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This handbook is to support local initiatives or arrangements currently in place 
and provide advice for establishing and maintaining a consistent approach to 
the use of private farm fire units (PFFU) across South Australia during bushfire 
events. It is intended to provide guidance toward:

• on the fire ground expectations

• wearing of personal protective clothing and safety equipment

• PFFU vehicles and ancillary equipment

• communications

• personal injury protection

• PFFU vehicle and ancillary equipment damage expenses 
reimbursement

• recommendations for PFFU vehicles and equipment and personal 
protective clothing and safety equipment.

It is essential that all PFFU operators familiarise themselves with this 
handbook as it is centred around promoting safe, effective and cooperative 
involvement of PFFU with the SA Country Fire Service (SACFS) resources to 
control a fire in the shortest possible time.

1 INTRODUCTION
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2 ON THE FIRE GROUND EXPECTATIONS

2.1 Logging On 

It is essential for PFFU operators to make their presence known as soon as 
possible to SACFS when they are present on the fire ground. The SACFS, when 
present on the fire ground, has an obligation for the safety and welfare of all 
SACFS personnel and other people who are at the fire.

Logging on to an incident will allow for: 

• operations to be managed in a co-ordinated and safe manner

• inclusion in welfare arrangements

• notification of arrangements for any first aid/medical reporting and 
treatments

• coverage for personal injury protection under Return to Work legislation

• vehicle and ancillary equipment damage and repair expenses 
reimbursement.

2.2 Logging Off

For safety reasons it is essential for PFFU operators to log off before leaving 
an incident so that SACFS can account for those personnel who are on the fire 
ground.

Local arrangements may utilise various technology to facilitate the logging on/
off of PFFU and these may include paging, SMS or the use of mobile phones.

Please check local arrangements for logging on and off a fire ground.
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2.3 Look for Hazards and Assess the Risk

As the fire ground is a hostile environment there will be a 
number of hazards encountered in the course of operating 
a PFFU.  These may include: 

• health hazards including exposure to smoke, 
radiant heat, dehydration, heat stress and heat 
stroke

• high noise levels over a prolonged period

• poor visibility

• falling objects (trees and tree limbs)

• operating in rough terrain or dense vegetation

• close proximity to firefighting vehicles, heavy 
machinery or other emergency vehicle traffic

• downed live powerlines.

Where a PFFU operator encounters a hazard that they 
believe will cause them self, or others harm, they should 
seriously consider withdrawing to a safer location. Even if 
not relocating, they should notify others on the fire ground 
of the hazard.

2.4 Report an Injury

All PFFU operators that sustain an injury while logged on 
to the fire ground, no matter how minor, are to report the 
injury to a SACFS team leader, sector commander, incident 
management or the SACFS Regional Office within 24 
hours of the injury occurring.

If the injury has caused medical expenses to be incurred 
and/or time has been lost from employment then please 
refer to the Personal Injury Protection section of this 
handbook with regard to claiming compensation.

2.5 Safety at Fires

The highest priority for SACFS in attending a fire is safety. 
If preparing for firefighting or on the fire ground all PFFU 
operators must take responsibility for their own safety. 

Preparation  

It is essential that well before the fire danger season 
commences all PFFU operators must be adequately 
prepared. This includes:

• yourself mentally and physically

• having the recommended personal protective 
clothing and safety equipment to be worn

• recommendations for vehicles and equipment for 
firefighting.

For a list of recommendations for personal protective 
clothing and safety equipment to be worn and vehicles 
and equipment for firefighting, please refer to the 
Recommendations section of this handbook.

On the fire ground

When operating a PFFU on the fire ground it is essential 
that all personnel in the vehicle 

• are capable of fighting the fire

• have appropriate protective clothing and safety 
equipment and clearly understand that it is their 
responsibility to wear it.

Do not work alone – team up with others as this will 
enhance the safety of yourself and others on the fire 
ground.  Not working alone will contribute to:

• being able to look out for each other

• being aware of the situation around you with ever 
changing fire behaviour, weather conditions or 
other firefighters on the fire ground

• establishing and maintaining clear lines of 
communication with others on the fire ground

• identifying escape routes

• identifying safety zones.

2 ON THE FIRE GROUND EXPECTATIONS (CONT)
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Note – Regarding alcohol and drug consumption.

PFFU operators are expected to ensure they are not 
effected by drugs or alcohol to the extent where it 
may impair their judgement or capacity to act safely 
while undertaking any task or function on the fire 
ground or associated with the incident for which they 
are involved in.

Remember – everyone at a fire has responsibility 
for safety – make safety your priority.

2.6 Accept Responsibility

When a PFFU operator elects to engage in firefighting as 
a private individual they accept responsibility for their own 
decisions and actions. As they perform tasks at fires they 
will continually be faced with circumstances requiring such 
decisions and actions which should be well considered. 
The PFFU operator will:

• be expected to take responsibility for that decision

• not be exempt or above the law when firefighting

• be expected to comply with all legal obligations.

2.7 Working Co-operatively with Emergency 
Services

The SACFS strongly encourages the mutual co-operation 
between emergency services and PFFU operators. On 
the fire ground the emergency services operate under 
predetermined procedures and protocols and will establish 
incident action plans to define tasks. It is essential 
therefore, that PFFU operators apply their efforts toward 
contributing to and complimenting the actions of the 
emergency services.

Within an incident the SACFS where possible, will keep 
PFFU operators informed on operational, logistical, 
welfare, safety and first aid issues and instructions. 
To assist with the co-operation with other emergency 
services there may be a PFFU liaison officer (SACFS 
volunteer) that will provide leadership in the organising of 
PFFU operators as well as providing a link between PFFU 
and emergency services.

PFFU liaison officers are also usually involved with 
organising and providing guidance in terms of equipment, 
logging on and off procedures, communication plans and 
any preparations for an oncoming fire danger season. 
The PFFU liaison officer will be able to inform you of the 
local arrangements that PFFU operators and SACFS have 
agreed to.

2.8 Personal Limits and Capabilities

PFFU operators should know their physical and mental 
capabilities and work within those limits. This is because 
working on a fire ground is an environment that:

• requires arduous physical exertion

• has continuous mental pressures to make 
decisions constantly

• is variable and sometimes hazardous.

2.9 Role

Potential roles or tasks for PFFU carrying out firefighting 
may include:

• initial attack
• providing tactical support with SACFS tankers 
• blackout operations
• patrolling
• providing local knowledge.

Please remember that each task will vary in terms of:

• hazards and risks involved
• the degree of physical and mental exertion
• the extreme conditions that equipment may need 

to able to work in.

There will be roles for ancillary equipment which are part 
of the incident but do not involve direct firefighting and 
they may include:

• the use of graders, bulldozers, scrapers and front 
end loaders

• the use of equipment usually drawn by a vehicle 
such as a tractor for slashing, ploughing or grading.
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Wearing the correct types of personal protective clothing and safety 
equipment when firefighting is essential as it:

• provides protection required from radiant heat

• provides protection from working in a hazardous fire ground 
environment

• enables release of increased metabolic heat generated through 
firefighting activity.

The correct personal protective clothing: 

• must be made of cotton or natural fibre

• cover the main part of the body but allow for good airflow and 
minimisation of the build up of body heat

• be loose fitting with sleeves rolled down and trouser legs not tucked 
into boots

• includes other garments worn under protective clothing that should 
also be loose fitting and be made of cotton or natural fibre.

It should be noted that:

• the use of unsuitable or ill-fitting clothing can create heath issues 
ranging from dehydration, heat stress, heat stroke and even death

• unbuttoning clothing or removal of layers of protective clothing to 
maximise any cooling off benefit should only occur when in a safe area.

Wearing the correct safety equipment including boots, helmet, gloves, eye 
protection and respirator or dusk mask is an essential safety requirement 
when firefighting. These provide protection from radiant heat and working in a 
hazardous environment.

For a listing of recommendations regarding personal protective clothing and 
safety equipment to be worn, please refer to the Recommendations section of 
this handbook. 

You need to cover up to protect yourself from radiant heat.

3 WEARING PERSONAL PROTECTIVE CLOTHING 
AND SAFETY EQUIPMENT
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4 COMMUNICATIONS

The local PFFU liaison officer (usually attached to a 
SACFS brigade) should be consulted to determine the 
communications arrangements and protocols applying 
to various areas around the State. It is likely to be a 
combination of various technologies to be used including 
UHF CB radios, mobile phones and messaging services.

4.1 Communications for Logging On and 
Logging Off

Communication arrangements for logging on and logging 
off may be a combination of the above technologies and 
will be determined by planned local arrangements.

4.2 Communications for On the Fire Ground

Communication arrangements may see the use of UHF 
CB radios by PFFU operators so that messages can be 
transmitted relating to:

• operational instruction and tasking

• water points

• safety messages

• warning messages – fire changes/weather and 
wind changes

• welfare and first aid arrangements.

When arriving at a fire ground the SACFS recommends 
that PFFU operators utilise channel 9 UHF CB as the 
primary channel to talk to SACFS and if a secondary 
channel is required, revert to 19 or 29. Local arrangements 
may also be considered as secondary channels in locations 
where UHF CB repeater channels are in use.

Depending on the size of the incident a communications 
plan, including UHF CB channels for PFFU, may be 
implemented by the SACFS whereby an  incident UHF CB 
channel may be allocated or the local UHF CB channel 
arrangements adopted.

The communication may not be entirely confined to use of 
technology, as verbal face to face contact between PFFU 
operators and SACFS tanker crews and support vehicles 
may be necessary depending upon the circumstances of 
the incident.

It should be remembered that smoke from a bushfire 
may have the potential to interfere with radio and mobile 
phone communications.

Know your local communication arrangements

Note - The use of UHF CB channels 9, 19 and 29 are 
compatible and consistent with both 40 and 80 channel  
UHF CB sets.
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May comprise of: 

• PFFU vehicles and equipment used for firefighting

• ancillary equipment including heavy plant, farm machinery and 
implements.

Reference to PFFU vehicles does not include:

• vehicles and ancillary equipment used for the private defence of 
domestic dwellings in a bushfire

• vehicles and ancillary equipment commercially contracted by 
emergency services.

The operator of PFFU vehicles and ancillary equipment must ensure that when 
utilising such apparatus: 

• the safety of the operator and that of other personnel is maintained 

• the apparatus is suitable and capable of performing the task 

• the apparatus is reliable to operate in the hazardous environment of a 
fire ground.

5 PFFU VEHICLES AND ANCILLARY EQUIPMENT 
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5.1 PFFU Vehicles and Equipment for 
Firefighting

When using a PFFU for firefighting the following 
requirements for these vehicles must be observed:

• the gross vehicle mass (GVM) must not be 
exceeded

• the vehicle should be in sound mechanical 
condition and be regularly serviced and maintained

• the vehicle load including the tank, pump and 
fittings must be properly secured as unsecured 
loads are illegal and unsafe

• the vehicle should be roadworthy and registered if 
operating on public roads.

(Note- Owners/drivers of PFFU’s that are not normally 
registered shall meet the requirements of the Motor 
Vehicles Act 1959 Section 12B – Exemption of 
certain vehicles from requirements of registration and 
insurance (see Appendix i).

If personnel are operating from the tray of the PFFU while 
the vehicle is moving then the tray should have:

• hand railings to minimise the risk of those 
personnel being thrown off

• heat shields to minimise the exposure of those 
personnel to radiant heat

• a means for those personnel to communicate with 
the driver.

For a listing of recommendations regarding PFFU 
vehicles and equipment for firefighting please refer to the 
Recommendations section of this handbook.

Trailer units should be well considered before introducing 
them into service for firefighting as they present 
challenges in terms of manoeuvrability, mobility and 
stability. 

Do not ride on trailer units while firefighting.

5.2 Ancillary Equipment – Heavy Plant, Farm 
Machinery and Implements

Heavy plant refers to bulldozers, graders, scrapers and 
front end loaders etc. that are:

• not directly involved in firefighting

• being operated independently and not
commercially contracted by SACFS.

The use of these on a fire ground should be: 

• supported by a vehicle with firefighting capability
and communications

• for performing tasks acknowledged by SACFS if in
attendance at the fire.

Farm machinery and implements refers to a category 
of equipment for use in tasks such as slashing, ripping, 
harrowing or grading and usually drawn by another vehicle 
i.e. tractor. 

The use of these on the fire ground should be:

• supported by a vehicle with firefighting capability
and communications

• for performing tasks acknowledged by SACFS if in
attendance at the fire.

5.3 PFFU Sticker

A PFFU sticker is intended to provide a distinctive mark 
of recognition for emergency personnel to assist in 
identifying a PFFU vehicle that is involved with assisting 
neighbours and the SACFS in fighting a bushfire.

Such stickers may assist in providing access for PFFU 
through road closures or traffic management access 
points but this is not guaranteed. On occasions, 
emergency personnel or SA Police managing these points 
may prevent PFFU from proceeding as it could not be safe 
to do so. 

Operators of PFFU that are stopped are requested to 
respect that person’s authority and decision and co-
operate with their directions.
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Claims for compensation for personal injury by an operator of a PFFU are to be 
interpreted under the following South Australian legislation.

Return to Work Regulations 2015
(under the Return to Work Act 2014)

To be covered by the provisions of this legislation and therefore covered from 
a personal injury protection perspective, there must be local arrangements 
for an operator of a PFFU to make contact with the SACFS present at the 
emergency operation to ensure they are logged on to an incident as soon 
as possible. In this way the SACFS will be aware of their presence and will 
effectively cover the requirements of the above legislation.  

6.1 Claiming for Compensation

When reporting an injury incurred on the fire ground, the injured party 
concerned must: 

• while on the fire ground report it to a SACFS crew leader, PFFU liaison 
officer, or incident management so that the occurrence can be logged

• then report the occurrence to the SACFS Regional Office within 24 
hours of the injury occurring.

If the injury has caused medical expenses to be incurred and/or time has 
been lost from a main source of employment, the injured party is to consult 
promptly with a doctor of their choice and obtain a Workcover Capacity 
Certificate which will provide a detailed diagnosis and advice on current 
capacity for main employment duties.

To provide coverage for return to work personal insurance claims, the injured 
party is required to complete a ‘Volunteer Accident Notification Investigation to 
Region’ form with the assistance of the SACFS Regional Office.

6 PERSONAL INJURY PROTECTION
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7 PFFU VEHICLE AND ANCILLARY EQUIPMENT 
DAMAGE EXPENSES REIMBURSEMENT

It is the intention of SACFS to reimburse expenses due to 
damage to PFFU vehicles and ancillary equipment that 
have been LOGGED ON to an incident with SACFS and 
which were not commercially hired for the incident.

When damage has occurred to PFFU vehicles and 
ancillary equipment, the operator is to notify a member 
of the SACFS at the incident attended (i.e. team leader, 
sector commander or incident management) as soon as 
reasonably possible so that the circumstances can be 
logged.

7.1 SACFS Liability

For insured PFFU vehicles and ancillary equipment the 
SACFS liability for reimbursement of damage or repair 
expenses is limited to $1500 to meet the cost of the 
owner’s insurance excess.  

For non insured PFFU vehicles and ancillary equipment the 
SACFS will meet the cost of repairs up to a value of $1500. 

Where an owner can demonstrate personal financial 
hardship as a result of damage caused to a PFFU vehicle 
or ancillary equipment, the SACFS may consider a payment 
over and above this established $1500 maximum. This can 
only be considered through a written application by the 
owner to the SACFS.

No liability will be accepted by the SACFS, for damage to 
vehicles and ancillary equipment where the damage is 
caused by a negligent or reckless act or omission on the 
part of the owner or operator.  

7.2 Claiming for Reimbursement

In the event of damage to insured PFFU vehicles or 
ancillary equipment, the owner is to:

• contact their own insurance provider to arrange for 
repair

• pay for the excess of insurance and retain a copy of 
the payment details

• complete a Private Farm Fire Unit and Ancillary 
Equipment Damage Claim Form available through 
the SACFS Regional Office and submit the form 
to the SACFS Regional Office together with 
supporting documentation – evidence of excess 
payment, photos etc.

In the event of damage to non insured PFFU vehicles or 
ancillary equipment, the owner is to:

• have the repairs undertaken

• pay for the repairs undertaken and retain the tax 
invoice

• complete a Private Farm Fire Unit and Ancillary 
Equipment Damage Claim Form available through 
the SACFS Regional Office and submit the form 
to the SACFS Regional Office together with 
supporting documentation – evidence of excess 
payment, photos etc.
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8.1 PFFU Vehicles and Equipment for Firefighting

The following are recommendations regarding PFFU vehicles and equipment 
for responding to a firefighting incident:

• the gross vehicle mass (GVM) is not to be exceeded when fully loaded

• the load including the tank, pump and fittings need to be secured

• vehicle and pump are mechanically sound and serviced regularly

• fitted with communications – UHF CB radio etc

• heat shields and handrails should be fitted on the tray if this platform is 
to be used by personnel for firefighting

• first aid kit (with burns kit)

• woollen blanket for fire protection 

• fitted with an amber rotating beacon for use on the fire ground

• drinking water, food and snacks.

8.2 Personal Protective Clothing and Safety Equipment

The following are recommendations for personal protective clothing and safety 
equipment to be worn on the fire ground while firefighting:

• cotton or natural fibre - overall with long sleeves OR long sleeve work 
shirt and trouser set (high visibility type clothing is encouraged – see 
photo):

• sturdy leather work boots with hardened toe cap

• leather work gloves

• industrial type helmet with chin strap

• industrial type goggles

• a P2 rated dust mask

A recommended example of fire rated personal protective coat  
and trousers which is highly visible.

8 RECOMMENDATIONS
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APPENDIX i

Extract from the Motor Vehicles Act 1959

Section 12B—Exemption of certain vehicles from requirements of registration and insurance

(1) Subject to subsection (2), motor vehicles may be driven on roads without registration or insurance under Part 4 as 
follows:

(a) a motor vehicle may be driven for the purpose of taking measures for extinguishing or controlling a fire that is 
causing or threatening to cause loss of life or injury or damage to persons, animals or property;

(b) a motor vehicle may be driven on a wharf for the purpose of loading or unloading cargo;

(c) A self-propelled lawn mower may be driven for the purpose of mowing lawn or grass or to or from a place at 
which it is to be, or has been, used for that purpose.

(2) A motor vehicle must not be driven on roads without registration or insurance under Part 4 as authorised 
by subsection (1) unless there is in force a policy of public liability insurance indemnifying the owner and any 
authorised driver of the vehicle in an amount of at least five million dollars in relation to death or bodily injury 
caused by, or arising out of, the use of the vehicle on roads.

(3) A person who drives a motor vehicle on a road without registration or insurance under Part 4 as authorised by this 
section must, if requested by a police officer to do so, produce evidence of the person’s public liability insurance 
either—

(a) forthwith to the police officer who made the request; or

(b) within 48 hours after the making of the request, at a police station conveniently located for the driver, specified 
by the police officer at the time of making the request.

Maximum penalty: $750.

Disclaimer: This information is an excerpt of the Motor Vehicle Act 1959 and the SACFS takes no responsibility for it 
accuracy or currency. It is up to the owner/operators of PFFU vehicles to ensure they comply with the above Act or future 
changes to this Act.



Do not rely on one source of 
information to stay Bushfire Safe

1800 362 361




