
Submission: Inquiry into the 2019/2020 Victorian Fire Season 
 
Introduction 

The Friends of Crusoe Reservoir & No. 7 Park 
is an urban Landcare volunteer community 
group which formed 13 years ago.  

It aims to support and assist the City of 
Greater Bendigo’s park ranger in protecting the ecological and 
complementary recreational values of this 210 hectare box-ironbark forest 
urban park.  

The group also supports council community requests for input into the 
development of various local strategies, and undertakes revegetation and 
other environmental works with the ranger.  

We have also been the successful recipient of a number of council and 
state government grants to aid the protection of some of the endangered 
flora and fauna species which exist in the park. 

 

Attention: Inspector General for Emergency Management 
Dear Sir, 

Firstly, we thank all those involved in fighting the dangerous and 
disastrous fires of summer of 2019/2020, to protect our communities and 
precious environments which sustain us all; to you we are indebted. 

 We wish to make some comments under select terms of reference, as 
follows. 

‘Consider all challenges and implications for bushfire preparedness 
arising from increasingly longer and more severe bushfire seasons 
as a result of climate change.’  
Given our current 1.1 degree of warming and resultant longer, hotter, 

drier and more severe summer periods, our organisational emergency 
management processes for bushfire preparedness need to be stronger and 
in a constant state of readiness for coordination with all relevant agencies, 
including Australia’s armed forces with their expertise in emergency 
management and added fire fighting equipment available.    

Better planning regulations for community safety are also needed, e.g. 
disallowing new properties to be built immediately adjacent to forested 
areas, as has happened widely across our municipality over the last 20 
years.  

 



We note that it was a recommendation of the 2009 Victorian Bushfires 
Royal Commission that private bushfire bunkers to the approved 
standard should be made compulsory for any new buildings in fire-prone 
areas, and strongly encouraged for existing homes. However nothing has 
been done to inform community members of this, or to develop this 
recommendation further.  

‘State evacuation planning and preparedness processes/practices 
and their effectiveness with an emphasis on remote/isolated 
communities and Victorian peak holiday season locations’ 
Given the greater unpredictability of our weather and of the wildfire 

behaviour as evidenced this summer, it would be prudent to explore 
legislation for compulsory evacuation as is in place in Canada and the 
USA when catastrophic bushfires are predicted.  

This is a power that could be given to Victoria’s fire managers. Regional 
strategies for evacuation should also be prepared and publicised 
beforehand, so that they may be enacted when needed. 

This will save lives, both of citizens, and of firefighters whose lives will 
not be endangered further, having to find and save people while 
combating ferocious and unpredictable firestorms.  

Currently for public safety, national and state parks are closed on 
forecast Code Red Fire Danger rated days. During peak holiday periods, 
when extreme or catastrophic bushfire conditions are forecast, the 
government should also have the legislative ability to demand closure of 
isolated holiday locations, and their immediate evacuation.  

Again, this is a preventative strategy which will save lives both of 
community members and of firefighters.  

 ‘In considering effectiveness of Victoria’s operational response to the 
2019-20 fire season, IGEM should particularly consider: planning and 
response mechanisms to protect biodiversity threatened by bushfire’  
Further regulations need to be formulated regarding the protection of 

unburnt sections of vegetation within fire-affected forest areas. Such 
islands of unburnt vegetation constitute vital natural refuges for the 
recovery of native plants and animals; these must not be burnt in any fire 
attack programs. This is especially so for old growth forests, as the 
following indicates:   

“For example, the long-unburned sites in our study area are disproportionately 
more important for reptile and mammal richness and abundance than those with 
a shorter time-since-fire” and “Regardless what management action is applied 
for reducing overall fuel hazard, our results suggest that long-unburned forests 
should be protected from fire”. 



Dixon K, Cary G, Worboys G, Seddon J and Gibbons P. (2018) A comparison 
of fuel hazard in recently burned and long-unburned forests and woodlands. 
International Journal of Wildland Fire. July 2018 

An exemplary example here is the saving by NSW firefighters in 
conjunction with the NSW NP and Wildlife Service in January of ancient 
wollemi pines in the Wollemi NP.   

(See :  https://www.theguardian.com/australia news/2020/jan/15/dinosaur-
trees-firefighters-save-endangered-wollemi-pines-from-nsw-bushfires)  

‘Salvage logging’ in fire-affected forests must be banned. Such 
mechanical disturbance during the critical recovery stage should not be 
allowed in fire impacted regions.  

Additionally, clearer regulations over tree removal and assessments 
regarding hazardous trees should be more transparent, in order to avoid 
the broadscale removal of remaining roadside vegetation.  

‘Consideration of the adequacy of existing administrative and 
funding mechanisms in place at a state level to support the 
operational response efforts’  
It was a finding of the 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission that 

the capacity for rapid response at the point of ignition was the most 
crucial factor in stopping the spread of wildfire. Victoria only has a fleet 
of 50 aircraft, and as we witnessed, both Australian Defence Force (ADF) 
and foreign aircraft (three Royal New Zealand Air Force NH90 
helicopters) were needed to be deployed to help fight January’s wildfires. 

 Victoria urgently needs a significant increase of state and federal 
funding to expand the capability for aerial firefighting, especially in order 
to prevent out of control fires in remote areas. This may be seen as a 
financially costly exercise, but not when considering the human, 
ecological and financial cost of wildfires.  

Regarding the capacity of our fire fighting units to respond to call outs, 
more funding is required to provide modern fire fighting tankers and 
equipment.  

For example, in some cases local CFA brigades are equipped  with only 
a small number of older tankers, vehicles which may be hindered  with a 
manual prime for the pump which is slow and often fails. In these older 
vehicles, CFA volunteer fire fighters find that when the tank is full of 
water, the truck is incapable of getting up to full speed. 

More funding is required for the provision of support facilities at all fire 
stations to meet reasonable OHS standards. For example, each station 
should have laundry facilities and hot showers so that volunteers can 
decontaminate at the station before they return home.  



If we are to continue a volunteer service (rather than switch to fully 
paid fire fighting units), more resources are needed for attracting and 
retaining volunteers.  

Volunteers are generally older and will be increasingly no longer able to 
participate over the next few years. The social isolation restrictions in 
place at present (that is, if over 70 you may not respond to fires) have 
greatly reduced the states fire brigades’ current ability to respond. 

In considering the timeliness and effectiveness of activation of 
Commonwealth assistance, and Commonwealth resource availability, 
IGEM should particularly consider:  

• effectiveness of current national resource sharing arrangements when 
multiple and simultaneous fire events are occurring 

• effectiveness of existing governance arrangements supporting access 
to Commonwealth and State air fleets 

• use and integration of Australian Defence Force assets into 
Victoria’s emergency response and relief operations. 
Victorians were greatly relieved when the Premier asked the federal 

government for ADF assistance for the evacuation of citizens in fire-
affected remote and regional areas, and for fire fighting assistance.  

We welcome and wholeheartedly support this improved level of 
State and Federal engagement during this wildfire crisis.  

Given further weather extremes predicted during our climate change 
times, it is our view that this ADF engagement should be considered as 
an essential component of the tools for future emergency response and 
relief operations.  

This is also in support of Recommendation 21 from the 2009 
Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, such that :   

‘The State, in conjunction with Emergency Management Australia and the 
Department of Defence, develop an agreement that allows Commonwealth 
aerial resources that are suitable for firefighting and support activities to be 
incorporated in preparedness plans and used on days of high fire risk. ‘ 

It is a great tragedy that our Prime Minister did not heed the request in 
April 2019 by 23 retired state emergency management and SES leaders to 
meet with the view to form a coordinated national bushfire preparation 
and response plan.   

(See:  ‘Former fire chiefs warn Australia unprepared for escalating 
climate threat’, at ’ https://www.theguardian.com/australia-
news/2019/apr/09/former-fire-chiefs-warn-australia-unprepared-for-
escalating-climate-threat)  

 



We support the call by former fire chiefs Greg Mullins, NSW, and Lee 
Johnson, Qld., on behalf of the now-expanded group of 29 members, 
calling themselves Emergency Leaders for Climate Action, for a national 
bushfire summit, to discuss and formulate approaches as to how 
Australia should prepare and resource itself for wildfire emergencies in a 
time of climate change.  

Due to the increasing severity and number of fires, a coordinated 
national rather that state or local level response is required so that 
sufficient resources are available and can be moved around both within 
and between states to respond to wildfires. 

We ask that Victoria’s Inspector General for Emergency Management 
support and endorse this call for a national bushfire summit.  

While the nation is currently experiencing the Covid 19 pandemic, such 
a national bushfire summit could be staged through a series of online tele-
conferences, with appropriate state and national bushfire and emergency 
service leaders, government agency heads, and other relevant personnel. 

 The extended summer fire season with its wildfire threats will be upon 
us again soon, and will not wait for Covid 19 to pass. 

‘Review of all opportunities and approaches to bushfire 
preparedness, including different methods of fuel and land 
management (for example ‘cool burning’, mechanical slashing, 
integrated forest management, traditional fire approaches) to 
protect life and property as well as ecological and cultural values’ 
According to Victoria’s Code of Practice for Bushfire Management on 

Public Land, which it is our understanding that fire managers are obliged 
to follow, there are two main objectives for fire management: 

1. To minimize the impact of major bushfires on human life, 
communities, essential and community infrastructure, industries, the 
economy and the environment. Human life will be afforded priority 
over all other considerations. 

2. To maintain or improve the resilience of natural ecosystems and their 
ability to deliver services such as biodiversity, water, carbon storage 
and forest products. 

There have been a growing number of peer reviewed scientific papers 
published challenging the effectiveness and confirming the ecological 
harm of broadscale planned burns in the prevention of wildfires.  

While these burns are now meant to occur primarily in close quarters to 
the peri-urban boundaries to meet the goal of asset protection, we are 
concerned that this is not always happening. Planned burns are still 
occurring in out of the way locations, in the middle of forests.  



We are also concerned that an understanding of the ecological functions 
of the particular forest and its unique habitat structure is not the driver of 
these burns, as scientific studies reveal they should be1.  

Some other ecological issues raised by scientific and DELWP papers are 
that broadscale planned burns :  

• cause a depletion of habitat for faunal species;2  
• sparse yet crucial  structural elements such as large logs are 

diminished in Victoria’s Box Ironbark forests with repeated 
burns;3 

• undermine a mix of age-classes, needed to protect foraging and 
habitat needs;4 

• planned burns in Gippsland cause a risk of collapse of hollow 
bearing trees and loss of habitat for hollow-dependant fauna; 5 

• recently burnt forests in the Australian Alps become more 
flammable, with species and plant changes;6 

• frequent burning makes forests and woodlands more flammable, 
changing the understorey composition;7  

• plant traits are more important for predicting wildfire risk than 
fuel load;8 and  

• in extreme weather, wildfires were not reduced by previous 
planned burning9. 

In regards to the flammability of understorey species, is this taken into 
consideration by DELWP’s PHOENIX bushfire risk modelling system?  

While DELWP has an admirable charter of accountability and openness 
with the public, the data fed into this system is not made known to the 
public.  

This needs to be available for public scrutiny, otherwise the agency risks 
undermining public trust with the belief that this computer system may 
be ‘gamed’ or manipulated to achieve a desirable outcome.  

According to the 2018 State of the Environment report, just over two 
million hectares of native vegetation were burned in planned burns 
between 2003-04 and 2016-17, with most occurring in the eastern part of 
the state, including East Gippsland’s national parks near Mallacoota :  

• the Gippsland region topped the figures with  829,000 hectares or 
39% of the total planned-burning area;   

• the Hume region was second, with 621,000 hectares or 29% of the 
total planned-burning area.; and  

• the Snowy District of East Gippsland accounted for 403,000 
hectares or 19% of the total planned-burning area.  



As this summer’s extensive fires in East Gippsland demonstrate, when 
weather conditions are severe, broadscale planned burns are ineffective as 
wildfire deterrents.  

While pre-and post-burn ecological assessments are mandatory, these 
are heavily constrained by staffing shortfalls in the biodiversity sector of 
DELWP. Very little on-ground assessments occur, if any, with 
assessments instead relying on outdated and scarce data.  

These mandatory processes are vital.  
The second objective of Victoria’s Code of Practice for Bushfire 

Management on Public Land, can only satisfactorily occur with a 
significant increase in appropriate biodiversity staffing.  

Traditional Owner burning practice 
We note that programs with Traditional Owners are increasingly being 

introduced by DELWP and Parks Victoria.  
These programs employ a very different approach to burning, aiming to 

heal the land in order to make it less fire-prone, e.g. by burning invasive 
species. Only cool and minimal burns are undertaken.  

Guidelines are :  
The right fire, at the right time, in the right way, for the right reasons.’  
To our understanding, it is also a localised rather than a broadscale 

approach. Thus, considerations such as the structural character of the 
forested area, understorey species and other landscape features alongside 
seasonal and faunal needs, have primacy.  

We support the implementation of the Victorian Traditional Owner 
Cultural Fire Strategy  and ask for continued funding support to enable 
and expand these programs, directed and operated by Traditional 
Owners, in partnership with fire agencies and land managers.  

Preparedness ahead of the 2019-20 fire season; including the 
effectiveness of regional emergency management work undertaken to 
inform and educate the community about the coming season, community 
engagement, impact of lengthening fire seasons, and any relevant 
legislation, policy and practice.  

We feel that while the community was well informed about the 
predicted hotter summer period, more could have been done to warn 
holiday makers before going to high risk regional bushfire areas.  

In future, they should be provided with a mobile phone app to update 
them regarding impending worsening summer conditions, and the need 
for early evacuation. This could be accompanied by a TV advertising 
campaign.  



Living in a regional community whose city is bound by box-ironbark 
forests gives many avenues to potential offenders for bushfire arson.  

We support the continuation of a careful and considered media 
campaign about bushfire arson during our longer, hotter and drier 
summers.  

We also support the focus of Recommendation 35 from the 2009 
Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission.  

This asked for the Victoria Police to pursue a coordinated state-wide, 
high-level approach to arson prevention, to regularly review its approach, 
and for a research program aimed at refining arson prevention and 
detection strategies.  
Regarding the latter, we support the call by leading national bush fire 

arson researcher, Janet Stanley, Associate Professor/Principal Research 
Fellow, Melbourne Sustainable Society at the University of Melbourne, 
for greater funding for bushfire arson prevention programs, alongside 
meaningful social welfare and employment support in long-term socio-
economically disadvantaged urban fringe and rural communities, 
where research has found that bushfire arson most often occurs.  (See: 
‘Humans light 85% of bushfires, and we do virtually nothing to stop it’, 
Stanley J., Nov 2019, at  
https://theconversation.com/humans-light-85-of-bushfires-and-we-do-

virtually-nothing-to-stop-it-126941 ) 
 

Thank you for the opportunity for input into the Inquiry into the 
2019/2020 Victorian Fire Season. 

 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Gill Rosier, President, Friends of Crusoe Reservoir & No. 7 Park 
 
Kerrie Norris, Secretary, Friends of Crusoe Reservoir & No. 7 Park 
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