
Fire News and Advice - March 2016

Seasonal information
Currently in Prohibited Burning Season - while this is scheduled to end 31st March in City of Swan, and 8th
March in Shire of Toodyay, extensions are highly likely. No burning is allowed in this time.

Alerts and Warnings
There are frequent concerns raised and misunderstanding by residents about warnings for bush fire. The only
warning that will be delivered to you is a Bush Fire Emergency Warning, and that is only to your landline or
mobile if you are in the area affected by the warning. This also relies on landlines and mobile repeaters still
working, they may be affected by the same fire. Bush Fire Watch and Act, and Bush Fire Advice alerts will
not be sent to you. Residents need to seek this information. To better understand the warnings system visit
www.dfes.wa.gov.au/safetyinformation/warningsystems/Pages/default.aspx

Fire scale is increasing - why?
You would have to be "Blind Freddy" not to be aware that the scale of bushfires has been increasing in recent
years. Rainfall is declining and temperatures rising, leading to longer bush fire seasons. Fuel loads are
generally increasing in bush fire prone areas. The overall result has been an increase in "Mega Fires" with
resulting life and property loss in recent years. Various enquiries, both past and underway may or may not
address the issues adequately. To follow this debate a good source is the Facebook page of the Association of
Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades, or the website avbfb.org.au.

Factors causing fire
Fire needs 4 factors to burn, oxygen, heat, fuel, and some means of ignition. Remove any one of these and
you won't get fire. The intensity of any fire once it starts is affected by temperature, wind, and fuel load.

What can we as individuals/communities do to reduce the number and severity of such fires?
The simplest answer is for each and every one of us to take ownership of the problem to the extent where we
can make a difference.
We can't reduce the oxygen other than in confined spaces. We can't reduce the temperature of the day or the
strength of the wind. We cannot reduce ignitions from natural causes such as lightning.
We can all make a limited difference to varying degrees with most other causes of ignition, including arson,
powerlines,  use of vehicles and machinery, powerlines, inappropriate cigarette disposal, hot works etc etc. 
We can all make a difference in response to fire by joining or supporting Brigades, and by being equipped
and motivated to deal with fires on our own land or nearby particularly in the early stages before they
become large. We can also ensure that we have an robust Bush Fire Survival Plan for when things go wrong.
However even the most robust response can be somewhat ineffective with larger and more intense fires.
Unfortunately as communities and individuals we are possibly becoming over reliant on response by
emergency services, rather than being resilient by taking appropriate measures and precautions ourselves to
the extent where this is practicable.

Where can we make the most difference?
The most difference each and every one of us can and should make is by addressing fuel loads, both in
pasture and bush. We ALL have a responsibility in being proactive in achieving this goal. A wise old saying
is that "An ounce of prevention is worth more than a pound of cure!"
Legally if you own the fuel, you own the problem and are expected to deal with it. Expect increasing focus
on holding you accountable by Local Govt. 

We can all tackle fuel load management on a small scale near our residences by maintaining appropriate
vegetation clearances, ensuring leaf litter is removed from both ground and roofs/gutters, and by slashing
grass etc early in the fire season. Fortunately a majority of residents are reasonably proactive with these
steps.
What has not been addressed appropriately in recent years is larger scale fuel reduction, both on private and
public land. We see bush fuel loads over all tenures increasing over time, and so many pastures left with long
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dry grass over the summer. These factors can and do make a huge difference to bushfire extent and intensity.
It is only substantial broad scale fuel reduction which can make a real difference in the size and intensity of
larger fires, including the mega fires we have seen in recent years. Without this broad scale fuel load
management even our best endeavours on a small scale near our residences may not be enough to save our
lives and properties.

Public Land
Frequent concerns are raised about these areas, including reserves and road verges. What can we do to
mitigate the risk posed by high fuel loads in these areas? Even your Brigades can't touch them unless
instructed to do so by your Local Govt - they could be charged with environmental offences and/or arson!
The best thing we can all do is to persistently and loudly lobby for much more resourcing and effort to be
devoted to this area.

Private Pastures
Up until a couple of decades ago pastures in the outer Metro area, including Gidge and surrounds used to be
much better managed, being generally grazed down by early in the fire season. In recent years we have seen
many more pastures left with long dry grass creating a huge fire risk. 
Tackling pasture fuel loads is manageable by all landholders, either graze them down or if that doesn't
happen  slash them as soon as curing becomes advanced but before fire risk becomes too high. Yes these
measures take time, effort and expense, but with owning land you have the responsibility to ensure this is
achieved - no excuses.

Private Bushland - Brigade assistance
So how do we tackle the problem of large scale bushland fuel reduction on private land? Engagement of
brigades is a good first step. On request Brigade reps and/or Bush Fire Ready Facilitators can attend your
property to assess whether a burn is warranted/practical. For larger burns the Brigades will consult Chief or
Deputy Chief Bush Fire Control Officers to assist in the planning process. However planning and approvals
take time, so if you are considering having any burning done by brigades this year, you need to contact them
soon, not later in the year.

Private Bushland - empowerment of landholders
Years ago there used to be much more hazard reduction burning on private property, including on a large
scale, by landowners themselves.  Unfortunately much of this experience has been lost, and quite rightly
newer residents are apprehensive about tackling such tasks. 
Empowerment of Landholders is the key to reversing that trend. One initiative which we hope to run this
year  is a series of practical workshops under the "Winter Burning Programme". These are aimed at
giving smaller lot holders (ie up to about 5 Ha) the confidence to do their own burning. 
City of Swan is considering (although the wheels are moving rather slowly) another initiative put to them by
your volunteer Deputy Chief Bush Fire Control Officers for an officially sanctioned framework for Bush Fire
Control Officers guiding landowners through larger burns using their own equipment. This is already done to
some extent by some Bush Fire Control Officers in a purely private capacity, but an officially sanctioned
framework would be far better. An example of this type of initiative is with the nuns at the Dhammasara
Monastery in Reen rd where tailored training was organised, and the nuns were guided through smaller burns
by one of the Deputy Chief Bush Fire Control Officers acting in a private capacity and providing private
equipment to assist. The outcome was that the nuns became comfortable in managing smaller burns
themselves, though Brigades still assist with larger burns. 
Landowners under such a framework would have to provide personnel, and equipment  appropriate for the
burn. The FCO would assist with planning, and be present on the day to give guidance and support, but
would not actually take charge unless things went "pear shaped".
As with Brigade conducted burns, you need to make enquiries sooner rather than  later in the year.
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