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Impact 
My wife and I live on a large (250ha) bush block north of Tambo Crossing in East Gippsland.  Our 

address is We were impacted by the Barmouth 

Spur/Marthavale fire and to a lesser extent the Mt Elizabeth fire for nearly two months, with fire on 

our block for over a month and three major fire events.  The following is a timeline of these events: 

Date Event Impact 

6/12/2019 Warning from Incident 
Controller in Bairnsdale via 
neighbour that the 
Marthavale fire would impact 
Tambo Crossing in the next 72 
hours. 

The fire at this point had been burning in remote 
country for several weeks. I am in Queensland 
working and immediately fly home to prepare the 
house and surrounds as per our fire plan.  The run 
did not eventuate. 

9/12/2019 Mt Elizabeth fire flares up to 
north-east and appears to be 
moving in a south-west 
direction over the Fainting 
Range. 

At this stage we’re still very unsure about our 
ability to handle any fire on our block and 
evacuate to our neighbour’s farm in Tambo 
Crossing.  The fire stops about 10km from our 
property. 

12/12/2019 Visit from Parks Victoria 
informing us that Mt Elizabeth 
fire is only 7kms to our east. 

Friendly and with good maps.  Still very unsure of 
fire progression as VicEmergency shows large 
burnt area but not where fire is active. 

15/12/2019 Wife leaves to support elderly 
parents in northern NSW. 

I’m on my own. 

18/12/2019 First bad heatwave, lasts three 
days. 

No sign of fire from house. 
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Date Event Impact 

20/12/2019 Talk to DELWP FFM crew at 
Ensay pub, say Marthavale fire 
has a huge column, rush home 
and receive call from 
neighbour to evacuate, leave 
house about 8pm (with 
chooks), Marthavle column 
collapses lighting up 30km to 
Walsh’s Cutting from about 
midnight. 

The fire run misses Tambo Crossing by about 
3kms, some spot fires in paddocks, spent the night 
on duty protecting neighbour’s hay shed.  Great 
Alpine Road is closed to the south.  Tambo 
Crossing power and then mobile network go out, 
but my house is off grid so I have power, and I 
have access to the Ensay tower from home and 
SkyMuster NBN service for internet. 

21/12/2019 Visiting CFA strike team visit 
house. 

The local CFA Captain says our place is 
undefendable and CFA crews are not to go up our 
driveway.  Over the next month this is neither 
rescinded nor adhered to, but only at the last 
event are CFA crews on hand when potentially 
required. 

22/12/20 Tambo Crossing community 
meeting with Incident 
Controller from Swifts Creek. 

Great community response, but once again I’m an 
outlier (see commentary).  Great Alpine Road 
closed to north, urgent run to Swifts Creek to get 
fuel for generators and vehicles. 

25/12/2019 Home alone. Vulnerable. Fire on three sides within a few 
kilometres. 

27/12/2019 A week of persistent 
badgering pays off and FFM 
bring in a bulldozer from the 
east to clear a fire beak 
around the house.   

FFM do a fantastic job, clear approximately 50 
metres around the house area, which later saves 
the house.  A neighbour supplies a 20-litre drum of 
phos-chek which I mix to coat all exposed 
woodwork on house and surrounds. 

28/12/2019 Evacuate to Melbourne. FFM say will not defend house in a fire run. 

30/12/2019 Major fire run over Angora 
Range and down Haunted 
Stream hits Tambo Crossing 
hard, change blows fire back 
onto our place from south, 
burns around house but only 
about 100 metres to the 
north. 

Major Fire Event. Fire break saves house.  Locals 
amazed.  We receive a phos-chek dump on the 
house and shed in the morning from a fixed wing 
aircraft and burn marks around the house show it 
helped. 

31/12/2019 Return from Melbourne Receive news on trip near Mt Hotham that house 
is saved. Fire is now active but subdued on three 
sides of the house, closest is at the edge of the fire 
break. 

1/01/2019 FFM fire crew start 
backburning off our driveway 
to improve buffer to our 
north. 

FFM start using house as intermittent base as 
good visibility to Angora and Fainting Range, 
strategic location and good mobile and radio 
reception. This is the first of several backburning 
operations conducted by FFM that later prevent 
the fire returning. 

04/01/2020 Heatwave and strong north 
winds do not bring fire on, but 
southerly change lights up all 
four sides of the house area.   

Major Fire Event. Call 000 as under imminent 
threat but cancel call when realise fire break will 
save the house.  Sky turns red.  No assistance from 
CFA or FFM.    
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Date Event Impact 

05/01/2020 Fire still burning on block. Have coffee on the deck and watch the fire 
burning down our valley to the north about 500 
metres from house. 

10/01/2020 Wife returns from northern 
NSW, fire still burning on 
block. 

Much better to have two of us. 

11/01/2020 Heatwave and strong 
northerly wind flare up fire to 
our north. 

Full preparation all day.  At around 3pm knew we 
were coming under attack and expecting crowning 
fire but did not eventuate before change came 
through at 5pm. 

15/01/2020 100 metre fire front flaring up 
on block abut 300 metres 
from house. 

Called 000, later found call was cancelled before 
response as CFA? took decision that no action was 
possible. 

27/012020 Fire still burning on block and 
growing larger on Fainting 
Range, return to Queensland 
for work. 

By now don’t think we’re in major danger, leave 
wife at home with friend from Melbourne. 

28/01/2020 FFM take active interest, 
including helicopter water 
bombing approx. 300 metres 
from house 

The situation again deteriorates rapidly.  FFM and 
CFA now reassess risk at house site and station 
crews on a 24-hour rotation. 

2/02/2020 After two days of heatwave 
strong northerly wind push up 
major column on the Fainting 
Range to north-east of house, 
huge crowning fire visible 
from deck, fire comes within 
200 metres of house. 

Major Fire Event.  FFM and CFA strike crew were 
stationed at house, but wife and friend evacuate 
to Swifts Creek.  Very hot crowning fire destroys 
top half of block, much of it burnt over a second 
time.  This is the last major fire event of the 
Barmouth Spur fire. 

7/02/2020 All fire appears to have abated 
in local area. 

Almost over. 

18/02/2020 Flash flood back-fills 
waterhole from bridge with 
debris. 

CMA allocate heavy machinery including two 
diggers and numerous trucks for two weeks to 
clear river.  Still severely degraded. 

 

Community Preparation 
My perspective is as a private landholder.   

House site and preparation. 
Our house sits on a spur overlooking the Tambo River approximately three hundred metres back and 

one hundred metres above the river (see map, Appendix 1). Our access road is single lane (with 

some passing bays) and two kilometres long rising to the house from a (now private?) bridge over 

the river.  The house is of timber and iron construction on piers and was built prior to BAL zoning.  

The unmitigated BAL rating would be BAL-FZ, but with mitigation is BAL 40, and the house does not 

come close to satisfying that standard. 

While our house appears to be vulnerable, we have now survived two major bush fire events. The 

first occurred in 2007.  As with the current fires, the main fire front came down the Haunted Stream 

and across the Angora Range.  Fire intensity in the Tambo Valley may be an artefact of topography, 

in that the Devils Backbone at the head of the gorge backs onto farmland and is not subject to 
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wildfire intensity like more remote valleys backing onto high country.  Our location perched on a 

spur in the middle of the valley may also mean we are not subject to long fire runs with their 

associated firestorm.  Hot burns in both fires appear to have increased in intensity with elevation up 

the surrounding ranges.   That is not to say we’re not fire affected, but our place is defendable. 

We have a comprehensive fire plan (Appendix 2) which we activated. In addition, as noted in the 

action list above, we applied phos-chek to all exposed timber including firewood store for the fuel 

stove. Our construction timber store around the shed was moved one hundred metres up the ridge, 

and we lost the lot. 

The vexed question of living in the bush. 
This is not a vexed question for us, as we choose to live on our bush block, but it is a vexed question 

for public authorities.   

The issue is the conflict between permission and responsibility that underlie our legal system.  We 

have encountered two aspects of this during the fires, in terms of immediate response and longer-

term approval, but the two cross over. 

I think it would be fair to say that there is an ambivalence towards landowners who are not farmers 

and who choose to live in bush block settings. The local authorities, including Police, CFA and East 

Gippsland Shire Council all consider our house undefendable and so in some sense are politely 

dismissive of our requests for assistance.   

I was told directly by both the local CFA Captain and the local Police Sergeant that our place is not 

defendable.  What they were saying is that no resources would be allocated if we came under the 

threat, not due to a risk assessment of our exposure, but a risk assessment of their exposure. 

 

The interesting point is that although DELWP and FFM have no mandate on private land, all (of the 

many) crews who attended our place recognised that we were both well prepared and probably 

comparatively safe.  They recognised and praised our fire bunker (see below), but also our general 

preparation, and it was DELWP that provided real assistance with the bulldozer (and later recovery 

works) that the ‘responsible’ local authorities would not supply.   

 

When we came under direct threat, I had FFM crews call me up and apologise that they could not 

attend, as the management structure, as in the incident controllers, with no immediate knowledge 

of our situation, had decided we were not defendable. 

 

As a final note to this section, there is no formal process to seek assistance or a review of that 

assistance.  We were fortunate in that I was persistent, and I know of least one friend who also 

received assistance only after adopting my strategies. 

Fire Bunker 
We decided before we moved onto the block that we would build a fire bunker. 

 

Our priority was to establish our services (we’re off grid) but we started on the fire bunker within 

months of arrival in 2016.  I first approached local engineering companies to quote for services, but 

found they were all either not interested or not qualified to assist.  This process ran for nearly two 

years. 
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We assumed that engineering was a precursor for talking to East Gippsland Shire Council, but with a 

lack of progress we approached council directly, albeit obliquely as to our plans but on the more 

general level of development consent.  The council officers we spoke to (over several meetings) 

were intractably opposed to giving any development approvals, from vegetation clearing to building, 

citing our access drive and bridge as major impediments.  They were blunt in telling us we should not 

live where we do. 

 

The bunker was important to us, so I purchased the “Australian Standard for Construction of 

Buildings in Bushfire-prone Areas” (AS 3959 (2009)) and referenced the Australian Building Codes 

Board (ABCD) "The Design And Construction Of Private Bushfire Shelters 2014 Performance 

Standard”  

 

Our design used four highway culverts (3m wide * 2.1m high * 1.2m long) on a concrete slab buried 

under 600mm of earth, with a complying fire-door with window and a 1.2m shelter over the 

entrance.  The idea of the highway culverts was to allow trucks to drive over it (by accident, not 

design). 

 

Besides the engineering, we spent a year trying to get the design approved by a fire engineer.  Not 

one was interested, and I rang every accredited fire engineer in Victoria.  The closest I got was the  

CSIRO, who said, sure, bring it in and we will have a look.   

 

In the end we just went ahead and built it. 

 

The bunker cost approximately $25,000 and made a huge difference to the defence of our property.   

 

We never had to use it for personal protection, but we did use it for storing essential papers and 

artworks.  It meant if we lost the house, we hadn’t lost everything, and under extreme duress we 

could shelter in it. 

 

It was a significant factor in FFM crews being comfortable with our situation and their presence on 

our block; they knew they had somewhere to shelter.  The consensus was we had the best fire 

bunker they had seen. 

 

While I understand the bureaucratic response to our requirement (as in approval and responsibility), 

I would propose that pursuing compliance would have been impossible and would have endangered 

us far more than our non-compliance.  The attitude of “you can’t do that”, while putting the risk 

back onto us, is much more likely to produce fatal consequences than a collaborative “how safe can 

we make you, given financial and physical constraints” approach. 

 

A Small Note on Information 
There will be many submissions on communications 

Our experience was to only use Vic Emergency, which we did constantly, for general information.  An 

active fire edge would make it more helpful. 

We also found we got useful information from Digital Earth Australia Hotspots, as to where the fire 

was burning, and from Flight Radar 24 which showed where aircraft were active. 
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By far the best information we received was from FFM crews on our property.  They had access to 

real time data on crews, heavy machinery, back burns and hot spots.  More than that, they had 

expertise in interpreting that data and assessing what was and was not a risk. 

While recognising why this unvalidated data cannot be released publicly, for us this data proved 

invaluable and it would be useful if it was available for limited release to people under imminent 

threat.   

On the days when we were really under threat and no crews were on-site, we noticed the data 

drought. 

Conclusion 
Firstly, we think the overall resourcing and quality of the different agency’s response was very good, 

and we enjoyed working with and getting to know both the professional staff and volunteers. 

Some of the visits by non-firefighting agencies were well intentioned but not much help. 

Our real concern is for on-going support to work with State and local government and emergency 

services to make our place as safe as possible.   

It would be helpful to have formal fire risk preparedness consultations available and offered to all 

residents prior to the fire season to assess risk and suggest practical and suitable actions to prepare 

for the coming fire season.  This would also provide feedback to emergency services providers on 

what facilities are available and what to expect when responding to a call-out. 

We are also looking at improving our situation as resources allow, the first being to upgrade our 

driveway to compliance with the relevant BAL standard, followed by improving our water supply to 

again meet the BAL standard.  Assistance with these projects would be most appreciated. 

What we do not want is to be told that our place is undefendable. 

  



16/04/2020 Page 7 of 16 

Appendix 1: Map of Battle Point 
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Appendix 2: Fire Procedure 

FIRE PROCEDURE 

Fire Preparation: beginning of fire season 

• Mow and trim laws, remove kindling from firebreak area 

• Remove all flammable materials from around shed, house and 
hut 

• Clean gutters 

• Prepare to disconnect tank inlets and cover inlets 

• Ensure fire trailer is full of water and its petrol tank is full 

• Give fire trailer a test run 

• Ensure all fuel containers and vehicle fuel tanks are full 

• Ensure emergency kits in the bunker and car are prepared 
(clothes, supplies, woollen blanket or overcoats) 

• Ensure essential documents etc have been moved into the 
bunker 

Imminent Fire Preparation: fire likely 
within a week 

• Move deck furniture off the deck 

• Disconnect tank inlets and cover inlets 

• Turn off standby generator and seal off 

• Move small gas bottles to sheltered outside location 

• Evacuate chickens to a safe location in crates (they are easiest 
to catch at night when asleep) 

• Keep dog crate and harness/lead on back verandah 

• Keep overnight bag with clothing and personal items in the car 

• Move paintings and other valuables into the bunker 

• Put chainsaw in the bunker 

• Water down decks and area around the house and shed 

• Ensure fire trailer is full and hooked up to the Landrover 
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• Ensure two-way radio batteries are charged 

• Half fill the two empty rubbish bins with water, attach mops, 
leave one near shed and one near house 

Triggers for leaving 
 

• Code Red day 

• Emergency Warning (red level) within 10km 

• Warning - Watch and Act alert (orange level) where impact is 

likely 

• Phone advice from authorities or neighbours 

Checklist for leaving 

• Bring the dog inside early so that she can be caught and put 
into the crate in the car when you leave; put her harness on. 

• Put the dog crate in the car. 

• Chooks either need to be evacuated early, or just leave them 
(see early preparation above). If chooks can be caught easily, 
put in crates in back of vehicle or in fire bunker. If not, leave 
their door open.  

• Close doors and windows and ensure outdoor furniture is away 
from the house. 

• Ensure water, a small food kit for animals and overnight bag are 
in your car.  Don’t forget phones, laptops and chargers. 

• Don’t turn off the power to the house. 

• Turn off outside gas bottle – no need to disconnect the line. 

• Take your list of contacts in order to inform them of your 
departure and destination. 

• The Great Alpine Road may be cut to the north or south, decide 
on your exit route depending on fire activity. 

• If the fire is likely to be impacting the driveway, it is too late to 
leave – prepare to shelter in the fire bunker. 
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• Make sure you are wearing protective non-synthetic clothing to 
shield you from deadly radiant heat. 

Sheltering in the fire bunker 
 

If it’s too late to leave and you need to shelter in the bunker, head to 

the bunker when you feel threatened. 

If you go to the fire bunker to shelter from a bushfire, there will be 

plenty of air in the bunker for many hours. A fire front will only take 

an hour or less to pass. 

There are two air vents in the bunker for air flow in normal 

situations, one up high at the left-hand end of the shelf where the 

battery sits, and the other down low at the other end of the bunker. 

These need to be sealed off in a fire to seal the bunker from smoke. 

• Pour water into a bucket from the plastic water container 

• Soak cotton cloth in water and push into the top air intake 

• Seal both air vents with screw caps (located on the high shelf 

near the air vent) 

• Ensure the door is fully closed 

• Soak a towel in water and lay along the bottom of the door. 

• Seal around the door frame with duct tape. 

 

There is no phone reception inside the fire bunker. Rest and stay 

hydrated until the fire front has passed. Do not exit the fire bunker if 

the fire front has not passed, the radiant heat ahead of the fire front 

can be greater than 500 degrees and will kill you. Be sure to wait 

until it has definitely passed, you should see flames in the trees 

through the glass window when it has passed. There are fire boots 

and clothing in the fire bunker for when you go outside after the fire 

has passed. 
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Call 000 as soon as you exit the bunker and have phone reception. 

 

UHF Radios/Communications 
 

• General communications: use UHF channel 40, which is also 

used by trucks, road contractors and local farming families. 

• If DELWP or CFA crews are working in the area they will be on 

UHF Channel 10. If you need to talk to them use this channel. 

• In an evacuation, let Tambo Crossing people know when you 

are leaving Battle Point or have arrived back at Battle Point. 

 

Meeting places: 

The Tambo Crossing meeting place is at “The Rock” information bay. 

Meetings and briefings are conducted here. 

The official evacuation point is ridge. 

are happy to put you up if you need to evacuate to 

Tambo Crossing. 

 

Phone numbers: 

 

Swifts Creek Incident Control Centre (DELWP): 5159 5100. 
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Photo 1: House and hut.  

 

Photo 2:View from out deck of flare up 
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Photo 3: DELWP bulldozer 

 

Photo 4: Cleared fire break with burnt Angora Range in background 
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Photo 5: Cleared fire break from driveway 

 

Photo 6:Driveway burnt out behind shed 

 



16/04/2020 Page 15 of 16 

 

Photo 7: FFM team on site 

 

Photo 8: Third major fire event 
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Photo 9:Fire bunker near house with fire trailer. 

 

Photo 10: View from deck of Angora Range burning 




