
Fire News and Advice from West Gidge Brigade - March 2009 
  
I  am sure all of you feel great sadness and sympathy for the people affected at the appalling 
loss of life and destruction which has occurred in Victoria. At this time  about 200 are 
confirmed dead and the toll is expected to rise. Hundreds of thousands of acres have been 
burnt as well as extensive property, livestock and wildlife losses. Many are now looking at the 
local situation. The Brigades have had many enquiries from concerned residents, but how 
long will the interest last? It very quickly waned after the initial flurry with the 
Parkerville/Stoneville a year ago. Don't let it happen here. 
  
The Hazards 
We live in an area which has high fuel loadings, sometimes steep terrain, and has a long dry 
summer. Hazard reduction in recent years, both on public and private land is probably 
significantly less than desirable. Many properties are poorly prepared. Some areas of Gidge 
have poor access which can easily be cut off in a bushfire. Each summer there are a number 
of occasions when the fire danger rating is extreme. There are delays in response by 
emergency services due to distance, and the fact that volunteers are often away working. On 
a hot, dry, windy day it will be almost impossible to stop the headfire except in areas of very 
low fuel, at least until evening when some cooling and rise in humidity occurs. If your property 
is in the path of such a fire, you had better be well prepared. 
  
Reducing the Hazard 
Everyone can contribute to this, whatever the size and nature of their property.  
Well grazed pastures are a great help, but unfortunately it is becoming more common for 
landowners to destock so dried out ungrazed pasture becomes a major fire hazard. It is 
irresponsible in the extreme to allow this to happen on your property. If you cannot arrange for 
it to be be grazed down, at least slash the grass as this will reduce fire intensity, although not 
as effectively as grazing. 
Bushland should not be allowed to accumulate too much dry fuel but beware of burning too 
frequently as this will promote grasses rather than native vegetation. Seek advice as to the 
best way to achieve this. 
  
BRAG and Brigades 
Bushfire Readiness Action Groups are formed in local areas to provide mutual support and to 
promote education in fire management. Seminars are held each year in Gidge. You are well 
advised to participate. 
Brigades are always looking for volunteers. All equipment and training are provided free of 
charge and committments can be tailored to suit the individual. 
  
 Fire Management Plans  
 You should have one for yourselves, your family, and your property, in particular the adoption 
of the "Prepare, Stay and Defend, or Go Early" philosophy.  There will be much debate 
regarding this subject but there is little doubt that staying and defending a WELL PREPARED 
home gives by far the best chance of survival. There is no "Off the shelf" plan available, you 
need to tailor it to your circumstances. Involve the whole family in planning, and do it well 
ahead of the fire season where possible. You need to be proactive and take responsibility in 
this. 
  
Prepare, Stay and Defend  
For this strategy you really have to be well prepared. Preparations include but are not limited 
to: 
-     Residents and helpers being fit, committed and appropriately equipped including suitable 

clothing.  
-     Buildings of suitable construction.  
-     Having all or most dry fuel cleared well away, at least 20 metres. This includes keeping 

gutters clear of leaves etc. 



-     No trees overhanging buildings or with branches touching, with nearby trees having 
crowns well separated. A good guide is minimum 15 metres spacing of larger trees 
especially eucalypts. 

-     An effective means of dealing with hot spots and ignitions which is independent of power 
supplies, as electricity supply is very likely to be interrupted in a bushfire. A good option is 
a firefighter type pump drawing from a tank or swimming pool. 

-  Seek advice from your brigades 
  
Go Early 
This can be a good option if you feel you are not sufficiently prepared to defend your property. 
The key is not to leave it too late as this could be far more dangerous than staying  
Driving through smoke, especially in a state of panic, geatly increases the risk of accident and 
of being trapped. It also exposes firefigheters, other emergency service workers and other 
road users to greatly increased risk. There have been a number of deaths and serious injuries 
in recent years  in WA due to vehicle accident under such circumstances, in particular the 
Toodyay death 2 years ago (fleeing the fire), and the volunteer fireficghter killed near 
Woorooloo about 10 years ago (tending the pump on a tanker - a car ran into the back of it 
crushing him). 
A common denominator in many of the deaths in Victoria seems to be that they were trapped 
in cars trying to flee the fire.  Collisions due to panic and poor visibility, fallen trees blocking 
roads, and people getting lost due to disorientation meant that this strategy failed many who 
took this option. In Gidgegannup it is very easy to be cut off from escape by a fire quite a few 
kms away.  
  
Trapped in your car 
If you find you are likely to be trapped head for the clearest and lowest fuel area available.  
Sheet granite outcrops could be a good option. The bottom rather than the top of valleys are 
safer. If near a ridge avoid the upwind side and top as fire intensity will be far greater here. 
Get onto the downwind slope. In a grass paddock driving over the grass to flatten it will 
significantly reduce eventual fire intensity. A more radical technique might be to do burnouts 
to create an earth break!.  
When in the best position you can find, stop the engine, wind the windows up, lie down 
between the seats if possible, cover yourselves with clothes, blankets etc, wet them if you 
can, and allow the main firefront to pass which should take not more than a few minutes. The 
car should protect you from the most intense radiant heat.  Even if the car eventually catches 
fire, it will buy you time. You can then get out and head back to burnt ground. Abandoning 
your car before the firefront passes gives you a much poorer chance of survival . Even a 
moderate grass fire will generate enough radiant heat to kill you, as occurred when 2 women 
abandoned their car at Tenterden a few years ago. 
  
Your Responsibility 
Ultimately you are the one most able to ensure your survival and that of your property in a 
bushfire, so don't shirk this responsibility. It takes a whole community to protect and serve 
that community, not just the efforts of a few dedicated individuals. We see the same few faces 
participating in different community groups and organisations, too many people not at all.  
Get involved! 
  
Take care and stay safe. 


