
                 Submission to the Independent Inquiry into the 2019 – 20 Victorian Fire Season. 

                                      Submission from the Healesville Action Group. 

 

In making this submission Healesville Action Group (HAG) acknowledges that our area was not as 

significantly impacted as many other areas in the State. However our experiences in the 2009 fires and 

the lessons learned, compared to what we saw in our area leading up to the fire season this year, from 

both State and Local Government, will form the basis of our submission. 

Roadside slashing 

We have several roads within our area that are the responsibility of VicRoads, Maroondah Hwy. being 

the most significant, linking the Yarra Valley to the metropolitan areas of Melbourne, there are 

several other major State roads also and all suffered from the same lack of adequate roadside slashing. 

The slashing of these roadsides has generally been deteriorating over several years, with the exception 

of those done by local contractors. Maroondah Hwy. has been of most concern and those concerns 

have been raised by this group with VicRoads on many occasions, with very little, if any, effect. The 

last few years have been the worst with late starts and very poor workmanship by the contractors. 

Many large areas have not been adequately slashed because the machinery used has been inadequate 

or insufficient and no attempt has been made to force the contractors to fulfil their obligation under 

the contracts. From our enquiries, in some small number of instances, it appears that the contractor 

was instructed to leave some areas unslashed due to the allegation of environment plants, this we find 

as being totally undesirable as this is a road reservation, not a conservation zone. 

Other instances point to inadequacies and inability of the contractor to fulfil the requirements of the 

contract, or poor contract specifications. While public authorities have an obligation to spend public 

money prudently, the acceptance of the cheapest price often leads to the poorest job. In the case of 

VicRoads it is unclear if they award contracts by price alone, however there is obviously a complete 

lack of oversight and monitoring of these slashing contracts by VicRoads staff to ensure that the work 

is carried to the contract specifications. There have been recent instances where the contractor has 

continued with poor performance without any regard for the specification of the contract, why were 

contracts not terminated? 

It is hoped that this inquiry will thoroughly investigate the performance of the VicRoads oversight of 

their slashing contracts and provide an explanation as to why the contracts with poor performing 

contractors were not terminated after continuing breaches. 

Yarra Ranges Shire is also culpable on roadsides that are their responsibility, it is very noticeable that 

the recent standard of workmanship is inferior to previous tears, not only in the quality of 

workmanship but in the very late start to the slashing programme. The explanation that it was an 

unusual growing season is not acceptable, as it was very plain to see early on, that the growth was 

going to be earlier than usual. When the slashing did finally get underway, it was so far behind that it 

took a long time to catch up. Of the very fortunately small number of fires in our area this year, there 

was a noticeable number that originated on road sides due to the lack of slashing. 

We believe that the enforcement of the obligations of these authorities be passed to the CFA, along 

with the powers of prosecution for breaches.  
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Parks and reserves 

These areas suffered as a result of the same level of late starts as did the roadsides, with many areas 

having grass in excess of one metre high before they were finally cut. It got to the state that a one 

metre wide strip was being cut along the edges of footpaths as an interim measure, as the grass was 

too high for the mowers to cut as normal and the mowing programme was so far behind. 

From the experiences of regular walking groups, users of the parks controlled by Parks Victoria and 

DELPW in the immediate area, complained of the very hazardous state of those parks also, with little 

if any maintenance or removal of fuel load. It has been obvious for many years that the fuel reduction 

burning programme has not been close to being on target and nothing has been done to correct this, 

why? 

With the reorganisation of the fire services it is too early to form a judgement as to whether this will 

change the culture that has developed within these organisations. If it hasn’t, similar powers as 

previously recommended under roadside slashing be given to the CFA.  

Restrictions on private property fuel load reduction 

Yarra Ranges Shire Council have, over several years introduced Local Laws to restrict open air fuel 

reduction burning on private property. Commencing in 2008 and reviewed in 2018 a category of 

“Residential Bushland” was introduced, which limited open air burning to a limited number of days in 

the week and with no burning permitted in June and July. 

This was supposed to reduce smoke, but the ad hock boundaries and size of the areas has proved to be 

inadequate as often the area boundary is a wire fence and contain large property sizes. Recent 

amendments allow a review of the boundaries, but has been so poorly administered that applications 

over two years old have still not been decided. This is indicative of an interface council failing to 

come to grips with administrating rural parts of the shire in a different manner to those of the 

suburban areas. 

We further recommend that this inquiry looks seriously at removing Local Government from having 

any regulatory authority over fuel load reduction burning on private property in rural and semi-rural 

areas, that authority being given to the CFA. 

Summary 

In conclusion, our submission calls for more oversight of contractors, State and Local Authorities 

responsible for fuel load reduction and fire slashing, preferably by another authority, the CFA.  

It is obvious that the individual Authorities are incapable of monitoring their own obligations, this 

will incur greater responsibility and staffing by, if thought appropriate, the CFA and provision should 

be made in their budget allocation to accommodate this additional responsibility.  
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