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We provide for your consideration our local community experiences of the response and potential 
future responses to the Victorian fire season(s). We provide practical examples as we are practical 
people who have lived through and fought fires – suffering stock and infrastructure losses as well as 
personal injuries for a period of over 60 years, with a family history of the same for over 100 years. 
 

Reduction of CFA actual capacity 
 
TRAINING: CFA training commitments are onerous and do not consider any Recognition of Prior 
Learning (RPL). CFA operational staff are volunteers. Most have either been members for many 
years and many have been trained from childhood for this purpose. To mandate that these members 
need to undertake training modules for such things as “Killer Trees” is degrading and time 
consuming. We live, work and play in a “killer tree” environment every day – not just when trees are 
on fire.  
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Typical day driving on regional Victorian roads – every 
week limbs and/or trees come down. 
  
Left: Where I swim with my grandchildren every summer 
along with many other locals. This branch came down 
during some windy weather in summer – no-one was 
injured or killed because even our smallest children are 
taught that trees can be “killers” during windy and/or 
wet, hot/dry or when on fire so… no-one went swimming 
because of the risk! Still we all needed to do the “killer 
tree” CFA training? Note: It would be foolhardy to 
suggest that I would risk spending 20 minutes under a 

tree circling it with tape and painting a yellow K on it as suggested during the training – the biggest 



risk in these circumstances would be to expose yourself for longer than necessary to the risk of a 
falling limb or tree! 
 
 
AGEIST: Some CFA members are over 60 years old and their lifelong experience and skills are 
undervalued and discredited.  
Media articles often focus on this issue – lamenting that many CFA members are aging and inferring 
that their usefulness is diminished. In our local brigades the “aging” members are still working 
fulltime as farmers – undertaking hard, physical work that would daunt many. They are not “gym fit” 
they are a “lifetime of work fit” – try a day’s worth of crutching sheep any you’ll start to get the 
picture… catch, drag, upend and shear the backsides of 400 x 70kg animals a day.  
Just some examples, all outside the CFA, where older members are valued include: 

• Coronavirus – recruiting retired doctors and medical staff to assist 

• Retirement age increased by the Federal Government 

• Bushfire recovery – Grey Army to the rescue again 
 
This undervalued group are all extremely successful “business people” managing million dollar 
enterprises. They are not “country bumpkins” because they are not university educated – they have 
learned their trade by apprenticeship and working with nature all their lives – this apprenticeship 
has included managing fire risk as well as fighting bushfires. It is heartening to see that finally there 
is recognition of our indigenous-orientated “cool burns” – farmers learned and valued this skill 200 
years ago. I point out that during crises it’s the “oldies” yet again who come to the rescue. Here’s a 
recent example:  

• “Twiggy” Forrest secures essential medical supplies during the coronavirus pandemic at the 
request of the Commonwealth. 

A lesson from Linton bushfire of 1998 when five Geelong firefighters lost their lives should have 
been that it was MANDATORY to have an experienced CFA member (even an oldie) along for advice. 
A report outlining the conclusions of the inquest included: 

"The Strike Team Leader of the Geelong Strike Team had not worked in this situation 

previously." 

Training is useful but in such a dangerous environment, as induced by a bushfire, experience should 
be the most valued tool.   
 
RISK MANAGEMENT IS NOT RISK AVOIDANCE 
This important aspect of fire management appears to have escaped the attention of the CFA 
management. Below is just one example of their over-zealous approach to risk management that has 
dire consequences for future bushfire seasons. 

 
HOW THE CFA’s CAPACITY HAS BEEN CUT FOR ROADSIDE/HAZARD REDUCTION BURNS 

PREVIOUS ARRANGEMENTS 
One CFA crew + truck + trainees + private local firefighting equipment burnt the roadsides to reduce 
fire hazards. 

• These were all volunteers 

• This was an excellent training exercise for our future firefighters – learning from doing and 
mentoring from the crew - not from an on-line, theoretical training exercise 

o An apprenticeship rather than an academic exercise 
o These trainees were children of the crew or children of close friends – their safety 

and skills development were the precious priority of all in attendance 

• Simple to organise to ensure maximum attendance 

• Timing to suit volunteer’s normal paid work or family commitments  



 
 

NOW  

• Professional paid-CFA Commander MUST be in attendance and control of the exercise – 
when it suits him and his family commitments 

• SIX (6) volunteer crews and trucks to be in attendance – that’s a lot of volunteers’ (and their 
familiy’s) lives that are disrupted either six (6) times more frequently OR 

• There is a minimum 84% REDUCTION in the number of roadside/hazard reduction burns! 

 

 

 



Topic Previous Current Discussion 

Safety Crew experienced in “live” 
firefighting including 
roadside/hazard reduction burns 
 

Under the command of a 
person who does not have 
“live” firefighting experience 
 

Conditions and weather can change 
unpredictably – refer to the erratic recent 
national bushfires where predictions and 
modelling did not work – there is no 
replacement for “live” fire control experience 

Well established chain of 
command and strong/existing 
working relationships – individual 
strengths and weaknesses are 
known leading to a cohesive and 
effective team 

Chain of command is cloudy – 
obey the unknown 
“professional” commander or 
your crew’s captain or another 
(perhaps also unknown) crew’s 
captain? 

In such a relatively small and controlled 
exercise as roadside burns there is no need 
for a “state-based” command system. 

Trainees are family members; they 
are precious to the crew and the 
community and their safety was 
always first – both during the 
exercise and to ensure they are 
equipped to be safe during their 
future adult firefighting 

No capability for “live” 
firefighting experience to be 
gained by trainees in a 
controlled and mentored 
environment 

Our future volunteer firefighter lives may be 
compromised  

Volunteers were able to plan 
roadside/hazard reduction burns 
at a time when it would not be a 
physical and mental drain.  

The paid professional 
commander is entitled to:  

• 9 weeks annual leave; 

• 99 days personal leave 
(after 2 years’ service); and 

• 5 days community service 
leave. 

This is in recognition of the 
effects of fatigue on 
safety/physical/mental health 
 

CFA volunteers undertakes 40 hours (or more) 
of paid employment or are self-employed. 
After hours or over weekends they voluntarily 
participate in roadside/hazard reduction 
burns. Forcing them to participate at times 
when it is suitable for five other crews and the 
paid professional could lead to fatigue and its 
associated risks. 



Local knowledge of area and 
conditions as all volunteers for a 
one crew operation are drawn 
from local people 
Local knowledge also ensured that 
those adjacent to the proposed 
burn were alerted and prepared (if 
they were not already 
participating). Eg: a paddock 
adjacent to a road might be 
heavily grazed in the week before 
to ensure the roadside burn had 
no fuel outside of the roadside 
itself. 

No local knowledge leads to 
unpredictable and risky 
decisions by the “professional” 
commander 

Road closures, local events leading to 
increased road traffic and large numbers of 
people in the vicinity, trees down, roads 
impassable are just a couple of examples 
where local knowledge is tantamount to a 
successful operation 
 
Locals are unaware and unable to prepare and 
assist during the process – increasing the risk 

Capacity Reduction: 
The fire seasons is 
extending and 
weather systems 
unpredictable 
leading to increased 
bushfire activity. 
More 
roadside/hazard 
reduction burns 
should be occurring 
– not less! 

One crew could conduct a 
roadside/hazard reduction burn 

Six crews (+a professional 
commander) are now required 
to conduct the same 
roadside/reduction burn 

Capacity for roadside/hazard reduction burns 
has reduced by at least 84%. Considering 
volunteer availability for a time that suits a 
plethora of others this reduction is far greater 
than the 84% as crew formation is dependent 
upon their volunteer attendance (some crews 
will need to travel hours to attend). 

Roadside/hazard reduction burns 
were organised within one crew; 
consideration was given to 
volunteers’ paid work and family 
commitments 

Dependent upon the availability 
of the “professional” 
commander at a time that suits 
him and his hours of 
employment and family 
commitments; 
Dependent upon the availability 
of five other volunteer crews 

Planned burns have reduced and will continue 
to do so. Weekend or after-hours roadside 
burns can be problematic for the 
“professional” commander. Volunteers should 
not be expected to participate in 6x more 
roadside/hazard reduction burns to complete 
the number previously conducted 



One crew was able to quickly take 
advantage of the window of 
opportunity (weather, wind, etc) 
to conduct a roadside/hazard 
reduction burn) 

Six crews and one professional 
need to attend – this is far 
more difficult to arrange at 
suitable burning times 

The lack of quick response times will lead to 
less roadside/hazard reduction burns due to 
the inbuilt inflexibility to respond quickly 
during suitable weather conditions coupled 
with the shortened safe burn period each year 

SMALL FIRES CAN BE CONTROLLED – PUT IT OUT IMMEDIATELY 
Experience dictates that small fires can be controlled and put out if 
timely action is taken. Large fires become uncontrollable and 
unmanageable as demonstrated in 2019. In recent years there has 
been a “watch and monitor” approach taken by the CFA 
“controllers”. An example of this is the Scotsburn Fires of 
December 2015. A local CFA first responder called in requesting a 
further six trucks and crews to “put the fire out”. The response was 
that it was being monitored and that modelling forecast that the 
fire was unlikely to be dangerous. This fire went on to destroy 14 
houses, 30 other structures, 4600 ha of farmland, 1000s of stock, 
fencing, yards, etc. Lessons to be learned from this experience 
should have been that: 

• All fires are dangerous. 

• Modelling is a very useful tool but if a fire can be put out it 
should be, no matter how innocuous the fire appears. 

• Local CFA crews are best positioned to respond very quickly, 
and small fires are effectively dealt with while they are still 
in the controllable stage.  

There appears little recognition of the potential lives and property 
saved every single time a “small” fire is put out by CFA members. 
Without an escalation of this strategy the state would see a 
massive increase in the number of catastrophic fires every year. 
  

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE IS NOT VALUED 
 

  
• Road closed – best turn right to access the area beyond… 

• Ooops followed the detour and need to turn left to access 
the area but…. road closed there as well 

•  One route to the area required – 
luckily water has not been released 
from the dam upriver an it is traversable 
but during a bushfire water is released 
and this road becomes impassable. 
How do we get to the fire? Just ask a 
local or follow the local CFA brigades 

 
Repeatedly CFA members are advised that local knowledge is not 
important. I provide the above example as why it is and why it will 
always be important. 



There is bridge work occurring in our local area. The road to our area has a sign stating the 
“Road is closed ahead” and to follow a detour. When the detour is followed the road is 
again closed to our area. According to the roadwork signs there is no route to our area. 
Locals know that there are multiple ways in but one of them is dependent upon a river 
crossing being open. Often during bushfires water is released and this crossing is flooded so 
a local would know not to use that route but one of the alternate routes. This information 
would save precious hours in the event of a fire. I provide photos as evidence of this 
situation – not to criticise the local government or work crews (certain this situation occurs 
all over the state) but merely to point out what is a common situation where local 
knowledge can potentially save time, lives and property. 
 
LANDCARE: is a valuable organisation responsible for the revegetation of roadsides and 
farms. Ensure that in strategic areas (especially roadsides) that less flammable trees are 
planted. Ideally all road verges would be cleared of all trees – engage with Landcare to plan 
future tree plantings on one-side of roads only as windbreaks on farmers’ land instead of 
the verges. This will provide wildlife corridors as well as decent firebreaks at all roads.  
 
CONCLUSION: 
Build CFA Capability by: 

• Valuing experience and utilising this knowledge 

• Acknowledging that training is valuable but recognise prior learning 

• Discrimination based on age as opposed to fitness, knowledge or skills is counter-
productive 

• All fires are potential uncontrollable bushfires - focus on putting fires out when they 
are small – listen to local CFAs 

• Risk management is not risk avoidance. Risk avoidance techniques undermines 
actual CFA capacity 

• Valuing local knowledge – do you know where people are picnicking without phone 
reception during a fire? 

 
 




