
Submission to: 

Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season. 

I wish to address a number of the matters for consideration under phase 1 of this inquiry. My 

comments will be limited to the fires in East Gippsland. 

My background: 

I have been a CFA volunteer for over 40 years, including 8 years as captain of a very active brigade.  I 

have organised and supervised numerous roadside burns and have been a member of a number of 

strike teams involved in fighting significant fires. I am a qualified Agricultural Scientist. 

Matters I wish to address: 

Effectiveness of Victoria’s operational response to the 2019-20 fire season. 

The fires were started by multiple lighting strikes on 21st November 2019.   Some rain was received 

in East Gippsland from 6th January, with heavy widespread falls on 20th January.  This dramatically 

reduced the fire threat during the usual critical months of January and February.  There was no 

sustained period of dangerous fire weather during the intervening period.  In East Gippsland 

dangerous fire weather was confined to (generally widely separated) “spike” days, on only two of 

which did the fire danger index reach “severe”.  There were no days of extreme or catastrophic fire 

danger.  Agencies had access to considerable ground and aerial fire fighting equipment.   Yet 1.2 

million hectares were burnt in Victoria’s East and North-east with some 200 houses lost.  It would be 

hard to conclude that the operational response was perfect. 

Clearly, the heavy fuel loads and the extreme dryness of the fuels contributed to the difficulty in 

suppressing these fires.  However, there have been anecdotal reports of problems with the conduct 

of the fire suppression effort. 

• Change of tactics with change of shift commander. 

• Incident controllers pulling CFA crews away from threatened properties, leaving property 

owners to fight fires unaided.  Rather than protect the community, some controllers seemed 

to be more concerned with protecting themselves from any consequences of injuries to, or 

death of firefighters.  On site crews are best situated to decide if there is a safe anchor point, 

and if a property is defendable.   In many cases, abandoned residents did successfully defend 

some assets.  Would controllers who pulled crews be absolved of responsibility if an owner 

died attempting to protect assets? 

• Aircraft, including ADF helicopters, were frequently grounded because of smoke.  Surely 

they have instruments which would enable them to operate safely when visibility is limited?  

There were also reports that valuable operational time was taken up with aircraft 

maintenance, rather than scheduling maintenance at night. 

 

  



Review all opportunities and approaches to bushfire preparedness….. 

 

It should be clear to all that our present approaches to fire mitigation and control are not working.  

There is an academic school of thought which opposes fuel reduction burns, other than close to 

habitation, on the basis that major fires under extreme conditions have burnt through areas which 

have had fuel reduced.  The obvious point that these major fires have ignited in areas in which fuels 

have been allowed to accumulate, and that such areas burn intensely, is ignored. The only solution 

offered is to advocate programs to tackle climate change.  Despite landscape scale fires in 2003, 

2006/7 and 2009 these views have not changed.  During the 2019/20 East Gippsland fires the Alfred 

and Lind National parks were completely incinerated, and the majority of the Croajingalong and 

Coopracambra parks also burnt.  There have been massive losses of the wildlife that the parks are 

supposed to preserve.  A rethink is desperately needed. 

Action to combat climate change is highly desirable However, even if carbon emissions stopped 

overnight, carbon dioxide levels will remain elevated for decades.  If these are responsible for 

current climate conditions, these will remain.  All climate activism can achieve is to slow the rate at 

which conditions deteriorate further.  We urgently need plans to mitigate fires under current 

climatic conditions. 

There appears to be an assumption that the current scrubby understory of the Australian bush is 

natural, and any fuel reduction programs which are undertaken seek to retain “biodiversity”.  

Acceptable fire intervals are set to ensure shrubs can recover. For example, DELWP will not allow 

some roadsides in East Gippsland to be burnt more than once each 5 years.  These frequencies 

exceed the intervals at which fuel reduction burns give protection. 

Authors such as Bruce Pascoe (Dark Emu) and others argue strongly that the composition of the 

Australian bush today is very different to that experience by the first white settlers.  Frequent fires 

maintained a grassy understory which was conducive to low intensity burning.  Early colonisers 

apparently rode and moved cattle and sheep through bush which today would be impenetrable 

were it not for roads.   Past Aboriginal burning practices are disputed today, but as there is no one 

alive with firsthand knowledge, this cannot be resolved.  It is undisputed that early sailors saw 

numerous smokes in the bush.    

Shrubs and grasses are natural competitors.  Fires in grasslands destroy germinating shrubs, 

preventing encroachment. If grass is burnt every year or two flame heights can be minimised, and 

trees left undamaged.  Perennial grasses rapidly reshoot after fire, providing a green pick for native 

or other animals.  When I was captain of a CFA brigade in the 1980s and 1990s we had one grassy 

roadside which was burnt every year or two.  This developed into the best patch of kangaroo grass in 

the district. 

However, if burning ceases, shrubs can germinate and eventually shade out the grasses.  Many of 

our native grasses are now considered to be rare or threatened.   Under a tree canopy, bark and leaf 

litter becomes caught in the shrubbery.  “Cool” burns become extremely difficult, as shrubs either 

will not catch at all, or once ignited burn intensely, flames scorching the treetops.  In March 2012 I 

was present as a CFA volunteer at a Department of Sustainability and Environment burn at 

Providence Ponds in East Gippsland under almost drizzly conditions.  The area had not been burnt 

for many years, with a bracken and scrub understory under banksia and eucalypt trees.  We had 



difficulty getting the edge to burn with drip torches.  DSE used aerial ignition and once the 

understory ignited the flames reached well above the tops of the banksias. Any wildlife trapped 

would have been incinerated. Fires like this have led to some conservationists opposing fuel 

reduction burning.   

Crown fires in eucalypts develop under severe conditions when heavy understory fuel loads ignite 

and carry fire into the crown.  They are much less likely to develop over a grassy understory which 

has been regularly burnt. We are seeing the consequences of the understory build-up in today’s 

fires.  Heavy fuel loads in scrubby eucalypt forests lead to catastrophic fires which threaten not only 

wildlife, timber and private assets, but also adjacent rainforests.  Intense fires destroy the organic 

layer of the soils, rendering them hydrophobic, so subsequent rainfall runs off, contributing to 

flooding rather than regrowth. 

It is clear that if we continue with present policy of seeking to ensure that forests retain a shrubby 

understory, we will face ongoing cycles of major fires as fuel loads build up after each episode of fire.  

The “window” during which weather and fuel moisture conditions allow safe fuel reduction burning 

will remain small.  A review of the aims of fuel reduction burning is urgently needed.  We need to 

develop strategies to restore a grassy understory to much of the bush.  This would facilitate future 

fuel management, provide safer areas for animals, widen the burn “window” and greatly reduce the 

risk of future catastrophic fires. 

Experiments should be set up to test burn intervals, ranging from as frequently as possible to 

unburnt in the absence of wildfire.  Changes in vegetation must be monitored.  It may be very 

difficult to return a grassy understory to some forests however this should be a task given to the 

ecologists employed in the various forest conservation Departments.  There is normally a large 

regeneration of young trees and shrubs after major fires – these are likely to form the fuel load for 

the next.  Strategies need to be developed to prevent this from happening. 

To continue to do what we are doing as the population expands and moves from the centre of the 

cities will lead to inevitable bushfire disasters in the future. 

 

 

NJ Barton 




