
Fire Danger Ratings – Confused? 

Confused by what seem to be inconsistent Fire Danger Ratings? A really hot day with 40 deg plus but only a 
“High” fire danger, but a 35 deg day with a “Very High” or greater Fire Danger Rating. 

It is important that your “Bushfire Survival Plan” takes the Fire Danger Rating into account. What is a 
reasonable plan on some days may be totally inappropriate and dangerous on other days. 

Fire Danger Ratings are a tool to predict the likely fire behaviour if a fire starts, ie the difficulty of suppression 
and the risk to the community. They are NOT a measure of the likelihood of a fire starting in the first place. Fire 
Danger Ratings forecast by BOM are based on the likely maximum calculated Fire Danger Index for a 
significant portion of the forecast area for that day, based on grassland/pasture. Fire Danger Index is usually 
calculated for the whole 24 hour cycle for the area. The inputs for the calculations of Fire Danger Index are  
- Curing. This is the degree to which grass has dried out and lost its moisture. It is averaged over a district. 

At present it is assessed at 100% in our area 
- Temperature 
- Relative Humidity 
- Wind speed. 
The worst combination is high wind and temperature, and low humidity all at the same time. Of these wind 
speed has by far the greatest impact on variations in the Fire Danger Index through the day.  
 
Trigger points for Fire Danger Ratings are Fire Danger Indexes exceeding: 
High 12, Very High 32, Severe 50, Extreme 75, Catastrophic 100 
 
A typical dry summer day might start with moderate to fresh easterly winds which drop off during the morning 
as the temperature rises and humidity drops. Peak temperature and lowest humidity early to mid afternoon 
might coincide with little wind so Fire Danger Index often doesn’t get past “High”. The situation may be very 
different between the hills and near the coast when the sea breeze comes in, even though the temperature 
drops a bit and the humidity climbs, this is far outweighed by the increase in wind strength so coastal areas 
may get a “Very High” rating while the Hills rate only “High”. However  a strong easterly overnight which 
doesn’t drop off significantly during the day can lead to “Severe” to “Extreme” conditions. These were the 
conditions on the weekend of the “Red Hill” and “Roleystone/Kelmscott” fires. A strong North Westerly change 
will often lead to “Very High” or above conditions even though the temperature may drop and humidity 
increase. Cyclonic winds such as from “Alby” in 1975, or very strong south east to northerly winds  from a High 
pressure system in the Great Australian Bight can lead to “Catastrophic” fire conditions over a wide area. 
 
What firefighters sometimes refer to as a “Blow Up Day” is one where the temperature and wind are both likely 
to exceed 35 simultaneously for a significant part of the day. On such days a heightened response is usually 
arranged, and your bushfire volunteers start getting very twitchy.  
 
A good guide to likely fire behaviour, difficulty of controlling and whether you are likely to be able to stay and 
defend is at www.dfes.wa.gov.au then follow the links to Fire Danger Ratings / What is a Fire Danger Rating / 
Understanding the Ratings.  This table is very important guide to deciding what your “Bushfire Survival Plan” 
will be on any particular day. 
 
Fire Danger Ratings and Fire Bans 
A Total Fire Ban: 
- Usually declared by DFES if the forecast rating is “Extreme” 
- Sometimes declared if the forecast rating is “Severe”. 
A Harvest and Vehicle Movement Ban is likely to be declared by Local Govt: 
- When the forecast Fire Danger Rating is in the upper part of the “Very High” range or greater. 
- Almost inevitably whenever a Total Fire Ban has been declared. 
- If the actually observed conditions are significantly worse than forecast, in such cases a ban may be 

imposed with little or no notice. 

http://www.dfes.wa.gov.au

