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Background 
In 2011, the then Fire Services Commissioner established the Dandenong Ranges 
Bushfire Landscape Project to explore and develop innovative solutions to bushfire 
management and community safety. The project involved fire management 
agencies, local government and community representatives, and was coordinated by 
Steve Pascoe.  
 
Two successful outcomes of the project were: the development of new approaches 
to tenure blind bushfire fuel management, and; participation of community members 
in fire and emergency management planning.  
 
The bushfire fuel management project resulted in: 

• a tenure blind, risk-based approach, focused on the protection of community 
assets (social, natural, economic and built) 

• evidence based planning 

• participation of, and leadership by community members 

• utilisation of existing standards and prescriptions as described in the Code of 
Practice for Bushfire Management on Public Land (DELWP 2012)  
https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/21300/Code-of-
Practice-for-Bushfire-Management-on-Public-Land.pdf 

• compatibility with existing legislation 

• trailed in 2 communities – Monbulk and Kalorama. 
 
The outcome of the project was the Guideline for Fuel Management Planning for the 
Protection of Townships and Settlements. (attached to this submission).  This 
guideline and its processes were endorsed by the Yarra Ranges Municipal Fire 
Management Planning Committee, and the Eastern and Southern Regional Fire 
Management Planning Committees.  
 
Mallacoota Fuel Management Planning Project 
Over a few conversations amongst friends at Mallacoota, it became evident that the 
local community were unhappy with the fuel management approach being pursued 
by public land managers, and that getting anything done on private land through 
CFA or Council was difficult, if not impossible.  It was also evident that the fuel 
management that had been undertaken would be inadequate to protect the township 
of Mallacoota from the impact of a significant bushfire event.  While fuel 
management plans did exist with DELWP and Parks Victoria, most of the plans had 
not been implemented. 
 



Steve Pascoe offered to share the learnings from the Dandenong Ranges with 
community members and agency staff interested in a community-based approach to 
bushfire fuel management.  Lyn Harwood invited to the working group community 
leaders who had an interest in fuel management, were connected into local 
community networks, and who had the ability to reasonably represent a range of 
views.  Local and regional representatives of Forest Fire Management Victoria 
(Parks Victoria, DELWP), CFA and East Gippsland Shire Council were also invited.  
The Fuel Management Working Group began meeting in early May 2019 and 
continued to meet every 3-4 weeks until October when bushfires began across the 
region limiting the ability of agency staff to attend meetings.  
 
The Code of Practice for Bushfire Management on Public Land (DELWP 2012) 
establishes 4 fuel management zones for public land:  Asset Protection Zones; 
Bushfire Moderation Zones; Landscape Management Zones; and Planned Burning 
Exclusion Zones.  (In the tenure blind Dandenong Ranges project, Planned Burning 
Exclusion Zones where renamed Fuel Management Exclusion Zones as it was 
recognised that planned burning was not the only way of undertaking fuel 
management). 
 
The intent of these zones is as follows: 
Asset Protection Zone (APZ) 

Highest level of protection to settlements and assets, intense fuel 
management, high frequency, priority is on saving lives, results in significant 
change in ecological values 

Bushfire Moderation Zone (BMZ) 
Support APZ, reduce fire intensity in the landscape, reduce embers, priority is 
still on safety but with more consideration of ecology. 

Landscape Management Zone (LMZ) 
Priority of fuel management is on ecological outcomes with safety considered, 
includes areas not available for fuel management eg wet gullies, steep areas 

Fuel Management Exclusion Zone (FMEZ) 
Identifies areas of high ecological/cultural value or where other risks (eg 
landslip) might be exacerbated, fuel management is excluded. 

 
Over a number of months the working group shared and learned about bushfire 
behaviour, risk assessment, existing fuel management plans, and modelled bushfire 
threat.  A mapping exercise identified community assets across the 4 community 
environments (built, social, natural, economic).  DELWP provided expert bushfire 
behaviour modelling and threat scenarios.  The Working Group also visited a number 
of sites where planned burning and vegetation mulching had been undertaken along 
with areas adjacent to community assets where fuel management would be 
necessary to protect those assets. 
 
Once knowledge was built, an exercise was undertaken to map the Asset Protection 
Zone for the township of Mallacoota.  “Ground truthing” was then undertaken to 
determine actual depth of APZ and to identify ecosystem assets that might require 
protection or exclusion from fuel management activities.  It was acknowledged that 
fuel management is greater than simply protecting assets.  This seems to be one of 
the advantages of community involvement, recognising local social, cultural and 



environmental priorities.  However, do we (community and agencies) have the 
knowledge to properly pursue these priorities? 
 
While most of the area identified as APZ was on public land, some areas were 
privately owned.  Working Group members invited the involved private property 
owners to a discussion, seeking their support and input to the plans.   
 
Unfortunately, the fire season began early, and planning was put on hold until 2020. 
 
The bushfires which impacted Mallacoota at the start of 2020 demonstrated that 
there is a real need for better fuel management to protect the towns critical 
community assets, houses and lives.  It would appear that a small number of houses 
were impacted by direct flame impingement, while the majority of homes were lost 
through ember ignition.  
 
We suggest that if the community-based fuel management planning had been 
completed and actioned prior to the impact of the bushfires, the outcomes for 
Mallacoota community would have been dramatically different.  
 
 
Outcomes 
The Mallacoota fuel management planning project resulted in a number of positive 
outcomes: 

• community participation and influence in the planning of bushfire fuel 
management for the protection of Mallacoota 

• successful engagement of fire management agencies and municipal council in 
the planning process 

• development of strong relationship between community and agencies 

• inclusion of community knowledge and social, cultural, and ecological values 
in the planning process 

• inclusion of private land and landowners in the planning process 

• exploration of fuel management methodologies other than planned burning 
 
 
Barriers 
While engagement was successful, there were a number of barriers to progressing 
fuel management planning and implementing fuel management activities: 

• while the agencies involved were encouraging of the community-based 
approach, most struggled to participate openly and honestly 

• DELWP and Park Victoria struggled to share power with community 
members, falling back on “legislative responsibilities” as an excuse 

• while two CFA staff members were very encouraging, there appeared to be 
little or no support for the concept from the broader organisation 

• DELWP seems to be too heavily committed to planned burning rather than 
exploring options. 

• funding was cited as the reason for not undertaking any works in the current 
year.   

• There is a lack of scientific and historical knowledge that supports fuel 
management.  The First Australians burnt country for a range of biodiversity 



and cultural reasons, this needs to be explored.  Not enough research is 
available or undertaken to understand the complexity of forest ecosystems in 
order to manipulate them according to a desired outcome. 

 

Observations and Opportunities 

• Vegetation mulching was demonstrated as being an excellent option for 
modifying bushfire fuel loads in the Asset Protection Zone.  A high-risk area 
was mulched in 2019 and significantly modified the fire behaviour in this area.   
 
Mulching can be undertaken at any time of the year (rather than the narrow 
windows for burning) and has markedly lower risks than planned burning 
when undertaken in proximity to assets.  
 
While DELWP argues that mulching is much more expensive compared to 
planned burning, they do not include their own planning or operational labour 
in planned burning costs. 
 

• Fuel management for the protection of townships and settlement should 
be undertaken in proximity to towns.   
Since 2009, the emphasis has been on burning large areas of public land, 
remote from communities and their assets. While the 5% target has been 
discontinued, the majority of bushfire fuel management still occurs as planned 
burning in remote areas.  While this may be useful for forestry, ecological 
regeneration and protection of water supplies, it is largely ineffective in 
protecting townships and settlements.  

 
Two scientific papers by Penman et al, (Environmental Modelling & Software 
52, 2014), and Gibbons et al, (Land Management Practices Associated with 
House Loss in Wildfires; PLoS ONE, January 2014) (attached with this 
submission) suggest that a shift in emphasis away from broad-scale fuel-
reduction to intensive fuel treatments close to communities and their assets, 
will be more cost effective and have greater outcomes in mitigating the 
impacts of wildfires on communities. 

 

• Fuel management should focus on the establishment of ‘defendable 
space’ and the reduction of ember impact on townships and 
settlements.  
Fuel management alone will not prevent bushfires from impacting on 
communities.  Fuel management should be targeted to the creation of 
defendable space and reduction in ember attack, enabling fire fighting 
resources and well-prepared property owners to defend the assets including 
houses. This is particularly important for the properties on the outer edges of 
townships.  Having effective defendable space reduces reliance on 
evacuation strategies and will reduce the loss of houses and livelihoods.  

  



• The fuel management planning process is best facilitated by a person 
with appropriate knowledge and skills and independent of government 
agencies. 
While all fire management agencies have community engagement staff, it 
became apparent that their job is to engage community members in, and 
promote the business of, their agency.  Community engagement staff were 
strongly controlled and limited in their involvement by their organisation.   
 
Any planning facilitator provided by a government agency, no matter how 
good they are, will be constrained by the culture and history of their 
organisation, and the experience and perceptions of the community they 
engage with.  The success of the Mallacoota planning process (as well as 
other communities) has been the facilitation by an independent person with 
the appropriate knowledge and skills.  
 

• Access to Cultural knowledge 
Much can be learnt from Indigenous practices of fire burning.  This is not a 
simple matter of calendar (eg cool autumn burns), but a complex cultural 
knowledge that protects and balances ecosystems.  The process is not about 
people and assets but is holistic, focusing on the traditional lore that specifies 
responsibility towards the country. 
 

• New Knowledge 
There is a huge opportunity for research into the web of forest life and the 
effects and management of fire.  So much is unknown. 
 

• Engaging private property owners 
For tenure blind to be successful, private property owners must act in the 
same way as do public land managers.  While there is existing legislation 
(CFA Act) to cause private owners to undertake fuel management, the 
process is not based on science or risk.  For some larger land owners, the 
cost of undertaking effective fuel management consistent with the township 
fuel management plan, is beyond their financial capacity.  If they are required 
to undertake works for the protection of the community, then the broader 
community should contribute to the costs through a state funded grant 
scheme.  

 
 
Recommendations 
 
We recommend that: 

• Community based bushfire fuel management be pursued for townships 
at high risk from bushfire and who are ready and willing to participate 
 

• Fuel management should focus on the establishment of ‘defendable 
space’ and the reduction of ember impact on townships and settlements 
and critical assets.  
 



• The actual cost of planned burning be reviewed so that it can be 
compared to other fuel management options such as vegetation 
mulching.  
 

• A funding stream be established to enable community-based fuel 
management planning groups to fund fuel management activities for the 
protection of their community. 
 

• A funding stream be established to support owners of large private 
properties with managing bushfire fuels as identified in the township 
plan. 
 

• Community based fuel management planning be facilitated by a 
person/s independent of government agencies 
 

• Access to appropriate cultural knowledge be facilitated, validated and 
supported 
 

• Financial support to Bushfire Research be ongoing and information 
needs to be accessible to community 

 
 
With respect,  

Steve Pascoe 

 
Lyn Harwood 




