
Our preparations and experiences 

We live at Bete Bolong about 10km North of Orbost in East Gippsland. We have 1000ha running 450 

dairy cows and 250 Angus cows here. We also have 480ha at Tonghi Creek near Cann River running 

400 beef breeders. We manage 1400ha at Wulgulmerang running 480 angus breeders and 180ha at 

Brodribb running 60 breeders and fattening young stock from the Wulgulmerang property. Stock 

numbers are down across the properties by about 50% due to the drought.  

Our property at Wulgulmerang was devasted by the 2003 fires. We lost 2 haysheds, 450 head of 

cattle and 100’s of km of fences. 

Our farm in Bete Bolong was hit by spot fires in the 2011 Tostaree fires, damaging pastures and 

fences and a silage stack. Our house and dairy were under threat but a wind change saved us. 

Our property was again threatened in 2014. The fire ran with abandon through the state forest 

towards us and Orbost. Again, a wind change took the fire away. 

We have experienced bushfire threat in the past and we learned for our experiences. We planned 

for these fires. When the Bruthen fire started in early November, we were on alert. Then the W tree 

fire, Ensay fire and Barmouth Spur fire started in mid-late Nov and we enacted our plan. We crash 

grazed around all assets at the cost of our cattle’s production, protecting our assets by reducing fuel 

and giving us a safe place to put stock when the inevitable fire came. We had fire fighter pumps set 

up on vehicles with tanks attached for putting out spot fires around the properties, and firefighters 

and water sources to protect the houses. We had conducted fuel reduction burns over the previous 

3 years through the bush around our house, and the cattle had kept the undergrowth down. 

Despite our plans, we were impacted by the fires on December 30th & 31st 2019. Thankfully our plans 

and the lack of dry standing feed due to the drought meant we lost no stock over any of the 

properties.   

At Wulgulmerang we lost 50% of the pasture but our fences remained standing as they had been 

replaced after the 2003 fires with galvanised posts and porcelain insulators. The only immediate 

losses were pine corner assemblies and a couple of pre 2003 fences. The intensity of the fire was 

nothing like 2003, however it was still hot and fast. Our bared-out paddocks slowed the progress of 

the fire and saved our assets. The fences are now showing signs of heat damage – gal posts 

beginning to rust but our insurance will cover that. But because we are fully insured and we made 

plans to save our assets, we are ineligible for government assistance. Makes me wonder why we 

spend the money on insurance! 

We dodged a bullet in Bete Bolong. The fire got to within 2km of us to the North and within 7km to 

the west, after the south-westerly wind change came through. The fire was insanely hot but we got 

no ember attack at the house. There was a small spot fire in our farm nearly 7km the other side of 

our house (9km from the fire front) that was happened upon and extinguished by neighbours 

patrolling their place. We had a couple of small spot fires the following day. 

Our Tonghi Creek property is surrounded by State forest. The fire hit the first time on 30/12, then 

again, a couple of days later and a 3rd impact about a week later. We couldn’t get through to check 

our stock for 2 weeks. When we were able to get through it was only because a local DWELP worker 

recognising our need to check our stock and assess the damage escorted us through. Local 

knowledge is invaluable. We lost about 14km of boundary fences and there was damage to a couple 

of km of internal fences. About 180ha of pasture was burnt and two w=concrete water tanks were 

cracked from the heat.  



Victorian Government preparation particularly plans to protect communities, the environment & 

biodiversity  

Clearly this was not successful! 

I cleaned up my place, I reduced the fuel to protect my assets and family. But the

didn’t and that threatened my family and my community. I am understandably angry 

about that! 

The Australian bush relies on fire. Many species need the heat of fire to bust open their seed pods. 

Really hot fires such as this summer burn the seeds not open them. Fire is natural – lightning strikes 

start fires. Lightning strikes on the ridges -the high ground. Gullies are usually too damp for the fire 

to be sustained – a natural fire break. Since the 1960’s lightning strikes have been extinguished 

because of the risk to humans.  

Before white settlement, the bush also was burnt by the indigenous community as they left an area. 

In the old days, the settlers followed the indigenous example and burnt the bush regularly. This, in 

combination with cattle grazing and the timber industry, maintained the native bush in a low fuel 

state. The burns and the timber coups created a mosaic pattern so monster fires had less 

opportunity to get hold. That is not to say major fires did not occur – 1939 is an example. Like this 

summer, it was incredibly dry. Our bush burns, we have to accept this. But we shouldn’t just accept 

that it is going to happen without attempting to reduce the risk. 

The environmental movement has pushed for reduced burning, vast swathes of the bush to be 

locked up in National Parks and a ban on cattle grazing through the bush. In combination with 

lightning strikes being extinguished, the result is a huge build-up of fuel and scrubby undergrowth. 

My grandfather was able to ride his horse from Orbost to Buchan before the road was put through 

because as he described the bush – “it was open, like parkland”. East Gippsland was discovered and 

settled in the times of horse & dray. No way that would have either been possible in the bush before 

these fires. As a child driving to Conran, you could see the ocean for the majority of the drive – 

heathlands are now replaced by 8ft high tea tree scrub, highly flammable and unnatural. A swamp 

that is opposite Jungle Beach Caravan park entrance has not been visible for 30 years because the 

tea tree scrub has been allowed to grow up and hide it.  We have changed our native bushlands 

thinking that we are returning it to its natural state when in fact we are making it far more 

vulnerable to destruction by wild fire. 

We are aware that the changing climate is resulting in hotter drier seasons with lower humidity. The 

bush is drier, fuel loads are higher and the risk of fires is much higher. Why has the

not taken more precautions not been taken to mitigate the higher risk?  

Controlled burns work! The Painted Line Track was burnt May & June 2019. The burn saved our 

property at Bete Bolong and gave the wildlife fleeing the fire a safe haven. 

Previous Royal Commissions/Enquiries 2003 & 2009 recommended more burning to reduce the risk 

We haven’t come close to the recommendations. In fact, the went from a 

hectare based, to a risk-based approach in 2014 which has seen the area burnt fall from 300000ha 

burnt in 2014 to just 110000ha in 2019. The risk-based approach basically means fuel reduction 

burns around towns. It clearly identifies that fuel reduction burning works. The problem with this 

approach is it leaves vast areas unburnt and fuel loads in these huge tracts of bush are astronomical. 

A fire starts and can reach such intensity that the wind preceding the fire will blow the roof off a 

house before the fire has even got there, as happened in North Bete Bolong.  



 

Our fire agencies have become too risk adverse. Fire is, by its very nature, not without risk. There are 

people in the community who are quick to point the finger when things go awry. The blame game is 

ever present and people become defensive. Combine that with the powerful environmental lobby’s 

anti-burn rhetoric, and burns become locked down by process. 

The Country Fire Authority management in Bairnsdale introduced freehold burning restrictions on 

the 10th September 2019, while the grass was still green. Permits to burn were not issued for fear of 

fires getting away. 

Fuel reduction burns by DWELP are planned for months in advance and require clearance from head 

office in Melbourne. Burns have become so prescriptive, if weather is unfavourable or the burn is 

delayed by protestors and can’t be done, the whole planning process has to start again. As the area 

burned each year reduces, fuel loads have increased, burning has been done later in the year when 

moisture and humidity loads are higher to help lessen the chance of a fire escape. Unfortunately, 

this has led to elevated smoke from damp fuel loads causing more community angst against burning. 

A reduced window of opportunity to burn is cited as an excuse for the reduced number of planned 

burns- we witnessed backburning carried in the Cobberas region in Jan 2020 by a helicopter with a 

massive drip torch suspended underneath– fairly inhospitable country that has not been burnt for 

years. These fires became neither uncontrollable nor resulted in abnormal risk or loss to the locals. A 

successful fuel reduction burn! If that was possible this year, in January, in a catastrophic fire season 

such as this, how can the state government claim that the window of opportunity for burning is 

getting smaller!  

The hypocrisy of the environmental lobby is astounding! Nowa Nowa, Marlo and Mallacoota had 

risk-based burns stopped by environmental protestors during 2019. Their claim was the burns would 

endanger the native wildlife. In hindsight, Nowa Nowa and Marlo were very lucky not to be wiped 

out by the fire. Mallacoota and the wildlife didn’t fare so well.   

Submissions made after the 2003 fires by Greenpeace have claimed the link of climate change with 

higher temperatures and lower humidity will increase the bushfire risk. Submissions made by other 

environmental groups such as the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) while mentioning 

climate change as a key risk, list the frequency and timing of fuel reduction burns as a threatening 

process on Australia’s fauna and flora. The fires of this summer were the biggest threat our wildlife 

has ever faced!   

We need to mimic the lightning strikes that we extinguish, by controlled burning. We need to use 

local knowledge and conduct burns when conditions are favourable – even if it is January. Burn later 

in the evening when humidity has dropped. Burn when conditions allow. If it is really dry, keep the 

summer crew for longer to conduct burns later in the year.  

Unprecedented is a term that was used with abandon during these fires. The management of the 

forests of the last 60 years or so has not changed to reflect the experiences and lessons of previous 

major fires such as 2003 and 2009, despite the climate change debate amplifying. The only thing 

unprecedented, is the utter stupidity, of somehow expecting a different outcome. 

 

 

 



Community, Victorian Government and Emergency Services Response 

I am a very concerned at the apparent lack of attempts to contain the Barmouth Spur, Ensay and W 

Tree fires when they were small. All 3 fires were reasonably stagnant in size from their ignition in 

mid-late November until mid-December. Even more concerning is reports that bulldozers attempting 

to construct containment lines around these fires were ordered out of the National Parks by Parks 

Victoria head office. This needs to be investigated and if it is found to be true, the repercussions are 

mind boggling! 

Disasters really show the value of a strong community. Information and local knowledge were 

shared. Friends and family kept in touch where possible and the outcome was a safer community. 

This wealth of local knowledge, sadly, was not fully utilised. 

A particular concern was the lack or poor communications across vast tracks of land. The Optus 

network in far East Gippsland was down for 3 days which not only affected locals, but also CFA strike 

crews. With no power and limited battery life, all mobile towers were down for periods of time 

impacting residents’ ability to get timely information. No point visiting the App if there is no 

internet/mobile access to visit the App. Landlines were also destroyed in the fires and in the 

Wulgulmerang district services did not return until the 3rd of March. A mobile tower in the district 

was never turned on. NBN satellite provided access to connected residents once power was either 

restored or backup generators for households were provided. Generators were not provided until 

the road was opened so residents relied on UHF’s for communication for the first week after the 

fires. Power was not restored to the Wulgulmerang valley until 16th January. 

Evacuation notices via SMS were fantastic but I think should have been more forceful, perhaps 

including the release of fire mapping predictions so locals and tourists were able to make more 

informed decisions about evacuation. Parks Vic sites were evacuated eg Winghan Buchan, Conran, 

Corringle, but privates weren’t. Those tourists who stayed were a drain on the limited resources of 

small towns. Deliveries of groceries and supplies could not get through while the highway was closed 

so stocks were depleted more quickly by the increased numbers in town. There were reports of 

abuse of local businesses because stocks were unavailable and unable to be refilled. There were also 

reports of fuel stockpiled in tourists’ cars that could have been used for emergency vehicles & locals. 

Interestingly, after their experience on the night of 30th Dec, when the highway west opened to 

convoy traffic on New Year’s Day the line of tourists wanting to get out was extensive! And even 

more left (tourists and locals) the following Friday, before the next spike day. 

I quite like the Vic emergency app – I found it far more informative than the NSW one, but maybe 

that is familiarity. I found the cross-border information difficult because of the differences in the 

information, and having properties close to the border this was a concern. Tourists not familiar with 

the app may have found the information more challenging – my brother in law decided to stay 

(against my advice) and rang to inform me in the afternoon of 30th Dec that there was a fire in Bete 

Bolong. Being on my roof, rechecking gutters were clean, I had a pretty good view of the 

surrounding bush. There were no plumes of smoke. But I checked the app– it was a Watch and Act 

message – something to be aware of but not imminent danger! 

I would like to say a huge thank you to the local CFA crews and the Strike crews who came from 

away to help us. You were amazing – working your butts off voluntarily to help to save ours. My only 

problem was some isolated families were told they would have support when the fire came. And of 

course, they didn’t. Regulations say CFA crews have to pull out if the dangers are too high, but they 

shouldn’t be saying they will be there for assistance. I think possibly the issue is strike crews who 



don’t know the area, and didn’t realise staying would be against guidelines. Again, it shows the value 

of local knowledge. 

And thanks also to the DWELP crews who battled the fires and did back burning to help protect 

property and life. 

As in every fire, private contractors were used to help with firefighting efforts and with the clean up 

phase. Their local knowledge was invaluable. Local logging contractors have intimate knowledge of 

the bush, its tracks and water points and what are dangerous trees. It took one of our employees 

who worked in the bush for 40 odd years to point out to a Vicroads “expert” which were the 

dangerous trees along the roadside between Cann River and Orbost. Who knows where the 

machines and expertise in the next fire event will come from if the Andrews Government is true to 

its word and shuts down native logging by 2030?  

The ADF was amazing in all the work that they did, but also in the morale boost for the small 

communities that they visited. Earlier deployment would have been hugely beneficial. As part of the 

recovery effort my husband became the Hay coordinator for communities east of Orbost.  On the 

16th of January the ADF Chinooks were brought in to distribute hay to the impacted farms who were 

cut off from transport and whose cattle had little feed. This was greatly appreciated by those 

impacted farmers. ADF forces were also deployed to help clear roads, open the entrance to the 

Snowy River and a host of other public benefit issues. 

As all of the available contractors were either fighting fires or clearing roads. No heavy machinery 

was available to help farmers who had significant property damage, burnt houses and sheds, to help 

with the clean-up. The ADF machinery sat idle around town for long periods during this time and 

could have been used to help with some of the heavy machinery assistance that was required at this 

time. 

The was dysfunctional. Their primary concern was the fire services response to the fires. 

Other agencies and locals were merely paid lip service, and inconsistencies in approach created 

confusion and frustration.  Staff change over in the ICC was on a Sunday – the whole crew, every 

Sunday so there was not continuity from week to week, only adding to the level of dysfunction. 

Communication between Orbost ICC & assisting resources was ad hoc at best. 

Two hay truck were allowed through to Cann River under escort on the 11th Jan, then 4 hay trucks on 

the 15th, then a decree by the Orbost ICC that no more hay trucks would be allowed through. This 

was despite the road being passable and extensive fire damage to farmland – no feed, and a real 

need for hay to feed starving stock. Cattle trucks were also not allowed to bring stock out to ease the 

situation. The next convoy of hay was on Sunday 19th January. The ICC rang my husband as hay 

coordinator at 6.15pm Saturday night to organise trucks to cart the hay. He managed to find 7 trucks 

at very short notice, who were loaded from 6am Sunday morning. They arrived at the DWELP offices 

to get permits before 9am as instructed, & no-one there knew what was going on. The Army who 

were supposed to be escorting the convoy knew nothing of the convoy and left before the required 

permits were issued. Finally, the trucks with their permits, headed out to the highway by about 

11am, only to be stopped by the Police on the road block who knew nothing of the convoy. The 

convoy was allowed through, but the treatment of the volunteers -those loading the hay and the 

truck drivers was appalling. 

Toolbox meetings were held every morning in Orbost and Cann River at 8am. Contractors working 

on clearing the roads had to be present, so work on clearing the roads did not start until the meeting 

was finished and they had travelled out to the site. Then they had to knock off by 5.30 so the 



supervisors could get home. These, mainly timber contractors are used to working long hours to get 

a job done. They have local knowledge of the area and didn’t need to be baby sat whilst doing their 

work. 

Clearance distances along the Princes Highway were also inconsistent resulting in delays getting the 

road open. One crew was initially told 15m from the centre line, then sent back to clear 15m from 

the edge of the road. Other areas were cleared 25 m from the edge.  

 After the State of emergency was declared, road closures were policed by Vic Pol members. They 

were fantastic. They used number plate recognition once the need to pass checkpoints was proven. 

But then something changed and the rules became ridiculously strict. Permits had to be issued by 

the Orbost ICC for every day of travel – frustrating and time consuming e.g for those farmers 

needing to only go to Brodribb to check cattle.  

 

Relief activities 

There was major confusion over the difference between evacuation centres, relief centres & 

community safe places. The definitions of each and their capabilities needs to be clarified before the 

next major disaster, and the what is available in remote communities (including Orbost) needs to be 

advertised and explained well in advance. 

The generosity of people Australia wide was overwhelming! Relief centres were flooded with 

donations of everything from food to clothes, children’s toys, and volunteers. And that was on top of 

all the monetary donations. Amazing! 

Australia’s farming communities were equally generous, with truckload after truckload of hay 

entering the district to help out stricken farmers feed their stock. The only disappointment was 

many of the truckies just wanted to deliver the hay to a farmer in need. Unfortunately, because of 

road closures, this was not possible in most cases and depots were set up from which hay was 

distributed when it was allowed. 

Recovery 

The time taken to reopen the national highway was a disgrace! East Gippsland really only has the 

one road in and out for heavy trucks and to be denied access for 6 weeks beggars’ belief. Especially 

when there was access all the way East to Genoa after a week. I understand that while the road is 

dangerous, transport is going to be limited but to close the road to all but emergency services traffic 

for that long was unacceptable.  

DWELP, Vicroads, then who know who else had to all do their own checks and no one was prepared 

to sign off on the safety of the road. We have as many dangerous trees on our local roads that 

weren’t burnt! Previously stated toolbox meeting creating inefficiencies contributed. The Number 1 

highway in Australia should never have been in this position – native vegetation laws in Victoria have 

a lot to answer for. Major roads should be able to be cleared for at least a trees length on either side 

to prevent this from happening ever again.  

The emotional and financial cost of this indecision was immense. We had no access to our farm at 

Cann River for 6 days, when we were escorted through to do assessments and feed hungry cattle. 

Not knowing how we were affected was a huge emotional burden. Local transport companies were 

spending huge amounts of money to get produce to markets because they had to go the long way. 

Bega had no access to their farmers milk for 6+weeks and Saputo couldn’t pick up their milk from 



Noorinbee for 4 weeks. Even the local nursery suffered as deliveries of stock were put on hold 

because the trucks couldn’t complete their run to Eden or Canberra. 

But there was a flow on effect- donated hay was unable to be delivered to starving stock for weeks 

after the fire. Starving cattle could not be transported out. What was determined to be an essential 

service was inconsistent and ad hoc. During the current Coronavirus pandemic, farming is 

considered an essential service. Why not during the fires? 

The Victorian government contributed money to subsidise freight for donated hay. The VFF was in 

charge of distributing the funds, an arrangement that worked well until the money ran out. The VFF 

has suffered a loss of respect as farmers and truck drivers are blaming them for not getting paid. 

Way more than the original $600,00 pledged has been spent because Victorian farmers were so very 

generous. not so! Many of the people out of pocket are rural Rotary and Lions clubs 

who organised loads of donated hay.  

The fencing grants are grossly inadequate. A landowner only get 100% of the 

cost of the fences (@$20/m) if the fence was destroyed when fire breaks were constructed. All other 

boundary fences are paid at $5/m, which is less than the Government departments pay for example 

EGCMA pays $8/m for riparian fencing. 

If a fire spreads from private to public land the landowner is 100% liable for replacement of the 

fence. But if the fire spreads from public to private the state government is only 25% liable 

Equitable? Not! 

Additionally, the fencing grants paperwork includes a waiver against any further claims against the 

Government, which, when signing on an ipad with no explanation from the DWELP workers , was 

completely missed by fire affected, stressed farmers. Unconscionable. 
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Victorian Government and emergency services preparation 

Photo included is an aerial of the Painted line track post fires. The area to the left is the controlled 

burn conducted in June 2019. The right side is the complete destruction of the fire which hit in the 

early hours of Dec 31 2019 
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