
 

Tony Pearce 

Inspector-General of Emergency Management 

Victorian Bushfires Inquiry 

Dear Inquiry Members, 

I and my brother farm beef cattle at Bridge Creek in Victoria. Our property is beside a pine plantation 

and state forest at north Blue Range. I would like to share with you one of our experiences with fire 

at Blue Range to illustration our thoughts on what should and what should not be done. 

In 2007 there was a fire that burnt from Tolmie all the way to the coast.  On one extreme fire 

weather day when Tolmie was alight we could see from the BOM radar images that an intense 

thunder storm was going to hit us. We drove down to our bottom paddock where we could get a 

wide view of any lightning strikes. A large one struck half way up the Blue Range in the bush and 

shortly after there was a puff of smoke. We took note of exactly where it was (about 3km away) and 

raced up to it. The fire itself was high up in a tree and the tree was about 150m off the road up a 

steep incline. No possible way of driving to it. We had a quick spray unit that is primarily designed 

for spraying weeds. It has a 200m small high pressure hose with an auto retractable reel.  This 

reached up to the tree and had enough pressure to squirt up high into the tree and put it out. The 

fire brigade was called as soon as we saw that first puff of smoke and arrived within about half to 

three quarters of an hour. Before they arrived the large water bomber came over but we already 

had it out by that time. The conditions were such that it would have been out of control very quickly 

as it had been a dry thunderstorm and it was a catastrophic fire condition day.  

If we had not been specifically looking out for lightning strikes it would have been another half hour 

before it was noticed and reported.  The fire would have escaped out of the tree and the helicopter, 

which was transporting water to the Tolmie fires, would have not been able to completely stop it 

even if it happened to be near there at the right time.  The fire brigade would also not have been 

able to stop it even if it had still only been in the tree as their hose was not long enough.  Another 

ten minutes and most likely it would have been game over. The whole face of Blue Range would 

have gone up, the pine plantation would have gone up along with our farm and others.   

Although we were just very lucky the fire was in range of our equipment the purpose of telling this 

story is to emphasize the key steps needed to have any chance of seriously stopping fires when 

there are catastrophic weather conditions. 

This is what you need to do. 

Have surveillance aircraft follow thunderstorms with the necessary equipment to pinpoint the 

location of ground strikes. Most thunderstorms are accompanied with at least some rain which gives 

much valuable time for fire suppression, but in many instances fire can also just smoulder away 

undetected before breaking out sometime later. So it is important to have that location information 

which follow-up aircraft can use to pinpoint probable fire locations. With the use of infrared cameras 

they could find or alternatively verify that there is no fire at those locations. 



A network of remote surveillance cameras could also be installed for recording lightning strikes. A 

few positioned on towers on the high peaks could survey huge areas.  

Now this is the most important part. As emphasised in the firefighting example it is necessary to 

actually quickly suppress the fire. Fire trucks take too long and are useless if they can’t reach the fire. 

The present practice of letting the fire come to them and backburning has been proven to be a 

disaster, time and time again. You need a fleet of large water bomber aircraft. At least one in the air 

following the detection aircraft. Unlike the helicopters these aircraft can stay airborne for long 

periods and they can carry enough water to douse more than one small fire. No good having them 

two hours away and only using them when half the country is alight.  

Once the fire is satisfactorily subdued, Remote Area Fire Teams (RAFT) can be helicopted  in to finish 

the job. It would be very advantages to also airlift in the before mentioned Quick Spray units. The 

crews could quickly and properly extinguish a small fire without containing and waiting for it to burn 

out as I suspect they currently do. . If circumstances such as high winds don’t allow a fire team to get 

in, then the water bombers need to continue until they can.  

A critical change needed for all this is a change of procedures as I have been reading them to be. 

Here are a few lines for example. 

“RAFT can only be deployed if authorised by the Incident Controller. RAFT can only be deployed 

following careful consideration of the specific risks involved with the taskings. The RAFT crew leader 

in consultation with the RAFT should make a determination on the specific equipment the team 

should take to the fire ground once the RAFT briefing has been completed.” 

The RAFT need to be all prepared and ready to go as soon as lightning is detected if not already in 

the air to move closer to where fires are expected. Landing bases should be strategically placed for 

this purpose.  

The teams need to make their own  assessment of the situation and decide whether to proceed or 

not. Remember we are talking here about only getting to very small fires so there is not a lot of the 

risk that is a larger fire. They would always be large fires if there is an unnecessary time consuming 

procedure. 

This should seriously be trialled at the very least. Start the trials out of the main fire danger period to 

iron out any of the logistical problems.  

 

I don’t expect these ideas to be welcomed by many in the fire service. Seems as though its taboo to 

ever criticise the fire services but I’ve heard things that would suggest that quickly putting out a fire 

is not always the aim. People will most usually consciously or unconsciously defend their patch.  

When was the last time you recall someone promoting something that puts them out of a job or 

costs them significant money.   

There is this constant push for more fuel reduction burning. I can only conclude it is about power 

and money because the science does not support it. This inquiry should be a scientific inquiry 

looking at what have been the actual consequences of the present policies. Not what I suspect it is, 



to give the green light to more intense fuel reduction burning. The forests are being degraded into a 

more fire prone state with this constant unnatural burning. There has been massive fuel reduction 

burning over many years and the fires have been only getting worse and worse. That should be a 

major red flag that the current policies don’t work. Previous enquiries have recommended a review 

into the effect of fuel reduction burning but this has not happened. Too many people with a finger in 

the pie. 

No amount of fuel reduction will work to stop catastrophic fires but instead will cause the 

catastrophic conditions for such fires. There are plenty of scientific articles that explain how that is. 

The number one cause of our current disastrous fires is drought. For a detailed scientific explanation 

of why that is happening look up “Clearing our rainfall away”  You will need to click on the link to the 

actual report instead of just reading the summery that first comes up. There is also a TED talk about 

how the amazon forests create rain. The same principals apply to anywhere. It boils down to less 

forest the less rain there is.  

 I hope this is not just another inquiry that already has a determined outcome. 

Faithfully, 

Doug Vance 

Blue Range 

Victoria 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  




