require upgrades 
to existing structures. 

The new standards require that every structure built be assessed 
for bushfire risk; this can be a self-assessment using instructions 
available from your local council, or by a qualified Bushfire 
Consultant. The standard refers to this as Bushfire Attack Level; 
or more commonly as the BAL rating. 

There are 6 defined BAL ratings which are based on heat flux 
exposure in kW/m2. BAL-Low, BAL-12.5, BAL-19, BAL-29, 
BAL-40 and BAL –FZ. All new construction within a bush or forest 
environment or within 100 metres of any bush or forest is affected 
by the new Bushfire Standards; this includes home extensions 
and upgrades.

For this article I will focus on Bushfire Attack Levels up to BAL-29 
because timber can be used in all these levels. All timbers used 
up to this level must be tested by a NATA approve laboratory 
using Cone Calorimeter equipment and tested to AS3837 
bushfire criteria. Under BAL-40 and BAL-FZ, very little timber can 
be used; in fact there are only a few timber products approved for 
use in these high risk zones.

The new standard is about protecting the exterior of your home 
and preventing spark and ember penetration into the house; 
it also defines the types of building materials that can be used in 
a particular BAL rating, and this is where it will affect your choice 
of timber as a building material.

Appendix F of AS3959:2009, states that a Bushfire-resistant 
timber is timber that is solid, laminated or reconstituted, 
is deemed to be acceptable to withstand exposure up to a 
BAL-29 condition.

Timber may be “bushfire-resisting” by means of one 

or more of – 

1. The inherent properties of the material itself. These are 

timbers listed in appendix H. They are high density timbers 

that have been tested and declared fire resistant.

2. Being impregnated with fire retardant chemicals. These 

are timbers species that have been impregnated with fire 

retardant, tested and meet the requirements of AS3959:2009

3. The application of fire retardant coatings or substrates. 

These are timbers species that have been coated with fire 

retardant or substrate, tested and meet the requirements of 

AS3959:2009

Throughout the lower BAL rating standards there are also other 

timbers that can be use as specified in appendix E in tables E1 

and E2.

It’s important to understand that Australian bushfire testing 

process test systems, not products. For example the system 

comprising timber species pine and fire retardant brand X may be 

tested and approved for use in Bushfire areas; change either the 

timber species or the fire retardant and retesting will be required 

therefore, you will be looking for either a company that can 

supply pre tested and treated timbers of the species you need, or 

looking for a company that can supply fire retardant treatments 

for timber that have been tested, approved for use on the timber 

species you need, and can be self-applied. 

AT ALL TIMES, the supplier of the treated timber or the fire 

retardant must be able to supply you with a copy of the test 

results that confirm compliance.

This article is a simplified overview and consultation with a 

bushfire consultant or your local authority is recommended.

 Bushfire Standards 
– Timber and Your Home

Report by Greg Hooper – Fire Defender www.firedefender.com.au



Lawrence David Norton 
“Laurie”

12th November 1936-18th March 2015

It is with deep regret that we note the passing of one of our 

founding members – we thank LAURIE for his good counsel 

along the way and for sharing the vast knowledge he gained 

through many years of fighting Bushfires.

Close the Gate
For this one farmer the worries are over, lie down and rest your head,
Your time has been and struggles enough, put the tractor in the shed.

Years were not easy, many downright hard, but your faith in God transcended,
Put away your tools and sleep in peace,

The fences have all been mended.
You raised a fine family, worked the land well and always followed the Son,

Hang up your shovel inside of the shed, your work here on earth is done.
A faith few possess led your journey through life, often a jagged and stony way,
The sun is setting, the cattle are all bedded, and here now is the end of your day.
Your love of God’s soil has passed on to your kin; the stories flow like fin wine,

Wash off your work boots in the puddle left by blessed rain one final time.
You always believed that the good Lord would provide and he always had somehow,

Take off your gloves and put them down, no more sweat and worry for you now,
Your labor is done, your home now is heaven; no more must you wait

Your legacy lives on, your love of the land,
and we will close the gate.

Nancey Kraayenhof

Vale
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The President & Members of the VFFA offer this page freely in support of the incredible 
work that the people at Bear Cottage do for these terminally ill children & their families. 
We ask that if able to, please support Bear Cottage in whatever way you can.



The latest Cat 1 tankers to roll off the assembly line are without 
question, the best we’ve ever seen. The build quality of one in 
particular came from Kuipers Engineering & is flawless, so much 
effort has gone into the design of the latest model with much 
focus on those little niggling things that may have given some 
annoyance of past models. 

Isuzu’s quality in heavy vehicles is without question & combined 
with the RFS Engineering Service’s additions, the latest model will 
certainly open your eyes with such inclusions as;

• 6 Cylinder 7.8 Litre 24 Valve 176 Kw with 706 Nm of Torque.

• Engine meets Euro V Emissions Standards.

• Automatic Transmission – Allison MT2500 5 Speed 

• ABS Brakes.

• Driver & Front Passenger Airbag.

• 200 Litre Fuel Capacity Tank with lockable cap.

• 24 Volt – 90 Amp Alternator.

• Larger 11R 22.5 size Michelin Tyres. 

• ISRI 6860 Air Suspension Driver’s Seat with pneumatic lumbar 
support, height, rake and automatic weight adjustment.

• Electric Windows (front & rear).

• Safety Camera front & rear (rear includes microphone which is 
connected to vehicle music audio system) so as to hear what’s 
going on behind you….a very smart move!

• A vastly improved thicker rear seat base that immediately drew 

positive feedback.

• Reengineered & Isuzu built rear cabin entry steps.

• Superior LED strobe Red & Blue lighting.

• Water Tank Capacity increased to 3500 Litres.

• Twin Electric Live Reels.

• GAAM Pump powered by HATZ Air Cooled Diesel – Max output 

1580 L/P/M. 

• Pump pressure gauge on dash panel in Vehicle Cabin.

• Pump Control Panel for Starting / Throttle Up in Refuge bay 

behind cabin.

• Twin Speakers at rear of tanker for GRN/PMR Radio & 

Fireground Radio. 

• Taller Cabinets atop the Water tank to allow Chainsaw Fuel 

Packs to stand upright – cabinets fitted with interior Light & 

breather panel. 

The new tankers come fitted with twin cabinets on the lower 

left hand side, one with the standard Honda Powered GAAM 

Portable Pump (460 l/p/m) with a District option to have either a 

Honda Powered Generator (2.6Kw output) or a Honda Powered 

GAAM Fast Fill Pump (900l/p/m with 75mm inlet & outlet) in the 

second cabinet.

RFS – New Isuzu Category 1 Tanker

 Interior of new Cabin with Auto Transmission

Auto Transmission Control
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RFS – NEW ISUZU CATEGORY 1 TANKER continued

These new tankers are a credit to the team at RFS Engineering Services for the thought that’s gone into the design, 
how they’ve listened to Volunteers concerns & factored in changes to deliver the best ever built Cat 1 Tanker.

Pump Pressure Gauge on Cabin DashElectric Live Reels

Rear View on Cabin Audio Display

(L) GRN/PMR Radio Handpiece & 
(R) Fireground Handpiece

Twin Speakers at rear of Tanker

Forward Camera mounted at base of Bullbar Lower Left Cabinets – 2.6Kw Genset & 460 l/p/m Pump

Electric Windows Rear Entry StepsRear View on Cabin Audio Display
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Belowra Valley is situated about 44 km west of the township of 
Bodalla and the Princes Highway in the Eurobodalla Shire. It’s 
surrounded by State Forest and National Parks and is at the 
bottom of the escarpment leading southwest up to the Monaro 
and the headwaters of the Tuross River and northwest to 
Braidwood & Captains Flat.

The Valley is 17 km in length, has a total area of approximately 
12,000 acres, there’s 12 properties in the Valley itself and four 
more adjoining within the Balimbla area, which is a bush locality 
to the East.

The residents of the Valley are resilient and practical by nature 
and very much used to helping themselves and each other as 
events dictate. COMMUNITY is a necessary part of life and has 
been since the Valley was first settled generations ago. 

The only access is via fire trails and minor gravel roads, either 
east from the coast or down the escarpment from the tablelands 
to the West & Temperatures can be extreme both hot in Summer 
months and below freezing in the Winter.

Group Officer attending Belowra Station.

Grazing properties take up the improved undulating pasture 
areas, which lead into heavily timbered steep & rocky terrain 
much of which is inaccessible by vehicle or on foot. Along the 
southern edge of the Valley runs the Tuross River, which most 
times is shallow and peaceful but when in flood, becomes a 
raging torrent cutting off all access to and from the South of the 
Valley.

There are no shops, clubs or retail outlets and all residents are 
spread out through the valley on their properties. The closest 

power grid is located at Nerrigundah, a small former gold mining 
village 25 km east of the Valley. Television is available by satellite 
only with telephone signals being relayed down into the Valley 
from repeaters on surrounding ridges. All fuel and other supplies 
have to be transported in by landholders.

The rugged country surrounding the Valley has a history of fires 
mainly resulting from lightning strikes. The brigade plays an 
important role by being able to hit the strikes whilst they are 
manageable and most times before they are able to take on a 
size that may in time, endanger the more populated areas near 
the coast.

There have also been fires recorded that have appeared on 
extreme days after having smouldered un-noticed for days or 
weeks after dry electrical storms had passed through the area. 
One of these occurred on the day after the Victorian Black 
Saturday Fire’s started. On that day, flames to the North East of 
the Valley were estimated to be over 30 metres in height at the 
front and were being pushed toward the Valley and populated 
towns along the eastern seaboard. Temperatures passed 47 
degrees with extreme Wind speeds before a southerly change 
and some light rain allowed brigades to back burn and put in 
control lines along the Valley edge.

Belowra Station during construction.

The Belowra Brigade initially operated using private equipment 
and for many years up until the late eighties, had a Trailer Unit. 
This was replaced by an old Cat 9 and eventually by a single cab 
Cat 7. Over recent years, a later model Crew Cab Cat 7 went into 
service and remains the Brigades primary and only appliance. 
Belowra AGM records reveal in the not too distant past, that 
total annual expenditure had been less than $100. A situation 
that we who are members of larger brigades having access to a 
fundraising population base, would simply find un-believable.

Belowra continues 
the Bush Fire 
Brigade Tradition
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BELOWRA CONTINUES THE BUSH FIRE BRIGADE TRADITION continued

Open private farm sheds have been used to garage the appliance 

but due to winter temperatures that can reach below zero, the 

pump must be drained or the casing and pipe work may split 

rendering the appliance useless in the event of a structure fire. 

Due to budget constraints, the construction of a funded Station 

has not as yet been possible so the Bush Fire Brigade ethos 

came into play.

Brigade members got together and decided to personally fund 

and build an enclosed building allowing year round protection 

for the Cat 7. Due to the lack of fundraising opportunities in the 

Valley, they have funded and constructed the building themselves 

via working bee’s and dipping into their own pockets.

The use of the land owned by Dep. Captain and renowned 

international artist, David Byard and wife Val (also a brigade 

member), means that the truck and equipment will be secure and 

easily accessible when required.

In true Bush Fire Brigade tradition…..members saw a need and 

addressed it as a Community Project.

THE TRADITION LIVES ON.

Below: At the opening – L to R: Jan Rapkin, Rob Broomham, Col Burns, Bruce Rapkin, Bruce Loder, Sue-Ellen Misfeld,  
Lynne & Chris Roberts Capt, Ewan Snr Dep. & Kaye Thomson, David Dep. Capt. & Val Byard, Sue Broomham

Dep. Captain David Byard (resident for 24 years) & Snr. Deputy Ewan Thomson 
(50 Years as Captain until he stood down 4years ago) working on the Station.

 Any large Brigades who may consider ever ‘adopting’ a 
Remote Brigade as a way of re-cycling updated equipment, 
radios etc would no doubt be welcomed enthusiastically 
by our not so well off colleagues.
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During fire season, Australia’s rural firefighting bodies operate 
in some of the most dangerous and unforgiving conditions 
anywhere in the world. The teams of professional and volunteer 
firefighters may be amongst the most knowledgeable and best 
trained, but without the right equipment they can’t perform at their 
peak. Aside from aerial water bombers such as ‘Elvis’, the next 
most important weapon for firefighting are ground appliances, 
namely tanker and pumper fleets. 

Amongst vehicle fleets around the country are a selection of 
tough yet compact 4x4 trucks designed to conquer the roughest 
tracks and access locations full sized vehicles just can’t get to.

Iveco’s Daily 4x4 is one such vehicle that is ideal for these 
conditions – its narrow track coupled with generous payload 
and unequalled off road ability in its class, is seeing the model 
being put to work with many firefighting organisations around the 
country.

The Daily 4x4 is purpose-built for off road work and boasts GVM 
of up to 5.5 tonnes, towing capacity of up to 3.5 tonnes and 
front, centre and rear differential locks as standard, allowing the 
truck to crawl over just about any obstacle imaginable.

Available in single cab or dual cab variants (provides seating for 
the driver and crew of five), the Daily 4x4 is powered by a 3-litre 
turbo diesel engine producing 125 kW of power and a hefty 400 
Nm of torque available from low rpm.

A manual transmission has long been the transmission of choice 
for serious off roaders largely due to the additional control 
provided, particularly on steep descents.  The Daily 4x4 is 
equipped with a 6-speed synchromesh overdrive manual that 
offers slick and secure gear changes and gives the operator the 
ultimate level of vehicle control.

Unlike some other off road trucks that required manual 
engagement of the front hubs to activate four wheel drive, the 
Daily 4x4 is a fulltime four wheel drive, so there’s no need to 
stop the vehicle and get out of the cabin when track conditions 
deteriorate.

The Daily’s serious off road credentials are highlighted by the 
availability of front, centre and rear differential locks straight from 
the factory, ensuring all four wheels rotate in unison and provide 
high levels in traction no matter what the conditions. The diff locks 
can be quickly engaged by pushing dash-mounted switches.

Iveco Daily on duty with ‘Firies’
An additional benefit of the Daily 4x4 is the availability of up to four 
power take-offs to drive external equipment via hydraulic pumps 
and cardan shafts.

Given the difficult conditions most Daily 4x4s will be operating in, 
the vehicle features a solid steel truck chassis with beams and 
cross members constructed from high strength tubular steel. 
The chassis package ensures that the vehicle can withstand 
the torsional stress and fatigue typical of extreme off road 
applications.

Front suspension is parabolic 3-leaf springs while the rear is fitted 
with parabolic 4-leaf springs, this is combined with telescopic 
shock absorbers and anti-roll stabilisers bars coupled to both 
front and rear rigid axles. The combination provides for excellent 
articulation and load carrying ability while not compromising on 
comfort.

The Daily uses front ventilated disc brakes and rear drums with 
ABS and Electronic Brake force Distribution (ABS disengages 
when the diff lock is activated). 

User Profile 
– Belgrave South Country Fire Authority 

When Belgrave South CFA located in outer eastern Melbourne 
was looking for a capable 4x4 to undertake fire line work, it was 
difficult for long-term brigade volunteer, Aaron Carlton, to go 
past the Daily. As well as having served 30 years’ with the CFA – 
several of which were as brigade captain – Aaron has owned and 
operated a 4x4 mechanical service and modification workshop for 
over 20 years. This combination of experience places him in an 
ideal position when it comes to vehicle selection.

The brigade’s Daily 4x4 is fitted with a customised SEM fire and 
rescue body that includes a 700 litre tanker coupled to a PTO-
driven pump capable of moving 850 litres per minute. Other 
features of the body include ample storage areas for equipment 
such as chainsaws and other hand tools.

Despite having only been in service for three months, Aaron said 
that the Daily proved itself on its first outing.

“On its inaugural call-out we had to get to a hard, difficult-to-
access location, it was very steep and when we arrived we 
had to pump water through six lengths of hose, the appliance 
worked very well,” he said.

“The Daily comes standard with a great driveline that requires 
no modification. We made some adjustments to the shock 
absorbers to better handle the high centre of gravity load but 
not much else was needed.”

“The vehicle’s compact dimensions also mean it’s great off 
road and can easily handle the rough and narrow tracks we 
often have to cover.”

As well as for directly fighting fires, Aaron said that the Daily is 
also a great all-round vehicle.

“It’s ideal as a people mover for us as well, we use it on 
training nights and for change over crew movements,” he said

“The Daily has already proven itself and the decision to 
acquire one has been well justified.” 
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Congratulations
There was a gathering of about 60 people 
at the High Fire Field Day on Monday 
23rd March 2015. They included farmers, 
firefighters and Landcare workers who all 
share a passion for preserving our bush 
environment.

The venue was a parcel of high country 
known as Snowy Plain.

They assembled to get a better 
understanding of the research into 
grazing and fire management in the local 
sub-alpine areas.

The group was able to visit a series of 
bushland and grassland research sites.

The guest speakers included:

• Barry Aitchison – many years of 
firefighting experience with the RFS.

• Professor Mark Adams – Dean of the 
Faculty of Agriculture and Environment 
at the University of Sydney.

• Lachlan Ingram – Research Scientist 
with the University of Sydney.

• Vic Jurskis – Retired Silviculturist with 
a particular interest in Fire Management 
and Forest Health.

Background

The High Fire site was established on 
the Snowy Plains property in late 2006 
with the expressed aim to observe 
and document the long-term effects of 
prescribed fire and grazing in the High 
Country.

This was in response to the Federal 
Governments Nairn Inquiry on the 
catastrophic fires that ran through the 
Alpine regions of southern eastern 
Australia in 2003-2004, which noted there 
was insufficient information in regards to 
management options for fire mitigation in 
these ecosystems.

As both grassland and woodlands cover 
much of the alpine region there are 
replicated sites in each ecosystem with all 
sites containing four different treatments:

1 Burnt and grazed

2 Burnt and ungrazed

3 Unburnt and grazed

4 Unburnt and ungrazed

A sister grassland only site was 
established in Dargo, Vic around the 
same time.

Measurements were undertaken in 
2006/2007 and then additional funding 
was provided by the Bushfire CRC to 
allow additional measurement to occur 
in 2011/2012. Measurements include 
biodiversity, fire severity/effects, tree 
growth, and estimates of fuel loads.

In addition to the High Fire study, 
numerous other studies that have 
measured fluxes of a variety of 
greenhouse gases, plant photosynthesis, 
soil carbon measurements, water yield, 
nutrient availability and cattle behaviour 
have also been undertaken on the 
broader Snowy Plains and Dargo sites as 
well as on the Nimmo grassland that is 
part of “Coolringdon".

The High Fire site at Snowy Plain is 
jointly managed by Barry Aitchison and 
Professor Mark Adams.

Pictured left, Professor Mark Adams talks 
to the group about one of the Woodlands 
sites. There is an obvious difference in the 
vegetation on the left (no fire) and right 
(low intensity fire treatment in March 2013).

More information relating to the High Fire 
Project can be found at:

http://www.bushfirecrc.com/ 
projects/b6/highfire-project

High Fire Field Day
Report by Mick Holton
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Where is Tinpot; you might ask? 

Well its roughly 25km West of Narooma ‘as the crow flies’ and is 

located next to the Tuross River – Eurobodalla Shire on the Far 

South Coast of NSW.

Until recently, Tinpot Station was nothing more than a corrugated 

roof structure open to the weather, which housed the brigades 

Cat 7 appliance. Here it is below & it can still be seen next to the 

new building.

The official opening of the new Station took place on Saturday 

April 11th, 2015 and was combined with the presentation of 

Service Medals to members of Far South Coast Brigades.

Assistant Commissioner Stuart Midgley made the trip south to 

officially declare the Station open and present 26 Long Service 

and 5 National Medals to recipients.

The location of Tinpot lends itself to being a logical staging area 

for large-scale operations in the challenging surrounding terrain. 

The kitchen facilities will provide a base for the Catering Brigade 

to prepare food for large scale operations and the meeting room 

can act as a briefing base for fire fighting crews.

A/C Midgley advised that the Rural Fire Service is committed to 

providing Volunteer Firefighters with the equipment they need to 

protect their local communities from fire.

The new facility consists of a Training Room, Kitchen, Toilet, 

Water Tanks, and two vehicle bays.

New Station for Tinpot Brigade

Congratulations
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The Isolated Children’s Parents’ 
Association of New South Wales Inc.

Working together for equity of access to 
education for all students who live in rural 
and remote Australia.

The NSW Coalition’s election 
announcement pledging $25 million 
towards the Federal Government’s Mobile 
Black Spot Programme satisfies several 
resolutions of ICPA-NSW’s recent annual 
conference. It allows telecommunications 
companies an opportunity to further 
expand the mobile footprint into rural 
and remote communities.   ICPA-NSW 
believes that this type of synergy between 
State and Federal Government is the 
only realistic way that many mobile black 

spot areas will be covered. Thirty-six 
Shire Councils in NSW have committed 
to the Programme with either cash 
or in kind donations re-enforcing that 
communications is a high priority in 
regional and remote NSW.

One very important facility of concern to 
ICPA-NSW is Clare Public School (155km 
North of Balranald), which sits within a 
15,000 square km Mobile Phone Black 
Spot.  This area is larger than the entire 
city of Sydney, including the Central 
Coast and Blue Mountains.

Welcome to Clare

Clare Public School is recognised by 
Emergency Services as a ‘safer place’ in 
the event of a Natural Disaster and also 
holds the Royal Flying Doctor Medical 
Chest.  It is the hub of a remote farming 
community. Unfortunately, Clare Public 
School  has no mobile phone coverage 
so all communication not via a landline, 
must first go through the UHF Radio 
base located in the school teachers 
residence and then relayed to the relevant 
authorities. 

Clare Public School is a unique mobile 
coverage problem in that Clare Public is 

the only school in the state not situated in 
a town. Access to Clare Public School is 
situated along the transport route in the 
western division in NSW to the southern 
markets in Victoria, known as the old 
wool track which goes from Bourke 
to Balranald. When the operations at 
Cristal Mines commence there will be 
approximately 24 return trips a day to 
Ivanhoe at peak production (up to 48 
trucks travelling on the route students 
and parents travel twice a day).

In the past when there have been fires in 
the area, the initial communication from 
the fire ground has to be relayed back via 
a UHF radio to a base (closest property) 
UHF Radio and then relayed through the 
“landline” to the relevant authorities. Due 
to distance, it can be sometime before 
direct contact is established. The same 
applies when police attend accidents in 
the area.

ICPA-NSW seeks NSW Government 
support for the Clare/Hatfield Community 
and the inclusion on the NSW priority list 
to help ensure the school and community 
gain mobile coverage under the federal 
mobile black spots programme. 

The Clare/Hatfield community has the 
support of the local Police, Rural Fire 
Service, Volunteer Rescue Association, 
Origin Energy, Cristal Mines, Balranald 
Shire Council, local residents as well as 
the Hon. Sussan Ley, Member for Farrer 
and ICPA-NSW that this area should be 
prioritised for mobile phone coverage 
under the Federal Government’s Mobile 
Black Spot Programme. 

Co-contribution from third party 
stakeholders Cristal Mines and Balranald 
Shire Council as well as being one of 
the major black spots identified in Farrer, 
re-enforces the importance of mobile 
coverage for this area. 

The People of Clare Ask;  
Can Anyone Hear Us?
Report by Fleur Turner, ICPA-NSW State Councillor

The VFFA has become aware of a situation in Far Western NSW where by the Community of Clare has No Mobile Phone coverage, 
therefore our Volunteer Firefighters in the area have none either & in 2015, this is totally unacceptable. We’ve spoken at length with 
members of the Community & we fully support them in their quest to get what all other Australian have; Mobile Phone coverage. 

Their story is told below through the Isolated Children’s Parents Association of NSW Inc.

Mobile Tower’s like this is what the people 
of Clare need.
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The kids of Clare

THE PEOPLE OF CLARE ASK; CAN ANYONE HEAR US? continued

The 2011/2012 regional 
telecommunications review identified the 
area surrounding the Clare Public school 
as being a major black spot requiring 
attention.

Rural schools are at the heart of their 
communities and many other community 
meetings and activities may occur at 
these schools as well. For example, the 

local Rural Fire Service meetings are 
held at Clare Public School. Schools 
are much more significant than almost 
all other types of premises or facilities 
in determining the value of mobile 
connectivity. 

Given the vital role that schools play in 
rural and remote areas, it is essential 
that those areas which have schools 

with inadequate or non-existent mobile 
coverage are prioritised. 

ICPA-NSW strongly supports the 
announcement by the NSW Coalition 
pledging to co-contribute to the Mobile 
Black Spot Programme and is very 
hopeful that schools like Clare Public 
School will be included on the NSW 
priority list.

Clare Public School from the air. A Broadcast Services Australia Tower exists at Min Min but  
no Mobile Infrastructure exists.
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Following the public announcement that the NSW Rural 
Fire Service (RFS) has to vacate its current headquarters at 
Homebush by 2018, the Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 
(VFFA) is urging the NSW government to decentralise the RFS 
Head Office to a Rural Regional Centre. 

Decentralisation to a Rural Regional Centre is entirely consistent 
with the NSW Government’s key election commitment to 
decentralise State Government Departments to stimulate 
Regional Development and provide greater opportunities for Rural 
and Regional Communities. Since its inception, the RFS has been 
located in the Sydney Metropolitan area and to be blunt, there is 
not much ‘RURAL’ about its current location at Homebush. 

 

The RFS’s Head Office at Homebush is perceived by many Rural 
Volunteers as a Metropolitan city centric organisation ‘out of 
touch’ with Volunteer Firefighters in Rural NSW. The most visible 
manifestation is the creeping bureaucratisation of Volunteering 
with the RFS. 

The VFFA contends that the relocation of the RFS Head Office to 
a Rural Regional Centre would engender culture change within 
the organisation and reduce the Volunteer-Bureaucratic divide 
that exists between the RFS Head Office and its core customer 
base – Volunteer Rural Firefighters in Rural NSW. In time, the RFS 
bureaucracy would be shaped by the culture and interpersonal 
relations established within the Rural Community making it 
more responsive to the interests and needs of its core Volunteer 
constituency.

In addition, the relocation of the RFS from Sydney to a prominent 
Rural Regional Centre would also position the RFS operations 
within a more central location relative to its four regional areas. 
Decentralisation of NSW Government Departments is not a new 
concept. The State Emergency Service relocated to Wollongong, 
WorkCover to Gosford and State Water to Dubbo.

Notwithstanding initial set up costs, the relocation of the RFS to 
Rural NSW should be cost-effective over the long-term, providing 
wide ranging benefits for the tax payer, the State Government 
and the Rural Regional economy. The relocation of the RFS to 
a Rural Regional Centre would provide numerous jobs in the 
planning and construction aspects of the relocation that would 
benefit the local economy. 

Furthermore, the relocation of RFS staff would translate into more 
houses being bought, groceries being purchased, and generally 
more money being pumped into the local rural economy. 

There are significant potential social benefits associated with such 
a move including expanding communities and schools, which are 
likely to boost the local economy if planned appropriately, and 
lead to overall population growth in Rural Regional NSW. 

Technological barriers that in the past may have mitigated against 
the relocation of the RFS to a rural area are no longer relevant. 
Improvements in Technology and Communications such as the 
development of the internet, email, on-line video-conferencing 
and the National Broad Band (NBN) Network render the argument 
against relocation to a Rural Regional centre nonsensical. 

The VFFA acknowledges that the relocation of the RFS to a 
Rural Regional centre would not be without problems, however 
provided it is strategically planned and well managed, the 
decentralisation of the RFS would be beneficial to Rural NSW 
and offers RFS employees an opportunity for a ‘tree change’ and 
an improved quality of life through cheaper real estate, reduced 
traffic congestion and commute times.

Once the decision is made to relocate the RFS, the VFFA 
advocates the establishment of a Government steering committee 
consisting of representatives from the NSW Government, RFS, 
and key Rural Stakeholders including Local Government, NSW 
Farmers, the VFFA and Volunteer Rural Fire Fighters to provide 
leadership and coordination of the RFS decentralisation project 

In conclusion, the termination of the lease on the current RFS 
head office at Homebush provides a great opportunity for the 
NSW Government to put the “RURAL” back into the Rural Fire 
Service by decentralising the RFS Head Office to a Rural Regional 
Centre.

Decentralisation of the 
NSW Rural Fire Service
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After years of campaigning, it has become very apparent that the 

voices of many highly experienced firefighting volunteers are not 

being listened to.

Despite the best efforts of concerned NSW firefighters, the 

fuel loads continue to build and big fires are destroying the 

environment that we all love. 

It begs the following questions:

1. Can this destruction be avoided?

2. What are we doing about it?

3. Why won’t Governments listen to volunteers?

4. Why are we over complicating our response to a simple 

problem?

These are all excellent questions and we needed to engage 

the help of a team of respected fire experts to help give our 

campaigns some clout.

An Independent Fire Experts Group

It became apparent that we needed some help, so we assembled 

a team of fire experts, hosted some telephone conferences and 

email discussion groups to establish the direction and strategies 

for future campaigning.

The term “Expert” is often over used and abused but this group 

of people are all high achievers and highly respected in their 

chosen fields.

It was an honour for myself to work with each and every member 

of this newly form group of dedicated people.

Fire Experts meeting in the High Country

Our first face-to-face meeting was held at a NSW high country 
property, privately owned by Barry Aitchison. This parcel of high 
country is the highest freehold land in Australia and is home to a 
long-term High Fire research project, looking at the impacts upon 
a range of land management practices.

Introductions

This independent fire experts group includes the following people:

Phil Cheney
Phil is a retired CSIRO research scientist and an international 
expert on bushfire behaviour and management. He graduated 
in forestry at the University of Melbourne and has a Diploma in 
Forestry from the Australian Forestry School in Canberra.

Phil investigated many major fire disasters, including the 
1967 Hobart Disaster, the 1983 Ash Wednesday fires and 
the 2003 Canberra fires, and has advised coroners and royal 
commissions on fire behaviour. He has written more than 100 
papers and contributed to seven books. His several awards 
include the CSIRO Medal for outstanding research achievement 
in the application of fire science for safer firefighting and safer 
communities and the Public Service Medal.

Roger Underwood
Roger is a professional forester with a career in forest and 
bushfire management. Founder of the Bushfire Front, an 
organisation dedicated to best practice in bushfire management 
in Australia. Roger is a Fellow of the Institute of Foresters of 
Australia. He is a writer who has published many books on 
forestry and forest history and articles that appear in magazines, 
journals and online publications.

David Pakham
David is a bushfire scientist with more than 50 years experience. 
He has dealt with all aspects of bushfires, from prescribed 
burning to flame chemistry, and serving as supervisor of fire 
weather services for Australia. David is a co-developer of aerial 
prescribed burning that has been adopted as a major fire control 
technique throughout Australia and North America and co-
inventor of the VESDA high sensitivity building smoke detection 
system. 

Vic Jurskis
Vic is a Forester who studied at Australian National University. Vic 
has written many papers that are published in journals and other 
formats, many in "Australian Forestry". Vic’s main field of interest 
is in forest health and fire management in Australian forests. He 
has been involved in research of forest regeneration and growth, 
forest decline, prescribed burning for biodiversity and protection 
of society, koalas, smoky mice and mistletoes.

Fire Experts with a Common Objective
Report by Mick Holton

Pictured (left to right): Vic Jurskis, Brian Williams, Mick Holton, Phil Cheney, David 
Pakham and Barry Aitchison.
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Keep an eye out for more developments 
on the VFFA web site:

volunteerfirefighters.org.au

FIRE EXPERTS WITH A COMMON OBJECTIVE continued

Bill Gammage
Bill is the author of the book “The Biggest Estate on Earth: How 
Aborigines made Australia (2011) and he is engaged in many 
public speaking activities as a result of his publications. Bill is 
an adjunct professor in the Humanities Research Centre at the 
Australian National University (ANU), researching Aboriginal land 
management at the time of contact (“1788”). 

Peter Cannon
Peter has been the Volunteer Fire Fighters Association (VFFA) 
President since 2004. He is a Group Captain and he operates a 
large productive property in the Tomingley area, NSW.

Brian Williams
Brian has had 48 years experience with the NSW Rural Fire 
Service (RFS). He has held many senior roles with the RFS 
including roles in RAFT (Remote Area Fire Team) and has a 
military background in aviation. Brian has been called to give 
evidence in six government inquiries into bushfires.

Barry Aitchison
Barry has well over 30 years of firefighting experience as a Fire 
Control Officer (FCO) with the NSW RFS. He is a true bushman 
with a dedication to preserving our bush heritage.

Mick Holton
Mick has 22 years of experience working for the NSW Fire 
Brigades (now known as Fire Rescue, NSW). He later worked for 
NSW RFS for 5 years as a Learning and Development Officer. 
Mick now consults in many areas including emergency response 
operations, response training, mines rescue, rope rescue and he 
has developed a strong passion for the bush. Mick is assisting 
with the coordination of this group.

One Common Objective

The group agreed upon one common objective:

To improve the health and sustainability of our life, our 
environment and the economy.

This objective fits nicely with the views and objectives of most 
people. The current land management practices are resulting 
in larger fires that destroy lives, cause irreversible damage to 
the environment and cost our communities, individuals and all 
taxpayers large sums of money.

It’s Not Rocket Science

The solution is so simple and is based upon fire science principles 
that we teach to all firefighters as part of their initial training.

Fire needs the following three elements:

1. HEAT

2. FUEL

3. OXYGEN

Of those three elements, we can only control fuel. The question is 
how do we control it?

It is interesting to note that in the absence of human intervention, 
the bushfires that would occur as a result of lightening strikes 
would burn until they run out of fuel or the conditions change.

We intervene by putting those fires out but we often fail to follow 
up with the fire that should have naturally occurred at a time 
that is more desirable for humans, animals and our existing 
environmental conditions.

It’s Not Just About Fire

There are many ways to reduce fuel loads.

For many years now, The Mountain Cattlemen’s Association of 
Victoria Inc, have been campaigning to allow grazing of certain 
parts of the high country.

Grazing may not be suitable for all areas but it is an excellent 
example of a viable method of fuel reduction.

The High Fire research project (mentioned earlier) has been 
looking into the impact upon grazing in certain parts of the high 
country.

Barriers to Active Fuel Reduction

Unfortunately, the fear of litigation tends to drive a modern 
community to be frightened of any fire and this has resulted in 
a system that has over complicated the steps required before 
official hazard reduction can be completed.

There are often narrow windows of opportunity to complete 
hazards reduction burning and government has failed to address 
this problem.

Another problem is the increased ownership of land by people 
who don’t engage in grazing practices. If these people don’t 
actively burn then there is nothing to prevent the increase of fuel 
loads.

Where to from here? 

It is hoped that this group can actively promote an increased 
awareness of balanced and sound land management practices 
amongst a wider audience including property owners and 
government.
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I was walking through a patch of Karri Forest recently, one of 
the formerly lovely regrowth forests taken out in the big February 
2015 bushfires. It was a scene of silent blackened trees, and no 
bird sang. The old Pete Seeger song came to mind, and I found 
myself paraphrasing it:

Where have all the flowers gone, long time passing?
Where have all the flowers gone, long time ago?
Where have all the flowers gone?
The fires have cooked them, everyone.
Oh, when will they ever learn?
Oh, when will they ever learn?

It’s the double tragedy that makes me weep: the damage and 
the heartbreak and the cost of bushfires is one thing, and bad 
enough, but then you remember that it could all have been 
prevented. 

So what do we know about bushfires? What experience might we 
draw upon in deciding how to combat their impact? 

• Everybody knows that every summer in the southwest of WA 
is hot and dry and likely to experience dry thunderstorms and 
lightning. Don’t they?

• Everybody knows that bushfires are always going to start 
somewhere, sometime, maybe started by lightning, but just as 
likely by an accident or deliberate ignition. Don’t they?

• Everybody knows (certain Murdoch University academics 
excepted) that the longer an area of forest is left unburnt, the 
more fuel; and the more fuel the more intense the fire; and the 
more intense the fire the harder it is to control, and the more 
damage it will do. Don’t they?

• Everybody knows that fires burning in light fuels are easier to 
stop, cheaper to mop-up and patrol, and ensure firefighters 
have more time to recover before the next fire. Don’t they?

• And everybody knows that every now and again the worst 
possible combination of events will coincide: hot, windy 
weather, heavy dry fuels, many ignitions, big threats to life and 
property, resources drained, disaster just around the corner. 
Don’t they?

Evidently not. Or not any longer. Not if you go on the way our 
authorities prepare for bushfires.

WA once had a very fine bushfire management system, especially 
effective in southwest forests. The above prepositions were 
understood, and the system was designed to counteract the 
obvious risks. We had the bells and whistles (excellent detection, 
good comms, well-trained firefighters, experienced commanders, 
modern trucks and aeroplanes). But we also had a systematic 
program of fuel reduction burning, operating across the forest, 
keeping the fuels down and providing places and opportunities to 
successfully attack a fire, even on the worst days. This was the 
key.

Over the last 15 years, maintenance of this system fell away. 
Experienced commanders left and were not replaced; firefighter 
numbers dwindled; the burning program was decimated; the 

money previously invested in fire prevention went elsewhere, or 
dried up; bureaucracy intervened. 

There were quite a few of us who could see what was going on, 
and tried to sound an alarm. To no avail. There were a couple of 
little fires, some houses burned, but nothing too ghastly, and no-
one got too concerned. Business as usual. We said: “you haven’t 
been tested yet. That worst possible combination of events is 
inevitable, and the more years we don’t get it, the more likely it 
becomes. And when it comes you will not be prepared; in fact 
you will be in deep yoghurt”.

Well, they got it this summer. The biggest fires in the jarrah forest 
since 1961 and in the karri forest since records began. Hundreds 
of thousands of hectares of beautiful forest incinerated. Millions 
of animals and birds killed. Hundreds of millions of dollars spent 
on suppression, and more to come on recovery and repair. 
Some horrible damage to infrastructure and community assets, 
including the burning of the last timber trestle railway bridge, one 
of the finest historic icons of the south-west. What we foretold 
came to pass.

The aftermath of the Boddington Fire, February 2015: beautiful jarrah forest cooked 
to a cinder. Some of these areas had not seen a fuel reduction burn since the 1960s 

Photo by Todd Brittain

There is to be an inquiry, but it will be a Mickey Mouse affair. 
Firstly, it is to focus only on the suppression operations and 
interagency collaboration, not on prevention, preparedness 
and damage mitigation; secondly it will not be independent, 
but undertaken by a government committee on which the main 
players sit, and who will be able to influence the findings. Of 
course “everybody knows” already what went wrong: the forests 
in which these fires occurred had not experienced fuel reduction 
burning for well over 25 years in some places. Once the fires 
got hold in these fuels, even though the weather was moderate, 
firefighting became futile. The strategy was to retreat to and 
defend towns, and wait for the weather to change. 

The trouble was these fires were mainly confined to the forest; 
no towns and only a few hard-scrabble farms were burned. In 
WA these days the forest is no longer regarded as an asset. It’s 
mostly national park and is therefore value-less: nobody cares 
when it is burned to a cinder. 

Oh, When Will They Ever Learn?
Report by Roger Underwood
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OH, WHEN WILL THEY EVER LEARN? continued

provides tolerance for the odd mistake. All of these things are 
lacking. 

Moreover, our bushfire authorities are not united in their views 
about dealing with fire. The Parks and Wildlife Department have 
their hearts in the right place, and want to do the right thing, but 
they are hamstrung by bureaucratic constraints and have too few 
trained, experienced staff. The Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services on the other hand, still see themselves as firefighters 
who respond to emergencies, not as bushfire managers who 
invest seriously in prevention and damage mitigation. The recent 
fires seem to have taught them nothing, and it can be guaranteed 
that the Mickey Mouse inquiry will provide no insights or assign 
accountability.

Next summer we will see it all again. As Pete Seeger put it: 
Oh, when will they ever learn, oh when will they ever learn?

April 2015

Roger Underwood is a retired forester, and Chairman of the Bushfire 
Front, an independent group of bushfire specialists dedicated to 
upgrading forest fire management in WA

There will be a few picnic spots and a couple of walker’s huts to 

replace, but volunteers will fix them. Some glorious 40-50 year 

old regrowth forests were destroyed, but only a few old foresters 

shed a tear about them.

However, the penny has dropped with some politicians, especially 

those on the receiving end of bitter complaints from voters 

who copped the brunt and stress of the fires. There have been 

statements along the lines of “how do we get more burning 

done?” rather than “do we need fuel reduction burning?”. 

There has also been some restlessness about the cost of the 

fires in some government circles, notably Treasury, and pointed 

questions are being asked about the cost/benefit of fuel reduction 

burning compared with wildfire fighting. All of this represents 

progress. 

Unfortunately few people outside the fire community understand 

that once fire has been removed from the forest, it is very hard 

to put it back in, by which I mean controlled fire, not wildfire. 

Experienced, competent people are needed, with adequate 

resources of science, manpower and equipment, and with 

the sort of strong political, community and media support that 

Regrowth karri forest burned in the Northcliffe Fire, February 2015. Tree crowns are fully scorched and there is serious bole damage.  
These areas were carrying 40-year old plus bushfire fuels. Photo by John Evans
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When you’ve finished reading this magazine, 
please pass it on to your friends.

GPSOZ 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.

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 and you’ll be pleasantly surprised at the knowledge and 
products they possess.

The VFFA highly recommends GPSOZ who have been supporting 
Volunteer Firefighters and their Brigades for many year now.www.gpsoz.com.au

SIDS and Kids provide bereavement support services to assist families who have 
experienced the sudden and unexpected death of a baby or child, during birth, pregnancy 
or infancy, regardless of the cause.

Support services are extensive and include counselling, parent and family support, peer 
support, sibling support, grandparent support groups, group activities, annual memorial 
services, telephone counselling and a national 24 hour freecall 1300 bereavement support 
line.

Services are available to families and their support network free of charge.

More than 9 children under 4 years of age die suddenly and unexpectedly every day in 
Australia and up to 60 people are affected by the death of one child.

For this reason, the bereavement support services are vital for all Australian families who have experienced the sudden and 
unexpected death of a baby or child.

Support provided is ongoing for families and can be tailored to their individual needs.

To access Bereavement Support Services in each State or Territory individuals can call the 24 hour bereavement 
support line on 1300 308 307.

sidskids
Bereavement Support Services

24 Hour 
Bereavement 
Support Line

1300 308 307
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Do ranked RFS staff
need to be on a fire truck?

I understand that in some cases, staff of various ranks in some parts of the state 
may be required to crew trucks when Volunteer numbers are low or there is a lack 
of availability and a response is required, but this is usually far from Sydney.

What I don’t understand is staff employed at Head Office that hold an RFS 
operational rank rolling out to an incident with a brigade wearing that rank. 

Rank has its privileges including the ability to outrank those of lesser rank. 

What happens when an Inspector roles up in a tanker with a brigade crew and a 
Group Captain arrives on the scene? 

I would expect that the Crown wearer should take control…shouldn’t they?

Do ranked officers in other agencies turn up to incidents in uniform on a day off? 

Most likely not, so why do ranked officers in the RFS that hold a Senior 
Operational Rank Mon-Fri think that when they show up to a brigade on a 
weekend, they must maintain that rank? It must be confusing for members when 
black helmets or orange helmets turn up at the station and respond in RFS trucks 
and get on the end of a hose…who’s in control?

Volunteer ranks only go up to Group Captain, you’re either a Volunteer under the 
Volunteer rank scheme or not. If you hold a Senior Operational Rank as a staff 
member in the RFS and still want to be part of a Volunteer RFS brigade, become a 
Reserve Member.

The Phantom 
Speaks Out
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Volunteer Fire Fighters Association 
Membership Application

You can now join free of charge

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

Your details

Surname:

Given Names:

Date of Birth:

Occupation:

Gender: Male Female

Your contact information

Address:

Town:

Post code:

Postal Address:

Town:

Post code:

Phone B/H: Phone A/H:

Fax: 

Mobile:

Email:

Protecting the community 
and the environment

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

Your RFS Membership

Are you employed by the NSW RFS? Yes No

Brigade:

Shire Area and Region:

Position in Brigade: Captain Group Captain 

Snr Deputy Captain 

Group Officer 

Deputy Captain Firefighter

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

Signature:
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