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Submission to the Public Inquiry into January 2016 Waroona Fire 
 
 
Submissions should be submitted electronically (preferred) to: 
 
 
or posted to: 
 
Perth Hills Bushfire February 2011 Review 
Locked Bag 10, Cloisters Square 
PERTH   WA  6850 
 
Note:  All submissions received will be made available on the Inquiry’s website. 
People wishing to make a confidential submission should make this clear at the time 
of lodgement and the Inquiry will not publish those submissions. However, people 
should be aware that whilst every endeavour will be made to ensure confidentiality, 
there is a possibility that such submissions might be released in accordance with 
the Freedom of Information Act 1992. 
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Name: Merv Austic 

Address: PO Box 348 CLOVERDALE 6984 

Email address: executive.officer@esva.asn.au 

Telephone number:  0437 820002 
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Position in organisation:  Executive Officer 
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Introduction 
 

The Emergency Services Volunteers Association Inc. (ESVA) represents the interests 

of 25 Volunteer Fire & Emergency Services (VFES) and their 900 members (approx.) 

who are responsible for bushfire, road crash rescue, structural fire, cliff rescue etc.   

VFES’s are situated throughout Western Australia from the outer metropolitan area to 

the rural regions and remote communities. Our volunteers are dedicated to looking 

after their communities in any type of emergency and are focused on preparedness 

and prevention. 

 

This submission has been developed reflecting the views and concerns of our 

volunteers. 

Background 
 
The ESVA are well aware that bushfires are an inherent part of the Western Australian 

environment. We cannot prevent bushfires, but land owners and the appropriate 

authorities can minimise the risks and impact bushfires pose to life, property, 

infrastructure and the environment through bushfire risk management strategies. The 

geographical scale of WA, through the ever expanding urban and rural interface and 

the potential for the rapid development and spread of a bushfire under adverse 

weather conditions means that West Australians cannot solely rely on the response of 

fire agencies to protect lives and properties from the impact of a bushfire. 

 

Bushfires have a fundamental and irreplaceable role in sustaining many of WA’s 

natural ecosystems and ecological processes providing a valuable tool for achieving 

land management objectives. However, with the advent of climate change and other 

factors, bushfires in WA are increasing in intensity resulting in significant loss of life, 

property and causing major disruptions to communities and their livelihoods 

 

WA has a large capable force of volunteer and career firefighters with significant 

firefighting resources and advanced firefighting technologies to manage most 

situations. Nonetheless, there are many fundamental problems in the bushfire 

response model requiring urgent reform as the systems are failing and placing 
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firefighter at risk. This is despite numerous bushfire reports in WA highlighting familiar 

themes of concern (Bushfire Risk Management). 

 

WA’s preparedness levels are questionable and the Government should now assess 

the viability of the current bushfire management structure that exists today.  

 

The WA bushfire management structure is made up of, DFES, DPaW and 122 local 

government managed bushfire brigades. As a consequence of this structure, a 

bureaucratic and cultural problem exists, hence the difficulties for agencies to work 

together seamlessly and effectively.  In practice these agencies also have their own 

operational mode and this causes great difficulty on the fire grounds with the variances 

in operations and operational methods being practiced.  

 

A bushfire risk management model needs to be enacted, so communities have some 

confidence that the necessary work is being done to prevent the impact of bushfires 

in bushfire prone areas of WA. 

 

The Perth Hills Bushfire Review in 2011 provided 55 recommendations many of which 

focused on bushfire risk management.  As a consequence of the review, a 

considerable amount of funding was allocated to both the DFES and DPaW to improve 

bushfire risk practices. Disappointingly, there is little evidence of any major 

improvements in bushfire risk management practices apart from theoretical planning 

processes across some of WA and sadly the time has run out to continue to blame the 

fire situation on climate change and the misused term “shared responsibility”.   

 

The ESVA accepts it is a shared responsibility, however when 92% of the State is land 

owned or administered by the Crown the responsibility is on the Crown to mitigate. 

 

Since 2011 we have seen considerable funding increases to both DFES and DPaW, 

however we are only seeing both agencies focus on fire response operations rather 

than bushfire risk management. In addition, the community centred incident 

management principles seem to no longer apply, therefore B/G/U/S are administered 

and operationally driven in a dictatorial manner (Control and Command). Many 
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volunteers have become disgruntled with this and it is felt that there needs to be a 

return to trust and respect of community centred incident management principles. 

TOR 1: The response to the January 2016 Waroona Fire 
 
The effectiveness of pre-incident bushfire prevention and mitigation activities 
.  

Bushfires are a major economic, social and environmental hazard in WA. In the past 

bushfires have not been as economically damaging as cyclones, storms, and floods, 

however, this is changing. Bushfires are among one of the most hazardous natural 

disasters in Australia in terms of death and injury to people. 

 

In the past 70 years’ rainfall has decreased in the south east and south west of 

Australia and droughts have become more severe. Fire danger is exacerbated by 

changing climatic conditions which is expected to increase bushfire activity and 

intensities in many high bushfire prone areas of WA. As a consequence, WA is now 

experiencing large bushfires which are causing widespread devastation. This will only 

get worse unless State Government, Government agencies, Local Government and 

private land owners take their responsibility seriously to manage the bushfire risk. 

 

The demand for semi-urban development by people seeking a tree change has 

resulted in landscapes with heavy vegetation and poorly accessible terrain being 

populated without adequate consideration for the prevention, mitigation and response 

to bushfires.  

 

The ESVA concedes that bushfire risk can never be totally eliminated, but constant 

attention needs to be placed on educating all landowners and the community on 

bushfire risk management strategies. In addition, the community should become active 

participants rather than passive recipients of services, sharing the responsibility for 

managing bushfire risk. This does not mean that fire services can shift their 

responsibilities under the Bush Fires Act 1954 (the Act). 

  

The ESVA has for many years actively voiced its concern to DFES, the Minister & 

Shadow Minister for Fire & Emergency Services and WALGA regarding Bushfire Risk 

Management policies and practices throughout Western Australia with little response. 
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Evidence from previous Bushfire Incident Reports post the Keelty Report, clearly 

indicate that not enough has been done to minimise the bushfire risk in bushfire prone 

areas in WA, consequently leaving the public very vulnerable to losing their life, 

businesses or properties.  

 

Clearly this is unacceptable to the people of WA and comes at considerable cost to 

Businesses, Government, Insurance companies and land owners with noteworthy 

consequences for rural communities. 

 

The lead fire agencies in WA need to set the example by providing the benchmark for 

what is expected in managing the bushfire risk, instead of concentrating on theoretical 

policies. Planning is important but the PRACTICE is more important in terms of 

managing the bushfire risk. 

 

Since the Keelty Report in 2011, DPaW and DFES have focused on “operations” with 

very little consideration given to Bushfire Risk Management. This is evident when you 

examine DPaW’s (DEC) last 10 annual reports and view DFES’s theoretical approach 

to bushfire risk management.  

 

Lack of commitment by the leading fire agencies to bushfire risk management is 

having a major impact on the size and duration of major bushfires in WA. Bush 

mitigation strategies like prescribed burning, scrub modification, firebreaks, mulching 

and chemical control are required in bushfire prone areas to ensure communities are 

protected from bush fires. Theoretical processes have NEVER stopped fires. 

 

The introduction of the Office of Bushfire Risk Management (OBRM) after the Keelty 

Report has been a disappointing failure. At a recurrent cost of $5 million OBRM is yet 

another ‘theoretical’ office that has created a bureaucratic nightmare for firefighters on 

the ground trying to achieve prescribed burns and other treatment measures across 

the state. OBRM reports to the DFES Commissioner and therefore is not an 

independent body.  
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Once again the focus has been on bureaucratic policy and procedures and the 

theoretical side of bushfire risk management with very little action occurring on the 

ground.  

 

The keys questions that need to be answered from the Waroona/Yarloop fires are as 

follows: 

 

1. Who are the land owners of bushland around the town site of Yarloop and 

Waroona? 

2. What were the fuel levels around the town sites of Yarloop and Waroona?  

3. If the fuel levels around Yarloop and Waroona were high, was it registered with 

OBRM? 

4. If the fuel levels were so high as to create a risk so great, why had no action 

been taken? 

5. Why are key fire agencies including local government not concentrating on 

Town site protection from bushfires in WA? 

6. Where is DPaWs budget being used? An analysis of the last ten years of annual 

reports should provide the answers. 

These questions need immediate responses, so the state can address similar potential 

fire scenarios in WA. 

 

Bushfire incidents in WA since the Keelty Report have cost the state hundreds of 

millions of dollars with loss of life, major losses of critical infrastructure, impact on 

businesses and destruction of state forests. This does not take into account the cost 

of the bushfire operations, Eg; Aerial support, fuel, catering, staff salaries, overtime, 

accommodation, the unknown cost to employers in allowing volunteers to commit to 

the suppression of bushfires and you then have the unknown impact and cost 

(personal and financial) to the individual volunteer who give up their time. 

Is there a measurement for the success of an operation?  

What are the costs to the state in operations compared to bushland mitigation?  

 

Prevention is always better than the cure. 
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An increase in bushland risk management programs around town sites would have 

been less costly and the fires would have been contained in a more timely fashion by 

fire fighters with minimum consequences to life and property in most cases. 

 

On the 31 Jan 2016 the WA Sunday Times newspaper published an article on bushfire 

fuel fear which stated that “1.625 million hectares or 65 per cent of land managed by 

DPaW has fuel loads aged 7 years or more (how much of this is over, 10> yrs., over 

20> yrs.)”. Dependant on what type of bush is in the location, the ESVA believes these 

fuel loads need to be addressed with action plans. 

  

As a consequence of this inaction by DPaW, the state is now exposed to catastrophic 

bushfire conditions and numerous towns are undefendable. 

 
Keelty recommendations 4, 5, 13, 14, 15, 20, 23:  
 
ESVA Response: 
These recommendations by Keelty have not been fully implemented and require a lot 

more work by DFES and DPaW to ensure their effectiveness. 
 
Bushfire Risk Management Recommendations 
 

• DFES needs to ensure the Community Emergency Services Program focuses 

on the following areas: 

a. The business plan must reflect a major commitment to bushfire risk 

management, planning and the implementation phases. 

b. Development of an operational pathway for CESMs which will ensure 

DFES has a stream of experienced bushfire managers at their disposal 

that can be promoted into other positions in the future.   

• DFES Bushfire Risk Management Officers need to be actively involved in 

prescribed burning and other mitigation strategies, not just planning, as there 

is an intrinsic link between hazard reduction and response, in that the hazard 

reduction programs provide invaluable training opportunities for response 

personnel both staff and volunteers. 
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• All government agencies need to focus more on ensuring bushland mitigation 

strategies are put in place to protect their infrastructure not just plans. 

• DPaW needs to significantly increase its prescribed burning and scrub 

modification programs in high bushfire risk prone areas of WA. Their current 

burn programs are inadequate and are putting communities at risk. This does 

not mean another increase in budget, merely the use of funding they have 

already received and significantly increase their burning regime. 

• Local governments need to ensure their firebreak notices compel land owners 

to manage the bushfire risk on their properties, of the 122 Local Government in 

WA that are required under the act to issue firebreak notices, no 2 notices are 

the same.  This variance in fire mitigation practices mandated to the private 

land holder is ridiculous. Fire break notices should be compelled to meet a 

certain minimum standard, (there are many advantages to this, including 

volunteers from out of the district will have a better understanding of local 

conditions if minimum standards are met). 

• Local Governments who do not have firebreaks bylaws in place should be 

compelled to have them in place, (often firebreak notices are subject to Shire 

Councillor direction), again shows a lack of consistency across the State. 

• OBRM needs to keep a register of all fuel levels around town sites in WA and 

ensure high fuel load levels in bushfire prone areas are addressed in a timely 

efficient manner. 
The DFES Commissioner needs the appropriate legislation in place to be able to 

direct all land owners to manage their bushfire risk in the correct manner, this 

should also include the ability to “Bind the Crown” to comply. 
 

 

The effectiveness of emergency management plans and procedures. 
 
The loss of the Yarloop town site needs to be examined carefully to determine what 

plans were in place for residents in terms of the loss of power and water supplies. It 

was evident during the course of the fire that the town ran out of water and lost power, 

therefore rendering those residents who choose to stayed and defend their properties 

powerless. 



9 
 

 
Who is responsible for ensuring there is back up water supplies and power 
supplies for communities? 
 
Keelty Recommendation: 41: Western Power and Water Corporation have reviewed 

and reaffirmed their existing interagency communication and coordination processes, 

with risk assessments conducted in an ongoing manner. 

 

SEMC Response Jan 16/2016: Complete: Western Power and the Water Corporation 

have reviewed and reaffirmed their existing interagency incident communication and 

coordination processes, with risk assessments conducted in an ongoing manner,  

 

ESVA Response: 
The Recommendation needs to be reviewed. This questions the oversight capability 

of the SEMC as this appears to be merely a paper shuffling exercise with no added 

value. 

 

The effectiveness of the suppression strategies and tactics used during the fire 
 
Volunteers have reported that the fire behaviour at different stages was the worst they 

had ever seen anywhere in WA. There is no doubt the rate of spread of the fire was 

considerable as it travelled in rugged terrain and open paddocks. The strong wind 

conditions when fire fighters did not have access to aerial support made it very difficult 

for firefighting strategies to be implemented with much confidence. Nonetheless all fire 

fighters gave it their all for the duration of the fire and probably saved a lot more lives 

and infrastructure than has been reported.  

The ESVA volunteers have reported that the Waroona fire was split into two major 

divisions in the early stages with one division being managed by DPaW and the other 

by DFES. All agencies need to work together to ensure success at large incidents 

however, the variance in operational practices between these 2 agencies and the 

volunteers realistically precludes these agencies from operating together seamlessly  

It should be noted that sending DFES career Fire & Rescue Scania, 2 wheel drive 

medium pump fire appliances in to manage and supress bushfires is a waste of time, 
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effort and money. Primarily these vehicles are used for structural firefighting and are 

not built for off road firefighting. 

It is evident from ESVA volunteers that a lot more resources were required to manage 

the fire in its initial stages, but they failed to arrive when requested.  Undoubtedly, the 

decision not to support the early requests had dire consequences for the suppression 

activities in the early stages of the fire.  Whilst they may look very good they carry 

limited water and cannot leave a sealed road. 

 

It is very important for lead agencies to recognise the expertise among volunteers from 

local bushfire brigades and Fire & Emergency services when they are providing advice 

on fire behaviour and the resources required to attack a fire in their patch. Local 

knowledge is critical to the success of any incident and is also required in Incident 

Management Teams. 

 
The effectiveness of incident management, including coordination of agencies, 
volunteer fire and emergency services and interstate assistance. 

 
Western Australia has been the subject of numerous bushfire inquiries since the Keelty 

Report in 2011. Despite the numerous recommendations from these reports bushfire 

risk management practices, principles and bushfire control methodologies are in a 

state of disrepair presenting the government with some difficult issues to resolve. 

 

There are a number of reasons as to why WA is at the crossroads in bushfire 

management, however the time has arrived to recognise what the real issues are.  It 

is also fair to say that the similar problems exist in other states of Australia where there 

have been significant house losses, critical infrastructure losses and loss of life despite 

countless fire reports being generated across Australia. 

 

Cultural issues have plagued DFES for many years with the predominantly union 

based firefighters controlling the state in all aspects of emergency management. 

Experienced bushfire staff have left the organisation and their positions are being filled 

by Career Fire & Rescue Service personnel. This has created a vacuum in terms of 

experience, direction and policy making in all aspects of bushfire risk management, 
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bushfire operations and emergency management; which has left the state in a 

vulnerable position. 

 

DFES has a policy whereby Superintendents (rank based) or above fill Level 3 Incident 

Controller positions. As a consequence, some very experienced Bushfire District 

Officers are not being given the opportunity to manage major bushfires. There is also 

a number of very competent volunteers who could easily fill IMT positions. To date 

there seems to be a reluctance by DFES to use these very experienced Bushfire 

Control Officers.  

 

Clearly the incident management system was never developed to be rank based for 

any IMT position. DFES level three bushfire positions are all being filled by CFRS staff. 

Whilst it would be unfair to point the finger at individual cases in terms of 

competencies, it is incumbent on the organisation to use the bushfire expertise at their 

disposal regardless of rank. Incident controllers need to be deemed at a level in line 

with their experience, competency, knowledge and merit and not by Rank.  

 

Volunteers, particularly in the Country Regions do not have the confidence in DFES 

to manage bushfires that have a duration of more than one day. This is extremely 

disappointing given the work that was done before the Keelty Report. As a 

consequence, DFES has fallen back into the old FRS culture that has little or no 

respect for volunteers from a bushfire background. Similarly, the relationship with 

DPaW is simply floundering with no sign of any resolution. DFES now require Incident 

Controllers to be trained and accredited.  This is fine for them to expect their staff to 

attend long training sessions but an absolute impost to expect a volunteer to do this.  

The training is often an exercise in control with subject material often repeated. The 

availability of such training for non-DFES or DPaW staff is almost non-existent, but 

even if it were available volunteers from country areas would be reluctant to do this 

due to the travel and time.  However, it is obvious that this restriction on volunteers 

controlling incidents loses authority with distance from DFES offices.  In truly rural or 

remote areas the local volunteers are often the only responders to an incident and 

they do so with no bureaucratic based decisions. 
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It is also very unfair to expect Career Fire Rescue firefighters to manage all types of 

incidents across the state. The traditional roles that they fulfil such as road crash 

rescue, structural fire, HAZMAT etc. are all completed in a very competent, diligent 

manner. 

 

The State Wide Operational Response Division (SWORD) VFES was set up to provide 

additional personnel at incidents, this requires an injection of heavy duty fire 

appliances. This would provide Incident Management Teams with extra resources at 

major bushfires. If the above was put in place Western Australia would be a lot safer 

place to live in. Where practical, preformed Incident management centres should be 

established, this would provide, without delay, the high level support such as Mapping, 

meeting facilities etc. that are required.  Existing offices could be scaled up where 

possible. 

Much was made in the media of Interstate firefighters being flown in as support.  This 

looked good in the media, but to what aim?  There were, within WA, MANY trained 

and available volunteer firefighters from the various agencies, BFB, VFES & VFRS 

who were not called upon.  This again may be a cultural issue or it may have been 

that the ROC was overwhelmed and took the easy path. 

 

Agency Interaction and Coordination 
 
The Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission recognised the problems with control and 

command when separate organisations are responsible for fire management, finding 

serious deficiencies in top level leadership as a result of divided responsibilities and 

operationally was hindered by differences between agencies systems, processes and 

procedures.  

 

The Commission noted many of the concerns identified related to operational matters 

such as control, interoperability and interagency standards, leading the Commission 

to conclude that a focus on improving operational capability is required. For many of 

the operational problems the Commission identified, previous attempts to improve 

coordination had failed. Typically, progress has been slow or incomplete or has not 

achieved the level of interoperability required. 
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The Commission stated that “the absolute priority is to improve operational 

performance”. In support of this, the Commission recommends modest and targeted 

organisational reform as a catalyst for change. This would involve improvements to 

common operational policy and standards. Stronger coordination and unambiguous 

command and control, greater interoperability, and strengthened capacity to provide 

integrated response.” 

 

In the 2004 October report responding to Major Bushfires, the WA Auditor General 

noted that the authority for fighting bushfires is shared across each of the 122 local 

governments in regional Western Australia, the Fire and Emergency Services and the 

Department of Conservation and Land Management (renamed the Department of 

Environment and Conservation on 1 July 2006).  

 

Authority is based on land tenure, according to the geographical jurisdiction of each 

organisation. While firefighting organisations generally work well together, major 

bushfires have exposed weaknesses in these arrangements, Changes are needed to 

establish a more cohesive firefighting structure and a sound authoritative basis for 

managing bushfire emergencies. 

 

Authority is based on land tenure and so is response.  The WA public, as well as fire 

responders are often confused as to who has the obligation to respond and who has 

the authority to act.  Tenure based response and authority should be removed, after 

all who carries a land tenure map in a fire appliance? 

 
The WA Auditor General recommended that the Government establish a state wide 

command structure across volunteer bushfire brigades for fighting major bushfires, to 

more effectively manage coordination of personnel and resources and to establish an 

emergency management legislation which clarifies State and Local Government 

responsibilities. 

 

Since 2011 many reports have been completed and include: 

1. 2011 Margaret River:  32 homes and 9 chalets destroyed. The impact on the 

community was immense. 
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2. 2014 Parkerville/Stoneville: 57 homes destroyed and 6 extensively damaged. 

No lives lost or serious injuries reported, but 1386 people were registered as 

evacuees. 

3. 2015 Northcliffe: 98000 hectares burned. Complete destruction of a forest. The 

cost to the Government over 15 million dollars. 

4. 2015 Jan & Feb Lower Hotham and O’Sullivan Fires: 147000 hectares burned. 

5. 2015 Esperance: 4 lives lost, numerous livestock and 200,000 hectares burned. 

The impact on the community was significant. 

6. 2016 Waroona/ Yarloop Fire: 2 lives lost, 125 structures burned, major 

disruptions throughout South West. 

 

The above reports reflect the status of bushfire management in WA. In addition, there 

are many other major reports that have provided consistent themes with little changes 

being made by the key fire agencies. Lessons learned are being ignored. 

What is clear in WA is that the current systems for managing major bushfires and other 

hazards, (cyclone, floods, search) leaves a lot to be desired and the bushfire risk 

management practices by all land owners is abhorrent.  

 

Numerous volunteers are calling for major reforms to the way in which bushfires and 

bushfire risk management practices are applied in Western Australia. 

 

Protection of essential services, infrastructure and access to essential services 
(power, transport, water, communications) by emergency service organisations 
and the community. 
 
Critical infrastructure owned by Western Power, Water Corporation and Main Roads 

suffered major damage or loss during the Waroona bushfires.  The cost burden to 

Government and the responsible agencies will run into millions of dollars. At the time 

of some of these critical losses to infrastructure, fires ravaged Yarloop inflicting 

significant structural losses and of life.  

 

The loss of a major bridge on the South West Highway, south of Waroona, caused 

major disruptions to the access and egress of the fire. Similarly, a bridge was lost at 

the Roleystone fire and caused major disruptions.  Following the Roleystone review, 
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Main Roads affirmed that all highway bridges were assessed and this item was signed 

of as completed. Obviously it was not. 

 

Government agencies have a responsibility to manage their infrastructure against the 

threat of bushfires across WA. It is very apparent across WA that wooden Power poles 

are used in the bush with very little bushfire mitigation strategies in place to protect 

them. Therefore, leaving the power infrastructure vulnerable in the event of a bushfire, 

causing inconvenience to the residents and major costs to government agencies, 

private land owners and Insurance companies as well as endangering firefighters lives 

the damaged power infrastructure carries the significant risk of death or injury by 

electrocution.  The volunteers are supposed to be able to work around this in 

hazardous situations.   

 

Volunteers who raise these issues with the appropriate authorities are continually 

ignored.  

 

In the majority of bushfires in WA, critical infrastructure is lost on a regular basis. This 

is evident in the many fire reports over the last 4 years. Agencies need to be held 

accountable for their actions or lack of. 

 

Western Power and Horizon Power in partnership with local government should 

consider placing power lines underground in bushfire prone areas of WA, even though 

the costs will be significant, in the long term the costs benefits would be considerable. 

 

Keelty recommendation 41: Western Power and Water Corporation continue to work 

collaboratively to assess options to better protect the power supply to water pumping 

stations in bushfire prone areas. 

 
SEMC update Jan 2016: Complete. Western Power and Water Corporation have 

reviewed and reaffirmed their existing interagency incident communication and 

coordination processes and with risk assessments conducted in an ongoing manner.  

 

ESVA Response: This recommendation needs an urgent review given the collapse 

of water and power supplies at Yarloop. 
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The effectiveness of public messaging including the adequacy and timeliness 
of emergency warnings to residents and visitors. 
 

ESVA volunteers have reported contacting DFES at important stages of the Waroona 

fire requesting an upgrade to the public warnings that were being issued relating to 

the town sites of Waroona and Yarloop. The volunteers were advised by DFES that 

the fire was being managed by DPaW, therefore all warnings needed to go through 

their system. This caused a major time lag in presenting this information to the 

appropriate authority and the consequences need further investigation to ensure 

appropriate policies need to be in place to ensure an effective warning system is 

understood by everyone. 

 

DFES is the lead fire agency in WA and surely when there is a level three incident in 

place the warnings should be managed by one agency. The general public are reliant 

on DFES to provide those warnings, not DPaW.  

 

A thorough examination is required of the early warning systems and their 

effectiveness in particular at level 2 and 3 incidents. Residents have a right to know 

the warnings they are receiving are up to date and correct.  

 

DFES needs to be responsible for and manage this process properly to eliminate 

confusion at future incidents. Community alerts are issued in accord with DFES SAP 

3.1D, this requires the Officer who wants an alert raised to assess the incident against 

the alert criteria and then telephone the on call staff, recalling them and they will 

receive the request and initiate the warning. What if the responder does not have a 

mobile phone or the correct contact details, these persons are often volunteers not 

DFES staff?  Mobile phones are not mandatory and many volunteers will not take their 

personal phones onto a fire ground.  What if the mobile network is not available, a 

non-service area or the nearest base station is down? 

The process is wrong and an alert should be able to be initiated on request, by radio 

to COMCEN. 
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Keelty Recommendation No 34: FESA in partnership with other emergency service 

agencies establish a one source: one message multi layered system similar to that 

recommended by the Victoria Bushfire Royal Commission.  

 
ESVA Response: 
This recommendation requires an urgent review. 

 
SEMC Update Jan 2016: Complete: DFES, DPaW and the ABC have worked 

collaboratively to implement this recommendation, which has resulted in a number of 

measures including a numbered system for DFES alerts and warnings, and a review 

of the DFES Standard Operating Procedure for activating ABC emergency 

broadcasting. 

 

ESVA Response: Volunteers and residents at Yarloop have indicated the warning 

notifications were inadequate and not timely. This warrants a major investigation to 

ensure the fire agencies are working in a collaborative manner with a ONE STOP 

SHOP for warnings.  (The public also need to take some responsibility as well.  They 

knew there was a fire) 

 

Management of people seeking to return to their properties. 
 
There were many complaints from volunteers about the impact of people who could 

not return to their properties in a timely manner. The delays caused a lot of stress to 

the local fire fighters who were receiving complaints from their community.  

 

Volunteer fire fighters (farmers) who played a critical part in the suppression of the fire 

were very frustrated by the fact that they could not leave their property to procure fuel, 

food and other necessities to continue with the suppression of the fire. If they did leave 

they could not return to their properties. Given the delays and what appeared to be 

decisions made on the run many people who were fighting fires were disadvantaged 

by poor decision making.  

The recovery process should be considered from day one of the incident and a review 

is required to examine whether recovery practices are being adhered to, given the 

amount of complaints that have been received.   
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TOR 2: Lessons learnt from previous bushfire emergencies 
 
Since the Keely Report in 2011 Western Australia has had numerous well documented 

large bushfires that have caused a lot of destruction, major losses of infrastructure and 

loss of life in different parts of the state. Keelty made 55 recommendations of which a 

number have not been implemented to the satisfaction of volunteers. This situation 

needs to be reviewed.  

 

The majority of the recent reports highlight the need for changes in numerous areas, 

but little changes have occurred since the Keelty report. Agencies are still doing their 

own thing with only minor improvements being addressed.  

 

Climate change has been blamed for the severity of fire in bushfire prone areas. This 

has been well documented, the continuing focus by DPaW, DFES and some local 

governments on operations and paying lip service to bushfire risk management has 

seen towns burned down, farmlands and forests incinerated. The human, economic 

losses and the costs of firefighting and recovery have yet to be measured. No doubts 

the costs will considerable when finally measured by the government. 

 

Fire and Emergencies services in WA needs major reform to enhance the States 

capability to bushfire response, bushfire risk management and other hazards. 

Otherwise the situation will continue to worsen and the volunteers in general will 

become more disillusioned.  

 

If the organisations are genuine in their attempts to implement the Keelty 

recommendations, then training should be delivered by one agency with the 

appropriate experienced bushfire skills and knowledge. This would ensure key IMT 

managers are trained at the same level and then should exercise together to further 

enhance their knowledge and skill sets. If this process is not adopted lessons will never 

be learned. DFES training centre has one bushfire manager at district officer level to 

deliver bushfire training; the rest is completed by CFRS. 
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What is obvious to the majority of volunteers is that the current bushfire suppression 

models and bushfire risk management processes clearly do not work in this state?  

DFES is clearly deficient in key bushfire experienced personnel. It is time for a change! 

 
ESVA Comments 

• DFES is depleted of experienced bushfire and emergency management staff 

across the state, 

• Collaboration between fire agencies in WA is very poor, 

• There is too much focus on bushfire operations and not bushfire risk 

management, 

• Rank based IMT do not work,  

• Training for bushfire needs to be delivered by personnel with the knowledge, 

experience and competencies, 

• There are too many fire agencies (124) in WA. 

 

 
Appreciating the Risk- Report of the Special Inquiry into the November 2011 
Margaret River Bushfire (Keelty, 2012) 
 
ESVA does not wish to pass any comments on this report. 

 

Post Incident Analysis of the 2011 Margaret River and Nannup bushfires (Noetic 
Solutions, 2012) 
 
The Noetic Solution reports are lack lustre and do not provide a major insight into the 

underlying problems associated with bushfire risk management and bushfire 

suppression. 

 
Parkerville, Stoneville and Mt Helena Bushfire Review (State Emergency 
Management Committee (SEMC, 2014). 
 

The Review of the above fire provided a number of options to improve procedures and 

processes at bushfires. Some of the key opportunities for improvement that were 

made relate to the following: 
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1. DFES should increase, develop and maintain bushfire skills and expertise 

through the establishment a dedicated bushfire command. 

2. Appointment of senior volunteers within the command should include people 

with experience and credibility in bushfire firefighting and management. 

 

ESVA Response: DFES has been depleted of senior bushfire expertise in the last 4 

years to a point where there is now only one Assistant Commissioner and one 

Superintendent with bushfire expertise, experience and knowledge in the organisation. 

Given that the number one risk in WA is bushfire, the erosion of experienced bushfire 

staff from DFES has caused immeasurable problems that will take many years to fix. 

 

The dedicated command has never been put in place. FRS Career staff have filled all 

the key positions of managing bushfire in the state. 

 

3. Procedures should be established to monitor the use of heavy plant during a 

bushfire incident, including the tasking of support appliances. Procedures 

should provide for the appointment of a dedicated Machinery Supervisor. 

 

ESVA Response: This item has not been addressed at large bushfires. Inexperience 

among staff members to manage the deployment of heavy machinery at bushfires is 

visible to many volunteers. Training alone will not solve the problem, experience in 

the field and mentoring is a process that is over looked by agencies. 

 
The above role is critical when managing bushfires. 

 

4. The SEMC should clarify, in policy, the approach to providing support and 

services to people who stay to defend their homes. Also need to identify the 

roles that the HMA, other agencies and organisations may have to adopt in 

capability planning, community engagement and information campaigns. 

 
ESVA Response: Recovery is an issue that is constantly raised by volunteers and 

residents that flows through from most fires, in particular where there is a large fire 

area and exclusion zones are considerable. ESVA supports a review of the current 

recovery policies, to ensure there is scope for residents to defend their homes and 



21 
 

also return them to their homes in a timely fashion. Recovery processes should be 

considered from day one of an incident. There should be a section in the IMT that 

commences this process immediately. 

 
O’Sullivan and Lower Hotham Bushfires Review (SEMC, 2016) 
 
The above report reflects the issues that have been mentioned in previous reports on 

bushfires in Western Australia. The three recommendations made by the writers do 

not truly reflect the chaos that was portrayed by many volunteers at the fires. The poor 

planning processes that were put in place by IMT’s had major impacts for volunteers 

that travelled across the state to assist at the fires. 

 

The West Australian State Emergency Management Committee Preparedness  
Reports 
 
ESVA has no comment to make on these reports. 

 

The effectiveness of reforms implemented by the State since 2011 on the State’s 
ability to prevent, mitigate and respond to major bushfires and the communities 
understanding of and preparedness for bushfire risk. 
 

The ESVA acknowledges all the previous fire reports that have been written since 

2011. As you read through those reports it is very evident they are all very similar in 

the themes of their recommendations. 

 

Whilst the state has implemented some reforms to bushfire prevention activities, there 

is a long way to go to ensure communities will be adequately protected from bushfires.  

 

DFES, DPaW and Local Government need to implement bushfire risk management 

strategies such as prescribed burning, firebreaks, chemical spraying, scrub 

modification and mulching to provide better protection for communities in high bushfire 

prone areas.  

 

DFES and DPaW continue to focus on operational matters at the expense of 

prevention activities. This approach has been catastrophic for the state to date and 



22 
 

needs to change before next fire season. Greater emphasis must be given to bushfire 

risk management activities, therefore lessening the burden on communities under 

threat from large bushfires. 

 

There still is a perception by the community that career fire fighters and volunteers will 

save their properties in the event of a fire. This is not always possible.  

 

Token respect has been provided to the Keelty recommendations by DFES and DPaW 

in regards to bushfire risk management. 

 
In terms of responding to bushfires the lessons learnt from previous bushfires is poorly 

documented and only minor headway has been made since the Keelty Report in 2011. 

• Poor interoperability still hinders fire agencies, 

• Agency cultures and lack of incident management experience at major 

bushfires and other hazards is a major concern, 

• Differing training standards of key bushfire personnel from agencies, 

• DFES managing IMT teams by rank, not competencies, experience and 

knowledge, 

• The depletion of key bushfire personnel within DFES has had a dramatic impact 

on the agency’s ability to manage large bushfire incidents, 

• Interoperability between DPaW and DFES in operations is poor. 

 

The above points have been highlighted in numerous reports with little action being 

taken by the key fire agencies to address the issues. Until they are addressed the 

same issues will continue to be raised by volunteers across the state, therefore putting 

the state at risk from the impact of bushfires. 

 

TOR 3: The need for further reform 
 
Any legislative, policy or functional reforms relating to bushfire risk management, 
emergency management and processes for review of major incidents to strengthen 
the States capability to efficiently and effectively manage bushfire related risk. 
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In terms of legislative changes, the DFES Commissioner needs to be empowered to 

be able to direct any agency to manage their bushfire risk in Western Australia. 

 

This will enable a process whereby landowners who fail to manage their fuel load to 

the agreed standards can be directed to do so by the DFES Commissioner. Failure to 

do so should result in noteworthy penalties under the law. As a consequence of this 

change managing bushfire risk will be more effective, therefore increasing the safety 

of communities in high bushfire prone areas of WA. 

 

Other Major Reform of Fire Agencies in WA 

 

As previously stated, urgent change is required within DFES and other agencies in 

aspects of bushfire risk and bushfire management and emergency services. Previous 

reports have demonstrated there are a multitude of issues that the state faces in terms 

of a bushfire strategy. Lessons learned have not been heeded by any agency, hence 

a change that will address the differing cultures in WA bushfire management is needed 

urgently. The state can’t afford to continue with the current practices otherwise there 

will be further dilemmas into the future. 

 

The lack of collaboration between DFES and DPaW is unacceptable and probably will 

never change due to cultural issues from both agencies, however it is now time to 

remove DPaW firefighting from its current Department and relocate together with Local 

Government to form a Rural Fire and Emergency Service within DFES. Therefore, 

presenting the state with an experienced bushfire team to manage bushfires and 

bushfire risk management activities across the State. This can be achieved with a 

Commissioner for Fire and Emergency Services over the top of a Metropolitan based 

CFRS and the Rural Fire Service. This would include a greater focus on the 

management of crown land, National Parks and bushfire protection zones across WA. 

 

Confusion, culture issues, lack of collaboration will be eliminated in time under the new 

model. The public/volunteer confidence will be restored if the model is managed 

appropriately. Greater accountability and scrutiny will be provided by a Commissioner 

overseeing the main State Emergency Service bodies in WA.  
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Cultural issues would be resolved with the advent of change. The organisation will 

work with communities to ensure their needs are met and not being told what to do as 

is the approach today.  

 

The Career Fire and Rescue Service would manage the Metropolitan area and provide 

assistance to the Rural FES when required. The CFRS would not be responsible for 

large bushfires in bushfire prone areas, Eg; Perth Scarp etc. 

 
Community Centred Emergency Management 
 
Agencies have walked away from community centred emergency management and 

placed more emphasis on a command and control approach to local government and 

their volunteers. This approach has broken a system that had great success and is 

now in poor shape leaving communities without a voice. The primary objective of 

community centred emergency management is to minimise the impact of emergencies 

by working with the community, trust and respect, and not simply telling communities 

what to do.  

 

The practice in the past has been to tell communities what they will do and has not 

allowed them to take ownership for reducing risk within their areas.  Community 

engagement can be described as the process of working in a unified and cooperative 

way with groups of people who have a common interest that requires action. This 

affiliation can be through: 
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Proposed Model 

 
 
 
Outcomes of Proposed Reform 
 
1. The layers of bureaucracy will be reduced from three agencies to one, 

2. Bushfire Risk management will be managed under one umbrella across the 

state, 

3. Cultural boundaries will be broken down in time, 

4. A focus will be on community centred emergency management, 

5. A single commissioner will be responsible for the agencies, 

6. The Rural Fire and Emergency Services must be managed by an experienced 

bushfire team that have the competencies, knowledge and skills sets to deal 

with large bushfires across the state. This would also include natural hazards. 

7. The accountability for bushfire risk management would be visible to 

government 

8. Experienced staff would respond to all the hazards in WA, 

9. The Rural Fire and Emergency Services would focus on Community Centred 

Emergency Management Practices. 

Commissioner
Fire & Emergency 

Services

Deputy Commissioner 
Metropolitan Fire & 

Rescue

Deputy Commissioner 
Rural Fire and 

Emergency Services

Assistant 
Commissioner 
Bushfire Risk 
Management

Assistant 
Commissioner State 
Emergency Service
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10. Consideration would need to be given to CESMs/Chief Bushfire Control 

Officers to be one. Where there are CBFCO position in high bushfire prone 

areas they would be become paid staff. In smaller local governments there 

would need to be mergers to ensure their viability. 

11. Bushfire Brigades in the Metropolitan area would remain with the Rural Fire & 

Emergency Service. 

12. OBRM to be transferred from reporting to the DFES Commissioner to an 

independent area like SEMC. 

Summary 

Volunteers and the community have had enough of enquiries into incidents in WA. 

Lessons are not being learned by the key agencies and the bushfire strategy is not 

working, therefore putting the community at risk.  

The fact there are 124 fire services in WA with differing cultures clearly indicates the 

need for a new model that focuses on community centred emergency management. 

This is a proven formula and one the community has been calling for some time.  

Considerable radical change needs to be implemented so the volunteers and 

community will embrace the changes and reinstate confidence in Fire & Emergency 

Services across Western Australia. 
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Front cover. Looking across to the Golden Valley Tree Park on the southern outskirts of Balingup, a small town in the South West, Western 
Australia. Planted here is a wide selection of mostly deciduous trees - poplars, willows, oaks, plane trees and many others - which, beside their 
educational and scenic value, do not support high-intensity fire and provide a low fuel buffer. The grassy areas are grazed by sheep thus helping 
to lower the risk of a very hot grass fire. This is one of several buffer zones around Balingup which help protect the town from bushfires. Orchards 
and several open and maintained grassed areas are part of the system.  
See 4.5 A circle of safety around settlements.

To the Waroona Special Inquiry

I would like also to orally present my submission at a public hearing if that is possible. I can travel up to Perth quite  
readily - it’s a two and a half hour trip each way, quite easy as long as the highways have not been closed.

 
Peta Townsing

26 February 2016
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Executive Summary

The problem of bushfire risk management is fundamentally a problem of land management and its effect on 
people. 

We need to look at our continent with sharp eyes and a clear head. We need to apply scientific principles and 
make evidence-based decisions on how to best manage our harsh but beautiful land. 

Above all we need to ensure that our citizens can avail themselves of the opportunities to be safe. No one 
should have to go through the ordeal of having their home destroyed, or worse, be killed by a bushfire. 

Governments can only do so much, but at least Government can provide the basis for its citizens to be reason-
ably safe through education and having firesafe infrastructure such as roads, bridges, other assets and, indeed, 
Crown land. Federal, State, Authorities and local governments all have a part to play in maintaining Crown 
land and other lands vested in them in a condition of low bushfire risk. 

Then it is up to the person to do what they can on their own properties and, at times, work with others to make 
their neighbourhood less at risk from bushfire.

Their home is their castle, it is their domain, and that is why homeowners are an integral part of bushfire risk 
management. Regrettably, they have not been seen as significant stakeholders to date.

List of Recommendations

Recommendation 1

That consideration be given to providing more resources to the Department of Parks and Wildlife to conduct 
prescribed burns to reduce the deficit of excessively old fuels so that the recommended lower levels for bushfire 
risk reduction can be achieved within the next two years.

Recommendation 2

That the Water Corporation take steps to ensure that bushfire risk warnings are included in material about 
waterwise plants and flammable mulch made from plant materials.

Recommendation 3. Bush either naturally occurring or in a revegetated form needs to be kept at a minimum 
distance of 100 m from houses to reduce the risk of bushfire attack. 

Recommendation 4. Creating the 100 m buffer for existing homes may mean clearing of residual bush and 
regrowth. These actions need to take precedence over environmental regulations because life and property are 
paramount according to emergency management principles.

Recommendation 5

That Bunnings and other retailers be approached to feature products for retrofitting older houses and their 
surrounds to make them less vulnerable to ember attack.

Recommendation 6

That the promotion of bushfire awareness include mitigation messages and be done in a way that tries to get 
homeowners’ support rather than the present negative approach currently favoured by authorities.

Recommendation 7

That DFES develop a group similar to a Customer Advisory Council that includes homeowners from RUI 
areas to ensure all stakeholders including homeowners in the RUI are represented.

Recommendation 8

That the ESL, if not already, be used to foster more mitigation projects including contributing to a Firewise 
Communities program.
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Recommendation 9 

That reforms be instituted to bring LGA planning and policies in line with sound practices for bushfire risk 
management and that the process be made simpler with fewer permissions required.

Recommendation 10 

That a different type of ecology for settlements takes into account the bushfire risk to people and property and 
is promoted, implemented and supported. 

Recommendation 11

That the nursery industry and the garden media people be encouraged to support firewise principles in choices 
of plants and garden design.

Recommendation 12

That garden expos in Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and Perth have a category of “Firewise Garden” and that 
there be prizes in this category to aid in promoting this safer concept. 

Recommendation 13 

As a matter of urgency review many of the “environmental” schemes, both Federal and State, with a view to 
directing the resources to bushfire mitigation works in the fire-prone areas. It will still have positive environ-
mental outcomes based on good science, not romanticism.

Recommendation 14 

That the concept of circles of safety be created and promoted around towns to ensure low fuel buffers are staged 
around towns to impede the progress of bushfires and keep residents safer.

1. Addressing the Terms of Reference

My submission addresses parts of the third category: Accordingly I am providing information and explanations 
on: 

“Any ... policy or functional reforms relating to bushfire risk management ... to strengthen the State’s capability 
to efficiently and effectively manage bushfire-related risk.”

However, I would add to this a further aspect - about the State - for consideration which expands the Terms of 
Reference which, I hope, will be found acceptable. 

There are limits to what the State can do. Some actions such as organizing to build major infrastructure only 
Government can do (although private contractors will often do most of the work), but there are many spheres 
of activities when better outcomes are achieved if left to the private sector or to individuals. 

With bushfire risk management there is a case for involving residents and organizations as partners and stake-
holders rather than passive recipients of Government help. The State has a role in facilitating residents becom-
ing more independant when it comes to reducing bushfire risk, but the State does not have to do it all, or any of 
it, for them.  

I know the term “shared responsibility” is used to imply that residents do have a role in making themselves 
safer from bushfires, but it has hardly been implemented and too few residents have become self-reliant when 
it comes to bushfire attack. This is an issue that urgently needs addressing if we are to minimize damage and 
avoid loss of life. There are potential solutions based on programs in other countries and in other spheres of 
activity that could be applied in reducing the risk of bushfire attack in WA. 

Thus in the Terms of Reference I am using the term “the State’s capability” in the broadest possible sense.
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2. My background and qualifications for making this submission 

I live in a fire-prone area in the South West. I am one of a small group of likeminded people making up Fire-
wise WA who live at the Rural Urban Interface in the SW or Perth Hills. I have a science degree in chemistry 
with botany and zoology and some years later completed a Dip Ed. The teaching qualification was useful in 
understanding how children and adults learned and that positive reinforcement was more pwerful than negative 
reinforcement in changing behaviour. The carrot is mightier than the stick. I’ve taught Biology at senior high 
school level before working as a systems analyst in the WA state public service. I worked on projects involved in 
public sector reform including projects on outsourcing and competitive tendering and contracting whilst at the 
State Supply Commission. 

Now semi-retired I have a 1.9 Ha property on a fresh water stream. I have been experimenting with ways to 
reduce overgrown vegetation. All trees and shrubs with volatile oils have been banished from that half of the 
block on which my house sits. However, my main qualification and motivation in writing this submission is the 
awareness that for six months of the year I, like others, face the threat of bushfire. I want to see that risk dimin-
ished, not only for myself, but for all of us who live in these fire-prone areas.

3. The South West areas of bushfire risk and issues arising

Bushfires are endemic to much of Australia and the South West is no exception. The South West Land Divi-
sion as defined by the Bureau of Meterology shows the area as beginning from north of Geraldton and then 
heading south in a broad arc from the coast to include Perth and its hinterland, then Bunbury and Margaret 
River, the inland towns of Katanning and Bridgetown and around to Albany. This is the area that includes 
sandplains to the north then extensive Jarrah/Marri forests with Karri forests nearer the South Coast. Within 
this area is the bulk of the population of Western Australia which is concentrated around Perth in the Swan 
Coastal Plain suburbs and in the Perth Hills.

Beyond Albany to the east the Land Division includes Esperance, though the forests give way to woodland and 
somewhat different fire regimes. The population is more scattered and considerably less dense.

The problem areas for bushfire are where the Coastal Plain vegetation or the Jarrah Marri forests intermingle 
with the outer suburbs of Perth, with the Perth Hills settlements and with the South West towns and their 
satellite housing estates or pockets of long subdivided farmland with houses, the lifestyle properties. There are 
some estates and small landholdings in the Karri country, eg around Denmark, Northcliffe, Pemberton and the 
southern parts of Margaret River, at risk, though with fewer people than further north.

The native vegetation is adapted to fire as are the animals. Fire is a naturally occurring phenomenon, that has 
many benefits, including the recycling of nutrients and generally removing the dead vegetation and encouraging 
new growth. It is an essential component of the ecology of the South West.

These areas where houses and bush are within a 100 m or so of each other have come to be called the Rural 
Urban Interface or RUI which is analogous to the US term for the same phenomenon, the Wildland Urban 
Interface, or WUI.

There are four main categories of land or structure where there is a risk that fire can occur and affect the land-
scape, property or people. These categories all need some type of management to reduce bushfire risk that varies 
with the category. Importantly if all categories have been treated in appropriate ways the risk to people and 
property is minimized. If only one category, say, that of the wider landscape has been treated, for example, by 
fuel reduction burning then there can still be a high risk to homes in the RUI because of lack of fuel manage-
ment in the other categories. The categories are as follows:

3.1 Fire risk in the greater landscape

3.1 (a) General description

Bushfires occurring distant from settlements may not be seen as causing problems, but if burning too intensely, 
may kill trees and whole populations of native fauna. As well these days, unlike the old days of, say, 70 years ago, 
there is likely to be more infrastructure somewhere in the vicinity that can suffer damage. 
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An intense fire, such as the Northcliffe fire, can produce showers of embers that can start spot fires kilometres 
away which have the potential to effect more distant towns, in this case, Pemberton. 

Thus, these days, I have been advised by Department of Parks and Wildlife (DPaW) officers that it is prefer-
able if these distant blazes are managed to the maximum extent possible so that they do not become massive 
and capable of travelling many kilometres, burning everything in their path and spotting kilometres ahead.

3.1 (b) Management issues.

From about the mid 90s prescribed burning was being done at far less than optimal levels and many parts of 
forests have fuel ages of well over 20 years. If there are areas with these older fuels the scene is set for intense 
fires in the Jarrah forests.  Pleasingly, last year extra funding of $20 million was provided by the State Govern-

ment to boost prescribed burning programs.

We are appreciative that DPaW did a recent burn 
last October in 2015 of 1000 Ha five kms to the 
north and east of us at Mullalyup, where there 
were areas that had not burnt for about 30 years. 
If left unburnt there was real potential for any fire 
coming out of that forest to become an inferno 
and take out several small towns, including Balin-
gup where we live.

The pictures, taken four days after the burn show a 
little of the burnt area further along the road on which 
we live. (Top) Looking SW from corner of Grimwade 
Rd and Kirup Grimwade Rd and (below) looking 
in the opposite direction where smoke is still drifting 
up from burning logs. Some patches were burnt more 
intensely than others, eg in the top picture, whereas less 
in the lower picture. The fire was contained to one side 
of Grimwade Rd.

I have been told by DPaW that if fuels are younger 
than about eight years in our Jarrah forests then 
there is definitely a benefit in that any bushfire that 
may occur is more readily controlled. There is less 
fuel to burn. Beyond eight years or so the benefit 
decreases markedly. A patchwork of differently 
aged vegetation in the broader landscape with 
most patches younger than eight years ensures that 

any bushfire that starts is more readily controlled and at less risk of getting away. 

See Attachment A where a prescribed burn near Balingup conducted some months before the Ferndale Fire of 
February 2009, halted the fire on its northwestern flank.

The extra $20 million for prescribed burning has enabled more burning, including the one just described at 
Mullalyup. I understand that with the extra funding more prescribed burning can be achieved but it will be 
some five years before the deficit - of not burning very much for many years - can be made up. It would seem to 
me, I know, a not disinterested observer, that the more quickly the deficit is reduced the better. Greater mitiga-
tion means less intense bushfires and lower costs for taxpayers, insurance companies, residents, etc.
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Recommendation 1 

That consideration be given to providing more resources to the Department of Parks and Wildlife to conduct 
prescribed burns to reduce the deficit of excessively old fuels so that the recommended lower levels for bushfire 
risk reduction can be achieved within the next two years.

3.2 Fire risks in the areas close to settlements and infrastructure

3.2 (a) General description.

These areas are very much a mixed bag with different ownership structures. Some are Crown lands vested in 
Local Government Authorities or in State utilities such as the Water Corporation and Western Power. They 
include road verges which may be under the control of Main Roads or an LGA, water catchments, reserves 
(often in small parcels of less than a hectare, but can be much larger), conservation reserves, municipal parks, 
river reserves, etc.  These areas are often adjacent to private property, such as hobby farms, housing subdivisions, 
on the outskirts of town and sometimes even near town centres in the form of nature reserves or parks.

For the purposes of this submission I am concentrating mostly on RUI properties. Large farming properties, in 
the main, keep their properties at low fuel levels and are very much aware of bushfire risk.

3.2 (b) Management issues

Wildlife corridors that are made up of stretches of verges, river bank land, contiguous with reserves are often 
encouraged. They are meant to afford a means for wildlife to move from one area to another, but can equally 
serve as a conduit for bushfires unless fuel is reduced on a regular basis. These areas, often unmanaged, are a 
cause for concern, as they can be quite close to housing and infrastructure such as bridges.

I note from the Keelty Perth Hills Bushfire February 2011 Review pages 65 to 71 there are assessments of the 
state of verges and other reserves not only for the City of Armadale, but also for other LGAs. The Review 
clearly shows there is a problem of high fire risk and also the problem of lack of awareness of this risk, coupled 
with an alleged scarcity of resources to address the problem.

Five years on we appear to have advanced very little. Recent visits to Kelmscott and Roleystone indicate that 
verges and reserves have a large build up of litter. Ostensibly this build up is said to support wildlife but it could 
just as easily be said that the litter is at such levels that it harbours vermin and constitutes a fire hazard. 

In Balingup we continue to have verges with large amounts of flammable material on them coupled with poorly 
maintained remnant forest trees that frequently drop branches or fall over entirely. The verges commonly are 
within 20 m or so of sheds or even houses and represent a fire risk.

A neighbour some 200 m along the road from us had to engage a contractor to chain saw the large trunk of a 
Blackbutt that had fallen from the verge and across his fence. He needed to be able to fix his fence to keep the 
sheep in that he has recently acquired to graze his paddock and reduce the fire risk. He had been advised by the 
Shire that making good the fence and removing that part of the tree affecting his fence was his responsibility. 
The Shire of Donnybrook Balingup has notes on its website about verges. Here is an extract:

Verge management is unsatisfactory and placing the onus on the neighbour to fix a problem emanating from 
Crown land seems back to front. Fires coming out of high fuel loads on Crown land is also an issue.
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3.3 Fire risks in the area around the house

3.3 (a) General description

Many people have come to live in such places as the Perth Hills or near South West towns in the past 20 years 
or so. These previously urban-based people could be termed ‘internal migrants’ where they are moving to a 
different land for which they are not necessarily equipped, the RUI.

Some blocks will retain patches of remnant bush, others may have been totally cleared with the landowner 
deciding to develop a large garden or there may already be an established garden started by a previous owner.

3.3 (b) Management issues

Given the background of the owner there may be little or no recognition of bushfire risk either coming from 
nearby or adjoining bushland, or from vegetation on their own block.

For more than a decade the Water Corporation has staged a concerted campaign to encourage homeowners to 
cut their water use, especially around their house, ie in the garden or yard. This attitude is pervasive and is taken 
up by homeowners throughout the South West even if they are not on scheme water. In order to conserve water 
they are encouraged by the Water Corporation to plant waterwise plants, many of them native species, of which 
most contain volatile oils in their foliage making them highly flammable.

We are told to use mulch made from shredded plant material to conserve water. This is not at all suitable 
anywhere near the house as it is akin to forest litter and will support fire. Occasionally there will be a mention of 
using pebbles or other inorganic material, but this warning is rarely prominent.

Lately Water Corporation have become slightly more aware of bushfire risk and steer homeowners to their 
website page Landcaping for bushfire:  
http://www.watercorporation.com.au/save-water/waterwise-plants-search.  
This has links to the excellent online CFA Plant Selection Key,  
http://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/plant-selection-key/.

Nearly all the promotional material from the Water Corporation about being waterwise is without any warnings 
as to bushfire risk consequences. With the recent Bushfire Prone Area maps showing that a high proportion of 
the South West is deemed to be at risk of bushfire it is important that recommendations about what to plant 
and the use of mulch carry warnings as to how safe they are when planted or spread in areas at risk of bushfire.

Recommendation 2

That Water Corporation take steps to ensure that bushfire risk warnings are included in material about water-
wise plants and flammable mulch made from plant materials.

The area that surrounds the house up to a distance of 100 m is an important factor in determining how safe the 
house and its occupants are in the event of a bushfire. The following is in the submission I made to the Produc-
tivity Commission in October 2014. I appeared before the Commission in Melbourne in late October 2014.

A study based on the analysis of several major bushfires has shown that the distance from bush is a key factor 
in whether a house burns down or not. The closer the house to bush the higher the risk of the house being 
destroyed. “Bushfire Penetration into Urban Areas in Australia: a Spatial Analysis” Bushfire CRC 2010. 

The report states that “It is very clear that about 85% of damaged buildings occurred within 100 m of nearby bush-
land, a very stable result and regardless of the exclusion or inclusion of Duffy samples (N = 206), which only accounted 
for 8.4% of all national samples analysed. In other words, if we were to avoid building structures within 100 m, of 
bushland boundaries, then the majority of building damage would be avoided.”

Updated link (28 February 2016): 
http://www.bushfirecrc.com/sites/default/files/managed/resource/bushfire-penetration-urban-areas.pdf

This study has shown that clearance of 100 m or so from bush is one of the most effective ways of reducing the 
risk of a house burning down. 
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Additionally if the garden or yard has wide open areas of paths, lawns with shade provided by deciduous trees 
and no trees nor shrubs with volatile oils in their leaves (no gum trees nor melaleucas), nor dead material build-
ing up in the trees and shrubs then its risk is further reduced. All conifers are best kept well away because of the 
resins of the trees and the readiness with which pine tree needles and the leaves of other conifers build up.

Bringing bushland plants close to the house in an attempt to recreate the bush setting and have a haven for 
birds and other animals is not a good strategy in the light of these findings. 100 m distance to the house from 
any type of bush (either naturally occurring or replanted) is a major component of making a property safer.

Recommendation 3. Bush either naturally occurring or in a revegetated form needs to be kept at a minimum 
distance of 100 m from houses to reduce the risk of bushfire attack. 

Recommendation 4. Creating the 100 m buffer for existing homes may mean clearing of residual bush and 
regrowth. These actions need to take precedence over environmental regulations because life and property are 
paramount according to emergency management principles.

3.4 Fire risks to the house

3.4 (a) General description

The Productivity Commission in its Inquiry into Natural Disaster Funding Arrangements in 2014 reported, 
“Land use planning and building regulations only apply to new properties and developments or significant modification to existing 
properties. This corresponds to only a small proportion of the housing stock each year (1.3 per cent for building regulations), so the 
impact of changes to these policies has a long lag time.” 

This legacy housing is thus a major part of the problem with many thousands of houses built twenty, thirty even 
eighty years ago across Australia being susceptible to bushfire attack. 

3.4 (b) Management issues

The principal cause of houses burning down in bushfires is due to ember attack which often occurs not with 
the passing of the fire front, but happens many hours afterwards when smouldering embers caught in the roof 
space, for example, or in corners under a veranda flare up and ignite the rest of the house.

Modern houses are usually designed to have good insulating properties which also means no gaps between roof 
and wall or nooks and crannies in the building which can harbour embers.

The older house can be retrofitted to prevent embers from entering through gaps in the structure. This can be 
done in a cost-effective way though it is not widely discussed and not promoted nearly to the extent it could be. 
It would be productive if stores such as Bunnings had a section that focussed on the retrofitting of older style 
houses. There are numerous candidate houses so it would be a profitable exercise. It seems at present that we 
homeowners at the Rural Urban Interface are very much on our own.

The article with the link below from an interview with Jack Cohen provides a useful insight to this topic in 
which homeowners are assured that simple techniques to reduce ember penetration can be effective and rela-
tively inexpensive. The article also covers the topic of the need for careful selection of plants in or near the 
building protection zone, see 3.3 Fire risks in the area around the house 

http://www.hcn.org/articles/the-loss-of-homes-to-wildfire-is-as-much-a-sociopolitical-problem-as-it-is-a-physical

Recommendation 5

That Bunnings and other retailers be approached to feature products for retrofitting older houses and their 
surrounds to make them less vulnerable to ember attack.

4. Further ways of reducing the risk

Whilst the chance of any one resident at the RUI having their house burnt down is quite small each year, the 
consequences can be enormous. It is a situation of low risk, high consequence. 

It’s a very disturbing and difficult situation to have one’s house burn down and if multiplied across a town like 
Yarloop, it can put such a huge hole in the town it may not recover. 
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I went through Parkerville nearly a year after its fire and the empty blocks, with nothing but the remains of a 
sand pad, were a stark reminder of the losses due to the fire. 

Bushfires will continue to occur over the hot months - that is a given - but if the damage can be lessened by 
pre-emptive actions up front - years, months, days before - then they are worthwhile undertakings.

The bushfires that can cause the most damage to houses and infrastructure are typically at the RUI - not for 
farmers on the large holdings that know what to do - so it is the people in these RUI areas that are the critical 
ones to be involved. They may not know it but they can do a great deal for themselves that can make them and 
their neighbours considerably safer. If a house can be made more self-defensible or passively defensible then 
should a bushfire come, the house, even with no-one around, stands a fair chance of surviving. If firefighters do 
come then it is much easier to defend.

The hard part is for people to get to the stage when they can see it is in their own vested interest to take some 
relatively simple steps that will reduce their risk of bushfire attack. If this gaining of competencies can be organ-
ized in such a way that it is enjoyable and seen to be quite easy to do then there is a much greater chance of 
success.

The current approach by Government is one of what are predominantly scare tactics complete with cover 
pictures on the brochures of flaming infernos. The unintended consequence is that many people, perhaps newly 
arrived from the city or metropolitan area, and unaware of the dangers of nearby bush, may not do anything as 
it is thought to be either too worrying, too hard or a fire engine will be instantly at their front gate. Sometimes 
they are branded as apathetic or complacent. There is little value in blaming them. 

One of the first lessons of how to teach children and adults is not to blame them for not learning. It is not their 
fault, rather the method of imparting the knowledge and understanding will need adjusting so that learning can 
take place. See 4.3 Educating Residents. 

When it comes to bushfire risk management what is needed is to engender a culture of self-reliance in home-
owners and within communities and a willingness to share with government bodies the responsibility for fire 
safety. How? By becoming firewise.

The word “firewise” can be defined as being savvy about living with bushfire. See 4.1 Empowering residents.

We’ll continue to have bushfires; there will always be lightning strikes and human activity, either accidental or 
deliberate, that will ensure that forests and grasslands will burn. In fact fires are an essential part of the ecology 
of the mediterranean climate of the South West; a climate that is shared with just a few places on earth - parts 
of Chile, countries of the Mediterranean, southern California, small parts of South Australia and Victoria, and 
the Cape Province of South Africa. Many of the plants of these areas do well here and they are adapted to burn. 

It should come as no surprise that fires will continue to be part of the landscape for years to come as they have 
been for millennia before us. Thus it makes sense to adapt to these fire regimes, use them to our advantage in 
regenerating the bush, recycling nutrients and generally renewing the landscape with, at the same time, not 
suffering destruction and damage to ourselves, our homes, our structures and local surroundings.

4.1 Empowering residents

How to get people in the RUI areas involved and wanting to retrofit their house and garden?

I have had experience of Bushfire Ready and I realize there are other schemes in different states. However, 
certainly in the case of Bushfire Ready which is promoted by DFES it is pitched very much at the point of 
“There’s a fire down the road, what do we do?”. Even the name “Bushfire Ready” suggests waiting for the immi-
nent bushfire.

In the past two or three years I have learnt about and had contact with personnel from Firewise Communities, 
US, which is a national program run out of the National Fire Protection Association, NFPA (a not-for-profit 
organization). There is a strong emphasis on mitigation. Firewise Communities has towns and neighbourhoods 
signing up to form Firewise Community groups in each state.

We could model some of the aspects of mitigation on these programs which are specifically 
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designed to involve community members. http://www.firewise.org/USA?sso=0 This is shown also in Attachment B.

Here is a link that summarizes the problem quite well not only for those living at the Wildland Urban Inter-
face, but in terms applicable to the Australian scene.  
http://www.nfpa.org/newsandpublications/nfpa-journal/2014/september-october-2014/pov/first-word  See Attachment C 
which shows this statement from the President of NFPA.

Financial support and sponsorship is provided by US Federal and State agencies and insurance companies. 
Incentives are given, eg for a winning Firewise Community to be awarded a $5000 prize to get chipping (shred-
ding) done in a neighbourhood.

The following link is to a recent newsletter as an illustration of the type of encouraging material that NFPA  
produce. It has an interesting selection of topics, all designed to provide inspiration and helpful tips to home-
owners.  http://f.e.nfpa.org/i/30/2085900837/20160219_Fire_Break_B_version_allstaff.html   
This is reproduced at Attachment D.

There is a template for each Firewise group to follow in order to enrol which includes developing a community 
wildfire risk evaluation. This is shown at Attachment E.  
Here is the link. http://firewise.org/wildfire-preparedness/firewise-toolkit.aspx?order_src=C365&sso=0

4.2 Adopting a Firewise model

If we were to adopt something similar to a Firewise Communities program it would need to be determined as 
to what would be the umbrella or parent organization that ran the program. We do not seem to have quite the 
equivalent organization as the NFPA in Australia. In many ways it would work better through an independent 
organization that could receive funding from government sources, but also have sponsorship from insurance 
companies and organizations such as the Lotteries Commission.

Whether it would be better to be state-based or Australia wide is another consideration. Whilst the RUI is a 
common phenomenon across the country there are quite different fire regimes and attitudes (partly borne of the 
differences of climate and the nature of the forests - the eastern seaboard has rain in summer, for example) as to 
whether property is worth defending and that there should be early evacuations.

AFAC may be a candidate umbrella organization though it could be seen as too representative of the fire fight-
ing forces and not of residents.

With Western Australia, once a leader in prescribed burning and having a very different forest fire regime, as 
well as being distant from the rest of Australia, in the first instance, it might be worth trialling such an initia-
tive in WA especially the South West, at least as a pilot. I cannot see DFES being the umbrella body, it is more 
oriented to the fire fighting and regulatory aspects of fires. 

It would need to be an organization with an existing community focus on doing worthwhile projects. Rotary 
may be just such an organization to take this on. I am a Rotarian and did a small project distributing 16 copies 
of the book, “Gardens of Fire” by Robert Kenny to South West libraries that included a poster display for five 
of the libraries about reducing the risk of bushfire attack.

Perhaps one of the disaster type organisations could be a candidate organization, though with a Firewise model 
the aim is to reduce the intensity and the frequency of disasters. 

4.3 Educating residents

As mentioned in section 4. Further ways of reducing the risk, motivating people to be more self-reliant and 
encouraging them to be firewise can be difficult. Much of the current material tends to be admonishing. In the 
past week I saw banners at the entrance to two South West towns with flames in the background saying “Are 
your firebreaks compliant?” Well, no, probably not, because I have old sheds close to the boundary that have 
been there long before I bought the property. The tone is a negative way of achieving behaviour change and 
often is not very successful. A better approach is that used by advertizers and marketing people to sell goods 
and ideas such as cars, food, houses or shampoo. 
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A very good exponent of the art of selling a possibly difficult idea is the Water Corporation. They are in effect 
trying to sell the idea of using less of their product, water, with their waterwise message. They use focus groups, 
marketing consultants and engage marketing agencies to produce their campaigns.

The way the Water Corporation 
sold its waterwise message meant 
they brought users along with 
them. They used incentives, such 
as free shower fittings, free garden 
talks with a waterwise message 
and plenty of giveaways. They used 
print and other media to sell a 
message in a very positive way. See 
the example (left).

Recommendation 6

That the promotion of bushfire awareness include mitigation messages and be done in a way that tries to get 
homeowners’ support rather than the present negative approach currently favoured by authorities.

I had an insight into their methods for promoting changed behaviour when I was a member of the Customer 
Advisory Council. The members were drawn from customers (both businesses and homeowners) from all over 
the state and representing different regions. We all had some sort of interest in water. The Council had some-
thing of a jury about it. It was also a reality check for Water Corporation initiatives and a sounding board. At 
times we acted as a focus group. I was impressed by their organization, its project-based working methods and 
the way it developed strategies for coping with changing circumstances. Nearly all of us on the Council became 
champions of the Water Corporation. 

I did manage to convince them to be a little more bushfire aware when it came to recommending some plants. 
Later they put on a link from their site to the Plant Selection Guide on the CFA site.

Recommendation 7

That DFES develop a group similar to a Customer Advisory Council that includes homeowners from RUI 
areas to ensure all stakeholders including homeowners in the RUI are represented.

DFES has customers in a sense because of the Emergency Services Levy. Landholders are paying for a service. 
Should that service be only for emergencies or should some of the funds be used for mitigation programs?

Recommendation 8

That the ESL, if not already, be used to foster more mitigation projects including contributing to a Firewise 
Communities program.

4.4 The Environmental movement problem

When trying to educate residents in bushfire prone areas, there can be problems caused by conflicting views of 
the land and the way it is used. One view will be that the native bush is flammable and must be kept at least 
50m or more from the house. Others will see the eucalypts and understory as habitat for native animals, regard-
less of its condition, as essential homes for birds and small marsupials. 

Gardening TV programs, magazines and newspaper articles talk about planting native, especially local, species 
to provide habitat and to be waterwise. Rarely is there any warning included that this could be risky to those 
many people living in fire-prone areas. These areas have now been mapped and published and include extensive 
areas of the Perth Hills and South West Region, so there is now greater recognition of where these areas are.

Coupled with this advocacy from the media to ‘plant native’ is the fact that many Shires and Councils endorse 
this position. It is now entrenched in many of their policies and regulations. In effect if a property has native 
plants on them or they have regrown over time, landholders may face difficulties in removing this vegetation 
even on the grounds of reducing bushfire risk to their properties.
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Residents can be excused for being confused about what to plant and where. Currently the pendulum has swung 
far too much to the romantic view that the local natural environment needs to be preserved at all costs and even 
enhanced without considering the risk factor of providing fuel for bushfire.

There has been an increasing interest in the environment and the science of ecology. However, to some of us the 
science has been hijacked by the Green movement in which much of the natural world is romantized. 

So called “wilderness” which is defined as the natural landscape that has not been modified by humans is 
prized by the Greens movement. To have genuine wilderness in Australia would be to deny that the Aboriginal 
people were human, because the first people on this continent had a profound effect on the land. Their burning 
regimes modified the landscape extensively for their own purposes. The book “The Biggest Estate on Earth’” by 
Bill Gammage makes this case eloquently.

Dr Christine Sharp, who was an MLC for the Greens in the State Parliament, has introduced the concept of 
having another type of ecology. One that applies in and around human settlements, that puts human safety 
and property as the priority. Thus the ecology in and around a townsite might include Oaks, Plane Trees and 
Poplars and wide lawns instead of local eucalypts which would still be an essential component of the ecology of 
a local forest, perhaps five kms away. Another term for this concept would be the ‘homestead garden’ which is a 
garden with lawns and usually deciduous trees around the homestead with a fence and grazed paddocks beyond. 
It has the appearance of an oasis, a shady place in the midst of golden (or brown or green) paddocks. Early 
European settlers soon learnt that this was the safest way not to be burnt out.

Dr Sharp and her partner Andrew Thamo have written extensively on ways to live more safely in fire-prone 
areas. They live in Balingup and started the Small Tree Farm nursery which specializes in deciduous trees which 
are considerably less flammable than the eucalypts.They experienced Cyclone Alby and its aftermath in the 
South West where fires were extensive. http://www.smalltreefarm.com.au/index.html

Instead of native gardens being fashionable and marketed as almost the patriotic thing to do, it would be safer 
and less harrowing for those in bushfire prone areas to be able to have gardens that exhibited the settlement 
type of ecology. This new approach would need to be marketed and be widely recognized as being perfectly 
acceptable. 

Unfortunately the nursery industry is almost silent on low flammability plants and firewise garden design. It 
would make sense that the nursery industry embraced this new ecology that supports human wellbeing.

Recommendation 9 

That reforms be instituted to bring LGA planning and policies in line with sound practices for bushfire risk 
management and that the process be made simpler with fewer permissions required.

Recommendation 10 

That a different type of ecology for settlements takes into account the bushfire risk to people and property and 
is promoted, implemented and supported. 

Recommendation 11

That the nursery industry and the garden media people be encouraged to support firewise principles in choices 
of plants and garden design.

Recommendation 12

That garden expos in Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and Perth have a category of “Firewise Garden” and that 
there be prizes in this category to aid in promoting this safer concept. 

The Green Army program supported by the Federal Government is an example of the degree to which the 
environmental movement has influenced government actions and expenditure. It offers opportunities for young 
people to undertake work in the field on various conservation projects. 

See Attachment F. Priority to “conservation outcomes”.
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Given that recent fires, including the Waroona Fire, have shown that we have a huge fuel buildup and we need 
to examine how to reduce the fuel load by both burning, thinning, pruning and clearing out undergrowth, it is 
surprising that funding is seemingly only made available to projects supporting “conservation outcomes”. 

It would seem a better use of taxpayer funds to support fuel reduction in its various forms because not only 
would settlements, such as Yarloop, have been made safer, but the forests and woodlands would be renewed as a 
consequence of the burning and the clearing up.

Recommendation 13 

As a matter of urgency review many of the “environmental” schemes, both Federal and State, with a view to 
directing the resources to bushfire mitigation works in the fire-prone areas. It will still have positive environ-
mental outcomes based on good science, not romanticism.

4.5 A circle of safety around settlements

After the fire at Yarloop I checked out Google Street View to see if there was any clues as to what may have 
contributed to the fire or to have helped to reduce the effects. Not knowing Yarloop I could not reach any 
conclusions. However, the town I live in, Balingup, has some similarities with Yarloop. It is small, goes back 
over a century, used to have timber amongst its industries, etc.

I looked around to see if we had areas that had been set up to act as buffers against bushfire. I found numer-
ous areas that would help catch embers or that would not support a fire as there was little to burn and it was 
well-watered, etc. Whether deliberate or not, these buffer areas could make a difference if we had a bushfire 
approaching. There are patches of scrub and bush that need remediation but on the whole we are better off than 
I realized.

Recommendation 14 

That the concept of circles of safety be created and promoted around towns to ensure low fuel buffers are staged 
around towns to impede the progress of bushfires and keep residents safer.

We have two well-watered large ovals, a Village Green which is quite open. We have two large orchards in the 
vicinity which are well maintained and contain low flammability stone and pome fruit trees. Other areas are 

grazed and to the 
north we have a golf 
course. The course is 
scrupulously kept at 
low fuel levels with 
little understory, trees 
pruned up and grass 
kept low. And then to 
the south there is the 
magnificent Golden 
Valley Tree Park 
which was founded by 
Dr Christine Sharp 
and Andrew Thamo. 
A picture of which is 
on the front cover.

To finish here is a 
picture of the 
Balingup Golf 
Course.
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Attachment A. Prescribed burn halts fire on NW flank.
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LET'S TALK NUMBERS. How about $453,700,000 and $113,700,000—those figures represent the direct
property dollar loss from two of the three largest loss fires in 2012. Both were wildland fires. What about
67,704 and 9,326,238—the number of wildland fires and the number of acres burned in 2012, respectively.
That’s the equivalent of burning an area larger than New Jersey, Connecticut, and Delaware combined. 

Why am I focusing on all of these numbers? Because they show with clarity that our job as outlined in the
NFPA mission—“To reduce the worldwide burden of fire and other hazards on the quality of life”—is not
done. Our changing environment and living conditions provide continual challenges that need to be
addressed. In decades past, the wildfire problem was thought of as a “California problem” or an “Oregon
problem,” but that isn’t true today. From Florida to Texas to the Western United States, the incidence of
wildland fires continues to grow. As I write, there are 112 active wildfires taking place in six states.
Drought conditions and rising temperatures contribute to a broader geographical concern, and are
transforming what used to be known as a “wildfire season” into a year-round concern. 

Wildland fire is an environmental reality, but home destruction and the devastation of whole communities
need not occur. To change the situation, we need more action before the fires happen. According to
reports, the U.S. Forest Service spent $1.3 billion fighting wildland fires in 2013, compared to $26.6
million spent on programs to help communities adapt to fire and to clear fire-prone areas. 

NFPA strongly supports education, individual initiative, and continued policy advancement. On the
education front, we are making progress with our Firewise Communities and Fire Adapted Communities
programs. By the end of this year, we expect to have 1,200 communities designated as Firewise
Communities/USA sites. Through these education programs and other incentives, individuals are being
motivated to take action. In May, NFPA launched the first national Wildfire Community Preparedness
Day, inspiring people in more than 100 communities in 21 states to take part in activities to reduce future
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fire risks. This spring, USAA became the first major property/casualty insurer to step up to the plate and
offer homeowner insurance policy savings to its members living in recognized Firewise
Communities/USA sites in California. I commend USAA on its leadership and encourage other insurers to
consider taking Firewise into account for their policyholders. 

In the policy arena, NFPA offers information and resources to help state and local governments make
sound decisions when it comes to planning, siting, constructing and maintaining infrastructure, businesses,
and housing in areas at risk to wildfire. 

We’re working with our fire service members and with our partners in federal land management and
firefighting not only to call for the appropriate resources to combat the fires when they break out, but also
to direct more resources to prevention, education, and mitigation in order to better protect people and
property before fires ever start. It is going to take all of this to change these numbers for the better, and
NFPA will continue to be a strong voice and advocate in the wildfire arena.

 James Pauley, NFPA President
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Attachment C. Identifying problems similar to Australia with respect to wildfire/bushfire
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Attachment D. Screen print from NFPA, US based 
not-for-profit, of “Fire Break” online newsletter 
containing material designed to help homeowners and 
communities to be safer from wildfire. Emphasis is on 
adaptation and mitigation. 

To find this on line go to:

http://f.e.nfpa.org/i/30/2085900837/20160219_Fire_Break_B_version_allstaff.html
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FIREWISE TOOLKIT
s FIREWISE COMMUNITIES / USA® RECOGNITION PROGRAM

FIREWISE TOOLKIT

BY WORKING WITH NEIGHBORS, individual residents can make their own property – and their neighborhood – much safer from 
the flames and embers of a wildfire. The Firewise Communities/USA® Recognition Program provides a series of steps so you and 
your neighbors can act now ahead of a wildfire threat.

Ready to begin? Follow these steps on your way to becoming an official Firewise community.

Firewise Communities / USA® Recognition Program checklist

o�1.  Talk to your neighbors.
You may be surprised to learn that other residents are
just as concerned as you are about wildfire, so make a 
pledge to get started … now.

o�2.    Recruit interested community members.
These people will form a diverse Firewise® board or 
committee. The group should include homeowners 
and fire professionals, but may also include planners, 
land managers, urban foresters and members of other 
interest groups in your community. 

• 	Choose	a	group	leader/representative.	(This
person, often known as the “sparkplug,” will serve
as the spokesperson and take the lead on Firewise
initiatives.)

o�3.  Contact Firewise.
Have the community representative complete an 
on-line request form on the “contact us” page on the 
Firewise	website	(www.firewise.org), or call the Firewise 
Communities	Program office at 617-984-7486. A 
Firewise representative can answer your questions, and 
help you get started.

o�4.  Schedule a site assessment visit.
This is the first step of the process of achieving Firewise 
Communities/USA	recognition	status.

• 	Have	the	community	representative	contact	your
state’s	Firewise	Communities/USA	liaison,	a
specialist	in	wildland/urban	interface	(WUI)	fire,	to
inquire about a site assessment and evaluation of
your community’s current wildfire readiness. Your
state liaison’s contact information is available on the
Firewise website. 

• 	Schedule	a	time	to	meet	with	the	state	liaison	or	his/
her designee to provide a community wildfire risk
evaluation.	Plan	on	at	least	one	full	day	for	this	activity.

• 	At	the	same	time,	contact	your	local	fire	official	who
will accompany the state liaison for the evaluation.

• 	A	site	assessment	is	not	a	Community	Wildland
Protection	Plan	(CWPP).	It	is	a	wildfire	risk	evaluation
of	the	potential	Firewise	Communities/USA	site	that	is
applying for national recognition.

o�5.  Review the site assessment and evaluation
document. 
The assessment does not have a specific format, but 
the program endorses an assessment style that:

• 	Includes	a	simple	document	for	homeowners/
residents to review the potential community site.

• 	Familiarizes	the	homeowner/resident	with	the	way
ignitions are likely to occur and how homes are likely
to be lost in the event of a wildfire.

• 	Explains	and	illustrates	common	strengths	and
vulnerabilities with respect to this site’s wildfire risk.

	Upon	completion	of	the	evaluation,	the	state	liaison	
or designee will schedule a meeting with your local 
Firewise committee to review the findings of your 
community assessment. At this time, your committee 
will determine whether they accept the findings or 
reject	them.	If	you	accept	the	evaluation,	the	process	
continues; if you don’t, the process is terminated. 

Attachment E, page 1 of 2. Firewise Communities Checklist for applying to join.
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s FIREWISE COMMUNITIES / USA® RECOGNITION PROGRAM
FIREWISE TOOLKIT

o 6.  Create a plan.
Based on the evaluation and assessment, your Firewise 
committee develops a plan to tackle problem areas. 
In	your	plan,	remember	to	include	deadlines	and	a	
schedule to keep you on track. Record your action plan, 
and have all members of your committee sign it. Your 
plan should include:

• 	One	day	during	the	year	that	is	designated	as
“Firewise	Day.”	Whether	it’s	a	“chipper	day”	that
gathers equipment and volunteers to chip up brush
and	tree	limbs,	a	state	fair	exhibit	or	a	community
clean-up day, the Firewise Day helps you get the work
done to make your community safer.

• 	Firewise	mitigation	activities	that	amount	to	a
community	investment	of	more	than	$2/capita/year
of ‘in-kind’ volunteer contribution or grants.

• 	Once	the	plan	is	finished,	share	it	with	your	state	liaison.

o 7.  Implement your plan.
Tackle the items in your plan. Designate the party 
responsible for each action, including who will take the 
lead on Firewise Day. Remember, everything you do 
should be documented, so you can send the paperwork 
in with your application form.

o 8.  Apply for recognition in the Firewise
Communities/USA Recognition Program. 
You’ve completed your plan; now it’s time to receive 
the recognition you deserve. Not only is your 
community safer from wildfire, you will now be able to 
celebrate	your	official	status	as	a	nationally	recognized	
Firewise community. Remember to:

• Fill	out	the	application form

• Attach	your	completed	Firewise	community	plan

• 	Attach	the	Firewise	Day	document	that	lists	names
of volunteers, the hours involved and activities you’ve
accomplished

• Attach	any	photos	that	illustrate	your	great	work

• 	Send	your	completed	application	and	attached
documents to your state liaison for review

	• 	Your	state	liaison	will	forward	the	application	to	the
NFPA	Firewise	program	headquarters.	You	can	expect
to	receive	your	recognition	materials	(sign,	plaque	and
other	items)	within	2-4	weeks	after	NFPA	receives
your application.

o 9.  Renew your application each year.
The work of a Firewise community is never done. 
To maintain active status in the program, you must 
continue the work throughout the year, documenting 
all activities, including your Firewise Day, the hours 
involved, and the volunteers. The information is easy to 
report through the Firewise website. 

o 10.  Celebrate your success!
We	want	to	hear	from	you!	Share	your	story	with	the	
Firewise	Communities	Program	family.	We’ll	include	
your photos and activities on the Firewise website, 
feature your community in our blog, and promote your 
hard work through our social media platforms. 

Questions? 
Contact	the	Firewise	Communities	Program.	More	information	
can be found on the Firewise website.

Attachment E, page 2 of 2. Firewise Communities Checklist for applying to join.

To find this online go to: 
http://firewise.org/wildfire-preparedness/firewise-toolkit.aspx?order_src=C365&sso=0
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Manjimup Bridgetown Times, 15 July 2015

No mention of fuel reduction.

Donnybrook Bridgetown Mail, 19 January 2016 

Revegetating, but no fuel reduction.

Attachment F. Priority to “conservation outcomes”
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Unit 1, Abridge House 
5 Turner Avenue, Bentley WA 6102 

Phone: (08) 9472 3055   Fax: (08) 9472 3155 
Email: info@fifwa.asn.au 

www.forestindustries.com.au 

Submission 

 Public Inquiry into the January 2016 Waroona Fire 

Introduction 

The Forest Industries Federation WA (FIFWA) is the association for the timber industry in 

Western Australia. FIFWA is representative of almost all the major companies and 

businesses that operate in the WA timber industry, including commercial plantation 

growers, harvest and haul operators, and processors in both the native and plantation 

sectors.  

The States native regrowth forests and the public and private plantation estates are 

valuable assets and the foundation upon which the Western Australian timber industry is 

built. Protecting these assets from fire is of utmost importance to our industry as the timber 

supplied from these forests supports significant integrated local processing and 

manufacturing and generates over 5,500 direct jobs, most of which are regionally based.  

One active division within our association is the FIFWA Plantation Fire Co‐operative. The 

Cooperative is comprised of plantation growers and managers who participate in active fire 

suppression and mitigation to protect their estates and respond to calls from both DPaW 

and DFES for support in fires that threaten plantations.  

We appreciate the opportunity to provide input into the 2016 Waroona Fires Public Inquiry 

and provide feedback itemised against the specific Terms of Reference. The losses in 

plantation estate from the Waroona fires were particularly calamitous and have lead our 

industry to identify several key areas where changes in fire suppression, mitigation and 

response may significantly reduce the severity of future fires in WA. We have also taken this 

opportunity to offer some recommendations and suggest areas of more general reform for 

consideration in the review process.  
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Terms of Reference 1. ‐  The Response to the January 2016 Waroona Fire 

(a) Bush Fire Prevention and Mitigation Activities.

Evidence from 55 years of history is that the managed reduction of forest fuels, through 

prescribed fire, has delivered to the people of Western Australia a huge dividend through 

minimisation of asset losses and suppression costs.  Until the late 1990’s fire crews attended 

300 or more fires in the forest per year, but 90% were extinguished before they reached 10 

hectares in size1.   

There is a clear link between the decline in area treated annually under benign conditions 

for fuel reduction, and the increase in area burned annually in destructive and costly 

wildfires (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Prescribed burn area treated annually and area of uncontrolled bushfire annually 

The intensity of a fire, and thus its ability to be confronted and fought by firefighters, is 

directly proportional to the quantity of fuel per hectare.  Fires in long unburnt fuels are 

impossible to fight, and this conclusion has been drawn time and time again. 

Since the area treated has dropped below 250,000 hectares per annum, the area of 

uncontrolled bushfires has increased inexorably.   

1 Sneeuwjagt and Higgs (1995) “Fighting Wildfires; breaking the triangle” Landscope 10 (4): 43‐48 
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Fuel loads in the jarrah forest at the point of ignition and the areas to the west where the 

‘Waroona’ fire ran were well above what would ordinarily be considered manageable in the 

event of a wildfire.  Whatever the fire weather conditions may have been, the situation was 

undeniably exacerbated by the level of accumulated forest fuel in the fires path. 

The below map, reproduced from the Major Incident Review of the Lower Hotham and 

O’Sullivan2 fires illustrate clearly just how bad the current situation is.  The red colour 

indicates land that has not been prescribed burned in more than 7 years. 

However the situation is not unrecoverable.  It has been done before, in the wake of the 

similarly destructive Dwellingup fires in 1961.  Although the reduction in annual rainfall in 

the South West and other changes in climatic factors make the task more difficult, it does 

not diminish society’s responsibility to strive, both for the sake of our assets, but also for the 

health of the forests and forest dependent ecosystems, to help adapt to a new climatic 

reality. 

2 “Major Incident Review of the Lower Hotham and O’Sullivan Fires” – Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services, 24th December 2015. 
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There must be an absolute focus on fuel reduction works by whichever agency is deemed 

responsible.  The status, recognition, reward and career advancement of public servants 

engaged in fuel reduction should be such that the opportunity for involvement with the fuel 

reduction program is attractive to new recruits, and the skills are not lost to retirement. 

Fuel reduction programs are critical. Public education is important to ensure ongoing 

support for fuel reduction programs irrespective of occasional errors and escapes.   

Recommendation 1: The level of prescribed burning that occurs in public native 

forest areas must be restored to the levels of the 1980’s as a minimum; specifically, 

maintaining an average of 250,000 treated hectares per year.  There should be no 

discrimination against the prescribed burning of national parks. 

Native State forest dedicated to timber supply, softwood and hardwood plantations are 

assets. The timber generated from these forests support significant local manufacturing 

industries and regional employment. However there is growing indignation within the 

industry that working forests, particularly plantations are not being valued fairly at the 

planning stage through Wild Fire Threat analysis. FIFWA holds strongly that plantations in 

particular are not being recognised or treated as the highly valued assets that they are.  

The losses being suffered by the forest industry through fire are increasing at a far faster 

rate than would be expected based just on area affected by bushfire in the landscape (as 

demonstrated in Figure 2 below).  Left unaddressed this trend could severely hamper future 

investment in plantations, at a time when Western Australia is already facing future timber 

supply shortage. 
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Figure 1‐ Fire Losses of Planted Production Forests 

Ninety percent of plantation fire losses are a result of fires that originate from outside the 

plantation.  The majority of plantations are surrounded by State owned native forests with 

+>7 year fuel loadings, putting them at extreme risk of loss through bushfires.    

The limited amount of prescribed burning being carried out appears to be focussed on 

heavily populated areas (town site protection), power infrastructure, recreational and 

conservation areas.  The Wildfire Threat Analysis needs to value plantations for their return 

to the state, downstream processing values, domestic market sales, exports and ultimately 

the flow on value to the WA economy.  

 

Recommendation 2:  Timber supply areas in native forests and commercial 

plantations must be recognised for their economic and social value to the State and 

given adequate consideration in fire prevention planning.  This can be rectified by 

the Wildfire Threat Analysis process being modified to take into account the true 

value of plantations to the sector and state.   

Recommendation 3:  The role of Forest Industry Liaison Officer should be created 

within the senior levels of the incident management team.  Our industry can provide 

this officer to work in within the “pre‐formed” team. During active firefighting, 

where forest industry assets are threatened, the FILO will be incorporated at the 

control centre.  

 

(b) Effectiveness of the Emergency Management Plan and Procedures. 

The effectiveness of the Emergency Management Plans were compromised by the fact that 

forest fuel loads grossly exceeded what is generally considered standard forest fuels and fire 

shape modelling did not adequately consider the ferocity and fire forward progression with 

burning ember material which culminated in spot fires well ahead of the head fire. 

 

(c) Effectiveness of Suppression Strategies and Tactics 

In reference to the Waroona Fire, fire strategies were compromised from the onset with fire 

suppression resources unable to contain or suppress forward rates of fire spread.  Water 

bombing aircraft become less efficient as the fire intensity and energy ratings increase.  

Intensity and energy ratings are directly connected to elements required for fire. 

The overall approach to fire suppression in WA seems to have developed into a ‘wait and 

see’ approach rather than aggressively trying to suppress the fire.  

While we understand the need to manage access to the fire ground for safety and security 

purposes, it has often been at the expense of preventing control point fire equipment onto 

the fire ground which has delayed suppression responses.  A better system of suppression 

equipment management onto the fire ground is required. In respect to the Waroona fire 

and fires in general, we note the heavy reliance on water bombing activities at the fire face.  
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While we accept that water bombing plays an integral part in fire suppression, the current 

management techniques are having a significant influence on when ground forces can 

disembark from their vehicles or return to the fire front and begin suppression work. This 

approach is risk averse and only allows the fire to spread further while the ground resources 

are idle. 

Eye witness evidence provided to FIFWA from this fire (from staff directly involved in both 

of the significant fire runs) and first hand FIFWA member experience in the 2015 O’Sullivan 

and Lower Hotham fires  is that suppression strategies and tactics are unduly risk averse 

which ultimately leads to greater, and unnecessary losses being sustained. There is a need 

for calculated aggressive fire suppression in our view.   

Direct involvement of FIFWA members in the O’Sullivan and Lower Hotham fires and 

numerous other fires of a smaller scale have highlighted our concerns.  Repeatedly our 

industry fire crews return having said they were held at the control point for hours or were 

in a waiting pattern along with other crews, whilst assets were lost in very manageable 

conditions on the fire ground.  

There is an urgent need to reconsider the risk appetite in aggressive fire suppression, a need 

to protect fire suppression personnel from litigation, and to engage all fire suppression 

resources supplying agencies in a co‐ordinated effort.  

Finally it appears that the decision making processes are rarely if ever made at the local 

level.  Almost the instant a fire starts the region or state headquarters take over the decision 

making processes.  Whilst the regions and state headquarters have a ‘support role’ to play 

the decisions are best made locally. 

(d) Effectiveness of Incident Management

The State would benefit from the better coordination of both State and private resources in 

the response to a fire threatening private property, plantation assets and State managed 

land.  

This was highlighted in the Waroona Fire where a forest harvesting contractor was within 5 

kilometres of the ignition point of the fire and could have responded to contain the fire at 

its critical early stages but was not called upon. Response time to fires is a significant issue 

that can be addressed by the allocation of resources. Forest Industry crews should be 

considered in the early stages of fire suppression given the heavy equipment capability that 

can be made available at reasonably short notice.  

The plantation industry participates in industry training and resources sharing however find 

it difficult to be accepted into the DFES fire suppression system.  

DPaW and DFES need to be aware of plantation assets in their areas as plantation managers 

are capable of providing resources for fire suppression to assist in asset protection. 

Industry should have the ability to respond to a fire that threatens their asset as a part of a 

DFES response or individually.  
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Recommendation 4: In relation to strategic planning, a State level advisory 

committee should be formed, that includes representation from the forest products 

industry, to provide advice on asset protection and ways in which the industry can 

contribute to the broader fire prevention and mitigation effort. 

Recommendation 5: Using the Victorian CFA model, legislation should be amended 

to allow, subject to minimum levels of training and equipment standards, Forest 

Industry Brigades (FIB) to be formed, that have the same  status, legal protection, 

and powers to suppress fires (on and off their own land) as Bush Fire Brigades (turn‐

out is at the brigades discretion).  Once they have joined a fire, they are under the 

command of the incident controller, but should preferentially be deployed to sectors 

with forest assets at risk.   

Recommendation 6: During a fire a decision making authority is to be devolved to 

the lowest level practicable.  

(e) Protection of Essential Services

We have nothing to contribute against this item.

(f) Effectiveness of Public Messaging

We have nothing to contribute against this item.

(g) Effectiveness of Assistance to Management of those affected by fire

The industry offers anecdotal information against this item.  In the management of 

evacuation, it appears that this is now DFES best practice for removing people from within 

perceived harm’s way. While the option to stay and defend remains, it is less practiced, 

often at the peril of property assets that are damaged post the fire front passing.  More 

education and a ‘standard’ local authority fire protection notice with strong enforcement 

would ensure that property assets are less exposed and more defendable. 
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Terms of Reference  2 ‐ Lessons Learned From Previous Bushfire Emergencies 

Prescribed Burning 

Most crucially, the recommendations in the listed reports for an increase in prescribed 

burning does not appear to have been implemented to a point where you could consider 

there to be an imminent turnaround in the current fuel reduction area treated annually.  

Impediments still exist within DPaW staffing levels, funding and the will to implement an 

increased prescribed burning program.   

Throughout the 2015 Major Incident Review of the Lower Hotham and O’Sullivan Fires there 

are numerous references to significant changes to fire behaviour, rate of spread and 

eventual boundaries, related to the presence of recently prescribed burned areas.  This is 

consistent with a preponderance of scientific studies on the subject.3 

 

Alternatives to Prescribed Burning 

 

‐ Keelty Review Margret River (2012) recommendation 4 – CALM to explore alternatives 

to burning. 

‐ Keelty Perth Hills (2011)   Recommendation 20 ‐ FESA, DEC and local governments to 

closely monitor the R&D of alternative fuel reduction techniques to ensure that the 

most efficient and effective programs are adopted [the following was announced 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015‐03‐27/federal‐funding‐for‐bushfire‐prevention‐trial‐

seen/6353608  but there has been no action in WA despite the  Forest Products 

Commissions (FPC)  willingness to participate. 

FIFWA is supportive of a range of methods to reduce forest fuels to complement the 
prescribed burning programme, including undertaking mechanical fuel reduction trials and 
seeking expanded residue market opportunities to make full use of this material where 
possible. 
 
While reinforcing that prescribed burns should be the State’s primary response, mechanical 
fuel reduction methods have a supporting role to play, with potential to increase their 
impact with scale4.  With the right government policy it is possible that much of the excess 
fuel in the forest could be collected and used to make electricity (potentially co‐firing 
opportunities), for liquid fuels or even for export.  
 
Whilst making use of residues is efficient, it is incidental to the imperative of reducing the 
fire risk to plantations from unmanaged native forests. 
 

                                                            
3 Tolhurst and McCarthy (2016) “Effect of prescribed burning on wildfire severity: a landscape scale case study 
from the 2003 fires in Victoria”, Australian Forestry, Volume 79, 1, March 2016. 
4 Proctor and McCarthy (2015) “Changes in fuel hazard following thinning operations in mixed species forests 
in East Gippsland, Victoria”, Australian Forestry, Vol 78, 4. 
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Recommendation 7:  Alternative fuel reduction methods should be investigated and 
embraced in a complimentary fashion to the prescribed burning program. Residue 
markets should be sought to make full use of this residue material from the native 
forests.  

Responsibility for Fire Management 

2015 Major Incident Review of the Lower Hotham and O’Sullivan Fires suggests that DFES 

are not by nature the best organisation to manage native forest and plantations fires.  Their 

expertise is more aligned to urban rural farmland fire co‐ordination.  

This accords with the findings of the Ferguson Review 2010 where it was concluded that 

DEC (now P&W) was the most capable for managing fire on its own estate, and the FPC 

warned at the time that “extreme caution should be exercised before reducing DEC’s 

involvement in bushfire command and control in the short to medium term”.  

It is manifestly evident that the regional community in general and the forest industry in 
particular has been very poorly served by the decision to grant DFES all incident control for 
all bushfires. 

Recommendation 8: Outside of Gazetted Fire Districts, the department of Parks and 
Wildlife or alternately a dedicated Rural Fire Service should be in command of fire 
response and management. 
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Recommendation 9:  There should be succession planning and opportunities for career 

advancement in the fire mitigation and suppression agencies, as well as adequate 

funding for permanent staff and the provision of equipment. New positions should be 

managed regionally, focusing exclusively on prescribed burning preparation, firebreak 

construction, prescribed burning and suppression activities. The new positions should 

be reinforced by a traineeship program to deliver a steady flow of operationally ready 

new recruits. 

Terms of reference # 3 – Need for Further Reform 

As discussed above the Forest Industry would like fast track whatever approvals or 
legislative amendments are required to allow industry to form Forest Industry Brigades 
(FIBs) in their own right.  This will accord status, and acknowledgement of capability, 
integration with fire management structures and command, and bringing a wealth of 
experience in native vegetation and plantation fires. 

Currently the FPC’s charter is aligned with wood production and sales, and specifically 
excludes any role in fire suppression or prevention. This should be modified, to allow the 
FPC to form its own Forest Industry Brigades to protect forestry assets.  

Recommendation 10: The FPC should have capacity to form and join industry brigades 
with a special focus on being despatched to protect forestry assets. This would include 
the ability to second, commandeer or contract heavy equipment resources as they may 
see fit to combat fire threatening forestry assets. 

Recommendation 11:  A strategic fuel reduction plan should be established that 
focuses on broad scale prescribed burning and complementary mechanical fuel 
reduction activities around valuable assets including forestry assets such as native 
timber reserves and plantations.  

Private landholders have a role to play in managing forest fuels. There is significant ‘Green 
Tape’ that discourages private land‐owners managing their fuels responsibly.  

Recommendation 12: There should be another class of exemption to the WA clearing 
regulations, enabling clearing for fire mitigation within a specified distance of a 
recognised asset.  

While FIFWA respects the role of the Office of Bushfire Risk Management (OBRM), it feels 
that this office has not fulfilled its role and may have hampered the process through 
regulation. FIFWA is mindful of OBRM’s role to consult with stakeholders and believe that 
OBRM have failed to engage FIFWA in the management of risk with respect to forest assets. 

Recommendation 13:  OBRM to review its communication and consultation policy 
with stakeholders particularly in the areas of risk management associated with state 
managed hardwood and softwood resources and private plantation estate. 
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We remain at your service to provide any further explanation of the above points that you 
may request. 

Contact:  Melissa Haslam 
FIFWA
Email: m.haslam@fifwa.asn.au 



PUBLIC INQUIRY INTO JANUARY 2016 WAROONA FIRE 

FOREST PRODUCTS COMMISSION SUBMISSION  

 

12th March 2016 

 

The Western Australian timber industry is dependent on forest and plantation assets that take many 
years to mature. These assets are highly vulnerable to damage from wildfire. The recent extent and 
intensity of wildfires have resulted in a level of damage that has had a significant impact on the 
future value that can be delivered by the industry. The long term sustainability of the timber 
industry will be affected if these assets are not adequately protected. 

 

The role of the Forest Products Commission 
The Forest Products Commission (FPC) is a statutory authority governed by the Forest Products Act 
2000 (the Act) and sections of the Forest Management Regulations 1993.  It is responsible for the 
sustainable management and development of Western Australia’s forest and timber industry using 
native forest, plantation and sandalwood products on land owned or leased by the State. 

The FPC works with the forest industry to deliver economic and social benefits in regional 
communities.  The West Australian forest industry provides direct employment for more than 5,000 
people working in timber-related industries including those of forest management, harvesting and 
primary processing.  The industry makes a substantial financial contribution to the State’s economy, 
particularly regional areas.  Ongoing industry development and associated investment opportunities 
will further contribute to regional employment and deliver downstream economic and social 
benefits. 

FPC maintains fire management and suppression resources to protect its assets and to support state-
wide fire priorities. Our staff are trained in fire suppression and form part of the Department of 
Parks and Wildlife (Parks and Wildlife) Fire Availability and Pre-Formed Team Rosters.  This enables 
the State to access additional qualified and experienced firefighting personnel on a needs basis.  The 
FPC also has trained staff that can manage fire in areas outside of Parks and Wildlife response zones.  

The agency also makes a significant financial contribution (approximately $6 million) to the Parks 
and Wildlife fire management strategies of detection, detention, planning and fuel reduction as well 
as in the suppression of wildfires. This contribution is in excess of that which is provided in other 
States by the private sector timber industry, where the State plantations have been privatised. 

The Waroona bushfire burnt substantial areas of native forest, including three current and proposed 
harvesting coupes.   A coupe in Driver Forest Block, to the south east of Waroona, where harvesting 
was underway had to be evacuated by the contractor.  In these coupes a substantial level of 
preparatory and operational work had been commenced and was destroyed by the fire.  The losses 
borne by FPC included tree marking in advance of harvesting, and the felling, skidding, and 
preparation of logs for delivery to customers.  In McLarty and Myalup Plantations, west of Waroona, 
3,300 ha of pine plantation owned and managed by the FPC was destroyed.  This was the agency’s 

1 Forest Products Commission – Waroona Fire Inquiry 
 



biggest single loss of plantation assets due to fire.  The plantations were not insured and there will 
be a direct cost of approximately $8.3 million associated with replanting the affected area.  Of the 
total plantation area impacted, 500 hectares were on private land and those landowners will also be 
affected. 

The FPC is a key agency and contributor to the State’s fire management.  Its role in managing the 
State’s forest and plantation resources mean it is well-placed to be a part of the strategy for future 
reforms and capability enhancements to efficiently and effectively manage bushfire-related risk. 

The response to the January 2016 Waroona Fire 
(a) The effectiveness of pre-incident bushfire prevention and mitigation activities 

To mitigate the risk of fire resulting from FPC operations, the agency undertakes strategic fire 
prevention and mitigation activities. 

FPC has worked with Parks and Wildlife to develop guidelines for the application of operational 
restrictions in both native forest and plantation harvesting operations.  The guidelines identify 
actions that are commensurate with predicted Fire Danger Index (FDI) for the day and take into 
account machine type, operation type and terrain.  Parks and Wildlife district offices send advice of 
the daily FDI to FPC work centres each morning for the FPC to determine what restrictions are 
required.  The FPC then advises its staff and contractors of any operational restrictions to be 
imposed.  

In the McLarty and Myalup plantations affected by the Waroona fire, firebreaks had been 
established and maintained in accordance with The Code of Practice for Timber Plantations in 
Western Australia. The code of practice references the requirement to adhere to the firebreak 
requirements of the Local Government Authority which the plantation is located within. The Shire of 
Harvey requires a 15m firebreak on the external boundaries of plantations. The McLarty and Myalup 
Plantations have firebreaks that exceed this requirement and are maintained to an average width of 
30m and in some cases up to 50m. Fire break maintenance was undertaken from August to 
November 2015 in preparation for the heat of summer.  Needle bed burning in the plantation is also 
undertaken in the winter/spring of each year.  Several water points and water tanks, combined with 
access to the Harvey River and the Myalup irrigation pipe provide adequate water for fire 
suppression for small to medium fires or during initial attack until bulk water tankers arrive. 

Within the plantations strategic access roads are pruned of vegetation that limits accessibility and 
site distance to ensure safe access and unimpeded access.  Plantation road surfaces have also been 
well maintained to allow safe entry and exit. Vegetation pruning was undertaken in August and 
September 2015 in preparation for the summer of 2015/16.  

The mitigation activities outlined above provide adequate plantation protection for small to medium 
fires. However, the fire conditions on 7 January 2016 were of an intensity that firebreaks and 
reduced fuel areas within the plantation were not adequate to prevent spread of the fire. It has been 
observed that within the plantations, areas that were needle bed burnt in 2015 had less fire impact 
and damage.  

FPC’s native forest operations maintain a strategic haulage network and constructs in-coupe roads 
that allow access into areas that might otherwise have limited access.  Post harvesting, the FPC 
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contributes funding and human resources to approximately 12,000 ha per annum of silvicultural 
burning, which assists with the overall fuel reduction mosaic across the landscape. 

(b) The effectiveness of emergency management plans and procedures  

The FPC keeps DPaW advised by weekly notifications of the location and type of operations 
occurring. This notification ensured DPaW was aware of the harvesting operation in Driver Forest 
Block with advice of the fire being delivered to the FPC’s Harvey office. The FPC were then able to 
advise the contractor of the fire so machinery and personnel could be evacuated.  

(c) The effectiveness of suppression strategies and tactics used during the fire 

The FPC is not have adequate information to form an opinion of the suppression and tactics used 
during the course of the fire. These details would be provided to the inquiry by DPaW and DFES. The 
FPC may be able to provide comment on this once the strategies and tactics tabled to the inquiry.  

(g) Effectiveness of assistance to and management of those affected by the fire 

(i) The process of DPaW advising the FPC of the fire was effective and allowed for the evacuation of 
contractors.  

(ii) For the duration of the fire FPC forests operations communicated the impact of the fire on FPC 
plantations, status of staff safety, involvement of FPC personnel with fire suppression activity and 
provided fire maps directly to the Forestry Minister’s office. The Minister’s office in turn 
communicated this information to relevant Members of Parliament’s electorate offices to assist 
them responding to constituent enquiries about the fire situation. Given the direct involvement of 
FPC staff in the firefighting effort, the relay of information was slightly delayed. FPC did not 
communicate directly with the community as this lead was taken by DFES and the emergency 
incident control team. The FPC liaised directly with DPaW for information pertinent to forest 
operations and assets. 

 

 

2. Lessons learned from previous bushfire emergencies 
The FPC is continually looking to improve its response to fire emergencies and its ability to plan and 
manage bushfire risk.  No recommendations from previous bushfire reviews have been specifically 
directed to the FPC. 

After the 2011 Margaret River fires, the Department of Environment and Conservation was directed 
to review the way that fire risk is analysed, measured and mapped against International Standard 
ISO 31000:2009 for Risk Management.  Around the same time, FPC was requested by the Minister to 
review its fire preparedness systems and procedures, and to operationalise key changes ahead of 
the 2012/13 fire season.  The Guidelines and associated Administrative Procedures for implementing 
a Parks and Wildlife daily Fire Danger Notification were major focus points of FPC’s review given the 
use of fire as a prevention tool largely fell outside the FPC’s legislative jurisdiction.  
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Since these changes, FPC has been able to demonstrate that its fire preparedness and prevention 
measures are sufficiently effective for the Department of Fire and Emergency Services (DFES) to 
consider forest operations as an agricultural activity under the Bush Fire Regulations 1954, allowing 
operations to continue during Total Fire Bans.  

Key to DFES’ advice was the Guidelines continuing to be annually reviewed on a collaborative front 
between FPC and Parks and Wildlife.  Although in place prior to 2011, the FPC has been increasingly 
proactive in ensuring the Guidelines are recognised within all relevant tender processes resulting 
contracts and associated contractor procedures.  

The attention to Guidelines ensures continued focus on fire safety and risk of wildfire in FPC 
operations.   They have been successful in preventing any significant fires escaping from operational 
areas.   
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3. The need for further reform 
(d) Policy Reform 

Acknowledging that climate change and a drying climate is intrinsically linked to greater fire risk,the 
State will need to create a policy framework to foster greater cross-government collaboration 
between agencies.  To address the risks posed by landscape-scale fire an unprecedented level of 
collaboration is required across a range of jurisdictions and tenures, encompassing several State 
Government agencies, local government and landowners. 

Where intense wildfires, such as those experienced at Waroona, are able to spread more than 50 
kilometres in length, they are likely to severely damage many community assets and property, as 
well as threaten lives.  The level of damage caused by such fires is enormous. FPC has estimated that 
the losses to the timber industry from this fire exceeded $50 million.  In the last seven years FPC has 
lost an average of 1,000 hectares per year of softwood plantations to fire.  This industry will not be 
sustainable unless there is adequate protection of its assets.  

Similarly the O’Sullivan fire in Northcliffe resulted in long term losses to the native forest timber 
industry of more than 1 million cubic metres of timber. 

 

A key focus for planning and preparation for fire suppression should be based on the capability to 
bring wildfires under control within specific area/time parameters.  This will require a high level of 
co-ordination across the landscape. There are some specific policy areas where FPC may be able to 
directly contribute to managing the fire risk. 

Reduce fire risk through mechanical fuel reduction 

The reduction of fuel loads across a forested landscape is an important strategy in reducing the 
intensity of bush fires and slowing fire spread to increase effectiveness of early intervention.  

Currently, fuel loads on State land are managed through fuel reduction burning carried out by Parks 
and Wildlife. It is widely recognised that these fire strategies are effective when they establish a 
mosaic of fuel ages that assists the control of wildfires when they run into more recently burnt, low 
fuel areas. In a mosaic of land tenures these strategies need to be planned and applied across 
tenures. It is suggested that with limited resources and increasingly difficult climatic conditions, fire 
control strategies should not only rely on prescribed burning as a means of achieving fuel reduction. 

There is an opportunity to complement this activity with fuel reduction through mechanical means. 
This method is particularly effective in areas of younger regenerated native forest and plantations.   

FPC is able to do this effectively in pine plantations and karri forests where there are sufficient 
markets to commercially drive thinning activity, but not in jarrah forests. The thinning of the jarrah 
forests is consistent with guidelines set by the Conservation Commission through the Forest 
Management Plan (2014-23) and is considered desirable to for environmental health.   

. 
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An industry study was undertaken by the Australian Forest Products Association by Delloitte Access 
Economics, on the opportunities around mechanical fuel reduction for bushfire mitigation.  This 
study can be accessed at the AFPA website: http://ausfpa.com.au/publications/other-
publications/deloitte-access-economics-scoping-study-on-a-cost-benefit-analysis-of-bushfire-
mitigation/.  

The Commonwealth Government has made available funding for trials in mechanical thinning of 
forests. These trials “aim to establish whether mechanical thinning of forests can reduce bushfire risk in 
an economical, socially acceptable and environmentally sound manner around key assets, such as 
conservation areas or townships, where prescribed burning is undesirable for a range of reasons.” 

Further details of these trials can be found on http://www.agriculture.gov.au/forestry/national/nbmp. 

 

Multiple benefits have been identified: 

• A reduction in the volume of forest fuels, lessening the frequency and severity of bush fires; 
• Reduction in risk of escape of a controlled burn; 
• Less smoke released reducing community concerns with controlled burns; 
• An increase in people and machinery in the forest environment that would be available and 

well located to respond to bush fires;  
• Further investment in road infrastructure allowing quicker and safer entry and egress from 

the forested estate in emergency situations.  
• Improved growth of crop trees in commercial forests.  The Forest Management Plan 2014-23 

requires an increase in the level of native forest residue harvest if the sustained yield of 
sawlogs is to be met;  

• desirable to for environmental health, particularly in post-mine site rehabilitation areas, and 
supported by the Forest Management Plan and Conservation Commission.   

 

Systems of mechanical fuel reduction are already applied successfully in younger karri regrowth 
where these forests have such heavy fuels that prescribed burning can only occur after a thinning 
operation. There are vast areas with similar fuel loads in forest that has been rehabilitated following 
bauxite mining and in jarrah regrowth. 

There are significant environmental and fire management outcomes that could be generated from 
mechanical thinning. The removal of large fuel loads, particularly in the ex-Alcoa regenerated 
northern jarrah forests would also provide significant environmental benefits in addressing the even-
aged forest.  Parks and Wildlife is supportive of both the environmental and fire benefits.  The 
environmental management framework exists. The Forest Management Plan approved by the EPA 
provides the basis for the thinning activities.  

 

The Forest Products Commission suggests that the Inquiry consider the potential for mechanical fuel 
reduction to complement existing controlled burn regime and undertake trials, in line with the 
Commonwealth proposals.  
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(c) Functional Reform 

Improving opportunity in first attack 

In the last two years, large wildfires have originated from lightning strikes that spread from 
conservation reserves.  Access for equipment and heavy fuel loads in these areas affected the 
capacity to control the fires under difficult weather conditions.  As a result of control not being 
achieved while fires were small, there was a rapid escalation of the size of the fire and suppression 
task.  

The threat to forest values and communities increased as these fires grew in size and intensity.  
These fires then absorbed fire-fighting resources and limitations were placed on forest harvesting 
operations for an extended period because of the inability of crews to respond to any new 
outbreaks.  This had a compounding effect of reducing the number of workers in the bush, who 
could then be available to detect and suppress new outbreaks.  

These large fires originated under conditions where multiple lightning strikes had caused ignitions 
and the FPC has no evidence to suggest that firefighting crews did not do everything possible to stop 
the spread of the fires.  Parks and Wildlife has dedicated machines equipped for fighting forest fires.  
Machine operators are trained and experienced and assisted by a regimented structure of fire trucks 
that support machines to ensure staff safety and effective containment of the fire line. These 
machines, when combined with experienced fire-fighting support from both the ground and the air 
are very effective in rapidly containing the majority of fires that occur in a forested environment.  

The FPC believes that the infrastructure and resources available to respond to fires in the early 
stages could be improved, leading to fewer landscape-scale fires.   

There is potential to improve access into forest areas where there has been limited resources to 
maintain this infrastructure. 

There is also the opportunity to use a greater number of people employed within the forest industry 
who are familiar with the conditions of operating in this environment. Forest industry employees 
could be trained and more widely deployed to suppress outbreaks.  They have particularly valuable 
skills in using heavy equipment in forests. 

It is also important that investment in dedicated firefighting equipment, including heavy machinery, 
is increased to ensure rapid availability and experience when fighting fires in regional forested 
environments. Sourcing private contract machines at short notice can sometimes lead to delays in 
response times, machines that may not be equipped sufficiently for fighting fires (radio 
communications, lights for night work, ROPS, FOPS), inexperienced operators and firefighters that 
are not familiar with machine capabilities or awareness of how to support machines for safe and 
effective fire containment.  
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The Forest Products Commission recommends that the Inquiry consider options to increase the 
State’s capacity for first attack.  These option should include: 
• Improvements to forest access, including roading infrastructure and strategic firebreaks; 
• Training of harvesting crews and other industry workers and engaging them to assist with first 

attack, particularly when the capacity of front line resources are stretched; and 
• Improving the resources available to DFES and local government brigades to fight forest fires. 
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MAP 1:  THE HARVEY WATER IRRIGATION AREA  
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WHO IS HARVEY WATER? 

Harvey Water is a cooperative, irrigation water supply utility which provides water 
delivery services to 485 irrigator members and to 232 non-member Rural Water 
Service (RWS) customers in the Waroona and Harvey Irrigation Districts (WHID) in 
the Waroona and Harvey Shires. (See Map 1). Harvey Water is a private entity run 
by Directors elected from and by the members along with an external Director 
appointed by the cooperative. 

Harvey Water also supplies water to a small number of industrial customers in the 
shires.  In addition it provides the same irrigation water delivery services to 
cooperative members in the Collie River Irrigation District (CRID). All water supplies 
are non-potable.   

The water supplies are drawn from the Waroona, Drakesbrook, Logue Brook and 
Harvey dams for the WHID and from the Wellington dam for the CRID. (See Map 1) 

In the mid 2000s Harvey Water converted the previous WHID open channel water 
delivery system to a 450 km piped system using HDPE pipelines. A significant 
benefit of this project is that all irrigators and RWS customers now have access to 
water under gravity pressure at their supply point on a 24 x 365 basis.  The average 
static pressure at a WHID Supply Point ranges from 200 to 300 kPa although this 
can vary up or down by 100 kPa depending on the time of day and the volume of 
supply being provided in the near vicinity.  Photo 1 shows the benefits that gravity 
pressure brings to the system. 

 

Photo 1:  Water under gravity pressure in the WHID Pipe System 
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THE RELEVANCE OF HARVEY WATER TO THE FIRES. 

In addition to the 717 gravity fed supply points for members and RWS customers, 
Harvey Water also installed 42 Community Supply Points (CSP), which, as the name 
suggests, were provided for the benefit of the community at Harvey Water’s expense 
of $126 000.  For example, there are four CSP for schools and four for golf and 
bowling clubs. (See Map 2). More CSP are now planned as a result of the fires. 

The locations of these CSP were decided using the advice of a member of the local 
fire brigade (Gary van Burgel) and those details were provided to the Shires at the 
time of their installation to be used as they wished.   

The Shires may also use these CSP when they and their contractors are doing local 
road works and similar tasks that require water.   

But the primary purpose of these CSP was to provide easy access to a pressurised, 
rapid fill water supply in the event of an emergency, especially fire. 

Of particular relevance to the Yarloop fire, there are six CSP in and around Yarloop - 
at the Cookernup and Yarloop Fire Stations, the Yarloop Primary School, in Railway 
Pde Yarloop, the Yarloop Workshops and on the corner of Johnston & Brockman 
Roads.  In addition there are two 250 mm irrigation SP that supply the Yarloop 
Bowling Club and the Yarloop Oval. 

Each of these CSP was fully operational and available for use during the fire 
emergency.  For example, it was stated by one member of the community that they 
survived by sheltering on the Yarloop Oval with the sprinklers providing them with 
protection from the heat and the flames.  The usage at these CSP, and Waroona 
CSP, during the fires is shown in Table 1 below. 

CSP 
Number 

Address Locality Use (KL) 
5-18 Jan 2016 

66003 Fawcett Rd Drain Waroona 2870 
66004 21 Teesdale Rd Yarloop Oval 1730 
66005 21 Teesdale Rd Yarloop Bowling 

Club 
Nil 

66006 Lot 10 School Rd Yarloop P.S. Nil 
66019 338 Johnston Rd Yarloop 449 
66020 Lot 153 Riverdale Rd Cookernup Fire Stn 840 
66021 Lot 1 Clifton Rd Yarloop Workshops Nil 
66022 Cnr Bancell & Brockman Wagerup 382 
66025 Lot 16 Railway Pde Yarloop Fire Stn Nil 
66029 Lot 16 Railway Pde Yarloop 1493 
66099 Dorsett Rd Waroona 800 
TOTAL   8564 
Table 1: Water use (KL) at the Yarloop and Cookernup Community Supply 
Points from 5 to 18 January 2016 
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Harvey Water has not charged for the use of this water which was costed at 
$4025.08. 

Some members (20) and RWS (11) customers allowed the fireys to access their SP 
to obtain water supplies of 13.15 and 3.25 ML respectively.  So the total volume of 
water supplied by Harvey Water and used by firefighters during the fires was 24.964 
ML (24,964 Kl) from 39 SP.  

Harvey Water is very pleased to report that its water delivery services to all SP 
remained fully functional, before, during and after the fires. 

A number of our cooperative members have reported to us that if the new pipe 
system had not been installed, they would most likely have lost everything and they 
were very grateful for that fact. 

Figure 1 shows the increase in the rate of draw from the Harvey Dam as many 
people turned on their SP to use the water in different ways to protect themselves 
and their properties from the fire.  For example, many members irrigated dry 
paddocks to stop or slow the progress of pasture grass fires.  Some RWS customers 
turned on their sprinkler systems around their homes and stayed to fight the fires or 
took the prudent step of evacuating.  In each of these cases, their properties were 
saved. 

 

Figure 1: Draw of water from Harvey dam between 1800 hours on 4 and 11 
January 2016. 
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The peak rate of draw of 298 ML/day occurred at 14.10.34 on 7 January which was 
before the Yarloop fire occurred.  This rate of draw is the maximum that can be 
supplied and compares to the normal rate for the time of year of about 125 ML/day. 

The second peak was on 9 January which was when the fire started to threaten the 
land to the immediate west of Harvey. 

  Harvey Water’s data loggers were used to confirm this use and those people were 
not charged for that water supply. The data loggers provide real time water use data 
whenever the meter on the SP is active 

Figures 2 & 3 show how the data loggers tracked the use of water where a 
member/customer allowed their water to be used to fight the fires.   

 

Figure 2: Example of increased water use (ML) from supply provided to fire 
fighters by an irrigator. 

(Note: the thick blue lines are the volume supplied and the narrow blue lines are the flow rate) 

In this example, the irrigator was growing a vegetable crop along Coronation Rd east 
of Waroona and converted his irrigation supply point on Tuesday 5 Jan so it could 
provide water to fire fighters. This continued to about 15 Jan supporting mopping up 
operations.  He then went back to full bore irrigation on about Sat 16 to make up for 
what he had missed out on.  The period Sat 30 Jan to Tue 2 Feb was when it was 
raining.  The irrigator was not charged for water used between 5 to 15 Jan and the 
volume used re-credited to him. 
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Figure 3: Example of increased water use where water was supplied by an 
RWS customer. 

In this case the base line use is clear and the extra water supplied to fire fighters on 
Friday 8 Jan is the large spike.  The customer was not charged for this water. 

On Map 2, the locations of the CSP that were used by the fireys are shown as a 
green star; the locations of shareholders’ SP and RWS SP that were also used to 
supply fireys are shown as  red and blue stars respectively.  CSP that were not used 
are not shown. 

Harvey Water hopes to also pipe the CRID and will install CSP there too. 

What did we learn? 

Harvey Water is very pleased that our piped water distribution system withstood the 
challenges of a serious fire event and did not let our members, customers and the 
community down. 

The use of water from the seven CSP accessed was mixed, with some being heavily 
used and others, which might have been expected to be used, were either sparingly 
used or not used at all.  For example, when the fire moved down to the north east of 
Harvey town site, no CSP there were accessed at all. 

That suggests a lack of knowledge of their locations.  To help overcome this 
situation, Harvey Water has: 

• Provided updated maps to the shires and the local fire brigades 
• Provided a copy of the details to DFES as it appeared that one of the 

limitations was that although the local fire brigades knew where the CSP were 
and used them, other brigades from around the state or interstate may not 
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have been aware of them.  With the CSP information now with DFES, it is an 
opportunity for that agency to use the CSP as a resource to assist in better 
top-down management of the crews on the fire ground. 

• Plans to provide marker posts next to the road verge near the CSP which will 
be blue to signify “water” along with reflective red tape to indicate a fire point 
and to make it easier to pick them up in low visibility conditions. 

• Plans to put in place more CSP on the advice of the Chief Fire Officers of the 
Waroona and Harvey fire brigades. 

• Fabricated a special fitting for each brigade in the area that will enable the 
firefighters to convert air valves on the pipelines into emergency water supply 
points.  Harvey Water will provide training on how to operate these. 

• Decided to suggest to the local fire brigades that they hold training courses to 
familiarise themselves on how to access and operate the CSP, quickly and 
easily. 

• Learned a lot about our own deficiencies in preparedness in relation to: 
a. data security,  
b. contingency response planning,  
c. response team formation,  
d. responsibilities and  
e. communications.   
f. We will also provide better identification methods for our staff who need 

to move around the irrigation area to check on the system.   
g. We will fuel up our vehicles when there is a realistic chance of there 

being an emergency. 

SUMMARY: 

Harvey Water is satisfied that the water delivery systems that were put in place 
about 10 years ago, met the demands that were anticipated and remained fully 
operational during the emergency.  

The apparent deficiency in awareness of the CSP locations, and therefore usage, 
has been addressed by updating and submitting the information to the relevant 
authorities. 
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3rd March 2016 
 
Waroona Bushfire Special Inquiry 
Level 6 Dumas House 
2 Havelock Street 
WEST PERTH WA 6005 
 
Dear Mr Ferguson 
 
The Livestock and Rural Transport Association of WA (LRTAWA) represents the majority of WA 
livestock transporters and a large number of transporters involved in transporting grain, feed, 
fertiliser and other commodities essential to primary industry.  This submission is made on the 
basis of our member’s experience during the Waroona fires and the collective experience of 
those who have worked through previous emergencies.   
 
Comments are provided only on those Terms of Reference (ToR) considered to be most relevant 
to our experience.  The comments cover several ToR and are therefore not grouped according to 
the ToR. 
 
Heavy Vehicle Access 
 
Commercial transport in and out of fire affected areas is critical to enable animal welfare to be 
attended to with minimal delay.  The process for transporters to obtain access permits so 
animals could be transported out, and feed could be transported in, appeared to be ad hoc and 
not follow any particular process.  There was more than one occasion where transporters 
followed the process they had been advised to follow only to arrive at the police checkpoint to be 
told the permit was not valid and access would not be allowed.  There were inconsistencies that 
were not explained such as trucks carrying pellets being allowed in but not trucks carrying hay 
whereas on the previous day hay was allowed in.  There had been no change in conditions during 
this time.  These circumstances created frustration for both parties.   
 
Another source of frustration was the intransigence of officers at road blocks where common 
sense was not applied.  For example milk tankers were denied access to a property less than 1 
km from the road block, forcing the driver to take back roads to gain access whilst the fire was 
still 30 kms away i.e. access was gained to the property but not in the quickest way possible. 
 
On the 11th January the LRTAWA became aware via another association that the Department of 
Agriculture and Food had established a hotline that was being used to assist people to gain 
access to the fire zone for the purposes of transporting feed and removing livestock.  The hotline 
had already been operating for several days but it was not well publicised and strangely the 
LRTAWA as the body representing livestock transporters had not been advised of its existence.  
Had the industry known about the hotline at least some of the frustration about access would 
have been reduced. 
 
Heavy Vehicle Network 
 
During the fire many people came together to provide assistance to people and animals.  
Transporters were no exception and in fact were at the forefront of doing what needed to be 
done.  It is reasonable to expect that government agencies would be similarly seeking to help 
wherever possible.  Unfortunately this was not the experience with regard to Main Roads 
transport inspectors.  Rather than helping to co-ordinate transport and consequently helping to 
alleviate the distress of farmers and animals, transport inspectors took the opportunity to issue 
infringements to transporters who were urgently removing animals or delivering feed.  As 
professional transporters we understand the importance of protecting road assets, however all 



too often we find that in emergency situations common sense is not applied to allowing heavy 
vehicle access to address a short term, urgent need.  
  
It is also understood that police officers were directing transporters on to roads that were not on 
the heavy vehicle network.  The vehicles were therefore ‘off-route’ and Main Roads inspectors 
positioned themselves strategically to apprehend drivers whilst on these roads. 
 
Road closures 
 
The road closure perimeter was not proportionate to the fire zone.  Whilst acknowledging that 
the fire zone was rapidly changing as it spread south and south-west, there was a period of time 
when access was denied to the northern perimeter and the danger in that area had long passed.  
Again this caused unnecessary inconvenience and frustration with authorities. 
 
The closure of the Forrest Highway effectively cut the south west from the remainder of the 
State.  Although there were alternative routes the authorities understandably requested that 
traffic be kept to a minimum.  News that the Forrest Highway would be re-opened was anxiously 
awaited once the public was aware the immediate danger had passed.  For commercial 
transporters there is significant planning necessary to mobilise heavy vehicles therefore as much 
notice of the potential re-opening of the road would help return services to normal as early as 
possible.  Midway through the 11th January, the LRTAWA received word via another network that 
the Forrest Highway would be re-opened early the following morning.  At 5.10 pm on the 11th 
January, Main Roads issued a broadcast advising the transport industry that Forrest Highway 
remained closed and there was no timeframe for reopening.  On the 12th January a traffic 
broadcast was received at 6.23 am to say that Forrest Highway had been reopened.  It seems 
likely that at the time of the 11th January broadcast there was a timeframe for reopening that 
was not shared with industry.  Whilst an observer may say this is a small issue, it helps 
demonstrate the reason for a certain amount of cynicism that the needs of industry are not well 
understood and are relegated to a low priority during emergencies. 
 
The following recommendations arise from the comments outlined above and from discussions 
with members involved in transport through the fire zone. 
 
Recommendations: 

1. A protocol is agreed with regard to approving access permits that is state wide and well 
understood by transporters and others with a need to enter exclusion zones, as well as 
the regulatory authorities; 

2. The Livestock and Rural Transport Association of Western Australia should be included 
in emergency contact lists particularly those in rural areas; 

3. Main Roads Western Australia and the Police Department develop a protocol for 
allowing heavy vehicles access to un-permitted roads in emergency situations; 

4. In developing the recommended protocols, the Livestock and Rural Transport 
Association of Western Australia should be consulted together with farmers, feedlot 
owners, meat processors, local government, volunteer fire brigades, Main Roads, Police, 
DFES, DAFWA and DoPW.  

5. Road closure boundaries are revised frequently throughout a fire event with the express 
intention of re-opening roads as soon as possible; 

6. Traffic broadcast information provided to industry is current. 

The LRTAWA is pleased to make this submission and hopes that the outcome of the Inquiry 
results in improvements in response to emergencies in WA.  Whilst recognising that human 
safety is and should be the paramount consideration, there is scope for common sense. 
 
Transport is a critical service during emergencies, particularly fire emergencies and we 
respectfully seek a greater involvement in planning for future events. 
 
Yours faithfully 

 
Stephen Marley 
President 

 

Unit 116 Westpoint Centre | 396 Scarborough Beach Road | Osborne Park WA 6017 | Post Office Box 6 1 | Floreat WA 6014 
Ph: 08 9208 0320 | Fax: 08 9242 2918        
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