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Fire News and Advice Feb 2012  
 
Interesting times with major events such as Margaret River and the restructuring of Emergency 
Services this year. It will be interesting to see the outcomes of the Keelty Report into the fires down 
south. Huge fires caused by lightning in the Gascoyne, and smaller ones in our region. 
We have also had some very hot weather (more grumpy people!). Very high fuel loads mean when 
fires occur they are likely to be very active, difficult to control and devastating.  
There have been a number of Local Govt Vehicle Movement and Harvest Bans imposed, 
unfortunately many people are still unaware of them. 
 
Margaret River 
With all the media publicity regarding the origin of the fires, it is easy to overlook a major 
contributor to losses of property in the region, ie the level of preparation of many of the properties 
affected. Volunteers from City of Swan who responded to Margaret River commented that so many 
of the properties they saw (whether already burnt or not) were firetraps, with minimal buffers 
around them and difficult for fire crews to access.  
While the Keelty Enquiry will justifiably focus on the events leading up to this catastrophe, 
especially the decision making process with prescribed burning, it must always be remembered 
that a fire started in the area under the weather conditions from ANY cause would likely have 
produced a similar outcome, while the fire is impacting the cause is rather irrelevant, the outcome 
is the same. 
 
Lightning & Fires 
In recent times there have been a significant number of fires due to lightning strikes. These will 
often smoulder in trees for days before embers drop into dry fuel and a fire is away. Please pay 
particular attention and watch for those small wisps up high, report them so they can be 
extinguished before they create a problem.  
 
Research Results from “Black Saturday” 
Fires in southern Australia in 2009, in particular the “Black Saturday” fires in Victoria, gave a unique 
opportunity to observe the effectiveness of fire prevention measures for properties over a wide 
area under Extreme to Catstrophic conditions. Research was undertaken by scientists from 
Australian National University, University of Wollongong and University of Berkeley California using 
actual data from these fires. This was released recently, the full paper can be viewed at 
www.plosone.org.e29212  
The results listed the following factors in decreasing order of effectiveness in preventing house 
losses 

1. The cover of trees and shrubs within 40 m of houses, so the less vegetation there is the 
more effective. Radiant heat and direct flame contact are major factors here.  

2. Whether trees and shrubs within 40 m of houses were remnant or planted (planted 
vegetation was favoured).  

3. The upwind distance from houses to groups of trees or shrubs.  
4. The upwind distance from houses to public forested land (private forested land would have 

a similar effect). 

http://www.plosone.org.e29212
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5. The upwind distance from houses to prescribed burning within 5 years (within 500 metres 
was the most effective). 

6. Number of buildings or structures within 40m of houses (the fewer the better). 
 

Of considerable concern is that a majority of fatalities occurred when people evacuated late from, 
sheltered in and/or stayed to defend their houses. If unable or unwilling to evacuate early your well 
prepared home should provide the best shelter, if poorly prepared it won’t. 
From this research your own hazard reduction measures and property preparation will make the 
most difference to the survivability of your house (and of course yourself) by making it less likely to 
catch fire and easier to defend by yourself and/or emergency services. 
 
Vehicle Movement and Harvest Bans 
These are imposed by Local Govt due to actual or anticipated fire conditions, this may happen at 
short notice. These are NOT the same as the Total Fire Bans imposed by FESA over broader regions. 
However if a FESA Total Fire Ban is imposed it is very likely that a Local Govt Ban is also in place. 
There is now a recorded information line at City of Swan 92679326. Otherwise announcements of 
bans are made on ABC 720 at 10:05, 13:05 and 14:05.  
Please bear in mind the a ban may be applied at any time so if you plan to conduct an activity 
which MIGHT contravene a ban the legal onus is on YOU to check.  
At time of writing ban notifications cannot be quickly posted to the City of Swan website so don’t 
rely on this source for day to day bans in place. However the site does have general fire safety 
information. 
Brigades will do their best to distribute the information by email, again we are not always near a 
computer so don’t rely on this means. 
 
Typical Restrictions during a ban – these may vary on a case by case basis 
ACTIVITIES NOT PERMITTED DURING THE PERIOD OF THE BAN.  

- Harvesting operations and movement/operation of vehicles/machinery “off road” 
- Any “hot works” (e.g. welding, grinding, cutting, heating etc) in the “open air”  
- Use or operation of any engine, vehicle, plant, equipment or machinery in the area likely to 

cause a bush fire or contribute to the spread of a bushfire. 
ACTIVITIES PERMITTED DURING THE PERIOD OF THE BAN 

- Movement of Vehicles/machinery on “gazetted roads” or on a lane, driveway, yard or other 
area that provides access to, or a parking facility at, any residential, farming or business 
premises, if the area has been sufficiently cleared of inflammable material to prevent the 
escape of fire. 

- Use or operation of a vehicle/machinery if it is for the prevention of an immediate and 
serious risk to the health or safety of a person or livestock, and only if all reasonable 
precautions have been taken to prevent the activity from creating a bush fire danger. 

- Use or operations of vehicles and undertaking of “hot works” by those persons holding a 
current Exemption under Bush Fires Act 1954 s. 22C (Exemption from Total Fire Bans) 

 
Penalties  

- If a Total Fire Ban is also in force at the time $25,000 and/or 12 months jail 
- If a TFB is not in force $5000 

 


