
I wish to respond to the Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season and specifically address 
the aspects relating to PREPAREDNESS for this fire season. 
 
I write as a 40 year resident of East Gippsland, the Captain of a CFA brigade and a person who 
was directly impacted by the 2014 Mt Ray Fire. 
 
Having read a large number of both media and social media publications during and since the 
summer fires, it has become obvious that there is developing a trend to blame these events on 
CLIMATE CHANGE. This is totally misleading as these fires are a result of MIS-
MANAGEMENT of public land by allowing fuel loads to build up to unacceptable levels. 
 
If we are to prevent, control or adequately contain these fires then it is the fuel load that must 
be addressed. The CFA and other organizations in training there personnel teach about the fire 
triangle. This simple model demonstrates what is necessary for fire to occur and the 
relationship between those necessary elements which are heat, fuel and oxygen. It teaches to 
prevent/extinguish the fire one of these elements needs to be removed. Obviously we have no 
control over the available oxygen in the atmosphere nor do we have control of the heat sources 
of ignition. What we do however have control over is the available levels of fuel. 
 
The 2009 Royal Commission understood that principal as did previous inquiries into bushfires 
in Victoria and recommended that 5% of public land (390 000ha) be subjected to fuel 
reduction burning every year. It is my understanding that the government of the day however 
decided to build up to that target but before it could be reached the Bushfire Royal 
Commission Implementation Monitor put forward a case that these targets could not be 
realistically be met. 
 
What was then proposed was to modify the PHOENIX MODEL which had previously been 
successfully used to predict fire behaviour and use this model to identify areas which were at 
high risk from fires and to carry out fuel reduction burns in order to protect these areas.  
 
This change in policy was explained at a number of public meetings. However at the meeting 
at Glenaladale and probably at a number of other locations a great deal of scepticism was 
expressed. Specifically at Glenaladale community members made it clear that this policy 
would fail and gave the following reasons. The area to be treated with fuel reduction burns was 
small and did not extend far enough back into the surrounding forests. This would mean that 
large fires could still develop and if conditions allowed, these fires had the potential to travel 
towards the settled areas with such intensity that any prior fuel reduction burns based on 
Phoenix modelling would offer little or no protection. Many members of the community were 
of the opinion that the recommendations of the Royal Commission to carry out fuel reduction 
burns on 5% of Public Land each year had to be implemented. 
 
Further reference was made to the fact that the intensity of these fires of 2009 was measured at 
70 000 to 80 000 kilowatts per meter and that conventional fire fighting resources and methods 
are restricted to successfully dealing with fire of an intensity of less than 4 000 kw per metre. 
(2009 Bushfires Royal Commission Interim Report p 47). 
 
The only conclusion that could be reached from this change of policy was that we would again 
be facing a similar scenario within the next decade and with fuel loads estimated as building up 
to 10 tonnes per hectare this prediction was to reach fruition. 
 



On a number of occasions the argument has been put forward that due to low moisture levels 
and drought conditions it has not been possible to carry out planned fuel reduction burns and 
entire planned burns have been abandoned. 
 
However the way these measurements are made and the decisions made as a result need to be 
questioned. Usually gullies and southern slopes have a higher moisture content than ridges and 
northern slopes. So instead of abandoning an entire burn, a more realistic approach may be to 
burn those gullies and southern slopes and return at a later time to complete the task. 
 
The risk of a control burn escaping in autumn or winter is much more preferable to having 
minimal fuel reduction burning done or worse still having mega fires destroy homes, stock, 
infrastructure and over a million hectares of land during the summer. 
 
In order to adequately protect this STATE, we cannot hide behind the excuse of CLIMATE 
CHANGE but need to revisit and adopt the recommendation of the 2009 Royal Commission 
that 5% OF Public Land needs to have fuel reduction burns carried out each year. Moreover 
the location of these burns need to be carefully considered in order to ensure maximum 
protection to life and property. After all it would it would be pointless to burn out large tracts 
of the Mallee in order to solely reach a hectare target. The primary aim must be to afford 
maximum protection to people and assets where the risk of bushfire is greatest. 
 
Judging by the area burned and extent of damage incurred during the summer of 2019-20, I 
conclude that the relevant authorities were ill prepared to deal with the situation that arose and 
that situation can only be attributed to their mismanagement of Public Land by allowing fuel 
loads to reach unacceptable levels and by implementing a policy based on the Phoenix model 
that was doomed to fail. 
 
I suggest that in order to be better prepared for future severe bushfire seasons and to avoid the 
same situation reoccurring within the next decade that the recommendation of the 2009 Royal 
Commission that 5% of Public Land be treated with fuel reduction burns each year be 
implemented, monitored and enforced. 
 
On a totally different aspect to PREPARADNESS by authorities, I would also like to comment 
on the media advertising advising the community of how they should prepare namely by 
leaving their properties on days of extreme fire danger. While this may be appropriate for rural 
people on small properties, it is totally inappropriate advice for farmers who need to be able to 
protect and defend their assets and business in a fire. The consequences of a farmer returning 
to a burned out property to find dead and injured stock, destroyed machinery and loss of 
fencing is both a psychological and economic trauma that many will never recover fully from. 
Therefore the authorities need to be far more practical and realistic in directing advice and 
advertising about PREPAREDNESS at this sector of the community. 
 
 
 
Lionel Rose 

 




