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Foreword

At the beginning of this year North Eastern Vicéonas devastated by its
biggest bushfire in living memory. After consumimgre than 1.6 million
hectares of land, the immediate crisis has subsidddhose affected have
been left to pick up the pieces.

The aftermath of the fires is a hardship that cgupéople have learned to
live with, and in the cities the disaster has fattelittle more than a memory.

As a sixth generation farmer from Mitta Mitta | sijgdeeach day with friends,
acquaintances and colleagues throughout North iBagtetoria whose lives,
livelihoods and assets have been trashed by tbidlews disaster.

Their anguish is fanned by the certain knowledge With effective
management this disaster could have been avoidealeTs a continuing
disbelief about the comedy that unfolded as bumeasitook control of an
event for which they were equipped by neither campee nor experience.

Country people have a great affinity for the ndteravironment and they
have a vested interest in preserving and carind.f®éhere is a simmering
outrage about the incompetence, competing agemdbgsaditical
opportunism that masquerades as conservation padisigned for city
consumption.

On top of all this, North Eastern Victorians aremuwith the fear that a
similar disaster could occur once again next sumhiething has changed.

This is their report. To protect these people framecessary retaliation, |
have submitted the report over my name. Howevel e&these informants
is prepared to swear their evidence in cameravérga meaningful forum to
do so.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank To@ytcliffe, Karen Walker
and the team at The Eureka Project for voluntedtieg time and resources
in preoarina this reoort.

ke Bl

Simon Paton
Convenor

For further contact:

Simon Paton Callaghans Creek, C/- PO, Tawonga South 36980385754 4555 (m) 0427 544 555

Tony Cutcliffe, The Eureka Project, L13, 500 Collins St, Melb@i8900 (t) 03 9617 0317 (m) 0427 535 717
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Executive Summary

When the bushfire crisis erupted in North Easteigtdria at the start of this
year, most Victorians were horrified by the intéysf the blaze and the

extent of the damage it caused.

For a while, public debate focused on the issuduef reduction in State
Government controlled national parks and Statestsrd-orming the centre of
a populist debate, those who advocated greateiirguoif were brandished
as rednecks and vandals. Those who insisted th#étdvidéNature should be

left to take control were promoted as the guardarsur environment.

Somewhere in the middle of this debate lies théhtaf the matter. This
report seeks to uncover that truth and provide liasis of a sensible,
unemotional and informed debate. This is a deld@é must acknowledge
that human beings have become part of our natuwalogy and that
sustainability by any definition must harness th&enrw community in

managing the interaction between the wildernessaantkind.

More particularly, this report is intended to tatke discussion out of the
hands of bureaucrats, political minders and ‘spictors’ who govern so
much of the information which is disseminated lie public. It is a report
that focuses on the development of management eewitat enable the
Victorian public to make accurate and reliable jmggts about the way the

public assets, funds and risk are being managed.

In the 2003 bushfire crisis, the State Governmelis us that it expended
around $180 million in firefighting and it has sencommitted nearly $70
million in recovery measures. The cost to the pe\sector is estimated to be

as high as $100 million.

In other words, this crisis has conceivably costtdfia upwards of $350

million dollars. Yet the analysis of the disastéhe causes and the
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implications have disappeared into an ether orchiest by the State
Government of Victoria. An internal inquiry establed by the State
Government will consider issues at its leisure sepbrt during the middle of

the AFL Grand Final Season in September this year.

In the meantime, the State Government has endesdvdarbrush the matter
under the carpet amidst a flurry of tourism adgerg and a cascade of
medals, ceremonies and certificates for those waeblin firefighting. Like

motherhood and apple pie, it has become politidattgrrect to denounce the
circumstances surrounding the fire. To do so idgnounce the heroism and
sacrifice that the government would have us beligna it orchestrated and

inspired.

The real story lies not only in the mismanagemet @egligence associated

with forest management provided by the State Gowen.

Perhaps the most damning conclusion of this reigathat the Country Fire
Authority (CFA) has been emasculated by the amistiand dubious
competence of its leaders. The CFA was once redasl@ world model for a
volunteer based rural firefighting service. Itsadiey ‘professionalisation’ has
seen the vast experience, leadership and costtieéieess of its volunteer

forces reduced to little more than a rump.

The 2003 bushfire crisis provided an unambiguodgcation that the role of
the CFA volunteer has been thrown on the junkhedpvour of highly paid,

undermotivated firefighters governed by an Occupeti Health and Safety
strategy that leaves them far from harm and pradtct The overlay of

bureaucracy from the Department of Sustainabilitg ahe Environment
means that major bushfires have become a metapinothé bureaucratic
warfare that goes on between government departmenite leafy streets of
Melbourne.
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Few people, if any, in North Eastern Victoria wesarprised by the
eventuality of the 2003 crisis. It could be seemit for years despite the
avalanche of warnings and concerns expressed byl&dgeable and

experienced country people.

What's more, the same people deduce from governmespgonses and
attitudes that this will be the first of many majoushfires which we can
expect to experience in the years ahead. Foresageament and intervention
will remain artificially constricted in order to ppase city based, and

generally uninformed, green voters.

The determination to sideline communities and fi§jres with paid staff
operating in monumentally risk adverse frameworémgletes the folly. A
folly which imposes all the risk and the burdencoflts upon unseen and

unheard country people.

The 2003 bushfire crisis was not a clash betweditigad or environmental
ideologies. It was the manifestation of a bureaicrand political agenda
imposed on a population whose numbers are too smalarrant continued

political priority.

Somewhere in the stories recounted in this repothe basis for legal redress
associated with the negligence and culpability réigg the duty of care

which a government must exercise in relation tpésple and its belongings.

Equally, the stories represent a search for acebility and for State
Government responses calculated to analyse the fatlier than apologise

for the bureaucracy.

This report seeks to encourage the identificatibkeay public figures who

will meet their responsibility to ensure that theth is eventually told.
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1. Recent History

In August 2002 community leaders from around Mt dBganvited the then
Minister for Environment and Conservation to meéthwhem and discuss
concerns about the Victorian Government’s consamagiolicy. The meeting
was one of a series of country forums conducted txy Eureka Project and
was also attended by a number of other countryelsagho shared concerns

about the development and implementation of Staee@ment conservation

policy.

The forum was arranged by local people who wanteelstablish a dialogue
with the State Government about the way in whighdgbvernment managed
the interface between wilderness areas and couwmmymunities. It was a
conscious effort to dispel the perception that tgumpeople were anti-
conservationist. Instead, their desire to be in@dhin the conservation
process was motivated by a close understandingeohatural environment

and a vested interest in its preservation, manageamsl careful protection.

A detailed case was made for local people to begmzed as part of the
natural environment and to take heed of the detdiig ecological, safety
and financial conditions in the Alpine National Paand associated areas

during the last decade.

They were concerned that locking up the forests akas to locking up a
heritage mansion that the government may wish &se@we. Locking up
without appropriate maintenance and investmentsldgaddilapidation, and
unpoliced exclusion limits access to vandals angraperly motivated

activities.

In the case of the Alpine National Park, lockinghgul led to the proliferation

of noxious weeds such as blackberries and briarwedlsas a spectacular
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growth in the levels of noxious pests particulasiyd dogs and cats, foxes,

pigs, goats and deer.

In addition, forum participants warned of the rehre in firefighting and
emergency capability which followed the withdrawdl the SECV and its
state of the art firefighting resources and firktn@aintenance practices. The
loss of bulldozers and firefighting teams thatdeled the scaling down of
logging activity had further and seriously depletied community’s ability to

defend itself.

A considered and thoughtful presentation also desdrthe manner in which
the local resort of Falls Creek was suffering frahe ‘short-termism’
approach to development and management proposatidoial businesses

had submitted to the State Government.

Local people accepted that their activities would bubject to the
implications of long term government plans for Hrea. However they felt
entitled to know what those plans were so that teyd structure their life
decisions around them, and they wanted to havetanpthe development and

testing of those plans.

Other members of the group questioned State Gowwarhregulations which
required nett increases in vegetation on each aucdlsat the development
affected the natural environment. In some areas, rédmoval of a tree

required 100 trees to be planted in its place.

Whilst the government could mandate the plantingreds and vegetation, it
had communicated no plan, strategy or incentivieetep them alive. Nor had

publish the rationale behind these revegetatidgogat

The Minister arrived at the meeting later than dcted because she was
conducting a press conference in Melbourne aba@ugtivernment’s financial

payout associated with the resumption of the S&alsk tourist facility.
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Nonetheless, her Parliamentary Secretary was enddnce for the full
meeting and a senior member of the then DepartwieN@atural Resources

and Environment.

They were left in no doubt that the country peadplattendance wanted to
establish a partnership with government because wege concerned about
the fire danger arising from government processad #e ultimate
degradation that government policy was imposingtlos Alpine National
Park. 1t was clear that local people had a greal dieexpertise to offer, and
were prepared to accept a commensurate level pbmsgbility for managing

and enhancing the natural ecology.

Despite extensive undertakings, neither the thenid#ir nor bureaucrats
delivered on their promises to begin involving loaxpertise in the
development of management practices for the AlpWaional Park and

associated forest areas.

In October 2002 locals were flabbergasted wheneS&ivernment inspired
environmentalism saw the destruction of dozensié frees at Falls Creek.
These pine trees had been treasured by the looahaoaity since the pines
were planted by the SECV around fifty years eaftiecause they gave the
area a ‘little Canada’ feel. The locals were shdclilso because at the time
these trees were felled, State Government agem@es crying poor-mouth
about their ability to conduct fire reduction woriksthe surrounding national

park.

Since then, the bushfire disaster has hit NorthdfasVictoria and the
dangers predicted by the local people have bedisedaon a scale which has

shocked even the most informed and concerned lleadérs.

For country Victorians this was a case of doubtg@dy. Their worst fears
materialized in the face of government indifferenaed to top it off, their

communities’ very ability to defend themselves wemedered impotent when
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bureaucrats and city based fire controllers dectdesideline the hard won

experience and ‘on ground’ familiarity offered lmgél volunteer firefighters.

What concerns these people is not just the fadtthear fears and concerns
fell on deaf ears. They are concerned that evepitdethe raging firestorms,
government policy seems to be set in stone. It'stramigh the State
Government has painted itself into a corner ambtgprepared to examine its

position despite a responsibility to do so.

With this in mind, leaders from that original foriasked The Eureka Project
to visit them again and record their concerns,tfati®n and fears for the
future. This submission has been prepared by Eupekan honorary basis
and represents the views expressed by people froBeduty, Falls Creek,
Tallangatta and surrounding areas. These views wesmerded during two

days of interviews and visits during 7 and 8 AGAD3.

Many of these interviews were moving as hardenedh rard women
described the sense of isolation and desperatiachwengulfed them as the

fires devoured the parkland, stock, fences, houaimgprivate landholdings.

During the crisis one experienced rural firefightexs told by a firecontroller
“I've been to university for four years, so I'm ngbing to have a volunteer
tell me what to do”. That one line goes a long wawards describing the
arrogance and conceit which characterized the &aternment’s control of

the fire crisis.

The people of North East Victoria have reflected the fire crisis with
notable composure and clarity of thought. They roiepowerful and well
argued case for local involvement in managing amdplementing
conservation policy, and for gutting the CFA of litighly paid policrats in

return for reinvestment in grassroots firefightoapability.
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For fear of retaliation, those contributing infota and examples have
asked not to be identified. However, all contribat@re willing to give

evidence under oath and in-camera.

2. Major Issues

The bushfire disaster in January and February 21888oyed approximately
1.6 million hectares of national park and privatedholdings compared with
an average wildfire destruction of only 80,000 hees per year for the same
period in previous years. It is generally accepted the majority of the 2003
fires were started by lightning produced by ‘drgrets’ in the area. The fires
grew and then began spotting when burning debrssdistributed. The debris
started additional fires which eventually joineddom one front which at one

stage extended to a 1,700km circumference.

As a result of the fires, 41 homes were lost togietrith 11,000 head of stock
and at least 3,000 kilometres of fencing. Extramady good fortune meant
that the loss of only one human life was directlyilauted to the fires. This
was when a volunteer firefighter drowned when redriele was washed away
during a flash flood in the Buckland River.

A number of major issues were voiced by the nosht é/ictorians who
contributed information for this report. Whilst myarof these concerns
emanated from different parts of the region theas & powerful consistency
amongst the the concerns which they expressed &ichvare summarized
below.

1. The overwhelming concern is the manner in whiclthe fires were
fought. The Department of Sustainability and Enwinent (DSE)
assumed direct control over the firefighting exsecibecause fires within
a national park are subject to the Department’duske jurisdiction.
Whilst the Country Fire Authority (CFA) was direcihvolved in fighting
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the fires, its efforts were specifically governeyl the DSE firefighting
strategy.

The DSE and CFA operated under a centralized inticemmand system
which meant that huge ‘control centres’ were esthbt and all useful
authority was vested in city based staff — or ireignced or unqualified
‘ring ins’ - who were brought in to direct the fiighting effort with little

or no local knowledge.

DSE officers and paid CFA officers effectively pped all autonomy and
authority from volunteer Captains and other CFA umbéers who
collectively offered literally thousands of yeargerience in firefighting,
and were intimately familiar with the local terraand the characteristics
of its wildfire behaviours. This was the cause o&ny volunteers
resigning from the CFA.

Consequently, significant numbers of CFA applianessl volunteers
became redundant. This was because of the Ilimited @&ferior
knowledge of those who were directing the firefigbteffort and because
they were only allowed to work limited periods amere required to
‘knock off’ at night.

2. Local people watched the fires ignite as a regudf lightning strikes

during the dry storms of early January. In previgears such fires would
have been promptly extinguished by firefightersetbgal into the bush
from helicopter. Instead, these fires were allowetburn for days whilst

local residents watched them spread across thetaiouerrain.

By the time the central command deployed resoutcesxtinguish the
fires, north winds had begun to gust causing widssp spotting with

inevitable joining of uncontrolled fires into a rnapushfire emergency.
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3. Throughout the fire crisis, evening weather contions provided
good opportunities for fires to be fought and cored during the night as
has been the usual custom in the region. Howelrercéntralized control
directed by paid officers of the DSE and CFA metiat Occupational
Health and Safety (OHS) procedures took prioritg amost firefighting
efforts ceased at around dusk. Firefighting crevesewstood down in
favour of skeleton watches at the very time wheefifihting conditions
were at their best. This was especially the casly &athe fires when
southerly winds kept the fires much cooler thanribeh westerly winds

which were the norm for the area.

4. The centralization of incident control by offices unfamiliar with

their areas of jurisdiction meant that resourcesevedten wasted on ‘wild
goose chases’. In one example, chartered buses hmengght 100
kilometres from Wangaratta to transfer firefightéhe six kilometres
between Mt Beauty and Towong. Valuable time was \Wislst a fleet of

commercial buses sat idle in Mt Beauty.

5. Firefighting crews were unable to use access tls to reach the
fires because the DSE had previously obstructedrtils with logs or
trenches to stop the local people using them. herotases the trails had
become overgrown with trees and blackberries. raguently meant that
new trails had to be established alongside theetliones so that fire

crews could access the fires.

6. Bulldozers brought in by DSE to clear new fire fails during the

nights became lost or disoriented because the P&H / CFA officers
who were expected to direct them had been stoodhdmwthe 5.30pm
knock-off time. Mt Beauty’s water supply was twiggerrupted when
bulldozers ripped up the pipes. In another casizar driver was nearly

incinerated in a blackberry patch and was savedl thglitanker.
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7. Communications between firefighting crews and icident control
frequently broke down as there was no uniform rddeéguency or radio
protocol in place. This meant that one firecrewlddae about to backburn
on one side of the ridge, whilst a crew on the o#fige could be trying to
put it out. A compelling example of this problemsill talked about at

Callaghan’s Creek.

8. DSE officers frequently required containment lires to be
constructed on private property because they weadbla to gain the
necessary permits from the DSE hierarchy to cebfeaks in the national
park. Similarly, CFA volunteers were required to ill for up to three

hours whilst DSE approved tree-fellers arrivedubdown burning trees.

9. Highly experienced volunteers had their offers fohelp turned
down because officers at central control did ngard them as sufficiently
accredited. In one example, a former deputy gragpdifficer offered to
provide his bulldozer and his labour — free of glearto help build
containment lines. Instead, he was offered a joashing cars’. A local
farmer’s wife began delivering food to a fire cresich had not been fed
all day. She was ordered to stop because she ditlave an accredited
kitchen.

10. Civil disobedience was necessary when it wasat that central
command was unable or unwilling to authorize remlediction. For
example,the historic Wallaces Hut was saved whearine intervention’

bulldozed a 12’ firebreak around it whilst the D&Ehheld approval.

11. Where CFA volunteers were able to extricate theselves from the
close supervision of the central command, they wadske to achieve
outstanding results. The Falls Creek village foaraple, is credited with
being saved by two CFA strike teams under the comanad the local Falls

Creek fire captain.
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12. Firefighting infrastructure was depleted followng the withdrawal
of appliances and skilled crews with the windingvdoof the SECV and
timber mills in the area. Subsequent reliance ooraft was undermined
by the capacity of the Mt Beauty airstrip. When soadverse weather
conditions combine, the airstrip becomes unsuitatde full aerial
firebombing loads and the access for air ambularscesstricted.In other
cases aircraft were stabled in locations where snidnsity prevented

them from being utilised.

13. Firefighting efforts took second place to conseation regulations,

with the result that DSE officers frequently apgehto operate on the
basis : “If I do nothing, I'll do nothing wrong”nlone case, a bulldozer
brought in to create fire containment lines wasédr away from duty

because of a variance in its blade width againgt By&cifications.

14. An absence of effective de-briefing meant thdgssons learnt from

each day’s firefighting were lost to subsequentsdaynd as a result
mistakes were repeated. Local volunteers contirtaelde overlooked or
ignored, despite the fact that some had as marg0agears firefighting

experience. Repeated calls were made for crews thanged over at the
fire front for example (“hot changes”), however ragament insisted that
fire trucks return to base for changeover. Eachngbkaver had the

propensity to interrupt firefighting for two or & hours, sometimes more.

15. The frustration of local volunteer firefighters was exacerbated
when at meal breaks the paid DSE / CFA firefightedked about the
earnings “I've earned $3,600 this week” whilst atheomplained about
the tax they would be paying. In fact the penaléied overtime being paid
to non-volunteer firefighters was considered respma for reducing the
urgency of the firefighting effort on many occasornThis imposed a
substantial deterioration on the morale of the ntdars who had left their
own jobs to fight the fires, losing wages and legviheir own assets

unprotected.
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17. There is a strong recognition amongst residents thathe fire

danger has not been eliminated by these fires.eTisestill a huge amount
of forest ready to burn and apparently no planemuce this fuel load
before next summer. In those unburned areas, trestfditter (the fuel
load) has been measured at up to 95 tonnes pearbgavhen the
acceptable level of load is around 9.5 tonnes etane. Burning forest
litter is the material which ignites the spot fings to five or six kilometres

ahead of the firefront.

18. There is a lingering element of shock and dureswithin the

communities which were blanketed by thick smoke tgr to four

continuous weeks. Residents report that a thicle hkefzsmoke reduced
visibility to as little as three metres, whilst allpof smoke hung at eye
level within the homes themselves. This was desdrias a ‘nuclear
winter’. All this time, they were living on highet, with their cars packed
with belongings. The effect of such an extendedrgerecy period appears

not to have been recognised in government aid mesisu

20. Large acreages of fire destroyed Alpine Ash aréeft standing
amidst proliferating undergrowth, yet local millaye not been permitted
to remove these. Removal is permitted in a statestdout not a national
park controlled by the State. Furthermore, DSEihd&ated that it does
not intended to re-cultivate these areas, whichnsi¢hat ugly scars will
remain visible along the spurs and mountain ridgegpossibly 100 years
or more. This presses the case for an indepenplerigssional assessment
of the impact of the fire upon native flora andrfaun the area. At present,

the landscape appears to be sterilized of wildlifels and vegetation.

21. At least three thousand kilometres of fencingdve been destroyed
by the fires yet the State Government's regularly annodnoecovery

measures do not assist in replacing these. Thefenbyes which attract a
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subsidy — and a small one at that — are the moperestve dog-proof

fences; and then only available in declared wild dceas.

22. Residents do not believe the amount of burningff which the DSE
frequently claims to have completéithe DSE figures include areas where
the DSE has attempted to burn off — with or witheutcess. Once the
incendiary devices have been delivered the DSEdsghe area as having
been burned off. Shade, wind patterns and vam@aegraphical features
frequently develop areas that become resistantatkdurning with the
result that they develop extraordinary fuel loadkiolw blaze during
bushfire conditions. Ironically, Parks Victoria asgl that only the
northern slopes should be fuel reduced becausasitoansidered that fires
“didn’t come from the south”.

23. Post fire dangers appeared to have been overlea by central
command. The phenomena of ‘beaver dams’ for exangadeurs when
trees, rocks and other debris form blockages ieasts and tributaries.
These tend to give way under heavy rain, with dengfiect. It is believed
that this occurrence was at least in part resptngdr the unfortunate
death of the female firefighter following rainst@nafter the bushfire
disaster.

24. The lingering delays by DSE in declaring walking tacks etc open

again means that local businesses, tourism anaréefgursuits are left to
languish. DSE and Parks Victoria argue insufficissgources to do this
any faster. In so doing, they ignore the valualpipostunity for partnership
with local people who would be qualified and deteghto do much of the

inspection work for them.

25. Government policy and approaches appear to have lezed
nothing from the hardship and dislocation sufferethe major Caledonia
Valley fire in Gippsland in 1997, despite intensivesearch and

representation by the local community. The debaigér the Big Desert
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fire in January 2003 also highlighted poor commatian technologies

and methods.

Most importantly, the bureaucracy appears to haaenked nothing from
the State Coroner’'s Linton Inquest which reported 2000. The
bureaucratic response to the 2003 bushfire cmsidarth Eastern Victoria
contained all the hallmarks of the Linton tragedyni five years earlier —
poor communications, unskilled or inexperiencedefighters at the

firefront and disjoint coordination of the firefighg response.
3. Local Context

Victoria’s township of Mt Beauty (pop 2300) sits walley surrounded by
Alpine ranges and is the principal service point tlee nearby Falls Creek
resort. The Kiewa hydro electric power scheme dpsritom Mt Beauty and

until the 1990’s sell off, Mt Beauty was a major(SEtown.

Leave aside the economic or political debate arabedprivatisation of the
SECV. Locals are more interested in recalling tliC8's excellent track
record in managing the forest, providing highlyines fire crews and

maintaining a high level of community safety andperation.

The forest area formed the catchment for the hymbwer generation and
upon the sale of the SECV the forest was declardx ta national park. Forty
square kilometres of forest was handed over to P¥jktoria in pristine
condition for a peppercorn sum of $1. Managementhef park was taken
over by DSE (then DNRE) with some elements of nesiahce responsibility
allocated to Southern Hydro who had purchased tiesv& hydro electric

installation.

The demise of the SECV also led to the demise ef ¢bmmunity’s

firefighting resources and capability.
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At the same time, the winding down of the loggindustry in the area, saw
the demise of more firefighting teams, earthmovifigets and forest

maintenance.

The change in management of the Alpine Nationak Paought with it a

policy to minimize the fuel reduction burning-offweh had been a regular
occurrence under the forest’s previous manager@amicern about the risk to
‘freehold property’ has been cited as the reason,ldrals suspect that the

real reason is linked to conservation and persagahdas within DSE.

Most people doubt that the Minister is genuinelycantrol or abreast of the

activities or practices of the DSE and Parks Vietor

Under the SECV’s management forest litter — thd fo@d of bark, leaves,
sticks and so forth was kept at or below a leveD&f tonnes per hectare.
Under DSE management, that fuel load increased,®y0% to the current

estimated level of 95 tonnes per hectare.

Effectively, firefighting infrastructure around theational park was
dismantled at the same time as the fuel load wasased to the highest

levels in living memory.

At the same time as this, DSE established exclugivesdiction over
firefighting responsibility in the Alpine NationaPark, as well as the

implementation of Government conservation and mamegt policy.

It is difficult to find a resident of the fire areavho has respect for the DSE,
or faith in its competence. It is always difficdtir locals to convey this
concern because of the absence of key performambeators for the DSE
and Parks Victoria with which the community canniiiy. Country people
are calling for such KPIs to be established andiglud around issues such

as the level of weed growth, the populations oflfeanimals, catchment
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management and the level and diversity of recreatitand use to name a

few.

Fire trails established and maintained for genenatiby the SECV were
deliberately allowed to deteriorate and ‘returmé&dure’. Other trails had logs
felled across them, whilst others had trenchesedppto them by bulldozers.
These measures were taken for the additional parpbsexcluding local

people from using the tracks for recreation, lesortourism.

The DSE continues to insist that it conducts a roge backburing
programme aimed at reducing the fuel load on thestofloor. Whilst large
acreages are claimed by the DSE to have been boffiefdirther questions

reveal doubt about the accuracy of their figures.

The DSE admits for example, that an area is corsidéo have been
backburned once the incendiary devices have belreds. So even if it
begins to rain, or if the vegetation is too greeitairn, and no fire is ignited,
the area is still deemed to have been ‘burned-df€aving aside this
anomaly, the level of burning-off — real or ‘adnsimative’ — is considered to

be far too low for community safety and environna¢prosperity.
4. Atthe CFA

Just as the forest management endured a 180° cihapgdosophy over the
last decade, so too the Country Fire Authority (CRAd a revolution all of

its own.

The CFA used be regarded around the world as a Infodea rural
firefighting service. The State was divided intes and in turn the zones
were divided into regions. Each of the regions wamteninistered by a paid

regional officer and an assistant and from theretlom running was taken by
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unpaid, volunteer firefighters organized arounduge loosely aligned to

shire council boundaries.

In the case of wildfire, this structure ensuredt ttieose firefighters with
detailed local knowledge of terrain and fire bebaviwere placed in the best

position to extinguish fires quickly and were iractpe and control.

Over the last decade or so, the CFA embarked cedigal reorganization
based on a ‘professionalisation’ of its approacfiredighting. The number of
paid staff on the CFA payroll was radically increasand the authority and

autonomy of local volunteer firefighters was cop@sdingly downgraded.

At the same time, the CFA introduced the conceptaitrally managed
incident control loosely based on a United Statedehwhich has since been
dismantled. Central incident control meant that nvlaemajor fire incident
occurred, then fire controllers and bureaucratmftbe CFA head office and

other agencies would move in to control the fgkfing effort.

When the fire was occurring in a national park, ®E bureaucrats and
central controllers would become an additional tayerover the CFA
emergency control structure. At the third level evéhe designated strike
team leaders and below them the volunteer brigagéams and firefighters

(often however, sent to areas which were ‘foreigrthem).

During the Victorian bushfire crisis incident casitcentres were established
in locations such as Mt Beauty, Swifts Creek, Dauth and Corryong with
remarkable numbers of bureaucrats and controlieesach. In Corryong for
example, up to 72 staff were involved in managenohain. Even allowing
for the usual ‘confusion of battle’, this approatth emergency response
produced outcomes which might reasonably be destrds a comedy of

errors.
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Volunteer firefighters were allocated to areas &mks of fire with which
they were completely unfamiliar. Volunteers frone that western districts
for example were assigned to mountain fighting with local or
knowledgeable supervision. Firefighters who wergniately familiar with
say the Mt Beauty region were assigned to fightr @teMt Buffalo, and so
on.

The central incident control process also explatiedmyth that all volunteer
firefighters are equally skilled and experiencechuinber of firefighters who
volunteered from metropolitan fringe areas werebls@o demonstrate the
‘bush mechanic’ skills that were inherent in thélsland experience of local,

largely farm based, firefighters.

It soon became clear that there were three leveldirefighting skills
available to meet the crisis. At the control leve¢ see unfamiliar and
inexperienced professional managers, below themnteérs unfamiliar with
the area and unskilled in the techniques requicedrfountain firefighting,
and below them the highly experienced and knowladigelocal volunteer
firefighters. Volunteer crews from NSW vowed not teturn if future

bushfires were managed in the same way.

There appeared to be little or no capacity for @ér@ommand to differentiate
between the contributions which the various categoof firefighters were
able to contribute to the emergency task. Consdtyletne DSE / CFA
control appeared to adopt a lowest common denoorinapproach in

allocating tasks and approaching the issue of atoupal health and safety.

Appliances and firecrews were left to play crickelhen situations were
deemed to be too dangerous for firefighting. Faaneple a fire in Hughes’
Lane was not allocated a firecrew because it wgarded as having only one
exit — Hughes’ Lane itself. This was despite thet that emergency egress

could be easily obtained by driving a fire truckatligh the irrigated vineyards
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or tobacco crops which abut the termination of Hagjlh.ane, or refuge could

be found in the adjacent Ovens River.

The central command process lacked a conduit fon acal information to
filter up, and as a result many fires were leftotorn unnecessarily. Many
experienced firefighters were chomping at the ditantribute expertise and
effort and instead were forced to sit on their fsantiile the forest burned.

It is fair to say that the “jodhpurs in jeeps” fraime city bureaucracy won

little respect or friendship during their time hretfire zone.
5. A'nine to five’ fire

Local people were rarely able to discern precisdip was in charge of the
firefighting in their local region and there werdear examples of the
disorientation and insecurity which this evincedirtRermore, people were
usually unable to determine if various directivesrevbeing issued by the
DSE or the CFA, and it genuinely appeared that megeagement time was
spent on justifying decisions not to deploy assatier than fighting the

actual fires themselves.

Local people and firefighters expressed deep fatistr that their efforts to
extinguish fires were frequently thwarted by offisi citing DSE regulations.
Locals frequently doubted the veracity of such aives but were unable to
challenge the officials without threat of legal @mement. When a farmer
protested about DSE firebreaks being bulldozedutjinoholding paddocks,
telephone lines and irrigation systems, he wasttadl “if he caused trouble,
the Police would be called and he would be wrestiedthe ground,

handcuffed and taken away”.

Indeed, this bureaucratic approach to managinditége provided enormous

stress for local people. If CFA firefighters enctared a tree that needed to
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be felled for example, they were required to aalaiDSE expert who would
assess their request, and if satisfied, fell tree.trThese requests were
comparatively scarce and the authority could haenlreasonably delegated
to the fire crews. Instead, firecrews had to go isispended animation for

however many hours it took to go through this psscef tree assessment.

Country people ridiculed the fire management sgatas being based on a
‘nine to five’ environment which the controllers eseed determined to
preserve. In fact, for most crews, dusk was kndtkime, with volunteers
being forced to stand down at the same time asptid CFA / DSE
crewmembers. Even with those crews who did remagfighting into the
night, efficiency was compromised by bureaucratie enforcement. Around
Dartmouth for example, the fire started to roar7&0pm at night, which
coincided with knock-off time. Instead of crew chanver occurring at the
firefront, the trucks returned to base and did nettirn with their new crews
until 9.15pm. The new crews then required a furthe hour briefing, and
this meant that three hours of firefighting effarére lost, at the time when
they were most needed.

This meant that in the cooler evening conditiorsaldfor firefighting, the
fires were left to burn and to spread under skaletopervision. Having
convinced a strike team leader to light a contbllackburning fire, one
landholder was dumbfounded when the fire crews ithately left the scene
unattended because it was ‘knock-off' time. Thedlaider was forced to

find local volunteers to help keep the fire in dhec

In another incident, a landholder reported a D7doaker arriving on his
property at 6.30pm at the instigation of the inoideontrol centre, to cut
containment lines on his and adjoining Crown lahde DSE / CFA support
crew arrived with the dozer in order to issue aunpesvise instructions, but
they immediately left because it was ‘changeovienet The landholder was
asked to stay with the dozer driver for fifteen otes whilst a new crew

arrived. Thirteen (13) hours later, no support cread arrived and no radio
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contact had been established, so the landholdee gh® dozer driver

breakfast and they both went home.

In another incident, a locally experienced and eetgal former deputy group
fire officer and professional earthmover offerbd services of his bulldozer
and labour free of charge to assist the fire cortifort. His only requirement
for reimbursement was for fuel and for transporthe dozer. After several
calls to the CFA regional office in Wodonga, hideofof the dozer was
declined but his labour would be accepted. Wherasieed what his jobs

would be, he was told he would be “running erraaid washing cars”.

Another former fire controller from the SECV offdrais services to assist in
co-ordinating emergency response in areas with twhie was intimately

familiar. His offer was declined by a young offideecause he “didn’t have
the right tickets”.

On another occasion, a former Mayor, Shire Counmgillarmer and family
manager was told by a demoralized and highly egpedd CFA official was
told that when he offered valuable local advice was told by one of the
incident control staff : “I spent four years gettia degree so | am not going

to listen to a volunteer”.

On yet another occasion, a Tallangatta fire creeded to be fed, but the
incident control centre had failed to arrange ifobe the local food facility
was closed for the day. Whilst food was eventuallganized locally, the
incident control centre dispatched an SES vehictemf Corryong 90
kilometres away, to deliver the food. At the saimeet the SES vehicle based

in Tallangatta was sitting idle.

At one stage in the Tallangatta Valley, firecrewerevfully deployed for four
days before central control began to organise nieathem. A local farmer’s

wife recognised the problem and routinely prepameshls for the grateful
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crews. Instead of acknowledging her effort, theident controllers

reprimanded her for distributing food from an urawized kitchen.

However, in most cases food was the least of weffioe firefighters. In Mt
Beauty for example, a catering centre was estauligh feed around 400
firefighters each day and to prepare 200 lunchesldétivery. On some days,
because of the OHS restrictions on firefightings gaid firefighters did little
more than eat. Locals shook their heads as thesesafrove around town in

their firetrucks eating cakes.

In another case, firecrews had been bussed intdddtty for afternoon tea at
4.00pm and it was decided that they needed to theierosters extended for
evening fire prevention duties. Rather than sendmgcrews out to the job
and delivering their food later, the kitchen wastiancted to bring dinner
forward from 6.00pm to 5.00pm. The firecrews marmhge squeeze in the
dinner on top of their afternoon tea, and in theuntiene their fire duties were

left unattended.
0. Communications

Throughout the firefighting activity, poor commuaion was a major

concern.

At a high level, this was evidenced in confusiont@svho was actually in
charge of the firefighting and compounded by decisimade in the absence
of local knowledge or ‘corporate memory’ of firetiatty in the area. The
incident control centres operated by the DSE aadtRA proved reluctant to
share information and to accept advice or new méiion that conflicted

with its own.

At an operational level different control centresl &rigades were operating
on different radio bands without the ability to adeast consistent or uniform

messages. Fire crews working on one side of asygint be operating on a
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different band to another crew on the other sidéhefspur and instructed by
a different control centre. This effectively medhtat one crew could be
carrying out activity unbeknown and detrimentattte safety of another crew

a stone’s throw away.

In a comparatively recent upgrade, the CFA intredua new radio system
which required the necessary volunteers to purchase ‘listening sets’ so

that they could keep abreast of firefighting depetents. The listening sets
had traditionally been an important bush telegraptier the former structure
of the CFA, which enabled volunteer groups to mustel redeploy resources
before a crisis point was reached.

However the new listening sets and the degradatioadio protocols means
that the listening sets must be left on constaminsso that information
pertinent to a particular geographic area can Bemdated from a range of
six different bands employed. The radio system lso dinked to the

communications trunking system which connects radiéfic with landline

telephone sets.

This creates a problem of ‘disinformation’ becatlse listening sets can pick
up the nearer half of the conversation. For exanmplae case the family of
an overdue volunteer was panicked when half a ingnkall appeared to
report an imperiled fire unit, whilst the other fhaias unheard as it reported
all-safe. There were a number of examples whereouress were

unnecessarily consumed in response to fragmentedriation received over

the official listening set arrangements.

At another level, communications were impaired by lack of firefighting
and crisis management exercises conducted amdmgsegion’s population.
This meant that basic communications required éamwork, anticipating
needs and responses and joining forces were @itisent or frequently

ad hoc and chaotic.
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It was interesting that farmers found their CB osdsupporting small 4x4
vehicles with 500 litres of water often ended upngemore effective than

crewed tankers left sitting on the bitumen.

Other communications problems emerged when backimurat Cranky

Charlie’s point became uncontrolled and took owet @6kv and 22kv power
supply. This severed all electrical power to thésF&reek resort at a time
when the resort itself was under serious threaistdbd the establishments at
Falls Creek operate electrically powered PABX tggstems and the power

failure took their telephone services out of action

Mobile telephones were employed as an emergendgeajevowever the local
mobile telephone tower had also lost power ancrtergency battery was
also exhausted. Locals report that Telstra waslarabunprepared to replace
the battery because of OHS concerns and Falls Cesgkents were forced to
drive to the top of Mt McKay in order to pick upnaobile signal from Mt

Hotham.

Local residents were full of praise for the comntymformation role which
was conducted by the Albury Wodonga ABC radio stai106.5). Whilst a
small number of people were concerned becausedteynable to pick up
the signal, the strength of support for the ABC’srfprmance was

noteworthy.
7. Watching Rome Burn

Lightning fires are not new to the people of Mt Bgaand Falls Creek or
anyone else in the bush. They are part of the wdieo They have been a
regular characteristic of the dry summer storms iudphy’s Law dictates
that they occur in the densest and most inaccessdgions of the forest.
During the time when the SECV was responsible fanaging the forest, it
prepared for these fires by maintaining a comprsivemetwork of fire trails

which enabled firefighters and appliances to reaehmost fire prone areas.
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The SECV also maintained an inventory of firefiglti appliances and
conducted frequent collaborative training exercidetween its inhouse
firefighters and the local volunteer brigades. fgtgers were trained to
rappel from helicopters into areas where road aceess unavailable and

aircraft were accessed for firebombing as required.

This is not a lament for the loss of the SECV. Hearethis modus operandi
was frequently offered by local people as a conht@she way in which the
fires were fought under the DSE regime. The esthbli practice of the
SECV and the local community was focused on eattinguishment on the

basis that a small fire is easier to put out thaigane.

The DSE approach was described by local peoplea@®ob“waiting, waiting
and hoping it would go away”. As the levels of firereased, so did the
watching. Crews directed by the central commanchet fires during the
day, and at night when conditions were optimumfi@fighting they were

directed to rest.

Members of the local community watched the lighgngtrike on Wednesday
8 January and watched the customary puff of smakerge from the
undergrowth of the forest. From the Mt Beauty towpsresidents saw one
strike fire develop on Mt Arthur and another one Mh Bogong. Interest
turned to expectation and then concern when the &/8&d for a deliberate

management strategy not to extinguish the fires.

For two days, residents watched the fires burn,IsWHDSE spotter craft
observed the fires but appeared to do nothing abwem. The rationale
provided by the DSE was their intention to let fines run because they were
‘just burning off public land’. They were also desting native vegetation

and animals.
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Mild temperatures and uncharacteristic southergebes contained the fires
initially and as the blazes grew the smoke levadsked to insulate the fires
and keep temperatures relatively low. During theskvéhe fires began to
involve larger areas of territory, and failed tspend to the tentative levels of

water bombing instigated by the DSE.

As the week progressed, the winds took a north eMgsdirection and
temperatures began to rise. Burning debris cauglthidwind began to ignite
spot fires and these were fanned by the ‘naturahmbys’ up to Falls Creek
and along Mountain Creek Road. Other fires startedspread from
Feathertop, Mt Fainter and further afield at Mt aid.

By the end of the week gusting winds combined wiging temperatures to
produce a widening flank as spot fires reachedoupOD metres ahead of the
fire front. By around 17 January fires were spregdup the valley in a
southerly direction. At this point the fires werengrating their own ‘weather’
with powerful winds and high temperatures creatlaghpoint combustibility

ahead of the front.

By now Mt Emu, Little Emu, Mountain Creek and MtIske were involved in
fire progressing to a combined front with the Mt A, Mt Bogong, Fainter

and Feathertop fires.

Workers cutting a containment line at Howman’s @agpund four kilometres
below Falls Creek almost became casualties of tisés avhen they ditched
about 20 firehoses and were literally forced to fantheir lives to escape a
sudden firestorm. Witnesses subsequently watchedight to save the Falls
Creek village and with limited resources hold tine lat the groomed ski runs.
The ski runs proved that a cleared buffer zonetlyréaproves the ability to

fight bushfires.

By January 26 temperatures had exceeded 40°C arehsing winds joined
the fronts with the Mt Buffalo fire to the southhd fires proved to be most
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aggressive in the later afternoon around 4.00pr6.@@pm which was the

period during which most of the firestorms occurred

DSE and CFA incident control used the term ‘contant line’ to describe a
multitude of firebreak techniques which they soughemploy frequently in
preference to actually fighting the fire. Some ledge containment lines were
created by bulldozers whilst extensive firebrealksencreated by labouring

with hand held rakehoes.

It is conventional wisdom that once the firebrehkse been established, then
a fire should be ignited to backburn from the comteent line back into the
main fire front. The convergence of the combustimes the smaller fire
sucked into the main fire body and this essentigligvides the control

mechanism for the backburning operation.

In these fires however, the DSE refused to coumiemathe notion of
backburning for ‘environmental’ reasons. One exoeptoccurred in the
Tallangatta Valley when the DSE appeared to pamictarched almost 5,000

hectares ‘on the run’.

Predictably, this approach rendered the most druai@breaks obsolete
because spot fires continued to leapfrog over e ffont and usually
leapfrogged over the containment lines as wellsTdften occurred at night
when the firefighters had all gone home. This eifety illustrated the
firefighting strategy employed by the DSE and cantontrol: plenty of

activity but no common sense.

It is worth noting that by now the fires were cregttheir own cyclonic force
winds which uprooted trees and twisted others up’tdiameter off their
stumps. These are the conditions which volunteefiginters were required to
contend with whilst operating in a strategic enmim@nt which was redolent
of the Mad Hatter’'s Tea Party.
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By now, fires in the neighbouring Mt Koscioszko inatl park crossed the
border from NSW and the circumference of the adiieefront reached some

1,700kms — the same distance from Melbourne tdoBnis.

As locals recount these examples, it becomes less less difficult to
understand how 1.6 million hectares was allowedum in North Eastern
Victoria.

8.  What price a life?

It is a source of amazement to anyone who visésbilirnt out areas of North
Eastern Victoria that hundreds of lives weren't.|dhere is wide awareness
that if the same approach to fire suppression weetdee taken with a major
grasslands fire, then the casualties would hardbar bthinking about.
Nonetheless, the State Government has exuded a sétrsumphalism over
the low level of loss of life, with its official atistic being one unfortunate

soul.

The fact is that no-one yet knows the real dedttcteated by the fire crisis.
Indirectly attributable deaths on the road, or frembsequent heart attacks or
stress are never likely to be recorded as parhefttue death toll of the
bushfire crisis. The health concerns which will egee after the constant
smoke inhalation, the stress of living on full &lstatus for more than a
month and the illness and suicide which emerge filost livelihoods,
bankrupt businesses and physical and mental exbausill always remain

hidden from the political costs of this avoidabisadter.

For over four weeks the people of Mt Beauty andaurding areas were
engulfed by smoke which imposed a perpetual twiligher the area.
Visibility was frequently restricted to as littles ahree metres and residents
described the effect as how they would imagine alean winter. The
oppressive nature of the dense smoke created stibstdemoralization as its

smell and fine particulates infused themselvesutinout homes, belongings
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and lungs. Residents describe walking around themes with a pall of

smoke floating at eye level.

One new mother sought to escape the health hardridé the smoke was
creating for her week old child by staying withatiles in Melbourne. On her
return to Myrtleford she was involved in a motohiate accident in which

she and her infant child were both killed. They anether road statistic, but

the true reason for their death lies elsewhere.

The fires delivered a scorched earth in every sehslee word. The absence
of ground vegetation and the impact of heavy rammediately after the fires
has meant that boulders, boughs and logs are abtelltunimpeded into
streams, creeks and rivers that characterize tte Ar a common phenomena
this debris forms blockages or ‘beaver dams’ ins¢hevaterways which
become subject to substantial pressure by an isiagdody of withheld

water.

Once one of these dams break, there is a domirextefin similar dams
downstream with the resulting danger of powerfutl atestructive flash
flooding. Local people suggest that this phenomenay have been
responsible for the unfortunate death of a fematdighter whose vehicle
was washed away whilst crossing the Buckland Ri¥éere is no public

evidence that suggests that the firefighter wasenaachre of this danger.

The real death toll of the 2003 bushfire crisisl wiver become a reality in

Victorian public discussion.
9. Bereft of Partnership and Trust

The environmental policy debate is one which hasnbeharacterized by
populist politics of a State Government determittedecure the green vote in

order to retain the power and perks of office. Tisisa widely held and
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carefully argued position held by country Victogaim the north east of the

state.

The formulation of government policy is based oe fiiemise that country
people are determined to ruin, exploit and desth&y natural environment,

whilst the same resources are stoically defendeudiyopolitan green voters.

Whilst public servants developing and enforcingiemmental policy do not
necessarily accept the logic of that contentiomytinave been quick to
acquiesce in the face of political expedience. Th#come is that all
discussions between city controlled bureaucrats pniiticians, and country
people in Northern Victoria, are based on a foundabf mutual distrust,

antipathy and disdain.

Discussions are invariably based on the pretenat @hlevel playing field
exists between the two interests. The fact is hewethat country people
have nothing to bargain with and with unprecedemtedropolitan electoral
support behind it, the State Government of Victertalonger has a need to
listen and needs only to pretend to have meanirdjfidussions with people

in the country.

The outcome is that few if any discussions are eid any real prospect of
mutuality or goodwill, country people are spokenitoa patronizing and
condescending manner, and at the end of discusiensureaucrats make it

clear that it's ‘my way or the highway’.

It is ironic that country people have been totallyelined in an environmental
debate where they have a greater vested interastahy other stakeholder
involved in the political theatre. This vested et includes conservation in
the most important way : their lives depend onAit.the same time, the
majority of metropolitan green voters — the selfled guardians of the
wilderness — will never depend on the environmehictv they claim to

protect. Inaccessibility predicated by governmdomg traveling distances,
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incomes sourced to city origins and the extendme tiequired to nurture an
appreciation of environmental interaction, are jgsime of the barriers

between green voters and reality.

Country Victorians around Mt Beauty and its regiare desperate for a
partnership with government in managing, maintajnand nurturing the
natural environment. They are prepared to invepaighvolunteer time to fill

in the maintenance gaps left by the demise of t8€\5and loggers, and for
them this would be a ‘labour of love’. The dispamggretort from State

Government agencies denies any superiority in ¥pertise of government
employees. Instead, it verifies that bureaucrad paliticians alike have

simply not been clever enough to take advantagleeobffer on the table.

In a public meeting six weeks after the fires, MieBeauty locals complained
that an inordinate amount of time was being takeR#&rks Victoria to reopen
tracks and forest access for leisure and tourisine Parks Victoria
representative responded with an attitude approgcbontempt, to say that
he had limited personnel to allocate to safety sswent in the forests, and
therefore locals would simply need to be patiertialise access would not be

provided until he was comfortable that conditiorexev'safe’.

Why has it not occurred to Parks Victoria thataulkd enlist knowledgeable
and experienced locals to assist in this surveyagk? Why has it not
occurred to them to utilize experienced volunteeolr to walk, ride or drive
the tracks and trails and report on the conditibvey find? These volunteers
could be sworn as ‘deputies’ and if need be thgmorts could be filed as
statutory declarations. Why can't the locals bested? Why can't a

partnership be formed instead of a war, and unsacg$fiardship prolonged?

Why can’t locals be given additional access andraurny within the national
park and forests, in return for policing local aax&ehaviour and assisting in

the supervision, maintenance and monitoring ofqutetd areas?
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It is very clear that local community people arepgared to support and
implement public policy and comply with the profiessl standards required
by insurance, corporate and regulatory framewoAdE.they want is the

chance.

Despite the grandstanding and public pronouncentdrgevernment, there is
probably no single event that furthers the dividetween country and
metropolitan Victorians. Well intentioned but freopily ignorant city voters
see their misguided aspirations fueled by the Hapdsnposed by country

Victorians.

The answer lies in the politics of expedience gogootunism.

10. Some Environmental Truths

Grab a piece of cardboard %rfie this down on the forest floor and assess the
amount of leaves, branches and combustible delmishwthis covers and
extrapolate the result. This is one of the standaedsures used to measure
forest litter or ‘fuel load’ sitting on the grourid national parks and state

forests.

When the SECV managed the Alpine National Parks foel load was
capped at 9.5 tonnes per hectare. This level wastan@ed by a rigorously
enforced burning-off schedule which ensured that ggferenced areas were

cleaned up by fire at least once every three ® yars.

Under the DSE’s management, the burning off proeggsears to be half
hearted one at best. Last summer for example, tBE Dlaimed to have
burned off 140,000 hectares. If true, even this @mof burning would be
fractional in the context of total Crown lands amational parks operated in

the area of Mt Beauty.
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The fact is that no-one in DSE or Parks Victoria g&nuinely or remotely
attest to the veracity of this figure. Certainlprdst management targets
certain amounts of land for burning off each yééowever, the process of
burning off is considered to have been achievedlsirby delivery of the

appropriate number of incendiary devices.

Experienced professionals point to the need forfiable standards to be
imposed upon the DSE and Parks Victoria. One examnjéd is the pre-
bushfire audit which is conducted upon the eleityritansmission groups by
the office of the Chief Electrical Inspector eackas Involving local

community representatives and emergency volunteeoupg, these
inspections ensure that a great deal of the powepanies’ management
resources are devoted to productive safety and@mvental management
techniques. The community verified audit providebemefit to the country

residents as well as a potential bonus to the canmiaig@ower companies.

If for example, undergrowth is wet and doesn’t igror maintain a fire, then
it is still considered to have been burned offtHé fires are retarded by
winds, shade or dampness, then they are still degaras completed.
Understandably, there is little confidence in th&EDfigures relating to
burning off acreages, because the burning oftisraaucratic exercise, rather
than a process based in reality. Other factors esigtpat figures may have

been falsified in places.

The great fallacy is that the burning off processnehow defiles nature.
Authorities are therefore hesitant to propagate phactice. In fact when
incendiary devices and other processes miscuel tesalents believe that

they can hear a quiet bureaucratic hooray.

The reality is that the fuel load is far higherrtha believed to exist during
the time prior to European settlement. The derditgfforestation, measured
in terms of stems per hectare, is in places, uprtdimes higher than the level

that was believed to exist in the laté"k&ntury.
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This increased density and the exponential growtleambustible detritus,
provides a compounding volatility in the fuel loa&urthermore, the
reluctance to burn off during the last decade hagmfied the problem.
Unbeknown to most city greens, the fuel load isatiyeincreased by exotic

blackberry vines which climb up to ten metres fritva forest floor.

Once this fuel load begins to burn, it forces ermismheat up through the
leaves of the eucalypts, causing inflammable oilsaporize and ignite. The
result is the notorious firestorms or crown firekieh race through the tree
tops at up to 50kmh generating flames which reachouw40 metres into the

sky and windspeeds of up to 250km/h.

These firestorms ravage the forest and leave $§tdading except the ghostly
and denuded tree trunks known as stags. In the eassucalypts, the
epicormic growth sees bud nodes protected behoaliple of layers of bark.
These are responsible for the rapid profusion ofwn which can be seen to

spring from these trees very soon after any majer f

Further up, the snow gums are also burnt and tregjeneration occurs
through shooting from the base of the tree. Manthefsnow gums affected

by the fires are believed to be up to 300 years old

Many city people observe this bud growth and regards some sort of
cleansing miracle that returns the forest and aatbabitat to its optimal

condition.

Often unnoticed between these two layers of fotiestalies the vast
population of the venerable Alpine Ash reachingtap80m into the sky.
Under less intense fire, the Alpine Ash spreadpatsder fine seeds to begin
new growth and to replace those trees which haed, deen firekilled or

otherwise removed. Looking like finely ground peppbese seeds await the
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winter because they won’t germinate until they hde=n frozen by the

winter snow.

The Alpine Ash has a remarkable ability to selesgland those trees which
do not flourish will gradually die. Generally spéak the Alpine Ash will not
produce viable seeds until it reaches maturitybaua 30 years of age. When
the Alpine Ash is burned by extremely intense fiteen its seeds are also
destroyed and the species has no method for rexgabpg itself. In other
cases the seed will have been washed away aslramathes off the denuded

soil.

Look at the horizon and you will see that massitamds of Alpine Ash have
been destroyed by intense fire and will never regetie themselves. The DSE
has no plans to reafforest these ugly scars, secuits belief that the
situation is best left to Mother Nature. The rgalg that Mother Nature is
likely to be defeated in many areas by importedchilarries and a
proliferation of dirty scrub, which means that folanger continues to grow
and the scarred landscape remains.

It is estimated that around 1,000 hectares of iflezk Alpine Ash are suitable
for removal in the Mt Beauty region alone. Thesagststand as lonely
reminders of the fire and offer no ecological bé&net they stand. The
opportunity exists to mill them and revegetate #reas, and in so doing
produce up to 100,000 cubic metres of timber witltoanmercial value
estimated as high as $40 million.

Experience shows that these trees could be fetiddkapt ‘under water’ for
up to seven years and retain their value as timbl@is approach was used
after the Caledonia Valley fires in country Victorsome five years ago.
However, locals have been told that this proced$ mat occur, simply
because the trees are located in a national pdrl.sBme trees in a state
forest may be authorized for harvesting.
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Ironically, stags from the legendary 1939 bushfiege still in evidence
around Mt Beauty and formed part of the fuel loduak fired the inferno

which devastated North East Victoria.

In the high plains, around 1,900 cattle have beanrigg this season — part of
the 15 week season during which the cattle grazh gaar. In response to
protests from environmental groups, the amountratigg land available to

farmers has been steadily reduced. It is ironit tta areas of the high plans
least damaged by the fires were those that weltebstng grazed this year
and which still are able to carry stock after thed. In the midst of the blaze
there were 4-5,000 hectares of land being grazechtile who survived and

continued to graze on the same land after the fires

Throughout the region, the degraded quality of vimes puts a lie to the
notion that Mother Nature can heal the fire damaggout the help of
mankind’s participation in ecological recovery. Agand experienced locals
suggest that ‘natural recovery’ will require 10Gaggor more to return water

catchments to the condition with which Victoriame &amiliar.
11. Fire Investigation

In analysis of the 2003 bushfire crisis, the Statevernment has referred to
the 1939 bushfire crisis. The references have lsatifically geared to
sweep away concerns regarding the extent of teetfie management of the
firefighting response and environmental manageroétite response. At the
Rural Press Club of Victoria for example, a seni@torian cabinet minister
sought to take comfort from the 1939 Bushfire Rogammission report by
saying that many of those fires were deliberatédyted, whereas the 2003
fires were started by lightning. The other point tbe 1939 fires, the
government claims, is that major bushfires occueyioles, and therefore the

2003 fires were essentially an inevitable occureenc
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The State Government conveniently ignore the fhat tn 1939 there was
litle communication infrastructure, few firefightg appliances, no formal
emergency plans and a great deal of manpower wasyse to the Secon
World War. Isolated communities, timber mill workées and other
volunteers were often left to fight the fires wlitile more than wet hessian

bags and a handful of green boughs.

Furthermore, these glib responses anger many gopetiple because they
know that this year's fire was not exacerbated bg same scorching
heatwave that prevailed during the 1939 fires,was this year’s fire fanned
by the same aggressive northwesterly winds. If shene conditions had
applied, locals say that there would be barelyventteft standing in North

Eastern Victoria and that the fire wouldn’t havepsted until it reached the

coast.

More recent experience denies the government’'onsgpwhen the big fires
of 1985 around Bright, Tallangatta and Granya destrated a highly
effective firefighting response under the ‘old gyst of the CFA.

In addition, responses prepared by the governmepiis doctors have not
addressed any of the core issues which remainrtheagy concern of many

country Victorians:

* Why was the fire allowed to spread beyond contefbte a concerted

attempt was made to extinguish it?

« Why were skilled, experienced and knowledgeableallo€FA
volunteer firefighters excluded from key decisiomkimg regarding

strategy and asset deployment?

*  Why was the fuel load allowed to build up to thdeex that it did
despite the experience of the 1939 bushfires amd 11883 Ash
Wednesday fires?
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How can the government use the drought as a rdastime 2003 fires
burning around twice the territory that was burniidg the 1939
fires? In fact the drought had denuded much optsture land of fuel

and so reduced the intensity of even the 2003 bedtrisis.

Why was firefighting strategy focused primarily private leasehold
and freehold land surrounding the national park @ogvn land rather

than in the forest itself?

What were the implications of the reduction in figating resources
following the removal of the SECV and the windingwah of milling
operations and what measures had the governmerdn tdk

compensate for these?

Why hadn’'t 60 years of advances in technology, camoations,
science and bushfire research provided any assestarpreventing or

controlling the fire?

Why were the findings of the Bushfire Review Conast of 1993,
and the subsequent 2000 Coroner’s Inquest intd.ithten deaths so

comprehensively ignored?

Why was the bureaucratic ‘empire building’ refertedin the 1939
Bushfire Royal Commission allowed to resurfaceni@ ¢nvironmental
and firefighting behaviour during, and in the legy to 2003?

The State Government of Victoria eventually ann@adhihat it would hold an
inquiry into the bushfires to be headed by the &t@b-Ordinator of
Emergency Management. Few country people havedmmie in this inquiry

for a number of reasons:
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It is being conducted by the person who is the se&ing authority on
emergency management and he will therefore belfangguiring into
his own performance and into the performance oérmtiodies with

which he will need to continue working in the fugur

The terms of reference are too narrow to examieevtst range of
circumstances which contributed to the emergenay the inquiry

will therefore be incomplete

The inquiry will not report until September 2003iuring the football
grand final season when people are distracted — wamen
recommendations will be delivered too late for asseent or

implementation prior to the 2003/4 bushfire season

The inquiry requires country people to prepare ita written
submissions rather than offering verbal evidente, ttme when they
remain under acute financial, time and social presgecause of the

effects of the fire
Lessons discerned by locals after the Caledoreehfive been ignored

The inquiry is not being held under Parliamentanywilege and
country people are therefore concerned by legalogx@ from

institutions (and their executives) with very dgegkets, and

At the time of announcing the inquiry the Premigev@ Bracks
foreshadowed the findings that he was confidentitigiry would

deliver.

Furthermore, country people see the ground beiepased for any fallout

which the inquiry might deliver, by vast PR actie# celebrating the heroism

of the firefighters involved in the crisis. Whilshe fire did undoubtedly

produce some heroes, the State Government is edlsefelt to have created
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an environment in which the public will be unabtedifferentiate between
the different groups involved in fighting the fir@nd therefore any criticisms

will be seen as wholesale criticisms of all invalve

Apart from those concerns, people in North Eastdria believe that there is
still sufficient unburnt forest to present anotbesis next summer. Whilst the
footprint of the next fire might not be as largeey are aware that that the

danger to the townships has barely abated.

Any country people who were wavering became fararewmmitted to this
view when they heard Premier Bracks explaining athayrecent burning-off
debacle in the Cobaw State Forest in the monthr #fte bushfire crisis.
Unlike the North Eastern Victorians, those affectlsdthe Cobaw debacle
were compensated fully and promptly, in what isnsas an effort to ‘keep
them quiet'.

Mr Bracks is seen as an apologist for his bureaycrather than a leader

determined to seek out the truth.
12. Bushfire Recovery

The State Government bushfire recovery measureschth great deal of

scorn and exasperation from farmers affected bytiséfire crisis.

The fire started on Government land and was manbgepgvernment people
usually against the better judgement of the locEtt® containment lines were
bulldozed on private property and much of the faas fought on private

property because firefighters were unable or unvglto gain access to the
fires within the national park. Alternatively, itay be the that firefighting

within the national park was prevented by unpulelishegulations devised by
the DSE.
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As a direct consequence, it's estimated that mioae 3,000 kilometres of
fencing was destroyed. This is fencing that separaiternal paddocks, others
that divide adjoining landowners, that divide pacidofrom public roads and

stockroutes, and fences around haystacks and gbdiddocks and the like.

The government’s bushfire recovery measures dgrmtide for one cent in

assistance in rebuilding these fences. In some ghesimminimal assistance is
available to clear the old fences and clear a 3enwiffer zone as a so-called
fire prevention measure. However, the cost of malefor the fences, and the
cost of erecting them, is to be borne entirelyt®/ landowners.

Quite apart from the financial issues, locals Wwabbw that a bulldozer cannot
even turn around in a 3 metre zone, and a furtheard is created when DSE
regulations require the highly flammable detritasbe windrowed onto the

private property.

A further 500 or so kilometres of fencing separaiegate landholdings from
the national park and in this case the governmastdifered to pay for half
of the material involved in replacement fencingreviding that the fence is a

more expensive dog-proof fence.

Farmers are outraged by this offer. Firstly becadsg proof fences are
required because of State Government failue torabtiite feral dog problem
in the national park. Secondly, farmers will norin&rect a fence made up of
four strands of wire, whereas the dog-proof fenegglires eight strands of
wire. Even if the government pays half the costatterial in this case, the

landholder is no better off than he or she is plaeing ordinary fencing.

Essentially, the fencing offer by the State Govesnims seen as a sleight-of-
hand opportunity to pay for feral dog control undlee guise of bushfire
assistance. This is supported by the fact thast@ssie is only available in

areas which have been declared as wild dog zones.
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Leaving aside the fences for the moment, many laldgins are still waiting
for the government to make good their land whergaioment lines and fire
breaks were bulldozed during the crisis. Whilstlai is going on, the people

of north east Victoria are trying to get on witkeithlives.

During a public meeting held at Mt Beauty on 7 Aptie government’s lack
of genuine commitment to recovery was made evidgnParks Victoria.
Local people are anxious to use the trails in tgonal park again to try and
resuscitate the eco-tourism where many livelihoads based. Access has
been prevented until Parks Victoria surveys thekaand surrounding trees

to declare them ‘safe’.

Despite the urgency of the situation, Parks Vietaefuses to advise of its
schedule for this to be completed, citing an insidhcy of resources. The

outcomes is that many tracks may not be open il year.

This is despite the fact, that dozens of experiénkeowledgeable and expert
locals would be prepared to assist Parks Victorian-an unpaid volunteer
basis — to check and report on the trails. Degspiehardship being imposed
upon local tourist operators, this offer of parsh#p has been ignored by

Parks Victoria.

The government is seen to be papering over thistiingy by promoting

tourism in the area and creating an image thas allell again. The fact that
Tourism Victoria is being used to head this chaegils insult to injury. At
the best of times, Tourism Victoria is seen as attbuch, mesmerized by
icon marketing and happy with the trickle down efféor emerging tourist
areas. For Tourism Victoria to be involved in a&sgs recovery after such
personally devastating circumstances, is seen alasoa form of community

sacrilege.

Most of all, North Eastern Victorians are mindfiuat the vast majority of the

State Government’'s $69 million reconstruction paekais devoted to
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repairing assets and infrastructure on its own gntgs. The announced and
reannounced support for local communities sitst Imore than $2 million
and it is difficult to find any person or businegko has received any money

from this allocation.

The economic circumstances faced by North Easto¥iats are immensely
difficult and the assistance offered by governmeriiarely a fraction of the

cost that will be used by the bureaucracy to adstenilt.

13. Recommendations

The greatest fear amongst many country Victorianghat ‘nothing will

change’ after the 2003 bushfire disaster. Theudtitof State Government
bureaucrats, the emphasis on public relations &ytdvernment, the lack of a
credible State Government inquiry and even thedem and government
response regarding the Cobaw State Forest firsuglgest that efforts are
focused on political implications rather than thelfare of country people.
There is an overwhelming view that the State Gawemt’'s response is
intended for the metropolitan market rather thamstituents in country

Victoria.

If confidence is to be returned to country Victorlaen a number of actions

need to be taken:

1. Local communities must be reintroduced as partnirs the
management of national parks and state forest akotigthe relevant
government agencies. The interface between corgsivaand
community is a matter that requires, and benefamf contributions
from both sides of the fence. Government executiaed country
people each have a lot to share and a lot to leard,a common

aspiration is the protection and preservation o thatural

Paged7
© 2003 The Eureka Project — All Rights Reserved



It's no use
comparing the
1939 fires with
this one. They
are like chalk
and cheese

Tawonga resident

A Case of Burning Neglect

30 April 2003
A report from North East Victorians regarding the 2003 bushfire crisis.
environment. In the first instance, this partngrsbould begin with

the establishment of properly structured Local Mgmaent Groups.

Firefighting risk must be recalibrated so that lpcaolunteer
firefighting experience and expertise can be haggdo minimize
risk to life and limb. There is no substitute focal knowledge and
local experience. Local teams should be formallgcamed to liaise
with and assist and advise incident controllersitan Remote control

over fires does not work.

Buffer zones of up around 300m should be estaldishi¢hin the
circumference of the national park and forestedw@rdand and
grassed and grazed. With trees of up to 80metrdseight being
common in the area, any buffer zone of lesser wisltlikely to be
ineffective. With this type of arrangement landeldcooperation
would be increased and they would take an actiemd-voluntary —

role in maintaining fire prevention.

Local exercises should be routinely conducted egdr involving
emergency services and local volunteers practiemgrgency drills,
plans and coordination so that efforts will be mpreductive in time
of genuine crisis. Local volunteer fire brigadesildobe used to assist

in controlling burning off and other fuel reductioperations.

Firefighting infrastructure must be improved thrbogt the region
particularly in view of the depletion of resouraaser the 10-15 years.
For example,

- airstrips  must be improved in order to
accommodate bigger payloads for firefighting
aircraft;
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- local ‘posts’ and inventories must be established
with up-to-date inventories and contact details
maintained

- appliances, earthmoving equipment and crews
should be kept on standby

- firefighting access trails must be restored and
maintained

- communication devices and protocols should be
agreed and standardized

- significant water storages should be maintained so
that helitankers can improve their turnaround and

response times

6. Most importantly, the DSE must be required to aekedge that it
has a duty of care to country Victorians as welleathe metropolitan
green voters. This entails the establishment ofowu@bility
mechanisms, which would require the DSE to pubtigails and

statistics such as:

- a ‘service standard’ which guarantees that ligtlgnin
fires for example, will be extinguished within & se
time

- a regular performance report against this standard,
based on a community verified audit

- a fuel load index which measures current density
against a standard which is clearly agreed and
understood by the local community

- a burning-off plan identifying the areas and
acreages to be burned within a specified period

- a report on verified, successful burning-off
compared with the targeted volumes and areas

- an infrastructure and personnel index which

regularly reports on the level of fire related
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infrastructure and personnel levels against an
agreed and understood level
- a firetrail remediation and maintenance plan should
be established and published and regularly reported
against; and
- forest visitation and activity levels should be

publicly targeted and reported against.

7. A whole of government approach to conservation, rgemey

management, tourism and agriculture should be nacted to deliver

The bulldozer on these targets. The salaries of responsible tiepatal secretaries
was sent back by should be linked to performance against these measand details
the DSE

) reported to parliament.
because it had a P P

blade that was
wider than DSE 8. A commitment must be made that fires in the natipaak and state
regulations

tted forests will be fought on Crown land rather thaivate leasehold or
permitte

freehold land.
Mt Beauty CFA volunteer
9. Permits should be granted to enable firekilled AdpiAsh to be
removed from the Alpine National Park for milling.

10. Strike team leaders should be appointed from legierienced CFA

firefighting volunteers.

11.Volunteer firefighters should be classified and nidfeably
differentiated between those with active countrgagience and those
whose experience is predominantly bureaucraticuteraurban fringe

experience.

12.Fences destroyed by bushfires emanating from fisgets or national

parks should be replaced by the government atitsexpense.
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13.Evening firefighting and 24 hour duty must be aggreely

reintroduced.
14.Fires must not be left unattended.

15.Municipal emergency management plans should besedvso that

local communities understand them and know whagsréthey should

play.

14. State Government Consultation

The contributors to this report offered to providee relevant State
Government Minister with a briefing on this repaltead of its publication so
that recommendations and concerns were not writteto ‘politics’. Offers

to the Minister's Chief of Staff, and subsequertthg Premier's Chief of

Staff, were both ignored.

15. Conclusion

It is strongly held that the State Government oftdliia devises and
implements its conservation and environment policesrder to meet the
expectation of predominantly metropolitan greerev&tIn turn, it's believed
that these expectations are frequently misguidedl arformed. There is a
strong view that the State Government has a redpbtysto foster an

educated and productive debate in regard to enwvieoal protection rather

than continuing to marginalize the people who sutfie consequences.

North Eastern Victorians are concerned that lits been learned from the
2003 bushfire disaster. What's the plan to prepareext summer? What is

‘different’ as a result of this disaster?

Inevitably, the level of exclusion from Crown wilthess and forests will
begin to effect metropolitan constituents anywayjrereasing curiosity and
disposable incomes will be met with a brick wall e State Government
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bureaucrats. City people will not be able to vmitshare that which they

believe they have saved.

Country people view the ‘locking up’ of nationalrka much as they would
the ‘locking up’ of a heritage mansion. ‘Locking’ uwijpesn’t preserve, doesn’t
restore, doesn’'t educate, doesn’t encourage shaesgponsibility or

aspirations. The ‘lock up’ mentality has produceadtrdst and animosity
between bureaucrats and country people and thipdraseated almost every
aspect of their relationships. In turn, State Gowent Ministers have acted
with political spin rather than a commitment to ealion and shared

understandings.

This poisonous relationship which vests all autiyorin metropolitan
Melbourne has delivered a frightening outcome i0320Just contemplating

the potential loss of life is enough to send aeshdown one’s spine.
The undeniable conclusion is that the current St@mvernment and
bureaucratic management policies have led to uepeted levels of

damage from which it will not be possible to recowthin ten generations.

The so called experts have effectively sterilized very asset which they

were charged to protect and nurture.

Who will be called to account?
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