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Submission to the Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season 

This submission is being put forward by Hazen Cleary, the Coordinator of the Brown Hill 
Community FireAware Network1.         28 February 2020 
Contact details:  Mobile: 
 
This submission relates to the Inquiry’s matter for consideration: Consider all challenges and 
implications for bushfire preparedness arising from increasingly longer and more severe bushfire 
seasons as a result of climate change.  
 
PREAMBLE: 

“… parks and gardens would have been alight and houses incinerated. Power to 
the area would probably have failed and power poles collapsed; cars would have 
been unable to get out, fire trucks unable to get in. The fire would have raced up 
wooden fence lines, using them as wicks, setting gardens alight. Burning houses 

would ignite properties next door, causing a "mosaic" of fires for two days, causing 
confusion, panic and possibly death… Just the number of people that were likely to 
be impacted by the fire - you get wall-to-wall traffic and everything jammed up it's 

a paralysis effect… says, Assoc Prof Kevin Tolhurst."2  

The above is not a mock scenario: it is what was predicted by the Kilmore East fire conditions 
experienced on 7 February 2009. Assoc Prof Kevin Tolhurst saw the predictive map produced by 
the PHOENIX RapidFire3 simulation program, which had the fire heading swiftly into the suburbs of 
Melbourne. The only reason the scenario did not take place was the forecast wind change came in 
early. The early change blew the fire towards Kinglake, where 38 people died. One person’s 
blessing becomes another’s nightmare.  
 
The only reason such an urban fringe scenario did not take place over the 2019-2020 fire season 
was luck, due to location of ignition points and weather conditions. Should we continue to cross 
our fingers and just hope that our luck holds out?   

“The Victorian Bushfire Royal Commission acknowledged that the responsibility 
for preparing and responding to bushfires is a ‘shared responsibility’ between 

people as individuals, families, and members of the community and the 
government, through various government agencies like the CFA & DELWP.”4 

 
1 Hazen, as a resident of Brown Hill, initiated the Brown Hill Community FireAware Network in 2016 to help raise the 
awareness of residents of Brown Hill to the high risk of a bushfire event impacting the suburb and the need to prepare. 
Brown Hill is an urban fringe suburb of Ballarat. 
2 Quote from Assoc Prof Kevin Tolhurst, The Sunday Age article “Anatomy of an unstoppable firestorm”, 7 June 2009 
3 Phoenix RapidFire is a research tool developed by the University of Melbourne (Kevin Tolhurst and Derek Chong). It 
has been used by fire agencies for both incident prediction (State Control Centre) and as a key tool for bushfire risk 
assessment and strategic bushfire management planning.   
 
4 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission – Final Report Summary 
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Assoc Prof Kevin Tolhurst continues, “But the implication of the recommendations was that the 
‘government’ needed to be more accountable and take control of bushfire emergencies through 
efforts like appointing an Emergency Services Commissioner. This then largely down-plays the role 
and responsibility of the public… Politicians and public agency leaders have not been prepared to 
have a fair-dinkum engagement with the community so we can truly ‘share the responsibility’ and 
not just shed the blame.”5 
 
Currently the broad generic advice (messaging) from fire authorities to “leave early” in fire front 
scenarios, which is primarily designed for rural areas and small settlements, does not translate to 
an urban fringe area that will be primarily dealing with embers/spot fires with the potential of a 
town fire of house to house ignition, and mass evacuation scenarios of thousands of people in an 
already congested area.   
 
As fire authorities know and understand that we are already experiencing the implications of our 
changing climate6 and this but adds a greater urgency for the need to include the untapped 
resource of ordinary citizens (who are at the greatest risk and who will potentially experience the 
greatest loss), in jointly preparing and responding positively to future bushfire events. The very 
first step towards this partnership is to get the messaging right i.e.  ensure messaging is relevant, 
practical and easy for residents to understand AND implement; ensure messaging emphasises 
preparation and ways to respond that empower residents. 
 
I was living in Canberra when fires impacted the suburbs in 2003, and now I live in Brown Hill, 
Ballarat, and the similarities are obvious.  The current fire messaging for places like Brown Hill is 
not appropriate and isn’t helpful.  I’ve attempted to provide relevant fire related information to 
Brown Hill residents and have the bones of a communication strategy in place but it’s not enough. 
Using a suburb like Brown Hill as an example, what is likely to happen when a bush fire occurs, 
needs pragmatic discussion; resolution of the issues specific to the urban fringe; a response 
developed; and, most importantly, it needs to be tested and owned by the community. To date 
fire authorities have been reluctant to do this. 
 
 The fires over this fire season have given me the opportunity to scrutinise in real time, the 
messaging that has been sent out over three states and the ACT. Disappointingly, the generic 
messaging stays the same for all scenarios, with the ensuing ‘panic of ignorance’ of thousands of 
able-bodied people who are relegated to being passive observers or victims. I thought ACT might 
be different, but it wasn’t. 
 
Is it time, now, to acknowledge that the suburbs on the fringe of bushland have distinctive 
needs and that the current advice is not relevant? It is a wicked/complex problem but does 
this mean it should continue to be ignored? The following proposal is presented as a 
possible way forward.  
 

 
5 Article, “Black Saturday bushfires: Have we fixed a flawed system?” Kevin Tolhurst, University of Melbourne, 4 
February 2019 
6 Article, “It’s only October, so what’s with all these bushfires? New research explains it.” The Conversation, October 
10, 2019  
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PROPOSAL: BROWN HILL BUSHFIRE RESPONSE PLAN – A TEST CASE 

AIM: Develop and implement an urban fringe bushfire response plan as a test case which has the 
potential to become a template for other high-risk urban fringe localities. 
 
EMPHASIS: To investigate a more tailored and appropriate way to prepare and respond to a 
bushfire event impacting on the urban fringe of a major population centre. 
 
THE NEED: The broad generic advice (messaging) from fire authorities to “leave early” in fire front 
scenarios, which is primarily designed for rural areas and small settlements, does not translate to 
an urban fringe area that will be primarily dealing with embers/spot fires with the potential of a 
town fire of house to house ignition, and mass evacuation scenarios of thousands of people in an 
already congested area.   
 
BACKGROUND: 

“… parks and gardens would have been alight and houses incinerated. Power to the area 
would probably have failed and power poles collapsed; cars would have been unable to 
get out, fire trucks unable to get in. The fire would have raced up wooden fence lines, 

using them as wicks, setting gardens alight. Burning houses would ignite properties next 
door, causing a "mosaic" of fires for two days, causing confusion, panic and possibly 

death… Just the number of people that were likely to be impacted by the fire - you get 
wall-to-wall traffic and everything jammed up it's a paralysis effect… says, Assoc Prof 

Kevin Tolhurst."7  

The above is not a mock scenario it is what was predicted by the fire conditions being experienced at the 
time on 7 February 2009, the Kilmore East fire. Assoc Prof Kevin Tolhurst saw the predictive map produced 
by the PHOENIX RapidFire8 simulation program, which had the fire heading swiftly into the suburbs 
of Melbourne. The only reason the scenario did not take place was the forecasted wind change 
came in early. The early change blew the fire towards Kinglake, where 38 people died. One 
persons’ blessing becomes another’s nightmare.  

“The Victorian Bushfire Royal Commission acknowledged that the responsibility for 
preparing and responding to bushfires is a ‘shared responsibility’ between people as 
individuals, families, and members of the community and the government, through 

various government agencies like the CFA & DELWP.”9 

“But the implication of the recommendations was that the “government” needed to be more accountable 
and take control of bushfire emergencies through efforts like appointing an Emergency Services 
Commissioner. This then largely down-plays the role and responsibility of the public… Politicians and public 

 
7 Quote from Assoc Prof Kevin Tolhurst, The Sunday Age article “Anatomy of an unstoppable firestorm”, 7 June 2009 
8 Phoenix RapidFire is a research tool developed by the University of Melbourne (Kevin Tolhurst and Derek Chong). It 
has been used by fire agencies for both incident prediction (State Control Centre) and as a key tool for bushfire risk 
assessment and strategic bushfire management planning.   
 
9 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission – Final Report Summary 
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agency leaders have not been prepared to have a fair-dinkum engagement with the community so we can 
truly ‘share the responsibility’ and not just shed the blame.”10 

“The review suggests that many of the issues encountered on Black Saturday – limited 
awareness of and preparedness for bushfire risk, a tendency for leaving (or evacuating) 
at the last moment and a commitment to defending, even under the highest level of the 

fire danger – persist despite major changes to policy and public messaging”11 

The above review continues in its conclusion: “…. Given the applied nature of the research, which 
aimed to provide evidence to improve policy and management, it is understandable that the focus 
has often been on problems or deficiencies in risk awareness, preparedness and response. 
However, the research also compiled evidence and examples of highly effective preparedness and 
response. This is evident in the higher survival rate of houses defended by occupants and the 
survival of the majority of those who took shelter during the fires.” 12 
 

“Complex nature of the ‘urban interface’… Making urban interface residents aware 
and interested in their own safety is a complex and time-consuming role for 

emergency services to achieve; Fires at the urban interface present a particular 
hazard. Fire Services encounter difficulties responding to fast-moving fires and 
gaining access in congested and narrow streets. In many instances the public 

represents a hinderance rather than a help.”13 

“Prior to the formation of large, organised fire brigades, people accepted that they were 
expected to take care of themselves. This was particularly the case in rural areas where 
communities regarded it as normal and necessary to take control of their own destiny. 
As a result, there was a greater sense of kinship with communities being largely self-

reliant. (McGee et al., 1999, in Roberts et al., 2004).”14 

The paper continues: “…However, as new information on fire behaviour, building 
destruction and human survival has emerged, it has become patently clear that a lack of 

engagement with the public on such matters (in addition to the public ‘alienation’ 
mentioned above) has led to a dangerous information deficit. As will be discussed later, 
the means by which such information could be imparted to the public and incorporated 

into existing knowledge and belief systems, has been, and remains now, an under-
explored area of emergency management.” 15 

“Once a fire has started, it is often too late to demand fuel modification, road access, or 
fire-fighting infrastructure that would aid in saving homes. Indeed, natural factors at 

 
10 Article, “Black Saturday bushfires: Have we fixed a flawed system?” Kevin Tolhurst, University of Melbourne, 4 
February 2019 
11 “Ten years after the Black Saturday Fires, what have we learnt from post-fire research?” Joshua Whittaker, 
Australian Journal of Emergency Management, April 2019 edition 
12 As in footnote 6 
13 “Community Fire Unit Approach: A report on the background, key issues and future directions” Tom Lowe, 2008 
14 As in footnote 8 
15 As in footnote 8 
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play during wildfire, such as high winds and heavy fuel accumulations, may be sufficient 
to defeat the very best available fire-fighting technology in even well-prepared interface 

communities.” (Rhode, 2002: 11)16 

In the US similar concerns are highlighted 
 

“For many respondents, particularly agency personnel, a benefit of the alternative 
approach (to evacuation) was that it made it easier to openly provide information to 

residents about actions to take to improve their safety if they could not (or would not) 
evacuate…. Because some people are going to stay anyway, but at least if you give them 

both sides of the story you allow them to make an educated decision.”17 

“… The approach in each community appears to reflect the attempt to balance two key 
variables, increasing safety and reducing uncertainty; however, the means of addressing 

the variables varied depending on whether the focus was on emergency responders 
versus on residents… although each resident differed on their view of what the safest 

action was for their individual situation, they were all clear that the traditional desire of 
fire and law enforcement agencies to control information and evacuation decisions for 

them was not desirable or necessarily always improved their safety.”18 

Last quote: 

"There is a tried and true human factors principle which practitioners in that field ignore 
at their peril: It is to put in place systems which match what people actually do, rather 
than put in place systems which rely on them doing as we wish they would. (Vicente 

2003) This is no doubt true in relation to community bushfire safety.”19 

 
KEY COMPONENTS OF THE PLAN: 

 respond to localised differences in the environment in ways that make sense to residents.  
For example, differentiate what is likely to happen in high impact zones on the edges of a 
suburb compared with what happens in older, more densely populated areas compared 
with sub divisions compared with impacts effecting larger bush blocks;  

 get the messaging right by emphasising preparation and response that empowers 
residents; 

 ensure information is appropriate and practical and easy for residents to understand and 
implement;  

 honestly assess the risk and honestly acknowledge the limits of agencies and authorities to 
protect the suburb;  

 address the differing levels of intensity of fire events and modify the necessary response; 

 
16 As in footnote 8 
17 “Wildfire evacuation and its alternatives: perspectives from four United States communities”, Sarah McCaffrey, Alan 
Rhodes, Melanie Stidham, International Journal of Wildland Fire, 2015 
18 As in footnote 11 
19 “Wait & See: the elephant in the community bushfire safety room?” J. McLennan, C. Elliott, 2012 
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 encourage residents to be active participants in the protection of their suburb and each 
other rather than passive onlookers or victims; 

 have designers that are willing to think out of the box and tackle the too hard to be asked 
questions which currently may not have any answers– house to house ignition; disruption 
to essential services e.g. water running out, power cuts; places of last resort; evacuation – 
what does it mean for the urban fringe; information to help residents understand what is 
required to stay and actively defend – even if “defendable” zones are compromised. 

 
REALITY CHECK: 

 Authorities do not/cannot have enough boots on the ground to be able to control/ prevent 
any significant ember storm impacting on a major population centre; this is especially so 
when there maybe multiple major events across the state and the hardware resources are 
stretched. 

 (April 2019) A review suggests that many of the issues encountered on Black Saturday - 
limited awareness of and preparedness for bushfire risk, a tendency for leaving (or 
evacuating) at the last moment and a commitment to defending, even under the highest 
levels of fire danger— persist, despite major changes to policy and public messaging.20 

 Residents should have the greatest motivation to actively protect themselves, their families 
and their property; 

 There is no avoiding the fact that, we face an increasingly dangerous environment. We 
have more people living in more dangerous areas, in a worsening climate. Our volunteer 
firefighters are ageing, and local brigades struggle to entice new members to join. It’s 
getting harder and harder to protect people.21 

 Research has continually highlighted that it is the build-up of embers before and in the 
hours after a fire front has passed which are the major causes of house loss. 

 People who are well prepared and who return to their houses after the passage of the fire 
front can, in many cases, successfully defend them. 

 It is inevitable that some people will only become receptive to bushfire-related information 
once they are threatened by an actual fire. Therefore, in addition to awareness and 
education campaigns, emergency warnings should clearly communicate the need to shelter 
actively and provide basic information about how to shelter actively to people who may 
have limited awareness and understanding of bushfire. 

 Two key variables can be at odds whether the focus is on emergency responders versus 
residents.22 

 The loss of a house is not just about bricks and mortar, “it challenges your personal identity 
and security, which is significantly defined by your ‘home’ and living location”.23 A 
community suffering extensive losses provides the foundation for high dislocation and 
ongoing trauma from which the community as a whole will take years to recover, if it ever 
does. The economic and productivity loss is another factor; 

 Prevention is ALWAYS better than cure. 
 

 
20 As in footnote 6 
21 “Friday Essay: living with fire and facing our fears” Danielle Clode, The Conversation, 6 December 2019 
22 As in footnote 12 
23 “Australia: Mr Morrison, I lost my home to bushfire. Your thoughts and prayers are not enough.” Janet Stanley, The 
Conversation, 12 November 2019 
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LEADERSHIP OF PLAN DEVELOPMENT: 
  
Co-chairing of working group 
As the local community is the sector which is at the highest direct risk of being impacted by a 
bushfire event and will also suffer the greatest direct loss, they need to have primary ownership of 
the planning process and outcome. As the research sector has a long history of understanding 
bushfire effects on communities (social) along with the scientific analysis of damage to 
communities (physical) and a strong accessible network they should also have a high profile in the 
direction of the working group. 
 

 It would therefore be practical to have a representative from each of these sectors co-chair 
the working group to develop the plan.  

 
The working group needs to be a multi stakeholder group covering all areas of bushfire knowledge 
and management who are prepared to share resources and expertise to help with the actual work 
required - not just warm the seat. i.e. a “working” group. It needs to be noted that most, if not all, 
of the stakeholders around the table will have their own agendas and narrow focus (some of 
which will be in conflict with another), it will be important that no one stakeholder or agency have 
any greater say in the development/outcome of the plan than another24.    
  
WHY BROWN HILL? 

 It is identified as one of the highest bushfire risk areas in Ballarat along with Invermay & 
Nerrina; 

 As it is a long thin suburb the majority of the suburb is classified as being in a Bushire Prone 
Area; 

 Its urban fringe meets not only well forested areas but also farmland with varying 
topography; 

 It has well defined boundaries but is still integrated into the wider City of Ballarat; 
 It is small enough and big enough to provide examples of a wide range of differing urban 

fringe housing stock, density and configuration (approximately 2,200+ households); 
 The community has already identified key issues relating to the impact of a bushfire event; 
 The community already has a system of communication with the ability to reach all 

residents in a timely and cost-effective way; 
 There is already a foundation established to assist in raising awareness of the bushfire risk 

to its residents; 
 A preliminary bushfire risk assessment has already been completed covering the differing 

characteristics of housing neighbourhoods;  

 
24 Consensus decision making is a creative and dynamic way of reaching agreement between all members of a group. 
Instead of simply voting for an item and having the majority of the group getting their way, a group using consensus is 
committed to finding solutions that everyone actively supports, or at least can live with. This ensures that all opinions, 
ideas and concerns are taken into account. Through listening closely to each other, the group aims to come up with 
proposals that work for everyone. By definition, in consensus no decision is made against the will of an individual or a 
minority. If significant concerns remain unresolved, a proposal can be blocked and prevented from going ahead. This 
means that the whole group has to continue to work hard at finding solutions that address everyone's concerns rather 
than ignoring or overruling minority opinions. 
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 And why not?? 
 

BROWN HILL NORTHERN SUBURB OF BALLARAT 
 

 

End of initial proposal 

 




