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Executive summary

Victoria is home to over eight million hectares of spectacular and diverse public parks, reserves and state
forest. This public land covers approximately one third of the state, and while it provides enjoyment and
connection for Victorians, it also presents a potential source of bushfire fuel, and in turn, bushfire risk. It is
therefore well known that Victoria is one of the most bushfire prone areas in the world.
The Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) delivers its fuel management
program on public land through Forest Fire Management Victoria (FFMVic). Planned burning is an
efficient method of managing bushfire fuel over large areas, and is one method utilised by FFMVic.
However, planned burning presents its own risks.
One risk is that a planned burn breaches its control line, potentially effecting the surrounding
environment and community. In 2015 a DELWP planned burn breached its control line, resulting in a fire
that caused significant impacts to the surrounding community of Lancefield.
The investigation that followed was a key driver for change, and the initiation of Safer Together: A new
approach to reducing the risk of bushfire in Victoria.
This breach of planned burn control line also prompted the Victorian Government to request the
Inspector-General for Emergency Management (IGEM) to manage the prompt investigation and reporting
of breaches of control line by a planned burn.
This is IGEM's fifth report on breaches of planned burn control lines, covering the period 1 July 2019 to
30 June 2020. It includes a summary of bushfire fuel management in Victoria, and a progress summary of
DELWP's implementation of ongoing IGEM recommendations related to planned burning.
This report also includes a synopsis of planned burn breaches and improvements over the past five years.

Summary of bushfire fuel management in Victoria
For the period 1 July 2019 to 30 June 2020, DELWP conducted 257 planned burns across 37,399 hectares of
public land.
The total number of planned burns was equivalent to the amount completed in 2018–19, however the total
area of planned burning was significantly lower than previous years. This was due to program-level
challenges following the significant impact of the 2019–20 bushfires, a wetter than average period during
late summer and autumn, and the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Additionally, DELWP treated a further 17,635 hectares through non-burn fuel treatments – an increase of
46.5 per cent from the previous year.
Significantly, for the first time since IGEM commenced its monitoring function in January 2016, DELWP did
not report any breach of a planned burn control line during the reporting period.
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Implementation monitoring of IGEM recommendations
IGEM monitored the implementation progress of three ongoing recommendations made previously in its
reports of planned burns that breached control lines.
IGEM assessed one recommendation as complete, and the remaining two as ongoing. IGEM will continue
to monitor DELWP's implementation progress of the two recommendations assessed as ongoing.
Implementation monitoring of IGEM recommendations from 1 July 2019 to 30 June 2020
REFERENCE

RECOMMENDATION

STATUS

Recommendation 2
IGEM 2016–17
summary report

The Inspector-General for Emergency Management recommends that the
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) continues
the delivery of its training program for its staff involved in planned burning
activities that covers the correct interpretation and application of risk and
risk assessment values when applying the Planned Burn Risk Assessment
Tool (PBRAT) to proposed burning activities. Such a program will assist
DELWP to ensure it consistently applies its risk assessment process. As part
of this program, the PBRAT process would benefit from the creation of aides
and examples to assist staff in applying risk assessment values against
individual criteria of the PBRAT.

Complete

Recommendation 3
IGEM 2016–17
summary report

The Inspector-General for Emergency Management recommends that the
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) in
consultation with the regions and relevant personnel, revise its procedure for
planned burn contingency planning. This review should aim to provide a
clear, and consistent, set of minimum standards (and examples) to guide
DELWP’s staff in how to develop adequate contingency plans for planned
burning activities.

Ongoing

Recommendation 1
IGEM 2018–19
assurance report

The Inspector-General for Emergency Management recommends that the
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning review literature and
contemporary research projects to assist its understanding of the extent of
landscape dryness and its effect on fuel availability. Information collected
should be shared with decision makers to increase their understanding of
fire behaviour during the conduct and control of planned burns in periods of
prolonged landscape dryness.

Ongoing

1 Introduction

In February 2015 the Victorian Government requested that the Inspector-General for Emergency
Management (IGEM) conduct a review of performance targets for bushfire fuel management on public
land.
IGEM published its Review of performance targets for bushfire fuel management on public land 1 (the
review) in May 2015. The review made four recommendations, including a shift away from a
hectare-based fuel reduction target, to a risk reduction target.
In October 2015, a Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) planned burn
breached the control line and initiated a fire that caused significant loss of property, impact to the
natural environment, and impact to the community near the town of Lancefield.
Following the fire, the Victorian Government commissioned the Independent Investigation of the
Lancefield-Cobaw Fire 2 (the independent investigation). The independent investigation made 22
recommendations aimed at improving the systems and processes central to the delivery of planned
burning throughout Victoria.
In November 2015 government accepted all recommendations from the review and the independent
investigation. DELWP and partner agencies have since imbedded many aspects of these
recommendations into Safer Together: A new approach to reducing the risk of bushfire in Victoria 3 (Safer
Together).

Assurance of bushfire fuel management
In December 2015 the then-Minister for Environment, Climate Change and Water and the then-Minister for
Emergency Services requested that IGEM undertake two monitoring roles in relation to planned burning:
•

manage the prompt investigation and reporting of any future breach of a control line by a DELWP
planned burn under section 64(1)(c) of the Emergency Management Act 2013 4 (the Act)

•

monitor the implementation of all recommendations from the review and the independent
investigation, under section 64(1)(ca) of the Act.

1

The State of Victoria, 2015, Review of performance targets for bushfire fuel management on public land,
https://www.igem.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/embridge_cache/emshare/original/public/2020/04/e8/39acbe947/Revie
wofperformancetargetsforbushfirefuelmanagementonpublicland.pdf retrieved 18 August 2020.

2

The State of Victoria, 2015, Independent Investigation of the Lancefield-Cobaw Fire,
https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0002/20000/Independent-investigation-into-Lancefield-Cobawfire.pdf retrieved 18 August 2020.

3

The State of Victoria, 2015, Safer Together: A new approach to reducing the risk of bushfire in Victoria,
https://www.safertogether.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/215318/DELWP_SaferTogether_FINAL_17Nov15.pdf
retrieved 18 August 2020.

4

Emergency Management Act 2013, https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-07/1373aa017%20authorised.pdf retrieved 18 August 2020.
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In its report Summary of Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning bushfire fuel
management 2017–18 5 (2017–18 summary report), IGEM reported that DELWP had implemented all
recommendations from the review and the independent investigation.
IGEM will continue its investigation and reporting of planned burns that breach control lines, including
monitoring of recommendations made within IGEM reports.

1.1

Role of the Inspector-General for Emergency
Management

The Inspector-General is an independent, statutory role, established under the Act. IGEM's objectives are
to:
•

provide assurance to government and the community in respect of emergency management
arrangements in Victoria

•

foster continuous improvement of emergency management in Victoria.

IGEM undertakes its role in managing the investigation and reporting of any planned burn that breaches
its control line under section 64(1)(c) of the Act, and its implementation monitoring role under section
64(1)(ca) of the Act.

1.2

Assurance approach

IGEM's assurance activities are guided by the Assurance Framework for Emergency Management 6. The
framework outlines guiding principles to focus assurance activities in a coordinated, less burdensome
and more valuable manner, these being:
•

continuous improvement

•

collaboration and coordination

•

reducing burden

•

adding value.

IGEM provides system-level assurance with respect to planned burns that breach control lines, applying
an evidence-based approach.
In managing DELWP’s process of reporting the breach of a planned burn control line, IGEM and DELWP
have developed a cooperative system of assurance. This process has resulted in DELWP making changes
to the way it manages the classification, reporting and investigation of any breach of a planned burn
control line.

5

The State of Victoria, 2019, Summary of Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning bushfire fuel
management 2017-18,
https://www.igem.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/embridge_cache/emshare/original/public/2020/04/12/b08c99fde/REPOR
T%20%20Summary%20of%20Department%20of%20Environment%2C%20Land%2C%20Water%20and%20Planning%20bushf
ire%20fuel%20management%202017%E2%80%9318.pdf retrieved 18 August 2020.
6

The State of Victoria, 2019, Assurance Framework for Emergency Management,
https://www.igem.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/embridge_cache/emshare/original/public/2020/04/19/53cb6132b/Assura
nce%20Framework%20for%20Emergency%20Management.pdf retrieved 18 August 2020

2 Implementation
monitoring of IGEM
recommendations
This chapter provides an update on the implementation progress of two recommendations reported as
ongoing and one new recommendation made in IGEM’s Summary of investigations into Department of
Environment, Land, Water and Planning breaches of planned burn control lines 2018–19 (2018–19
summary report).
In assessing the implementation progress of each recommendation, IGEM uses the descriptions outlined
in Table 2 to define the status of each recommendation.
Implementation status
STATUS

DESCRIPTION

Complete

Recommendation has been implemented.

Ongoing

Recommendation is in progress and will continue to be monitored by IGEM.

Closed

Recommendation has not been implemented.
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RECOMMENDATION 2 – IGEM 2016–17 SUMMARY REPORT

The Inspector-General for Emergency Management recommends that the Department of Environment, Land, Water
and Planning (DELWP) continues the delivery of its training program for its staff involved in planned burning
activities that covers the correct interpretation and application of risk and risk assessment values when applying
the Planned Burn Risk Assessment Tool (PBRAT) to proposed burning activities. Such a program will assist DELWP to
ensure it consistently applies its risk assessment process. As part of this program, the PBRAT process would benefit
from the creation of aides and examples to assist staff in applying risk assessment values against individual criteria
of the PBRAT.
Lead agency

DELWP

Status

Complete

In its 2016–17 summary report, IGEM found that in all but one of the planned burns that breached control
lines during 2016–17, DELWP paperwork and approvals included some inaccurate entries, omissions or
quality oversights. IGEM further noted that these issues were confined to DELWP's completion of Planned
Burn Risk Assessment Tool (PBRAT) checklists and approval forms.
IGEM assessed this recommendation to be ongoing in its 2018–19 assurance report. In 2018 DELWP
emphasised the importance of its peer review process, which forms part of the PBRAT approval process.
DELWP advised IGEM that it would further consider various quality assurance as part of Safer Together
Project 2.8 – Quality Assurance Systems for Fuel Management, however this project has since closed.
Safer Together is a lapsing program with funding ending in June 2021, and no significant projects
approved beyond July 2020.
However, in 2019 DELWP transitioned to an electronic PBRAT (ePBRAT) with its use being made
mandatory during the 2019–20 planned burning season.
In transitioning the risk assessment process to a live electronic platform, DELWP introduced additional
validations (to remove opportunities for administrative errors), and also replaced scoring systems with
the ability for free text to describe the unique attributes of each burn.
DELWP has produced guidance documents to assist staff in their use of the ePBRAT, which includes
detailed notes on how to access and fill out the electronic form, interpretation of information between the
original PBRAT and the new ePBRAT, and examples of a completed form.
DELWP continues to make further improvements to its risk assessment process, and is currently
developing an embedded risk assessment (ERA) approach. The ERA is aligned with ISO 31000 – Risk
Management principles, and uses simple language to ensure that its concepts are accessible to all users.
DELWP will be deploying ERA within its Fuel Management System (FMS).
DELWP has delivered a series of webinars to introduce its ERA approach, targeted at staff across Forest
Fire Management Victoria (FFMVic) and the Country Fire Authority (CFA). The webinars also reaffirmed
existing processes and provide staff the opportunity to build their understanding of modern risk
assessment.
As it continues to develop ERA, DELWP plans to deliver workshops to further guide staff, and release
further ERA components into the FMS. ERA is scheduled for full release into the FMS by the end of June
2021.

Finding
IGEM considers that this recommendation has been implemented.
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RECOMMENDATION 3 – IGEM 2016–17 SUMMARY REPORT

The Inspector-General for Emergency Management recommends that the Department of Environment, Land, Water
and Planning (DELWP) in consultation with the regions and relevant personnel, revise its procedure for planned burn
contingency planning. This review should aim to provide a clear, and consistent, set of minimum standards (and
examples) to guide DELWP’s staff in how to develop adequate contingency plans for planned burning activities.
Lead agency

DELWP

Status

Ongoing

In its 2016–17 summary report, IGEM found inconsistencies in the contingency planning among planned
burns that breached their control line. IGEM noted that DELWP did not provide planning staff with
adequate guidance and instruction on the minimum requirements for a sufficiently rigorous contingency
plan to manage a breach of control line.
As part of IGEM's 2018–19 assurance report, DELWP advised that actions to address this recommendation
fell within Safer Together Project 2.6 – Common Burn Risk Assessment Tool, with implementation
scheduled through 2019–20. As part of its project implementation, DELWP was considering how
contingency planning can be most effectively embedded as part of a holistic risk assessment and
mitigation-identification process.
DELWP advised that contingency planning will be built into its new ERA, and enhancements to eMap
mapping products. DELWP further advised that contingencies will be recorded against desired and
undesired outcomes, including the breach of a control line.
While it did not provide examples of these new products or enhancements, DEWLP indicated that
implementation within the FMS and availability for use by FFMVic practitioners is planned for 2021.

Finding
IGEM considers that this recommendation is progressing and will continue to monitor its
implementation.
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RECOMMENDATION 1 – IGEM 2018–19 SUMMARY REPORT

The Inspector-General for Emergency Management recommends that the Department of Environment, Land, Water
and Planning review literature and contemporary research projects to assist its understanding of the extent of
landscape dryness and its effect on fuel availability. Information collected should be shared with decision makers to
increase their understanding of fire behaviour during the conduct and control of planned burns in periods of
prolonged landscape dryness.
Lead agency

DELWP

Status

Ongoing

In its 2018–19 assurance report, IGEM analysed three planned burns that breached their control line. All
three breaches originated from planned regeneration burns.
IGEM found that DELWP had followed its own processes in developing and approving plans for each of
the three planned burns. Further, IGEM did not identify issues associated with DELWP's processes in
planning, approval, or conduct of the burns. However, IGEM found that DELWP did not fully consider some
unique elements of each planned burn.
For each of the three planned burns that breached their control line, control strategies were reliant on
fuel moisture differential which is commonly the preferred option for regeneration burns. IGEM's analysis
found that all three breaches highlighted the link between prolonged dryness and unpredictable weather
in the period two-to-10 days post-ignition, which then influences the drying cycle and therefore moisture
content.
Each planned burn experienced persistence of fire within the contingency area due to the effect of
prolonged seasonal dryness, albeit in slightly differing ways. Senior FFMVic staff made predictions in
relation to the effect of the drying cycle however the extent and duration of the drying cycles that
occurred post-ignition were beyond the forecasts available at the time.
Despite DELWP following its own processes and using the best information available at the time, some
unique elements of these planned burns rendered specific control strategies within contingency plans
operationally ineffective when executed. For this reason, IGEM made one recommendation to assist
decision-makers and increase their understanding of fire behaviour during the conduct and control of
planned burns in periods of prolonged landscape dryness.
DELWP advised IGEM that it is very aware of the limitations of current soil moisture deficit indicators and
is working to improve its understanding. DELWP is also working on various projects and participating in
national research programs, that aim to develop a more suitable measurement system.
IGEM considers this participation highly valuable in providing DELWP the opportunity to test the efficacy
of any new measures in relation to its delivery of planned burning programs.
DELWP considers the development of better-suited measures of soil moisture deficit, and their
integration into planned burning delivery programs to be vital in assisting their understanding of fire
behaviour during periods of prolonged dryness.
DELWP has advised that it plans to implement new elements through support tools such as Foresight –
an online bushfire risk visualisation tool – and fire behaviour models.
In the interim, DELWP has produced lessons documents which can currently be accessed via a Lessons
Sharing page on the GO Firefighters website and application (see below). These can be accessed by all
staff involved in planned burn planning and delivery.
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DELWP GO Firefighters – Lesson Sharing application

Source: GO Firefighters

IGEM considers this recommendation will be complete once DELWP has undertaken its review of
literature and contemporary research projects, and shared this information with decision-makers to
increase their understanding.

Finding
IGEM considers that this recommendation is progressing and will continue to monitor its
implementation.

3 Planned burning on
public land in Victoria

Public land covers approximately one third of the state of Victoria, comprising more than 110,000 parcels
of land across approximately eight million hectares 7. This expanse of parks, state forest and reserves
brings with it a potential source of bushfire risk.
DELWP manages bushfire risk on public land through FFMVic which includes partner agencies Parks
Victoria, VicForests and Melbourne Water.
FFMVic aims to reduce the risk and impact of bushfires in Victoria's parks, forests and other public land,
and uses planned burning as an integral tool to achieve this.
DELWP is responsible for the prevention and suppression of fire on public land, as established under the
Forests Act 1958 8 and the State Emergency Management Plan 9.
Planned burning is effective and efficient in managing fuel over large areas of land, while treatment of
more localised areas may also include slashing, mowing, grazing, mulching, chaining, ploughing, rolling,
spraying and pruning.
Planned burning (also described as prescribed burning in other states) is defined as ‘the controlled
application of fire under specified environmental conditions to a predetermined area and at the time,
intensity, and rate of spread required to attain planned resource management objectives…’ 10.
DELWP uses planned burning as a tool to decrease fuel loads on public land, and therefore reduce
bushfire risk, protect lives, homes, jobs and the environment. However, planned burning poses its own set
of inherent risks.
FFMVic works with local communities in making decisions about bushfire management all year round, in
order to understand what they care about most. It uses an integrated approach in managing bushfire risk
across public and private land, working with communities to develop individual regional strategies
(Bushfire Risk Landscape) as part of Safer Together.

7

State of Victoria, 2019, https://www.forestsandreserves.vic.gov.au/land-management/managing-crown-land retrieved
13 October 2020.

8

State of Victoria, Forests Act 1958, https://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/in-force/acts/forests-act-1958/131 retrieved
13 November 2020.
9

The State Emergency Management Plan is prepared in accordance with the Emergency Management Act 2013 and
outlines the emergency management arrangements for Victoria to inform all levels of planning – state, regional and
municipal.
10
Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities, 2016, National Position on Prescribed Burning,
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/4869/national-position-on-prescribed-burning.pdf retrieved 26 October 2020.
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3.1

Overview of 2019–20 planned burning program

DELWP conducted 257 planned burns, across 37,399 hectares for the period 1 July 2019 to 30 June 2020.
This was a particularly challenging year, given the operational pressures and impacts of the 2019–20
bushfires, and the COVID-19 pandemic.
The 2019–20 Joint Fuel Management Program (JFMP) planned to treat 230,000 hectares, but this target
was reduced to 100,000 hectares because 130,000 hectares of the program were adjacent to or were in
areas severely affected by bushfire.
Despite these challenges, DELWP completed an equivalent number of individual burns as it did in 2018–19.
The total area treated through planned burning was significantly lower than previous years, due to
program-level challenges following the significant impact of the 2019–20 bushfires, a wetter than average
period during late summer and autumn, and operational changes to accommodate the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
In addition to planned burning, DELWP treated a further 17,635 hectares through non-burn fuel
treatments. Non-burn fuel treatments are undertaken mostly by slashing and mowing, and also include
grazing, mulching, chaining, ploughing, rolling, spraying and pruning. This was an increase of 46.5 per
cent of the area treated by non-burn fuel treatment methods, compared to 2018–19.
Significantly, DELWP did not record any breaches of planned burn control line during 2019–20, in
accordance with its Standard Operating Procedure 3.5.6 - Classification, Reporting and Investigation of
Breaches of Control Lines by Planned Burns 11 (SOP 3.5.6). This is the first year since IGEM commenced its
monitoring function in January 2016, that DELWP has recorded no planned burns breaching the control
line.
By definition, a 'breach' or a 'bushfire' is defined to meet specific criteria within SOP 3.5.6. However, this
does not mean that there were no instances where fire occurred outside of planned burn boundaries – as
fire is dynamic in nature. What this does indicate, is that DELWP and partner agencies quickly and
effectively extinguished any 'spot-overs' or 'minor breakaways' of fire, or contained them within a planned
contingency area. SOP 3.5.6 accounts for these minor incidents, and they are not investigated under
IGEM's formal monitoring function.
Consequently, in this year's report IGEM has taken the opportunity to summarise the progress DELWP has
made over the five years since IGEM commenced its planned burn assurance function.

3.2

Breaches of planned burn control lines over the
past five years

On 1 January 2016 IGEM commenced its role in monitoring and reporting breaches of control line from
DELWP-managed planned burns. As a result, IGEM and DELWP jointly developed a collaborative process
for DELWP to report any breaches of control line to IGEM.
IGEM and DELWP also adopted a process for IGEM to conduct a risk-based screening process for
determining how best to manage investigations of a breach of control line. Over time, this process has
evolved, resulting in improvements to IGEM's screening process, DELWP's classification of a breach of
planned burn control line, and the way in which both organisations investigate breaches of planned burn
control lines.

11

State of Victoria, 2018, Bushfire Management Manual 3. Fuel Management.
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Table 3 provides a summary of key planned burn information by IGEM reporting period.
Planned burn information by IGEM reporting period

REPORTING PERIOD

TOTAL NUMBER OF PLANNED
BURNS

TOTAL AREA OF PLANNED
BURNS

BREACHES OF PLANNED
BURN CONTROL LINE

1 January 2016 to 30 June
2016 (six months)

363 planned burns

161,841 hectares

8 breaches,
71.1 hectares 12

1 July 2016 to 30 June 2017

353 planned burns

113,501 hectares 13

8 breaches (plus one
inadvertent ignition),
143.2 hectares 14

1 July 2017 to 30 June 2018

367 planned burns

66,035 hectares

1 breach,
12.5 hectares 15

1 July 2018 to 30 June 2019

251 planned burns

130,044 hectares

3 breaches,
82.1 hectares 16

1 July 2019 to 30 June 2020

257 planned burns

37,399 hectares

No breaches

1 January to 30 June 2016
In the first six months of IGEM monitoring breaches of planned burn control lines, DELWP reported eight
breaches (with a total area of 71.1 hectares). All eight breaches occurred within a five-week period, in
which DELWP introduced significant operational changes.
In its first report (1 January to 30 June 2016), IGEM made four observations, identifying four broad areas of
opportunity for improvement:
•

planning and administration of the planned burn prior to ignition

•

preparation of the planned burn area prior to ignition

•

resourcing and management of the planned burn

•

monitoring and patrolling the planned burn.

1 July 2016 to 30 June 2017
DELWP introduced its risk reduction target for fuel management July 2016, replacing the hectare-based
target for Victoria’s bushfire fuel management program. These changes were associated with
recommendations from the independent investigation and the review, and were implemented as part of
Safer Together.
For the period 1 July 2016 to 30 June 2017, eight planned burns breached the control line, including one
breach that was classified as a 'bushfire', in accordance with SOP 3.5.6.

12

State of Victoria, 2016, Summary of investigations into breaches of planned burn control lines (1 January to
30 June 2016) retrieved 15 October 2020.

13

State of Victoria, 2019, Summary of Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning bushfire fuel
management 2017-18 retrieved 15 October 2020.

14

State of Victoria, 2018, Summary of investigations into Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning
breaches of planned burn control lines 2016–17 retrieved 15 October 2020.

15

State of Victoria, 2019, Summary of Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning bushfire fuel
management 2017-18 retrieved 15 October 2020.
16

State of Victoria, 2019, Summary of Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning bushfire fuel
management 2018-19 retrieved 15 October 2020.
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In addition, DELWP notified IGEM of one occasion in which it inadvertently ignited fire on private land
adjacent to a planned burn. Despite this inadvertent ignition not meeting DELWP's definition of a breach
at the time, DELWP and IGEM included this incident for analysis for the purposes of continuous
improvement. In total, 143.2 hectares of land was unintentionally burnt in 2016–17.
IGEM derived five themes, eight findings, and six recommendations from its analysis of the nine planned
burns:
•

planning and administration of the planned burn prior to ignition

•

preparation of the planned burn area prior to ignition (confined to the inadvertent ignition of fire on
land outside of the planned burn)

•

resourcing, ignition, conduct, and management of the planned burn (particularly relating to
patrolling)

•

monitoring and patrolling the planned burn

•

analysis of planned burn breaches.

1 July 2017 to 30 June 2018
IGEM found that DELWP had completed the implementation, or transitioned to business-as-usual, all
recommendations arising from the independent investigation and the review.
Furthermore, IGEM found that DELWP had commenced work on the six IGEM 2016–17 summary report
recommendations, of which IGEM assessed one recommendation as closed.
For the period 1 July 2017 to 30 June 2018, DELWP reported one planned burn that breached its control
line (a total of 12.5 hectares of unintentionally burned land). IGEM made no recommendations relating to
this breach, because it identified no adverse or controllable causes. Furthermore, DELWP showed rigour
in its after action review (AAR) process, identifying the source of issues during the conduct of the burn,
and opportunities for improvement.
During this time DELWP also made significant headway in implementing a tenure-blind approach to its
management of bushfire risk, through its continued delivery of initiatives as part of Safer Together.
As part of a tenure-blind approach to fuel management, the JFMP provides plans for fuel treatments to
achieve regional fuel management objectives. DELWP also further developed its Community Based
Bushfire Management process, which incorporates local community perspectives in fuel management
decision-making.

1 July 2018 to 30 June 2019
In the period 1 July 2018 to 30 June 2019, three DELWP planned burns breached control lines, resulting in
82.1 hectares of unintentionally burned land. DELWP classified two as a 'breach' and the third a 'bushfire'
in accordance with SOP 3.5.6.
All three breaches of control line originated from planned regeneration burns, among which IGEM
identified several contributing themes, including:
•

influence of prolonged dryness on fuel moisture

•

contingency planning

•

hazardous trees

•

patrolling at the site of the breach.

The three planned burns that breached their respective control line were complex burns, with underlying
dryness and unpredictable wind periods increasing the risks and complexities associated with delivery.
IGEM made four findings, one recommendation, and one observation based on its analysis of the three
planned burns that breached their control line.
DELWP continued to implement ongoing recommendations by progressing Safer Together and other
initiatives. At the end of the 2018–19 reporting period, two recommendations remained ongoing.
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1 July 2019 to 30 June 2020
DELWP reported no planned burns to have breached a control line in the period 1 July 2019 to
30 June 2020. In itself, this does not suggest that breaches will not occur in the future. Factors such as the
combination of the extreme fire season in both length and intensity, coupled with the COVID-19 pandemic
and wet weather meant that DELWP treated less area by planned burning. Nevertheless the absence of a
breach of a control line in 2019–20 is a noteworthy result.
DELWP has shown its continued commitment to embracing new ways of managing the risk of planned
burns breaching the control line – the trend in the number of breaches per season and per hectare
treated has been steadily declining. For example, DELWP treated more hectares in 2018–19 than it did in
2016–17, yet it had five less breaches.
DELWP has continued to produce lessons sharing documents, which its staff can now access via the
GO Firefighters website and application. It serves as a tool to improve overall joint communication and
dissemination of timely information in a contemporary manner.
DELWP also continues to make further improvements to its risk assessment process. DELWP is currently
developing its ERA approach which is aligned with ISO 31000 – Risk Management principles, and uses
simple language to ensure that its concepts are accessible to all users. DELWP will be deploying ERA
within its FMS.

Areas for further improvement
In monitoring of any planned burn that breaches its control line, IGEM has observed significant
improvements in DELWP's planning, assessment, approval and conduct of planned burns. Issues that
were once prevalent – such as administrative error and approval oversight – are now rarely observed.
Moving forward, IGEM considers that a focus on the following areas may assist in maintaining a lower
incidence of breaches of control line in the future:
•

planning prior to ignition – contingency planning

•

monitoring the planned burn – patrolling.

3.3 Improvements to planned burning over the past
five years
In the past five years, IGEM has observed positive improvement in DELWP's approach to the way it plans
bushfire fuel management, assesses risk, authorises approval, and delivers and evaluates outcomes.
DELWP has implemented substantial changes in its approach to bushfire fuel management, including:
•

Planned Burn Risk Assessment Tool – a process for assessing the risks associated with the approval,
delivery, and control of a planned burn. This process is continually evolving from paper based to
electronic form and is scheduled to be replaced with the ERA process in 2021.

•

Community Based Bushfire Management – a partnership approach to bushfire management, which
incorporates community perspectives and input from partner agencies in the planning and decision
making for fuel management.

•

Joint Fuel Management Program – a long-term, tenure-blind planning approach to bushfire fuel
management. This operational model allows for interoperability with the CFA when managing
bushfire risk on private land. For the 2019–20 program, 437 burns and additional mechanical fuel
treatments were planned as part of the JFMP.

•

Fuel Management System – an end-to-end fuel management system, enabling all partner agencies
(including FFMVic and CFA) to work together on the same platform in planning and delivering fuel
management activities. FMS also links with the public facing website Planned Burns Victoria to
provide information and notifications (via SMS and email) about upcoming planned burns.
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The majority of achievements over the past five years have been funded and delivered via Safer
Together. Despite the current Safer Together program funding ending in June 2021, DELWP continues to
plan further improvements to its fuel management program.

Changes to the way planned burn breaches are investigated
In 2018 DELWP reviewed SOP 3.5.6 and made changes to the definition of its classifications 'breach' and
'bushfire'. These changes were made in consultation with IGEM, after joint acknowledgement that the
definitions required consideration for unintended ignition, and breaches with low level impacts.
DELWP's review of SOP 3.5.6 also incorporated the requirements of reporting breaches to IGEM. This
change embeds IGEM's monitoring function into current DELWP reporting requirements for a 'breach' or
'bushfire'. In 2019 these changes were put into practice when a breach was reclassified to a bushfire, in
accordance with SOP 3.5.6. IGEM was notified of the bushfire and an investigation ensued, following the
documented process.
IGEM is currently in the process of reviewing its risk-based screening process using data from planned
burn breaches. This will ensure that proportionate assurance is applied depending on the scale and
complexity of any reported breach of control line.
IGEM notes DELWP's significant reforms in the way it manages risk within its fuel management program.
As DELWP implements its ERA process within an operational environment, IGEM will continue to
collaborate with DELWP to ensure its risk-based screening processes continue to foster continuous
improvement in relation to planned burns that breach their control line.

Independent Inquiry into the 2019–20 Victorian Fire Season
In January 2020, the Victorian Government requested IGEM conduct an independent Inquiry into the
devastating 2019–20 Victorian Fire Season which affected large areas of state’s East Gippsland, Alpine,
and North East regions.
The Inquiry’s Terms of Reference included a review of all opportunities and approaches to bushfire
preparedness, including different methods of fuel and land management to protect life and property as
well as ecological and cultural values.
The Inquiry observed that land and fuel management remains a contested and divisive issue in Victoria.
At one end of the scale are those who believe that regular and repeated planned burning will reduce or
eliminate uncontrollable bushfires. At the other end are those who favour total exclusion of fire from the
landscape.
The Inquiry noted that while fuel management plays an important role in bushfire management; it is not a
silver bullet. It explored the extent to which fuel management is effective and whether its measurable
effectiveness is limited.
In its Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season – Phase 1 report, IGEM made 21 findings, five
observations and eight recommendations towards the improvement of land and fuel management.

4 Concluding remarks

Fire is an important contributor to ecosystem heath and resilience. Using fire as a means of reducing
bushfire risk will always carry its own inherent element of risk. Planned burning is the most efficient and
effective management tool available to meet ecosystem health and resilience requirements across broad
areas, whist providing protection for the community and the environment, and will continue to underpin
Victoria’s approach to fuel management. It is therefore vitally important that DELWP continuously seeks
to improve its practices in the interest of both public safety and the environment.
This 2019–20 report does not feature any new planned burn breaches of control line which may be an
indicator that DELWP is on a productive continuous improvement pathway, acknowledging that this past
year saw Victoria face what is now known colloquially as the Black Summer. This was a culmination of
climate change and extreme fire weather, reminding all Australians why fuel management is a high
priority.
While this report focuses on improving practices so that planned burns achieve their objectives without
causing unintended harm, IGEM’s Inquiry into the 2019–20 Victorian Fire Season – Phase 1 report provides
an extensive assessment of the state's fuel management practices more broadly.
It is through the combination of these assurance activities that IGEM considers that DELWP and partner
agencies are committed to a safe and effective fuel management program, but one that it will never be a
risk-free endeavour. Therefore, IGEM encourages DELWP and partner agencies to continue to regularly
review, evaluate, and improve its practices in the interests of public safety, the safety of its staff, and the
environment.
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